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Historic Portland Architecture: The Remains of a Banquet City Planners Could Not Destroy




The land that comprises Portland was renowned in the 1830s as The Clearing and very familiar to American, Canadian and British trappers and traders. The future downtown territory was occupied primarily by two bands of the Upper Chinock Indians. The tribes fished, hunted and traded along the Willamette River while gathering food sources including berries and root vegetables. Similar to the ranks of many West Coast tribes, contact with Europeans resulted in their decimation by smallpox and malaria.




The largest settlement of the era was Oregon City with The Clearing serving as a convenient stopping location along the west bank of the Willamette by sea vessels traveling towards Fort Vancouver. Massachusetts based sea captain John Couch determined that Portland’s river depth made ocean-going travel possible.




Two eastern-based settlers William Overton and Asa Lovejoy filed land claims in 1843 with Oregon’s provisional government. Each won the right to clear trees and build roads. Overton tired of the drudgery and sold his claim to Francis Pettygrove of Portland, Maine. 




Naming rights were determined by the flip of a coin as each man wished to name the settlement after his hometown. Pettygrove thankfully won the toss considering Lovejoy was born and raised in Groton, Massachusetts. The first log cabin was constructed on the shores of the current intersection of SW Washington Street and SW Naito Parkway. 




In 1846, Lovejoy sold his share to Benjamin Stark based on the east coast who used his investment as equity in an East Coast-California shipping business. By 1849, Pettygrove had lost interest in Portland and bartered most of his share to Daniel Lownsdale, a tanner for $5,000 in leather goods. He then relocated and resold the goods in San Francisco for a presumable profit. He had caught gold fever and proceeded to the more seductive Sierra Nevada mines.




Development proceeded modestly as Portland was considered secondary to the territorial capital Oregon City. Its location however upon a confluence with the Columbia and Willamette Rivers ultimately provided a long-term advantage over the capitol. During the first 1850 census, the city’s population was listed as 821. Portland was derided by outsiders for its rustic appearance. The city was nicknamed Mudtown and more commonly Stumptown, a label trumpeted with pride today.




Portland endured the growing pains of most late nineteenth century cities. The streets were hygienically unsanitary and two major fires ravaged the existing downtown. The second in August 1873 destroyed twenty blocks starting from the west bank of the Willamette between Yamhill and Morrison Streets. Exclusive ferry service across the river slowed the development process. The initial Morrison Bridge opened in 1887 and became the first to span the river to the east bank. The city merged with neighboring Albina and East Portland in 1891.




The 1905 Lewis and Clark Centennial Exposition acknowledged Portland globally as a major West Coast hub for the shipping industry and as an important urban population center. Population increased from over 90,000 residents in 1900 to over 207,000 in the 1910 census. The city absorbed the territories of Linton and St. Johns in 1915.




Along with the expanding terrain, concentrated elevated building accumulated in the downtown core. The ragged North End (today’s Old Town) was displaced as the center of commercial retail and activity. The downtown sector, which commences southeast of West Burnside Street, features some of the most iconic and demonstrative high-rise constructions of the early twentieth century. 




Leading up until World War II, the era experienced heightened social turbulence. Issues emerged prominently in politically conservative Portland enflamed by the Women’s Rights movement, Prohibition, racial intolerance, rampant law enforcement corruption, unethical political maneuverings, anti-homosexual persecution, union unrest and local crime syndicates. It is difficult to imagine contemporary Portland steadfastly entrenched by the pre-World War I Republican Party spearheaded by The Oregonian publisher and Machiavellian deal broker Henry Lewis Pittock.




This edition documents the architectural treasures that have survived well intentioned redevelopment and parking lot mania projects influenced by the national urban renewal craze of the late 1960s and 80s. Numerous statuesque marvels from the early century were razed during that period to promote a more modernized and accessible downtown. The success of these efforts remains debatable. The undisturbed and later restored survivors replicate a semblance of what was once a unified, aesthetic and glorious smorgasbord of architecture styles.




Currently during the evening hours, downtown and Old Town Portland have become a homeless settlement populated by pup tents on the sidewalks, parking lots and storefronts. There appears no simplistic solution apparent despite a recent period of economic affluence. Portland is hardly unique as an urban center with this dilemma. 




The book concentrates on the earliest remaining structures from the frontier development until approximately 1930. Researching the heritage, original building names and responsible parties for many, particularly the single and two-structures is often daunting. The result is that some of the buildings may be unintentionally misdated or incorrect in their architectural style designations. The process is never exact, particularly when archived resources are often lean.




Portland labors under an inaccurate reputation regarding the perception of extreme climate. Rain and grey skies are prevalent during winter and spring. Snow and excessively low temperatures are rare. In fact, the city has evolved into an exemplary location to reside. 




Aesthetically it features one of the most concentrated cores of attractive heritage design. The restored and refashioned monoliths are excuse enough to slow and resist demolition and any intrusive replacement  by many contemporary banal and characterless redevelopment projects.
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WEST BURNSIDE STREET
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111 West Burnside Street

Constructed 1940

Twentieth Century Classical Style

Uses: Warehouse, Ramsey Sign Company, Portland Rescue Mission
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123 West Burnside Street

Streetcar Era Commercial Style

Uses: Offices
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Salvation Army Building

134 West Burnside Street

Constructed 1904

Twentieth Century Classical Style

Uses: Offices, Retail, Rooming House, Saloon, Brothel
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Fritz Saloon

214 West Burnside Street

Constructed 1900

Streetcar Era Commercial Style

Uses: Saloon, Brothel, Nightclubs, Apartments




The legacies of the surnames Erickson and Fritz seemed intertwined in turn of the twentieth century Portland history. They would later conjoined into a twenty-first century reincarnation of their former saloon establishments. 




Hugo Fritz was a manager and bartender at Erickson’s iconic saloon following his arrival from San Francisco in 1905. In 1906, Gus Erickson reportedly transferred the saloon license for unspecified reasons to him operating the establishment under the legal title of the Hugo Fritz Company. Fritz died in April 1908 at the age of 49.




Another Frtiz, Fred Jr. (apparently no relation) operated a saloon and theatre across the street from Erickson’s on West Burnside. He would eventually acquired Erickson’s saloon. In 1912, he opened the Fritz Hotel directly behind the Erickson building. 




The entire neighborhood proliferated with saloons, gambling parlors, and brothels elevating Fred Fritz, Jr. into prominence as a vice lord. Wisely Fritz preserved the Erickson name and promoted his distinctive legacy. He oversaw both operations until his death at 58 in October 1921. His son, Fred A. and wife, Clara would sustain the two Portland institutions for nearly three decades afterwards. She died in 1955 and he in 1989 at the age of 94.




Aside from entertainment outlets, Fritz prudently diversified his investment base. He constructed the Villa St. Clara (named after his wife) and the Panama Building. Real estate became his secure foundation and he compounded his portfolio by acquiring numerous downtown lots and farm properties in outlying counties.




Portland’s Old Town district deteriorated following World War II and the neighborhood became a magnet for an indigent street population and crime. 




In 2015, the former Erickson and Fritz Saloon buildings were joined in a year-long project funded by the Portland Housing Bureau using Federal Low-Income Housing tax credits and Historic Tax credits. 




During the reconstruction, salvaged materials were utilized. The original brick walls, wood staircases and railings were incorporated along with exposed charred structural beams that survived a 1975 fire. Affordable housing remains a local challenge. The Fritz and Erickson buildings with their market-rate and subsidized rents offer a welcomed alternative to a chronic housing shortage plaguing the North End.
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215-219 West Burnside Street

Constructed 1926

Architect Harold Marsh

Streetcar Era Commercial Style

Uses: Offices, Retail, Alexis Greek Restaurant
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222-236 West Burnside Street

Constructed 1926

Architects Ruedy Brothers

Streetcar Era Commercial Style

Uses: Restaurants, Barber Shop, Retail
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350 West Burnside Street

Streetcar Era Commercial Style

Uses: Dante’s Nightclub
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Grove Hotel

433 West Burnside Street

Streetcar Era Commercial Style

Constructed 1907

Uses: The Hoxton
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NW FIRST AVENUE
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Blagen Block

30-34 NW First Avenue

Constructed 1888

Architect Warren Williams

High Victorian Italianate Style, Restored after 1990 Fire

Uses: NJ Blagen Sail Manufacturers, Warehouse, Retail, Offices
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Norton House

33-53 NW First Avenue

Constructed 1875

Italianate Style, Third floor destroyed by fire

Uses: Overland Hotel, Restaurant, Retail


Elizabeth Liverpool Lil Smith, in the grandest and most scandalous fashion of frontier Portland, operated the Senate Saloon in the North End. There was little pretense regarding the operations of her building the Norton House, constructed in 1875 featuring Italianate architecture. Downstairs was reserved for alcohol consumption and gambling. Upstairs was dedicated towards prostitution and lodgings. 


Lil obtained her nickname because she was British and her predominantly sailor clientele originated from the port city of Liverpool. Her brothel became their Portland bank and port. She was reputed to be the sole individual within the North End that could be trusted with an envelop of cash. Her establishment featured an enormous safe behind the bar protecting incoming sailors and loggers from getting rolled and robbed by unscrupulous thieves, gamblers and whores.


Although many would ultimately blow their earnings at Lil’s establishment, there existed an ethics to the larceny. At least they knew where their funds had evaporated. 


Lil’s character would never be mistaken for piety. Her reputation for lightening wallets originated from slow days when only four or five customers appeared to be patronizing her saloon. An occasional sucker would enter the bar and order a round of drinks for everyone. Lil would alert her girls upstairs via a hidden bell chord and all of them would flock downstairs ordering champagne on the visitor’s tab. Instead of getting off cheap for his generosity, he would be stuck with an exorbitant bill.


Lil incurred the unrestrained wrath and condemnation of N. J. Blagen, a Danish immigrant, who constructed his distinctive four-story Blagen Block across the street from her in 1897. The building is the last remaining example of rhythmic rows, columns and arches that formerly united block fronts in downtown Portland. His architectural gem was leased to W.C. Noon for sail manufacturing employing up to eighty-three seamstresses. The view below inside the Senate Saloon proved distracting to his employees. Many were harassed by bar patrons as they daily entered the company headquarters for work. The Blagen Block today operates as a customer experience center for the San Francisco-based Airbnb online hospitality service.


Liverpool Lil was considered a shrewd businesswoman, but erred regarding the bicycle fad during the 1890s. Originally invented bicycles started as dangerous sport featuring enormous front wheels. This design flaw created significant risks when navigating downhill slopes and/or contact with unforeseen obstacles.  The design also provided an unflattering view of women (not necessarily for men) who’d accidentally tangled their skirts inside the spokes.


The modified safety bicycles of the 1890s eliminated both dangers and popularity exploded nationally. Lil purchased a bicycle track, strategically situated a saloon in the center and promoted the venue by outfitting her employees in extravagant





OPS/images/BlazierSaloon.jpg





OPS/images/215WBurnside.jpg





OPS/images/FritzSaloon.jpg





OPS/images/SalvationArmyBuilding.jpg





OPS/images/CentralCityConcern.jpg





OPS/images/PortlandRescueMission.jpg





OPS/images/OldTown.jpg





OPS/images/InsiderSeries.jpg
INSIDER SERIES BOOKS:ox





OPS/images/MarquisPublishing.jpg





OPS/images/InsideCover.jpg
IFl
(280)0)
HISTORICAL BUILDINGS

DOWNTOWN « PEARL DISTRICT » OLD TOWN

marques vickers






OPS/images/NortonBlock.jpg





OPS/images/BlagenBlock.jpg





OPS/images/HoxtonBurnside.jpg





OPS/images/Dantes.jpg





