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The question "what was the worst fire in Portland Fire history" has often been asked. There are many
factors to be considered in that question. First, what constitutes "worst?" Is it life loss, dollar loss,
most responders, loss of a firefighter life, etc. Even the emotional impact on a firefighter, responding
to an otherwise mundane fire, can have crippling effects, much more so than a fire of any other
magnitude.

All that said, two fires must be considered under the heading of "worst" in Portland history. The first
is Black Saturday, the conflagration of August 2, 1873. This fire destroyed 22 square blocks of the
city of Portland. Life loss was never really known but it was devastating to the city at that time.

Another significant fire happened on July 7, 1975. The Pomona Hotel fire would take 12 lives. The
fire was set by a human, which resulted in an arrest, but that hardly compensated for the loss.

Before exploring the Pomona Hotel fire, consider the history of the building itself.
Erickson's Saloon

August Erickson immigrated from Finland in the early 1880s. He became known as a honest business
man, committed to hospitality. He built several saloons, but Erikson's Saloon would become the most
well known.

Like many Portland businesses, Erickson's Saloon underwent many iterations of itself over its many
years of existence. But it began, simply enough, as a saloon. It was a large space, with what was
touted as the "longest bar in the world." At 684 feet in length, it may well have been. This gave
Erickson's Saloon a near mythological reputation across the region, if not the country.

During the 1894 flood of
downtown Portland,
Erickson utilized a barge,
floating in front of his
flooded establishment, to
continue business,
stocking it with liquor
and dancers. Afterward,
the building was rebuilt.
Features on the first floor
included the main hall
with the 684 foot bar, a
pipe organ, a free
museum, a music stage,
and imported paintings.




The second floor catered to the wealthy-elite and featured private card parlors, quiet bars, and tuxedo-
clad waiters. The third floor was equipped with roofless cubicles that hosted sex workers.

While Erickson's Saloon may not have been the ideal business for Portland, it did provide work for
many Portlanders. The saloon employed at least 30 bartenders, numerous bouncers, waiters, dancers,
musicians, card dealers, cooks, and sex workers.

By 1906, Erickson had sold a portion of his ownership to Fred Fritz Jr. and JJ Russell, both of whom
owned nearby entertainment businesses. A fire in Erickson's in 1913 prompted Erickson to sell his
remaining interests to Fritz and Russell. Erickson would die in 1925, broke and destitute.

Erickson's Saloon was rebuilt at the same time prohibition was instituted. The menu changed
considerably and the saloon never recovered to its former glory. The Fritz family maintained
ownership until the 1960s. Sam and Bill Naito would purchase the building in 1975, a few months
prior to the devastating fire sealed the .
infamy of the building. It finally
closed for good in 1981. In the 2013,
Innovative Housing re-developed the
site as low income apartments, which
opened in 2015.

Below is an article that appears in the
Oregon Encyclopedia
(OregonEncyclopedia.org),  written
by Michael Schepps. It provides
insight and explanation of the
devastating 1975 fire that most
Portlanders would rather forget.

The Pomona Hotel Fire, 1975

On the evening of July 7, 1975, fire broke out at the Pomona Hotel, at 23 Northwest Second Avenue
in downtown Portland, killing twelve people in what was the deadliest fire from arson in Oregon
history. Roy Jennings Beard remains the primary suspect for the crime, but he was never formally
charged due to a judgment of mental illness. The fire spurred the adoption of updated fire safety codes
and helped reveal the plight and neglect of the Old Town neighborhood.

The Pomona was a single-room occupancy (SRO) hotel in the upper floors of the block-sized building
that had once housed the Erickson’s Saloon. In Erickson’s heyday, before Oregon instituted statewide
Prohibition in 1915, the structure had been famous as the “longest bar in the world.” The third floor,
the uppermost, had housed a series of cramped, roofless “cribs” intended for sex workers. Following
Prohibition, the saloon was subdivided into spaces for smaller businesses, and the third floor became
the Pomona Hotel, which was first advertised in the Oregonian on August 2, 1916.
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By the 1970s, the Pomona Hotel was a neighborhood fixture. A tenant explained to the Oregon
Journal the day after the fire that “it was one of the best places" in the area, because “they give you
clean sheets, they make up the bed, they mop, they do everything.” Developers Bill Naito and Sam
Naito had purchased the building that February with plans to redevelop it, and Bill Naito told
the Oregonian on July 9 that the lessee and manager of the hotel, Yukie Itoyama, “ran one of the best
and cleanest Skid Road hotels on the West Coast.”

But on the night of July 7, at approximately 10:35 pm, a man purchased fifty cents worth of gasoline
from attendant Steven Robertson at the Chevron gasoline station across the street from the Pomona. As
Robertson described him, he was “an old guy, maybe in his 70s and didn’t look like the kind of guy to
own a car.” Not long after the exchange, someone poured gasoline into the stairwell of the hotel and
set it on fire.

After a late dinner, Robert Harris, a forty-three-year-old contractor, noticed smoke coming from the
windows of the “strangely subdued” hotel. He raised the alarm and called the fire department at 11:01
pm, and then put himself at personal risk to help rescue residents. Harris pulled down the fire escape
ladder and shepherded residents to safety, entering the burning structure multiple times to help people
escape the flames. He carried one severely injured woman to safety and assisted medical professionals
with giving CPR to victims.

The fire’s location on the stairwell, together with the interior’s cluttered and haphazard layout,
prevented easy egress. The lack of fire doors on the third floor was the primary cause of the casualties,
as the heat from the stairwell was funneled into the third floor. Conditions became “so intense,” a fire
inspector explained to the Oregonian, “that a deep breath after opening a door was sufficient to cause
instant death.”

The need for better fire safety standards had long been noted in Portland SROs. Yet, the Portland City
Council did not mandate fire doors be installed in all hotels until 1972, when it ordered compliance by
April 1974. The date was extended an additional two years due to what the Oregonian characterized as
a “moral dilemma,” quoting Doug Seely, an administrative assistant in the city’s Bureau of Buildings.
The question, he said, was whether or not “you throw people out on the street to freeze to death or do
you let them burn?” Senior Building Inspector David Beckman told the Oregon Journal that “the
Pomona was inspected [before the fire], and found deficient, just as it had been the previous February
and eight other times since the new codes began to be applied in May 1973.”

The two-year delay in implementing the fire safety standards, according to Portland Fire Marshal
Robert Buscho, meant that “up to 50 per cent” of fires during that period, including the one at the
Pomona, could have been prevented with “far less loss of life.” Bill Naito maintained that he and his
brother were unaware of any potential fire hazards in the five months they had owned the building.
Due to the city council’s approved delay, the Naitos were fully in compliance with the existing codes,
and charges were never filed against them.

The identity of the arsonist was never proven, but Robinson, the Chevron attendant, identified him as
John Joseph Newvine. He was arrested the night of the fire but was released when the attendant later
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recanted. Then Roy Jennings Beard, a fifty-seven-year-old man with a criminal record for vagrancy
and intoxication allegedly returned to the gas station to retrieve the deposit on the gas can. The
attendant recognized him and alerted fire investigator Dante Petruzzelli. Beard was arrested—but was
never formally charged—and remains the primary suspect.

In aJuly 12, 1975, statement to the Oregonian, Sergeant Tom Potter—who would later become Police
Chief, then be elected mayor of Portland thirty years later—claimed that police had additional
witnesses and “substantially more evidence” linking Beard to the fire. Before he could be charged and
the evidence presented, however, a court ruled that Beard was mentally incompetent due to a lifetime
of alcohol abuse and his inability to understand the charges. He was committed to the Oregon State
Hospital in August 1975. Three years later, the hospital declared Beard had “recovered sufficiently” to
stand trial.

After being ordered to appear in court, Beard was returned to the hospital for a final competency
ruling. That ruling was never made, and Beard remained at the Oregon State Hospital until April 1980,
when he was released to institutionalized hospice care in his hometown of Lafayette, Indiana. He lived
there for eight months and died on December 22. The only publicly known motive for the arson stems
from fire investigator Petruzzelli, who said in 1982 that Beard “had thrown gasoline into the halls and
lit it after a beef with a man who lived there.”

Eight people died during the fire, succumbing to smoke inhalation and burns, and more than twenty
others suffered critical injuries. Over the six months after the fire, four more people died due to the
injuries they received, bringing the total number of victims to twelve. The identified victims of the
Pomona Fire were all men, with an average age of fifty-one. The only public commemoration of the
Pomona fire was the closing of Old Town businesses for a half-day. Beard’s legal status was relegated
to the back section of newspapers and then dropped entirely.

The Pomona was acquired from Bill Naito Corporation in 2013 by a nonprofit organization, Innovative
Housing. By 2015, the property had been substantially refurbished and updated to provide sixty-two
units of affordable housing. Despite the renovations, visible fire and smoke damage from the arson
remains present throughout the structure.
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