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SUMMARY

The Boulders is a cluster of nine single-family homes built around a hillside garden court located on an infill site ten
minutes from downtown Seattle in the Greenlake neighborhood. Environmentally friendly wool carpeting, Marmoleum
bathroom flooring, and low-VOC paint are intended to enhance the development’s appeal to environmentally informed
buyers. A manmade stream takes advantage of the site’s slope while helping mask traffic noise. With houses
originally priced between $750,000 and $800,000, the project has attracted affluent buyers—a mix of empty nesters,
childless professional couples, and part-time parents.
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GENERAL DESCRIPTION

The Boulders is a cluster of nine single-family homes built around a hillside garden court ten minutes from downtown
Seattle. The houses engage the street and sidewalk at the boundaries of the development. But the plan is also inward
looking, with the intention of fostering a feeling of community around the landscape. The developers sought to exploit
the site’s triangular shape and slope through the creation of sight lines from the street and among the houses.
Landscaping consisting of mature trees, a manmade stream, and namesake boulders are intended to further take
advantage of the site’s geographic features.

Standing four stories high and measuring 1,800 square feet (167 square meters), the cluster of houses brings
single-family construction to a level of density rarely seen in the area—even among cottage-style developments. The
vertical presence of the residences is mitigated by their gabled roofs, dormers, and porches and by the craftsmanship
and visual patterns of their modern rainshield cladding. Sustainable features include the adaptive use of a substantial
driveway and a farmhouse on site, the preservation of nearly 50 trees, and the use of low-VOC and recycled materials
in construction. The strategy for developing the Boulders involved the construction of a water feature that includes a
small stream and a recirculating pool in the landscape.

Located in the Greenlake neighborhood of Seattle, the site is surrounded by single-family homes. It originally 
consisted of two properties, each containing one house that had been upzoned for multifamily housing. In spite of the 
upzoning in a desirable neighborhood, the site had not attracted developers because of its slope and the noise 
emanating from Interstate 5, especially audible at the top of the escarpment. 

THE SITE

The Greenlake neighborhood takes its name from its central feature, Green Lake, which is ringed by a very busy 
jogging and cycling route. The lake is surrounded by a buffer of green and overlooked by commercial, single-family 
residential and mixed-use blocks. Greenlake is a comfortably affluent city neighborhood that took root in the early 
20th century and continues to appreciate in value. This is due in part to its proximity to Lake Union and downtown 
Seattle to the south. Well-used bus stops are located within a block and a half in two directions of the site. 

The Boulders lies on 3.5 acres (1.4 hectares) assembled from two separate parcels on a sloping site. Although it is in 
a predominantly single-family neighborhood, it is zoned for moderate-density multifamily housing. The upper parcel 
contained an early 20th-century farmhouse and a number of trees, and the lower parcel included a rambling brick 
family home with a substantial driveway. The two parcels had originally been joined, supporting a small family 
orchard connected to the farmhouse. Despite the rising values of the surrounding real estate and upzoning to allow 
for multifamily development, the land had not been redeveloped. This was due, in part, to the nearby presence of 
Interstate 5. Dating from the 1960s and cutting through the city just to the upper northeast end of the site, the 
highway produces a constant, low level of noise. 

The oddly shaped site is bounded by streets on three sides and by a property line on the fourth. It is defined by an 
acute angle at the upper extreme and a slope of 15 to 20 percent. A number of the existing trees were healthy, 
desirable, and transplantable. One large healthy pine, in a central location, has become an orienting feature in the 
new landscape. 

DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

The Boulders is the latest in a series of residential projects by local developer William N. Parks, who has previous
experience in the construction business and moved on to experiment as a developer with dense, pedestrian-oriented
residential construction on infill urban sites. In each of his projects, Parks’s overarching goal was to capture a sense
of community typically missing in many single-family neighborhoods and multifamily developments. Parks was
inspired by his experience of living on a houseboat, where he observed the special conditions under which neighborly
interactions occur on a routine basis.

The Boulders is the third of these infill projects for which he teamed up with Johnston Architects, and all are in older 
Seattle neighborhoods just north of the ship canal that divides the city. The first, the Stonewater Townhouses (1999), 
is a four-building, 12-unit development erected around a water court with a pool and landscaped drainage course. In 
an area zoned for apartment blocks, identity is maintained along the street with a series of individualized facades. The 
second project, the Fremont Lofts (2001), consists of eight loft-style, zero-lot-line units in four structures located 
along a woonerf—a street designed for pedestrians that still permits vehicular access—that runs from the street to the
alley.

Before Parks committed to a land purchase for the Boulders, he brought Ray and Mary Johnston of Johnston 
Architects to the site to strategize about design and to field some feasibility issues. The developer and designers 
envisioned a cluster of single-family homes connected by the landscape between them, a landscape with exciting 
features and an appealing circulation system. Early in the investigation of the site, they discussed the possibility of 
incorporating a water feature into the landscape, as they had done with the Stonewater Townhouses project, and they 



consulted with an acoustical engineer about using water to mitigate the aforementioned noise coming from the 
highway. 

One of the earliest design commitments was to save a large, healthy pine tree near the center of the site, and to 
make it a focal feature of the landscape. The team also used the farmhouse, which was in good structural condition, 
as a takeoff point for the building forms. Although the house would be reclad, it set the precedent for gabled roofs 
and dormers in the new structures. A more recently built suburban-style brick rambler at the foot of the sloping site 
would be demolished. However, the path of the driveway that had served its large garage would become the entrance 
serving the houses in the lower half of the site.

Because of the irregular angles in the site’s perimeter, aligning the houses along the straight edges of the assembled
parcel would automatically produce a nonrectilinear relationship between the houses as they face each other across
the inner court. House footprints turn, step in and out, and climb up along the slope with the intention of creating a
pleasing spatial effect.

Before drawing the final footprints of the eight new houses, the design team inventoried the trees on site. With the 
help of Barker Landscape Architects, they gathered data on species and size, deciding which ones would stay in place, 
which would be sacrificed, and which could be dug up, stored during construction, and replanted. Planting design also 
was completed by the Barker firm.

As mentioned earlier, the new 1,800-square-foot (167-square-meter) houses rise four full stories. Each base, which is 
cut into the slope for the new structures, contains a garage and an entry. Kitchen and dining/living areas fill the next 
level, and two bedrooms and an office space are on the upper floors, with a total of two full and two half bathrooms. 
Top floors offer views of the city and mountain ranges around Seattle. Construction is a substantial mix of 
post-and-beam, heavy timbers with conventional stick framing. The indoor character is raw and lodgelike, with 
exposed structure, fireplaces on the second level, and natural ventilation with operable windows. Eco-friendly wool 
carpeting, Marmoleum bathroom flooring, and low-VOC paint are intended to enhance the appeal to environmentally 
conscious buyers.

Beyond the formal vernacular of gables, dormers, and porches, the architect avoided historicism in the envelopes of
the houses. Sunscreens are industrial in character, and cladding is a special Northwest adaptation of modern
European rainscreen design. Clear cedar siding is applied in two different patterns—horizontal and vertical—over
furring strips that separate it from the inner moisture barrier by about 1.5 inches (3.8 centimeters), allowing any
water that penetrates the layer of siding to evaporate. The inner barrier is Vaproshield, a polypropylene membrane
material developed to release trapped vapors as it provides a barrier against outside moisture. The wall system cost
an estimated 50 percent more than conventional wall systems, but provides incremental energy savings and promises
long-term durability and low maintenance.

With the exception of the plantings, the complex landscape was also designed by Johnston Architects. A 125-foot-long
(38-meter-long) recirculating stream begins in a basin near the center of the uphill street edge, and cascades down
beside a stepped walkway. It falls to a pool at the base of a naturalistic group of boulders, just above a concrete
retaining wall and the paved common driveway that serves three houses at the base of the site. Another gurgling
“spring” is isolated near the upper corner of the site, where it screens the aforementioned highway noise. The water
circulation system was designed with the assistance of Seattle-based Turnstone Construction Inc.

Tying into small individual patios and porches, paths and steps meander down the slope, pausing and crossing under 
the canopy of large pine trees. Paved with crushed granite, fitted with handrails, and complemented by places to rest 
on short walls near the tree, the paths give the appearance of a well-trod commons. But the pathways and landscape 
also are a public amenity, intended to bring a sense of community to the neighborhood beyond the boundaries of the 
Boulders. 

Crowning the site at the far upper reaches is a prize 30-foot-high (nine-meter-high) Japanese maple obtained from a 
private college in Seattle and moved to the site. 

FINANCING

Just over 50 percent of the total development cost of $5 million for the Boulders was covered through a conventional
construction loan for $2.7 million from Evergreen Bank. The remaining $2.3 million was covered by private equity and
investor financing through PineRock LLC, Bill Parks’s company for the development of the Boulders.

APPROVALS

Seattle’s design review process is part of the master use permit application that is required for most new commercial,
mixed-use, and multifamily projects. It is set up to make developers accountable to neighbors and the design
guidelines each city neighborhood has agreed upon. Although the zoning designation for the Boulders site did not
meet the threshold for mandatory design review, the development team submitted to the process in order to secure
two departures from code. These departures relaxed requirements for setbacks from the street and also released the
project from individuated open-space requirements.

These goals could have been pursued through an administrative review process that did not include public meetings, 



but the developer elected to engage the neighboring community, holding meetings to explain the project and seek 
comments. Despite the fact that the developer wanted to build single-family homes on a parcel where multifamily 
housing is allowed by code, the project encountered significant neighborhood resistance. This was due to a number of 
factors, including height and preservation of views from above. 

In response, members of the design team visited individual homes with Polaroid cameras, using photographs to 
assure neighbors that the peaked roofs and view corridors would preserve some distant views. This helped mollify 
neighbors, but their skepticism was also balanced by their anticipation of the benefits of the noise-masking water 
feature and public access to the parklike landscape at the center of the plan. 

MARKETING 

Early in the design stages of the project, the developer had consulted with a regional residential real estate analyst in
order to set expectations about the market for the houses at the Boulders. Based on her recommendations, the
market was tested in July 2004, with a grand opening held on Labor Day and advertisements placed in real estate
flyers and the city’s two main daily newspapers.

However, at the time of the grand opening, only one unit was complete and some of the others were only framed. 
Landscaping was in the early stages, and water was not yet in place. The houses were priced from $750,000 to 
$800,000, with the larger farmhouse priced at over $800,000. 

Although the opening generated ample foot traffic, no sales were made until prices had been reduced by more than 
10 percent and the year-end holidays were over. Then all eight units (the developer occupies the ninth) sold within 
weeks during the first months of 2005. 

As mentioned earlier, buyers were an affluent mix of empty nesters, childless professional couples, and part-time 
parents. The village ambience, the environmentally sensitive approach to building, and the super-durable materials 
were important sales points for these demographic groups.

EXPERIENCE GAINED

Because of the inward-looking orientation of the houses in the cluster, residents are very aware of the presence of 
their neighbors. While some buyers initially had concerns about privacy, they generally keep window and views 
unobstructed. They have affirmed that privacy is not a problem, and the security of having neighbors close by is 
appreciated. 

Landscape can be a powerful definer of value. More than one strategy is at work at the Boulders: 

When combined with a slope and irregular angles in the footprints of neighboring houses, the landscape added 
views that overcame the drawbacks and disincentives of this difficult site.
Off-site noise was effectively mitigated by a water feature with a rapidly moving stream. Water also serves as 
a focal feature and visual amenity for the entire development.
It is cost-effective and rewarding to save existing trees, even if they cannot remain on site during 
construction. If carefully removed and preserved off site, they can become an important part of the finished 
landscape.

However, the development team found that the success of a project with a distinctive landscape and building features
cannot depend on presales. At the initial asking price and without experiencing these completed features firsthand,
potential buyers simply did not have enough confidence in the value of the property to commit to the purchase. In
addition to the questionably high price set by the real estate consultant, the Boulders’ failure to precisely meet the
market can be attributed to several factors, including the following:

A flood of new product and listings during the month of opening, including a large condominium complex near 
Greenlake.
Pricing confidence skewed by anticipation of attracting affluent empty nesters. It became apparent that most 
of these same empty nesters did not want to commit to a multilevel home, preferring condominium flats that 
were also on the market at the time.
Insecurity about the investment value of the unusual product. This start reflects mispricing in general and the
doubts of potential buyers for single-family homes—doubts about residences with modest square footage and
parcels of land that are not visually differentiated.

Once the project was entirely complete and price reductions had been made, buyers responded enthusiastically to the 
design and community ambience of the Boulders.



PROJECT DATA

LAND USE INFORMATION

Site area (square feet/square meters): 14,937/1,388
Gross building area (square feet/square meters): 17,463/1,622
Floor/area ratio: 1.18
Number of levels: 4

LAND USE PLAN

Use Square Feet/Square Meters Percentage of Site

Buildings 5,826/541 39

Paved areas (surface parking and roads) 2,987/278 20

Landscaped areas 6,124/569 41

Total 14,937/1,388 100

RESIDENTIAL INFORMATION

Unit
Area (Square Feet/ 
Square Meters)

Number of
Units Built/Sold Sales Price

Three-bedroom 1,752/163 1/1 $699,000

Three-bedroom 1,757/163 1/1 $625,000

Three-bedroom 1,784/166 1/1 $625,000

Three-bedroom 1,785/166 1/1 $631,000

Three-bedroom 1,786/166 1/1 $649,000

Three-bedroom 1,837/171 1/1 $650,000

Three-bedroom 1,865/173 1/1 $675,000

Three-bedroom 1,886/175 1/1 $700,000

Three-bedroom 2,250/209 1/1 $750,000

DEVELOPMENT COST INFORMATION

Site Acquisition Cost: $800,000

Site Improvement Costs: $310,000
Excavation/grading: $50,000
Sewer/water/drainage: $30,000
Paving/curbs/sidewalks: $5,000
Landscaping/irrigation: $25,000
Fees/general conditions: $200,000

Construction Costs: $3,890,000
General construction: $3,500,000
Fees/general conditions: $390,000

Total Development Cost: $5,000,000

FINANCING INFORMATION

Funding Source Amount Percentage of Total

Evergreen Bank: construction loan $2.7 million 53

Private equity and investor financing $2.3 million 46

Total $5 million 100

DEVELOPMENT SCHEDULE

Site purchased: winter 2003
Planning started: winter 2003
Approvals obtained: spring 2003
Construction started: summer 2003
Sales started: spring 2004
Project opened: spring 2004

DRIVING DIRECTIONS

From Seattle-Tacoma International Airport: Merge onto WA-518 heading east for about three miles (4.8 kilometers), then
take a left onto Interstate 5 going north toward Seattle. Stay on Interstate 5 for 15.5 miles (25 kilometers), and then 
take the Ravenna Boulevard exit (exit 170) and turn left onto Ravenna Boulevard. A little less than a half mile (0.8 
kilometer) later, turn right onto Woodlawn Avenue NE. Take a right on Latona Avenue NE and the Boulders is at the 
intersection of NE 75th Street and Latona Avenue. 



Driving time: Approximately 25 minutes in nonpeak traffic.

Clair Enlow, report author
Jason Scully, editor, Development Case Studies
David James Rose, copy editor
Joanne Nanez, online production manager

This Development Case Study is intended as a resource for subscribers in improving the quality of future projects. Data contained
herein were made available by the project's development team and constitute a report on, not an endorsement of, the project by
ULI–the Urban Land Institute.

Copyright © 2006 by ULI–the Urban Land Institute
1025 Thomas Jefferson Street, N.W., Suite 500 West, Washington D.C. 20007-5201



Located ten minutes from downtown Seattle, the Boulders is a cluster of nine single-family homes built around a hillside 
garden court in the Greenlake neighborhood. 



In an effort to exploit the site's triangular shape and slope, the nine houses at the Boulders are situated to maximize 
views for residents and neighbors, while a 125-foot-long (38-meter-long) manmade, recirculating stream cascades down 

the slope, helping screen highway noise.



Although it is not marketed as a green project, the Boulders has many sustainable features, including the reuse of a 
driveway and farmhouse already on the site, the preservation of nearly 50 trees, and the use of recycled and low-VOC 

construction materials.



Crowning the community at its far upper reaches is a prize 30-foot-high (nine-meter-high) Japanese maple obtained from
a private college in Seattle and moved to the site. 



Despite the rising values of the surrounding real estate and upzoning to allow for multifamily development, the land 
remained undeveloped for a long time due in large part to the constant low-level noise from nearby Interstate 5.



The Boulders site plan.
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