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Good Place: Pioneer Courthouse Square
I was similarly conflicted about choosing Portland’s “living room” for my
“good” place. Something about it has always felt tacky and over-prescribed to me,
but at the same time I make weekly efforts to visit the Square. What pushed me into
choosing the Square as my “good” place was a survey conducted in another class in
which every student agreed that it was best meeting place in the city. For one tiny
block near the geographic edge of the city, which currently surrounded by shuttered
storefronts, to be so universally understood as the place to meet is astounding. But
how did it become so?
This block has long been destined to be at the center of Portland’s social life.
Situated across the street from the second-oldest Federal building this side of the
Mississippi (Pioneer Courthouse, image 9), the block that currently hosts the Square
was platted in 1856 and first occupied by Portland’s Central School. As development
moved west away from the Willamette River, it was clear to president of the
Northern Pacific Railway Henry Villard that the site was perfect for a world-class
hotel. Villard bought the block in the early 1880s and began the construction of the
Portland Hotel. Unfortunately for Villard, the 1884-85 recession forced a halt to the
project. It was two years before a group of city leaders- including Ladd, Corbett, and
Failing- pitched into complete “Villard’s Ruins.”1
The luxurious Queen Anne-style Portland Hotel was opened in 1890 and
between then and 1951 served as the prime hobnobbing place for the city’s elite. It
is worth pointing out that the hotel’s courtyard (image 6) served as a gathering
space during events like the Rose Festival- not unlike the public square that
eventually took its place. In the early 20th century, the hotel became the heart of a
new business district that was dominated by local titans like the Oregon Journal and
Meier and Frank (the clock tower in the center and the white building at the top of
image 8). Electric streetcars, trolleys, and buses were soon installed, many of them
passing right by the hotel (image 7). Today the Square is one of the few blocks in the
city to be surrounded on three sides by streetcar lines. Yet times changed and in
1951 Meier and Frank tore down the aging hotel and turned it into a parking lot,
which it would remain until the Square was opened in 1984 (image 10). In one of
Portland’s great ironies, the hotel built by Ladd and Co. to replace unsightly ruins
became a preserved ruin itself: the architects of the Square decided to preserve the
iron gates at the eastern edge of the park.
Those gates now serve as a resting place and a barrier between the
pedestrian mall and the 6th Ave transit mall (image 5, bottom left). Standing near the
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gates, one can spin in a circle while slowly elevating their gaze to see how much the
Square’s historic elements still contribute to the overall feeling of the place. The
Courthouse stands proudly renovated between two AE Doyle office buildings that
have not been overshadowed by new structures- in fact the buildings recede from
the Square in a way that creates a pleasant sense of enclosure (image 8, 5). In
reference to the district’s past, the Square’s architects used terracotta tiles similar to
those of the Meier and Frank Building to cover the rose-decorated columns that ring
the park.
Other new elements that make the Square feel so people-oriented include
consistent signage (all signs say “Pioneer Square”); a clear transition in lighting,
design and space between the Square and the streets that lead to it (image 1); a
variety of surface textures and colors indicating different spaces in the Square
(image 2); a variety of places to sit (image 3); and an opportunity for members of
the public to personally contribute to the appearance and maintenance of the
Square (image 4).
Considering that this was once a ruin, then an overpriced hotel, then a
parking structure, it seems clear that we, the people of Portland, have all benefited
from the newest use of this famous block. Compared to the previous occupants, the
Square is open to all kinds of people and uses- from bikers looking for a shortcut to
lawyers enjoying their lunch break, protesters in search of an open air auditorium
and tourists taking in the Portland ethos. While it may seem tacky at times, one only
needs to stand in the middle of Pioneer Courthouse Square to know immediately
why this is the meeting place of the city.
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6. Image 6: “Wooden sidewalks encircled the block around the Hotel Portland”
- http://www.pdxhistory.com/html/hotel_portland.html :

7. Image 7: “Downtown Portland, circa 1912 at SW 5th and Morrison Street. On
the left edge of the photo is the Pioneer Courthouse. Just to the west of that is
The Portland Hotel built in 1890. The hotel was built at the cost of
$1,000,000 and 4,000,000 bricks.” https://portlandthenandnow.tumblr.com/post/24897389585/downtown-

portland-circa-1912-at-sw-5th-and

8. Image 8: “A 1940s aerial shot of downtown Portland” and aerial shot circa
2012- https://portlandthenandnow.tumblr.com/post/30483631908/a1940s-aerial-shot-of-downtown-portland-note.

9. Image 9: “(John F.) Ford created this image of the pioneer courthouse about
the turn of the last century. Built in stages between 1869 and 1903, at the
time of this photo it served as the Post Office and Custom House. It is now the
second oldest operating federal building west of the Mississippi.” -

https://www.oldoregonphotos.com/location/oregon-citiestowns/portland/pioneer-courthouse-portland-c-1900.html

10. Image 10: “The opening ceremonies for the Pioneer Courthouse Square took
place on April 7, 1984. This image does a great job capturing the celebration
that took place that day.”-

https://vintageportland.wordpress.com/?s=pioneer+place&submit=Search

