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FIG. 4-1  The Pantages Theater opened as a vaudeville theater in 1918 but eventually fell into disuse. This anchor of North 

Downtown’s Theater District was renovated in 1983 and continues to function as a venue for live theater and music.
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The built environment of North Downtown tells the story of the circumstances that brought the city 
into being. As the historic civic center of Tacoma, North Downtown contains two historic districts as 

iconic structures have been lost or threatened in recent years due to lack of maintenance. The newly 

discussed in this chapter, seek to prevent further loss of historic character.

HISTORIC
RESOURCES

04

BACKGROUND

In 1873, Tacoma was selected as the western terminus 

deep-water harbor. This decision would prove to be the 

catalyst that transformed Tacoma from a small milling 

village into a booming port of industry and commerce 

by the turn of the century.

followed in 1887 with the opening of the Stampede Pass 

tunnel through the Cascades. The arrival of the railroad 

spurred the city’s rapid development during the next 

several decades, earning Tacoma the nickname “City 

present-day downtown - with the arrival of rail and the 

development of related waterfront industry.

As industry was dependent on access to the shoreline 

and Port (a Public Port was established by vote in 1918), 

the Thea Foss and Wheeler Osgood Waterways. During 

this era, uses in Downtown Tacoma included mills, grain 

terminals, and a mile of warehouses and wharves that 

lined the Foss Waterway and loaded their products onto 

the late 19th-century boom that transformed Tacoma 

from a small village to a thriving center of commerce. 

The 1870s and 1880s were characterized by wood-

frame commercial buildings, false fronts, and wooden 

and 1885 destroyed much of downtown Tacoma’s early 

more resilient building materials. Commercial brick 

and stone buildings appeared by the 1890s along with 
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industrial warehouses to serve the growing network of 

rail corridors. Old City Hall (1893), designed to house 

surrounding commercial business district began to 

had two streetcar lines that were constructed in 1888 

extensive rail transit system. The horse-drawn vehicles 

were immensely popular from the start, and more 

lines were built, extending into surrounding Tacoma 

neighborhoods.

125 miles of streetcar tracks – most of which were 

also had a simple cable car loop running between South 

King Jr. Way, and ‘A’ Street that integrated trolley lines at 

Several of the historic streetcar routes traversed the 

North Downtown Subarea and connected it with centers 

of development beyond downtown via the McKinley 

others.

During the 1910s and 20s, cars and trucks became 

expanded away from the core areas served by the 

streetcars to buses, and the downtown streetcar tracks  

FIG. 4-2  An 1892 survey of downtown Tacoma shows the 

first rail lines and early patterns of urban settlement.

FIG. 4-3  Tacoma’s first car dealership, circa 1906, on Pacific 

Avenue. By this time, Tacoma’s population was estimated at 

55,000 - about half of Seattle’s - and was growing fast.
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The 1960s and 70s saw a lack of investment in 

in downtown were lost to a 1965 earthquake and the 

‘urban renewal’ movement that followed.

North Downtown’s Old City Hall Historic District, which 

Places; and its Stadium/Seminary Historic District, which 

City Hall and other historic structures within and 

maintenance and are in danger of being lost. The 2009 

due to neglect caused an outcry within the Tacoma 

future losses of character buildings. In 2013, a Historic 

Property Maintenanace Code was adopted to prevent 

gives the City the ability to enforce repairs and assess 

historic structures.

FIG. 4-4  This postcard, circa 1908, features a historic 

Tacoma slogan that communicates civic pride in the City’s 

turn-of-the-century business and industry boom.

FIG. 4-5  This 1907 image, entitled “Gateway to Tacoma,” 

depicts the city’s image of itself as a rapidly growing center 

of commerce.  The Northern Pacific Headquarters and City 

Hall flank Pacific Avenue leading into downtown.

FIG. 4-6  The original Northern Pacific Railroad passenger 

station was constructed at 1701 Commerce Street in 1883. It 

was demolished and replaced with the Union Depot in 1909.
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FIG. 4-7  NORTH DOWNTOWN HISTORIC STRUCTURES AND DISTRICTS
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Designated Historic Districts

Established in 1977, the Old City Hall Historic Special 

of handsome brick and stone buildings to house 

Downtown served as Tacoma’s center of commerce, 

government and entertainment from the mid-1800s 

structures that comprise the historic district were built 

between 1886 and 1925.

The District includes some of the City’s most 

architecturally important buildings, such as Old City Hall 

and Winthrop (1925) Hotels anchor the character 

mixed-use area.  A full building inventory is available 

online.1

FIG. 4-8  An 1893 view of Streetcar #27, operated by the 

Tacoma Railway and Motor Company. Streetcars served the 

residential areas that began to develop beyond the city core.

FIG. 4-9  This circa 1893 view of Pacific Avenue depicts shifts in 

transportation technology: a horse-and buggy sits on the right 

hand side of the street while a streetcar travels on the left.

FIG. 4-10  In 1939, buses operated by Tacoma Railway and 

Power Company replaced streetcars (view of Pacific Avenue 

and 11th Street).
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Stadium Seminary Historic District

The Stadium Seminary Historic District, which contains 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries, was listed on the 

chose to build their homes. The historic district is 

neighborhood of quiet, tree-lined avenues.

of Historic Places, so changes to buildings within 

Tacoma’s Stadium High School was originally designed 

as a resort hotel in the style of a French chateau for the 

used as a temporary storage facility but was eventually 

and it was reconstructed for use as a school, opening in 

1906 as Tacoma High School. The structure has served 

reduced to approximately half in the 1970s due to the 

inability of the slopes to support the original structure.

The Annie Wright Seminary, a private school for girls, 

style structure at 611 Division Ave. The school was 

FIG. 4-11  The Annie Wright Seminary was originally 

housed in this Queen Anne-styled structure at 611 Division 

Avenue (photo ca. 1886). The building was demolished 

when the Seminary relocated in 1924.

FIG. 4-12  A 1909 construction photo of Stadium Bowl. 

Stadium High School (then known as Tacoma High School) 

is visible in the background.

FIG. 4-13  An aerial photo taken in 1968 showing a portion 

of the Stadium District overlooking Commencement Bay. 

Stadium High School and Stadium Bowl appear on the left.
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Successful from the start, it eventually outgrew its 

to 827 Tacoma Avenue, where it remains today. The 

original building was demolished.

Historic Resources in Other Areas of North Downtown

Theater District

Theater District is comprised by an assemblage of 

theaters and performing arts venues that have long 

contributed to the character and culture of North 

Downtown. This mixed-use district, which is located along 

9th Street (between Market and Commerce Streets) 

of entertainment and the arts within the City of Tacoma.

as the more modern Theatre on the Square (1993). 

Theatre on the Square parks, are home to Tacoma’s 

Tacoma Opera, Tacoma Philharmonic, Tacoma City 

helped to make the Theater District more accessible 

and welcoming to both residents and tourists. The 

has worked to promote the development of community 

and Historic Photo Mural, and Opera Alley.

FIG. 4-14  Tacoma’s “Theater Row,” circa 1930 included the 

Rialto, Broadway and Orpheum (now Pantages) Theaters. 

FIG. 4-15  The Greek-style Temple Theater was constructed 

in 1927 to serve as both a Masonic temple and a theater.

FIG. 4-16  The corner of Broadway and South 9th Street in 

1927. The Broadway Theater (left) was lost to a fire in 1963.
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Wright Park and Seymour Conservatory

Wright donated a 20-acre parcel of land to the on the 

10 city blocks bounded by Division and Sixth Avenues 

an arboretum within a heavily-developed urban context 

well as a loop trail, bowling lawn and bocce ball green. 

Wright Park has largely maintained its original character 

English parks.

Tacoma’s Metropolitan Parks District, donated the 

from around the world, is made of more than 3,000 

panes of glass and features a twelve-sided central 

dome. It is listed on the City of Tacoma, Washington 

Wright Park and the Seymour Conservatory were 

Wright Park Master Plan was created to guide the 

A series of subsequent park improvements took place 

between 2006 and 2011, including safety and security 

performance area. This work was funded by the 2005 

Firemen’s Park & Totem Pole

Fireman’s Park, a wedge-shaped open space perched 

above Schuster Parkway between South 7th and 9th 

FIG. 4-17  A circa 1891 view of homes overlooking Wright 

Park. The “dancing maidens” statues that flank the Division 

Street entrance to the park are pictured in the foreground.

FIG. 4-18  Two women traverse the bridge over Wright 

Park’s Bird Lake circa 1910, enjoying a respite from rapidly 

urbanizing downtown Tacoma.

FIG. 4-19  A 1968 aerial view over the Stadium District and 

North Downtown. Wright Park is in the foreground.
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unique view of the sun rising from the center of Mt. 

Puyallup Tribe as a sacred site. A city park was created 

The park’s landmark totem pole, carved by Alaskan 

located at South 10th and A Streets and was later 

relocated to Fireman’s Park at South 9th and A Streets. 

in early 2013 that it had become structurally weak as 

approved a plan to install a steel support system next 

to the pole to lend it needed support as temporary 

of the pole remains undetermined.

The Thea Foss Waterway and Shoreline 

Thea Foss Waterway. The work was largely completed 

by 1905. The Waterway is named for Thea Foss, who 

During this era, the Waterway developed into a thriving 

industrial center populated with sawmills, cedar shingle 

mills, boat yards, wharves, granaries and warehouses. 

processing plants were established.  

by the railroads. Access to the eastern shoreline 

Act in 1887 that allowed the sale of the allotments 

to port development. Approximately one third of the 

voted to create a publicly-owned port district in 1918. 

FIG. 4-20  A 1926 photo of the 103-foot Tacoma Totem Pole, 

one of the City’s early landmarks, was originally located 

beside the Tacoma Hotel before its move to Firemen’s Park 

in 1953.

FIG. 4-21  View looking south along the Northern Pacific 

Railroad track and Commencement Bay, circa 1885. The 

Northern Pacific wharf, pictured here, lay below present-

day Stadium Way.
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replacing the original 11th Street bridge that was built 

in the 1890s.  The bridge allowed workers to get back 

and forth between their homes in Tacoma and the port-

industrial area.  The bridge was recently renovated, and 

it reopened to celebrate its centennial in the Spring of 

2013.  

the EPA designated a Superfund site that included 

conducted through 2006.

The Foss Waterway Development Authority (FWDA) 

was established in 1996 and is currently overseeing 

a redevelopment plan for the Waterway. Completed 

the Museum of Modern Art of Tacoma, a pedestrian 

bridge was designed to enable larger ships to access 

the Foss Waterway and served as the only non-rail 

many years. Two streetcar lines were integrated into 

the bridge design but were later removed. In the 1950s, 

the bridge was acquired by the Washington State 

route. 

of Historic Places, and it was renamed to honor local 

historial and bridge tender Murray Morgan in 1997. In 

FIG. 4-22  This 1966 aerial view shows the Northern Pacific 

Railroad tracks on the edge of Commencement Bay before 

the construction of Schuster Parkway in 1976. The Sperry 

Flour grain elevators were torn down in 1973.

FIG. 4-23  A 1965 aerial view of the north end of downtown 

Tacoma. The Thea Foss Waterway, the industrial Tideflats 

area and the Murray Morgan Bridge are visible on the right.
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2007, the bridge was deemed unsafe, and ownership 

was transferred to the City of Tacoma in 2009. 

structural repairs, a new drainage system and the 

conversion of two automobile lanes to lanes for bicycles 

and pedestrians.

the University of Washington and Tacoma Culture. 

FIG. 4-24  The 11th Street Bridge (later named the Murray 

Morgan Bridge to honor the local historian) opened on 

February 15, 1913. The 2,100 foot steel bridge connected 

the Tideflats to the downtown business district and allowed 

larger ships to traverse the city waterway. 

FIG. 4-25  A 1939 view looking down 11th Street toward 

the Murray Morgan Bridge (11th St. Bridge). Taken the 

year after the 11th Street cable car went out of service, this 

image shows one of the new replacement buses driving up 

the hill.



110    CITY OF TACOMA  NORTH DOWNTOWN SUBAREA PLAN DRAFT

volunteer commission made up of Tacoma residents 

and professionals appointed by the City Council. The 

changes to registered landmarks and buildings within 

In Tacoma, buildings on the historic register and 

buildings within Historic Districts must complete a 

design review approval process prior to the start of 

work or issuance of permits. The same design review 

approval.  

The design review process is based upon standard City 

zoning standards that regulate the character of building 

and neighborhoods, including form, massing and scale, 

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the 

Depot/Warehouse Historic District.

The City of Tacoma conducted a series of Community 

of an individual historic property and provide the 

a property is surveyed, the City of Tacoma collects all 

FIG. 4-26  Built in 1892, Old City Hall served as the seat of 

Tacoma’s government for 70 years. Periods of subsequent 

abandonment earned it a place on the WA Trust for Historic 

Preservations’s Most Endangered Properties List in 2011.

FIG. 4-27  Sited at the prominent intersection of St. Helens 

and Broadway, the historic Bostwick Building was originally 

constructed as a hotel.
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digital inventory maintained by Tacoma Culture. 

Numerous buildings in the North Downtown Subarea 

process and are tracked by the City’s Historic 

historic inventory database are maintained by Tacoma 

Culture.2,3 

Cultural Resources 

North Downtown Tacoma has served as an economic 

what is now Tacoma and the surrounding region and 

consider the area to be an important part of their 

culture’s history and heritage.  The Puyallup peoples 

made their villages on the shores Commencement 

delta served as primary sources of food and supplied 

the economic basis for the Puyallup peoples, who were 

to these bodies of water and nearby lands was vital 

source of food. The Western red cedar tree, which grew 

in the forests where the City of Tacoma stands today, 

was used for shelter, clothing, and basketry. 

near the boundaries of the Subarea. It is believed that 

arrived in the area in the 1830s, and the Puyallup 

Creek was signed and the Puyallup tribe was moved 

As a result of the Puyallup peoples’ use of the land near 

of campsites, burial sites, tools, implements, or other 

Foss Waterway and its shoreline have been extensively 

disturbances as well as the loss of archaeological 

of-yet unrecorded archaeological resources when 

redevelopment occurs in these areas. The City has 

established a data-sharing agreement with the State 

in order to ensure that archaeological resources are 

recorded and inventoried.
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Volunteer groups such as Historic Tacoma promote North 

Downtown’s historical character by leading tours of areas 

of historical interest, such as Tacoma’s Historic Schools 

tour, which features Stadium High School. Historic 

the North Downtown Subarea, including the Old City 

several theaters housed in the Subarea’s historic 

RECOMMENDATION HR-X: 

Land Use Code

of this Subarea Plan proposes an expansion of 

in the Downtown Districts within the North Downtown 

the owner of a historic building that removes future 

further details, see 

GOAL HR-X:

HISTORIC RESOURCE CONSERVATION STRATEGIES

achieving North Downtown’s broader goals of growth 

numerous older buildings in the Subarea with historic 

of being lost. This unfortunate scenario is the result 

and making them code-compliant, combined with the 

in North Downtown. Furthermore, some buildings in 

strategies of North Downtown, many of the topics that 

follow are drawn from other chapters of this Subarea 

Plan. In fact, it could be argued that one of the best 

Downtown is economic development, which would 

save neglected historic buildings. As historic buildings 

are renovated and reused, they will contribute to 

RECOMMENDATION HR-X: 

within the North Downtown Subarea. As noted in 

Chapter 2, North Downtown’s varied mix of historic 

and contemporary structures helps to contribute to the 
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The development of the 2013 South Downtown 

in downtown, including all of the North Downtown 

Subarea.  The new code is intended to promote 

numerous City goals, including to “help preserve the 

details, see .

 of this Subarea Plan describes the City’s 

recently adopted update to the land use code that 

standards in the Downtown Districts.  The previous 

likely to have unusual requirements, the departures 

Historic Property Maintenance Code

being brought into compliance as well as for the repair 

the Tacoma Municipal Code. This Historic Property 

Maintenance Code requires owners of historically listed 

gives the City the authority to intervene before historic 

Public Nuisances enforced by the City.

historic districts)

Uses a set of maintenance standards similar 

Structures Code

Abatement procedures already contained in the 

Public Nuisance Code.

neglect, such as temporary limits on future 

demolished as a result of neglect.

Provides authority for the City to enter, as provided 

integrity of a historic building.

The City will also establish a funding source to create 

RECOMMENDATION HR-3: 

RECOMMENDATION HR-4:  Create a funding 
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In order to conserve historic resources, it is necessary 

While many of North Downtown’s buildings are already 

protected, many have yet to be formally recognized.  

Of those that are recognized on a register, many 

registers. In accordance with the goals of the Historic 

Property Maintenance Code, the City needs to create 

an inventory of historic structures to facilitate regular 

resources are directed where they are most needed.

RECOMMENDATION HR-5: 

historic structures within North Downtown including a 

RECOMMENDATION HR-6: 

RECOMMENDATION HR-7:  

historic resources in North Downtown, the City should 

help both developers and the City to overcome the 

property owner for a percentage of the total cost of 

could help to generate ideas and public support.

RECOMMENDATION HR-8:  

CATALYST PROJECTS

to act as catalysts for economic development. The 

on a neighborhood has already been demonstrated in 

of North Downtown’s historic theater buildings.

building became a space for shops, restaurants and private 

declared derelict by City building inspectors in 2010. Old 

City Hall was named to the Washington Trust for Historic 

The building is currently under repair, and although 

some problems, such as the leaking roof, have been 

addressed, it is not yet code-compliant. The current 

2005 with the intent to convert it to condos. However, 
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that plan has not materialized, and the structure has 

been listed for sale or lease.

while maintaining the historic character of the Subarea.

Downtown. The 33,685 sf building was sold to 

McMenamins in 2009. Although the original plans for 

the site called for the development of a mixed-use 

building to accommodate hotel rooms and a restaurant.

but was delayed due to lack of private investment 

partners and the requirement of the developer’s other 

renovated in 2011 and add special character to the site 

that will help to revitalize the surrounding neighborhood.

This full-block, 1908 structure located at 715 South 11th 

in 1976. The City of Tacoma put the building up for sale 

it was purchased for $950,000 by a local developer with 

of classroom space, which has served as an events space 

FIG. 4-28   A 1926 view of the Elks Temple (1916) from 

Commerce Street. The elegant adjacent stairway, dubbed 

“The Spanish Steps,” originally designed to serve as a fire 

escape, is modeled after the Scala di Spagna in Rome. 

FIG. 4-29  An image of the Armory building, circa 1939. 

The Armory was constructed in 1908 to house the National 

Guard. The gothic Pierce County Courthouse seen in the 

background was demolished in 1959 after the current 

County Building was constructed.
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CULTURAL RESOURCE STRATEGIES 

The Environmental Impact Statement associated with 

for area-wide, upfront SEPA approval such that individual 

development proposals are not required to undergo 

North Downtown, the presence of historic buildings and 

The City’s Shoreline Master Program (SMP) provides 

the shoreline areas of the Foss Waterway.  However, 

is reasonable to assume that archeological materials 

To address this uncertainty, this Subarea Plan proposes 

A.



DRAFT  NORTH DOWNTOWN SUBAREA PLAN   CITY OF TACOMA    117



118    CITY OF TACOMA  NORTH DOWNTOWN SUBAREA PLAN DRAFT

Appendix D.

RECOMMENDATION HR-9:  Protect Archaeological 

RECOMMENDATION HR-10: 

Puyallup Tribe concerning the establishment of a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the 

may not cover.  Elements that may be considered for 

needed

City commitment to site monitoring during 

RECOMMENDATION HR-11: 
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