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   LOTS of Great Ways to Share Your Port’s History 

                                                by Rod Koon 

 

NOTE: This article is based on the two roundtable sessions I led at the WPPA Spring 

Meeting in Skamania on March 16, 2024. I thought this format would prove more useful than 

just sharing a PDF of the PowerPoint slides I covered during my roundtable sessions. 

—Rod Koon 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

One of my favorite quotes about history is from Winston Churchill: 
 

    “The farther back you can look,  

                the farther forward you can see.” 

In this article, I will cover a wide range of ideas, strategies, and sources that I hope 

will help you improve your efforts in sharing your port’s history with your various key 

audiences. 

If you are reading this article, I am hoping it is because you are searching for ideas to 

help you tell your port’s history more effectively. And doing that DOES NOT always 

have to involve a major financial investment--unless you are doing a video or book. 

 

However: History takes time…and effort! So, I encourage you to make sure that 

someone (or a small team) of staff at your port is in charge of leading the effort to 

share your port’s history. 

 

And make sure you give them the time and resources to do that job effectively. 

EXAMPLE: When the Port of Tacoma celebrated our centennial in 2018, we hired a 

college intern for the summer whose main job was to work with our team to help 

implement the various elements of our Port’s centennial community celebration. 

The article is split into three major sections: 

1. Taking an Inventory of Your Port’s History:  

Whatcha Got…and Where Do You Keep It? 

 

2. Expanding Your Port’s Historical Inventory: 

From the Washington State Archives to eBay 

 

3. Sharing Your Port’s History: 

Expanding Your “History Channels”
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1. Taking an Inventory of Your Port’s History:  

    Whatcha Got…and Where Do You Keep It? 

Your port might have more than a few old boxes filled with old black and white 

photos, 35 mm. slides, brochures and other port history and memorabilia. A key thing 

to remember is: If you cannot FIND IT, you cannot USE IT! 

 

While doing historical research for a local non-profit organization, I came across 

boxes that were filled with old photos, 25 mm. slides, 16 mm. movie films, brochures 

and more. There was not enough time in the project to do a complete inventory of all 

the material, but we were able to scan some of the old photos and printed material. 

We were then able to use those images in a PowerPoint presentation at a major 

celebration event and in a series of historical mural boards shown at the event.  

TIP: Do not wait until the month before your port centennial celebration starts to start 

digging through old boxes of your port’s history. 

 

QUESTION: Does you port have a really good photo, slide and 

negative scanner? If you do not have one, I strongly suggest you 

consider buying one. This is a key piece of equipment that can help 

you digitize everything from old black-and-white photos and negatives 

to printed material. I invested $1,200 in a scanner when I was 

researching and writing my history book about the Port of Tacoma, 

and it was worth every penny. 

 

As you review the list of places where your port history might be stored and 

scattered, make sure that you have (or make sure you set up) a good system to 

organize and catalog the material so you it is easily accessible—in physical and/or 

digital form. 
 

1. Old Photos 

Chances are, your have lots of old photos featuring your port’s history. Aside 

from the challenge of finding them all, another challenge is getting them 

organized so they are accessible. In this high-tech age of websites and social 

media, if a photo does not exist in a 

digital form, it probably does not get used 

at all. That is where a scanner can play a 

key role. 

 

At the right is a classic photo  

from the Port of Walla Walla. 
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2. Films and Videos 

You might be able to find old 16mm. films or old videos of various port 

historical milestones. You could also check with port retirees to see if they 

have any film, videos (or old photos) in their basement, attic, or garage. If you 

find them, get the footage digitized, so you can incorporate them into stories 

you post on YouTube, your port website, etc. 

 

More than 30 years ago, I found a vintage 16 mm. silent marketing movie at 

the Port of Tacoma made in the 1920s that showed the innovative monorail 

system (shown below) that moved cargo between the warehouse and the 

dock. We digitized the film and clips from this classic movie have been used in 

many ways to share the port’s history over the years. 
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3. Newspaper Articles 

Old newspaper article also can be a major source of port history and stories. 

 

Does your port have newspaper clippings that pre-date our digital age?  

 

The Port of Tacoma has newspaper scrapbooks in the state archives that date 

back to the 1920s. The scrapbooks are a valuable source of images and 

stories about the port’s history and development.  

 

Below is an article about the Port of Tacoma that appeared in the Tacoma 

Daily Index on April 22, 1923 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

4. Commission Meeting Minutes 

Does your port have a full collection the minutes of every port commission 

ever held? If so, you have a gold mine of history waiting to be re-discovered. 

 

If the minutes are not already in digital form, consider making that investment. 

By doing that, the information is more easily accessible to port employees, the 

community, port customers, schoolteachers, the media, and more. 
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5. Port Website 

Almost every port’s website has a section that covers its history and 

development. Make sure that the information that’s available on the website 

(such as a timeline, photos, etc.) is also organized and available so that it can 

be used in your various efforts to share your port’s history through community 

outreach, social media, media relations, etc. 

 

NOTE: While photos on your port’s website might be low-resolution, try to 

have high-resolution (JPEG or TIFF files) versions of your port’s key photos so 

they are high enough quality that can be used in newspapers, magazines, port 

newsletters, books, etc. 

 
 

6. Port Publications  

Over the years, your port has probably produced a wide range of publications—

everything from annual reports and maps to newsletters and brochures.  

 

Dig deep enough to try and round up all these publications and put them in one 

physical area at your port office. Make sure employees know how and where to 

find them. 

 

Once you have cataloged and digitized the material, it can also be available to 

use on your port website, social media, and much more. 
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2. Expanding Your Port’s Historical Inventory: 

From the Washington State Archives to eBay 

By investing some time and effort into exploring this wide range of sources, you 

should be able to find additional information about your port’s history and 

development, and some additional stories to share: 

1. Washington State Archives 

The Washington State Archives house a “motherload” of information about 

your port. While some of this archive information is available through online 

searches, I strongly recommend you have a port staff member visit your 

regional state archive to get a better understanding (and make an inventory) of 

the historical information about your port that is housed there. 

 

Here are the six state archive locations and the regions they serve: 

a. Ellensburg (Central Washington) 

b. Cheney (Eastern Washington) 

c. Bellevue (Puget Sound) 

d. Bellingham (Northwest) 

e. Olympia (Southwest) 

 

Here is a link to more information about the Washington State Archives: 

https://www2.sos.wa.gov/archives/.  

 

You can also find some (but not all!) of their archived material by doing an 

online search: 

 

 
 

 

https://www2.sos.wa.gov/archives/
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2. Your Local Library and Local Historical Society 

These can be two great sources of information about the history of your port and 

your area. In some cases, they might also have various resources available 

online. 

 

When I was writing my Port of Tacoma history book, I found a 1937 publication by 

the Tacoma Chamber of Commerce in the Northwest Room of the Tacoma Public 

Library. The publication provided very valuable information about how the 

Chamber, the Port and other entities worked together more than 80 years ago to 

work on a plan for developing the Tacoma Tideflats. 

 

3. Local Newspaper(s) 

The archives that your local newspaper might have available can also provide key 

information about your port’s history. Make sure you give them a visit and find out 

what they have—and how you can access it. Once again, a scanner can come in 

handy here. Sometimes, your local library might also have some of this material. 
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4. www.newspaper.com 

This website is an amazing online service that might 

help you find some historical treasures about your 

port. It is the largest online newspaper archive. 

 

It is a not a free site, and they offer various 

subscription levels and prices. But I think it is worth it 

if you find some great historical port information 

there. 

For example, I used www.newspapers.com to find 

an eight-page supplement about ports that appeared 

in the Tri-City Herald on Sunday, November 6, 1966.  

 

The cover of the supplement is shown here.  

A classic bit of port history, indeed! (See pages  

17-22  to read more pages from this supplement). 

 

5. The National Archives and the Library of Commerce 

Both of these resources offer a wide range of information and images online. Check 

both of them out: 

 * National Archives (National Archives | Home)  

 * Library of Commerce Discover the Library of Congress | Library of Congress (loc.gov) 

 

You will probably find some great information, images and maps highlighting the 

history of your port and your region. EXAMPLE: I got the photo shown below from 

going online at the Library of Congress. 

 

http://www.newspaper.com/
http://www.newspapers.com/
https://www.archives.gov/
https://www.loc.gov/discover/
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6. Ephemera: Your Word for the Day 

Ephemera is defined as: Items of collectible memorabilia, typically  

written or printed ones, that were originally expected to have only  

short-term usefulness or popularity.  

 

An example of ephemera is this  

matchbook cover of Johnny’s Dock 

Restaurant that was once located  

on Pier 3 at the Port of Tacoma. 

 

Go searching for some ephemera-- 

you never know what you might find! 

 

TIP: eBay is a MAJOR source for ephemera (see #9) 

 

7. Community Partners 

Every port works with a variety of community partners. That list may include 

everything from the Chamber of Commerce and city government to your local 

longshore union. Chances are they might have some valuable information about 

your port’s history, so take the time to reach out to them and see what they might 

have. 

 

8. Port Retirees 

Hopefully, you port has a good list of port retirees and former employees and 

commissioners. By reaching out to them, you might get some remarkable stories 

about port history, vintage photos, and maybe even some classic ephemera! 
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9. eBay (no kidding!) 

If you haven’t dug into www.ebay.com as a possible source of great port 

historical publications, photos, postcards—and more—you might be missing 

out. 

 

Below are two example of what I recently found available for sale on eBay: 

 

a. A vintage postcard showing the Port of Grays Harbor,  Washington, 
 “The Largest Lumber Shipping Port in the World” ($14.98).  
 

b. The June 1953 issue of the Port of Seattle’s PORT LIGHTS magazine, which 
was once published monthly ($19.95).  

http://www.ebay.com/
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3. Sharing Your Port’s History: 

Expanding Your “History Channels” 

In some cases, sharing your port’s history can be as simple as “dialing up” the 

historical content you have in the various elements of your port’s overall 

communications and outreach program: 

 

1. Port Website 

There are lots of ways to “dial up” the historical content on your port’s website. 

You could add a detailed timeline (if you do not already have one) showing 

major milestones or your port’s history and development. You could also 

devote a section of your website to showing 10 to 20 vintage port photos with 

captions. 

 

You can also go to the Wayback Machine website www.waybackmachine.com) 

and take a look at the content that was on your port’s site at various times in 

the past. That can also be the source of some interesting images and 

information. 

 

Below is an image from the Wayback Machine showing what the home page of 

the Port of Tacoma’s website looked like when it was first launched in June 

1995.  

 

TRIVIA: The Port of Tacoma was the first U.S. port to have a website. 

 

               
 

 

http://www.waybackmachine.com/
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2. Port Commission Meetings 

You have these meetings on a regular basis, but how often do you use them to 

you highlight any part of your port’s history? 

 

If you’re not highlighting some key milestones of your port and its customers 

from time to time in your meetings, you are missing an opportunity to 

showcase your port’s history!  

 

These commission meeting presentations can also help educate your port 

commissioners, staff, customers  and community members about your port’s 

history. 

 

3. Port Community Booths and Port Tours 

Here are two simple, low-cost projects you can do to make these outreach 

efforts more interactive and more fun:  

 

a. Your “Greatest Hits” Historical Photos: Print up 10 or 20 of your 

port’s historical images on 8.5 x 11-inch paper and mount each of them 

on foam core. You can use these photos as “props” to talk various 

milestones of your port’s history and pass around on bus tours and boat 

tours. You can also use them in your port community booth. 

 

The sample below is from a series of photos and captions we used in 

the Port of Tacoma’s centennial celebration in 2018. 
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b. “NAMES THAT DECADE” Game: Develop a “deck” (25 to 50 cards) of 

key port milestones (with photos) and print them up on card stock. Put 

the Question on the front of the card and the Answer on the back. The 

cards could cover local historical milestones. 

 

Have a contest in your community booth and see who can answer the 

most questions. Award a few “Port Authority” prizes of port swag to the 

winners. NOTE: The cards shown below are 8.5 inches by 3.5 inches. 

 

 
 

4. Public Speakers Bureau 

Chances are, your port has a standard PowerPoint presentation that you use 

in making presentations to various civic groups (e.g., Rotary, Kiwanis, Lions 

clubs, etc.). 

 

If you only have one or two slides about your port’s history, consider adding a 

few more images to “dial up” the historical information you share with groups. 

  

Your port also might have some examples from the past where you have 

partnered with some of these groups that so you can tailor your presentation to 

various groups. 
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5. Port Community Newsletter 

Does your port publish a digital and/or print version of a community newsletter 

on a regular basis?  

 

If you do, how often do you highlight some aspect of your port’s history in it?  

 

“Dialing up” the historical content of your newsletter might be as simple as: 

 

a. Featuring a classic port historical photo in each issue. 

 

b. Highlighting a longtime port customer in each issue. 

 

c. Showcasing a key port milestone that ties into the month of your 

publication. NOTE: If you have a comprehensive port timeline, this 

information should be easy to find. 

If you have a port newsletter, it is another opportunity for you to use an 

existing port communications tool to share your port’s history—without 

adding any additional cost. 
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6. Social Media 

Facebook 

Your port’s Facebook page (you port does have one, don’t you?) can also be an 

effective way to share stories about your port’s history and reach new audiences. 

 

It could be as simple as posting a historical photo on Throwback Thursday (TBT)—

that is just 52 photos a year! 

 

Or it could be highlighting a port partnership, such as the Facebook post below about 

the Port of Tacoma and the Gig Harbor History Museum. 

                                    
 

YouTube 

Posts on YouTube can range from a full historical video highlighting a port milestone 

(such as the Port of Olympia’s post below), or as simple as 60-second interview 

(done with an iPhone) featuring a port retiree talking about a key moment in your 

port’s history. 
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Wrap-up 

When it comes to sharing your port’s history, there are many, many ways you can do 

it effectively. 

 

Some of the keys to success in sharing your port story include: 

• Having a great inventory of historical port images, milestones, and stories to 

tell.  

 

• Developing a system so all those resources are well organized and 

accessible. NOTE: 50 bonus points if you already have done this! 

 

• Knowing the key port themes you want to highlight. These could include 

economic development and job creation, environmental stewardship, 

community partnerships, and much more. 

 

• Being willing to invest the time, staff, and money to do develop programs and 

products that help you share your port’s history well. 

 

• Making sure your port employees are aware of your port’s history so they can 

help share those stories as well. 

 

• Developing more ways to have FUN sharing your port’s history in interesting 

and entertaining ways—online and in person! 

 

My goal in writing this article was to give you some great ideas on developing a 

comprehensive “game plan” for sharing your port’s history in more effective and 

creative ways than ever before. 

 

Feel free to contact me and let me know if you think I achieved that goal. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Rod Koon worked in communications, public relations, and 

marketing at the Port of Tacoma for 38 years. Since that time, he has written a history 

book about the Port of Tacoma (published by Arcadia Publishing in July 2023. He has 

also done various freelance historical consulting work for a variety of organizations in 

the Puget Sound area. 

If you have questions or comments about this article, feel free to contact Rod Koon 

by email at: rkletitbe@msn.com. You can also contact him if you are interested in 

purchasing a copy of his book. 

mailto:rkletitbe@msn.com
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