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INTRODUCTION

My research for this paper began with an internet  search for non-government preservation groups 

at the local level in various states.  The results revealed a few interesting groups, but in the end I 

settled on a non-profit organization in Portland, Oregon, entitled Mid-Century Modern (MCM) 

League, that aims to preserve mid-century  architecture through public education, advocacy, and 

activism.  From my phone conversation/emails with two of the organization’s board members, 

Ms. Alyssa Starelli (vice president & co-founder) and Justin Dupré (current president), along 

with other research, I was able to obtain insight into MCM League’s organizational structure, 

mission, and will use that information to summarize how they are relevant to the current field of 

preservation.

HISTORY/MISSION/GOALS

MCM  League is a small non-profit organization co-founded in 2007, by local realtor Alyssa 

Starelli, to assist the Portland community in preserving mid-century history, architecture, and 

lifestyles in the Portland Metro Area.  MCM League’s overall goals are to highlight the 

importance of postwar (1940s-1960s) architecture and design, and to hopefully ward off 

unnecessary  destruction/remodeling of these structures through public education, advocacy, and 

activism.[2]   

As a realtor, Ms. Starelli saw first hand how quickly  mid-century  modern buildings were 

destroyed and their unique characters erased through haphazard or clumsy “makeovers”.  This 

was due in part  to the financial constraints of the building owners, but most of all to the lack of 

public education on the significance of mid-century  modern architecture.  Finding like minded 
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individuals in the area, MCM  League was formed to become a vehicle through which owners of 

mid-century  homes could find resources to upkeep  their houses without sacrificing the very 

features that made their homes unique, and thus retain property value.  They would also serve as 

advocates for local businesses with a mid-century vibe and work with other like minded local 

organizations to spread the word about the value of these structures.[2] 

MCM  League is comprised of a board of six directors/officers that meet once a month and hosts 

anywhere from 25-45 group members.  The board members come from various backgrounds  

(i.e. graphic design, advertising, real state, etc) and many of them live in or own mid-century 

style homes.  The group has no formal annual budget, it actually supports the organization’s 

interests though membership fees and various fundraising events held throughout the year.  The 

funds take care of the groups advertising for these planned events, membership packets, and an 

annual donation to a preservation fund of their choosing. [2]  

Per Ms. Starelli, the MCM  League’s website initially  used internet forums and word of mouth to 

share most of their information between members and the public, however they  have since 

incorporated more popular social media networks like Facebook and Twitter, as other vehicles 

for sharing information about their events, meeting dates/locales, and other interesting items (i.e. 

vintage finds,etc) that the members either collect themselves or come across. [2] Their meetings 

are normally held at the Alibi, a tiki lounge/restaurant (a mid-century  building) located on North 

Interstate Avenue near downtown Portland. [1]  Their website also has, under the tab PDX 

Showcase, an “endangered list” of properties that are currently at  risk and a “memorial list” of 

those properties that unfortunately could not be saved from local preservation efforts.       
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CONTEXT OF ORGANIZATION IN THE FIELD OF PRESERVATION

In order to place MCM League in context with the larger field of preservation, we must first 

understand the importance of mid-century  modern architecture (also known as the Northwest 

Regional Style), its history, and present culture in Portland Oregon.  

After WWII ended, Portland found itself in the midst of a building boom.  Architects and 

builders began to design custom houses that chose to unite modernist principles with the local 

lifestyles, climate, and building traditions of Portland.  With a desire to break away from the 

revivalist styles of architecture, they created a variety of postwar architecture specific to the 

Portland area, as well as introduced other imported styles from places like California, that would 

come to represent the regional response to modern residential design in the Northwest.   Among 

the leaders of this movement were architects like John Yeon (Noted as one of the founders of the 

Northwest Regional style of architecture) and Kenneth Birkemeier (created his own house type, 

the Birkemeier Modern home).  Their work sought to reduce the negative effects of construction 

on the ecological systems of the region through more connectivity to building sites, using 

regional materials (wood, stone, etc), and highlighting the beauty  of the natural landscape.  Their 

efforts were instrumental to the spread and growth of the modernism movement in the United 

States. [3]

Today, much of Portland’s architecture still focuses on sustainability, thoughtful urban planning, 

& modern living.[5]  The preservation scene is undergoing a recent push to preserve mid-century 

architecture, due to the fact that these buildings have now reached the fifty  year plus mark 

required for eligibility  to be listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).  This 
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means that there is an even greater need for public education in order to understand the 

significance of this type of architecture and its role in shaping an important part of Portland’s 

history.  

         
Though the modern preservation movement is one that is still evolving, the need to define what 

significance is and to whom, in a culturally layered, technologically  advanced, economically 

challenged society, is a question that many preservation groups are constantly  faced with.  New 

ideas for conservation are said to include more than just heritage preservation, they are more 

values centered (social, economic, cultural, etc), and are advocated for through the tools of 

interpretation, education, community engagement, along with the more traditional documentation 

methods of research, expert testimony,etc.  These same values will also help organizations to 

choose alternative actions when resources cannot simply be preserved as initially expected.[4] 

As a modern preservation group, MCM  League strives to incorporate many of these aspects in 

their advocacy efforts. Through partnerships with the city  of Portland’s planning and 

development agencies, for example, they have made positive strides in that  direction.  In 2008, 

their interest in saving a forty foot neon sign from the Crown Motel (1959-2008), a building 

whose significance was found from its location on what was once part of U.S. Highway 99W, the 

main route between Seattle and Portland, led to the formation of what is now called the North 

Interstate Neon District. Though the building itself could not  be saved, MCM League pushed for 

a change in local policy that would save one of the defining features of the North Interstate 

Corridor, the period style neon signs.  This change made it possible for vintage signs, like that of 

the Crown Motel, to be removed from its location for restoration and eventually returned to a 

 

5



new location on North Interstate Avenue in order to preserve the mid-century  aesthetic of the 

corridor.  Previous zoning laws prevented this type of action, however, special incentives now 

exist for vintage signs to either remain in their original locations or move to new locations within 

the district.  Also included are requirements for new neon construction to be complimentary  to 

the existing vintage signs.  The hope is that North Interstate Avenue will once again be seen as a 

tribute to mid-century automobile culture and a beacon for travelers not  unlike Fremont Street in 

Las Vegas.[1]

CONCLUSION

Mid-century modern architecture is a testament to the past regional response of Portland to the 

modernism movement in the United States.  It sought to address the issues of residential design 

in sustainable ways that still influence Portland designers today.  The portland Metro Area is also 

the most  culturally  diverse and populous of all the locales in Oregon[5], and as further 

globalization occurs, many different cultures may come to own mid-century  modern homes and 

businesses.  Finding ways to reach out to these different groups will not only  be challenging, but 

necessary  if preservation of mid-century  architecture is to continue in the Portland Metro Area 

for the longterm.  By focusing on education and community engagement, through a values 

centered preservation approach, MCM  League is helping to create a shared public understanding 

of the importance of mid-century  modern architecture.  They serve as intervenors and consulting 

parties to individuals, local governments, and other preservation groups in their neighborhood, so 

that as more buildings are found to be significant, there will be an actual public recognition of 

what needs to be saved and what may be lost if they are not.
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