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Big Picture » Life in the Bubble

Many people’s idea of a Pearl family is that of 
a double-income couple with one child. Even 
this bland generalization is progress given that 
many didn’t believe that living, breathing 
children even existed here. 

Roman and Jennifer Kultajev, then, present a 
different kind of Pearl family. They live in a 
two-bedroom apartment with their sons ages 
4 and 2 years, and new arrival, Nikolai, aged 
8 weeks old. This makes the Kultajevs 
perhaps “the biggest little family in the Pearl 
District.” And though they’re the exception 
rather than the rule, it could be that their 
family hints at the future, at least in the 
emerging North end. That’s the area where 
developers will be allowed to build higher – 
if they build with affordability and families 
in mind. All this according to the Bureau of 
Planning’s North Pearl District Plan.

“Most Americans would say this place is too 
small,” says Roman, standing in the living 
room of the two-bedroom apartment at the 
Sitka, where he and his family have lived for 
the last three years. He doesn’t completely 
disagree with that. 

Roman is originally from Estonia, and 
Jennifer hails from a small town in Texas. 

“But we live modestly,” he continues. “My 
wife has a more European outlook. And we 
can just keep stacking the bunk beds,” he 
says with amusement. 

Their boys, on a recent visit, are soulful and 
charming, meeting me in the hall to show 
me to their home. The eldest, Alyosha offers 
a peek at a tiny bug enclosed in a carrier on 
a string. Later, the 2-year-old, Luka, strides 

Meet the Kultajevs: possibly the biggest little family in the Pearl District.

continued on page 10

b y  m i c h a e l a  b a n c u dRaising a family in the pearl

The North Pearl District Plan 

is a neighborhood plan intended  

to direct public and private  

development and investment in the 

portion of the Pearl District north 

of NW Lovejoy Street.  The plan 

was developed over an 18 month 

period through an extensive public 

outreach process, engaging a di-

verse group of stakeholders in the 

evaluation of what began as the 

request by developers for addition-

al floor area and height allowances 

within the plan area. 

Learn More

http://www.portlandonline.com/

Planning/index.cfm?c=43575

North Pearl  
District Plan
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Space case » 

The Pearl Grows Up
Neighborhood growth is family affair

We’ve come a long way, baby. Just a few 
short years ago, the Pearl was a singles 
playground. Today, the Pearl playground 
is a little less Playboy and a little more 
Playskool – we’re growing up.

Pearl Family Housing (PFH)

Can you imagine renting a three-bedroom, two-bath Pearl District 
apartment with free parking and internet access for less than 
$1000 per month? For households earning less than 60% of 
median family income, this dream will soon be a reality.

Developer Ed McNamara has planned a new family housing project 
at NW 13th and Quimby. The six-story building will offer 138 
apartment homes – primarily two and three bedroom units – and 
129 parking spaces. The project has been carefully designed at 
every stage to be an energy-efficient building. McNamara has 
focused on making an extremely efficient, airtight building 
envelope in order to reduce the need for heating and cooling.  
The project will feature a heat recovery system that will recapture, 
rather than waste, most of the heat from the building’s exhaust 
system. It will also boast a solar hot water heating system, rooftop 
photovoltaic panels to generate electricity for elevators and 
hallway lights, and an ecoroof to treat most of the stormwater. 

Perhaps most engaging is McNamara’s long term plan for the 
building: converting its renters to owners through a limited equity 
cooperative after the project’s 15th year. Rents and incomes will 
continue to be restricted through a 60-year affordability period. 
Cash flow and tax benefits will pass through to the residents  
as the shareholders of the co-op. 

PFH Community Benefits

The neighborhood at large will also benefit from McNamara’s 
family housing project. The building boasts 13,000-14,000 square 
feet of community space. Instead of yet another hair salon or wine 
bar, this space will offer something the growing community of 
families really needs: a public school and community room.

•	Portland Public Schools intends to lease space – six classrooms 
for five years – for younger students. 

•	Zimmerman Community Center also plans to have an office 
on site and will use the building’s community room to offer  
activities, classes, and other programs for the building’s  
residents and for the surrounding community. Learn more  
about ZCC online at www.zcommunitycenter.org.

International School

On April 7, 2009, the U.S. Department of Education (DOE) 
approved The International School’s (TIS) application to acquire 
the Custom House Building at 220 NW 8th Avenue through the 
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DOE Surplus Federal Real Property Program. The DOE awarded 
the building for the TIS Spanish, Chinese & Japanese full 
immersion program that currently educates 400 students in 
preschool through 5th grade.

TIS brings important language and cultural benefits to Portland 
with its native-speaking faculty and International Baccalaureate 
Candidate program. “As the only elementary school on the west 
coast to offer full immersion instruction in three-languages, TIS 

provides an education that will help Portland children contribute 
to our increasingly diverse communities and compete in a global 
marketplace,” said Michelle Kerin, President of the TIS Board of 
Trustees. “The Custom House location will help connect TIS 
students with the rich culture of the area including the history of 
the building itself, the Chinese Garden, the Oregon Nikkei Legacy 
Center, the many galleries, downtown museums and more.” 

The Custom House will provide space for TIS to increase the 
square-footage of its classrooms for project and inquiry-based 
learning, and to have a sizable multi-language library and media 
center, large art and music rooms, meeting and social areas, two 
indoor gym/play areas, science labs, and teacher work areas.

The Custom House is being conveyed to TIS at no cost through a 
Public Benefit Allowance. It is currently vacant. The International 
School will use green building techniques to renovate the building 
for seismic and programming needs while preserving the building’s 
historic characteristic – a win for families and the neighborhood! n
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When I was living in Los Angeles, where 
I grew up, and was considering a move to 
Portland, the deciding factor was how 
Portland immediately felt like home. My 
family would be left behind to breathe the 
smog-filled air, but I was so drawn to the 
familial, almost provincial, feeling in the 
air in Portland, that after only one day on 
my visit here, I knew this was where I 
needed to be. Seventeen years later, I still 
love that feeling of family and camaraderie, 
where we each wish upon our neighbor 
the best quality of life possible.   

As a wine bar owner, I am always fascinated 
by how many great family-run wineries 
there are in our own backyard. There are 
countless wineries around the world that 
are owned by a family, sure, but I’m 
talking about small businesses where the 
family does virtually everything. The 
family owns the vineyards, the daughter 
manages them, Dad makes the wine, the 
son assists Dad in making it, Mom makes 
the sales calls, the cousin manages the 
tasting room, and so on. Supporting these 
families by drinking their delicious juice 
just feels right to me. It makes me feel 

connected to them somehow, like I’m part 
of their crusade.  

Now, while there are a handful of big, 
commercial wineries found locally – whose 
labels I tend to shy away from – you can 
feel good about supporting most of our 
Willamette Valley wineries.  Here are some 
of my favorites, where it’s all about family:

Broadley Vineyards is seeing a changing 
of the guard from veterans Craig and 
Claudia, the parents, to their son Morgan 
who has been involved for years, and his 
wife Jessica. Their family does everything 
there. 

dominio IV is owned and operated by 
Patrick Reuter who is married to Leigh 
Barthalomew. She is their vineyard 
manager as well as Archery Summit’s.  
Her parents live on their estate property 
and are very involved.

JK Carriere is owned by Jim Prosser. His 
sister Linda Crabtree works with him, and 
together, they do everything. The winery 
is named after the combination of their 
two grandfathers’ names.

lumos wines is owned and operated by 
husband and wife team Dai Crisp and  
PK McCoy. They do it all for this small 
operation. 

natalie’s estate is owned by Boyd and 
his wife Cassandra Teagarden. He is  
the winemaker, and she does just about 
everything else. Their daughter is Natalie.

resonance is a newcomer, started by 
owners Kevin and Carla Chambers.  
He makes the wine, and she helps  
with everything else. They have no 
employees other than themselves,  
besides occasional help.

In a big way, these and other local 
wineries as a group have a genuine feeling 
of family amongst them. That feeling  
is infectious.  When you visit their 
wineries and talk to these amazing human 
beings, you can’t help but feel it. I would 
encourage anyone to do a Willamette 
Valley winery tour and experience it  
for themselves. n

celebrate Oregon’s family-owned wineries b y  T i m o t h y  n i s h i m o t o

tim’s tips » 

A Toast to Families!
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through the room wearing a Quaker Oats 
container on his leg. The two brothers eat 
some chocolate sent by grandparents, and 
look through an illustrated edition of 
Treasure Island. Other offers are made 
to the visitor: a wooden train whistle;  
a prized collection of flattened coins. 

A pair of binoculars sits on the window-
sill, all the better to observe the trucks 
and cars on the Fremont Bridge, the boats 
on the Willamette, or the trains. 

“Luka knows the word “traffic” but he’s 
never really been in it,” his dad says.  
“We seriously considered selling our car 
because we rarely use it.” Except for the 
need for car seats, they would. Roman 
worked at the nearby Ecotrust building 
until last year. Now he is finishing his 
Master’s degree at Portland State University. 

The car-free life is a defining experience 
for Pearl families. No commute means 
more time together, and that the father 
can come home for lunch if he wishes, 

which is economical and a 
pleasant change of routine.  

This is not a scene of hectic 
chaos, so typical of many 
modern lives. Jennifer 
cooks healthy meals in a 
small kitchen, and packs 
lunches and snacks for 
outings in stainless steel 
bowls and denim knap-
sacks. She does this, 
evidently, while calmly 
tending to a newborn. 

Sometimes, though, life 
here is cramped. When 
they hung the family bikes 
on the ceiling in the main 
bedroom, for instance. The 
space-saving experiment 
failed and the bikes went 
back to the basement. 

The couple met in Germany, part of an 
international group traveling by train. 
They spent two years in Estonia, followed 
by a few months in Texas, where they 
couldn’t see living. “We looked at a map 
and saw that much of the land in the 
Pacific Northwest is public and open and 
said, ‘let’s go there,’” they recall. 

Their third-floor apartment has views of 
industrial buildings covered in graffiti,  
and slick new buildings like Hoyt Street’s 
Encore Condominiums, which sits mostly 
empty waiting for the economy to change. 

“What the Pearl needs is something 
affordable for families who are first-time 
homebuyers,” says Jennifer, who doesn’t see 
her family renting forever, and isn’t 
particularly interested in the family 
apartments planned for north of here, 
where Portland Public Schools leased 
ground floor space for the 2011 school year. 
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A typical afternoon at the Kultajev home.

Jennifer and Nikolai

b y  M i c h a e l a  B a n c u d
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For now, they’ll watch their kids and the 
neighborhood around them grow: the 
future Fields park; the redevelopment of 
Centennial Mills. In a weak economy, 
who knows when these projects will pick 
up steam. 

Trips out of downtown are high adventure. 
“It’s like leaving the bubble,” says Roman. 
“We know that it’s a bubble here. The real 
America is 122nd & Foster.” Because of 
the pavement that surrounds them, the 
Kultajevs make a point of exposing their 
city kids to nature. They participate in 
Portland Parks and Recreation programs 
like “Nuts About Nature” and recently 
took their kids to the Leach Botanical 
Gardens for a hike. 

What is best here? “The experience of 
hopping on our bikes, just saying hi to 
people. That is natural life. You can’t do 
that in traffic.” 

There are other families in the building, 
too. Two little girls live in an apartment 
across the courtyard. The kids have 
worked out a system of hand signals 
between them.

“They can send the 8 year-old girl to Little 
Green Grocer,” the corner store, says 
Roman. “You can’t do that in the suburbs.” 
n

The Pearl needs affordable housing for families who are first time homebuyers.
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