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ABSTRACT 
This research project is part of a collaboration of Geography Honors students 
at the University of Washington, in working with our partners, 4Culture and 
King County Metro, to create cultural geographies of King County Metro 
RapidRide D, E, and F lines. My portion is part of the D-Line group, and 
focuses on the struggle between gentrification and historical preservation on 
the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary Way. Using a mixed-methods 
approach, I have separated my research into four parts. First, I analyze the 
zoning split of the block, after which I look more closely into the manifestatios 
of gentrification and the creative class in the businesses along Ballard Avenue. 
Third, I explore the development story of the Ballard Landmark. Finally, I 
examine efforts to preserve the Scandinavian fishing heritage of the Ballard 
Landmark District. 
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Introduction 

When I first started my work on the King Country Metro RapidRide D-Line, I knew I 

wanted to look at Ballard. Being new to Seattle, I had heard so much about it as being a “little 

Scandinavia” that was starting to become to a younger crowd of aging twenty-somethings who 

were ready to settle down and raise a family. I wanted to explore the transition that Ballard has 

made from being a predominantly industrial fishing and sawmilling town to a postindustrial 

neighborhood, much more integrated into Seattle and with a much younger demographic. 

However, in beginning my preliminary research, I began to realize that the story that I was 

interested in was the more recent story of gentrification in Ballard. I wanted to understand why 

this gentrification has occurred and in what ways, as well as who it was affecting. 

Ballard originated as a town independent from Seattle that thrived off the industry of 

sawmilling (Passport to Ballard, 40). The Scandinavian population that so famously dominated 

the town started to arrive in the nineteenth century, many of them from the Midwest looking for 

work (47). The fishing industry in Ballard was in many ways in response to the depression, as 

shipbuilding provided many jobs. Many fishermen had stories similar to that of Arvid Kangas 

who was of Finnish descent, and like many, came to Ballard from Minnesota to find work (2000, 

History Link Essay 5765). The Nordic Heritage Museum Vanishing Generation Project 

conducted interviews with various members of the aging Scandinavian population in Ballard. 

They painted a picture of the town as a bustling industrial community with small businesses 

lining the streets that served the people living there, the joke being “every time they build a new 

tavern…they’d build another church in Ballard,” said Art Pehling, the son of a German shingle 

mill worker (2000, Essay 5758). 
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With this newly acquired background information, I began to ask questions of how 

Ballard has come to be the neighborhood it is today. I set out to begin interviews with current 

Ballard residents, asking about their reasons for moving to Ballard and perceptions of how it has 

changed since they arrived. For one of these interviews, I found myself in the heart of Ballard at 

a newly built multi-family townhouse on an unusually wide street. The couple I interviewed 

informed me that the townhouse they inhabited was quite new – built in January 2007 – and the 

street on which they live was once home to the Ballard streetcar route. The apparent 

juxtaposition between the new developments and the hidden history of the street they lined 

sparked my interest about Ballard’s story of gentrification and possible resistance to this process. 

I decided to begin my search for evidence of gentrification by contacting the Ballard branch of 

the Seattle Department of Planning and Development. I met with three urban planners who 

provided me with a plethora of information about the changes that have happened in Ballard, 

particularly in the last decade. 

When I began my search for gentrification in Ballard, I decided to narrow my focus to 

include the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary Way, home to part of the Ballard Landmark 

District on the Ballard Avenue side and largely dominated by the Ballard Landmark retirement 

home on the Leary Way side. This is a unique slice of Ballard because it has a zoning split down 

the middle of the block that is manifested in the landscape and serves as a microcosm of larger 

issues of cultural and urban geography. Because of this split and Ballard Avenue’s status of 

being a historical landmark district, the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue has developed much 

differently than the Leary Way side. Although developed differently, both sides of the block 

demonstrate evidence of gentrification, manifested through the struggle between a push for the 

development of the neighborhood through gentrification and a desire to maintain the image of 
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being off the mainstream combined with historical preservation on Ballard Avenue. Symbols of 

gentrification in Ballard can be seen largely by the rise of the “creative class” as written by 

Richard Florida. Part of the historical preservation is the desire to maintain the Scandinavian 

“authenticity” in Ballard, an idea that I will challenge in asserting that this Scandinavian 

influence is now a façade to give Ballard a unique dimension. In addition, the development of the 

Ballard Landmark is also a symbol of this gentrification, both in its physical presence and its 

“whole-living” philosophy. 

In order to examine the issues present along the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary 

Way, I have divided my analysis into four parts. First, I discuss the zoning split of the block, 

looking at the particular specifications that make these two zones different and how that has lead 

to a difference in the process of development between the two sides of the block. The second 

section of analysis addresses the Ballard Avenue side in particular, examining the ways in which 

gentrification is present and how it is manifested in the landscape. Thirdly, I examine the 

development of the Ballard Landmark and discuss the differing perspectives of its presence, 

including the developers, the Ballard Landmark itself, and from the perspective of the Ballard 

Landmark District Board. Last, I explore the Scandinavian influence on this block through the 

concept of the façade, identifying how the Scandinavian and historical images are being 

maintained and why. In this section I also discuss the means by which the Department of 

Planning and Development, Department of Neighborhoods, and Ballard Chamber of Commerce 

as well as others involved in Ballard’s growth and survival are struggling to maintain this old 

image of Ballard while simultaneously seeking to promote economic growth in the 

neighborhood. 



 
 

6 

The work that I have done in Ballard is part of a larger analysis of geospatial transitions 

and examination of the built environment along the King Country Metro RapidRide D-Line, to 

be completed in 2012. The D-Line runs from Crown Hill through Ballard along 15th Avenue 

Northwest, and continues South through Interbay, Queen Anne, Uptown, and Downtown. As a 

group, we are examining various transitions and processes along the line, with some of us 

highlighting particular neighborhoods such as Ballard and Interbay, while others view the line as 

more continuous and focus on a particular process throughout the D-Line. With each of us 

focusing on a different type of transition or process such as changes in access to parks or 

searching for the fading voices of the fishing industry, for example, we are able to provide a 

more cohesive representation of the D-Line and the communities it passes through. The diversity 

of our work highlights the great latitude of topics both within cultural geography and the line 

itself. My project focuses on the Ballard commercial district, and my hope is that by providing a 

look at the Ballard Landmark District and the construction of its current identity through 

processes of gentrification and resistance to it, I can, along with the rest of my group, provide 

some insight for the artists of 4Culture to construct a meaningful representation of the D-Line. 

Defining Gentrification 

When discussing issues of gentrification and the struggle between those who promote it 

and those who prevent it, it is important to first examine the current and past geography literature 

to construct a discourse of gentrification. Urban geography describes gentrification as a process 

of urban development in which urban space is restructured, with the result of a formerly lower 

class space becoming occupied by a wealthier class of people (Clark 1988, Lees 2000, Lees 

2008, Smith 1982). Schaffer et al. articulates this by describing gentrification as “the movement 

of middle class families into urban areas causing property values to increase and having [the] 
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secondary effect of driving out poorer families” (1986, p. 347). Although scholars agree that 

gentrification occurs and manifests itself through the displacement of the lower class, there is 

debate on the cause of the process. David Ley argues that gentrification is a process resulting 

from the demand of the gentrifiers, asserting that the drivers of gentrification are the creative 

class of artists, teachers, etc. (1986). In contrast, Neil Smith couples gentrification with uneven 

development and claims that the two processes are “rooted in the capitalist mode of production” 

(1982, p. 139). This approach places gentrification within a broader framework of the economic 

processes of capitalist development and has been accepted by most current scholars. Loretta Lees 

nuances Ley’s and Smith’s arguments by addressing gentrification in the inner city, identifying, 

“the inner city is not an emancipatory space but a combat zone in which capital, embodied by 

middle-class gentrifiers, battles it out, block by block, house by house, to retake the city (2000, p. 

399). My look at gentrification of Ballard combines the ideas of Ley and Smith by seeking out 

evidence of the creative class along Ballard Avenue and looking at the uneven development on 

the opposing sides of the block while also touching on ideas of investment and economic 

speculation as presented by Lees and representatives of the local Ballard government. 

The Ley/Smith debate over the source of gentrification dominated the literature in the 

mid-1980s, but Lees recognizes that the academic writing of gentrification has declined and is 

beginning to be discussed as “urban renaissance” instead, in an effort to “reverse the negative 

image that gentrification has been given by some” (2000, p. 391). It is through this lens of urban 

renaissance that the Ballard Landmark District can be seen as going through a process of 

gentrification. The development of the Landmark District is being framed as urban renaissance to 

create the notion that this development is beneficial to the neighborhood, when in reality it is 

increasing lease rates, making the neighborhood increasingly unaffordable. Although 
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gentrification can be widely seen in Ballard through the construction of large condominiums, it is 

also important to note that the idea of gentrification began as a predominantly residential 

process, but has expanded to restructure inner city land uses (Clark 1988). This way of 

articulating gentrification requires that we examine gentrification not only as a residential 

transformation of landscape, but also as a commercial process of increased lease rates and uses 

of buildings that cater to the new, higher income demographic. 

Methodology 

To examine the gentrification struggle in the Ballard Landmark District, I used a mixed 

methodology to construct a cultural geography of the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary 

Way. I began my research by immersing myself in the history of Ballard with history books and 

a trip to the Nordic Heritage Museum. One book in particular, Passport to Ballard, provided an 

extensive history of Ballard, starting from the late 1800s. The museum helped me narrow my 

research down because I noticed that Ballard was largely being portrayed as a Scandinavian 

industrial town. This led me to reflect on why it may be that this image of Ballard as being 

Scandinavian is being maintained, which led me to ask how and why Ballard has changed 

recently. 

Following a historical background of Ballard, my second method of research was in the 

form of interviews. I started by interviewing residents of Ballard, who gave me valuable insight 

in gaining of sense of the typical “Ballardite,” that is, mainly young couples looking for a place 

to raise a family. I also interviewed several urban planners in the Ballard branch of the Seattle 

Department of Neighborhoods and the Ballard Chamber of Commerce, who were especially 

helpful in giving perspective on the government involvement in the historical preservation of the 

Ballard Landmark District. These urban planners gave a voice to the anti-gentrification struggle 
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in Ballard. I was not able to arrange interviews with any staff of the Ballard Landmark or anyone 

from the real estate company involved with the development of the Landmark. The absence of 

these interviews should not go unnoticed, for it is equally important to consider the reasons these 

interviews were declined as it is to use the information from interviews collected. However, 

although the unwillingness of particular people to interview can be seen as being part of a larger 

framework of issues, it is impossible to prove and should not be confused with the interviews 

being declined as a deliberate means to withhold information. 

Third, I used participant observation by walking along my area of focus in Ballard, 

searching for symbols of gentrification as well as the physical presence (or absence) of 

Scandinavian culture. My observations included many concepts including the types of businesses 

that exist along Ballard Avenue, the architecture present, plaques put in place along Ballard 

Avenue to demonstrate the history of Ballard, as well as a subjective account of the difference in 

atmosphere of the two sides of the block. This participant observation is combined with the 

theories of other geographers to demonstrate processes of gentrification, resistance to it, and the 

presence of a façade. 

My last method involves a combination of archival research and content analysis. I 

examine materials such as the Ballard Landmark brochure, District Board guidelines, zoning 

maps, reverse directories, and classifications of zoning codes to provide evidence for the four 

sections I am arguing. Earl Babbie describes content analysis as “the study of recorded human 

communications,” aimed to beg the question of “who says what, to whom, why, how, and with 

what effect?” (2008, p. 350). Much of the archival research I have conducted provided me with a 

strong base of background information, but I also wanted to conduct content analysis of some of 

these materials to analyze how these issues are being discussed. In my analysis, I will pay 
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specific attention to the latent content of the material, or, “the underlying meaning of 

communications as distinguished from their manifest content” (Babbie, 2008, p. 356). This helps 

me shed light on the differing interests among members of the Ballard community. My main use 

of content analysis is in my discussion of the development debate of the Ballard Landmark. 

This mixed methods approach that this research takes is instrumental in my search to 

reveal the current struggle of gentrification in Ballard. The variety of interviews, archival 

research, geography theory, content analysis and historical background research enables me to 

approach this topic from a variety of angles. Throughout the research process, I was able to turn 

to these methods to immerse myself in Ballard’s story, and I alternated between researching the 

area with reading the relevant academic literature to continue to deepen my learning. This type of 

research journey allowed me to move back and forth between asking questions and seeking out 

the answers to round out my story of gentrification in Ballard. 

Unpacking the Ballard Commercial District 

 Downtown Ballard is a dynamic place filled with various restaurants, cafés, retailers, and 

it is even hosts the Ballard Farmer’s Market every Sunday. Because this unique neighborhood 

has so much to offer, I decided to narrow it down to the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary 

Way to more effectively identify the processes occurring on a smaller scale. This area 

encompasses part of the Ballard Landmark District, a historical district that seeks to preserve 

some of the history that shapes Ballard’s identity. My research serves to unpack this particular 

block in Ballard to reveal some of the issues that are occurring in this small are but may also be 

relevant in the context of Ballard as a whole. 

1. Zoning Split of the Block 
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The 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary Way has a unique zoning split running 

directly through the center of the block, as demonstrated by the yellow rectangle in the map of 

central Ballard created by the Seattle Department of Neighborhoods (Appendix A). My first visit 

to Ballard started with an exploratory walk around this block, starting on the Ballard Avenue side 

and eventually moving to the Leary side. On the southwestern side of the block (the Ballard 

Avenue side) is the Ballard Landmark District (BLD), classified as a Neighborhood Commercial 

2 zone, or NC2 (Ord 122311, 9). This type of zoning is more pedestrian oriented and geared 

towards smaller businesses that serve the neighborhood. Walking on this side of the block, I 

noticed many more pedestrians than cars, and I got the sense that the businesses that lined the 

street were well frequented. Conversely, the Leary Way side of this block is designated a 

Commercial zone (C1), with the intention of “provid[ing] for an auto-oriented, primarily 

retail/service commercial area that serves neighborhoods and the larger community” (Ord 

122311, 13). I noticed less pedestrian traffic, and Leary Way is a much wider street than Ballard 

Avenue, much more convenient for vehicular traffic. This difference in zoning has created a 

difference in the development of the two sides of the block, which manifest an array of issues 

dealing with the struggle between historical preservation and gentrification. In his article, The 

Gentrification of Harlem? Neil Smith defines gentrification as “the movement of middle class 

families into urban areas causing property values to increase and having [the] secondary effect of 

driving out poorer families” (1986, p. 347). Smith also identifies a general shift in thinking about 

gentrification as predominantly residential to identifying processes of gentrification in both the 

residential and commercial aspects of a community. Viewing gentrification in this way, it is 

apparent that the process is prevalent along the 5300 block, although in different forms on the 

Ballard Ave side than the Leary Way side. 
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Ballard is widely known for its history as an industrial fishing and sawmilling town, but 

has recently become an icon of yuppie culture in Seattle. In a group interview with three 

members of the Department of Neighborhoods and Ballard Chamber of Commerce, they 

described Ballard as having passed the phase of being “cool and funky” as it was known in the 

late 1990s/early 2000s, and has now moved on to being “chi-chi” and “yuppie” (Interview 31 

March 2011). They attributed this to an increase in the level of entrepreneurship in the area, as 

more small businesses are opening despite Ballard’s status as having one of the highest 

commercial lease rates. One local Ballard realtor supported this notion in a phone interview by 

identifying that the Landmark District is a very expensive place to have a business – one of the 

most expensive in Ballard’s already high rent area – at $20-$30 per square foot per year (28 

April 2011). This in itself hints at gentrification because it identifies a process of young, urban 

professionals (colloquially referred to as yuppies) moving into Ballard (at least for consumption 

purposes) along with increased lease rates. This pushes others out, not only retailers who cannot 

afford these higher lease rates, but also customers for whom the restaurants and shops have now 

become too expensive to frequent. Loretta Lees supports this by identifying the current process 

of gentrification as, “a cyclical process driven largely, but not completely, by investment flows” 

(2000, p. 398). It becomes clear that it is worthwhile for high-end retailers to invest in opening 

shops in Ballard in spite of the high lease rates, attracting wealthier people into the area, which in 

turn will increase lease rates even higher. 

Because of the difference in zoning, gentrification takes different forms on either side of 

the block. I noticed this when I was beginning to explore the area, looking for symbols of the 

“yuppie” culture in conjunction with gentrification. On the Ballard side it is seen more in the 

type of businesses that line the street, including two sushi restaurants, several clothing shops, 
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beauty salons, a jewelry store, and designer furniture stores. These businesses, although varying 

in function, all share a common theme of luxurious, value-added products. One of the most 

striking names of a business I noticed was a jewelry store called “Filthy Rich Seattle.” The name, 

combined with a fold-up street sign displaying a large diamond ring made it clear that the 

establishment was catering to a very specific clientele. In contrast, the Leary Way side of the 

block lines a much wider street with a higher level of automobile traffic. Although this side of 

the block is sprinkled with a few small businesses such as Leary Records and The Field House, 

the Ballard Landmark, a 146-unit retirement home, largely dominates it. If I had not looked at 

the sign, I could have easily mistaken the Landmark for a large apartment complex with 

vacancies on the ground floor for businesses. 

2. Gentrification and the Creative Class on Ballard Avenue 

The Ballard Avenue side of the 5300 block serves as a manifestation of the commercial 

changes that have occurred in Ballard more than it does residentially. To gain a sense of the 

change in the feel of Ballard, I turned to three urban planners in the Ballard branch of the Seattle 

Department of Neighborhoods and Ballard Chamber of Commerce. As previously touched upon, 

one of the issues they emphasized most was Ballard’s recent transition from “funky” to “chi-

chi,” through a growth in the population of young urban professionals, (colloquially referred to 

as yuppies) and a decrease in the number of those who were “off the mainstream” (Interview 31 

March 2010). In a discussion of what Loretta Lees calls the “new middle class,” she identifies, 

“gentrification is deemed to be a spatial manifestation of these new cultural values” (2000, p. 

396). Using this as a framework, I explored Ballard Avenue, searching for ways in which these 

new values have been manifested in the landscape and built environment, particularly through 

the types of businesses that line the street. To assist me in this, I turned to Richard Florida’s The 
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Rise of the Creative Class, which articulates this new demographic that many give the name 

“yuppies” as a particular class of people – the creative class – described as “a fast growing, 

highly educated, and well-paid segment of the workforce whose efforts cooperate profits and 

economic growth increasingly depend” (3). Searching for evidence and symbols of the creative 

class on Ballard Avenue provides a better understanding of the cultural values of these new 

Ballardites, shedding light on reasons for gentrification while providing additional evidence that 

the gentrification process is indeed occurring. 

To examine the businesses along the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue as representing the 

creative class and as symbols of the larger process of gentrification, it is necessary to address the 

ways in which the businesses achieve this. In an attempt to articulate the manifestation of 

gentrification through the creative class, I have made a table listing all of the establishments on 

this block (Appendix B). Among other things in this table, I include three variables that represent 

symbols of gentrification and an existence of the creative class: price, type of business, and age 

of business. The first two variables serve to examine the current status of businesses along 

Ballard Avenue, hypothesized to be expensive and conducive to the classifications of the creative 

class. In a second table I look further at the previous occupancy of the businesses listed for 2011 

(Appendix C). To demonstrate the changes that Ballard Avenue has undergone in the last ten 

years as well as the ages of the current businesses, I gathered information from reverse 

directories in 2001, 2004, and 2007 to create a fourth variable of what had previously occupied 

these 2011 addresses. The last two variables seek to capture gentrification as a process, by 

looking at how long the businesses have been operating and what they have replaced. If the 

process of gentrification is recent, I expect that most of the establishments are quite new, and 

have replaced less expensive, “off the mainstream” stores and restaurants. 
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Neil Smith argues that as a result of gentrification, downtowns are being “converted into 

bourgeois playgrounds replete with quaint markets, restored townhouses, boutique rows, 

yachting marinas, and Hyatt Regencies” (1982, p. 152). This description captures two main ideas 

– that gentrified spaces are filled with increasingly expensive establishments, and that these 

establishments have particular characteristics that reflect cultural values. These cultural values 

are more fully articulated in Florida’s description of the creative class, but it is also important to 

look at the prices of the businesses along Ballard Avenue as a symbol of gentrification. The 

urban planners I spoke with hinted at gentrification when they described businesses along 

Ballard Avenue as having been replaced by upscale establishments, implying that Ballard’s 

businesses have become more expensive. Because of this, I decided to look at the prices of these 

businesses to determine if they are indeed catering toward this new middle class as reflected in 

higher prices. The prices on the table are gathered from Yelp.com, a popular website for 

reviewing local businesses, characterized by a number of $ denoting how expensive each place 

is. By using Yelp.com as the source of all the prices, I can be sure that I have achieved 

reliability, because every price range determination is characterized by the same criteria (Babbie 

2008). Out of the 15 establishments, I was able to get Yelp price ranges for 13 of them. Out of 

the remaining businesses, only one – Cugini Café – scored $; which is an expected price level for 

a coffee shop. All of the other business had prices of $$ or $$$, with 7 of the former and 5 of the 

latter, and no businesses received $$$$. The average price of all the businesses with price ratings 

was 2.54, approximately halfway between the “moderate” and “pricey” categories. Although 

there was no business deemed “ultra high-end,” the high frequency of moderate/pricey 

establishments provides evidence for an upper-middle class clientele. 
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The second variable of interest in the table is that of business type. In his analysis of the 

creative class, Richard Florida identifies common careers among the creative class including 

technology, entertainment, journalism, finance, high-end manufacturing, and arts, emphasizing a 

value placed on creativity, individuality, difference, and merit (2002). Although difficult to 

identify careers of Ballardites by looking at business types, the values that Florida outlines are 

manifested along Ballard Avenue in the types of businesses that inhabit the spaces. By 

examining the types of businesses along Ballard Avenue, it enables me to better draw 

conclusions about the values of the clientele. For example, two of the restaurants along this 

stretch are sushi restaurants – Moshi Moshi Sushi and Shiku Sushi. Florida identifies the creative 

class as valuing ethnic and cultural diversity, and sushi is a prime example of this, in addition to 

catering towards the creative class ideal of difference. This type of cuisine is also often seen as 

doubling both as food and an art form, as sushi chefs take great care in creating delicious and 

aesthetically pleasing dishes. Because of this, sushi is viewed as having similar values as the 

creative class. Although it captures all four values, it is most conducive to creativity and 

difference. Other examples of creativity in this set of businesses are present in Dish-it-Up! the 

gourmet cooking store, several fashion boutiques, and the furniture stores. Dish-it-Up! is a good 

example of the creative class because it offers cooking classes, which inherently place value on 

individuality and the merit of having created a dish from scratch. The establishments along 

Ballard Avenue have similarities in that they highlight their products’ aesthetic or artistic 

qualities as much as they do their function. The high quality of the product in conjunction with 

its creative quality merits it to be marked at a higher price. Other examples of this are the various 

fashion boutiques and furniture stores along the street that particularly highlight the creative 

class concept of difference. 
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A rapid process such as gentrification will inherently contain the characteristic of having 

new businesses because part of the nature of gentrification is an introduction of new businesses 

and/or residential spaces, as a higher-income demographic move into the neighborhood. Because 

of this, the third variable I used to examine gentrification in Ballard is the age of the businesses. 

Using reverse directories from in the Seattle Public Library, I was able to gather information 

about the ages of most of the businesses on the block and include them in the table below. For 

the two businesses I could not find information regarding their dates of opening, I was able to 

deduce that they opened after 2007 because they were not listed in the 2007 directory of Ballard 

Avenue. As the table shows, most of the businesses along the sample block of Ballard Avenue 

are relatively new, and only two of them (The Starlight Hotel and Camelion Design) are more 

than ten years old. Although it is not clear why the previous businesses closed, it is apparent that 

the current establishments contribute to the hip and trendy feel of Ballard. 

The last variable that looks at gentrification is tied with the variable of the age of the 

business – that is – what the current business is replacing. The reverse directories I used had 

information about the establishments in place before the current businesses opened, and this 

information allows me to get a sense of what types of businesses existed in 2001, 2004, and 

2007. The table shows that only two current businesses were at their current addresses in 2001, 

two more have been around since 2004, and a total of eight businesses had been established by 

2007. One of the most striking changes is the decrease in prevalence of residential addresses over 

the years. It is apparent that there is a general decrease in the frequency of apartments along this 

block, and they seem to have been replaced by mostly retail shops and restaurants. This provides 

even more evidence that suggests a process of gentrification occurring in Ballard, demonstrating 

that people have been pushed out and a shift from residential to commercial has occurred. 



 
 

18 

In addition to the trend of an increasing number of businesses replacing residential 

addresses, there were also two businesses whose disappearance stood out to me. The first was 

Neptune Marine Inc, a fishing supply store that was established in 1996. Although its 

disappearance does not directly symbolize gentrification, it is consistent with the general notion 

that Ballard is moving away from the Scandinavian influence of fishing and logging, and more 

towards an upscale neighborhood. The second business closing I found significant was that of 

Olsen Furniture, a furniture store that closed in 2007 after 73 years of operation in Ballard 

(Schilperoot 2007). In a Ballard Tribune story about the closing of Olsen Furniture, Rebekah 

Schilperoot articulates the owners’ plan to “lease their space out – maybe even to another 

furniture store” which explains the cropping up of Skarbos Furniture at that same address. The 

article identifies Olsen’s Furniture as having been “a ‘symbol’ of Old Ballard, before it was full 

of trendy shops and popular restaurants and bars” (2007). The disappearance of Olsen’s 

Furniture emphasizes the transition into Ballard’s increasingly hip identity, but Schilperoot 

explains that the Olsens still own a significant amount of property on Ballard Avenue and Leary 

Way and consider themselves to be a part of this transition, but they are particular about to whom 

they lease it out. (2007). This demonstrates the push to move Ballard forward, while family 

business owners continue to recognize the importance of preservation. 

Although these observations are consistent with evidence of gentrification and prevalence 

of the creative class, there are limitations to these results. The first issue is that although it 

demonstrates the northeast side of the 5300 block of the Ballard Landmark District as having 

certain characteristics, this cannot be generalized to the rest of the Landmark District, nor can it 

be used to characterize Ballard as a whole. However, this subset of Ballard can be viewed as 

being similar to the rest of the neighborhood, as it can serve as a microcosm of larger issues 
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relevant to all of Ballard. The second limitation comes when looking at the landscape of Ballard 

Avenue, specifically the businesses along the block. Simply identifying that the characteristics of 

the businesses along Ballard Avenue are conducive to certain aspects of gentrification and the 

creative class does not prove that residents of Ballard are members of this group. One can 

speculate that much of the clientele of these businesses are inhabitants of Ballard, but this 

evidence is more reflective of the idea that Ballard businesses and the people who shop there are 

representative of these concepts, it cannot be used to support a hypothesis that the people who 

shop in Ballard live in Ballard. 

3. The Ballard Landmark 

As discussed previously, the different sides of the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and 

Leary Way have developed differently, partly because of the differences in zoning laws on the 

two sides of the block. The preceding section examined various symbols of gentrification on the 

Ballard side of the block as well as manifestations of the creative class as described by Richard 

Florida. In this section, I focus on the Leary Way side, which is largely dominated by the Ballard 

Landmark. This newly developed retirement home is a 146-unit complex that is a topic of much 

debate in Ballard, mainly over its compliance with Ballard Landmark District Board Guidelines. 

In addition to shedding light on the ways in which the development on this retirement home has 

met resistance, I also examine the implications of having such a facility in the heart of Ballard 

and what that means to for the identity of the neighborhood. 

The Ballard Landmark has been in operation for two years, serving as a retirement 

community that provides spacious private apartments and a major selling point of being located 

in the heart of downtown Ballard (www.ballardlandmark.com). Upon visiting the area, my first 

impression was that this building is a classic case of gentrification with a retirement home twist. 
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The building spans a large area, with commercial space on the ground floor and an apartment 

complex up above. In an attempt to look further into the Ballard Landmark and how it presents 

itself, I turned to examining the brochure for the retirement home. Some of the major selling 

points of the Ballard Landmark include organic and farm fresh foods, a “green” property, as well 

as values that emphasize health and wellness through “whole life living” – a philosophy that 

values quality food and exercise. Although the whole life living concept is common among many 

retirement homes, some of the other selling points make this building unique to Ballard. For 

example, the rent rates (varying from $2,400-$5,400 per month) fit right in to the high lease rates 

of the block, which proved to me quite high when I compared it to another retirement home 

downtown (the Hilltop House advertizes a range of $566-$1,402 per month). Also, the brochure 

highlights that in addition to a commitment of sustainability through its status as a “green” 

building, it also addresses preservation by advertizing that a portion of the original brick wall is 

incorporated into the architecture. These values, such as the merit and difference of being a green 

building, for example, are conducive to the prevalence of the creative class in Ballard. Although 

I did not gather specific accounts of why Ballard Landmark residents chose to live there, the 

advertisements seem to indicate that the people who live there choose to do so for the location, 

whether it be that they themselves value Ballard’s ideology and lifestyle or perhaps because they 

have children living there. 

One of the things that makes the Ballard Landmark stand out is its story of development 

and the struggle between the developers and the Ballard Landmark District Board Guidelines. 

These guidelines, in defining the Ballard Landmark District as a historical district, seek to 

“emphasize preservation of historically and architecturally significant elements” (3). Because of 

this, several Ballard Landmark District Board meetings were held to discuss the Ballard 



 
 

21 

Landmark and its place as part of the historical district. The Ballard Landmark was discussed in 

seven separate District Board meetings, many times in the form of project proposals presented by 

David Hewitt of Hewitt Architects. The first proposal was presented on March 24th, 2005, and it 

was not until October 4th, 2007 that the board granted final approval for construction of the 

Ballard Landmark. This process demonstrates the value that district board puts on preservation. 

There were different requirements for the parts of the building that were situated on opposite 

sides of the zoning split, and one particular meeting focused only on the portion of the building 

that would lie within the historic district (Minutes 1 August 2006). This emphasizes the 

differences in development between the two sides of the block, demonstrating that one building 

could have separate requirements for separate zoning areas. One of the main topics of discussion 

was the sheer size of the building. On the first meeting of March 24th, 2005, the minutes read: 

“Linda Day stated that the Board exists to preserve the Landmark District and to 
make sure that changes are compatible with the district. She said that a 65-foot 
building set back 14 feet from the parapet of the showroom would have a 
significant impact on the district and would not be compatible the way it was 
currently designed. David Hewitt said he disagreed, and that it would have a 
positive impact to have it set back.” (4) 
 
This indicates the subjectivity of determining the impacts a building can have on an area, 

but the district guidelines are in place to provide some sort of consistency with these types of 

issues. In a later meeting, they reached a decision to plan for a 40-foot building that terraced 

back and up to 50 feet on the Leary Way side (Minutes 1 December 2005). The main developer 

of the Ballard Landmark, Teutsch Partners, also identified issues with getting the building 

approved, and noted in a the project summary, “challenges of the project included obtaining 

approvals from the Ballard Design Review Board and the Historic Landmarks Board” 

(www.teutsch.com). The project was completed in August 2008 (3.5 years after the initial 

proposal) at a cost of $47,300,000. 
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The Ballard Landmark is a symbol of new development in Ballard that is consistent with 

much of the gentrification and manifestations of the creative class as seen on the Ballard Avenue 

side of the 5300 block. However, the story of the struggle of the development of the retirement 

home also highlights the importance of preservation in the Ballard Landmark District. These two 

qualities of development and preservation are often at odds with each other when it comes to the 

economic development of an area, as will be shown in the next section, in which I explore 

further the struggle to maintain authenticity in Ballard. 

4. Façadism in Ballard: The Struggle to Maintain “Authenticity” 

Richard Florida opens his discussion of the rise of the creative class by arguing that with 

the introduction of the creative class comes economic development, and thus cities with a higher 

“Creativity Index” are winning the economic development race (2002). As Florida points out, 

Seattle ranks #5 among large cities with the highest creativity index, and as I have shown in 

previous sections, Ballard can be considered a contributor to this status. However, as I have also 

argued previously, the introduction of the creative class in Ballard is coupled with symbols of 

gentrification, which, although it can promote economic development in the way of new 

businesses, can also drive others out when lease rates (and consequently, prices) begin to rise. It 

is through this process of gentrification that people like the urban planners I met with see a shift 

in Ballard from “funky” to “chi-chi.” During the interview, there was an apparent struggle 

between the desire to promote economic growth and to maintain Ballard’s more “off the 

mainstream” identity. In addition to this, I began to think about how this transformation has 

manifested itself in the fading Scandinavian influence of Ballard and what this means for 

Ballard’s identity. To discuss this, I decided to examine the efforts to maintain the Ballard 

Landmark District as a historical district, demonstrated in a content analysis of the Ballard 
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Avenue Landmark District Board Guidelines as well as my discussions with the member of the 

Ballard branch of the Department of Neighborhoods. First however, I sought to discuss the idea 

of façade and examine the Scandinavian tradition of Ballard through this lens, after which I 

identify symbols of Scandinavian influence in the built environment of the Ballard Landmark 

District. 

Although academic literature on the theory of the façade is limited, I was first introduced 

to this concept in a class taught by Kim England called the Geography of Cities (Geog 277). In 

this class, along with discussion about gentrification, we examined the forms that this process 

takes place, among these is the process of façadism. In a section of the newly published Seattle 

Geographies, a book compiled by University of Washington Geographers, England discusses 

Belltown’s place in the “urban renewal” of Seattle. (2010, p. 1). Similarly to the Landmark 

District in Ballard, England explains, “Belltown was designed a historic landmark even though 

the renovation involved the often maligned practice of façadism (gutting the interior and only 

retaining the front brick façade)” (2010, p. 4). This is often seen in Ballard as well as Belltown, 

such as is seen with retaining some of the original Wilson Ford showroom when constructing the 

Ballard Landmark, for example (Minutes 24 March 2005). Other examples are largely prevalent 

on the Ballard Avenue side of the block, which, because of its status as a historic district, has 

particular specifications about what can and cannot be built there. 

The district guidelines written by the Ballard Avenue Landmark District Board are a 

nuanced set of specifications to be followed by businesses that reside inside the historical district 

in Ballard. In these guidelines, the District Board conceptualizes Ballard Avenue: 

“Ballard Avenue is one of those few areas that still contains many elements that 
are reminders that Ballard was founded on this site as a small and hopeful 
independent community made up largely of Scandinavian settlers or resettlers” 
(3). 
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This quote is very powerful in that its latent content situates Ballard in a context that 

places great importance on the preservation of Scandinavian culture. The urban planners 

mentioned that the Ballard Landmark District was the only potential historic district in Seattle 

that petitioned to be given status as a historical district instead of being appointed (Interview 31 

March 2011). It is with these foundational values that the Ballard Landmark District Board 

shapes its guidelines with the hope of maintaining some of this Scandinavian heritage. The 

guidelines are organized first with a set of four general guidelines and are as follows: 

1. Scale shall be maintained consistent with the qualities of the continuum of the 
District. 

2. The District shall be pedestrian oriented on the street level. 
3. The self-contained, small-town quality of the District shall be maintained. 
4. The buildings, spaces, historic uses, and historic views, inventoried in the 

National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form for the 
Ballard Avenue Historic District dated 1975 shall be respected and maintained. 

 
These general guidelines are coupled with more specific guidelines that categorize 

structures in order of historic importance and place importance on things such as preserving 

building materials, repairing instead of replacing deterioration, using the gentlest of chemical 

treatments, discouraging parking, regulating signs, height restrictions, and looking at district 

precedents for new construction. All of these specifications are efforts to maintain the Ballard 

Landmark District and can serve to somewhat curb gentrification in the built environment, like it 

did in the case of the Ballard Landmark when the district board pushed to restrict the height of 

the retirement home (Minutes 1 December 2005). However, these guidelines do not dictate the 

types of businesses that can exist in the district and as I have previously discussed, this is where 

much of the gentrification is being manifested. This idea of preserving the historic architecture of 

Ballard can be viewed as a type of façadism because only the exterior is being preserved. 

However, it is important to remember that with gentrification often comes economic 
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development, and it is often difficult to simultaneously promote economic development and 

historic preservation. Also, it is important to note that certain members of the district board have 

individual interests in Ballard. For example, Art Olsen, owner of what used to be Olsen Furniture 

on Ballard Avenue, is a board member that also owns a good deal of property in downtown 

Ballard. Olsen and people like him have dual interests – first to regulate compatibility with the 

guidelines but also to themselves regulate what types of businesses to which they lease their 

property.  

Another way in which the concept of façade is manifested in Ballard is through the 

Scandinavian culture for which the neighborhood is so well renowned. When speaking with the 

urban planners in regards to Ballard’s Scandinavian influence and possibly fading Scandinavian 

heritage, one of them challenged Ballard’s Scandinavian heritage by explaining that the 

neighborhood was never more than 40% of Scandinavian decent, and this was in the very 

beginning days of Ballard’s existence (Interview 31 March 2011). Although still a significant 

proportion of the population, this figure is by no means a majority, and it is perplexing to 

understand why Ballard was so heavily labeled as Scandinavian. My trip to the Nordic Heritage 

Museum painted a vivid picture of Ballard’s previous existence of being a Nordic fishing and 

sawmilling town, but my walks around the Ballard Landmark District confirmed the notion that 

whatever influence was in downtown Ballard in the past is rapidly fading. This was an apparent 

concern for the Ballardites I spoke with, as they had seen many Scandinavian shops and 

restaurants close over the past few years. One staff member of the Department of Neighborhoods 

recognized this by pointing out that Ballard has lost a lot of tradition, but asserted that this loss of 

tradition is not necessarily being mourned by the Scandinavian population, instead more by the 

Ballard population in general (Interview 31 March 2011). This, she explained, was because the 
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Scandinavian fishing background is what makes Ballard unique for many people. All critiques 

aside, façade or not, my observations convey that Ballard’s Scandinavian heritage is one of the 

things that makes it unique and loved by many.  

Conclusion 

Ballard is a dynamic neighborhood, full of drastically different types of people all 

struggling to conceptualize Ballard’s evolving identity. Although originally known for its 

historic status as a Scandinavian town dominated by the fishing and sawmilling industries, my 

research has shown that Ballard has moved away from this image and has many more 

dimensions today. The story I have told is a story of gentrification, the various forms it takes, the 

struggles it evokes, and the conflict it raises in urban development when attempting to develop 

economically while operating within the specifications of a historic district. 

My research journey has taken me to look at a very specific area in Ballard, and because 

of this my findings are not generalizable to Ballard as a whole, but rather serve as a means to 

examine this area as a part of a microcosm of larger issues in Ballard and also more broadly in 

the realm of urban geography. My mixed-methods approach is conducive to this research goal 

because it provides diversity of sources with which to approach issues of gentrification and 

preservation on the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary Way. My findings demonstrate 

differing stories of development on the opposite sides of the block, both commercially and 

residentially, because of the differences is zoning laws. Second, I used the foundations of 

Richard Florida and Loretta Lees to find symbols of gentrification and manifestations of the 

creative class on the Ballard Avenue side of the block. Third, I examined the development of the 

Ballard Landmark as a small case study to demonstrate one particular struggle with gentrification 
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that may be similarly occurring in other areas of Ballard. Lastly, I looked more closely at ideas 

of historical preservation, examining district guidelines and their implications. 

My project is situated within the King Country Metro RapidRide D-Line group, as well 

as in the larger context of the whole Geography 497 class. Each project of the D-Line group 

serves to explore and display a different aspect of the line, and by doing so we are able to 

simultaneously demonstrate the line’s multi-dimensionality and paint a more vivid picture of the 

line as a whole. Ballard is a major neighborhood of the D-Line, and the three projects that 

explore the neighborhood do so in such a way that reveals its different qualities while staying 

interconnected. Sarah Elwood’s photographic landscape analysis project provides a historic and 

visual look at Ballard that serves to deepen our understanding of Ballard’s heritage. My project 

examines symbols of gentrification and resistance to it, which sets the foundation for Courtney 

Lawson’s project in her search for the voices of Ballard fishermen and their responses to the 

threat of the spread of gentrification beyond downtown Ballard. This depth of analysis of Ballard 

achieved by our three projects coupled with Aylan Lee’s look at the Interbay neighborhood and 

Marijke Smith’s examination of park access throughout the line will serve as a repository of 

knowledge for 4Culture in their development of public art along the route. 

Acknowledgements 

 Special thanks to Katharyne Mitchell, advisor and mentor, who was instrumental in 

assisting me in shaping my project and providing guidance along the way. Also, thank you to our 

partners, 4Culture and King County Metro for allowing my classmates and me to collaborate on 

this project for them, and for their advice and suggestions throughout the duration of the project. 

Finally, I would like to thank those who provided additional information and guidance 

throughout my research process: Rob Mattson, Heather McAuliffe, Beth Miller, Sarah 



 
 

28 

Wallingford Blohm, Chris Blohm, Victoria Moors, The Nordic Heritage Museum, and the 

businesses along the 5300 block of Ballard Avenue and Leary Way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

29 

Appendices 

B – Table 1: Current Businesses on 5300 Block of Ballard Avenue 

Address 
(Ballard 
Avenue) 

Business 
Name 

Business Type Notes In Business 
Since 

Price 
Range 

5300 Starlight Hotel Hotel  1993 N/A 
5306 Cugini Café Restaurant Coffee shop/café 2004 $ 
5310 Shiku Sushi Restaurant Sushi After 2007 $$ 
5316 Noble Fir Restaurant 21+ Tavern 2010 $$ 
5320 Dish-it-Up! Retail Gourmet Cooking 

Store 
2004 $$$ 

5324 Moshi Moshi 
Sushi 

Restaurant Sushi 2009 $$ 

5330 Camelion 
Design 

Retail Furniture 1998 $$$ 

5332 Lucca Retail Home Decor 2001 $$$ 
5334 Ballard Home 

Comforts 
Retail Furniture 2001 $$ 

5336 The Palm 
Room 

Retail Gardening/ 
Landscaping 

2001 $$ 

5340 Kula 
Movement  

Health/Wellness Yoga 2010 N/A 

5344 Horseshoe Retail Fashion Boutique 2008 $$$ 
5346 Damsalfly Retail Women’s Clothing 2004 $$ 
5348 Duque Salon Health/Wellness Salon/Spa/Boutique 2007 $$$ 
5354 Skarbos 

Furniture 
Retail Contemporary 

Furniture 
After 2007 $$ 

 
*Prices are estimated from www.yelp.com and are as follows (restaurant price ranges in 
parentheses): 
$ - Cheap (> $10) 
$$ - Moderate ($11-30) 
$$$ - Pricey ($31-60) 
$$$$ - Splurge/Ultra-High End ($61+) 
 
C – Table 2: Previous Occupancies of 2011 Businesses on 5300 Block of Ballard Avenue 

Address (Ballard 
Avenue) 

2001 Occupancy 2004 Occupancy 2007 Occupancy 

5300 Starlight Hotel Starlight Hotel Starlight Hotel 
5306 Two Vices None listed Cugini Café 
5308 Multiple properties None listed Multiple properties 
5310 Esteban Sanchez* Sanchez Esteban Art Divino 
5316 None listed None listed None listed 
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5320 None listed None listed None listed 
5324 None listed None listed None listed 
5330 Neptune Marine Inc. Neptune Marine Inc. Camelion Design 
5332 None listed Lucca Great Finds Lucca Great Finds 
5334 Ballard Tea & Tsrs 

Ballard Home Comforts 
Ballard Home 
Comforts 

Ballard Home 
Comforts 

5336 None listed The Palm Room The Palm Room 
5340 Catherine Englehart* 

The Moving Space 
Catherine Engelhart* 
The Moving Space 

Catherine Englehart 
Forlenza Treya 
Marie Lmt 

5346 Jenny Hoelseher* Bibliophilia 
J & H Services 

Damsalfly 

5348 Apartments* Apartments* Duque Salon 
5354 Olsen Furniture Olsen Furniture Olsen Furniture 
 
*Denotes residential address 
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