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Cover Title:  The title and cover 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. 
(Photo courtesy of Portland Red Cross Archives). 

Page Opposite:  Red Cross Recruiting postcard, 1956 Campaign 
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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, radio, as a leading communication 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?  
 
Itôs 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, almost 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 freely helped with this project and the 20 22 update.  Please refer to the 
list of acknowledgements at the end of the story.  
 
Dan Howard 2022 



Vanport Pg. 8 
 

 
 

THE VOICES  
of 

VANPORT 

 
 

Part 1 ï Origins of Vanport  

 

 



Vanport Pg. 9 
 

 
On the Preceding Page:  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 familiar 
part of the 1948 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 
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? 
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ñ8400 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 alway s 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.  

 


