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Roadhouse saga in east county 
By CATHERINE TREVISON 

THE OREGONIAN 

GRESHAM - 

C
ouples gyrating in risque dances. Pints of 
moonshine and fortified wine. A "disgust-
ing scene of drunkenness" was how 

liquor agents described Twelve-Mile House, 
where Fred T. Merrill - once a famous Portland 
cyclist, bicycle dealer, politician and sports pro- 

moter - operated one of east Multnomah 
County's most notorious roadhouses. 

Raiders had taken their war on vice across the 
county in the spring of 1923, and their exploits 
gave readers a front-page view of Prohibition in 
action. 

Merrill's 1923 trials for selling liquor played 
like a comedy against the backdrop of the 
doomed 18th Amendment. Jurors didn't back 
the police. Yet for Merrill, the Prohibition era  

was devastating, turning his once-lucrative east 
county investment into a battered white ele-
phant. 

The Twelve-Mile House, at the intersection of 
what is now Stark Street and Eastman Parkway, 
"was the greatest mistake I ever made in my 
life," he later told a writer for The Sunday Ore-
gonian magazine. 
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Roadhouse: 
Road trips were 
the craze when 
cars were new 

Continued from Page 1 

The roadhouse phenomenon 
sat at the peak of several American 
trends. 

One was jazz. The music and 
dancing scandalized upright peo-
ple who thought it was too close, 
too lewd, compared with tradition-
al ballroom styles, said Tim Hills, a 
historian for the Portland-based 
McMenamins company. Portland 
cracked down even harder than 
other cities, Hills thinks, passing a 
"standardized dancing position" to 
be enforced by the city's dance hall 
inspector. The jazz backlash was 
coupled with the temperance 
movement, which started with lo-
cal liquor regulations and crested 
with federal Prohibition in 1920. 
Those restrictions coincided 

with the growing craze for automo-
biles and good roads. The Sunday 
papers were filled with fashionably 
dressed Portland motoring parties 
photographed in front of gushing 
waterfalls and snowy peaks. The 
first roadhouses sprang up on the 
most-traveled routes, offering re-
freshments and rooms, said Rich-
ard Engeman, public historian of 
the Oregon Historical Society. 

But some roadhouses also of-
fered jazl, gambling and liquor in 
the relatively lawless countryside, 
where Portlanders - often young  

them. . . The good but mis-
guided people who defeated 
me, and who will defeat any-
one who openly declares for 
what I did, thought they 
could 'put down' gambling 
and prostitution. It is pretty 
obvious that they failed in 
putting down anything." 

Merrill lost the mayoral 
primary, and his bicycle 
dealership was faltering; 
the bicycle craze had 
peaked several years 
earlier. He decided to 
turn to a new business 
that would capitalize 
on cars. 
The roadhouse he 

built At the showman 
he was. He bought a 
building left over 
from the 1905 Lewis 
and Clark Exposi-
tion and had it 
moved to his land on Base 
Line Road, now known as Stark 
Street. For $26,000, he outfitted the 
28-room structure with a bar, din-
ing rooms, dance floor and orches-
tra. Later, he added an outdoor 
horse-racing track. 

Business boomed. People came 
to eat, drink and attend Merrill's 
big dances and races. Cock-
fighting tournaments attracted 
hundreds of people at a time, he 
said later. Within 18 months of its 
summer 1906 opening, Merrill had 
made his money back, he said. 
"Food, drink, and entertainment 

for automobile parties was the 
idea," he said later. "I didn't want 
anything but the best for my place, 
because I planned to cater to the 
best people only." 

That may have been Merrill's in-
tent. But it wasn't Merrill's reputa-
tion, uarticularlv among some dis- 
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rived from a May 
sweep of eight county roadhouses. 
The second was from a raid in June 
that focused on him alone. 

The June case was tried first. But 
prosecutors didn't want to take 
Merrill to district court. Juries had 
already acquitted three roadhouse 
operators, and the authorities were 
beginning to suspect that the laws 
against liquor weren't backed by 
an enthusiastic citizenry. 

The authorities decided to game 
the system with an unusual move. 
They would pick a jury in Gresham 
and have the local justice of the 
peace try the case. 

"Merrill's place is only a short 
distance from Gresham and within 
the jurisdiction of Justice of the 
Peace Brown," Sheriff Thomas 
Hurlburt told a reporter. "The peo- 

the U.S. attorney, 
making it one of the 
first roadhouse cases 
seen in federal court. 
Undercover agents 

had taken a taxi to 
Twelve-Mile House a few 
days before the raid. They 
said they'd bought moon-
shine and witnessed the 
"disgusting scene of drunk-
enness." Prosecutors also 
called female Twelve-Mile 
House patrons, who said 
other guests were so intoxica-
ted that they had to be re-
moved from public gaze. 
Investigators displayed 10 bot-
tles seized in the raid; the state 
chemist testified they were li-
quor. 
But Merrill's defense attorney, 

Barnett Goldstein, went on the at-
tack. Under his questioning, the 
taxi driver said investigators were 
passing around a pint of moon-
shine on the way to the roadhouse, 
and that their leader had been 
drunk. A roadhouse waiter backed 
up the taxi driver, saying the only 
alcohol in the place was the bottle 
that the chief investigator took 
from his pocket. 

Merrill took the stand in his own 
defense, saying he served only gin-
gerale. 

Goldstein pleaded Merrill's case 
"almost tearfully," according to a 
newspaper, saying his client was 
"65 years old and with the Maker's 
arm already about his neck." 

After a day of deliberation, the 
jury hung, with eight of them vot-
ing to acquit. Afterward, the Port-
land Baptist Sunday school super-
intendents fired off a resolution to 
the district court judges deploring 
the "farcical parody enacted" in 



could escape into anonymity, Eng-
eman said. 

East Multnomah County resi-
dents could be shocked by the be-
havior of city folk, such as the five 
Portland "autoists" who died in 
1920 after drinking moonshine, 
speeding in the fog and plunging 
into the Sandy River. But partying 
at roadhouses in east Multnomah 
County generally remained outside 
the law. 

Merrill was famous in sport and 
successful in business when, as a 
second-term Portland touncilman, 
he ran for mayor in 1905 on a 
"keep-Portland-wide-open" ticket 
He didj't win, but he later justified 
his platform to a writer for The Or-
egonian. 

"It is the same in every city in 
every land," he said. "There always 
has been, and there always will be 
both gambling and prostitution. 
And my idea of handling those 
things in the least objectionable 
form is to segregate and license  

residents remembered their par-
ents' forbidding them to go inside, 
according to an article for the 
Gresham Historical Society. 

"It was one of 'those places.' It 
was a roadhouse," said Lyla 
Schweitzer, a Gresham Historical 
Society volunteer, who rode the 
school bus near Merrill's place 
when she was in her teens. 

Merrill later said police kept a 
close eye on him because a "cer-
tain clique" was jealous of his 
money and wanted a piece of his 
business. 

But when Oregon banned liquor 
sales in 1916, and the 18thAmend-
ment and Volstead Act brought na-
tional Prohibition four years later, 
Merrill and other roadhouse own-
ers had bigger problems. Local, 
state, and federal authorities began 
conducting raid after raid on area 
roadhouses, hoping to make Pro-
hibition stick. 

In 1923, Merrill faced prosecu-
tion for two charges. The first de- 

who know more or less of the actu-
al conditions at the roadhouses are 
the ones to try these cases. They 
are vitally interested." 

The deputy sheriffs who had 
raided the Twelve-Mile House at 1 
a.m. June 23 told of wild dancing 
and intoxicated men, who were 
later convicted of drunkenness in 
district court. But Merrill said his 
guests were only four young mar-
ried couples eating eight chicken 
dinners and disguising the claret 
wine they'd brought with them in a 
bottle of ginger ale. 

At the trial two weeks later, the 
Gresham courtroom was filled. 
Many spectators were members of 
prohibition enforcement bodies, 
The Oregonian reported. But on 
July 6, it took just four hours - 
minus an hour for dinner - for the 
jury to acquit Merrill of maintain-' 
ing a public nuisance. 

To prosecute the May raid, Sher-
iff Hurlburt tried another new tac-
tic. He turned Merrill's case over to  

the roadhouse trials. They urged 
constables to look for moral people 
to sit on juries. 

But ultimately, the government 
came around to Merrill's way of 
thinking. Congress repealed Prohi-
bition in 1933. The state gave up 
on "putting down" liquor and de-
cided to tax and regulate it instead. 
Decades later, it started treating 
gambling the same way. 

The Twelve-Mile House out-
lasted Prohibition, but the raids 
took their toll. By 1936, when the 
defiant Merrill told his life story for 
a three-part Oregonian series, the 
building was empty and decayed. 

"(0)nce in awhile, I drive out 

Base line Road and take a look at 
the old Twelve-Mile House," he 
said. "It looks pretty old and pretty 
worn and pretty quiet these days, 
but, like me, it has known better 
and busier days. But like myself, it 
was made of good stuff that can 
'take it' and it will last a good many 
more years." 

But just two years later, fire de-
stroyed Twelve-Mile House. All 
over town, people said they'd seen 
the blaze, Schweitzer said, and 
heard the organ inside groaning as 
it finally gave in. 

Catherine Trevison: 503-294-5971; 
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