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1. INTRODUCTION
Background
This report on the former Tradewell store, a non-contributing building in the Columbia City Historic
District, was undertaken at the request of the property owner. The building is located at 4801 Rainier
Avenue South, on the west side of the street and just north of South Edmunds Street.
The report was developed as part of the review process for a new project. This document provides a brief
description of the building's history and architecture, as well as summarizing the history of the Columbia
City Historic District. Research for this report included collection and review of the City of Seattle's
recently revised National Register nomination of the Historic District, historic photographs and maps,
original drawings on file at DPD, and King County tax records, as well as a site visit to document the
building and its current condition. A bibliography is provided at the end of the report, followed by
historic and contemporary images and tax records.
The report was developed in March-April 2008 by Sonja Sokol Fürész with assistance from Susan Boyle.
Some of the Columbia City context research was carried out in 2007 for a previous report.
2. PROPERTY DATA
Original Name:
Current Name:

Tradewell
Columbia Plaza (1992-present)

Original Use:
Later Use / Present Use:

Retail grocery store
Convenience store / Retail flea market

Current Address:

4801 Rainier Avenue South
Seattle, Washington 98118

Date of Construction:

1957

Tax ID Number:

1703400016

Legal Description:

Lots 1516 to 1520, both inclusive; West half of Lots 1521 to 1525, both
inclusive; All of Lots 1526 to 1535, both inclusive; All in Block 55,
Columbia Supplemental No. 1, according to the Plat thereof, recorded in
Volume 8 of Plats, page 12, in King County, Washington;
together with that portion of Rainier Avenue and 37th Avenue South
vacated by Ordinance Nos. 33601 and 85445 of the City of Seattle lying
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between the North Line of said Lot 1516 and the South Line of said Lot
1520 each produced East;
together with that portion of Edmunds Place (formerly Park Drive) vacated
by Ordinance No. 86469, City of Seattle, from the North Line of Edmunds
Street to the Westerly production of the North Line of Lot 1535, Block 55,
Columbia Supplemental No. 1, according to the Plat thereof, recorded in
Volume 8 of Plats, page 12, in King County, Washington.
Original Designer:
Original Builder:

Welton Becket and Associates, Architects & Engineers, Los Angeles
Richard R. Bradshaw, Structural Engineer
Unknown

Site Area:

75,300 sf / 1.73 acres (King Co. Parcel Viewer)

Building Size:
Original Owner:

18,000 sf (King Co. Parcel Viewer)
Tradewell Stores, Inc.

Present Owner:
Owner's Representative:

Columbia Plaza Development LLC
Keith Maehlum
2025 First Avenue, Suite 700
Seattle, WA 98121

3. HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Overview - Columbia City History
The National Register of Historic Places nomination for the Columbia City Historic District describes
many themes in explaining the significance of this neighborhood commercial area. These include the
early development of Columbia City prior to the 1907 annexation by the City of Seattle; impacts of the
railroad, streetcar, and highway and road systems, primarily along Rainier Avenue South; the cohesive
physical nature of flat-iron and wedge-shaped sites; and historic and older buildings that resulted from the
angled street alignment.
Columbia City was established as a separate, incorporated city in the later 19th century. For much of its
history its residents and businesses were tightly linked, with many of the owners and employees of the
district's shops and companies living nearby in the neighborhood. Economically depressed for several
decades in the 1960s through the 1980s, the neighborhood has improved with renewed investment in
recent decades. This development is due in part to long-time efforts of grassroots organizations, such as
Southeast Effective Development (SEED) and the Rainier Valley Historical Society (RVHS), and also
because of economic incentives, including those brought with local and national historic district
designation. Local entrepreneurs and businesses have had a positive impact in revitalizing the commercial
district, as have local agencies. A Farmers' Market was established in 1998, and the historic Columbia
City Library was expanded and rehabilitated in 2004.
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A Uniquely Diverse Community
Columbia City's early physical development occurred from the 1880s through the 1920s. In more recent
times, the emergence of new residents, including those from immigrant and ethnic groups, has had a
distinct impact in shaping the neighborhood's contemporary cultural character.
Columbia City has a rich ethnic history, based on immigration and demographic changes that began
before World War II. Until that time, like most of Seattle, the area was primarily made up by American
or foreign-born Caucasian residents. In ca. 1900, over 50% of the residents of Columbia City were
foreign-born, primarily from European countries and Canada. Presently the area identified by Census
Tract 103 (which includes Columbia City and parts of the Hillman neighborhood to the south) is home
to many African, African-American, Asian, and Asian-American people, in addition to Caucasians. The
ethnic history of the neighborhood dates from more recent decades, and has helped create new traditions.
Columbia City's diversity is part of what makes it a unique, inner-city neighborhood.
In 1940 there were 10-14% foreign-born white residents in Census Tract 103. This percentage was
slightly less than the city total of 16.2%. At that time there were 14,201 non-Caucasians living in the
city. Seattle's foreign-born residents were primarily Canadians, Norwegians, Swedes, English and Welsh,
Germans, Italians, Japanese, Scots, Russians, and Irish. These nationalities had 2,000 to 12,500 residents
each (Schmid, Charts 29 and 45, p. 102 and 130). The largest minority racial groups in Seattle in 1940
were identified as Filipino, "Negro," Indian, Japanese, and Chinese. Analysis of census data from 1940
indicated that most ethnic minorities in Seattle lived far north of Columbia City, in what are presently
known as the International and Central Districts (Schmid, p. 131-137 and 141-149).
Significant numbers of African Americans migrated to Seattle during World War II to take up
employment in wartime industries. They initially settled in residential zones between Madison and
Jackson Streets near 21st to 23rd Avenues, where early African Americans had originally settled. The new
residents tended to remain there, expanding with population growth to other parts of the Central District
and gradually south of it into neighborhoods along Rainier Avenue South. It appears that the residential
area surrounding the Columbia City commercial district remained primarily white, however, until the
1960s and 1970s. During these decades many Vietnamese, Thai, and Laotian immigrants, displaced by
the Vietnam War, moved into the Rainier Valley area of Columbia City. They were followed by
Ethiopians, Somali, and Eritrean immigrants.
As noted in the City's 2000 analysis of census data (provided by DPD up until 2005), Columbia City is
home to nearly 6,200 people in Tract 103. While many demographic features of the neighborhood -age, gender, and home ownership -- reflect city-wide statistics, it is far more ethnically diverse than the
city as a whole. Racially over 67% of Columbia City residents identify themselves as non-white. The
neighborhood's 31.6% Black or African American and 30.5% Asian are predominant races (vs. 8.4% and
13.1% respectively city-wide), and Hispanic or Latino residents make up 7% of the population vs. the
city-wide figure of 5.3%.
In addition to its unique ethnic make-up, present day Columbia City residents appear to be more familyoriented in comparison to Seattle's general population. The majority live in households (98.4%, similar
to the 95.3% city-wide). Nearly a third of Columbia City households have children less than 18 years of
age, in contrast to the city-wide average of only 17.9%. The average family size is larger also, at 3.5
people vs. the average in Seattle of 2.9 people (Seattle's Official Census site).

4801 Rainier Avenue South
BOLA Architecture + Planning

Historic Review
April 2008, page 4

Early History of the Building and Occupants
The area in which the subject site is located, northwest of the intersection of Rainier Avenue South and
South Edmunds Street and lying to the southeast of Columbia Park, was formerly a small hill. Historic
photographs show it had fairly dense trees around three residences and accessory buildings. The Nichols,
Hart, and Covington families resided in these houses (Columbia City National Register District
Nomination, Section 8, p. 10). In the mid-1950s, the buildings were demolished and the hill regraded to
a relatively flat condition. The subject building, originally a Tradewell grocery store, was constructed in
1957, the first of three mid-century Modern commercial buildings to be constructed in the newly graded
area. The other two buildings, on different tax parcels, were built in 1959.
Tradewell was a Washington state grocery store chain. Some of the architectural drawings for the subject
building note "Tradewell Stores Inc. – Kenmore, Innis Arden, & Columbia City sites," indicating that
the company had a standard design that was used for its store buildings. Records suggest Tradewell
owned the structure until the early 1990s, operating it as a grocery store.
In 1992, the building was sold and has been known since then as Columbia Plaza. It currently operates as
a flea market retail business (according to permit records). The parking lot on the south side of the
building is the site of the weekly Columbia City Farmers' Market.
Welton Becket and Associates, Los Angeles, Original Architect
The title block of the 1957 architectural drawings for the subject building reads in part, "Tradewell Stores
Inc., Seattle Washington; Welton Becket and Associates, Architects and Engineers, Los Angeles." The
following biography of Becket is summarized from the Music Center website (Grimes).
Welton Becket (1902-1969) was born in Seattle and graduated from the University of Washington in
1927 with a BArch degree. By 1933 he had settled in Los Angeles, where he formed a firm with UW
classmate Walter Wurdeman and established Los Angeles architect Charles F. Plummer. Together they
designed the award-winning Pan Pacific Auditorium in 1935, which led to a number of residential
commissions from Hollywood movie stars.
The partnership incorporated as Wurdeman and Becket after Plummer died in 1939, and expanded with
wartime projects and then the post-war construction boom. Focusing on larger commercial projects in
the mid- to late 1940, Wurdeman and Becket used aspects of the Late Moderne and International styles.
Recognized work from that period includes Bullock's Department Store in Pasadena (1944), and
buildings for General Petroleum (1946) and Prudential Insurance (1947) in Los Angeles.
Wurdeman died in 1949, and Becket took over leadership of the company as Welton Becket and
Associates. The firm grew to become one of the largest architectural firms in the country, with offices in
San Francisco, New York, Houston, and Chicago in addition to the Los Angeles headquarters. Welton
Becket and Associates completed numerous projects, among them Los Angeles icons of mid-century
Modernism as the Capitol Records Building (1954-56) and the Cinerama Dome (1963-64), reportedly
the world's first concrete geodesic dome. The firm also designed the Beverly Hilton Hotel (1955),
Memorial Sports Arena (1959), Los Angeles International Airport Theme Building (1962, with Pereira &
Luckman and Paul R. Williams), and the Federal Office Building in Los Angeles (1966, with Paul R.
Williams and A.C. Martin & Associates).
Becket was named as master planner of the UCLA campus in 1948 and served as supervising architect for
the campus until 1968. He was elected a Fellow of the American Institute of Architects in 1952. While
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working with Wurdeman in the 1930s, Becket adopted the philosophy of "total design," encouraging
clients to allow the firm to control all aspects of design including planning, engineering, interior work,
finishes, fixtures, and landscaping. This philosophy guided his firm's approach from then on.
When Becket died in 1969, his son MacDonald Becket took over the firm. It was acquired by Ellerbe
Associates in 1987 and became Ellerbe Becket, Inc., a multidisciplinary design firm that continues today.
4. ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION
The Context and Site
The Tradewell property consists of a roughly L-shaped parcel located on the west side of Rainier Avenue
South, with South Edmunds Street serving as a portion of the southern property line. A separate tax
parcel occupies the "cutout" corner immediately southeast of the subject property, at the northwest corner
of the intersection of Rainier Avenue South and South Edmunds Street. The subject site is 75,300 square
feet, according to King County Parcel Viewer.
The site is separated from the roadbed by a sidewalk and low concrete retaining wall on the northern
portion of the east property line, by a sidewalk on the western portion of the north property line, and by
the adjacent property to the southeast. Immediately north of the subject site is the Hasegawa Professional
Building, a low-scale office building on a narrow lot. Both this building and the bank to the southeast of
the subject property were constructed in 1959. Due north of the Hasegawa Professional Building is the
historic Columbia Branch Library. The southern portion of Columbia Park lies immediately west of the
Tradewell property.
The rectangular Tradewell building is located at the intersection of the L and surrounded by a paved
parking lot. The building is set back approximately 61' from the north property line, an average of
approximately 140' from Rainier Avenue South on the east, approximately 110' from the south property
line, and approximately 38' from the west property line. There is no landscaping on the site, only
hardscape. The paved parking lot is striped to accommodate 93 stalls. Automobile access to the site is
provided from Rainier Avenue South by a curb cut at the north end of the east property line, and from
South Edmunds Street by a curb cut at the west end of the south side of the site.
The Building
The tall, one-story, reinforced concrete structure sits on a concrete foundation and measures 120' (northsouth) by 140' (east-west). Square, reinforced concrete columns within are spaced at 20' centers, for a
total of six and seven bays respectively. The structure features a thin-shell concrete saddleback roof, with
a series of six 20'-wide "barrel vaults" that project beyond the facades to form scalloped canopies at the
east and west ends of the building.
Original drawings show the primary east facade was composed of plate glass panels on metal frames,
which also wrapped around the first bay (20') at the east end of the north and south facades. The second
bay at both the north and south facades was finished with stone veneer and contained a Tradewell sign.
Painted concrete block infill, laid in running bond, formed the remainder of the north and south facades
as well as the west (rear) facade, and continuous strip windows with obscure glazing ran along the upper
portion of those facades.
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A 20'-wide steel canopy projected 26' out from the fifth bay (counting left to right or south to north) on
the primary east facade and intersected with a vertical sign structure. Customer entry and exit doors were
located in the second and fifth bays of the east facade. A loading dock was located on the west facade at
the northwest corner, and another exit and ramp were located at the south end of the west facade.
The original interior of the building was organized as follows, according to original drawings: the
easternmost approximately 100' of the building was the supermarket sales area; a small, 10' by 15' office
was at the north wall near the east end; and the back 40' of the building was the service area,
incorporating meat cutting and packaging, a meat cooler, freezer, storage, bakery storage, produce cooler,
produce cleaning, and reach-in dairy cooler. Tax records indicate original finishes consisted of terrazzo
flooring in the sales area, with concrete and tile flooring in other areas. Interior trim was noted as fir,
with stud and plaster partition walls.
Changes to the Original Building
The former Tradewell store has been subject to changes over time, many of which are visible and some of
which are documented by permit and drawing records at Seattle's Department of Planning and
Development. A number of significant changes are indicated on 1987 alteration drawings for the
Tradewell Market. At that time, the following changes were made:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

Removal of original steel signage tower and sign
Removal of easternmost 38" of original vaulted roof overhang at primary east facade
Installation of a substantial new, metal-frame, vinyl-covered convex awning across primary east
facade and the first bay of north and south facades, which obscures the roofline and glazing at
upper wall portions
Painting of interior and exterior of glazing above 10' height above grade
Removal of original Tradewell signs at second bay, north and south facades; patching wall to be
continuous "river rock" finish
Installation of a cooling tower near the west end of the north facade
Replacement of some obscure ("frosty") glass with clear glass

The following other changes have also been made to the building, according to DPD records:
Date

Description

1973
1981, 1982, 1984
1987
1987
1992
2001
2005

Alter – construct steel platform
Electrical work
Alter – install kitchen and exhaust hood
Signage
Electrical work
Furnace
Interior alterations – change multi-purpose convenience store to retail
(flea market) per plans and occupy

The building presently appears to be in fair to poor condition. Original glazed areas have been infilled or
covered with some type of paneling. The entire south facade is covered with a painted mural. The
original concrete block walls on the north, south, and west facades appear to have been replaced with
board-form concrete.
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Evaluation Comments
This building is a non-contributing structure in the Columbia City Landmark District. It was
constructed in 1957, 20 years after the end of the period of significance for the district. Its original design
appears to be typical for a large supermarket of its time. Neither the building nor its auto-oriented siting
and parking lot is consistent with the early 20th-century character of Columbia City's "main street"
commercial buildings. In addition, the Tradewell building has undergone alterations that significantly
impact its original architectural features.
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6. PHOTOS AND GRAPHICS
Note: Some images in this report have been selected from cited sources and repositories. Many of these are
copyrighted, and are used with strict permission for use in this document only. Copyright holders do not permit
reproduction or reuse for any other purpose. Unless otherwise noted, contemporary photos are by BOLA and date
from March 2008.

Left: A map showing the boundaries of the City of
Seattle Columbia City Historic District. The City
has established design guidelines for preservation and
new buildings in the District. (Seattle Dept. of
Neighborhoods Historic Preservation Program.)
Below: A 2002 aerial view of the property, marked
in red, and surrounding area. (DPD Map Center,
March 2008.)
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A ca. 1907 view looking north on Rainer Avenue South, from South Hudson Street. This photo shows the early
20th century commercial district and electric railway lines. (RVHS, accession no. 93.001.077.)
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Two aerial views of the neighborhood in 1947 (top, looking north; bottom, looking east)
show the subject property when it was still a wooded hill with several residences, south of the
Columbia Branch Library. (RVHS, accession nos. 93.001.343 and 93.001.330.)
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Three views show the
context of the subject
property:
Top: Looking north
along Rainier Avenue
South, Columbia Plaza
is visible at the far left.
The historic Columbia
Branch Library is visible
in the background,
middle of the frame.
Middle: Looking
northwest from the
sidewalk on Rainier
Avenue South, toward
the subject building.
Bottom: Looking
southwest from the
Rainier Avenue South
sidewalk at the
neighboring property to
the north, up toward
the subject building.
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A comparison between the 1958 tax record photo showing the building soon after completion (top, Puget Sound
Regional Archives), and a contemporary view (bottom), demonstrates the impact of alterations that have been made
to the Tradewell property over time. The 1958 view looks northwest at the primary east facade and south facade;
the contemporary view looks southwest at the primary east facade and a portion of the north facade. Note the
original roofline, large expanse of clear glazing on the east facade, and Tradewell signage that were present in the
original design but have been significantly altered or removed.
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Looking northwest, showing an oblique view of the primary east facade and the eastern portion
of the south facade.

Looking southwest along the north facade of the building. Original areas of glazing are now
covered or infilled with panels.
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Looking southeast, showing the rear (west) facade and scalloped roof profile, as well as the
western portion of the north side of the building.

Looking northeast at the south facade, now covered with a painted mural.
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Three details show the damaged southeast corner of the awning (top left), a view
looking north along the primary east facade (top right), and the projecting steel canopy
with original sign tower removed (bottom).
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