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by Peter Marsh
Last fall, Jay Zidell, president

of Zidell Marine Corporation
(ZMC), announced that the fam-
ily-owned company would cease
work at its SW Portland shipyard
after the launch of its latest barge.
The company has operated a ma-
rine business on this site under the
Ross Island bridge since 1946,
where it dismantled over 300
World War II surplus naval vessels
from the 1950’s to the 70’s, then
became one of the west coast's
leading barge builders. The last
launch was the 238th from this
site, plus 39 built in Tacoma from
1960-76 for a total of 277. 
Most readers have  boated or

driven past the South Waterfront
area, upstream of the Ross Island
br idge  and  downst ream of

Willamette Sailing Club and the
popular Willamette Park launch
ramp. While the Ross Island side
is wooded and uninhabited, the
west side has seen a complete re-
development that has seen ZMC
gradually overshadowed on the
south side by high-rise buildings,
including the adjacent 16-story
OHSU health center that towers
over the yard's cranes. The iconic
aerial tram that carries medical
staff up to the medical campus in
the West Hills 500 feet above
lands a yard from the shipyard’s
fence! 
The Zidell property comprises

33 acres of riverfront on both sides
of the Ross Island Bridge and is
bordered on the downstream side
by the Tilikum Crossing, the new
bridge built exclusively for pedes-

trian, bikes and transit. So the de-
cision to close was ultimately in-
evitable, and Zidell had rejected
all offers far longer than many ob-
servers had expected. The  closure
marks the end of a century of ship-
building and manufacturing in this
area. Beginning in the pioneer
days, many wooden sternwheelers
and barges were built and repaired
along this shoreline, culminating
in a short-lived boom in wooden
cargo ships to carry military sup-
plies to Europe in 1917. 
The site was first developed by

Commercial Iron Works in 1916—
a decade before the bridge was
erected, when steamboats still
transported most of the agricul-
tural products of the Willamette
Valley. In the 1930’s, the yard
launched one of the last traditional
steam-powered sternwheelers for
Willamette Paper—the 168' Jean.
With the war's end, the ship-build-
ing boom in Portland abruptly

ground to a halt: Commercial was
one of many outfits that closed
their gates.  
This gave Jay Zidell’s father,

Emery the opportunity to expand
the family business in metal prod-
ucts and salvage begun by his
grandfather Sam in the 1920’s.  In
anticipation of a the government
beginning to dispose of its vast
wartime fleet, Zidell Machinery
and Supply leased the dock where
Commercial had outfitted its naval
vessels and named the new busi-
ness Zidell Ship Dismantling.  
This decision paid off when the

huge Pacific fleet of WWII land-
ing craft, patrol boats and small
aircraft carriers was declared ob-
solete; hundreds made their last
journey up the Willamette and
under the bridges of Portland to
Zidell. The business prospered,
and they quickly became the
largest ship breaker on the west
coast. The company expanded its

lease, and eventually purchased
the site from the Union Pacific
Railroad. In the 1950’s, the thou-
sands of wartime Liberty ships
were reaching the end of their
lifespan, and many returned to
Portland where over 400 were
launched at Henry Kaiser’s Ore-
gon Shipbuilding—now Schnitzer
Steel. 

Emery's son Jay grew up help-
ing his father build the operation
to re-sell or re-cycle as much of
each ship as possible. They held
military surplus sales on the week-
ends and attracted crowds of peo-
ple looking for bargains in what
was essentially a giant military
parking lot sale. “At that time, it
was a really good business for us
to be in,” he recalled. Over 30
years, Zidell dismantled close to
340 ships, from patrol boats to the
880' Essex-class aircraft carriers. 

The last hull from Zidell.

Last Barge Launched
at Zidell’s SW Portland Shipyard

For many people, the movie
Sleepless in Seattle was their first
glimpse into life on a floating
house. Along the West Coast of
the US, there are floating house
communities in Seattle, Sausalito,
and the Portland metropolitan
area. But there are many other
places around the United States
where floating houses can be
found.  Some are used as get-
away floating cabins or vacation
rentals.  But many are used as
full-time residences in and around
the Portland area.
Who? People who live in

floating houses are not all boat fa-
natics or rabid fishermen.  They
are a cross- section of the popula-
tion just as they are on land.
They do, however, tend to really
love the peace and serenity that
living on the water offers and it
does make it much easier to get
onto the water in a boat even for
short periods of time.  It’s pretty
common to see floating house
neighbors of ours paddling by in

kayaks, on paddleboards, or driv-
ing by in powerboats.   
What? Floating houses tend to

be just like a house on land, but
there is a greater mix of floating
house sizes and house designs on
the water than in typical subdivi-
sions.  In the same moorage, there
can be a mix of 1-bedroom, 1-
bathroom 700-square foot houses
up to 3-bedroom, 2-bathroom
2,000-square-foot houses and even
bigger. Some houses are even con-

verted paddlewheel boats, tug-
boats etc. 
Where? There are about 1,400

floating houses in the Portland
metropolitan area, making this the
biggest collection of floating
houses in the US. They extend
from St. Helens northwest of Port-
land to the edge of Gresham on the
east side along NE Marine Drive.
There are floating houses on Hay-

Ceremonial launch ended 56 years of barge building.

1316 Washington St.
Oregon City

503-656-7512
Mon-Sat 10 a.m.- 6 p.m.
Sunday 10 a.m.- 5 p.m.

Come For
Lunch

and Take
Home Dinner!

Variety of fresh fish and
seafood for summer BBQ

Light Lunch
Served On Our Patio!

Custom fish processing: smoking, canning & vac pac

Great selection of
smoked fish

(salmon, tuna, sturgeon)

Beer and Wine

ST. HELENS MARINA & RV
MARINE SALES, SERVICE AND SUPPLIES

St. Helens, OR       503/397-4162

• Fishing Tackle • Launching Ramp • RV Park

• Ice & Snacks • Marine Goods

• Beverages • Bait & Rope

~ No Ethanol In Our Gas ~

Open 7 Days a Week

GAS &DIESEL

continued on page 13

continued on page 13

Floating Houses –
Who, What, Where, When, How, and Why?
by John Wesley McPherson Jr.


