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Once a glider leaves a per-
son’s hands, it can go in many 
directions. 

It might spiral down in tight 
circles and drop disappoint-
ingly close to the Column’s 
base. It might catch an updraft 
and go soaring out over the 
trees and houses toward the 
Astoria Bridge, where at least 
one person has reported their 
car being hit by glider. Or a 
glider might coast in short 

bursts, only to land on for-
mer Astoria Mayor Willis Van 
Dusen’s roof.

“The really good flights 
land on our roof all the time,” 
said Van Dusen, who lives 
on Irving Avenue, below 
the Column.

A T-shirt for sale in the Col-
umn gift shop bears an image 
of a glider and the phrase, “It’s 
still flying.” But sometimes 
they come back.

Gift shop employees 
have seen people run scav-

enger hunts down the forest 
trail near the Column, gather-
ing up lost gliders. An older 
man has sometimes been spot-
ted, off-trail, collecting gliders 
into plastic grocery bags that 
he hangs from tree branches 
for other people to find. 

It isn’t clear when the 
Friends of the Astoria Col-
umn, the group that main-
tains the landmark and its 
parkland, started letting peo-
ple throw balsa wood gliders. 
For years, the city didn’t allow 

anything to be thrown from the 
monument.

Van Dusen believes city-ap-
proved glider flights started 
when the city was beginning 
renovation work at the Col-
umn in the early 1990s. Along 
with details about landscap-
ing and how to open up the 
view around the Column, they 
also wanted to address another 
concern, Van Dusen said. For 
years, people had been buying 
balsa wood gliders elsewhere, 
bringing them up to the Col-

umn and sending them soaring.
People also threw other — 

less buoyant — items from the 
Column. At a meeting in 1990, 
the City Council discussed a 
“rash of bottle throwing from 
the Column.”

Balsa wood gliders at least 
were light, biodegradable, and 
unlikely to do damage to peo-
ple or vehicles.

“So if you can’t beat ’em, 
join ’em,” Van Dusen said. “It 
went from ‘Don’t throw them,’ 
to ‘Come buy them.’”

Nowadays, people might 
still try to toss toy soldiers out-
fitted with plastic parachutes or 
different types of gliders with 
metal or plastic parts. Caretak-
ers and gift shop employees 
discourage this activity, how-
ever. Such items can become 
safety concerns and environ-
mental hazards, Vigil said.

“We just want to make sure 
it’s fun, safe and friendly to the 
environment,” she said. “It’s 
just a dollar, but then you can 
have this great experience.”

Gliders: For years, the city didn’t allow anything to be thrown from the monument
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Term of Your Senior Year in 
College.”

In the memoir, he described 
how he moved back to Astoria 
after dropping out of college — 
a town that “I’d spent the last 
eight years trying to leave.”

That feeling changed as he 
got older. He became an advo-
cate for his hometown, coming 
up with one “crazy idea” after 
another to help breathe life into 
the city.

“He could see things other 
people couldn’t see,” said 
Donna Quinn, director of sales 
and marketing for the Cannery 
Pier Hotel. She called Jacob a 
friend and a mentor. “He had 
a lot of funny, crazy ideas and 
he made some of them happen 
and others are now lost to us.”

Jacob struggled for most 
of his life with alcoholism. 
He was often candid about his 
drinking and his attempts at 
recovery. He described taking 
on numerous hobbies to dis-
tract himself from drinking, 
and checked in for treatment 
several times.

“I think we can have great 
compassion for that struggle 
that many people face,” Quinn 
said.

He was “a man with truly 
demons in his head with a 
stroke of genius you couldn’t 
find anywhere else,” said Daly, 
who was several classes behind 
Jacob in high school. Every-
body tried to help Jacob — 
friends, former classmates — 
and “he would beat us up for 
being there.”

His former partner, the art-
ist Sarah Goodnough, said the 
dark times, especially his diffi-
culties in his 20s and 30s, con-
tributed to his drive and gener-
osity later in life.

“It caused him to be 
demanding of himself,” she 
said. “And demanding of other 

people, demanding the best.”
“His biggest contribu-

tion truly was having peo-
ple see their own greatness,” 
she added, “and having peo-
ple realize their own dreams 
for themselves. … I think the 
man, who he was, was magic. 
He just thought differently than 
everybody else.”

Jacob was known for 
freely giving money and sup-
port to others. He was the kind 
of person who would donate 
to causes or projects, but not 
make a fuss about his involve-
ment. Or he’d slip money to 
someone he knew needed it 
— to the guy passing through 
town with all his possessions 
in a backpack, or to a per-
son who Jacob thought could 
use the cash to build or create 
something.

Liberty Theatre
In the late 1990s, Steve For-

rester, the now-retired pub-
lisher of The Daily Astorian, 
was part of a group that had 
long been interested in acquir-
ing the Liberty Theatre and 
turning it into a performing arts 
center. He met Jacob and told 
him about the group’s troubles 
in working with the theater’s 
owner.

“Well, maybe I’ll buy it 
and sell it to you,” Forrester 
recalled Jacob saying.

Jacob undertook six months 
of the “most horrendous nego-
tiations” to get the theater’s 
owner, Edward Eng, to agree 
to sell the downtown building. 
Finally, Eng accepted Jacob’s 
offer, but, as Jacob told it, “he 
said there’s no way in hell that 
the candy he had just bought 
(for the theater) goes with the 
price.”

So Jacob, Eng and a 
20-year-old helper spent a long 
Sunday night at the theater, 
counting candy.

“They kept screwing up and 

finally at midnight I said, pick 
a number, I’m leaving,” Jacob 
wrote in an essay on a personal 
website about the ordeal. “He 
came out of the candy closet 
mad and said, ‘There’s at least 
$4,000 worth in there.’ I said, 
‘Pick another number.’ He said, 
‘$3,000.’ I said, ‘Pick another 
number.’ He said, ‘$2,500.’ I 
said, ‘You’ve got one more 
chance. Try again or I quit.’ I 
meant it. Christ, it was candy. 
He said, ‘$1,800.’ I said, ‘We’re 
done. I’ll meet you tomorrow 
morning at the title company.’”

The next day, the papers 
signed, Jacob ran over to the 
newspaper office to tell For-
rester the good news: “I told 
him we had bought it on a 

contract and it was assignable 
and I could assign it to Steve’s 
Friends of the Liberty immedi-
ately without Mr. Eng’s con-
sent. Steve said that this is ser-
endipitous. I said, ‘What does 
that mean?’”

Forrester said Monday that 
Jacob’s role in putting the Lib-
erty Theatre into local owner-
ship was “pivotal and abso-
lutely essential to the rebirth of 
downtown.”

Cannery Pier
People said Jacob had an 

ability to see what others over-

looked or couldn’t imagine. 
He bought a broken-down, 
100-year-old dock and began 
construction on the Cannery 
Pier Hotel in the early 2000s. 

It was a project that many 
didn’t believe he could pull 
off, requiring the construction 
of a new dock, multiple zone 
changes and complex approv-
als. He was rejected by five 
banks and had to battle county, 
state and city agencies.

The hotel, which rests on 
pilings that once supported 
the Union Fishermen’s Coop-
erative Packing Co. and juts 
out 600 feet over the Colum-
bia River, is now a modern-day 
landmark, its design reminis-
cent of the old cannery build-

ings that used to line the river. 
As other hoteliers attempt 
to build near the water, city 
boards often reference the hotel 
as a sort of gold standard for 
new construction and empha-
size how it creatively deviates 
from the standard boxy design 
of many large hotels.

In a documentary about the 
building of the Cannery Pier 
Hotel, Jacob said that he didn’t 
appreciate the Columbia River 
when he was growing up in 
Astoria.

“But as Astoria and I got 
older, I realized how fasci-

nating this river and its traffic 
could be,” he says in a voice-
over narration. “I felt if I could 
get the people into the channel 
rather than just being observ-
ers on the shore looking at the 
water, they could feel like they 
were part of the experience.” 

For Dulcye Taylor, the 
owner of Old Town Framing 
Co. and president of the Asto-
ria Downtown Historic Dis-
trict Association, the Cannery 
Pier Hotel illustrates Jacob’s 
approach to a challenge per-
fectly: “You can tell me I can’t 
do it, but I’m going to do it.”

He instilled this same tough-
ness in the board of directors 
for the Tourist No. 2, which 
was brought back to Astoria in 
2016, Taylor said. Taylor is one 
of six board members for the 
ferry, along with City Coun-
cilor Cindy Price. 

Quinn believes bringing the 
ferry to Astoria and the work to 
restore it will be part of Jacob’s 
lasting legacy. But he will also 
be remembered for bring-
ing the trolley, now a fixture 
of the waterfront and a major 
draw for tourists, to the River-
walk in the 1990s and putting 
the Armory back to use in the 
community.

Jacob saw potential in the 
old National Guard armory 
next to the Clatsop County 
Heritage Museum. The build-
ing was up for sale, but the 
majority of the town thought it 
was “too big, too old, too out-
dated, too run-down and too 
expensive to be viable,” he 
wrote about the project. Now 
the Armory is a haven for chil-
dren and hosts everything from 
birthday parties to anti-bully-
ing meetings, skate nights and 
even donkey basketball. 

‘Weird stuff’
Jacob also helped launch 

what he called “weird stuff,” 
including a festival celebrating 

the 1998 film “The Big Leb-
owski.” He was also plotting an 
“Astoria UFO and Real Alien 
Festival.” He wrote two books: 
the memoir about his 20s and 
a children’s book called “Sar-
ah’s Circus” co-written and 
illustrated by local artist Sally 
Lackaff. 

“He’s touched so many 
lives,” said Michelle Roberts, 
Jacob’s girlfriend of the past 
three years. “I truly believe 
Astoria is what it is today 
because of him.”

In 2015, Jacob’s brother, 
Greg Jacob, organized a “roast 
and toast” in Jacob’s honor. 
The roast was a complete sur-
prise to Jacob, who, neverthe-
less, crowned with a bowling 
pin headdress, managed to turn 
the entire roast around to get 
his own jabs in. He “turned the 
tables and somehow roasted 
half the people in attendance,” 
Greg Jacob told The Daily 
Astorian’s In One Ear column.

More than 100 people 
attended the roast and Jacob 
knew every last person. Nearly 
every time someone reared up 
and declared, “I’ve got a Jake 
story,” he would interrupt: 
“Oh, yeah? Well I’ve got a 
story about you!” 

Jacob summed up his own 
story on his website, where he 
collected bits of writing: “Basi-
cally this is about how a guy 
can have a great start, blow it 
all up, lose everything multi-
ple times and then grovel and 
crawl his way out before it gets 
too late.”

Jacob has a daughter, 
Cheryl, who lives in Califor-
nia. His brother, Greg, and his 
family live in Portland. 

There will be a community 
celebration of Jacob’s life on 
Nov. 3 from 2 to 6 p.m. at the 
Astoria Armory. Family is ask-
ing for donations to the Astoria 
Ferry in Jacob’s name to honor 
his memory in lieu of flowers. 

Jacob: Community celebration of Jacob’s life set for Nov. 3 at Astoria Armory
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‘Basically this is 

about how a guy can 

have a great start, blow it 

all up, lose everything 

multiple times and then 

grovel and crawl his way 

out before it gets too late.’

Robert ‘Jake’ Jacob
his own story on his website
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