
W hen asked to deliver a talk on 
the history of landscape design 
in the Pacific Northwest, I was 

surprised to find myself fumbling a bit with the 
subject matter. Certainly our region is host to 
an abundance of notable—even notorious—
designed landscapes, whether gardens, parks or 
city streets. Within Seattle and its vicinity, sites 
as varied as the Bloedel Reserve, Gas Works 
Park, Kubota Gardens, the Space Needle, our 
well-loved arboretum, and the Fremont Troll 
spring to mind; and casting the geographical net 
more widely returns only a longer, more dis-
jointed list. Yet I was charged with developing a 

tidy 45-minute lecture, one that described the 
historical underpinnings of design in the region 
and how they have influenced contemporary 
work. A laundry list of wildly diverse projects 
couldn’t get me there, and thus I narrowed the 
field of focus to my immediate surroundings: the 
city of Seattle. 

It’s hard not to notice the frantic dismantling 
and rebuilding of the city lately, with changes 
so dramatic and wholesale they rival the early 
20th-century regrades that reshaped some of 
the same neighborhoods. Wistfully, I took stock 
of the new environment materializing around 
me and wondered what aspects of it could be 
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ABOvE: Bird’s-eye view of the city of Seattle, 1878. Library of Congress.  

OppOSitE iNSEt: The installation of the Cedar River pipeline brought water to Seattle and expressed the era’s predilection  
for engineering. Cedar River Pipeline No. 1 under construction, 1900. Seattle Municipal Archives, 7305.

OppOSitE BOttOm: Cutting the Lake Washington Canal, 1913. Seattle Municipal Archives, 6496.
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considered distinctly Northwestern. In other 
words, did any recent projects in Seattle embrace 
its singular genius loci, or spirit of place? And what 
connections could be drawn between early design 
gestures and these current transformations?

A City in Spite of itself 
Rather than simplifying my task, these ques-
tions only inspired more. However, two points 
emerged from the muck with startling clarity. The 
first is that it is pointless to discuss the history of 
landscape design in Seattle without addressing 
engineering, architecture and urban planning: 
The early builders of our urban environment 
made little distinction between these allied 

disciplines, and all of these practices continue 
to shape our aesthetic experience of the city’s 
landscapes. 

The second is that when we think of the city 
of Seattle, we tend not to think of the city—its 
design, its built environment—at all. Instead 
we visualize Seattle’s natural setting of water, 
mountains, and dense evergreen forests and 
how easy it is to escape the city to get to them. 
Of course I am not the first person to note this 
paradox. Most of us probably have, and the idea 
has also been put forth with witty authority by 
writers, travelers and critical observers—such 
as Jonathan Raban, who once accounted for 
Seattle’s urban design in this way:

The truth is that Seattle’s intense proximity to 
nature makes it an unsatisfactory city. Real 
cities supplant nature . . . they tend to flour-
ish best on flat, or flattish, land that denies the 
citizen the chance to compare a cathedral with 
a living  forest, or a skyscraper with a 15,000-
foot mountain—comparisons that are always 
likely to work to the city’s disadvantage. . .

In this 2004 “Seattle Times” op-ed, “Deference 
to nature keeps Seattle from becoming world-
class city,” Raban goes on to observe that cities 
favored by spectacular geography, such as 



Seattle, “don’t bother to work as hard on their 
appearance as places less favored by nature, like 
the muddy ford where London got its start, or 
the salt swamp from which Venice triumphantly 
arose.” And he adds that:

So far as architecture and town planning are 
concerned, Seattle has bothered even less than 
most. What’s crucially wrong with Seattle is that 
it has no real consciousness of its own urbanity. 
It has earned for itself a strange place in urban 
history, as the first big city to which people have 
flocked in order to be closer to nature. 1

These qualities could be seen to pose an 
inherent challenge to any study of the history 
of design in Seattle: How do we discuss urban  
design in a place that will not accept that it is  
urban? How has this persistent perspec-
tive influenced our seminal works of landscape  
design and architecture? How many of those 
works could truly be considered unique to the 
Northwest, reflecting a distinctive regional idiom?

Arguably not many, as the notion of urban 
landscape design that exists in other American 
cities, and that is imagined by most landscape 
architects, does not translate well to Seattle’s 
atmosphere of urban . . . denial. This has left 
us with a number of built projects that simply 
are not genuine because they respond to an 
idea of the city that does not exist here. Yet 

some efforts have been successful, and this 
three-part overview will attempt to illustrate 
why—by teasing out what I believe is a place-
based approach to design, one that has been 
shaped by our identity as a reluctant city.

Along with the usual caveats that accom-
pany short pieces of writing on vast subjects, 
it is important to note that this brief analysis of 
urbanism2 begins during Seattle’s first significant 
population explosion in the 1880s. This is not 
intended to ignore the fact that Seattle has been 
the homeland of many people—in particular the 
Duwamish, the Lake People and the Shilsholes—
for millennia. Interested readers should refer 
to Coll Thrush’s excellent 2007 history, “Native 
Seattle,” for an explanation of the fundamental 
influence of Seattle’s native inhabitants on its 
urban fabric. 

Cut and Fill: the Engineer vs.  
the Landscape Architect
Perched on the edge of “nature,” Seattle was 
marked by early designers intent on moving to 
and through the city’s dramatic environmen-
tal setting in as straight a line as possible. This 
movement was typically motivated by resource 
extraction, especially of lumber—and later, water 
and power—and was propelled by money or the 
promise of money. Seattle’s “designers” have 
been an eclectic lot: Like it or not, the aesthetic 
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OppOSitE: Denny Hill regrade, October 1909. Seattle Municipal Archives, 78094. 

BELOW: Lake Washington Boulevard, 1913. The 1916 lowering of the lake would expose additional shoreline.  
Seattle Municipal Archives, 29545.

scaffold of this city was established by lumber-
men, railroad magnates, entrepreneurs and, 
particularly, engineers—with only a sprinkling of 
landscape architects for good measure. 3

This was a largely pragmatic group that 
endeavored to respond efficiently to a punishing 
landscape of intractable glacier-formed ridges 
and bodies of water, as well as impenetrable 
forests. The result was a series of breathtak-
ing examples of Progressive Era-engineering, 
including the Denny Regrade, the Lake 
Washington Ship Canal and the Ballard Locks.

These were gestures marked by pure utility, 
and they were largely inspired by the vision of 
one man: civil engineer R.H. Thomson. Thomson 
(first hired as the city surveyor) arrived in Seattle 
in 1881, and during his 50-year career—20 years 
of which were spent as city engineer—he would 
convince city leaders and constituents that a 
god-like reworking of Seattle’s topography was 
the only way to alleviate moral and social inequi-
ties and stimulate a lackluster economy.4 The 
regrades—actually 60 distinct projects—began 

in 1898 and lasted nearly 20 years, during which 
time an estimated 50 million cubic yards of land 
were sluiced into the tidelands along the water-
front, using hydraulic techniques that Thomson 
had first seen applied in the California gold 
mines. Notable removals included the 250-foot 
Denny Hill and most of Jackson Hill (between 
First and Beacon hills).

In addition to these superhuman earthworks, 
Thomson also spearheaded the reconfigura-
tion of the hydrology of an entire watershed: The 
Lake Washington Ship Canal, which opened in 
1916, permanently connected lakes Washington 
and Union to salty Puget Sound. This shipping 
corridor had been frequently imagined—and 
even attempted—over the decades. Its realiza-
tion lowered the level of Lake Washington by 
nearly nine feet, marooning the Black River at 
the south end of the lake and otherwise creat-
ing dry land where none had previously existed. 
During this same period, the Duwamish River 
was straightened and armored, and the Cedar 
River re-routed to empty into Lake Washington. 
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Throughout these ambitious projects, the 
prevailing rhetoric consistently framed these 
engineering feats as human actions on behalf 
of nature: These were interventions intended 
to improve nature. Welford Beaton’s 1914 
tome, “The City That Made Itself,” charged 
Seattleites to complete “the work which Nature 
had left undone” so that commerce could “pour 
unhampered [into] its natural channels.”5 This 
sentiment was also poetically expressed by 
proponents of the Ship Canal, who argued that 
its installation would “carry out nature’s outline 
but uncompleted purpose.”6 Significantly, no 
mention is made of civic improvements or a 
desire to enhance Seattle for its inhabitants. 

One voice for a human, civic experience 
of Seattle emerged in the person of John C. 
Olmsted, landscape architect, who first arrived 
here in May 1903. Often overshadowed by the 
legacy of his stepfather and uncle, Frederick 
Law Olmsted, John C. Olmsted was nonetheless 
instrumental in creating, with his stepbrother, 
what would become a nationally recognized 
and enduring brand of park and green-space 

planning. Though he left a profound and positive 
stamp on the city, Olmsted’s experience in 
Seattle could best be described as frustrated, and 
it illustrates just how entrenched the utilitarian 
approach to city building had become. 

Olmsted and Thomson famously—and 
allegorically—butted heads: the artist versus 
the engineer, the refined and delicate easterner 
versus the rough-and-ready western emigrant. 
But Matthew Klingle, in his seminal environ-
mental history, “Emerald City,” points out that 
despite these superficial differences, Olmsted 
and Thomson shared a belief in rationalizing—
or organizing and thereby “improving”—nature 
to serve human needs.7 Olmsted encountered 
roadblocks when he argued for this rationaliza-
tion on purely civic or moral grounds. He met 
success, however, when his interventions could 
be carried on the shoulders of infrastruc-
tural projects, including roadways and sewer 
networks. The classic example is the Olmsted 
boulevard system, originally intended to link all 
corners of the city and its constellation of parks 
by tree-lined scenic boulevards. 

Olmsted proposed beginning the circuit in 
the southeast section of the city at present-day 

ABOvE: Interlaken Boulevard, seen here in 1910, was part of the 1903 Olmsted boulevard plan. Seattle Municipal Archives, 29370. 

iNSEt: The donation of Schmitz Park to the city, beginning in 1908, coincided with an increasing awareness of the importance of 
integrated parkland. This 1910 photo illustrates the park’s  growing popularity among West Seattle residents.  

Seattle Municipal Archives, 30259.
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ABOvE: Green Lake as it appeared in 1900, before lowering. Seattle Municipal Archives, 29248. 

iNSEt: The 1911 lowering of Green Lake afforded additional space for recreation,  
as seen in this 1936 photo. Seattle Municipal Archives, 10562.

Seward Park and continuing northwest to 
present-day Discovery Park. The 20-mile 
parkway would follow the western shore of 
Lake Washington, traverse the Washington 
Park Arboretum (also designed by the Olmsted 
Brothers firm), cross the Montlake Cut, thence 
to Ravenna Park, continue around the north end 
of Green Lake, then finally wind south again and 
west toward Magnolia. The plan also included 
a boulevard around the crown of Queen Anne 
Hill. The citywide loop would be completed with 
a drive along Alki in West Seattle, as well as with 
a parkway through the Duwamish River Valley 
(which was never built).

Work and play: Layering infrastructure  
and Recreation
The 1903 boulevard and parks plan emerged in 
an atmosphere that questioned whether Seattle 
needed to plan for scenic beauty within the city 
itself. The predominant viewpoint was that it 
would be superfluous, with so much naturally 
scenic beauty close at hand (again reflecting the 
city’s deep-seated reluctance to accept urban-
ism). However this outlook had begun to change, 

and interest in transforming Seattle into a “park 
city”—primarily to attract investment—was on 
the rise. 8

Ultimately the advent of the automobile 
(and its attendant infrastructure) was a primary 
motivating factor. Olmsted accepted the car as a 
necessary evil and embraced the design challenge 
of crafting moving scenic portraits that honored 
the existing topography, much to the annoy-
ance of Thomson, whose philosophy of roadway 
design demanded the most direct route with a 
minimal change in grade. 9

Yet in advocating for his boulevard system, 
Olmsted capitalized heavily on the aftermath of 
Thomson-style engineering: Landowners along 
a newly lowered Lake Washington could be 
convinced to support a new parkway in the face 
of losing what used to be their shoreline to other 
types of development. Olmsted also appealed to a 
deeply ingrained Seattle interest in making money, 
arguing for the beneficial impact of parklands and 
boulevards on adjacent real estate values. 

Indeed, the most successful civic projects 
from this era occurred when the objectives 
of the engineer, and those of the landscape 
architect, aligned: Green Lake is a perfect illus-
tration.10 Here Thomson’s desire to install a 



sewer extension meshed quite seamlessly with 
Olmsted’s interest in circling the lake with 
beaches and cycling paths. The real estate needed 
for both projects was created in 1911, when the 
lake was lowered by seven feet. Although the 
lowering caused significant ecological damage—
including the loss of the lake’s historical outflow 
into Ravenna Creek, essentially resulting in a 
stagnant body of water—Green Lake is still one 
Seattle’s most successful urban spaces. 

In particular, Green Lake’s layering of recre-
ational and infrastructural uses—its identity as 
a civic amenity that responds to its site while 
fulfilling utilitarian demands—begins to suggest 

an indigenous approach to landscape design in 
this city that would not appear again for many 
decades. m

This article was adapted from a lecture delivered to the 
Washington Chapter of the Association of Professional 
Landscape Designers, June 1, 2015. Part 2 will appear 
in our summer 2016 issue and look at the contribu-
tions of mid-20th-century Northwest Modernism  to 
the design of Seattle’s landscape. 

Betsy Anderson is a Seattle-based landscape 
architect for the National Park Service. She is 
also a member of the “Bulletin” Editorial Board.
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