Pioneering
the Square

‘ ‘ e planned, it worked.” So goes the slogan coined in the ‘90s to celebrate the 30th anniversary of
Portland’s groundbreaking 1972 Downtown Plan.

For the 25th birthday of Pioneer Courthouse Square, we might consider a different slogan: “We
dreamed, we argued, we planned, we fought, and, finally, we built-and then it worked.”

Today we enjoy the square as “Portland’s living room.” From festivals to protests, it hosts more than 300 events each year,
drawing nearly 10 million visitors. It is synonymous with Portland’s welcoming ethos and celebrated by urban designers and
public-space enthusiasts worldwide. It has won everything from a 1981 Progressive Architecture magazine award for its
design in the 2008 American Planning Association designation as one of the “Great Public Spaces in America.”

But fromits first flicker as a light bulb over Mayor Terry Shrunk’s head to its dedication in 1984, the square endured over two
decades of fits and starts. It might just as easily have been an 800-car parking garage, a glass aviary, or an example of the
awkward footnote in architectural history known as Deconstructivism. The city’s most powerful business leaders, along
withits park commissioner and later mayor, Frank Ivancie, repeatedly tried to kill the project. Yet the vision of a major public
space in the center of downtown somehow endured to become Portland’s greatest testament to the strength and
endurance of its civic will.

This is the story of how the square came to be.



Early
History

The land beneath Ploneer Courthouse Square
Ibegan its urban life in the rapid wheeling and
dealing of Portland's founders. In 1848 Francis
Pettygrove sold the plot to Daniel Lownsdale,
who, within months, bartered it to shoemaker
Elijah Hill for $24 and a pair of boots. Within a
decade the city bought the land back to build
Portland's first public schoolhouse - Central
School — the largest west of the Mississippi. In
1868, the future square's neighbor and name-
sake, Pioneer Courthouse, rose. And in 1883, the
city relocated Central School so that renowned
journalist, financier, and railroad tycoon Henry
Villard could build Portland's first luxury hotel on
the site.

Villard built only the foundations before his for-
tunes fell. What locals dubbed *Villard's Ruins"
sat untouched for five years, until Portland busi-
nessmen William Ladd, Henry Corbett, and
Simeon Reed pledged $250,000 to finish the
building — if others would match the contribu-
tions. And so began a tradition of community in-
volvernent with the block as 322 local citizens
invested in the Portland Hotel Company. In 1890,
the hotel's 326 elegant guest rooms, its ball-
room, and its billiards, sewing, and writing rooms
instantly became a destination for posh travelers
and Portland's “fashionable set.”

‘When luxury travel ground to a halt thanks to
‘World War |1, the hotel fell into disrepair. In 1944,
department-store owners Julius Meier and Aaron
Frank purchased the property in a rumored at-
tempt to prevent another investor from building
a competing store. A mere seven years later,
Aaron Frank announced that the storied hotel
would be razed and replaced with a two-level
parking structure for Meier & Frank. Protesters
called for the block to be reclaimed for public use.

Portland Hatel, cira 1910s

PACIFIC BUILDING

Maiar & Frank Dapartment Stare parking garage, circa 1950s.



Early
Aspirations

In 1961, Mayor Terry Schrunk directed the
Portland Planning Department to study the site
as a “focal point for downtown™ and “a symbol
of renewal.” City planner Lloyd Keefe hired a
young architect named Robert Frasca to draw
three schemes for the courthouse and the
adjacent parking lot that had replaced the
Portland Hotel. But the city’s private business
interests had other ideas for the block. The
recently built East Side Mall, Lloyd Center, was
drawing customers away from downtown.
Murmurs of what would become Washington
Square in Tigard deepened retailers’ worries. In
1969, the Tacoma-based Briston Corporation
banded with Meier & Frank to propose a
solution: an 800-car parking garage on the block.

The Planning Department's first scheme turned
the courthouse into a museumn with skyway to the
adjacent parking lot.

Scheme two redeveloped the courthouse’s original
core and redeveloping the Meier & Frank parking
garage as an underground facility with a “park
plaza” on top.

Scheme three demolished both the Meier & Frank
garage and Pioneer Courthouse (the federal
government had tried unsuccessfully to sell the
property before) and redeveloping both blocks into
21,100 car underground parking facility topped by
a two-block public plaza.

This two-block plaza is the first-known-vision of
what would become Pioneer Courthouse Square.
The design called for an ice rink, a band shell,

and a number of pavilions ranging from
showcases of Oregon wood products to a garden
symbolizing Portland's sister-city relationship with
Sapporo, Japan.

In response to the Briston Corporation and Meier &
Frank's proposed garage, Keefe directed his staff to
build a model of the garage for the Portland
Planning Commission's review of the proposal.
Further armed with studies showing the garage's
impact on traffic and air quality, in January, 1970,
opponents convinced the commission not only to
vote down the garage unanimously, but to endorse
the idea that the block should be public space. The
developers appealed to Portland City Council. But
political change was already in the air, and
discussions began between the business
community, urban advocates, and city council
about a more comprehensive look at the central
city. The garage proposal — and the city planners’
model - can now be seen as a tipping point that
led to the 1972 Downtown Plan and the beginning
of Portland's renaissance.
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Variations
ona Theme

In 1975, Mayor Neil Goldschmidt began
negotiating deals with major retailers (among
them the Seattle-based Nordstrom company)
that hinged on city initiatives to build 1,300
parking spaces in two garages on the east and
west edges of the newly defined retail core
and turn the Meier & Frank parking lot into a
major public square. Goldschmidt succeeded
in netting a $1.2 million grant from the federal
Bureau of Outdoor Recreation to help
purchase the land and build the square. But
soon a battle emerged over what the future
square would be: Open public space or a
covered attraction with a ticketed entry?

Over the next five years, the city’s planning
department, the Portland Development
Commission, and private business interests
hired a variety of designers to draw many
possible versions of the square.. (Among them
was Willard Martin, the square's eventual
architect.) Downtown property owner Bill
Roberts and the Citizen Advisory Committee
ultimately rallied behind a conservatory
scheme that came to be known as the
“birdcage.”

In 1978, the city hired local architect Donald
Stastny to develop recommendations for the
block’s design process. Stastny proposed —
and eventually oversaw — Portland's first
national design competition. The 162 firms
who applied included many then or
soon-to-be internationally renowned
designers (among them James Polshek,
Michael Graves, Moshe Safdie, Robert Stern,
Laurie Olin, and John Jerde.) The jury —
Pauline Anderson, a member of the Pioneer
Courthouse Square Citizens Advisory
Committee; Sumner Sharpe, a member of the
American Planning Association; John Rian, a
downtown restaurant owner; George McMath,
AlA, a prominent local architect; and M. Paul
Friedberg, a noted New York
architect/landscape architect/urban designer
~ selected 10 finalists to interview, ultimately
inviting 5 people to submit proposals.
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The
Competition

Unable to resolve the competing hopes for
the square’s future, the Portland
Development Commission and competition
manager Don Stastny left the competition’s
guidelines open. The competing designers’
charge: Create an all-weather, all-season
complex to fulfill “cultural, recreational,
open space and shelter needs” for

downtown populations.
'WHO: One of the ok F riticizad for their
Il farms, his intellectually

challenging, often thearetical designs that becarne grouped with those of so-cabled
Decanstructivist architects like Bemard Tschumi and Daniel Libeskind Having just

[ peac b f seeing his wark built wasin
many ways an for Robertson who ed,
Yale-trained architect kniown for i ird traditional
anhitectura,
THE CONCEPT: Th the fusion of
ek dred P k= il
wis & parfiect ion of i bertween Ei rd
Robertson's aesthetic leanings. The design of the ground surface included a warped
pl harhi ‘Waxner Center for the
Arts, In Ohio, and his Holocaust Memarial, in Berlin, both il r. The
edge of the s il those
il ind Pianeer C

THE JUDGMENT: The members appreciated the physical simplicity and inteliectual
but ultimately felt that i

than functional and that i i

activities anticipated for the sguare,

WHERE THEY ARE NOW: The dug disbandexd in 1987, Elsanman went on to becoma

oneofthe tivist architects of the 1980s, designing.
notably, il to Jewsof i inin 2004, This
i i descried as both d

reflective of the theoretical and mysterious nature of Eisenman's woek. Robertson
co-founded Cooper, Robertson & Partners, a New York architecture and urban
planning firm that has a staff of over 100 today. He has led numerous.
award-winning architactural L jacts in the United States and abroad,
ranging from New Urbanist datoa park in
Charlestan, Seuth Caralina,

WHO: i i ways, wera thi beat.

Together they designed the 1965 Sea Ranch, the iconic Califomia coastal retreat, as

well as Portiand ing Lovejay F in. Hadpein, a archi

also destgned Ghiradelll Square in San Francisco, Portland's transit mall. and lra

Kellar Fountain { with Angela D ontheHaas
inJ ; theF in i DCd

wias a widely . ist and ad lenown for his playful, inaric,

garshiyi ik Dest I S——

Orbeans.

THE CONCEPT: The Halprin/ for Pioneer Courthouse to

evake abacal bown center with a collection of syrrbalic elemants - & water garden,

an arcace, several stages and performing areas, a clock tower, and a colossal,

tent-like gl ture. The multitude of interior spaces for cafes,
A v sl

clearly aimed at Portland's business interests.

THE JUDGMENT; The jury pi n for 5, imwention, and
Its abslity to attract peophs to the square. But uittimately, they belleved the design
was inappropriate for the site and context, and that it lacked sufficient flexibility. *Iz
showld be built,” said the jury, "but alas, not as our major public square”

WHERE THEY ARE NOW': After six decades of designing parks and public spaces,

Halprin, 92, InSan Franclsco
and a redesign of the Yosemite Falls visitor area. Moore died in 1993, after a long
career of edlectic designs, i i d I Amang
hiis final ience Complixat the L ity af Oregon (1980) and the
Tacoma, hit h.




Pioneering
the square

The

Competition

WHO: Bom in Argentina, hado and Jorg i,
like Eisenman were young educators with & long list of competition prizes.
Warren Schwartz Sllver, bath ] jained to farm

Schwartz/Silver in 1980. Schwartz's work Includes Grace Chapel in Rome
and Mew York City Hall, which he designed jointly with Silver. Sitver had

civic ts, including the stience center for
\wellesley College.

THE CONCEPT: Intanded to convey “today’s equivalent of the

‘cathedral fcity e of i city,” their concept
featured a very square flank h P
of th Garden and &5 on the north and south sid
finished off the squara.

THE JUDGMENT: The jury appreciated the civic respect conveyed by the
design and its approgriateness to the site, but found the small-scale pieces

an the north and south sides to be Inconsistent with th
They balked at the intarior arrangement of the glass structure, even though
they that its a strong symbol for the square.

WHERE THEY ARE NOW: Both Machado and Silvett] are tenured professors.
at Harvard University's Graduate Schaol of Design. Amang their recent
buildings d addition for the Getty Villa in Malibu,
Califarnia, and Scidly Hall at Princetan University, Schwartz/Silver
Aschitects went on to design MIT's Rotch Architecture Library and the Shaw
Center for the Arts at Loulsiana State University, which won the 2008
American Institute of Architects’ National Honor Award.

d Michael A. Kihn of the firm
valls, Cunningham,

WHO: Geddes was the heavy hitter of this trio, with & three-pronged career

as architect, educator, and urban designer. He was a dean of the School of

Architecture and Urban Planning at Princeton University and had extensive
desi both public and tor

THE CONCEPT: Urban theater met place of retreat as an assembly area

flanked d garden and c . The tredli El of the
were the most element of
at night. al with a variety of smaller
spaces for shelter agl red arcade, a canvas-covered
de with awnings, and a pergala: terrace.
THE While the jury valued program
elements for both farmal and informal activities, the members felt it did
not achieve the kind of space and that would be enjoyed by
Th the trallis and

Intrusion into the character and nature of the square.

WHERE THEY ARE NOW: Eventuglly the firm became GBOC and then,
through mergers, Cubellls, a falrly generic architectural service provider.




The Bowser’s
Club Wins

WHO: With 22 years of professional practice under his belt at the time of the
competition, Mantin was best known far his quirky, colorful interpretations of
Modemism, for his breathtaking drawings, and for the cuttist sihouette he cut
courtesy of a flat-brimmed hat and cigar. Macy had recently founded his own firm.
Kally.a y i ysculpdor, nd
prosrnent commissions, including woek for the Portland transit rmall and
Candlestick Pask in San Francisce. 0'Donnell, beneficiary of the three Fulbright

lec in
i al guide to Portland. Gill had
Narths and | i
Reynals had 30 yoars of eapurience i S, publishings, and
for clients “York. The group's
et P — lub*
laying dog painting

THE CONCEPT: Inspired in part by Piazza del Campa, in Siena, Italy, and an

o Greece, th gestag £,
function and fun. The team propased using the beick of the newly christened transit
mall, but stretching it acrass i i tha sguare from its
property lines and give bath pedestrians and cars a sense of being in” the square, A
row af along the s ide peovided a sense of shelter for
departing light-rall riders while echoing the comice line of the adjacent Jackson
Tawer. Th wrought i th revarence ta
history. A small ty i glass pavilion, “teahouses,” and a

“keystone™ for public addresses affered theatrically functional pieces for all manner
ofuses, while a weather machine and programmable aser ight shaws promised
spontaneous axcitemant. Instead of using typical architectural model, the team

fts schame in hand. ithi i
buildings' lines etched into ithagraphic plates,

THE JUDGMENT: The jury fi he scheme ta be th
ndth & fored
courtesy of y
yits many temac d ion of formal and i spaces. The
[ i humee ddnat
dignity | design team for its framing of the square,
bitl ta ind local historical detall,

WHERE THEY ARE NOW: Just 17 months after the square's inauguration, Will
Martin died flying hi lane to the Grand Canyan. Macy has gane on to design
i i i egon Vietnam Veterans Memarial.
He collabarated with TWA Architects to design the new home for Saturday Markst in
Waterfront Park. He servas on Pioneer Courthouse Square Inc's board of trustess.
Kelly. ore of the city's most prominent sculptors, is still working at age 76 and &
mepresented by Elizabeth Leach Gallery. Terence O'Dannell spent much of his canser
at the Dregon Historical Sockety and lived most of his life in Portland, He authared
Including C he & Place by the Sea, his last hisdeath
in 2001, Spencer Gill want on to write Portland, Image of a City and contributed to
ind Southwest Indian art. Robart Reynolds
went on to feund Reynalos Wll Inc. a graphics, phategrapty, and publishing firm
that has peoduced numerous baoks abeut Portland.
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Paint
the Town
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Brick
by Brick

NATURAL
ORDER

of thi

Melvin “Pete” Mark, leader of the private fundrising effort
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Damnaged 5toa Column

Today. asthe Square turns 30 years old, it faces the
wear of time and the tear of the 10 million citizens
and tourists who visit each year. The waterproof
membrane beneath the bricks that protects the
offices and pub!lc spaces helow. like any roof, is
leaking. Many bricks and terra cotta tiles are

ackir eel rebar is corroding, and the aging
skyllsh’rs plumbing, and HVAC systems need to be
replaced. Both public and private dollars have been
aised for short term fixes. Our city’s “Living Room”
Is like an old house—still beautiful but in
need of care.

Together, the City of Portland and Pioneer
Courthouse Square’s non-profit management

organization are working to assure that this unique
public asset serves the next generation of
Portlanders. Look for your upcoming opportunities
to get involved.

Damaged Stoa Column

Map af Waterprood Membeane

Damaged Sign
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Postscript
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{Cuenva Beach City Challenge, 1998




