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“As Great a Nuisance as
the Garbage Itself”

Race, Power, and the Question of Waste
Management in Portland, Oregon, 1871-1905

ALLISON KIRKPATRICK

DURING THE FINAL TWO DECADES of the nineteenth century, the
population of Portland, Oregon, grew by over 50,000. Fears about the spread
of disease and the livability of the rapidly expanding city led Portlanders to
hope for an immediate solution to its resulting waste management problem.
On October 22, 1888, the Oregonian reported on the status of the new garbage
crematory that was going to be built in the city. The contractor for the project,
M. Burelbach (whose first name is unknown), was scheduled to sign a contract
with the city that day, which would allow him to begin construction. Burelbach,
the article explained, planned to build on a plot of land “on the west shore
of Guild’s lake [in North Portland], a short distance from the place where the
scavengers now dump the [city’s] garbage.” Portland scavengers — the term
used in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to describe people who
collected, hauled away, and resold discarded materials — reported that they
typically took about “thirty loads per day of garbage” to a dump site near Guild’s
Lake. In response, Burelbach had promised a crematory that could incinerate
an impressive forty cart loads of garbage every day. This was an ambitious
promise that was likely welcome news to Portlanders, since the fast-growing
city had yet to implement a waste management system that met the needs of
its residents and industries. While a “cart load” was an inexact measurement,
the mental image of forty horse-drawn carts leaving the city loaded to the
brim with Portland’s trash must have been significant — a veritable cavalry in
the fight against filth and disease. The tone of the article was optimistic and
concluded that “the opening of the crematory will be another step in the prog-
ress of the city.” The future of waste management in Portland looked bright.

Just a year later, however, optimism about the garbage crematory
had dwindled. On December 11, 1889, the Oregonian published an article
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lamenting that little, if any, progress had been made in Portland’s waste
management system in the months since Burelbach signed his contract with
the city. “The crematory of Burleback [sic] is said to be a failure,” the news-
paper reported, “and no one appears to know what to do with the garbage,
any more than they did a year ago or two years ago.” The unnamed author
predicted that the “momentous and oft-recurring question, ‘What shall we
do with our garbage?’” was “likely to become as great a nuisance as the
garbage itself”2? Although the crematory (referred to interchangeably as the
city incinerator, garbage furnace, or cremator) had only begun operations
the previous August, according to the article, it was destined for failure.
This predication was, ultimately, accurate. In January 1893, the Orego-
nian reported that the contractor was convicted of “maintaining a nuisance”
for keeping “large quantities of decaying garbage and flesh in an exposed
manner,” an offense that carried a fine of between $50 and $250.3 Clearly
the “garbage question” — how to effectively manage Portland’s waste — still
plagued city leaders, and there was no immediate or obvious solution in sight.
The Oregonian’s claim that the city was no closer to answering the garbage
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A PERSON PICKS THROUGH GARBAGE at the edge of Guild’s Lake in Portland, Oregon,
in about 1905. In the background is the Bridge of Nations and U.S. Government Building at the
Lewis and Clark Exposition.
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question carried a sense of panicked impatience, and when the crematory
did not live up to Burelbach’s promises, there was a hasty, frustrated public
response. The contractor’s conviction poses a question: why was it seemingly
so difficult for Portland to find a method of waste management that met the
city’s needs?

The search for a satisfactory way to collect and dispose of Portland’s
refuse did not begin or end with Burelbach’s crematory; it was a problem
that the city and its residents returned to again and again. Multiple waste
incinerators were constructed in or near Portland during the late nineteenth
century, all of which were riddled with mechanical issues that ultimately led
city leaders to shut them down. Even after successive failures, officials did
not abandon this technology and continued to search for new contractors
to build incinerators on new sites. Historian Martin V. Melosi writes that
garbage crematories were “hailed as a technological panacea,” which,
despite their functional limits, many Progressive Era reformers viewed as an
innovative tool for progress that would enable cities to continue urbanizing
and industrializing while eliminating waste on a large scale.* Moreover, cities
were limited in their garbage disposal capabilities, so the crematory, even
if imperfect, was far from the worst option.

Examining waste management in Portland between 1871 and 1905 places
the city within a larger, national history of urban sanitation, as many cities
during this time period also shared Portland’s trash problems. Moreover,
the city was an early adopter of crematories, so it serves as a valuable case
study to understand how sanitation technology developed in the United
States. Across the nation, municipal governments tried, and usually failed,
to implement effective waste management systems, and at the turn of the
twentieth century in Portland, the city government struggled to exert and
maintain control over a quickly changing urban environment. Portland, like
other U.S. cities, faced a great amount pressure from vocal residents to
solve the garbage problem. Historian Alexandra W. Lough attributes this to
“decades of unprecedented growth and expansion, fueled in large measure
by industrialization, [which] created a perfect storm of problems municipal
governments were ill-equipped to address.” Local leaders tried to negotiate
a greater role in waste management by overseeing the construction and
operation of municipal crematories and by establishing ordinances to control
the collection and disposal of waste. Despite these efforts, Portland’s city
government failed to meet the needs of its residents.

In early 1871, the Oregonian published the text of the city of Portland’s
Ordinance 928, which was intended “to provide for preventing and remov-
ing nuisances.” The ordinance prohibited the accumulation “in or upon
any yard, lot, place or premises ... [of] any stagnant or impure water,
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refuse vegetables, decayed or decaying substances, garbage or filth of
any kind” in any way that would “cause or create a noisome or offensive
smell or atmosphere, or thereby to be . . . a public nuisance.”” The city tried
for decades to find waste management systems that did not constitute a
nuisance; as historian Jewel Lansing writes, “proposals for improvements
to streets, sidewalks, and sewers, along with remonstrances against them,
consumed a great deal of council time.”® In addition to mechanical diffi-
culties to which early garbage crematories were prone, the structure of
Portland’s government at the turn of the twentieth century may not have
been especially conducive to the sort of long-term planning needed for
successful sanitation projects.

Beginning in the 1850s, the issue of whether to pay city council members
was contentious. When Portland’s first mayor was elected in 1851, neither
he nor the council members were paid. The first Portland City Council was
composed of seven men, whose jurisdiction extended over about two square
miles. (In contrast, by 1893, there were eleven seats on the council and the
city had grown to thirty-nine square miles.) In 1858, an ordinance was passed
to compensate members based on the number of council meetings they
attended, at a rate of $3 per meeting. This changed in 1882, when it was
decided that the mayor would receive a $1,500 yearly salary, while council
members were paid $300 per year. In 1897, city council members were once
again unpaid.? As Lansing describes, mayors and council members cycled
through the ranks of local government frequently. This may have made it
difficult for the city of Portland to maintain the momentum needed for publicly
funded projects and likely exacerbated the garbage problem.

The city’s waste management plans and policies were also guided by
anti-Chinese sentiments. As Portland’s leaders introduced and enforced
new ordinances to regulate refuse collection and disposal, chose sites for
garbage crematories and dumps, and debated about whom the city would
hire to do this work, they also determined the groups that would benefit
from municipal waste management and those that would not — namely
non-White and rural populations. As historian Joanna Dyl observes, “class,
race, and power . . . remain inseparable from debates about the urban envi-
ronment.”® Historians have documented how the anti-Chinese movement
rapidly expanded both locally and nationally during the second half of the
nineteenth century, a time when city leaders were increasingly trying to
control the collection and disposal of refuse." The early history of waste
management in Portland shows how race and power shaped local policies
relating to the urban environment. When viewed in relation to each other,
the anti-Chinese and urban sanitation movements in turn-of-the-century
Portland serve as an early example of environmental racism.
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Timeline

Events relating to Portland’s Waste
Management System (1851-1900)

1851 Portland’s first mayor is elected. This position as
well as city council positions are unpaid. These
positions continue to be inconsistently paid
throughout the nineteenth century, resulting in
frequent turnover.

1865 An ordinance to ban Chinese residents from living
in specific areas of Portland is proposed, and any
Chinese person found doing so would be charged
with “committing a nuisance.”

1871  City of Portland’s Ordinance No. 928 makes illegal
any buildup of waste or refuse on any property in a
way that causes an “offensive smell” and creates “a
public nuisance.”

1872 Oregon passes “An Act to Prohibit the Employment
of Chinese Laborers on the Improvement of
Streets and Public Works,” which included waste
management projects.

1875 The Page Act is passed, effectively banning all
Asian women from entering the United States.

1879 District Attorney J.F. Caples submits a petition
requesting Portland’s city council to enforce
the statewide ban of Chinese laborers on “the
improvement of streets.”

J.H. Fisk sells a parcel of land next to Guild’s Lake in
North Portland as a site for a garbage crematory.

1882 The Chinese Exclusion Act is passed, prohibiting the
entry of any Chinese laborer into the United States
for ten years as well as making all immigrants from
China ineligible for naturalization.
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1884

1888

1889

1890

1893

1894

1897

1900

Scavengers (garbage haulers) cease work due to the
distance of the city’s dump site outside city limits and
the inability to dump the refuse elsewhere.

M. Burelbach signs a contract with City of Portland
to build a garbage crematory near Guild’s Lake,
promising to incinerate forty cart loads per day. The
city selected this site despite its close proximity to
Chinese people living and farming nearby.

In August, Burelbach’s crematory is completed and
begins operation.

In December, Ordinance No. 6440 is passed by city
officials, which forbids the mixing of certain types of
refuse.

Only 29.1 percent of Portland’s streets are paved at
this time; St. Helens Road and other roads nearby
Guild’s lake remain unimproved.

Burelbach’s garbage incinerator is ineffective, and he
is convicted of “maintaining a nuisance” for the failure
of his crematory to effectively manage Portland’s
waste.

City scavengers go on strike in opposition to
Ordinance No. 6440.

Rocky Point crematory, located north of Portland,
opens and proves to be a nuisance to residents
of the rural community. In September, the Rocky
Point crematory is shut down due to mechanical
malfunctions.

Portland opens a new garbage incinerator in Guild’s
Lake area to replace Rocky Point crematory.

Ordinance No. 11715 is passed, enabling Portland’s
Committee on Health and Police to sell the Rocky
Point crematory site.
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DESPITE THE CITY’S BEING only several decades old at the turn of
the twentieth century, the expansion of rail lines connecting Portland to
a vast interstate transportation network helped “create a city of national
importance.”? In the span of only twenty years, the city’s population grew
almost fivefold, increasing from 17,500 in 1880 to 80,871 in 1900.% Tens of
thousands of new residents — and their garbage — put new strains on the
city’s existing infrastructure. Portland’s growth mirrored the trend toward
urbanization that was occurring on a national scale. As Melosi writes in The
Sanitary City: “The number of urban centers [in the United States] increased
from 939 to 2,262 between 1880 and 1910, and the number of cities with
populations over 100,000 increased from nineteen to fifty in the same time
period.” As a result, urban residents quickly recognized the olfactory
implications of living in densely populated areas without reliable systems
of waste collection and disposal.

Before the widespread establishment of garbage crematories, U.S.
cities had several methods for disposing of waste."> Refuse was most often
dumped, buried, or used as fill for construction. Alternatively, organic matter
could be sold to farmers for use as fertilizer or animal feed. Dumping waste
into bodies of water, especially rivers, was also common.” Urbanization
and industrialization, however, forced a rethinking of refuse management
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PORTLAND’S POPULATION grew from 17,500 people in 1880 to nearly 81,000 by 1900, which
mirrored urbanization trends nationwide. The intersection of Southwest Fifth Avenue and Morrison
Street is pictured here in about 1900.

for many U.S. cities, including Portland. For many Americans at the turn
of the twentieth century, clean cities, characterized by effective waste
management, became evidence of modernity and progress, and a sign
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that leaders could successfully “produce order from their rapidly changing
lives and communities.”” For this reason, large-scale waste incineration
was a particularly attractive disposal method to city leaders nationwide.
William P. McGowan describes garbage incineration as “the darling of the
modernization movement” because of its purported ability to “make waste
disposal faster, cheaper, and more sanitary than pre-industrial methods.”®
The theoretical expectations, however, often exceeded technological limits
that made early garbage crematories expensive and inefficient. Portland
officials and residents, for example, regularly complained about low incin-
erator capacities, incomplete incineration, foul odors, and mechanical
problems.

Municipal governments across the United States approached their
garbage problems in numerous ways, and there were rarely “clear lines
of responsibility for collection and disposal of refuse.””® Waste manage-
ment systems ranged from entirely private to municipally controlled. In
cities without government intervention in waste management, individual
households paid private scavengers or scavenging businesses to collect
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and dispose of their garbage, although “city officials also realized that the
complexities of urban life” made it “impractical” to leave waste collection
and disposal decisions up to households and businesses.?®° At the other
end of this private-public spectrum were systems controlled and operated
by city governments. New York City, for example, implemented a munic-
ipal system of waste management for several decades at the end of the
nineteenth century. Fears about corruption, however, led the city to move
to a contract system in 1890, wherein it took “bids from private scavenging
companies,” a solution that was considered a middle-ground response to
the issue of privatization versus complete municipal control.?* When these
systems of waste management operated smoothly, garbage was less of
a nuisance, and the garbage question could be temporarily forgotten.
Beginning in the 1880s, the city of Portland required scavengers to pay a
licensing fee to use the city-owned garbage dump. During the subsequent
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decades, local leaders
would attempt to exert
greater control over the
city’s waste manage-
ment system. Portland
residents and officials
recognized that their
method of collecting and
disposing of waste did
not ultimately meet the
needs of the growing
city.

When the smells of
rotting food scraps and
other organic matter lin-
gered within Portland’s
city limits, “the howl
that [came] up from a
long-suffering public
[was] as loud as the odor
of the garbage.”® As an
article in the Oregonian
further described, “the

CHINATOWN IN PORTLAND, along Southwest Second
Street looking toward Washington Street, is pictured here
in about 1890.
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oft-recurring question,
‘What shall we do with
our garbage?’” was “the
Leading Conundrum
Which Agitates the Community.”>® The garbage question elicited strong
emotional responses from the public, making the need to find effective
methods of waste management an urgent and agitating problem. While
Americans’ understanding of disease changed during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, moving from miasma theory to germ theory,
the belief that diseases were caused by bad air continued to play a large
role in discussions of waste management. Within this context, a person’s
sense of smell helped them navigate the perceived health dangers that
existed in urban areas. As historian Melanie Kiechle explains in Smell
Detectives, “common sense directed all Americans to assess their envi-
ronment through their noses and to actively protect themselves from the
constant olfactory onslaught that they thought made cities unhealthy.”>*
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Portlanders were anxious to prevent disease outbreaks, and they
believed that crematories could help or hinder this goal, depending on
how well they were operated. In 1893, the Oregonian reported that “health
authorities hope to baffle the cholera or any other filth-born disease that may
be contemplating a raid upon Portland this year,” and the “safest and surest
means” of curbing the spread was through well-managed and odorless gar-
bage incineration.?> And when the city charged Burelbach with maintaining
a nuisance that same year, it was not only because the unincinerated waste
smelled bad; the nuisance charge had serious legal and public-health impli-
cations that went beyond the collection and disposal of waste.?®

As Portland leaders began laying a foundation for the municipalization
of waste management in the second half of the nineteenth century, the
prevailing anti-Chinese movement across the country influenced that work.
Numerous attempts were made to restrict where Chinese residents could
live during this period, and when city officials targeted Chinatown in their
waste management decisions, they labeled Chinese residents as exception-
ally dirty — coinciding with other racist sanitation policies being proposed
and enacted across the country. In 1865, for example, an ordinance was
proposed that would ban Chinese people from residing in certain parts of
Portland unless they received permission from the city council, also known
at that time as the common council. If a Chinese person was found guilty
of violating this ordinance, they would be charged $100 or imprisoned for
up to fifty days for the crime “of committing a nuisance.”®” This ordinance
employed the same legal language that would later be used to convict
Burelbach for leaving piles of rotting waste near his incinerator. City officials
in other states also proposed ordinances that used similar characterizations
of Chinese residents. Historian Natalia Molina describes how at the turn of
the twentieth century, public officials in Los Angeles and San Francisco,
California, “had sufficient credibility to construct what being ‘Chinese’
meant — namely, dirty, depraved, and disease ridden. These stereotypes
in turn justified segregating Chinese people.”?®

Throughout the following several decades, numerous petitions and
ordinances were presented to Portland’s city council with the aim of pro-
hibiting Chinese Portlanders from being employed on street improvement
projects; state officials passed similar restrictions. In 1872, for example, the
state passed “An Act to Prohibit the Employment of Chinese Laborers on
the Improvement of Streets and Public Works.”?° Waste management, spe-
cifically street cleaning and sewer construction, was a significant aspect
of these projects. In 1879, District Attorney J.F. Caples submitted a petition
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asking the city council to enforce the recent statewide ban on “the employ-
ment of Chinese laborers on the improvement of streets.”3° Through these
ordinances, state and local governments codified anti-Chinese sentiments
in their increasing control over waste management.'

At a national level, the U.S. government effectively banned women from
“any Oriental country” from entering the United States with the passage of
the 1875 Page Act, and the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act prohibited entry for
Chinese laborers and made allimmigrants from China “ineligible for naturaliza-
tion.”32 This legislation marked the beginning of Oregon’s Exclusion Era, which
lasted until 1943.3% State exclusions existed as well. Historian Jennifer Fang
writes that the “sections [of Oregon’s constitution] addressing the presence
of Chinese people stood out from other state constitutions in the lengths they
went to prohibit the land ownership and voting privileges of this free immi-
grant population.”3* Despite legal restrictions, violence, and hostility, Oregon’s
Chinese population grew during the late nineteenth century, indicating the
agency and resiliency of Chinese communities amid sustained xenophobia
and racism.3% In Portland, the Chinese population increased from 496 in 1870
to 1,961 in 1880.3¢ In the final decade of the century, there were more than
4,500 Chinese residents in the city.3”

In 1879, amid attempts by Portland city officials to enforce the statewide
ban on Chinese laborers from public works and street improvement projects,
the city accepted a number of bids and proposals for land where a garbage
crematory might be located. Officials settled on a site being offered by J.H.
Fisk for $8,000 that, according to a diagram included in a proposal letter
to Portland’s city council, was located in North Portland just off St. Helens
County Road, next to Guild’s Lake.®® The letter ended with a stipulation: “that
said land shall be used for what is termed an odorless crematory, or other
inoffensive purpose.”?® This requirement would end up complicating many
of the city’s earliest waste management attempts.

Geographically, Guild’s Lake marked Portland’s northern boundary. It was
comfortably removed from the city center on the west side, and for residents
on the east side of the city, the Willamette River offered a complete physical
barrier between their communities and the health and olfactory nuisances of
the incinerator. While the shore of Guild’s Lake was perhaps a desirable site
for a garbage crematory because it was peripheral to the city, the land was
not uninhabited. As Karin Dibling, Julie Kay Martin, Meghan Stone Olson,
and Gayle Webb document in their photo essay on the lake, “the area was
the home of Portland’s ‘undesirables’ — Chinese immigrant farmers, the city
incinerator, and sawmills.”#°

Chinese residents of Guild’s Lake were socially, politically, and eco-
nomically marginal. They lacked access to citizenship and had few options
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J.F. CAPLES, Oregon District Attorney, wrote this letter to the Portland
Common Council (city council) in 1879 asking its members to enforce the
statewide ban on employing Chinese labors on street improvement projects,
including street cleaning and waste management.
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GUILD’S LAKE is shown here in about 1900. St. Helens Road, made of planks, is in the lower
left foreground, and the Willamette River can be seen in front of the low earthen embankment
in the distance, with Swan Island just beyond.
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for recourse against White hostility, violence, and expulsion, making them
less able to protest against the harm caused by their proximity to polluting
industries. In 1886, an estimated forty or fifty Chinese people worked small
farming areas near Guild’s Lake and were targets of violence. The Oregonian
reported on March 13, 1886, that “a band of about thirty ‘white men’” had
broken into several Chinese farmers’ homes the previous night, robbed and
threatened the inhabitants, and forced them out.' An update ten days later
explained that the Chinese returned to their homes armed, and backed by
deputy sheriffs, for protection.*? This was not an isolated incident; about a
week before the March 13 attack, a Portland man was arrested for his involve-
ment in a “kuklux mob which drove the Chinese out.”*® The historian Marie
Rose Wong identifies other instances of White violence against Portland’s
Chinese residents, including “rioting in Albina, East Portland, and Mount

OHQ vol. 123, no. 4

Tabor, where Chinese woodcutters were beaten and their camps torn apart”
as well as “the dynamiting of Gee Sing’s laundry” in Chinatown.**

Historian Ellen Stroud writes in her study of environmental racism in
Portland, “the connection between toxic pollution and poor and non-white
communities has been widely accepted” even though, she explains, “there
is not a single racist culprit, nor any one policy or type of policy which can
be blamed.”> While there was no law requiring that a city incinerator be
built near the farming areas of Chinese immigrants, the Exclusion-era atmo-
sphere of White xenophobia and racism contributed to the city government’s
considering Portland’s Chinese community a “nuisance” that, like waste, it
preferred to keep out of sight and out of mind. This attitude continued to
affect waste management decisions as the local government increased its
control over refuse collection and disposal.

When confronting the problem of finding a good location to deposit
garbage, Portland leaders were faced with the flaws in the city’s existing
waste management system. The Oregonian summarized those flaws and
issued a warning in an October 1884 article: “citizens are fined if they do
not have garbage removal, and scavengers are fined if they deposit it
anywhere. Itis a very unpleasant state of affairs for all concerned. . . . if the
garbage, filth and refuse matter of all kinds is allowed to accumulate for a
few years Portland will be buried deeper than Pompeii or Herculaneum.”4¢
This piece of the garbage problem, however, was a complex issue with
a solution that required the dump to be far enough away from the city’s
population not to cause a nuisance but close enough for scavengers to
reasonably access it.#” Several petitions were submitted to the city asking
Portland officials to designate a suitable place where garbage could be
dumped. One, submitted on April 14, 1884, was signed by sixteen of the city’s
scavengers. The petition explained that scavengers had “been compelled
to suspend [their] business” after they were “forbidden from dumping the
rubbish and refuse matter . .. at any place where it [was] practicable” for
them to do so0.4®

Scavengers were not the only Portlanders pushing for municipal
intervention in the city’s waste management system. In 1884, F.E. Vaughn,
Portland’s Superintendent of Streets, filed a petition calling on the city to
establish a dump site. Vaughn estimated that Portland scavengers col-
lectively “haul[ed] about 200 loads [of garbage] daily,” and the problem,
Vaughn pointed out, was that there was “no place provided by the city for
depositing this vast amount of matter,” a situation that “work[ed] hardship
on the scavengers who are compelled under the existing ordinance to
cart it outside the limits of the city.”*® Because scavengers were prohibited
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from disposing of waste within the city, the petition explained, Portland
residents were sometimes unable to find scavengers willing to collect their
garbage, since hauling it away took considerable time and effort. Vaughn
proposed that the city should require scavengers to be licensed, and thus
pay a monthly licensing fee, which would “cover the cost of maintaining a
barge to be launched at the public levee [and]. . . used for a deposit for
garbage.”®® In addition to locating a dump site, the city was also taking
steps to construct a garbage crematory; both efforts served to increase
municipal control over waste management.

In May 1888, the Oregonian published a notice that, starting on June
1, scavengers would be charged $2 per month to use a city dump site.
Later that year, the question of licensing scavenger vehicles “awoke quite
a lively discussion” at a meeting of city leaders. The cost of the proposed
licenses — “$10 per quarter for one horse carts and $12 per quarter for two
horse vehicles” — was opposed by at least one committee member, Richard
Gerdes, who “thought $5 per quarter was enough.” A debate about the loca-
tion of a garbage crematory also emerged during the meeting. Committee
member Fliedner explained that “scavengers were willing to pay a license
if the crematory was built within a reasonable distance,” but he expected
that the proposed location would be too far to make it financially feasible
for scavengers to make the trip, and he thought that the contract should
not be signed until the location was known with certainty. Gerdes held the
opposite opinion, “insist[ing] that the committee must sign the contract and
had no right to say where the crematory should be located.” The debate
got so lively, in fact, that “the mayor finally declared the discussion out of
order, and the matter was dropped.”s?

Because plans were in motion for the construction of a municipal gar-
bage crematory, in 1888 the Oregonian published an article describing the
process of waste incineration. The cremator would be three stories tall, and
the top two levels would each incinerate a different type of waste: garbage
(inorganic matter) would be handled on floor three, while “bodies of dead
animals and the like” (organic matter) would be taken to the second floor.
Burelbach’s contract authorized him to collect and process animals that
died in Portland, the most profitable of which were horses.53 Historians Clay
McShane and Joel Tarr explain that horse “carcasses carried considerable
economic value” and could be processed in numerous ways.>* As detailed
in the Oregonian, “the hide is good for leather, the manes and tails are
used for wigs, fiddle-bows and for manes and tails for rocking horses, etc;
the bones are worth $20 a ton, and are used for knife handles and many
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other things . .. and oil for machinery . .. are extracted from the carcasses
which can then be made into a fertilizer.”3> In addition to the monthly amount
Burelbach received from the city to operate the crematory, he could expect
to benefit from the monopoly on horse carcasses that his contract granted
him. The first floor of the crematory housed the furnace, which would be
about forty feet long and would “consume some 100 cubic yards of garbage
a day.” Importantly, the crematory was designed not to be a nuisance. Its
structure supposedly ensured that there would be “no possible chance
of any gas or bad odor escaping.”s® The appeal of the garbage crematory
hinged on the promise that it would be odorless; however, this requirement
also proved to be the hardest to fulfill.

In the United States, the first municipally operated garbage crematories
were built on the East Coast. The earliest municipal cremators began oper-
ation in West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and lowa in the late 1880s and were
based on a model invented in England by Alfred Fryer.5” Portland, with
Burelbach’s 1889 crematory, was also an early adopter of this technology.
These English-style garbage incinerators, however, did not last. There were
reports that the furnaces did not completely incinerate waste, generated
“noxious smoke,” and were too expensive to run. Another problem, some
maintained, was that American waste “contained a higher water content than
English refuse, and thus required higher temperatures to burn,” temperatures
that the English model was not designed to withstand.5®

Portland’s city council passed Ordinance 5611, “Authorizing a Contract
for the Consumption of refuse matter by Heat” on October 17, 1888, and it
was approved by the mayor two days later. The proposed contract required
Burelbach to construct and operate a garbage crematory “in such a man-
ner as not to be or become a public or private nuisance or be or become
offensive to the smell or other senses of any one residing near or passing
by the premises.”>® The contract was signed in April 1889, and on August
3, 1889, the City of Portland received a letter from Burelbach notifying
them that the garbage crematory was ready for operation.®® According
to coverage in the Oregonian, problems with the incinerator began mere
months after it was completed.

At the same time, the more immediate problem of locating a suitable
place for scavengers to dump garbage remained unsolved. In December
1889, a group of Portland scavengers submitted yet another petition to
city councilmen. Once again, they asked city leaders “to take immediate
action to provide . . . or assist [them] in obtaining a dumping ground.” The
petition explained that “the present place where [waste] is being hauled,
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THIS DETAIL of the 1894 street paving map, shown in full on the facing page, documents the
area in the immediate vicinity of Guild’s Lake in Portland, Oregon. The left edge of this detail runs
along the western boundary of the City of Portland. The small, black box in this detail indicates the
location of the city’s first waste incinerator, which is situated along St. Helen’s Road. The color-coded
streets indicate street improvements in the area: no color indicates unimproved; yellow indicates
graded roads; pink indicates gravel roads; and dark red indicates macadam roads. At the time the
garbage incinerator was built, there were no improved roads leading to the site, making it difficult
for garbage haulers to access, especially during Portland’s rainy season.
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since the recent rains, has become almost impassable, and hundreds of
loads” of waste were being left along the road leading to the dump, since
the site itself was not accessible.®' Portland’s months of rain added another
layer of complexity to the problem. An Oregonian article corroborated the
petition’s claim about the inaccessibility of the dump site during periods of
rainy weather, stating that in “the summer, when the roads are good, the
scavengers manage to get the garbage out of sight, somehow, somewhere,
but when the weather is unpleasant and the roads bad, they appear to
dump their carts anywhere.”®? It was not sufficient just to find a suitable site
for dumping or incinerating waste; the roads leading to the site had to be
passable year-round as well. According to U.S. census data, by 1890 only
29.1 percent of streets and alleys in Portland were paved.®® An 1894 paving
map by T.M. Hurlburt, Portland’s City Surveyor, documents how St. Helens
County Road and other roads near Guild’s Lake were not paved (see map
on page 374). This meant that roads leading to the city dumping ground
and garbage crematory were difficult for horse-drawn carts to travel on
during certain times of the year.

Portland’s municipal government continued to assume control over
the city’s waste management system at the end of the nineteenth century.
In addition to introducing vehicle licenses for scavengers, in 1890, city
officials established Ordinance 6440 “to regulate the delivery of garbage
and waste matter to Scavengers,” making it illegal to mix certain types of
waste.® Separating refuse was an important step in the waste manage-
ment process, since organic matter was “offensive and disease-breeding,
and must be burned or buried,” while inorganic matter was “innocuous
and need[ed] only to be gotten out of the way.”®® Section One required
the separation of “tin cans, glass, crockery, or any other metal or ashes
[from] any swill[,] vegetable or animal matter.” Section Two prohibited “the
proprietor of every household” from mixing the two categories of waste
together, if that waste was going to be collected by scavengers. In turn,
Section Three made it illegal for scavengers to collect, transport, or dump
mixed waste. Anyone who violated this ordinance was subject to a fine
between five and fifty dollars and up to twenty-five days in prison.®® The
eight-member city council passed the ordinance unanimously on December
3, 1890, and the mayor approved it two days later.5”

Portland’s Committee on Health and Police submitted a report to the
mayor and city council on Ordinance 6440 in the summer of 1891, about
nine months after the ordinance was first enacted. According to the report,
the committee had visited Burelbach’s garbage crematory after receiving
complaints that the rules established in the ordinance “were totally dis-
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regarded.” Specifically, the report noted that the regulations outlined in
Section Three, which prohibited scavengers from collecting or delivering
mixed waste to the garbage crematory, were not being observed. The com-
mittee recommended “that printed copies of said Ordinance be furnished
[to] the health officer for distribution to the Scavengers . . . and that printed
signs be put up at the Crematory calling attention to the manner of hauling
garbage.”®® Although the committee singled out scavengers for violating
the ordinance, they were almost certainly not the only party at fault.

Waste moved from its starting point in Portland residences and busi-
nesses to its end point in the dump or crematory, and since the ordinance
was only concerned with regulating the end point of this process, it made
scavengers more likely to be in violation of the rules than people at res-
idences and businesses who were discarding their waste. While Section
Two specified that “every hotel keeper[,] boarding house keeper[,] and
the proprietor of every household” was required to separate their waste
appropriately, those who collected and delivered the waste to the dump
or crematory, most often scavengers, were penalized when Portlanders
did not appropriately separate their waste according to the requirements
of the ordinance. Scavengers then had to choose whether to refuse to pick
up household garbage and lose customers, or dump mixed waste and risk
fines and possible jail time. Scavengers opposed Ordinance 6440, and
in early January 1893, the Oregonian reported that they went on strike
following “the arrest of several of their number for carting away swill and
ashes mixed.” Their refusal to collect the city’s waste was, according to
the article, a unanimous decision. Scavengers explained that they “were
willing to comply with the ordinance, but it was impossible to do so as
long as housekeepers persisted in mixing up their refuse matter.” Since the
city depended completely on privately contracted scavengers to collect
and dispose of its waste, the scavengers were in a strong position. The
article acknowledged this: “It will only be a few days before [a solution]
is brought about, for the 40 to 60 tons [of waste] accumulating daily will
require some attention from the health authorities.”®® An article published
two days later reported that the “deadlock in the business of scavenging
the city” still remained, and the author suggested that the “chief of police
can put an end to it in a day by arresting and fining householders who will
not separate their garbage properly.”7°

As predicted by the Oregonian, the scavengers’ concerns were
addressed quickly, not even a week after they first refused to collect or
haul away the city’s garbage. The solution appeared to some optimistic
Portlanders to be proof that the garbage problem was very close to being
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solved. That same month, Chief of Police Charles H. Hunt and the Council
Committee on Health made a plan to separate “non-combustible [mixed]
material collected by the scavengers ... upon a now vacant lot at Eighth
and Northrup streets,” while the remaining combustible material would
be incinerated by Burelbach.” And unlike in previous years, when poor
enforcement led to continued mixed-waste dumping, the police would
“arrest any person who mixes swill with non-combustible matter, and an
officer [was] employed at the new dumping ground to see that no organic
matter [was] deposited there.””? According to this new plan, anyone — scav-
enger or householder — could be fined or arrested for violating the ordi-
nance. The Oregonian reported that, according to Hunt, “the most trouble
[with residents not obeying the ordinance] was experienced in Chinatown.”
Continuing, Hunt reportedly said that “the Mongolians have no regard for
the law, and dump all their refuse matter together.””® Certainly Chinatown
residents in Portland could not have been the only people disregarding
the ordinance — if the problem was contained within one neighborhood,
there would have been no need for a new, city-wide enforcement campaign.
Rather, the fact that the “Mongolians” in Chinatown were the only group
named specifically in this controversy is more suggestive of anti-Chinese
prejudice than fair reporting on the part of the Oregonian.

Chinatowns across the United States were routinely described by White
residents as particularly dirty and alien urban spaces. Reports on San Fran-
cisco’s Chinatown after the 1906 earthquake “emphasized narrow streets,
dark alleys, and subterranean passageways, painting a picture of a distinctive
urban environment characterized by filth, nuisances, and living conditions
often compared to those of animals.””* Sanitarians’ response to plague scares
during the first decade of the twentieth century targeted Chinese residents
in similar ways. Historian Kimberly Jensen describes how, on Hawai’i in 1900,
“many whites called for an all-out burning of Honolulu’s Chinatown, and
the board’s controlled burn turned to tragedy when wind sent the flames
across the Chinese district and destroyed it.”75 In Portland, city officials
characterized Chinatown and its residents as especially unclean, which in
turn justified greater government control over waste management, revealing
the pervasiveness and, for many city officials, the attractiveness of the idea
that non-White or immigrant people and communities were associated with
disease or uncleanliness.”®

Xenophobia and racism influenced other waste management deci-
sions made by Portland leaders as their control over refuse collection
and disposal increased. At a city council meeting on November 15, 1893,
Councilman L.M. Davis complained in regard to a street cleaning contract
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that “if the contract were let to a rich corporation, they would employ
Scandinavians, negroes and chinese [sic]. It would be better to leave the
matter as it is till spring and let white men have the benefit of the work.”
In response, a group of “citizens and tax-payers of the city of Portland of
Scandinavian birth” called for an investigation into Davis’s comments and
requested that the councilman be officially censured. The city council
assembled a special committee to consider Davis’s remarks and make a rec-
ommendation about censuring him. In its report, the committee concluded
“that the members of this Council are not in sympathy with the sentiments
expressed by councilman Davis and think the same deserving of censure
and condemnation.” The committee members, however, only objected to a
portion of Davis’s opinion. According to the committee’s report, the problem
with Davis’s remarks was that he equated Scandinavians, “a people known
for its uniform good conduct, thrift, energy and enterprise with a heathen,
debased and degraded race.””’

In a letter to the editor of the Oregonian, Davis claimed that he did
not “remember having used the word[s] ‘Scandinavian’ or ‘negro’” when
discussing street-cleaning contracts at the November 15 city council
meeting. He also did not deny his opposition to hiring Chinese for those
projects. Assuring readers that he “certainly [had] nothing against either
race,” who were “better than the Chinese,” Davis refused to apologize.
His reasoning for opposing the employment of Chinese residents in
street-cleaning projects hinged on the idea that they were not really U.S.
citizens or Portland residents — that, in his words, it was “better for the
City of Portland to . . . keep our home people employed.””® As city leaders
attempted to gain greater control over the city’s waste management sys-
tem, their decisions to characterize Chinese people as a “degraded race”
served as justification for using them as scapegoats for the city’s garbage
problem and for prohibiting them from employment in street cleaning or
other public works projects. City leaders’ prejudices also informed policies
and practices that placed polluting industries such as Burelbach’s ineffec-
tive garbage cremator near Chinese communities — an early example of
environmental racism.

By 1893, the year that Burelbach stood trial for maintaining a nuisance
by failing to incinerate waste on the terms established in his contract,
problems with his crematory had existed for several years. In March of
1890, for example, members of the city council had debated the garbage
crematory at a meeting, and one member proposed a resolution to pay
Burelbach a fee for maintaining the crematory. It was rejected due to the
fact that Burelbach was under investigation, with one member stating
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that “the state of affairs along the road beyond the city limits [leading to
the garbage crematory] was simply scandalous, the road being lined with
garbage.””® Conditions had apparently not improved by October 1890,
when the newspaper reported that Burelbach received a fifty-dollar fine
“for not destroying in his crematory in the northern part of the city all the
garbage brought there by scavengers.”®

The Oregonian reported on the details of Burelbach’s 1893 criminal
trial, which revealed the severity of the garbage accumulation when pros-
ecutors “alleged that between the dates of October 31 and November 14,
1892, the defendant kept large quantities of decaying garbage and flesh
in an exposed manner, impregnating the atmosphere with disease germs,
and thereby endangering the general health of the city and causing much
sickness.” The prosecution called witnesses who described the mass of
unincinerated waste as a “pestilential heap” and reported that “its area
was 150 x 75 feet, and in depth it ranged from 20 to 25 feet. ... The foul
odors from the heap constantly assailed the olfactories of people residing
a mile and a half distant from it.” The author did not include much detail
about the defense’s case, which may indicate the sympathies of the Ore-
gonian journalist who wrote this piece.®" Several months after his trial,
on May 2, 1893, Burelbach wrote a letter to the mayor and city council in
which he admitted that his garbage crematory was “wholly inadequate
for the consumption or disposition of the City’s Garbage” and requested
that the City of Portland cancel his contract out of concern for incurring
further nuisance charges.®? By this point, city officials seemed ready to
move on from Burelbach’s failed garbage crematory, but they were not
willing to give up on the idea of building a garbage incinerator that worked.
The idea of turning trash to ashes through incineration appealed to many
urban residents, which likely helps account for their persistent belief in
the usefulness of this technology.®

Soon after Burelbach’s conviction, the City of Portland established
another contract for the construction of a crematory at Rocky Point, a site
about fourteen miles northwest of Portland along St. Helens County Road.8
By selecting a site so far away, city leaders were ensuring that the crema-
tory would not become a nuisance to Portland residents, as Burelbach’s
had. While the new location solved this aspect of the garbage problem for
Portland residents, it simultaneously created new logistical problems for
city leaders and became, in turn, a nuisance for residents of Rocky Point.
Influential Portlanders pressured city officials to push waste disposal farther
away from the city limits with little regard for the rural communities in the
vicinity of the new crematory, a push that mirrored earlier efforts to contain the
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city’s garbage near Chinese
communities at Guild’s Lake.

In February 1894, city
leaders met to discuss a
report that outlined the
plan for operating the new
Rocky Point garbage cre-
matory. According to this
plan, which left several
important details unde-
cided, scavengers would
collect the city’s garbage
and deliver itto an unspec-
ified dock, where it would
be loaded onto a scow
and taken fourteen miles
down the Willamette River
to the crematory. Although
the report suggested that
incineration was the only
solution to Portland’s gar-
bage problem, several men

Rocky Paint,
Multnomah County, Oregon,
April 16th, 1884,
To the Hon. Meyor amd Common Council
of the City of Portland, Oregon,
Gentl emen ;
Your relators would respeectfully represaent to your

Honorable body, as follows ;

1st, That they are property omers and residents in
the vieinity where 1s situated the Crematory recently erec-
ted by the City of Portland for the purpose of consuming,
or redusing to ashes, the parbage, dead animal hodies, and
other refuse matter from the oity,

ond. That, from the enforced experisnce we have had,
for ithe past forty days, during which time these works have
been in operation, as to it= offensive offects in the
comrunity, we have to state that If 1t was the intention of
the gity to erect an establishment that would destroy this
refuse without snmoyance to the peonle in the vieinity,
*hat it is A most complete fajlure, as the atmosphers for
miles around is charged with poxigus gases, and is laden with

a most insufferable stench.

in attendance objected.®s ON APRIL 16, 1894, residents of Rocky Point submitted a
Perhaps the biggest logis- complaint letter to the mayor and city council (also known

tical problem was the cre- at that time as the common council) of Portland about
the smell and noxious gases emitted from the garbage
incinerator that had opened there just forty days prior.

matory’s location fourteen
miles outside Portland.
Additionally, the city did
not own wharves where the
proposed garbage scow would need to dock. Concerns about the scow
itself, including its smell, carrying capacity, and ability to deliver garbage
year-round also made the idea seem increasingly unfeasible. At least one
committee member, Henry Winslow Corbett, suggested that the contract
to build at Rocky Point be recalled and another site selected, but this
suggestion “was not considered advisable, as the crematory was nearly
completed.”®®

After the crematory had been in operation for only forty days, a group of
residents living nearby sent a letter to Portland’s mayor and city council. The
residents reported that the “atmosphere for miles around is charged with
noxious gases, and is laden with a most insufferable stench.” They called the

Kirkpatrick, “As Great a Nuisance as the Garbage Itself”

381

€GEEL/QY ‘usWwabeUR SPI0J3Y % SIAIYDIY pPURIHOd JO AUD



382

effort to “destroy the refuse without annoyance . . . a most complete failure”
and claimed that they could “readily” prove that the crematory constituted
a public nuisance.’” The Committee on Health and Police considered the
letter, and on May 16, 1894, committee member Gilbert submitted a report
on his findings, in which he claimed to have talked to several farmers “who
did not think it was very offensive.”® The council’s official line was that the
Rocky Point crematory was not a nuisance, and that they found it “was a
wise thing to have located it so far away from town.”®® For the residents near
Rocky Point, however, the city’s decision to construct a garbage crematory
in their community was far from a success. In a letter to the editor of the
Oregonian, one T. Patterson scolded city officials, writing that “other large
cities take care of their refuse within their own limits, and do not attempt to
impose on old-settled country districts.”®°

On September 3, 1894, the Oregonian announced the “Revival of an Old
and Annoying Question,” reporting that the Rocky Point garbage crematory
had been disabled about a month earlier due to a mechanical problem with
the “bell,” the mechanism “which closes the top of the furnace after the
garbage has been dropped in.”®" (Interestingly, Gilbert noted in his report
that the bell was a source of foul odor. He still concluded, however, that the
smell was “not offensive enough to amount to anything.”)®? In addition to
the problem with the bell, which would have to be replaced at considerable
cost before the crematory could resume operations, the wharf that the city
rented to dock garbage scows was blocked by sand that had washed up
during a flood. As a result, scavengers could not load their waste onto the
boats and garbage could not be delivered to the crematory.® “It is an open
secret,” the Oregonian reported, “that the garbage crematory at Rocky point,
which, it was fondly hoped, would forever dispose of the garbage and the
garbage problem is a failure.”?*

The Rocky Point crematory continued to be a headache for Portland’s
leaders. In an annual message in 1896, Mayor Sylvester Pennoyer com-
plained about the municipal incinerator, writing that “the city had erected
an imperfect crematory on a most inconvenient site.”?s For the City of Port-
land, the cost of operating the crematory was also simply unsustainable. In
1896, the city had spent $11,432.50 on the crematory and ancillary services.
The majority of these expenses, $8,687.53, were for transporting garbage
and operating the crematory. The city also paid $899.92 to the officer who
supervised the city dump, and rented a garbage dock for $875, among other
smaller expenses.?® Pennoyer noted that the city had secured another site
where a new crematory with significantly lower operating costs would be
built.®” The incinerator would once again be within city limits, “bordering on
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Guild’s lake.”9® Despite the failure of previous crematories, Portland officials
still believed that municipal garbage incineration, if done right, was the best
method of waste management.

Three years later, in 1899, the auditor’s report indicated that the city
was spending significantly less on the cremation of garbage than it had
been in 1896. Crematory-related expenses for that year amounted to only
$3,976.26. The operating cost for the new crematory was $2,214.80, much
lower than the almost $9,000 spent three years earlier.?® Health Commis-
sioner J.P. Menefee was optimistic about the new crematory, writing that
“The question of the disposal of the city garbage was definitely settled in
July, 1897, when the new . .. crematory was completed.”°® The next year,
in 1900, the city council passed Ordinance 11715, which enabled the Com-
mittee on Health and Police to sell the approximately three acres of land
where the Rocky Point crematory had been located.™
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IN 1897, the City of Portland opened a new garbage incinerator at Guild’s Lake. This sketch of
the building under construction was published in the Oregonian on May 13, 1897.
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Five years after Ordinance 11715 was passed, Portland hosted the Lewis
and Clark Exposition at Guild’s Lake, near the site of Portland’s earliest
municipal garbage crematory and dump. A photograph taken around 1905
shows a dumping ground extending to the lake’s edge, with the silhouette
of a person picking through the piles of waste. The image does not capture
the entire boundaries of the dump, but for viewers, a city’s-worth of waste
expands out indefinitely, with no clear beginning or end. The exposition’s
U.S. Government Building sits grandly in the background, across the water.
Visually, the lake separates this display of stately American power from
the garbage dump, the less-attractive reality of industrialization and urban-
ization. Even while touting the exceptionalism, modernity, and progress of
the U.S. West, as the Lewis and Clark Exposition was intended to do, event
organizers were unable to completely remove the material consequences
from Portland’s landscape.”? As Catherine C. Chapman, chairman of the
Portland Women’s Club’s Garbage Committee, asked in a letter to the editor
of the Oregonian, “What will our guests think of Portland this summer when
boating on Guild’s Lake they are within sight and smell of our wretched
crematory and malodorous dump? ... What will they think of the beauty
of our gulches when confronted by tons of refuse rotting there?”"3

In Portland, as in other U.S. cities at the turn of the twentieth century,
malodorous dumps with rotting refuse were at the confluence of urban-
ization and industrialization. While many Portlanders expressed optimism
that the municipal garbage crematory presented a promising solution, city
officials’ waste management systems were plagued with logistical and
operational problems. During early to mid-twentieth century, Portland did
not find a waste management system that met its needs. Some Portland-
ers blamed the city for creating the garbage problem through decades
of ineffective waste management. One Oregonian article, for example,
depicted Burelbach as a scapegoat and argued that the city council was
truly at fault: “The council ought by all means to be indicted [for maintaining
a nuisance], if the thing were practicable. Since it is not, the only thing the
grand jury can do is to indict Mr. Burelbach.”* In the 1940s, after the city
had spent almost one hundred years trying to solve the garbage problem,
yet another incinerator would open in North Portland.> The garbage ques-
tion remains frustrating, complex, and unsolvable even into the twenty-first
century, as consumerism and disposability continue to burden our waste
management systems."® Perhaps the garbage question is still “as great a
nuisance as the garbage itself.”*”
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THIS DETAIL of a bird’s-eye view of Guild’s Lake area, taken in about 1900, documents the site
of Portland’s garbage incinerator that began operation in 1897. The gable end of the crematory
and single smoke stack can be seen in the center of the photograph with what appears to be a
dump site to the north (left).
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