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Life on the wedge

Despite gentrification all around it, a tiny downtown block remains a unique microcosm of Portland's independent culture


Sunday, February 18, 2007
GRANT BUTLER

Sitting in one of the metal folding chairs inside Rocco's Pizza, munching on a bready slice of meat combo, you spy all manner of Portlanders darting across busy West Burnside Street on a pilgrimage to landmark Powell's Books.

But in the shadow of the behemoth bookseller, which has become so massive as it's expanded through the decades that it bills itself a "city of books," is a tiny triangular block that is a city unto itself. This wedge of small businesses starts with Rocco's at its western tip on Southwest 10th Avenue, and extends only a couple hundred yards east to Ninth Avenue.

The block may be small, but Ethan Swan thinks it the most perfect place he's ever known.

"There's this neighborhood feel that the world always promises you, but that you don't experience very often," says Swan, who manages Jackpot Records, the block's anchor at the corner of Ninth and Burnside. "This is the first time in my life that I've experienced such a community. This block is perfect."

The city has plenty of places with strong community identities: Northeast Alberta, with its eclectic art galleries; East 28th Avenue, with its burgeoning restaurant row; Northwest 23rd Avenue, with its many posh boutiques. What sets this downtown block apart is its concentration of so many different quirks and pursuits that together act as a microcosm of the city's cultural identity: food, bicycles, sex, coffee, literary arts, rock 'n' roll, film, progressive politics, fashion. Thanks to a tap of Oregon-brewed Mirror Pond Pale Ale at Rocco's, there's even a taste of the thriving microbrewery scene.

At one point a few years ago, Swan says, people jokingly labeled this the "Indie Rock Block," emphasizing Jackpot's proximity to other nearby (and now defunct) independent record stores.

These days, no catchy new moniker has emerged, but more than ever the businesses on this block represent what may be the greatest of all Portland passions: independence.

"This is the epicenter of independent Portland," says Nicole Thompson, who manages the 12-year-old Reading Frenzy, which specializes in limited publication zines and alternative comics. "Much more so than North Mississippi or other up-and-coming streets."

Maybe "Wedge of Independence" is the name the block is looking for.

Dedicated independents
Mornings on the wedge wake up at Half & Half, the retro coffee and sandwich shop where workers brew up lattes with artful fern-frond swirls to the foam that you'd never find at a chain coffee place, while the sound system blares everything from 1950s crooners to '70s electrified Dylan to British punk rock. Sandwich names reflect the spirit of fun that permeates the place: "Honda," "Beemer," "Show Me the Pig" and "I Hate This Family," which is essentially Thanksgiving dinner between two slices. Or as owner Robin Rosenberg says, "It's just like home, minus the tears." At the register, a pegboard of dime store knickknacks -- playing cards, memo pads, birthday candles and the like -- beckon for any change that doesn't land in the tip jar

One Half & Half regular is Shawn Granton, who is the embodiment of independent Portland. Granton edits "The Zinester's Guide to Portland" (Microcosm Press, $5, 128 pages) an alternative travel guidebook that came out in its fourth edition earlier this fall. Digging into a vegan sandwich and a piping hot soy latte, he describes the guide as a low-budget exploration of the city for people who, if they're lucky, have $1,000 to their name.

The wedge looms large in "The Zinester's Guide," with almost all of the businesses getting favorable write-ups.

"It's a place where a lot of creative stuff goes down," he says. "You don't get this anywhere else downtown because it's all concentrated in one block."

Granton rattles off his favorite spots: the DVD rental store Watch This!, for its collection of independent film ("It's not trying to be a Blockbuster, and the owner really knows his stuff"); Reading Frenzy, for its stamina ("And they sell my guide"); Rocco's ("For the Zoobombers, not for their pizza. They're a cultural institution"); and Half & Half ("One of the best people-watching spots in town -- and you can get Miller High Life").

Even though he lives in Southeast's Hawthorne District, Granton often finds himself hanging out on the wedge, heading to the Independent Publishing Resource Center, which occupies a small warren of offices on the second floor of the North Pacific Building, the larger of the two buildings that make up the block. At the resource center, the public can browse through the library of 5,000 old zines, and with a $45 a year membership can access the nonprofit's computers, bookbinding supplies and letterpress print shop. Anyone ought to be able to publish, Granton says, and the center can help them do it.

Another person who takes advantage of the resource center's services is Carye Bye, whose Red Bat Press has been in the building for three years. In her bright, one-room office, she creates art notecards featuring drawings of bunnies riding bicycles that are distributed throughout the area. She also curates what she calls the world's smallest museum dedicated to bathtub art (no more than a file cabinet filled with vintage postcards and drawings showing folks getting cleaned up in the tub). Bye says she was drawn by the block's mix of independent businesses, massage therapists and political action groups, which include forest conservation groups, progressive political organizations and, interestingly, the offices of the labor union representing Powell's employees.

And her $525 monthly rent doesn't hurt, either.

The North Pacific Building, which was built in 1922, was purchased in 1999 by Peter Michaelson, whose company Workspaces L.P. completed the building's restoration in 2002, bringing back its high ceilings, mahogany woodwork and vintage feel.

Rents in the building range from $175 to $3,400, and Michaelson says that while he likes the mix of independent businesses, it's not part of some overall game plan. "I do try to keep an eclectic mix of independent businesses there," he says, "but I'm just the landlord."

Tenants don't see it that way, however, noting that the owners and management are always encouraging small businesses to find a home here.

"It's been nice that as independent businesses have left this block, other independent businesses have come in," says Reading Frenzy's Thompson. "This block hasn't been abandoned to Starbucks."

Tim Bottman, who with his brother Andy runs the Web consulting firm BottmanBros.com from the North Pacific's second floor, notes that the only business to do a total belly-flop was a chain: "Taco del Mar couldn't make it here." It moved out a half dozen years ago, making room for Half & Half.

DVD store
a 'cannibals' section One business that has changed dramatically since first arriving on the wedge is Watch This!, the cubbyhole DVD rental store on the block's Burnside edge. The shop features a carefully curated collection of foreign, art and independent films, with many of the titles broken down and sectioned by their directors -- a film-watching strategy favored by owner Lloyd Cohn.

Cohn originally rented an office in the North Pacific's upper floors to run an independent film distributorship, a self-run business he'd brought to Portland when he and his family tired of the pace of life in Los Angeles. When they first rented, they hadn't discovered the building's independent aesthetic. Only later did he realize that they fit right in.

"We found it through a classified ad in the paper, then we fell in love with the building and the tenants," he says. "I was particularly impressed that Portland was intelligent enough to support two independent booksellers across the street from Powell's."

Three years ago he was joking with the building's manager that he'd hypothetically be interested in opening a rental store if space ever became available: "He said, 'As a matter of fact, a space is becoming available . . .' "

In November 2003, Watch This! morphed into a DVD rental and sales business, using Cohn's personal collection of 600 titles as the shop's initial stock.

Cohn says that although transients occasionally are a problem for his business, he loves the Burnside location, and especially the steady stream of foot traffic that Powell's can generate.

He's not alone. Counter Media owner Charles Boucher says a lot of his customers buy from him because he carries material they can't find at Powell's -- either because they are overwhelmed by the mega-bookstore's size or because they want material that Powell's refuses to carry, particularly counter-cultural "how-to" guides or vintage erotica.

Like Watch This!, Boucher has divvied up merchandise to align with his own view of the world. Books are sectioned off with labels like "Guerrilla how-to," "Trouble makers/funny guys," "Weirdoes and oddballs" and "Cannibals." Just try finding the cannibals section across the street.

Counter Media's large section of erotica has something for every sexual flavor, with a large selection of materials dating back as far as the 1920s. Among yesteryear's cheap thrills are shelf after shelf of gay soft-core fiction from the '60s and '70s, with such titles as "Hunky Hitchhiker" and "Seafood Platter." Boucher laughingly refers to it all as smut, but it's presented so it doesn't seem the least bit lurid or taboo -- a rarity among Portland's sex-related businesses.

Island of individuality
In the past couple of years, change has been gripping the streets surrounding the wedge. Across Burnside Street, the Pearl District has transformed from a rough-and-tumble warehouse district to a high-end shopping destination filled with expensive condominiums. In the other direction, Southwest Stark Street is getting a dramatic face-lift, with digital movie cinemas taking over a space that had been a pulse-pounding gay nightclub, and a longtime hotel getting a boutique makeover.

Even the old Federal Reserve Bank -- the ultimate symbol of the establishment -- that sits across Oak from the wedge is being redone as an office building.

Boucher worries about encroachment.

"I personally welcome things like the renovation of the hotel and the theaters," he says. "But we hope the Pearl doesn't creep across Burnside."

Others say the increased activity has been good for business.

"It just brings more people around," Swan says, noting that the wedge block used to feel isolated. "It's nice to see this area have more things going on."

Cohn says all the foot traffic has expanded the customer base for his DVD shop: "We have students, retired people, a number of Powell's employees, an ex-NYPD cop -- all kinds of people who are interested in things other than big blockbusters."

From the giant windows in her fourth-floor office at the North Pacific, Bye of Red Bat Press has watched the rapid changes in the surrounding neighborhoods. A once-commanding view of the Fremont Bridge now is obscured by the Pearl's high-rise Elizabeth condos. But she doesn't see the wedge block losing its renegade spirit.

"Every day at 5 p.m., the trumpeter starts up across the street from Powell's," she says of street musician Kirk Reeves. "That's reassuring."

Reading Frenzy's Thompson says the block's independence is what will keep it going strong.

"Portlanders are so spoiled with the abundance of independent businesses that they seek out the most independent," she says. "It seems we're the last bastion of independent culture downtown."
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