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Portland Fire Stations all have a uniqueness about them that makes for great stories.  Station 32, which 

was located in the basement of St. John's City Hall from 1915 to 1954 is no exception.   

Located at 7214 N. Philadelphia Avenue, the beautiful building sat at the center of St. Johns.  St. Johns 

became a place on the map when the original plat for the town was filed in 1852.  It would be named 

St. Johns in honor of an early settler named James John.  He moved to the area in 1844.  He was 

known as a generous man who donated eight blocks of his land for the town site.  When he died, he 

left the rest of his property to build a public school.  St. Johns would become an official town on 

January 5, 1902.  In 1915, voters decided to give up their town charter and merge with the City of 

Portland.   

St. Johns would build their city hall in 1905.  Records would indicate St. Johns had a volunteer fire 

department in 1913 (and probably earlier) and they were actively working to purchase a motorized fire 

apparatus.  They would purchase a 1914 "Selden" fire engine.  When Portland Fire would locate 

Station 32 in the basement of the building beginning in 1915, the time at which official annexation 

occurred, they accepted the Selden fire engine into the fleet.  This was an apparatus of note because it 

would be the only Selden to ever exist in Portland Fire's apparatus inventory.  The coexistence between 

the City Hall and the Fire Station would continue until the new Fire Station on N. Alta would be built 

in 1954.   



 

By the 1930s, the fire station was well established. The work schedule of Portland Firefighter's at that 

time was two platoons of probably 4-5 paid members (with additional "extramen," volunteers to 

supplement paid staffing) who worked four days followed by three days off making a 72 hour work 

week.  This left plenty of time at the fire station to pursue hobbies or other activities.  However, a 

group of Station 32 Firefighters decided to use their own time to take on the rock garden/pond project. 

Spearheaded by Firefighter Alvin Bruner, he and his crewmates decided to take on a unique activity.  

They would endeavor to build a water feature that would be expanded to include a rock garden, 

miniature railroad, and various scenes taken from the Pacific Northwest.  This would become quite 

well known across the country.   

In April 1988, two men who had grown up in St. Johns decided to write the story of this unique 

project.  It is included below.   

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

THE FIREMEN'S ROCK GARDEN AND POOL OF  

ST. JOHNS ENGINE COMPANY #32 

A DEPRESSION ERA PIONEER GARDEN RAILROAD CONSTRUCTED IN THE LAWN AREA 

OF THE OLD ST. JOHNS CITY HALL, PORTLAND, OREGON 

By David C. Swart and Douglas L. Gray - April 1988 

This manuscript is the result of the combined efforts of Swart, a Portland attorney, and Gray, a Seattle 

civil engineer, now both retired.  They were raised in the St. Johns district of Portland and are active 

members of Divisions 2 and 4, respectively, of the Pacific Northwest Region, National Model Railroad 

Association.  Their mutual interest in the subject of model railroading, especially the garden variety, 

brought them together for this childhood reminiscence of a ''fairyland'' past. A considerable amount of 

research was necessary to correct faulty juvenile memories and to add additional material of little 

interest to either party, who were too young to care about such matters. 

PREFACE: The St. Johns City Hall 

The community of St. Johns has always had great difficulty maintaining its own identity and destiny.  

It came into existence when the plat of ''St. Johns on the Willamette'' was filed October 7, 1852, 

together with additions thereto on July 20, 1865 and November 28, 1868, by James John, its founder. 

Unincorporated, it was first annexed against its will to Albina in 1891; and, then Albina was annexed 

to Portland the same year. The little village of 500 wanted home rule and the Oregon State Legislature 

made it possible by allowing it to secede from Portland in 1898.  It was incorporated as a municipality 

on February 19, 1903 and the new city council immediately purchased a small wood frame building to 

hold its meetings, not unlike a small one-room schoolhouse.  It was affectionately referred to as ''The 

Woodshed'' by some. 



The community began to grow and so did the desire to construct a new permanent city hall. The 

second building, a two-story brick, resembled a Greek or Roman Ionic Temple, and was located at the 

southeast corner of Philadelphia Avenue and Syracuse Street.  

It first opened its doors to municipal business on July 12, 1907, and then proceeded to close them for 

this purpose of July 6, 1915, when a majority of its citizens voted in favor of annexation to Portland. 

The population had grown to about 6,600 and this rapid growth, together with the demand for street 

improvements and the high taxation for such improvements, became overwhelming.  The last public 

assembly was a ''town meeting'' held on July 13, 1915, and, when reluctantly adjourned, the keys were 

turned over to the City of Portland, but the property was never deeded and remains to this day in the 

name of the City of St. Johns. 

St. Johns was the only community among the five adjacent incorporated towns (St. Johns, Linnton, 

Albina, East Portland and Bellwood) annexed to Portland which owned its own city hall.  All the 

others leased their meeting places.  It had a police and fire department housed and/or stationed at this 

building from its very inception.  The building continued to provide these same services after 

annexation. This was the home of Portland Fire Engine Company No. 32.  

GENESIS:  A Miniature "Fairyland" is Conceived 

St. Johns has always received its good and bad news in accentuated form.  The best news was when the 

new steel suspension bridge, designed by the celebrate Dr. David B. Steinman, began providing the 

community with easy access to the west bank of the Willamette River, Linnton and northwest Portland.  

This good news ultimately turned into bad news when truck traffic found the bridge to be an easy by-

pass to Seattle and other northerly points; however, this problem and the Port of Portland's Rivergate 

development, both detrimental to the bridge and community, is another story. 

The bridge, of blended Gothic architecture, was under construction for 21 ½ months.   With all this 

activity and capital expenditures concentrated on such a small town as St. Johns, a state of euphoria, 

optimism and a false sense of prosperity was created; nevertheless, it was in the wake of this fading 

confidence and the reality of the Great Depression that the Firefighters announced their plans to design 

and build a rock garden and pool in the lawn area of the old St. Johns City Hall. This was to have been 

an off duty project for the volunteers, the planning and construction of which eventually lasted much 

longer that the original six months that were anticipated. 

THE PROJECT:  A Rock Garden, Fish Pool, and Miniature Railroad 

The men were working ''platoon'' shifts in those days; two groups worked alternate days of the week, 

including Sunday, week in and week out.  Fire Engine Company No. 32 was composed of eight 

personnel, four being assigned to each shift.  It was commanded by Marion F. Stark, senior captain, 

who was subsequently promoted to battalion chief in 1935. The five members who volunteered to 

work on this project were: Earl L. Biddle, junior captain and project coordinator; Alvin Bruner, the 

''bridge engineer;" Frances W. Baketel, Chester A. Giesy and James Klum. 



It all began on or about June 1, 1932, when ground was broken in front of the building which housed 

the activities of these firemen and 21 policemen assigned to Precinct No. 3. 

The entire plan, as then conceived, was revealed to the St. Johns Review, which published it in detail 

on July 21, 1932. The accomplishments of these men, who were left to their own ingenuity, were 

nothing short of miraculous.   

The center piece of the pond was a miniature bridge representing, in modified form, the Rogue River 

bridge on U.S. Highway 101 at Gold Beach, Oregon.  The "dogbone" shaped pond, which was 

constructed entirely of concrete, was about 36 feet long and 16 feet wide. All of its sides were beveled 

toward the bottom and the floor was tapered from as much as about two feet at the head of the pond on 

the west end to only a few inches on the east end.  The shallowness at this end was to accommodate an 

adjacent sandy beach behind a ''sea wall." Underwater lights were installed in glass fronted niches and 

eventually a couple of reflector lamps were suspended across the pool, all for the purpose of enhancing 

nighttime viewing. The entire exterior of the rock garden and pool was surrounded by a low picket 

fence and flagstone walkway. This walkway was then connected to some existing sidewalk areas. 

A ''mountain" was built at the west end of the pool and lava rock taken from Mt. Tabor's extinct 

volcano provided the necessary rock. There was a steady stream of water tumbling down from the 

mountain top, through a water wheel at the powerhouse, and on into the pond to provide a supply of 

fresh water for the brook trout, which were first introduced into the pond late in the summer of 1934. 

There was a large mound of dirt, depicting a "hill," located at the east end of the pool. This is where a 

sandy beach with promenade and a large wooden lodge were located. The lodge was built of logs and 

had twin gables.  It became a permanent station stop on the line for the toy train whose ''Golden Spike'' 

was not driven until the summer of 1934. 

In later years, a small loudspeaker was installed in the lodge and in the two highway tunnel portals for 

seasonal music. There was also a fire lookout tower on the slope behind the lodge. A miniature town 

with houses and stores was also to have been located at the east end of the pool; however, the firemen 

eliminated this part of their plan, probably due to the high risk factor of theft and/or vandalism.  This 

was the beginning of one of Portland's earliest garden railways, although this fact wasn't realized at the 

time, nor was it even included in the original plan. 

A PHOTOGRAPH REVEALS MUCH 

The accompanying photo, taken on or about July 31, 1934, was part of a large number of commercial 

photos sold to raise money for fish food. Everything was donated, although not all of the names of the 

donors are known. The Portland Parks Bureau furnished the many native evergreen shrubs and 

perennial plants.  Friends of the firemen furnished the lilies.  The initial batch of 500 brook trout came 

from the Oregon State Fish Hatchery on the Clackamas River.   

The photo also shows many of the animated objects built by the firemen from raw materials or 

commercial products, drastically modified. The rotating aircraft beacon on top of the mountain was 

scratch built. A small passenger ship with lights, built on a Spanish-American warship hull (complete 



with battering ram) was tethered to and revolved around the pool's drain pipe, located in the center of 

the east section. A stationary fire boat, constantly spouting water from its monitors, was anchored 

slightly off center in the western sector. 

These animated items, along with the lighthouse, lookout tower, buildings, etc., are good examples of 

some of the excellent creative skills and handiwork seen throughout this entire decorative display.   

The wide miniature vehicular roadway that circled three sides on the pond also doubled as a very 

narrow sidewalk for maintenance. It appears to have been about ten inches wide and, in the rough 

one-half inch to the foot scale (1:24) that was adopted, would have been wide enough for a four lane 

highway in the 1930's. There never were more than three or four vehicles on display at any one time, 

usually less, and they were closer to one-quarter inch scale (1:48) than to one-half inch scale. 

THE GARDEN RAILROAD MAKES ITS DEBUT 

The original plan for the pool was to provide a static display of cars, trucks, and a well-lit small town.  

The animation was to have been limited to the two vessels and rotating beacons; however, very early in 

the planning stages the idea of including a ''wide'' (standard) gauge train was conceived and allowances 



were made for its inclusion. It was actually more than two years before the steam locomotive and its 

three passenger cars arrived on the scene.   

Close magnification of the photo revealed that the firemen used available tinplate track for their train, 

had taken it apart to increase its radii, and then custom fit it to the contour of the pond. This 

modification put them six years ahead of the model railroad industry, which didn't produce a 

commercially available flex-track until 1940, and then it was for the common narrower “0” gauge.  It 

was difficult to accept this advanced technology at such an early date and as a result there was a delay 

in completing this story. We simply couldn't believe what we were seeing.  Five wooden ties were 

inserted beneath the rails between each metal tie to create a realistic appearance.  The track was 

frequently oiled to prevent rust and was otherwise very difficult to maintain. 

The railroad circled the pond, passing beneath both the north and south abutments of the highway 

bridge, and then climbed on a two percent grade at the west end to a 45 degree grade crossing behind 

the powerhouse. The bridge was built by Alvin Bruner, who was probably responsible for the design 

and construction of many of the other ''works of art.'' The bridge was so well built of wood and 

plywood, and properly painted, that it lasted as a suitable outdoor display for nearly two decades, 

showing very little deterioration from the weather until about 1950, or thereabouts. 

The track plan was a modified figure eight, circling both the mountain and the pond, and passing 

through a short tunnel here and there. The roadway appeared to enter and exit a tunnel into the 

mountain on either side of the west end of the pond, but there was no connection between them as the 

tunnel was incomplete.  It should be noted that the train always ran in a clock-wise direction around 



the pool and counter clock-wise around the mountain.  It is posed in the photo facing the opposite 

direction, obviously at the request of the photographer. 

There were a series of power poles, running parallel with the track, carrying 16 volts AC for the 

buildings, street lamps, lighthouse, aerial beacon, and the two ships in the pond. These power lines and 

high voltage wires, traveling over the top of the mountain, appeared to originate at the powerhouse, but 

this was an illusion. The power source for all these accessories came from a transformer or 

transformers located beyond the west limits of the rock garden.  

On Sunday afternoons and evenings, and other appropriate times, a fireman could be seen sitting on the 

porch railing, leaning against one of the huge columns in front of the building, operating the train set 

with a hand held transformer. These operating sessions went on uninterrupted until the advent of 

World War II and then were permanently discontinued. The rock garden, pool and Alvin Bruner's 

bridge were abandoned in 1954 when the firemen moved to their new brick fire station, just a block 

away.  They were eliminated entirely in connection with the 1964/1965 renovation and landscaping 

program for the Police Department, which remained behind.  Public and private funds were solicited 

and contributed toward this remodeling program. 

There was a rededication ceremony held in front of the building on July 14, 1965, wherein it was 

publicly stated: "In the near future a reflection pool will be installed containing a water fountain that 

will spout water in umbrella shaped forms under various colored lights.'' This would have been a 

suitable substitute for the firemen's rock garden and pool, occupied the same area, and resulted in a 

happy ending to this story; however, the reflection pool was never built. The funds specifically 

received for this new pool were applied toward unpaid landscaping charges, without the consent of its 

contributors, and the project was summarily terminated. 

EQUIPMENT IDENTIFICATION 

Much of what is visible in the photo was either scratch built or was modified from some unknown 

commercial product. The track was manufactured by either Lionel or American Flyer, but probably the 

latter. Identifiable objects are as follows: 

 American Flyer train set, ''wide gauge," 1933 vintage 

 Steam locomotive, 4-4-2 wheel arrangement, No. 4692x, with coal tender No. 4771 (not a 

regular set) 

 Club car (combine) with 4-wheel trucks, No. 4350 

 Pullman car with 4-wheel trucks, No. 4351 

 Observation car with 4-wheel trucks, No. 4352 

 Lionel Automatic Semaphore, No. 82 for Lionel "standard gauge" 

 Dinky Toy (England), dump truck on the bridge (1:43 scale) 

 Lincoln Logs were used in the construction of ''the lodge" 

 

The passenger cars were first introduced in 1931 and were offered that year and once again in 1933. 

They had matching teal blue bodies, bright red roofs and truss rods, and light gray trucks.  They were 

distinguished by their large window inserts. A 1930 American Flyer ''Lone Scout" train set placed on 



permanent display on the second floor of the Oregon Historical Society in 1988 has similar cars of the 

same length, but their window arrangement is different. 

FLORA AND FAUNA IDENTIFICATION 

The brook trout were Rainbow Trout (Salmo gairderi). The low hedge on the north and south side of 

the pool is dwarf Buxus (Brans sempervirens suffruticosa), Irish yew [taxus baccata (Hibernica) 

stricta] abounds in several locations, dwarf Mugho pine (Pinus mugho mughus) is found in both 

corners on the west end and the mountain is covered with Creeping cotoneaster [Cotoneaster humifusa 

(dammeri)].   A few dwarf hemlocks (Tsuga Candensis compacta) are located in the background by the 

mountain. A small Water lily (Nyphaea minor) can be found to the left of the fire boat, yellow Water 

Flag iris (Pseudacorus) is located on the left-hand side of the promenade and common Cattail 

(Typhalatifolia) is on the right-hand side. 

A TRIBUTE TO THE FIREMEN FIVE 

It has been many years now since the people of Portland drove all the way out to St. Johns just for the 

pleasure of driving over the new steel towered suspension bridge, one of the most beautiful in the 

world, and which can only be seen from St. Johns or Linnton. To complete their trip, many would stop 

at the fire station at the end of the bridge, sign the guest registry, and then stand in line two or three 

deep around the little green picket fence just to see the miniature train come and go, perhaps 

purchasing a picture or two to mail to a relative or to add to their collection of mementos.  It has been 

reported that as many as 5,000 photos, available in three separate sizes, were sold during a single 

season.  

In the mind's eye, the local children were very lucky.  They could walk a few blocks from home to the 

fire station and then watch for hours on end on a warm summer day without fear of reprimand, so long 

as they left by dusk and got home before dark.  Running made it possible to stay a few moments longer 

to savor this ''fairyland'' atmosphere. 

This article and its time consuming research is a direct tribute to the memory of the five Portland 

Firefighters shown here. Their personal sacrifice of valuable off duty time and the display of 

extraordinary  skill made it possible for all of us to enjoy an unforgettable experience. The authors 

credit these genteel firemen with influencing them into the field of model railroading at a very early 

age, and where they have remained ever since. 

Alvin Bruner Earl Biddle James Klum Frances Baketel Chester Giesey 
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Station 32 - 7214 N. Philadelphia Avenue 

Station 32 in basement of St. John's City Hall 

7214 N. Philadelphia Street 


