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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Austin A. Bell Building is a four-story structure of brick with 
terra cotta ornamentation. Both brick and terra cotta are of a dis­ 
tinctive reddish-orange color and the mortar joints are narrow. It 
was designed by Elmer Fisher, the architect who would later create 
many of the buildings in the Pioneer Square District of Seattle. 
Although Fisher's Pioneer Square designs are strongly Richardsonian, 
the Bell Building is less so and has some interesting Gothic features 
as well.

The ground floor served as commercial space and window openings are 
large. Slender cast iron columns frame the recessed doorway. Wooden 
decorative panels appear above the transom of the double doors. A 
single door in an arched entry way at the south end of the building 
face provides entrance to the floors above. Cast iron columns support 
the small arch and a decorative wooden panel also appears above the 
doorway.

Rock faced stone columns on either side of the doorway and store front 
continue for the first story only and then are extended by brick pi­ 
lasters to the full height of the building. The brick pilasters above 
the doorway continue above the fourth story to form a small tower. 
The tower is flat roofed but this may not have been the original form.

Window openings are deeply recessed. Windows occur in sets of three 
above the commercial section of the ground floor and in pairs on either 
side of bordering pilasters. Single windows are placed on each floor 
above the south doorway. All windows on the second floor are tall and 
rectangular; the central group of three windows is separated by cast 
iron columns. The same pattern is repeated on the third and fourth 
floors although flanking openings on the third floor have segmental 
pointed arches and the narrow fourth floor window are fully arched. 
Terra cotta decorations appear above window openings on the second and 
third floors.

A high parapet extends above the fourth floor and it is composed of a 
more coarse brick than is the rest of the facade. The pilasters con­ 
tinue through the parapet and the central pilasters extend above it. 
Between the central pilasters and recessed within a brick equilateral 
arch is a terra cotta wheel window design flanked at the base by terra 
cotta fillets filling out the base of the arch.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Few buildings have such a close connection with their builders as does 
the Bell Building. Dominating other structures in the area, one writer 
has described it as "having the dour, brooding aspect of the unhappy 
man to whom it was a monument".

Austin Americus Bell was the only son of William N. Bell, one of the 
founders of the city of Seattle. The elder Bell's landclaim became 
the community of Belltown, later surrounded and annexed by Seattle. 
Austin, the second male child born in the pioneer village, began his 
life in a log cabin about opposite the site of the building which 
bears his name.

At his father's death in 1887, Austin inherited a portion of the estate 
which continued to increase in value and he became known as a wealthy 
man. His business prospered as well as his home and family life, yet 
he was plagued by feelings of ill health. His father had been ill for 
years prior to his death and his mental condition had deteriorated as 
well. Austin thought he saw signs of his father's sickness in him­ 
self and traveled extensively seeking to restore his health.

In 1889, he was planning the construction of a new brick building — 
the one which now bears his name — on some of his property to replace 
an existing wooden structure. During one spring evening, he took a 
buggy ride with his nephew and discussed his contemplated investment, 
the success of which was virtually assured. The following morning, he 
went to his office and locked the doors behind him. He then drew out 
a revolver and shot himself in the temple. He left a letter to his wife 
telling her that he did not consider life with poor health worth 
living. Mrs. Eva Bell completed the building in her husband's honor, 
placing upon it his name.

The Bell Building is significant also as an example of the work of 
architect Elmer Fisher, who designed many of the structures in the 
Pioneer Square Historic District. Scots-born Fisher studied architec­ 
ture in Massachusetts, practiced in Minnesota and Colorado and designed 
many buildings in Victoria, B.C., before moving to Seattle in 1888. 
He remained in the Seattle area after the major fire of 1889, and is 
credited with the design of some 54 structures as the city rebuilt. 
His extant buildings are this outstanding architect's only monument, 

for virtually no information about the man is now available.
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#8 - Significance 
Bell Apartments

The Bell Building is significant as a structure of post-fire architecture, 
as a monument to a man important in the development of the city and as a 
valuable example of the work of a locally prominent architect.
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