
WELCOME TO  
THE FAMOUS
ALASKA BUILDING

SEAT TLE DOWNTOWN/PIONEER SQUARE

A PASSION FOR HISTORY IN SEAT TLE



WELCOME TO PIONEER SQUARE COURTYARD  

IN THE HISTORICAL ALASKA BUILDING! 

COMPLETED IN 1904, THIS ARCHITECTURAL   

“STATE OF THE ART” BUILDING IS CONSIDERED BY MANY 

TO REPRESENT THE BEGINNING OF THE MODERN DAY 

SEATTLE. AT THE TIME, A 14 STORY STEEL-FRAMED, 

FIREPROOF “SKYSCRAPER”  WAS A FIRST OF ITS KIND. 

IT WAS THE TALLEST BUILDING IN SEATTLE UNTIL THE 

HOGE BUILDING AND 42 STORY SMITH TOWER WERE 

BUILT, HERE IN SEATTLE  IN 1911 AND 1914, RESPECTIVELY. 

THE ALASKA BUILDING CAME TO REPRESENT THE 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE GOLD RUSH IN SEATTLE  

AND WHAT THE CITY’S FUTURE WOULD HOLD.

HERE’S HOW THE BUILDING CAME TO BE.....



THE GREAT  

SEATTLE FIRE  

OF 1889

Before the Alaska Building came to be, much of the 

earliest development of Seattle landscape was erected 

with wood. Because of the easy access to lumber, 

nearly every building was constructed of the affordable, 

but combustible timber. Additionally, because the area 

was at or below sea level, the fledgling town was a 

frequent victim of massive floods, requiring buildings to 

be built on wooden stilts. The town also used hollowed 

out scrap logs propped up on wooden braces as sewer 

and water pipes, increasing the combustible loading.

An accidentally overturned glue pot in a carpentry shop 

started the most destructive fire in the history of Seattle.

Fed by the shop’s timber and an unusually dry summer, 

the blaze erupted and shortly devoured the entire block.  

A nearby liquor store exploded, and the alcohol fueled 

the flames. The fire quickly spread north to the Kenyon 

block and the nearby Madison and Griffith blocks. 

Wooden boardwalks carried the flames across streets  

to ignite other blocks.

A combination of ill-preparedness and unfortunate 

circumstances contributed to the great fire. Seattle’s 

water supply was insufficient in fighting the giant 

inferno. Fire hydrants were sparsely located on every 

other street, usually connected to small pipes. There 

were so many hydrants in use during the fire that the 

water pressure was too weak to fight such a massive 

blaze. Seattle was also operated by a volunteer fire 

department, which was competent, but inadequate  

in extinguishing the fire.

By the morning of June 7, the fire had burned 25 city 

blocks, including the entire business district, four of the 

city’s wharves, and its railroad terminals. The fire would 

be called the most destructive fire in the history of 

Seattle.

A new building ordinance resulted in a downtown of 

brick and stone buildings, rather than wood. In the year 

following the fire Seattle’s population actually grew by 

nearly 20,000 to 40,000 inhabitants from the influx of 

people helping to recreate the city.
As for today.... 

The Seattle Underground is a network of underground passageways and basements 

in downtown Pioneer Square, that were at ground level when the city was built in 

the mid-19th century. After the streets were elevated, these spaces fell into disuse, 

but have become a tourist attraction in recent decades.



THE KLONDIKE GOLD 

RUSH AND A CENTER 

FOR OPPORTUNITY

After surviving a devastating fire and an economic depression, Seattle 

flourished with the Klondike Gold Rush. As a key port city, merchants supplied 

would-be Klondike Kings and Queens on their way to Alaska. Seattle emerged 

as a key economic center in the Pacific Northwest when gold was discovered 

in Alaska. The Klondike Gold Rush drew thousands of people into the city as 

they passed through on their way to the Alaska gold fields. Seattle was titled 

the “Gateway to the North”, acting as a hub for gold seekers and those who 

returned with their new fortunes. The vibrant new growth in the city gave 

people the momentum to start new businesses. The city became the perfect 

spot to invest in a booming economy with an exploding population, newly 

regraded city and the idea to reach new heights along the Seattle skyline. 



THE  

EMERGENCE 

OF THE  

ALASKA 

BUILDING

In 1903, John E. Chilberg, Tafet Lindeberg and many 

others stockholders from the Scandinavian-American 

Bank came to the realization that all the gold seekers 

coming back from Alaska would need a place to hold 

their new riches. 

With the intent to erect a bank, they purchased the land 

on the corner of Second Avenue and Cherry Street. 

Soon after, they were approached by St. Louis developer 

J.C. Marmaduke to see if they would be interested in 

merging construction for the bank into a modern office 

building. An offer was accepted and plans for the Alaska 

Building construction began. Eames & Young, St. Louis 

architects, had construction completed eleven months 

later, welcoming the first 14 story steel-framed Alaska 

Building to the Seattle skyline. Not only was it the tallest 

building in the Northwest, but it touted state of the art 

fireproof construction.

The style and design of the building had people in awe. 

The exterior of the building was a mixture of brick and 

terra cotta panels covering the famous steel frame. 

The lobby had marble covering the walls and ceiling 

framed by intricate crown molding, which can still be 

seen today along with a fourteen story marble staircase. 

Another unique feature of the building includes the 

series of porthole windows along the top floor that 

looked out over Elliott Bay. They provided a view of 

the ship building and rail industries that the gold rush 

encouraged. 

Inside the building, one could find retail shops next to 

the Scandinavian-American Bank housed on the first 

floor, a penthouse housing the Alaska Club and Alaskan 

exhibits on the fourteenth floor and offices on floors 

in between. The bank had vaults located on the first, 

thirteenth, and fourteenth floors to handle all the gold 

they were receiving from people coming back from 

the gold rush in Alaska. Rumor has it that even John 

Nordstrom housed his gold in the bank vaults when he 

returned from Alaska to the city, where he began his first 

shoe store!



THE WORLD FAMOUS 

ALASKA CLUB
The fourteenth floor of the Alaska Building became the headquarters of The Alaska Club, whose objective was to 

promote Alaska and its resources. The Klondike Gold Rush had brought attention to the gold fields but Alaskans were 

now looking for new ways to draw people to Alaska for its other resources and attractions. Seattle offered a central 

arrival and departure point for travelers to and from Alaska. The Alaska Club acted as an information bureau that included 

meeting and reading rooms as well as an exhibit on Alaska and the far North. 

The Club, although trying to promote other advantages of Alaska, arranged to have a large gold nugget embedded in the 

front door of the Alaska Building to attract people to the club, reminding them of Seattle’s northern connection. Sources 

state that the owner of Ye Olde Curiosity Shop, located on the Seattle waterfront, provided the artifacts the club used in 

its exhibit.

The club drew in many members during its years in the Alaska Building but in 1908 they merged with the Arctic Club, a 

social organization of people from Alaska. They kept the name Arctic Club and combined the social and promotional 

aspects of both clubs. In 1914, the club moved its headquarters to the Arctic Building, located on Third Avenue and 

Cherry Street.

After many decades of membership, the Arctic Club disbanded in 1971.

INTO THE PRESENT 

The Alaska Building was occupied by the City of Seattle until 2005 when it was sold to Kauri Investments, whose intent 

was to transform the upper half of the building into condos. Before completion, the building was sold to American Life 

Inc. in 2007, where it was renovated into the Pioneer Square Courtyard by Marriott. 

The hotel opened its doors on June 9, 2010.



Recently refreshed in 2019, the 

Courtyard Downtown/Pioneer 

Square and it’s unparalled staff now 

offer visiting guests upscale rooms 

and suites, plush bedding, state-of-

the-art technology and high-end 

amenities. All while being in the 

heart of all the activities, events  

and attractions that are celebrated  

in this wonderful city. 
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