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The Portland Way                     
is paying off.  They say $2 billion in development has 

been invested because of the Portland Streetcar. 
That’s maybe stretching it.  But inarguably, the city is 
being shaped by the kind of transit that investors can 

identify with.

Change is most dramatic where the streetcar meets 
the Aerial Tram at South Waterfront, and to the north, 

where the Pearl District is marching block by block 
towards the Willamette River waterfront.  In between, 

there’s an emerging “West End.”

The Vancouver influence is evident.  

But it’s not one way. Portland’s Pearl District has 
helped Vancouver move away from the towers that 

have made that city so distinct.

http://www.portlandstreetcar.org/
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North PearlNorth Pearl

West EndWest End
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North PearlNorth Pearl

West EndWest EndSouth South 
WaterfrontWaterfront

New New 
neighbourneighbour--
hoods are hoods are 
emerging emerging 
along the along the 
sixsix--mile mile 
route of the route of the 
Portland Portland 
StreetcarStreetcar

New residential, mixed-use neighbourhoods:

South Waterfront,                    
West End, North Pearl



SOUTH WATERFRONT
Where they once 
built barges,               
they’re building 
Vancouver Style.

Highrises with a 
soft edge. 



In early January, this 
$55-million aerial tram  
will connect the emerging 
South Waterfront with the 
OHSU health complex  
on Marquam Hill.  

If it works well, Portland 
will have pulled off 
another urban 
spectacular.

More here and here.

Portland Aerial Tram

http://www.portlandonline.com/transportation/index.cfm?c=41095
http://www.ohsu.edu/ohsuedu/about/transformation/tram/index.cfm


South South 
WaterfrontWaterfront

OHSU on  OHSU on  
““Pill HillPill Hill””

StreetcarStreetcar

Aerial TramAerial Tram
The idea was to 
connect Oregon 
Health & Science  
on ‘Pill Hill’ with 
developable land 
along the river - but 
to avoid using tort-
uous streets and 
freeways. 

So they built the 
tram to get over               
it all, and connected 
it with the Streetcar.



The super-sustainable 
Center for Health and 

Healing (not biotech as 
originally intended) is just 

opening. The first highrises 
are being occupied.  

(Webcam here.) 

The first reviews are coming in, this from The Oregonian:

Using the tram and streetcar, it will be theoretically possible 
to go from Portland State University to the South Waterfront, 
up Marquam Hill to OHSU and return to downtown in 30 
minutes. 

Few will make the round trip that fast. Still, it's going to 
change how people move, and even imagine moving. A 
little walking is going to seem easier than driving and 
parking. Soon not just South Waterfront but Marquam Hill 
itself may feel like an extension of downtown. 

The tram is a looker, and it will be a landmark. But what's 
most impressive today is that the tram works. It collapses 
distances. 

http://www.binaryscience.com/swf/


In SoWa, Portland has 
embraced height, 
moving away from the 
medium-rise blocks 
originally conceived. 
The towers now under 
construction are more 
slab-like than the 
typical Vancouver-
Style condo.



But the essential 
elements of the 
Vancouver Style are all 
here: glassy point 
towers widely 
separated, podiums for 
townhouses and retail, 
public and private 
spaces flowing 
together.  The 
waterfront greenway is 
devoted to park, 
protected areas  and 
alternative 
transportation.



The continuation of the Willamette Greenway, still 
edged by industrial detritus, has habitat as its first 
priority.  With Ross Island across the channel, it 

reinforces the desire for a more pastoral waterfront 
than the urban-edged seawall of Vancouver.

But really, asphalt paths?



THE WEST ENDTHE WEST END



The Streetcar zig-
zags through the 

West End, across 
the green spine of 

the Park Blocks, 
connecting cultural 

institutions from 
Powell’s Books to 

Portland State.    
Old and new, 

infilled with mixed-
use residential,         

a grocery store and 
offices – to serve 

many more people 
of very many 

types.



The full-service medium-size grocery store came 
early: the anchor of the high street, the meeting 
place of the neighbourhood.  

The previous store, commonly known as the 
“Psycho Safeway,” was across the street, with a big 
parking lot out front that filled most of its site.  
Desperately suburban.  

This mixed-use, corner-hugging development 
(parking underground) followed the success of the 
Belmont Dairy – another grocery store with lofts on 
top that redefined a neighbourhood shopping district 
and helped rejuvenate a streetcar village.



On the site of the old 
Safeway, Safeway, The ElliotThe Elliot
has just opened, has just opened, 
bringing a new bringing a new 
sophistication to the sophistication to the 
neighbourhood with a neighbourhood with a 
design thatdesign that’’s better s better 
than most in than most in 
Vancouver.  ThereVancouver.  There’’s s 
more to come: more to come: herehere..

http://www.eliottower.com/
http://forum.skyscraperpage.com/showthread.php?t=112095 


NORTH PEARL

The heralded success 
of the Pearl District 
came after the City 

offered the developers 
incentives to adopt 

higher densities.

That’s a strange 
notion to Vancouver-

ites.  Why an 
incentive to build  at 

higher densities?   
Wouldn’t developers 

build to the highest 
density they can get 

away with?

Not in American cities.



The first developments (above) imitated 
warehouses – within three-to-eight-storeys.  
After overwhelming market acceptance of 

the Pearl, the next big segment - the 
Brewery Blocks (below) – ratcheted up                  

the scale. 



Today, as the Pearl moves north 
towards the river, the densities are 

much higher on average, and the first 
highrises are under construction.



A new urban scale is 
being set.



Key to the quality of the community is now the open space –
the parks, greenways and connections to the river.



The famous 200-feet-
square blocks of 
Portland make ideal 
urban spaces.

Jamison Jamison 
SquareSquare

Tanner Tanner 
SpringsSprings



Portlanders so love the fountain at 
Jamison Square that parents bring kids 

from all over the city to play in this 
intensely urban place, giving the district a 
sense of what it would be like if there were 

actually a lot of children living there.

But they’ve made no provision for families 
with children, not thinking there would be 

any real market.



The next park north – Tanner Springs - is being finished: 
less hard-edged and more an experiment in naturalization.



Designed by Dreiseitl, a German firm, and GreenWorks, P.C., 
a local landscape architecture firm, it’s meant to handle its own 
run-off.  But it cannot cope with animal waste.  Meaning no 
dogs.  We’ll see how it actually works in a neighbourhood 
where pets substitute for children.





Just as Portland was being persuaded of 
the benefits of the Vancouver Style, 
Vancouver was looking for alternatives to 
the green-glassed point-and-podium 
tower.

With the redevelopment of the city-owned 
property in the southeast corner of False 
Creek as a ‘sustainable’ neighbourhood, a 
new vision was put forward.  In a letter to 
Council in April, 2004, nine prominent 
members of the design community argued 
for a 'town' form of development, "with 
buildings that are principally low- to mid-
rise in height, defining street frontages."

Something, in other words, rather like the 
Pearl District. 

Ecotrust even proposed a re-use of the 
historic Salt Building as a Natural Capital 
Centre, specifically modelled after their 
operation in the Pearl.

PPPORTLAND STYLEORTLAND STYLEORTLAND STYLE
comes to Vancouvercomes to Vancouvercomes to Vancouver



As the 
two cities                 

pursue each 
other’s visions –
right down to the 
streetcars – their 
models become 

other cities’
inspirations.

Vancouver’s Pearl: South East False CreekSouth East False Creek



November 29: Flying from Vancouver 
to Salt Lake City on a perfect day …

the most beautiful view I’ve ever seen 
from 30,000 feet. 

View from a Plane 



Vancouver was freshly frosted …



… looking like a Prairie city        
under a pelt of snow.

Highway 99 Highway 99 
and Oak and Oak 

Street cut Street cut 
through the through the 

frostingfrosting



Mount Baker to Bellingham Bay. 

NATURE WAS SHOWING OFF:  theatrically lit from the side  
by a winter sun in clear air, softened by drifts of clouds,  

everything in shades of blue.



So much like the art that nature itself inspires….



Then a jump over the Cascades, into the arid lands 
between the mountains

A landscape of doe-brown suede                      
incised with straight lines and perfect circles                 
and videogame shadows from puffs of clouds.



Places where nature is mostly all there is.  



And abstract impressionism …



… shares canvas space …



… with Salt Lake City.
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