
If you go:

Where: Tillamook County
Pioneer Museum

2106 Second Street,
Tillamook

What: Bayocean Park: A
Grand Notion

When: 10 a.m. – 4 p.m.,
every day except Monday

Cost: $4 adults; $3 for
seniors

For more information:
www.tcpm.org or 503-
842-4553
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TILLAMOOK – The letter dated June 24, 1914, on the TB Potter Realty Company letterhead asks the reader to “Think

of a summer resort with … a high-grade hotel (not a boarding house); a $75,000 Natatorium … Think of a resort

where no shacks are allowed … Think of a resort where .. the whole atmosphere radiates refinement …”

The writer might have added another line, this one reading: Think of a resort that will shortly disappear into the

Pacific for a permanent place in the history books as an unqualified failure. Think of it as pure folly.

Such is the story of Bayocean Park, dubbed the Atlantic City of the West, a vacation dreamland that quickly became

a nightmare, even robbing one man of his mental health.

Little beyond photos and documents from those halcyon days exist, but much of what does remain is now on display

at the Tillamook County Pioneer Museum. Nearly 100 years later, the story still shocks many.

“I think it’s because it was such a grand scale failure,” said Gary Albright, museum director. “The people’s positions

are one of two: it’s shame it didn’t succeed; or it’s good it did fail. There is a sense here that if it had succeeded it

would have become the Atlantic City of the West and now would be much like the Atlantic City of the East. There is a

recurring opinion maybe it is good it didn’t succeed.”

But back in those first years of the 20th century, the success of Bayocean Park was

never in question. Tillamook County was prospering. There was a massive new

courthouse, the population was booming and developers were eyeing the

community with great interest. Then, along came the Potter family and their

discovery of the Bayocean spit. At 1,000 feet wide, the spit offered four miles of

uninterrupted beach, as well as a tree-covered knoll 140 feet above sea level.

“The Potters saw here inexpensive development potential,” said Albright. “It was a

good idea because there nothing to impede development. The land was affordable

and the spit was pretty much unoccupied. 

It had topographical features that would lend itself to development. Most spits are

at sea level, but the140-foot hill really lends itself to looking out at the ocean and

you can see for miles. From that knoll, you can see much farther north, south and



west.”

But there were challenges, too. Seaside was already well established as a beach resort, and Tillamook was difficult

to reach from Portland, requiring travel by boat or stagecoach. Worse, there were no roads to the spit and no water

there.

Apparently, those obstacles did not seem insurmountable. And so, work began. Even before there was anything on

the spit, the Potters began luring would-be investors with free transportation, meals and lodging. They showed off

plans for a Grand Hotel, a proposed “Coney Island” with a 100-foot waterslide, an island and series of small lakes.

They commissioned the construction of a yacht and in 1911, sailed it – 150-feet long with the capacity for 100

passengers – down the Columbia River, over the bar and onto the Pacific. But once the railroad made its debut that

same year, the yacht was mothballed, and the Potters instead chartered luxury railroad cars to Bay City, then picked

up the ferry to Bayocean.

Over time, the Potters built a tent city, a bungalow city, and the hotel annex, which was to eventually house workers

once the Grand Hotel was built. They built a dance hall and the Natatorium which, at 50-by-160 feet, could

accommodate 250 swimmers. The indoor pool boasted heated ocean water, electrically generated surf and a

waterfall with colored lights. It cost $50,000 – roughly $1.2 million in today’s economy.

Guests could take part in all sorts of scheduled activities, including guided picnics, hiking excursions. They could

swim at the Natatorium for 40 cents a day, towel and suit included, rent a .22-caliber firearm to shoot rabbits at

Kincheloe Point or take a ride on the “Dinky,” a moveable railroad used to haul supplies during the week and for

joyrides on weekends.

Construction went on for 15 years, but even as they built, things were starting to fall away, Albright said. “But they

kept building.”

Meanwhile, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was busy building the North Jetty on Tillamook Bay. It was completed

in 1917, and by 1920, the erosion on Bayocean spit had become too obvious to ignore.

“The Army Corps of Engineers told Tillamook County ‘You have to help pay for a south jetty.’ If you don’t. the spit

will disappear,’ Albright said.

The county said, ‘We’re not paying.’”



In about 1920, the Potter family moved on to other projects far from Bayocean. By then, they’d invited more than

2,000 people to visit their resort, taking in some $800,000 from investors looking to own a piece of Bayocean.

“Fancy” or oceanview lots went for $1,800, while those without the view could be had for just $200.

“Fancy” or oceanview lots went for $1,800, while those without the view could be had for just $200.

The road to Bayocean Park was finally completed in 1928. That same year, the dance pavilion burned, the

Natatorium was closed and the Hotel Annex was abandoned as a guest resort and used to house the homeless.

Most people packed up and left. But others, like the Mitchells, stayed on.

“People lived there well into the 1940s,” said Albright. “They hung on to hope.”

Francis and Ida Mitchell owned 50 Bayocean lots. They built the Mitchells Bayside Hotel, which also contained a store

and post office, where Ida served as post mistress.

“He tried to stop the breaching with a wheelbarrow and shovel,” Albright said. “He ended up in the state hospital. ”

By 1952, the spit was entirely breached and the peninsula that was Bayocean spit became an island.

“And then local government decided they better build a south jetty,” said Albright. “So they did and all the land – the

land that was Bayocean Park – came back. It’s a great story, it really is. And it’s a sad story.”    

-- Lori Tobias
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