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Cover Title:  The title and title page layout were inspired by the short-lived 
newspaper The Voice of Vanport whose motto was ñNews of Vanport ï 
By Vanporters ï For Vanporters.ò 

 
Cover Photo:  One of the several ham radio stations set up at the Red 

Cross Portland headquarters during the disaster.  A WRL Globe Trotter 
transmitter is paired with a Hammarlund HQ-129-X receiver.  The 
exhausted expressions tell the story of the long hours served by 
volunteers during the emergency.  (courtesy of Portland Red Cross 
Archives). 

 

 
What a difference a day makes.  Vanport before and after the flood.   
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Joe Naemura W7GXA 1941 

Dedication  
The Voices of Vanport is dedicated to the memory of Dr. Joe Naemura, W7CG, W7GXA.  
Members of the Naemura Family were among the many Portlanders who lost their 
Vanport homes on Memorial Day, 1948. 
 

Introduction  
To the surprise of many today, radio, as a leading communications medium in its day, 
played a seemingly out-sized part in the 1948 flood event.  Through these pages Iôll 
share the results of my research into two important questions:  
1. How did the 1948 flood impact commercial and amateur radio stations? 
2. What roles did commercial and amateur radio stations play in providing warning , 

informing the community , and coordinating aid during the emergency? 
 
It  is important to acknowledge the toll that the 1948 flood took on property and lives 
throughout the Columbia River Basin.  And itôs also important to acknowledge the issues 
of inequity surrounding the Vanport Community.  Now, seventy -five years later, the 
thought of the Vanport flood still invokes feelings of sadness, loss, and frustration . 
 
Much has already been written about the flood.  By  recounting a few weeks of the 
regionôs 100-year radio history, and giving ear to the Voices of Vanport, we hope to add 
a previously untold piece to the mosaic. 
 
Many people and organizations freely helped with this project and the update s.  Please 
refer to the list of acknowledgements at the end of the story.  
 
Dan Howard, Northwest Vintage Radio Society Archivist,  2024 
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On the Previous Page:  An aerial view of the completed Vanport housing project ca. 
1943.  OHS negative #68762, Album 326, File 1689 (Courtesy Oregon Hisorical Society)  
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Figure 1-1 ñWhere Northwest's Floods are Wreaking Havoc.ò  Arrows indicate where damage has been 

caused by flooding and where future damage is expected as the Columbia continues to rise. 
(The Oregonian 5/29/48)  

The 1948 Flood  
 
The Columbia River drainage basin 
accepts water from British Columbia and 
most of the northwestern United States 
(Figure 1-1). 
 
In May-June 1948, the perfect 
combination of precipitation and 
snowmelt drove many of the Columbiaôs 
tributaries into flood stage 
simultaneously.  In turn, the Columbia 
River was outside of its banks for weeks 

on end as the surplus water worked its 
way down to the Pacific Ocean.  
Communities from British Columbia to 
Astoria, Oregon, were under flood watch 
and many suffered significant losses. 
 
For many Portlanders, the most 
memorable part of the flood occurred on 
Sunday May 30, 1948, when the 
Vanport community in North Portland 
was suddenly flooded.  In a matter of 
hours, a city with schools, grocery 
stores, a post office, and homes for 
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thousands was rendered uninhabitable 
by flood waters that reached 15ô deep. 
 

So, what were the origins of Vanport 
and what made it poised for 
destruction? 
 

 

 
ñ8,400 Acres of Overflow Land 
Reclaimedò1 
 
The Columbia River emerges from its 
narrow gorge just east of Portland.  
 
Between Troutdale and the confluence 
with the Willamette at Kelly Point, the 
Columbia broadens and is bordered to 
the south by a verdant flood plain.  A 
complex of creeks and sloughs drains 
the Southshore area from east to west.

 
1 The headline ñ8400 Acres of Overflow 

Reclaimedò topped a 1922 Engineering World 

The Columbia Slough borders the flood 
plain to the south.  The Oregon Slough 
separates the flood plain from Hayden 
Island to the north.  
 
Until the early 1900ôs the flood plain 
functioned naturally as it always had;  
absorbing frequent spring and winter 
overflows. 
  

article proclaiming the progress of drainage 

districts in achieving their goals. 

 
Figure 1-2 A 1936 gas station map of North Portland shows the network of lakes, streams, and 

sloughs that ran through the future site s of Vanport, Delta Park, and the Portland-Columbia airport.  
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Figure 1-3 The Columbia Slough ca. 1900 

 
Between 1907 and 1909 railroad lines 
were laid across the flood plain to link 
Portland with Vancouver, Washington.  
The Spokane, Portland & Seattle (SP&S) 
line ran straight across on a raised 
sandy ñfillò 2 about a mile west of the 
current location of Interstate 5.  The 
Union Pacific track3 curved in from the 
southeast and a switchmanôs shelter 
was erected where the lines joined 
midway across. 
 
Although not designed as a flood control 
structure, the SP&S railroad fill 
comprised the first artificial barrier to 
floodwaters in the Southshore 
drainage.4 
 
In the following years, publicly owned 
drainage districts were formed to control 
flooding and to dewater portions of the 
Southshore flood plain so that the land 
could be converted from grazing and 

 
2 A temporary work trestle was built first.  Then, 

sandy material removed from the St. Johns cut 
was dumped over the tracks to create an 

earthen berm to carry the tracks.  Clark pg. 352.  
3 The Union Pacificôs trestle was covered over 

with sandy material from the Peninsula tunnel 

project.  Clark pg. 352.  
4 In 1933, Multnomah County built the Portland 

Road fill immediately west, and parallel to , the 
railroad fill.  In essence, the two fills form one 

farm uses to industrial and commercial 
purposes. 
 
The area west of the railroad fill (the 
Smith and Bybee Lakes area) was not 
diked.5 
 
Peninsula Drainage District No . 1 
From the railroad fill east to the Denver 
Ave fill6, Peninsula Drainage District No. 
1 ñPen 1ò built additional levies and 
other infrastructure to control flooding 
in the area where Vanport would 
eventually be built.  The northerly 1000ô 
of Pen 17 was a little higher than the 
rest.  The stockyards and the livestock 
exchange were located here.  Most of 
the rest of the 951 -acres in Pen 1 was 
used for agriculture. 
 

Peninsula Drainage District No . 2 
Peninsula Drainage District No. 2 ñPen 
2ò managed the Delta Park Area. 
 
Multnomah County Drainage 
Dist rict  
Multnomah County Drainage District 
ñMCDDò created infrastructure to control 
flooding in the areas that would become 
the Portland Airport and Airbase, farms, 
and industrial areas east to Fairview. 
 
In 1922, headlines announced that 
8,400 of ñoverflowò had been reclaimed. 

structure.  Clark pg. 354.  For this story, they 

will be jointly referred to as the railroad fill.  
5 Large portions would eventually be filled, 

however.  A portion south of Smith and Bybee 
Lakes became the St. Johnôs landfill.  And, to the 

north and west, fill materials were deposited to 

create high ground for the Rivergate Industrial 
Area and the marine terminals. 
6 The fill under Denver Avenue was built by 
Multnomah County in 1915-1916.  Clark pg. 350. 
7 Along Swift  Blvd (now Marine Drive). 
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Building the Community of Vanport  
 
Mint and cabbage continued to be 
farmed on the land in Pen 1 through the 
1920ôs and 1930ôs.  One of the first non-
agricultural uses was when KGW created 
a radio transmitter site in the northeast 
corner of the lowlands in 1931.8  They 
were joined on their 90 -acre site by 
sister-station KEX in 1935. 
 

 
8 Craig Adams The KGW Radio Timeline 
9 The survey did not address the privately-
owned railroad fill that formed the de facto 
westerly dike. 

A 1930ôs survey of the Pen 1 drainage 
area noted deficiencies in the levies.9  
Private contractors worked to improve 
the levies from plans prepared by The 
Corps of Engineers. 
 
When the improvements were 
completed in September 1941, control 
of the levies was turned back over to 
Pen 1.10 
 
  

10 Clark pg. 350 

 
Figure 1-4 Vanport community map from Manly Mabenôs book Vanport 

enhanced to show the locations of the three area radio stations. 
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By the summer of 1942, Henry Kaiserôs 
Portland-area shipyards were employing 
about 46,000 people building ships for 
the war effort.  As contracts for more 
ships were let, Kaiser expected to 
expand its yards and double its 
employment with most of the new 
workers coming to Portland from other 
parts of the country.  However, the 
Portland housing stock was already 
overtaxed.  In July, Kaiser proposed 
construction of 10,000 additional 
dwelling units (4,000 in Vancouver, and 
6,000 in Portland) to accommodate the 
influx of workers.  
 
Within Pen 1, 647 acres of lowlands 
were available for potential 
development, and the land was ideally 
located between Kaiserôs three 
Vancouver and Portland shipyards.  
Though the land was low and had a 
long history of flooding, t he recently 
improved levies provided some 
assurance safety. 
 
The Federal Government acquired the 
land through condemnation and 
construction began on Vanport, a 
federal housing project.  Kaiser 
contracted with George H Buckler and 
Wegman & Sons to develop the site.11 
 
Site preparation began at Vanport on 
September 1st, 194212.  Building started 
along Denver Avenue and moved north 
and west.13  The first dwelling units 
became available on December 12th and 
the project was substantially completed 
in August 1943.   
 

 
11 Old Man River pg. 15 
12 ibid 
13 Franzen pg. 11 

The task of creating a city, complete 
with services and utilities, in just a few 
months, during wartime was a 
staggering undertaking requiring the 
efforts of 7,000 men and women over 
the course of the project.  Prefabrication 
and production line techniques were 
used to expedite the project.  
 
The finished city consisted of 703 
apartment buildings and 17 multiple 
dwelling units comprising 9,942 
dwellings. 
 
ñThe city boasted 50 miles of sidewalks, 
8-1/2 miles of streets, ten acres of 
parks, 65 acres of parking area, ten 
road bridges, [and] a five -lane highway 
bridge.ò14 
 
Services included 181 service annexes, 
45 special public and service buildings, 
an administrative center, a US post 
office, five grade schools, six nursery 
schools, a sheriffôs office, three fire 
stations, five social buildings, a public 
library, a movie theatre, a 130 -bed 
hospital, ten ice houses, service 
stations, and grocery stores.15 
 
From the perspective of some who lived 
there, ñ[t]he buildings were quickly and 
cheaply built.  With the exception of a 
few single-story buildings at the east 
end of the city, all of the apartment 
buildings were constructed using an 
identical design.  On the first floor, there 
were six two-bedroom apartments with 
single-bedroom apartments located on 
each end of the ground floor.  
 

14 Old Man River pg. 15 
15 Celebration pg. 9 



Vanport Pg. 14 
 

 
Figure 1-5 Announcing the August 12th,1943 Vanport grand opening celebration (Oregonian 8/12/43)  
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Access to the apartments was via a 
stairwell situated between every two 
apartments.  Four of these apartment 
buildings were connected to a central 
plant that provided heat, hot water, and 
electricity.  Storage space for each 
apartment building was also located in 
that building, as well as a laundry facility 
with four wringer washing machines.ò16 
 
At first, o nly people employed in 
defense industries, such as Kaiserôs 
shipyards or the ALCOA aluminum 
plants, were allowed to apply for 
housing in Vanport.17

Upon arrival in Vanport, most families 
were assigned to a cramped two-
bedroom apartment.  ñLarge families 
were assigned adjoining two-bedroom 
apartments on the second floor in the 
same stairwell with a passage through 
the wall so the two apartments could 
function as one.ò18 
 
ñThere was no insulation in the outer 
walls of the building and no sound-
proofing material between the inner 
walls, only plasterboard nailed to the 
studding separated the rooms.  Thus, 
we could hear loud conversations or 
radios in other apartments quite 
easily.ò19 
 

 

 
Figure 1-6 Relaxing in a Vanport apartment  (The Boôsônôs Whistle 11/26/1942) 

  

 
16 Skovgaard 
17 Clark pg. 365 

18 Skovgaard 
19 Skovgaard 
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Figure 1-7 A KXL-sponsored dance at the 

Vanport Community Building featured Byron 
ñArkieò Benedict and his Jolly Cowboys (Vanport 

Tribune 4/29/48) (Courtesy PSU Archives) 

Vanport After the War  
As the end of World War II neared, 
fewer new ships were needed.  Demand 
for Vanport housing fell off as defense 
jobs went away and workers left.  
Remaining residents ñin the western 
part of Vanport were relocated to 
apartments in the center or eastern end 
of the project, or they were encouraged 
to find housing outside of Vanport.ò20 
 
Policies were changed to permit 
veterans to rent apartments formerly 
reserved for defense workers and 
returning veterans with families 
absorbed much of the available housing. 
 
A front -page story in the Minidoka 
Irrigator newspaper21 invited 
Oregonians returning to Portland from 
internment in Idaho to apply for housing 

 
20 Skovgaard 
21 Govôt Housing Available to Evacuees 
22 Franzen estimated that the housing had an 
economic life of about twenty years. 
23 Old Man River 

in Vanport.  Applications were being 
accepted from those employed in 
essential industries, those with family 
members serving in the armed forces, 
and those who had been discharged. 
 
Housing at Vanport had always been 
intended to be temporary. 22  From time-
to-time, particularly after the surrender 
of Japan, some of the housing was 
declared surplus.  ñOctober [1945] saw 
the destruction of 1,204 dwelling units 
west of Lake Street.  Twenty-four 14-
unit buildings went to Los Angeles for 
veteranôs housing.  Others went to 
Bremerton, to Corvallis, and to 
Eugene.ò23 
 
ñEarly 1946 was the transition of 
Vanport from the nationôs largest 
community of war workers to a city of 
veterans.  Establishment of Vanport 
Center College by the state board of 
higher education completed the 
metamorphosis.ò24 
 
By May 1948, 240 buildings, containing 
approximately 4,000 dwelling units had 
been removed.ò25  ñAll of the housing at 
Vanport west of Meadows Avenue and 
most of the housing between Meadows 
Avenue and Lake Street had been 
removed.ò26 
 
The State of the Slough  
According to Larry Barber27, at least 
eleven lumber and shingle mills 
operated on the Columbia Slough in the 
1930ôs and 1940ôs. 

24 Old Man River 
25 Clark pg. 359 
26 Clark pg. 359 
27 Lawrence Barber ñColumbia Sloughò 
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Figure 1-8  The Columbia Slough, May, 1948 

 
Towboats hauled log rafts to the mills 
from logging operations throughout the 
area.  A raft of 200,000 to 250,00 board 
feet might last a mill a month or less ï 
some mills used four to five million 
board feet per year.  
 
Just a few weeks before the flood, the 
US Army Corps of Engineers was 
considering spending $800,000 to 
deepen and widen the channel for year-
around towing and barging.  
 

 
28 When it was functioning, water from the 33rd 
Ave canal helped ñflush-outò the lower slough.  
After the 1948 flood, the canal was plugged and 

Following the 1948 flood, most of the 
lumber and shingle mills along the 
Columbia Slough closed down.  The 
1948 flood altered the channel.  And 
decreased flow caused water pollutants 
to accumulate.28  Both impacts 
decreased the feasibility of industries 
that were dependent on water 
transportation.  
 
The Vanport story continues in Part 4.   

water flow through the lower slough diminished 
substantially. 
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On the Previous Page:  ñGrand Coulee Dam sees record flowsò (J Boyd Ellis, Arlington, 
Washington)  
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Figure 2-1 As water begins to rise at KPQôs transmitter site, equipment is loaded from a window 

into waiting trucks for tranport to a higher location .  (Sioux City Journal June 1, 1948) 
 

KPQ Wenatchee Goes Rafting  
 

The KPQ transmitter site, once known 
as the ñKPQ Ranch,ò is a flat grassy 
patch on the westerly shore of the 
Columbia just downstream from the 
confluence with the Wenatchee River. 
 
As the 1948 flood surge moved down 
the Columbia, and water rose inch-by-
inch at the Wenatchee transmitter site , 
KPQ station engineers used trucks to 
remove non-essential equipment. 
 
Then, when it was clear that 
floodwaters would inevitably inundate 
the site, an audacious plan was hatched 
to lift the transmitter building , and an 
estimated $35,000 in contents, above 
the flood on rafts.  
 

On May 28th, aided by a team of house 
movers, KPQ staff jacked the transmitter 
building several feet off  of its 
foundation.  Then, six huge war -surplus 
rubber assault pontoons were inserted 
under the building.   Finally, the building 
was anchored directly over its old 
foundation to keep it from being swept 
away. 
 
Amazingly, when water eventually 
overtopped the buildingôs foundation, 
the 30-ton building simply floated .
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Figure 2-2 KPQ's transmitter and towers.  Despite the floodwaters covering the site, 

surplus rafts inserted under building allow it to float like a houseboat.  (The Oscillator) 
 

Though the building floated, the 
feedlines to the transmitting towers 
were lost early.  ñTo keep the station in 
operation, Chief Engineer George Frese 
climbed one of the towers in the middle 
of the night, in a howling gale, to hang 
a shunt feed wire.  He l iterally swam 
around the transmitter building with a 
pair of pliers in his teeth.ò29  Throughout 
the emergency, power and phone lines 
to the building were maintained, 
keeping KPQ on the air. 
 
Transmitter techs commuted to and 
from the floating building in rowboats 
and worked wearing rubber life jackets.  
 
On May 31st, Manager Jim Wallace had 
an emergency transmitter was delivered 

 
29 The Oscillator pg. 20 

to the downtown studios two miles 
away ñjust in case.ò 
 
As you might expect, the transmitter 
building, and its six attached rafts, did 
not prove to be especially seaworthy in 
the Columbia River current.  A wing of 
the L-shaped building was used to store 
some heavy equipment and thousands 
of 78 rpm records.  Lacking the support 
of a rigid foundation, the old building 
timbers soon began to sag, and the 
radio raft soon developed a significant 
list. 
 
Announcer Bob Richardson was on duty 
when a crack began to open between 
the storage wing and the main building.  
While he was reading an ad live on the 
air, a key beam broke and the building 
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tipped, spilling records into the flood 
water.  Rather than the planned 
announcement, listeners heard Bob 
scream ñéthe beam broke ï weôre 
sinking!ò  This news, of course, brought 
folks from all over the area to watch the 
building founder.  
 
Additional KPQ staff quickly arrived and 
began using rafts and boats to ferry 
more equipment to dry land and restore 
trim to the structure.  Though they 
removed what they could from the 
storage wing, the building continued to 
list badly. 
 
In a last -ditch effort to save the 
transmitter and keep the station on the 
air, the engineers used saws and axes 
to cut the storage wing free from the 

main building.  Once freed, the storage 
wing quickly sank, carrying thousands of 
music records to the bottom with it.  To 
everyoneôs relief the remaining structure 
righted itself and the transmitter 
remained afloat until the water 
eventually receded. 
 
The transmitter building was off its 
foundation for six weeks, at times 
floating in as much as 13 feet of water.  
 
Compare the photos of KPQôs radio raft.  
Figure 2-2 shows the building intact.  
Figure 2-3 was taken after the storage 
wing sank.  Note the empty rafts to the 
right of the building and the hole in the 
siding. 
 

 

 
Figure 2-3 KPQ after the storage wing broke off and sank.  (Wenatchee World Photo) 
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KPQôs Contributions 
 
KPQôs broadcasts are credited with 
saving at least one Wenatchee Valley 
town during the flood.  
 
Late one night a frantic telephone call 
came into the station from Cashmere, 
12 miles northwest.  According to the 
caller, the Wenatchee River was 
washing away a dike, and more workers 
were needed.  KPQ transmitted the plea 
and soon 400 volunteers were on site. 
 
Cashmereôs stock of sandbags was 
quickly exhausted.  8,000 bags were 
available in Wenatchee, but there were 
no trucks to haul them.  Another radio 
plea brought trucks of all sizes to the 
Centennial flour mill to load and haul 
the sand to Cashmere.  The dike held 
and the town was saved. 
 
KPQ History  
 
KPQ was first licensed in Seattle with 
the call letters KGCL on September 3, 

1926.  In 1928, the stationôs call sign 
was changed to KPQ. 
 
After a series of ownership and 
frequency changes, the station was 
moved from Seattle to Wenatchee. 
 
KPQ began broadcasting on 1210 AM 
from the Cascadian Hotel in Wenatchee 
on December 28, 1929.  The first 
transmitting antenna was a wire run out 
of an eighth-floor window to the roof of 
an adjacent garage. 
 
In 1937, KPQ leased their current 
transmitting site along the Columbia 
River and built a 180-foot tower.  An 
old, small grocery store building was 
moved in to house the transmitter.  The 
inaugural broadcast from the new site 
took place on June 27, 1937. 
 
On April 1, 1942, KPQ moved to its 
present frequency of 560 AM.  The old 
180-foot tower was replaced with two 
300-foot towers and power was 
increased to 1,000 watts. 

 

 
Figure 2-4 Bridge over the Wenatchee River at Cashmere (The Oregonian 5/30/48 )
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Three Cities & Three Rivers ï Tri -Cities  
 

Washingtonôs ñTri-Citiesò (Richland, 
Kennewick, and Pasco) cluster on either 
side of the Columbia River about where 
it turns west and heads for the Pacific.  
The Yakima River flows into the 
Columbia from the northwest between 
Richland and Kennewick.  Just south of 
Pasco, the Snake River flows in from the 
east. 
 
On May 26th, 1948, the Columbia, which 
had been threatening to flood for two 
weeks, rose a foot.  About the same 
time the Yakima River, swollen by a 
cloud burst, became a raging torrent.  
Overnight, authorities ordered people 
living along the rivers to leave their 
homes and by the morning of the 27 th 
most had. 
 
ñAuthorities reported their work 
seriously hampered by a large amount 

of telephoning, much believed to be 
unnecessary, going on between the 
three towns.ò30 
 
KPKW Pasco  
KPKW Pasco (1340 AM), a 250-watt 
station, was the only commercial 
broadcaster in the Tri-Cities at the time.  
The station broadcasted flood warnings 
and also provided an announcer who 
toured the area in KPKWôs sound truck 
broadcasting the warning through 
powerful speakers. 
 
Richland  
In Richland, workers worked around the 
clock to build a dike around the 
downtown area.  The 12 foot tall dike, 
dubbed ñThe Miracle Mile,ò protected 
the hospital district and residential areas 
and saved the sewer plant from failure. 
 

 

 
Figure 2-5 Building the Richland dike. 

 
30 Tri-Cities Herald 5/27/48 
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Throughout the flood emergency, area 
hams volunteered time and talents to 
serve the community. 
 

 
Figure 2-6 Richland ARC QSL card 1951 

 
Becoming WARTS  
 
In December, 1947, members of the 
Richland Amateur Radio Club and other 
northwest hams formed the Western 
Amateur Radio Traffic System ñWARTS.ò  
The group maintained a daily schedule 
on 80 meters (phone) for the purpose 
promoting fraternity, conveying radio 
messages (traffic) and responding to 
emergency situations. 
 
The club first aspired to sign up 25 
members; but the group grew to over 
50 in just a few months.  The current 
roster lists about 150 members.

 
31 Although the idea of an amateur accurately 

forecasting flood levels on the Columbia seems 

far-fetched, amateur river -level forecasting was 
once a common hobby.  According to Mable 

Howell Dudley ñBefore the dams, the old timers 
could come within inches of predicting the flood 

height for that year.  Many wagers were made 

Radio River Watch  
 
Engineer Harry A. Kramer, had a long-
standing hobby of carefully studying the 
behavior of local rivers and had 
previously worked in flood control in 
Indiana. 
 
In 1948, while employed at the Hanford 
Works power division , he was assigned 
to plot the water levels in the Columbia 
and Yakima Rivers and forecast possible 
flooding. 
 
As waters began rising that spring, he 
was especially alarmed about the 
potential for flooding .  He reasoned that 
getting data on water levels at various 
upstream stations would be key to 
accurately forecasting the potential risk 
to the Tri-Cities and Hanford.31 
 
Mr. Kramer contacted Tom Nelson, 
W7QGN, and Harry Lewis, W7JWJ, with 
a request to obtain river level 
information from hams living along the 
Columbia.  Each evening the emergency 
Columbia Basin Net convened to 
exchange information by radio.32 
 
In April,1948, Kramer gave the Atomic 
Energy Commission and General Electric 
his prediction of a 1948 crest at 352 feet 
(24 feet above normal).  As the spring 
wore on Kramer continued honing his 
forecasts, sometimes hourly.  Meanwhile 
Richlandôs flood committee acted upon 

on it.  They would keep track of snow depths, 

weather forecasts, and the flood water levels in 

such rivers as the Fraser in Canada, the Snake, 
and others that feed into the Columbiaéò 
32 According to the ARRL, the Columbia Basin 
Net still convenes daily at 7:00 pm on 3.960 mc. 
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Kramerôs predictions and built new dikes 
and broadened and raised others. 
 
In June, the Columbia River rose to 
351.7 feet as Kramer had predicted.  
Because of the accuracy of his work an 
estimated 3,500 homes were saved, the 
sanitary and water systems were 
spared, and production at Hanford was 
not impacted. 
 
For his forecasting, General Electric 
recognized Harry Kramer with the 
Charles A Coffin award.33  Additionally, 
he was named ñTri-Citianò of the year 
and the Harry Kramer Center in Richland 
was named for him.  Harry Kramer, 
ñThe Hero of the 1948 Flood,ò died in 
Richland in 1974. 
 
WARTS Volunteers  
 
WARTS founder Rylie (Lewis F Rylie), 
W7CKT, said that the club was on the 
air for five days, day and night, during 
the 1948 Columbia flood.34 
 
ñBetween Richland and the mighty 
Columbia stood a million-dollar dike built 
in just three days by the Army Corps of 
Engineers.  Standing every few hundred 
feet along the dike was an amateur 
radio volunteer, most from the Richland 
radio club and most members of 
WARTS.ò35 
 
WARTS set up an emergency station at 
the National Guard headquarters in 

Kennewick.  Harry Lewis recalled visiting 
the station and meeting Sam Davenport, 
W7BIW, of Pasco, for the first time.  
 
ñSam was fast asleep on an army cot in 
front of an improvised station, 
earphones on his head, cord wrapped 
around his neck, and a beard that had 
been growing for a week.ò 
 

 
Figure 2-7 W7BIW ñSam the Hamò 

(Courtesy W8JYZ) 

 
ñFor the next three days following the 
peak flooding, [Harry Lewis]  operated 
[a] h am radio from a military tent 
stationed on a high bank of the 
Columbia.  1,500 messages were 
originated, and all signed by military or 
civilian officials.ò36 
 
ñWe handled traffic for the US Dept of 
Engineers in Washington and Oregon.  
Our organized participation in the 
Vanport Disaster undoubtedly improved 
the óhamô image in the eyes of the 
citizens and at the same time baptized 
our new net in the sea of emergency 
communications.ò37 

 
  

 
33 ñA Baptism by Waterò 
34 W7CKT letter 2/10/1949 
35 Harry Lewisôs account of the Columbia River 
Flood. 

36 Ibid 
37 Rylie W7CKT 
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The Washington  Stations  
 
In addition to other volunteers, Sam Davenport recalled the following Washington 
amateurs participating in emergency communications during the 1948 flood : 
 
W7AAH Eddie B Pacot Kennewick 
W7AQJ Eldred W ñEdò Start Vancouver 
W7BIW Sam A Davenport Pasco 
W7BUW John Richard ñDickò Borton Yakima 
W7BWC William L ñBillò Burris Pinehurst 
W7BX Floyd Taylor Richland 
W7CKT Lewis F ñRylieò Rylie Bainbridge Island 
W7CUD Bryant E ñSkipò Page Richland 
W7EDU Kenneth A House Dayton 
W7EGR Stanley L ñStanò Archer Coulee Dam 
W7ENR Byron Ashenbrenner Hoquiam 
W7EPS Virgil W ñVirgò Treadwell Yakima 
W7FLE Clarence V Hall North Bend 
W7GNR Maurice L ñMorrieò Monson Bellingham 
W7IQO Patrick A Price Burton 
W7IYK Walter P Greenwood Coulee Dam 
W7JWJ Harry W Lewis Richland 
W7KIX Marvin M McCartney Richland 
W7KKI Sylvester F ñDocò Williams Bremerton 
W7KYV Harvey Gallant Everett38 
 

 
38 ñHamsò Help Keep Flood Areas in Touch 
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On the Previous Page:  When the Morrison Bridge was completed in 1887, it was 
Portlandôs first bridge over the Willamette River.  That bridge was replaced in 1905 with 
the  ñswing spanò bridge shown on the precededing page.  The circa May 26, 1948 
photo shows the river level nearly reaching the deck of the low -slung bridge.  The 
movable span was left in the open position to accommodate river traffic and to allow 
debris to pass through.  In 1958, the swing span bridge was replaced with the current 
Morrison Bridge which is a double-leaf Chicago-type bascule bridge.  (Source 
Multnomah County).  



Vanport Pg. 30 
 

 
Figure 3-1 Oregon Chamber of Commerce promotional poster stamp ca. 1929 

 
In this section, weôll look at the 
communications planning that took 
place as the flood threatened Portland.  
Then, weôll share the stories of three 
Portland-area broadcasters that were 
flooded-out just prior to the main 
Vanport disaster. 
 
Portland Reaches Flood Stage  
 
In 1948, the factors that caused the 
Columbia River to flood did not impact 
the Willamette River directly.  However, 
as the Columbia reached flood stage in 
May, water backed up in the lower 
Willamette and pushed it to flood stage.  
 
Just north of Portland, the Willamette 
River converges with the Columbia and 

 
39 Columbia Crews pg. 1 

together they flow the last 100 miles to 
the Pacific Ocean at Astoria.  As many of 
us have witnessed, when the Columbia 
reaches flood stage, there is no place 
for the Willametteôs water to go, so it 
floods too. 
 
Efforts were focused on keeping water 
out of downtown Portland and away 
from the industrial area on the lower 
east side.  By late May, water levels on 
the Willamette were high enough to 
require modifications to the operation of 
the Hawthorne, Steel, and Morrison 
bridges. 
 
Further upstream The Oaks Park in 
Sellwood was flooded as was part of 
Milwaukie.39 
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Figure 3-2 A City of Portland crew sandbags the seawall just upstream from the Steel bridge.  Erected in 
1912, the Steel Bridge is the only double-deck bridge with independent lifts in the world.  In this view, 
water has almost reached the lower (railroad) deck.  The upper deck, carrying automobiles and electric 

streetcars, is well beyond the reach of the water.   

Figure 3-3 Paddling through Oaks Park with the KWJJ radio tower in the background.  
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Flooding Along the Columbia  
 
In the 1940ôs, the flood control dikes 
began at Vanport and went east.  To 
the west, the Rivergate area which is a 
bustling industrial and transportation 
hub today was just an extension of the 
South Shore flood plain.  With a couple 
of exceptions, the Smith and Bybee 
Lake Wetlands and surrounding areas 
were mostly in a natural state  at this 
time.  In 1936 t he St. Johns Landfill was 
opened along Swift40 Blvd and was 
beginning to fill in areas along the 
southerly edge of the wetlands.  And 
some development was beginning along 
Suttle Rd on a natural rise just 
northwest of Vanport.  
 
The water level in the wetlands kept 
pace as the Columbia and Willamette 
Rivers rose and began putting pressure 
on the SP&S railroad fill on the west 
edge of Vanport.  Though drainage 
district engineers had reservations about 
the stability of the fill, they were 
precluded from doing much, if anything, 
about it by the fact of its private 
ownership.  So, instead they focused 
efforts on weak points in other parts of 
the flood control system.  
 
The dikes running from the Vanport 
area east to the Sandy River in 
Troutdale received special attention as 
the Columbia surged.  Failures at 
Vanport, at the airport, or in the 
residential areas in between were to be 
avoided.  Dikes along the Columbia 
Slough to the south also received 
scrutiny.  Sandbags were used to block 
or reinforce the many road and culvert 
penetrations through the dikes.  

 
40 Now N Columbia Blvd. 

 
Figure 3-4 Water covers Front Ave and the 

railroad yard at Union Station 

 

 
Figure 3-5 A tugboat sailing by the downtown 
seawall at eye-level makes a startling scene. 

 

 
Figure 3-6 On Portlandôs east side, streets in the 

industrial area were filled with flood water.  
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Emergency Planning  
Though officials expressed confidence in 
the dikes right up to the time of the 
breach, flood-watching and contingency 
planning had been going on for weeks. 
 

On May 20th, Emergency Coordinator Al 
Davis, W7DIS, acting on information 
received from Portland officials, alerted 
the local ARRL Emergency Corps 
members and briefed them on what 
their jobs would be ñjust in case.ò 
 

 
Figure 3-7 Hallicrafters HT-9 transmitter , 75 W AM, 100 W CW, 80-40-20-10 Meters 

W7WJ/7 Red Cross Control  
 
ñDisaster plans were discussed, laid, and 
action started on relief work in the 
Portland area, with the ARRL Emergency 
Corps ñAECò being provided a radio 
room in the Red Cross disaster 
headquarters building at SW 15th and 
Alder Street. 
 
An HT-9 transmitter and suitable 
receivers, antennas, etc. were quickly 
installed to establish a net control 

 
41 The temporary Red Cross station was 

controlled by Hal McCracken, W7WJ. 

station for the 28 mc group using the 
call W7WJ/741.ò42 
 
On Wednesday, May 26th, the Red Cross 
Disaster Committee met to discuss 
contingency plans.  Of special concern 
was the regionôs ability to provide 
emergency housing and services for the 
18,500 Vanport residents. 
 
Following the meeting, relevant 
subcommittees including information, 
communications, and radio were alerted 

42 Clark pg. 371 
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and requested to be ready for 
mobilization.  ñWednesday evening, 
amateur radio operators associated with 
the Red Cross were alerted and 
requested to have their mobile units 
ready for operation.ò43 
 
Modes of communication in the disaster 
area included: 44 
¶ 2-meter (144 mc) AM ñphoneò 

(voice) point-to-point 
¶ 10-meter (28 mc) AM mobile and 

fixed-point relay 
¶ 75-meter (3.5 mc) phone fixed-point, 

portable, and mobile 
¶ 75-meter ñCWò (Morse code) 
 
ñWork was chiefly by voice in the 
Portland area with CW being used for 
long haul traffic in to and from the 
area.ò45 
 
ñOn Thursday, May 27th, the Portland 
Red Cross disaster committee met with 
the AEC planning committee and 
representatives of the local clubs46 in 
order to perfect plans.ò47 
 
ñPoint-to-point service on 144 mc was 
established between many strategic 
points on the premise that telephone 
facilities would either be jammed or 
wiped out completely if any areas 
became inundated.ò48 
 

The headquarters station included net 
control for the twenty-five amateur 
radio operators who began using cars 
equipped with 28 mc mobile radios to 
assist Red Cross observers, survey 
parties, and dike watch.ò 49 
 
ñAmateurs accompanying staff from the 
Pen 1 and Pen 2 drainage districts 
provided ongoing status reports to Red 
Cross headquarters.50 
 
ñPoint to point service from disaster 
headquarters to the County Sheriffôs 
office, Coast Guard, and 75-phone and 
80 CW liaison stations were established 
on 2 meters.ò51  At times, messages 
were relayed by a mobile station atop 
612ô Rocky Butte just south of the 
Portland airport. 
 
ñOn the evening of Friday May 28th, all 
of the Disaster Sub-Committees and all 
of the Volunteer Services were put on a 
24-hour basis, all posts being staffed 
[and] the radio stations were in full 
operation at Chapter Houseé.ò52 
 
ñA radio station was opened alongside 
the Multnomah County Sherifôsf radio 
dispatcher which proved to be a most 
important contact.  A request to set up 
a station alongside the City Police Radio 
was declined.ò53 
 

  

 
43 Clark pg. 371 
44 Preliminary Disaster Committee Report pg. 35 
45 Preliminary Disaster Committee Report pg. 35 
46 Members of both the Portland Amateur Radio 
Club and the Vancouver Amateur Radio Club 
assisted with communications in the Portland 
area.  Both clubs are profiled in the Clubs 
section. 

47 QRR pg. 38 
48 QRR pg. 39. 
49 Clark pg. 372 
50 Clark pg. 372 
51 Preliminary Disaster Committee Report pg. 35 
52 Preliminary Disaster Committee Report pg. 7 
53 Preliminary Disaster Committee Report pg. 7 
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Figure 3-8 KVANôs brand new Raytheon RA-1000 1KW AM transmitter resting on scaffolding.  The photo 

only shows the top of the transmitter.  It is 84ò tall, 48ò wide, 34ò deep and weighs 2,450 pounds.  
(Courtesy Clark County Historical Museum) 

 

KVAN ï Providing Outstanding Service While  
Out Standing on the Roof  

 

KVAN Background  
 
KVANôs transmitter site, just west of N 
Portland Road, placed it outside the 
protection of the dikes surrounding 
Vanport. 
 
As the Columbiaôs water level increased 
in mid-May 1948, the water level in the 
Smith and Bybee Lake wetlands 
matched pace.  Even before water 
banked up against the low Portland 
Road dike, the KVAN site was 
overflowing with flood water.  
 
Just eight months before the flood, 
KVAN (910 am) relocated its transmitter 
to Smith Lake from Fruit Valley Road in 
Vancouver, Washington.54  The Smith 
Lake installation featured a new 

 
54 Would staying in Vancouver have spared 
KVAN from the flooding?  Maybe not!  As shown 

in the section on Vancouver, portions of the 

Raytheon RA-1000 transmitter putting 
out 1,000 watts through two steel lattice 
towers. 
 
Rising to the Occasion  
 
As water rose in Smith Lake, KVAN 
engineers determined that the best way 
to protect their brand -new $50,000 
investment (and stay on the air ) was to 
ñraise the roof!ò 
 
After a hole was cut in the transmitter 
building roof, chain hoists were used to 
lift the broadcast equipment onto 
scaffolding - right through the roof.  
Then, thousands of pounds of sand 
were poured into the transmitter 
building to keep it upright and on its 
footings. 

West Vancouver Fruit Valley neighborhood were 
also submerged by the 1948 flood. 
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Figure 3-9 Station Manager Fred Chitty, Assistant Engineer Lee Cabe and Announcer F.C. Hosking 

broadcasting from the roof of the KVAN transmitter building . 
(The Oregonian 6/5/48)  (Courtesy Clark County Historical Museum) 

A temporary shelter for the transmitter 
engineers was created on the building 
roof from wood, tarps, and corrugated 
metal.  Broadcasting resumed just as 
soon as equipment was moved and 
reconnected. 
 
Lines from the studios in Vancouver 
were severed during the flood.  So, a 
seaplane was used to bring phonograph 
records, bulletins, and news to the 
transmitter site and broadcasts 
originated from there.  Water eventually 
rose to eight feet deep in the 

transmitter building necessitating brief 
outages while power was shut off to 
move equipment.  And one of the two 
towers became inoperative during the 
flood. 
 
To the disappointment of Portland 
baseball fans, KVANôs premier of ñLucky 
Beaversò baseball, scheduled for 
Saturday night, May 29th, was spoiled.  
However, KVAN remained on the air 
throughout the emergency ï the only 
Vanport-area station that managed to 
do so from their original site.  
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Figure 3-10 KVAN Assistant Engineer Lee Cabe (with transcription disc), Announcer F.C. Hosking 

(seated), and Station Manager Fred Chitty (Courtesy Clark County Historical Museum) 

 

 
Figure 3-11 Water has risen to within inches of a war surplus EH Scott SLR-12 receiver, probably the 

station monitor.   (Courtesy Clark County Historical Museum) 
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Figure 3-12 The KVAN transmitter building with water up to the eaves.  The transmitter protrudes 
through a hole on the far side of the building, and the makeshift ñstudioò is perched on the close side.  

Note the surplus balsa raft in the foreground.   (Courtesy Clark County Historical Museum) 
 

KVAN Honored  
 
KVAN was lauded in local and national 
press for doing an outstanding job of 
assisting in flood rescue work by 
transmitting calls for help and supplies. 
 
For several days following the dike 
break, the station broadcasted the 
names and temporary addresses of 
survivors who were trying to locate 
members of their families. 

In June 1948, Washington Governor 
Wallgren wrote of KVAN: 
 
ñIf anything further is needed to prove 
the value of radio, I believe the 
disastrous flood in central and southern 
Washington and the need it brought for 
instantaneous communications and 
directions to the affected civilian 
populace further emphasizes the 
tremendous value of radio in our 
modern day. 
 
Your state government and myself, as 
governor, deeply appreciate the extra 
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effort you, as a station owner and 
manager, made to keep the affected 
citizenry informedé.ò55 
 
Even after the water went back down, 
recovery and restoration of the KVAN 
transmitter site took well -over a month.  
 
In 1959, KVAN was sold and became 
KISN.  The Smith Lake site continued to 
have water problems as documented by 
DJ Pat Patteeôs photos from the 
Christmas 1964 flood.56 
 

  
Figure 3-13 Pat Pattee at the transmitter 

during the 1964 flood  
(Courtesy PositiveSpin) 

 
55 Broadcasting 6/4/48 pg. 25 
56 
https://www.positivespin.us/Pat%20Pattee.htm  
57 KISNôs new site was also in the Columbia 
Southshore flood plain and was likely swamped 

during the Vanport emergency.  However, it has 

Finally, in 1966, the transmitter was 
moved to NE 158th Avenue in east 
Portland.57 
 
Today, KVANôs former Smith Lake site is 
home to the KBMS transmitter.  
Although the KBMS building is hidden 
down a gated and winding gravel 
driveway, its trio of towers is very visible 
from Portland Road just before you 
cross the Columbia Slough. 

 

 
Figure 3-14 Outside the building, 1964 

(Courtesy PositiveSpin) 

 

a better recent track record.  As part of 
Portlandôs emergency well field, the 158th 

Avenue site is still being protected by dikes.  

Efforts are being made to restore lands around 
Smith and Bybee Lakes to natural flood plains. 
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Figure 3-15 The Oaks Park midway is awash as the Willamette River escapes its banks in Sellwood. 

(Akroyd Photography) 

KPDQ ï Flooding at The Oaks  
 

In 1948, two radios stations, KWJJ and 
KPDQ, had transmitter sites at the Oaks 
Amusement Park. 
 
John W Davis founded KJXD in 1946.  
On July 18, the FCC issued a 
construction permit for a 250 -watt 
station on 800 kc on July 18, 1946.  On 
December 18, 1946, their call sign was 
changed from KJXD to KPDQ and their 
permitted power was increased to 1 KW. 
 
KPDQ began broadcasting from Oaks 
Park on June 30, 1947.  Their studio, 

 
58 KWJJôs facilities were at the north end of the 
park. 

transmitter, and 260 -foot tower were 
located at the southerly end of the 
park.58 
 
By the last week of May 1948, water 
from the swollen Willamette River had 
entered Oaks Park.  The park was 
closed to visitors and employees were 
desperately sandbagging the parkôs 
large wooden skating rink floor in a 
failed effort to preserve it.  The 
Saturday May 29th Oregonian carried a 
photo of the park already under several 
feet of water.  
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Figure 3-16 KPDQ station at the south end of Oaks Park June 1948.  Oaks Park Way is submerged. 

The Portland Traction Company's Oregon City line runs along the right side of the photo.  
(City of Portland image a1999-004-1121) 

Getting Back on the Air  
ñBefore water got to it, the KPDQ 
transmitter was dismantled and hauled 
out even as water mired the wheels of 
the truck.ò59 
 
Because of the flooding at The Oaks, 
the station applied to the FCC for 
temporary authority to broadcast from a 
backup location.  FCC granted the 
station permission to broadcast with 
250-watts of power from the home of 
the stationôs chief engineer Rod 
Johnson.60  Mr. Johnson lived at 3115 
NE 35th Avenue on the Alameda Ridge in 
northeast Portland.

 
59 Broadcasting 6/7/48 
60 Later, Rod and Betty Johnson owned KWJJ. 

ñWithin 48 hours KPDQ was back on the 
air.  With the transmitter in the garage, 
antenna across the street, control room 
in a bedroom and studio in the living 
room, service was again resumed.ò61 
 
KPDQôs site at Oaks Park remained 
submerged for 30 days.  Despite 
operating at reduced power, from 
temporary facilities, with an improvised 
antenna, KPDQ was cited, along with 
other Portland broadcasters for 
rendering stellar services during the 
emergency. 

61 Broadcasting 6/7/48 
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Figure 3-17 KPDQ's station at The Oaks 
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KWJJ 
 

The origins of Portlandôs KWJJ date back 
to 1925 when Wilbur Jerman went on 
the air with station KFWV 
 
Wilbur Jerman was born in Silverton, 
Oregon on June 11, 1901.  In 1915, the 
family moved to Portland where he 
attended Benson High School. 
 
Following World War 1, Wilbur found 
employment at Stubbs Electric, 
becoming one of the firmôs key radio 
specialists.  After helping design and 
build KQY, Stubbôs broadcast station in 
1922, he went on to design and build 
CHCQ (Calgary), KDYQ (Oregon 
Institute of Technology , Portland)62, 
KFBM (Astoria), KFCD (Salem), and 
KFEC (Portland). 
 
KFWV 
 
KFWV was first located at Wilbur and 
Edna Jermanôs home - 385 E 58th St - on 
the westerly slopes of Mount Tabor.63  
The station first went on the air in 1925 
with a transmitter put ting out a very 
modest five watts.  Soon, he built a new 
50-watt transmitter.  
 
As laid out in his home, the stationôs 
studio was set up in the living room and 
the transmitter was in a second-floor 
bedroom. 
 

 
62 See also the Axel Tyle story in the selected 
biographies section. 
63 Charlie Austin, owner of Northwestern Radio 
Manufacturing (NORCO) lived across the street 
and was a good friend of Wilbur.  (Pioneer Mikes 
pg. 71) 
64 Portlanderôs will recognize the Sovereign 
Hotel, at 1207 SW Broadway, as being adjacent 

When money got tight, and Mr. Jerman 
was concerned that debt-collectors 
might seize the station, he quietly 
moved it to his father -in-lawôs farm on 
the outskirts of Portland.  At the time it 
was feasible to move a station (and 
move it back) with little expectation of 
consequences from regulators. 
 
By mid-1926, the KFWV studio was 
located at the Sovereign Hotel64 in 
downtown Portland. 
 
In March 1927, the KFWV studios 
moved two blocks north to the 
Broadway Theatre building.65 
 

 
Figure 3-18 Ad from The Souvenir Program of 
the 1926 Pacific Northwest Radio Exposition 

September 1926  

to the Oregon Historical Society complex.  
Beautiful murals were painted on its westerly-
facing walls in 1989 by artist Richard Haas. 
65 The Broadway Theatre building opened at 
1008 SW Broadway in 1926.  It was demolished 
in 1988 and the 1000 Broadway building was 
erected in its place. 
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KWJJ 
 
KFWV officially became KWJJ on June 
24, 1927.66  The new call sign honored 
owner Wilbur J Jermanôs initials.  The 
stations studios were located in 
downtown Portland, but the transmitter 
remained Jermanôs home on Mount 
Tabor until the mid -1930ôs. 

 
On October 25, 1935, KWJJ applied to 
build a new station at Oaks Park.67  As 
shown below, the transmitter building at 
the Oaks was built on pilings several 
feet tall.  Likewise, the transmission 
lines to the two towers were carried on 
wooden trestles. 
 

 

 
Figure 3-19 KWJJ transmitter building and towers at Oaks Park ca. 1940.  Note the trestles carrying the 

transmission lines out to the towers.  
(Photo from the Wilbur Jerman Estate, Courtesy of Ron Kramer) 

 
66 US Radio Stations as of June 30, 1927 67 Broadcasting 11/01/35 
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Smith Lake  
 
On February 3rd 1947, KWJJ applied to 
move its transmitter and increase power 
from 1 kw to 10 kw 68 and their 
application was approved May 2nd. 
 
Between April 5th & 8th, 1948, KWJJ 
moved into its new 24 -acre transmitter 
site at 4350 N Suttle Rd.69  The new site 
was on the north shore of Smith Lake, 
less than a mile west of Vanport. 
 
At Smith Lake, KWJJ used a new 
Westinghouse 10-HV-1 transmitter and 
two towers to broadcast 10 kw 
(directional) during the daytime hours. 70  
However, they continued to use the 
Oaks Park site for nighttime 
broadcasting (1 kw non-directional) 

pending approval to increase nighttime 
power to 10 kw.  
 
Like the KVAN site, KWJJôs Smith Lake 
site was outside the protection of the 
Pen 1 Drainage District dikes.  So, as 
the Columbia River rose in May 1948, 
their new transmitter was soon 
threatened. 
 
Meanwhile, the rising Columbia was also 
causing the Willamette River to rise, 
inundating KWJJôs old site at Oaks Park.  
By the end of the month, the Smith 
Lake site was off the air.  The 
transmitter building at Smith Lake was 
half-full of water, and Wilbur  Jerman 
had to resort to visiting by raft.  
 

 

 
Figure 3-20 Wilbur Jerman using a raft to survey the damage to the KWJJ transmitter at Smith Lake.  

(Courtesy Ron Kramer) 

 
 

68 Broadcasting 2/10/47 
69 Craig Adams email 

70 ibid 
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Figure 3-21 Oaks Park June 1948. Water surrounds the KWJJ building (center). 

(Courtesy Oregonlive.Com). 

 

Back to The Oaks  
 
Fortunately, when the KWJJ decided to 
locate at Oaks Park, Mr. Jermanôs team 
had the foresight to erect the 
transmitter building , tuning shacks, and 
towers on tall pilings.  As shown in the 
photos, transmission lines to the towers 
were held high on wooden trestles.  So, 
when the plant at Smith Lake went off 
the air, KWJJ was able to move back to 
Oaks Park and resume day and night 
operations despite the flooding.  Though 

 
71 Broadcasting 6/748 

engineers had to come and go to the 
station by boat, KWJJ stayed on the air. 
 
Emergency Broadcasts  
 
During the Vanport emergency, ñKWJJ 
turned its broadcast services over to the 
use of relief agencieséAll commercial 
broadcasts were dropped.ò71 
 
ñOf the non-network stations, KWJJ and 
KVAN did the best job of assisting in 
rescue work by transmitting calls for 
help and supplies. 
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Manager Bill Richardson, of KWJJ, and 
his staff worked night and day for three 
days broadcasting names and temporary 
addresses of survivors who were trying 
to locate their children or other 
members of their families.ò72 
 
After the Emergency  
 
KWJJ was able to make repairs at Smith 
Lake and resume operating 10 kw full 
time at the end of July , 1948. 73 
 
Once the station was again operational, 
plans were made for a longer-term 
solution to the flood threat.  During 
December, 1948, the station began 
doing early signoffs at 11:00 pm which 
afforded construction crews a few hours 
each night to work on raising the plant 
higher above the flood plain.  
 
Despite KWJJôs hasty retreat to the Oaks 
Park site, and continued usage at night, 
the plant there had actually been on the 
market since the move to Smith Lake.  
On June 10, 1948, the FCC granted an 
application for KBKO (1290 kc) to use 
KWJJôs old plant. 
 
Flood waters at Oaks Park werenôt gone 
for about a month.  Remodeling began 
following KWJJôs return to Smith Lake in 
July and the KBKO began commercial 
operation on January 10, 1949.  In 
November 1952, the station became 
KLIQ. 
 
KWJJôs problems at Smith Lake did not 
end in 1948.  In the Columbus Day 
Storm (October 1962), KWJJ lost one of 
its towers and part of its transmitter 

 
72 Billboard 6/12/48  

building due to wind and rain .  They 
were able to continue broadcasting with 
one tower until repairs were made.  
 
KWJJ finally abandoned Smith Lake in 
1966 and began broadcasting from a 
site in East Portland. 
 
Wilbur Jerman sold KWJJ (AM) in 1952 
and essentially retired from 
broadcasting.  He passed March 17, 
2004 at the age of 102.  

73 Pioneer Mikes pg. 398 



Vanport Pg. 48 
 

 
 

THE VOICES  
of 

VANPORT 

 
 

Part 4 ï Memorial Day 1948  

 
 

 



Vanport Pg. 49 
 

 
On the Previous Page:  On Memorial Day 1948, cars and trucks jam the ramp to Denver 
Avenue - the only road out of Vanport.   In the background the three towers at KGW are 
still standing.  



Vanport Pg. 50 
 

 
Figure 4-1 Map of Vanport showing the dikes and breach point (The Oregonian 5/31/48)  

ñThe River has Taken More Than the Lowlandsò 
 

ñI suppose that everyone in the Northwest finds himself unable to keep 
his mind on his work.  The flood keeps slipping silently into oneôs thinking.  
I have seen people stop what they were doing, without being aware of 
stopping, and look straight ahead wit hout seeing. 
 
The river has taken more than the lowlands.  
 
Monday afternoon, the day after the river broke, my wife and I had 
planned to play golf, but it was a no go.  Instead, we decided to gather 
some extra clothes, and we took them down to the church.  Then we 
came home and listened to the radio until the midd le of the night.  
 
What can be said at a time like this?ò  Del Milne7475 

  

 
74 Looking in the Rose Bow; ï The River 
75 Del Milneôs popular dance bands were featured on Portland radio stations in the 1930ôs. 
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As we pick up the Vanport story here: 
¶ Weôll look at the roles of hams in 

sounding the alarm 
¶ Weôll share some stories from people 

who witnessed the flood. 
¶ And weôll look at the stories of the 
two ñVanportò radio stations, KGW 
and KEX. 

 
The Flood Alert  
 
Portland radio stations broadcast a flood 
alert on Saturday night May 29th.  In an 
abundance of caution, ñésome residents 
moved their belongings into attics and 

upper floors.  Few imagined the possible 
extent to which water levels would 
rise.ò76 
 
Some might have done more or 
evacuated completely.  However, 
options were limited for families that 
relied solely on public transportation.  
Others were out of town for the holiday 
weekend.  And some simply had no 
other options available. 
 
Appeals were made by radio and the 
press for all who had moved to register 
with the Red Cross. 
 

 

 
Figure 4-2 ñFleeing Vanportò  

 
76 Wikiwand.com/en/Vanport,  Oregon 
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Figure 4-3 Breached railroad fill photographed on Monday May 31st, 1948.  (ACME Telephoto.) 

The Breach  
 

ñAs I walked up to the switching station, I noticed two men standing on 
the station platform, leaning against the railing and looking out over the 
flooded scene in front of them.  I must admit it was frightening to look 
out over all that water, which was flooding much of the lan d and buildings 
around Smith Lake, especially on the north end where a lumber company, 
a radio station [KWJJ], and other businesses were located.  All of the 
buildings at the south end of the lake [KVAN] were now underwateré.  By 
now, the lake had risen sharply and had completely covered the road near 
the Columbia River.  The river, the lake, and the Kenton [Columbia] 
Slough were now one large body of wateré.ò  Dale Skovgaard77 

 
77 Skovgaard 
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Sunday May 30th  
 
ñSunday morning, May 30th dawned ï 
Memorial Day78.  In Vanport, telephone 
exchanges were jammed with the calls 
of anxious residents trying to make 
arrangements for friends or trucking 
firms to move their belongings out of 
the area é just-in-case.ò 79 
 
ñIn spite of printed reassurances by the 
governing authorities which had been 
delivered to every home in Vanport that 
very morning, many of Vanportôs 
citizens knew that the swollen waters of 
the Columbia were at that moment 
fifteen feet above the elevation of the 
highest point in Vanport.ò 80 
 
ñQRRéThe Dike is Brokenò81  
 
ñIt was under these conditions that Don 
Smith, W7DHX, first drove his mobile 
into the threatened community itself to 
offer his services to authorities. 
 
The óRed Cross Disaster Carô card, which 
had been issued to all the mobile 
amateurs, attracted a large number of 
desperate citizens seeking help. 
 
Though the dike had not yet broken, 
Don found himself in the middle of a 
pitiful cluster of panicky people 
pleading, crying, and sobbing for 
assistance é a woman with a bedridden 
80-year-old mother and without the 

 
78 Prior to 1971, Memorial (or Remembrance) 
Day was observed on May 30th on whatever day 
it fell (in this case a Sunday). 
79 QRR pg. 106. 
80 ibid 
81 At one time the code ñQRRò was the land-
based equivalent of sending SOS. 

money to get a taxi ride from the 
threatened area éa person with three 
blind people to care for and no means 
of summoning assistanceéa man with 
three children with measles whom no 
one would carry to safety.ò 82 
 
ñDon did what he could and then 
returned to his home.  Shortly after his 
arrival there the sheriffôs office sent 
word requesting his assistance and, 
after a conference with the captain -in-
charge83 and the Vanport Housing 
Authority, Don went to back work. 
 
As they were readying a place in the 
sheriffôs office for Don to set up his 
equipment, another of the countless 
stream of reports that the dike had 
broken came in to the desk sergeant. 
 
For several days the authorities had 
been faithfully checking each such 
report only to find it the result of 
exaggeration and excitement.  Because 
the already-overworked sheriffôs cars 
were at the time out investigating 
previous reports, the desk sergeant 
asked Don to jump into his car and 
check on the latest reporté.ò84 
 
As Don arrived on the scene of the 
rumored breach, he was just in time to 
see another portion of the railroad fill 
wash away. 
 

82 ibid 
83 In May, 1948, the Captain Mearl C Tillman 
was in charge of the Vanport precinct.  Twenty-
two deputies were assigned to the precinct, and 
they shared three or four cars with two-way 
radios and three motorcycles.  Clark pg. 370. 
84 QRR pg. 106. 
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Donôs flash message ñQRR, QRR, QRR - 
W7WJ FROM W7DHX ï THE DIKE IS 
BROKEN AND WATER IS POURING 
INTO VANPORT!  SEND ALL AVAILABLE 
HELP.  PLEASE ACKNOWLEDGEò went 
out on the AEC 28 mc mobile net.85 
 
While awaiting acknowledgement of his 
report, and before he could swing his 
car around, the flood had risen to the 
level of Donôs running boards. 
 
Even as Don Smithôs message that the 
dike had broken went out to the Red 
Cross headquarters, Bill Lucas (W7AEF) 
was operating mobile from the streets 
of Vanport.  The district dike 
superintendent was riding along that 
afternoon directing operations with a 
portable public address system. 
 
Upon hearing Donôs broadcast, the dike 
superintendent exclaimed ñLetôs goò and 
they raced to the center of Vanport 
where they met Stan Rand (W7ASF). 
 
Bill and Stan drove together, bumper -to-
bumper, toward the west side of 
Vanport, seeking to determine the 
extent of the dike break -through.  
Suddenly, the superintendent saw the 
approaching water and shouted, ñQuick, 
turn around!  Thereôll be fifteen feet of 
water here in nothing flat.ò86 
 
Reversing course, the convoy made its 
way to a high point along Denver 
Avenue from which the superintendent 
was able to resume directing operations 
with the continuing help of Stan and 
Billôs mobile stations. 

 
85 QRR pg. 38. 
86 QST 9/48 pg. 38. 
87 18,500 

 
Meanwhile, shouts of eyewitnesses 
alerted the operator of the Vanport 
warning siren and the wail of the alarm 
soon filled the cityôs streets with 
people.87  And about a minute later the 
first row of homes was hit by water.  
 
Because the homes in Vanportôs west 
end had already been removed, the 
distance from the breach to the nearest 
dwelling was over 1,850 feet. 88 
 
ñThe first wave éspread out flatly and 
people ran from the houses to find the 
water ankle deep.  Another widening 
break in the dike released a fresh 
outburst of water which flowed quickly 
over the first and rolled through the city 
at the three -foot level.  Successive 
breaks raised the waves to about six 
feet in ten minutes, according to 
evacuees.ò  Showers of spray flew into 
the air as the waves hit structures.  
 
ñThe water first filled the sloughs and 
drainage systemsò 89 which absorbed 
some of the shock.  The water advanced 
eastward across Vanport at walking 
pace.  Even so, ñwitnesses to the 
flooding of Vanport estimate the 
timeéto fill the Vanport area as 
between 45 and 75 minutes.ò90 
 
Another Radio Report  
 
ñTwo Multnomah County deputy 
sheriffs, Ed Grohs and Mel Farmer, were 
on patrol at N Victory Blvd and Meadow 
Ave about 150 yards from...the 
northwest corner of the housing project 

88 Clark pg. 359 
89 Clark pg. 374 
90 ibid 
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and saw the angry water as it broke 
through the dike between the Swift and 
Co. plant and the Columbia Hall of the 
Vanport Extension Center.  They 
immediately radioed the report to the 
Vanport sheriffôs office. 
 
Grohs said, ñthe ground seemed to 
tremble and melt.  There was a sudden 
wave of swollen mud and then a torrent 
that frothed with debris and waves.ô  
Grohs and Farmer drove down N Force 
Ave, warning residents as they went, 
then stopped to direct traffic as frantic 
people tried to drive out.  It was about 
an hour before the full force of the 
water swept down Victory Blvd and 
Broadacre St, its full force hitting 
Vanport College, and swirled into the 
low cloverleaf intersection, trapping 
evacuees.ò91

The Evacuation  
 
Sheriffôs deputies immediately began to 
ñcirculate through Vanport operating 
their sirens and giving the alarm.  Three 
engines of the Vanport Fire Department 
also circulated through Vanport with 
their sirens operating.ò 92 
 
ñThe Housing Authority of Portland had 
previously arranged to have a sound 
truck stationed at the Vanport 
administration building in Vanport.  
 
As soon as word of the breach was 
received, the sound truck was 
dispatched to give warning and provide 
evacuation instructionsé.ò 93 
 

 

 
Figure 4-4 Vanport street map from Premier Map of Portland

 
91 Northwest Magazine 5/21/78 pg. 9. 
92 Clark pg. 373 

93 ibid 


