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The Public Face of Prosperity




The heightening of the downtown Seattle skyline mirrors the prosperity and expansion of the business core. This change in complexion is most evident along the shoreline of Lake Union, a freshwater passage contained entirely within Seattle’s city limits.




Lake Union was originally formed by the melting of the Vashon Glacier waters and officially named by Seattle pioneer Thomas Mercer in 1854. Mercer correctly forecasted that with effective damming and canals, the eventual union of Lake Washington and Puget Sound could be completed. The Duwamish and Chinook native tribes called the body small waters.




The Boeing Corporation initiated production facilities in 1916. The shoreline for decades remained principally shipyards, wharfs, sawmills and diminutive restaurant and retail outlets. The high technology industry and particularly Amazon has completely altered the commercials emphasis. The chronic Seattle housing shortage has accentuated a similar boom for elevated residential properties.




Staggering and mid-level glass monoliths have continued to proliferate amongst the welcoming neighborhoods of South Lake Union and periphery sections on the eastern and western shores. Proponents of contemporary progress have welcomed the expansion of mixed-use commercial office, retail, hotel accommodations and permanent living spaces. Assuming that the ambitious pace continues, South Lake Union will consolidate its gateway status towards the historic downtown core. In the process, the construction is eliminating generations of low-rise buildings and structural eyesores of modest or no local architectural significance.




The rapid progression has prompted criticism based on the accompanying traffic congestion, skyrocketing leases and parking scarcity. Light rail programs, currently under construction, may alleviate some of these concerns. Many critics have cited that the city of Seattle was never intended nor proactively planned to become a major urban center. The infrastructure to accommodate its growth is being installed on a catch-up basis.




The argument may be valid, but the city planners of Seattle appear fully committed towards growth and elevated expansion. Activist demands for restraint and moderation are generally muffled amidst the momentum of increasing space demands, public hearings, zoning variances, demolition and construction. The nature of aggressive growth does not historically pause.




The Lake Union shoreline has become forever changed. The majority of the completed high-rise buildings featured in this edition are less than twenty years old. Numerous more are anticipated and currently in diverse stages of planning and completion. This edition is intended to document the changes in the present tense beginning from the initial images taken in 2016. Clearly, however, downtown Seattle’s future is oriented towards an increasing vertical expansion.




Two notable shifts in Lake Union have occurred since the beginning of this illustrated directory. In the area of Seattle’s Denny Triangle, larger monolithic retail/office structures have begun towering over the mid-rise Lake Union buildings. These buildings are predominantly residential housing created to suffice the demand of high-tech employees. As these towers arrive to a modestly receptive and changing marketplace, factors including the residual effects following the COVID-19 pandemic and increasing remote employment may alter the demand for commercial office space on a permanent basis.




Amazon has expanded their corporate growth, but in most instances to the detriment of Seattle. Their insatiable demand for office space has shifted to Bellevue where expansive tower complexes are nearing completion. Their absence within Seattle may create a void filled by other high technology tenants. It may also radically influence the eventual vacancy rates in new and existing project developments. The future is seemingly less certain for the Lake Union district than four years ago.
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Google Cloud Campus

620 Boren Avenue N

Four 6-Story and One 12-Story Buildings

Completed: 2019
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Vue Research Center

500-530 Fairview Avenue North

7-Stories, Completed: 2016
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Pontius Building

Commercial Office Complex

425 Pontius Avenue North

4-Stories, Completed: 1982
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Amazon Amelia Building

501 Fairview Avenue North

12-Stories

Completed: 2017
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400 Fairview Avenue North Building

13-Stories

Completed: 2015
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