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  THE NORTH END
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   Portland’s west side is a tiny, divided world.


  The oldest part of the city embodies a stark contrast to the rest of town. South of Burnside, downtown is a mixture of office buildings, high-end hotels, and the occasional theater or expensive restaurant. North of Burnside, though, the city fades into Old Town, and the tone changes sharply.


  Old Town today is a collection of homeless shelters, bars, and clubs that look shuttered in the day but fill up with enthusiastic clubgoers on the evenings and weekends. It’s the part of town where you’re most likely to find people sleeping outdoors or (if the clubs are open) clubgoers stumbling away from the dance floor. Despite being near the urban core and only blocks away from the affluent Pearl District, Old Town remains firmly ensconced as Portland’s urban underbelly.


  The area is also designated as Portland’s Chinatown, but that label is not without problems. Portland has had a significant East Asian and Asian-American population ever since the 1800s, but in the twenty-first century you’re more likely to find Asian-owned businesses far away from the urban center. Also, the original Chinatown was elsewhere. Nowadays all that remains of the North End’s official Chinatown are a Chinese garden, an extravagant gate at Fourth and Burnside, and a few closed restaurants.


[image: Portland’s early economy was almost wholly centered on river traffic. Portland City Archives]
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  Old Town, downtown’s grimy younger sibling, has its charms. It’s also home to studios for working-class artists, cast-iron buildings that recall the city’s earliest days, and more than a few excellent bars. But, it continues to stand in contrast with the more respectable downtown and the other, cleaner residential neighborhoods. It’s more transgressive, more dangerous, more fraught, and in some ways more interesting than the cleaner parts of the city.


  In some respects Old Town, which used to be known as the North End, has always been that way.
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  INDUSTRY, TRANSIENT LABOR, AND THE NORTH END

  
  


   The loggers, sailors, land speculators, and other frontiersmen who flocked to Portland were largely young, transient, and male, and Portland historian Carl Abbot likens early Portland to a giant, open-air frat house. One 1903 visitor characterized Portland this way:



  The stench of stale beer and whiskey often mixed with the nauseating smell of vomit on the sidewalks, and drunken, staggering men blocking my way almost turned my stomach. Portland was very much a logging, lumbering, mill city as well as a seaport with swarms of nautical men, sailors, and officers alike. . . . Saloons were especially prominent on corners throughout the business district. I could hear the jangling of voices . . . coupled with the slap-slap of cards on green-felted tables off to one side where gambling went on continuously day and night.1




  The average Portlander in 1890 was under thirty years old, and there were more than ten men for every one woman. The city was at its most hectic and crowded during the shipping season. History writer Barney Blalock, with a poetic flair, notes that things got breezy when “the sons of Neptune were in town.”2


  This vision of Portland, as a muddy, grimy frontier river town, was especially true in the neighborhood that would eventually become known as Old Town. Before that name came into use, the cluster of blocks hugging the river in the northern part of the central city were also known as Couch’s Addition or Whitechapel, but by far the most common name for the neighborhood was the North End.


[image: Having a town centered around maritime activity meant riverside property was given over to commerce and industry. Portland City Archives]



  Having a town centered around maritime activity meant riverside property was given over to commerce and industry. Portland City Archives




  The Willamette River was Portland’s biggest source of wealth, but it did not make for attractive real estate. Portland’s early wharves were sodden affairs most often privately owned. The oligarchs in charge of this watery infrastructure kept the wharves in varying states of repair. It did not take long for the logs and planks that made up the wharves and docks to become heavy with river water and grime. What’s more, Portland was upriver from other settlements like Salem and Oregon City. By the time the river got to Portland, it was already swollen with the sewage and refuse of two other cities, and Portland also added its own layer of filth to the already dirty river.


  Industry and the smell of waste made the waters of the Willamette, and the land near it, undesirable for the city’s wealth class. The elite built their stately houses far away from the river and its wharves, giving over the North End to the men who toiled sailing ships and felling trees. Later on in the 1800s and early 1900s, this cheap, low-end area of industry and laborers would also be home to Portland’s immigrant population. Eastern European Jews, Chinese migrants fleeing famine in Guangdong, Japanese, and sundry other groups would make lives for themselves in the rough-hewn, low-income North End, blocks away from the costly mansions of Portland’s ownership class.


[image: Historian Carl Abbot has, on multiple occasions, compared early Portland to a giant, open-air frat house. Images like this capture the essence of his argument. Portland City Archives]
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  Just beyond the wharves, the North End became a neighborhood of cheap, single-room-occupancy hotels, boardinghouses, and, most of all, saloons. Saloons were more than just a place to get a drink. They were also where most working-class Portlanders spent vast quantities of their free time, cultivated social lives, and amused themselves.


  Saloons sprouted like mushrooms throughout the North End in the 1800s, and with good reason: They were a solid investment. Portland’s early ownership class invested in real estate, traded claims, built wharves, and speculated on resources like timber and grain. But crops could fail, land could be difficult to develop, and if you owned a wharf there was always a chance it could simply fall apart.


  Alcohol, though, was a safe bet. There was always a customer for it, and early Portland luminaries made their fortunes controlling the manufacture, sale, and distribution of alcohol.


  William S. Ladd, one of Portland’s earliest businessmen, made his fortune distributing alcohol to bustling frontier saloons. He’d later go on to become Portland’s fifth and eighth mayors, and the Ladd’s Addition neighborhood now bears his name.


  Another early Portland luminary, Addison Starr, operated the first distillery in the city. His ad copy read: “Keep the money in the state. If people must and will have whiskey, let them buy Starr pure, unadulterated white whiskey.”3 With the money he made from that whiskey, Addison Starr was able to incorporate the First National Bank of Portland, one of the earliest national banks on the West Coast. Alcohol also offered an important source of revenue for the city. For much of the late 1800s, approximately a third of municipal government revenues came from alcohol taxes or licenses.
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Selling beer was a good way to get rich in early Portland. The most successful brewer of the 1800s was arguably Henry Weinhard, a German immigrant who traveled extensively throughout the United States before settling in Stumptown. Weinhard’s brewery was large and successful, in part because of his chummy relationship with saloon owners like August Erickson. In 1888 Portland got its first public fountain in the North End. The fountain, dedicated by former city councilman Stephen Skidmore, was intended to provide drinking water to humans, horses, and dogs. Weinhard offered to have it flow with beer on its opening day. Unfortunately, such plans proved impossible.




  Historian Joseph Gaston wrote of 1868–1870 that “Portland had for two years a council of nine members, six of whom were saloonkeepers; and the mayor himself, Hamilton Boyd, was a patron of saloons. . . . There was at the time about thirty saloons in town, and it was a straight whiskey proposition.”4 When Gaston was writing his history, he thought this was a good thing. Rather than preventing a conflict of interest or over-privileging a certain kind of business, Gaston wrote about Portland as a clean, orderly, and transparent city. He also had a rosy version of saloons. “The saloon was not then used as an aid to gambling, robbery, or debauchery of women,”5 he wrote. Other chroniclers, however, had a somewhat different outlook.


  Nearly every block featured some kind of watering hole where one could enjoy (or at least tolerate) the company of drunken frontiersmen or tipsy sailors. The largest and most storied of the North End’s saloons was Erickson’s, a massive temple of leisure that took up an entire block on Northwest 2nd and Burnside and was known as the blazing center of the North End. The saloon featured a massive mahogany bar on the ground floor, a pipe organ, a buffet open to any drinking customers, and stage shows of all kinds. The second floor was given over to smaller bars and card rooms, and the top floor was a low-cost hotel. Patrons could sleep in what were known as cribs upstairs, essentially cubicles with beds.


  Stewart Holbrook, a writer for the Portland Oregonian in the first half of the twentieth century, said of Erickson’s that it “grew in size and magnificence until loggers, hard-rock miners, and other hearty men from all over the West and sailors from the seven seas and beyond vowed they had rather see Erickson’s with its gaslights in full blow than to view Niagara Falls tumbling into the Grand Canyon of the Colorado.”6


  Holbrook’s account, which dates from decades after Erickson’s heyday, is almost certainly embellished, but it does speak to the relative magnificence of the saloon compared to other venues. It also illustrates the importance of a palace dedicated to leisure, drink, entertainment, and cheap housing in a town of transient working men. Erickson’s and frontier saloons like it would be hit hard by Prohibition, and the world of drinks, card games, and cigar smoke would be driven underground. However, in the days before the Eighteenth Amendment Portland was a wide-open town, with saloon life flowing freely out into the river town’s muddy streets.
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  VICE AND LAW ENFORCEMENT IN THE 1800S




  Portland incorporated on February 8, 1851. Eight months later City Ordinance 16 prohibited any kind of gambling within the city, stating simply, “Be it ordained by the city council of the City of Portland: that all gambling houses are prohibited within the city limits.”7 Violators would be fined between $100 and $200, or put in jail for up to ninety days. However, this ordinance did not so much prohibit gambling as localize it. For much of Portland’s history, authorities had an informal policy of containment and accommodation for vice. Instead of banning it, they kept it in its place.


  The North End, with its working-class population and industrial bent, was the unofficial home of the card table, the brothel, and the bar where they’d let you sleep on the floor. Downtown and the high-end neighborhoods would, of course, be swept clean by the powers that be, but in the North End vice was allowed to flourish. One man who understood this policy very well was James Lappeus, one of Portland’s early city marshals and the city’s first police chief.


  Lappeus was born in New York, joined the army at eighteen, and was among the American occupiers of newly conquered San Francisco until 1848. He kept a saloon in New Helvetica, California, and was likely associated with a criminal gang made up of US Army veterans known as the Hounds. In 1851 Lappeus had to defend his California saloon in a gunfight after the public execution of several Hounds. He escaped with his life and enough money to found another saloon in Portland.


  The Oro Fino Theater and Gem Saloon sat on First Street, between modern-day Oak and Harvey Milk Streets. While the saloon was just outside of the North 


[image: As a young man James Lappeus was no stranger to violence. At one point he was run out of California by a gun-wielding gang known as “The Hounds.” Oregon Historical Society]
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  End, it was only a block away from the Willamette and well away from the more respectable neighborhoods starting to take shape elsewhere in the city. Lappeus’s venue offered a high-end experience, at least by Portland standards at the end of the 1800s. He was among the many members of the ownership class who made his fortune not in lumber or shipping, but in catering to the wants and needs of lumberjacks, sailors, and other wandering men.


[image: Like most powerful men in the early days, James Lappeus owned a saloon. The Oro Fino, pictured here, was considered one of the more high-end venues in town. Oregon Historical Society]
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  The Oro Fino offered food, drink, and a variety of different kinds of performances, including nude dancing. It’s very likely that sex work was commonplace at the Oro Fino, as it was at several other North End saloons, boardinghouses, and hotels. Sex work had no legal status in Portland until 1871. Like gambling, sex work was contained rather than truly prohibited after 1871. Of course, anyone who wanted to gamble at Lappeus’s house of entertainment could easily find a table where they could risk whatever cash they had in their pocket.


  Lappeus became Portland’s city marshal for the first time from 1859 to 1860, but he served again from 1868 to 1869, and eventually became Portland’s first chief of police in 1870. He retained that position until 1883, with a slight interruption from 1877 to 1879. Lappeus’s career, while mostly successful, was briefly disturbed by accusations that he’d attempted to extort a woman whose husband Lappeus was about to have hanged.
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  THE DANFORD BALCH SCANDAL





    In the 1850s Danford Balch and his family settled on land that would eventually become Portland’s Willamette Heights neighborhood. The Balches had nine children, and their oldest child, Anna, eventually eloped with a neighbor, much to her parents’ chagrin. In response to hearing that his daughter had married without his permission, Danford Balch took up a shotgun and pursued his new son-in-law. He found the young man, Mortimer Stump, at the Willamette River on the Stark Street Ferry. Balch shot the man in full view of the public, but was able to escape into the Oregon wilderness.


  Lappeus eventually managed to apprehend Balch. While one of Portland’s first murderers sat in jail awaiting execution, the marshal (at least according to later accusations) made an offer to Balch’s wife, Mary. Allegedly, Lappeus told her he would let her husband escape in the dead of night if she furnished him with a $1,000 bribe. Mary Balch went about trying to find the money, but wasn’t successful. When she wasn’t able to pay Lappeus’s bribe, the marshal hanged her husband on October 17, 1859. It was Oregon’s first legal execution. Anna Balch Stump, newly widowed, watched her father hang.


  Allegations that Lappeus had tried to extort a soon-to-be-widow with the promise of letting a killer free would haunt him throughout his career, and would play a part in his eventual dismissal from office.


  During his time as Portland’s chief law enforcement officer, be it as marshal or as police chief, Lappeus maintained his ownership of the Oro Fino. The man charged with enforcing the Portland city council’s prohibition on houses of gambling within the city limits ran a house of gambling very much inside city limits. He had no inclination whatsoever to cut into his own profits by actually enforcing the law. Instead, Lappeus and the officers under him managed vice rather than stamping it out.
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     PAYING FOR AND PAYING OFF THE POLICE





     Pay structures for the police paved the way for this smooth arrangement. Lappeus’s officers were not paid out of the city’s treasury. Rather, they were paid by the businesses on their beat for the services they provided. The cops who roved the North End were, ostensibly, protecting those businesses from the ravages of vice. But those businesses made their money off of vice itself, and paid the patrolling officers with the profits. Portland’s lack of real pay for police made police bribes entirely redundant. Local saloons paid off the cops as a matter of course.


  With this (lack of) compensation the early Portland police were supposed to be a self-funding organization, and other sources of revenue like fees from businesses and fines were expected to cover the costs of law enforcement. By 1865, though, it was apparent that paying police, covering expenses, locking up offenders, and trying them was going to cost the city money. The city council increased the price of liquor licenses to the then-exorbitant price of $500 a year (for context, a liquor license in Oregon for full, on-premise sales in 2019 is merely $400) and the same ordinance banned saloons from hiring women.


  The new ordinance proved unpopular and was an early instance of Stumptown’s saloon oligarchs not getting their way. From the earliest days there were always some interest groups who tried to mitigate Portland’s Wild West atmosphere. They lived and legislated uncomfortably alongside the vice-fueled ruling class.
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    THE CONFESSIONS OF EDOUARD CHAMBREAU





    One of the most comprehensive (albeit biased) overviews of what it was like to run a saloon and pay off local law enforcement comes from Edouard Chambreau. Chambreau was a French-Canadian frontiersman and gambling enthusiast who later turned against vice and wrote a tell-all book about his prior experiences as a huckster and purveyor of sin.


  Chambreau was a master of running, fixing, and cheating at games of chance, both as a gambler and a dealer. He was an early associate of James Lappeus, and the two of them went all the way back to San Francisco, where they were run out of town by a violent gang. Chambreau joined his friend in Portland where they both owned saloons, though the French-Canadian didn’t get into law enforcement like Lappeus did. Chambreau eventually got married, left Portland, became a soldier, lost most of his money speculating on gold, and then returned to the city and got back into the saloon business.


  In his memoirs Chambreau calls his second saloon the “hell-hole.” He didn’t own the place. Rather, he was part owner with other existing managers. Chambreau doesn’t say it explicitly, but he implies in his memoirs (written later after he gave up the gambling life) that it was almost certainly a brothel. “This was one of those places,” he wrote, “where ‘everything went.’ This place was open for everything that talked, from the highest to the lowest of both sexes. Anyone could be accommodated with fun, amusements and games of all kinds with cards or other devices.”


  He also illuminated the importance of having a good relationship with law enforcement.



  Among the first things I did when I took charge of this hell hole was to fix the policemen on my beat. Now, every candid man knows there is a vast difference between a restaurant and one of these abominable places. Still, was better protected by the police in the hell hole than I was in the restaurant. . . .8




  Chambreau didn’t just pay the police to look the other way and allow him to operate his establishments. He also, for all intents and purposes, hired the police to be his private enforcers. In his memoir, Chambreau expresses his annoyance with gamblers who “will only bet on a ‘sure thing.’”


  This kind, in my opinion, ought to be thrown down very hard . . . [the police] could come to the saloon and inquire for the guilty parties. They would be during the day when there are few people in. They would make some inquiries
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   CORRUPTION IN STUMPTOWN





   

  

  

  

  

  

  

[image: Today it’s at the center of downtown, but when it was built the Pioneer Post Office (and later courthouse) was considered remote and isolated. Oregon Historical Society]
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    EARLY ANTI-VICE OPPOSITION
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     FARO
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