A history of
4750 University Way Northeast
Seattle, Washington

By Barbara Manning

Chain of Ownership
1899
G. Henry Whitcomb and Abbie E. Whitcomb
1901
Byron A. Howard
1903
Lizzie B. Gilmer
1923
James S. and Jewell F. Holt executor
1923
Donald H. Brazier
1935
Julius J. Eckel, etal.
1945
Myron L. and Esther L. Finrow
1945
Freeman F. and Leta Snyder
1946
David F. Ruff
1946
Benzion Katz
1953
Gayle C. Fisk and Phyliss Fisk
1957
William A. and Clydene J. Garrett
Jack C. and Lillian A. Mulliken
Samuel B. and Barbara A. Morrison
1968
Wakefield Investments
1973
Tom and Senka Pavlinovic
1996
Meng Hui Kok and Siao Ling Tio
2000
Fereydun and Susan Ghoddousi

The First Homeowners
Colonel James Nicholas Gilmer
and
Elizabeth Boadicea (Dixon) Gilmer

The structures gracing 4750 University Way Northeast were as disparate as the two
historical men who lived there. First stood a foursquare-style home owned by James
Nicholas Gilmer, a Confederate colonel. Sixty years later, a mid-century modern
apartment building was built. There, tenant Bruce Lee opened his Jun Fan Gung Fu
Institute, a martial arts studio promoting a movement of self mastery, personal growth,
and harmony. Both men gravitated to the University of Washington neighborhood,
known to be an intellectual and progressive hub.
The land was originally home to the Duwamish, but on September 1, 1899, G. Henry
Whitcomb, his wife, Abbie E. Whitcomb, and James Moore of the Moore Investment
Company, filed a plat map for University Heights Addition. This Addition encompassed
eight blocks, bounded by Northeast 55th Street, Northeast 45th Street, Brooklyn
Avenue, and 15th Avenue Northeast. The blocks were divided into 244 buildable lots
and advertised for $250 each, potentially earning a tidy sum for the three capitalists.
The Addition’s name reflected its value. “Heights” for its touted view of Mt. Rainier, the
Cascades, and the Olympics, but most importantly, ”University” for its proximity to the
newly relocated and expanding University of Washington. The neighborhood was
considered a wholesome place. The University’s Board of Regents supported its 1895
move in part for “Ampler grounds…removed from the excitements and temptations
incidental to city life and its environments.” The area's innocence was bolstered by a
Prohibition law where saloons, or any sale of intoxicating liquors, was forbidden within a
two-mile radius from the university.

Gilmer photograph above and Civil War photograph on cover, ancestry.com.

The Moore Investment Company quickly started building infrastructure for their new
Addition: streets were being graded; cement sidewalks laid; a "splendid water system”
installed; and electric wires strung. An improved streetcar line was one block away from
every lot, and four cents would buy a streetcar ride to downtown Seattle.
Moore’s selling tactics made property buying seem practically risk-free. He offered
purchasers interest-free five-year installment plans, and if a purchaser died before
paying off their property, the deed was given outright to the decedent's family. Land in
the Addition was sure to increase in value, and Moore compared University Heights with
Berkeley, California, where lots were selling for $1,000 to $5,000.
Moore Investment Company advertised heavily in January 1900. “Educators, lawyers,
doctors, merchants and men of all occupations have attested to the wisdom of liberality
of building homes.” The Times elaborated, “There is no more homelike community in all
the state. The very best people are taking up their residence on University Heights. By
the term 'best' is not meant the wealthiest and most aristocratic, but the wholesome
American type, where all are thoroughly respectable, neighborly and industrious.”
University Heights was considered a progressive and educational suburb where
residents were working “energetically and harmoniously to build up an ideal center of
social and intellectual culture, and they avail themselves of every new idea.”
Moore’s hype that January paid off. The Times reported, "crowds of visitors on the
Heights yesterday were larger than ever, and the office of the Moore Investment
Company has been filled all day…” On January 22, 1900, the Times bold headline,
“Best Since 1890,” reported that Moore’s sales “breaks the record since boom days.”
Neighboring lots in University Heights Addition were sold to University of Washington’s
president, Dr. Frank Graves, and to Professor Landes—both men "will run their lawns
together.” Other familiar university names who purchased lots in University Heights
were Frederick Padelford and the university’s future president, Thomas Kane. Edmond
Meany lived just a few blocks away. In all, 17 faculty members called University Heights
their home.
Such was the state of affairs when James and Lizzie Gilmer were looking to move out to
the suburbs in 1903. They weren’t newcomers; the Gilmers had lived in Seattle since
1889 and were considered pioneers. They were actually Southerners at heart. James
Gilmer was born in Montgomery, Alabama, on March 20, 1839. He was the eldest of six
children and grew up on his family’s extensive cotton farm. He graduated from the
Georgia Military Institute in 1859 and joined the Confederate Army in March 1861 where
he was promoted to adjutant general of the 6th Alabama infantry. Lizzie was the second
of 12 children. Her father was a judge, and she was born in Jackson, Mississippi, on
August 4, 1844.
During the height of the Civil War, on April 26, 1864, James and Lizzie were married in
Montgomery. Between 1864 and 1885, they welcomed three daughters and six sons,
including a set of twins.

After the War, James and his father were two of the three proprietors of "Gilmer’s
Warehouse, warehousemen and commission merchants.” The Montgomery Advertiser
elaborated, “[James returned] to Montgomery after the hostilities had ceased to take up
his former occupation as a cotton merchant. In 1879, he was elected captain of the
Montgomery Metropolitan Guards, and when that body of troops was reorganized under
the name of the Montgomery Greys, he was chosen as its first Lieutenant. Under
Governor E. A. O’Neal, he held the office of adjutant general." James Gilmer had
earned the title of colonel; the Advertiser also referred to him as "Jimmie Nick."
In the 1880s, James fought a more personal battle. He sued to reclaim 60 shares of
company stock used as collateral for payment of a debt. In 1887, a jurisdiction
requirement caused James to move his family to Tennessee in order to file an appeal.
Court cases Gilmer v. Morris and Morris v. Gilmer made its way through the court
system with the latter going all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. The stakes were
high; the stock was reportedly worth $300,000. Snippets of James's and his father’s
deposition can be read at https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/129/315/.
James’s battle in court ended just like the Civil War—not in his favor. On January 28,
1889, the Court decided, “The decree is reversed with costs to the appellant in the
Court, and the cause remanded with a direction dismiss the suit without costs in the
court below."
This court decision may have been part of the reason James, Lizzie, and their three
youngest children moved as far away as they could from Alabama to Washington
Territory. They left their home on April 18, 1889 and may have briefly lived in Tacoma
before moving to Seattle the same year as the city’s Great Fire in 1889. James and
Lizzie's three older sons eventually followed their path. According to Washington's 1892
census, all of James’s and Lizzie's children lived in Seattle except for their oldest
daughter.
The Montgomery Advertiser asserted James Gilmer moved to Seattle to engage in the
real estate business, which was probably true; he was commonly listed as a
commission agent or a collector, but in 1890, he was a wharfinger on the HatfieldColman dock. By 1894, James was superintendent of St. Mark’s Episcopal Sunday
School and worked for several years as an agent for the Bureau of Associated
Charities, a clearing house for all of Seattle's charities. The Seattle Post-Intelligencer
described the bureau as an agency that investigated charity cases and worked in
harmony with "the board of friendly visitors, composed of a goodly number of woman,
doing noble service in visiting distressed families and teaching self-help, finding
employment of those who can work, and aiming to cure poverty as well as to relieve
immediate necessities.”
After the turn-of-the-century, James, Lizzie, and most of their children were living on
lower Queen Anne, but around 1902, they moved to Brooklyn, a streetcar suburb by the
University of Washington. According to the Seattle Times, the home’s location was on a
corner just opposite the University of Washington at 1421 E 45th Street. But somehow

this home wasn’t quite right — maybe they were just renting — and on December 12,
1903, James Gilmer applied for a building permit to build a two-story foursquare-style
residence just two blocks north, on Lot 28 in Block 2 of University Heights Addition.
Their new address would be 4750 14th Avenue Northeast and the home was estimated
to cost $2,000. Soon the colonel would meet his new next-door neighbor, a would-be
foe 40 years before; there lived retired Union Lieutenant Asa Townsend Abbott, the
University of Washington's professor of military science and tactics.
In 1909, preparations were in high gear for the June 1st opening of the Alaska-YukonPacific Exposition on the University of Washington campus. Seattle was eager to
impress the world. Throngs of attendees were expected and the Gilmers would have a
front row seat. Two weeks after opening day, a rental ad appeared in the Times: "8room house, furnished or unfurnished; lease till Jan. 1; party leaving city; 7 blocks from
exposition. 4750 14th NE.” Their destination seemed to be peaceful West Seattle. In
1910, James, Lizzie and Merritt were living on Chilberg Avenue, just a block from Puget
Sound.
By at least 1913, James and Lizzie were back at 4750 and keeping busy. James
worked as a collector for his son's real estate firm, Shay Brothers & Gilmer Inc. He also
helped organize the Seattle chapter of Confederate Veterans and was a member of the
Borrowed Time Club, a 70-and-over men's-only club that met just two blocks away. A
letter written by Gilmer in 1913 to the editor of the Montgomery Advertiser offers a
glimpse into the colonel’s mind. His letter supported potential legislation offering
pensions to former slaves:
I have never learned whether it was done or not, but hope ere it be too
late to benefit the few yet living, such an act may be secured. I wish to
furnish the name of a most worthy man, Henry Taylor, now seventy years
old. He served me faithfully those four long years and even two years
afterwards…He frequently had the opportunity and often was urged, so he
told me by his associates to go with them over to the Yanks; his reply was
always that he would never desert me; that his love for me was greater
than any gains he could expect from the Yanks, and would remain with me
to the end which he did. When I last heard of him he was a cook at the Dr.
Watkins Infirmary, located near the old Red Bridge near the Mt. Meigs
Road. I hope he yet lives in health and not in want. I subscribe myself
ever his friend. James N. Gilmer
Colonel James Gilmer was 81-years-old when he passed away on July 16, 1920. Lizzie
moved to Wilburton, a neighborhood in Bellevue, where she passed away in 1926. And
for the beautiful home at 4750, the Gilmer chapter had ended.
The home changed hands many times between 1923 and 1957. Those 34 years saw
drastic changes in the neighborhood.
Fourteenth Avenue, now University Way
(renamed in 1919), was becoming diluted with commercial establishments. One by
one, neighboring homes were razed or transformed. The home at 4750 was a silent

witness to this ever-changing streetscape, its days also on borrowed time. In 1957, an
architect, Samuel G. Morrison, and two contractors, Jack Mulliken and William Garrett,
realized the value of the home's proximity to the university and location within its
business district. The trio purchased the property and planned to develop it into an
apartment building with retail space.
The architect in the trio, Samuel G. Morrison, was born and raised in Spokane,
Washington, and received his Bachelor of Architecture from the University of
Washington in 1940. He put his design career on hold for eight years during WWII
when he served as a lieutenant commander in the U.S. Navy. Finally, in 1948, he
opened his own firm, Samuel G. Morrison & Associates, and designed many midcentury modern commercial buildings, apartment buildings, and homes in the Seattle
metropolitan area. Some of his landmark buildings were the Seattle-First National Bank
in Tukwila at 225 Tukwila Parkway and the Nile Temple Headquarters at the Seattle
Center.
Morrison’s mid-century modern design for the apartment building was printed in the
Seattle Times on August 11, 1957. It was a three-story building that included 18 onebedroom apartments and two ground floor retail spaces, and estimated to cost
$200,000. The Times wrote, “The store front will be of expanded metal of stamped
designs, and glass set in the aluminum. An inside entrance is provided to the
apartments…[and] a roof garden is planned.” Morrison chose a jewelry store and a fine
fur store as potential tenants, curious choices for the student-oriented neighborhood.
The apartment building’s 1957 permit was not located, but construction was finished
around June 1958.
On June 27, 1958, the Times printed the first of several
advertisements in the classifieds for the University Way Apartments: “New building in
business district, near campus. Ready for occupancy now…” In 1959, another
advertisement boasted the apartments offered the “finest of everything at your
fingertips." Furnished apartments could be rented for $97.50-$107.50 and unfurnished
for $85.
A building permit approved in 1960 noted the ground floor “store” space was vacant,
and another permit in 1961 revealed Morrison was altering the space to accommodate a
health studio. The health studio that intended to occupy this space is unknown, but now
converted, it would make a perfect martial arts studio.

1963-1964
Bruce Lee
The University Way Apartments made their debut in the summer of 1958, and nineteenyear-old Bruce Lee made his debut the following summer. Lee had just arrived in
Seattle and was demonstrating Gung Fu at a SeaFair event in Seattle’s Chinatown.
Lee's mastery of a martial arts form that combined philosophy with different fighting
techniques impressed many, and he began teaching Gung Fu to students of all races,
despite its Asian-only tradition. Lee taught in parking lots, basements—anywhere he
could find enough space.
Lee’s first school, or kwoon, was in a parking garage on Seattle’s First Hill. But the first
official studios, named Jun Fan (his given name in Cantonese) Gung Fu Institute, were
at 418½ 8th Avenue South, and then at 653 South Weller Street, both in Chinatown.
The former was behind a half-door and down some steps, where classes were held in a
dingy basement with concrete walls and bare lightbulbs on the ceiling.
Linda Emery, Lee’s future wife, was a student there. She wrote in The Bruce Lee Story:
“The atmosphere in the room, however, was cheerful and active…Lessons were more
than just learning techniques in the gym...There was a social element to them as well.
Bruce was always a friend to his students and after training on a Sunday morning we
would all go out to lunch at a Chinese restaurant…”
Photograph: Lee standing in front of his studio on University Way. The Bruce Lee Story, p.36

In March 1961, Lee began studying drama and philosophy at the University of
Washington while continuing to cultivate a group of dedicated students, including Linda
Emery. His demonstrations on campus and on KCTS, a local TV channel, created a
sensation and garnered respect from students, athletes, and university faculty.
In 1963, Bruce Lee’s star continued to rise. His one and only book (while he was alive)
was published, Chinese Gung Fu: The Philosophical Art of Self Defense. Lee was also
looking for larger studio space by the university where he could live and teach. That
October, Lee leased the ground floor of 4750 University Way Northeast for his new Jun
Fan Gung Fu Institute. He printed a brochure that promised results such as confidence,
humility, coordination, and awareness. The price per student was $4 per week.
Linda Emery elaborated on Bruce’s new school in The Bruce Lee Story:
That fall of 1963, Bruce moved the Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute to 4750
University Way near the university campus. He was now convinced that
he could make his livelihood as a kung fu instructor, and his future plans
included opening schools in various locations around the country. The
new space was 3,000 square feet and occupied the entire ground floor of
an apartment building. It had a large community-type shower room, about
10x15 feet with numerous shower heads coming out of the walls. The
space must have been planned as a gym of some sort for the use of only
one sex at a time presumably. Bruce liked to turn all the showers on at
once and turn it into a steamroom.
There was a room in the back of the gym which Bruce used as his
bedroom. He had a beautiful set of teakwood furniture which he had
brought back from Hong Kong the previous summer. The funny thing
about Bruce’s bedroom was that there were no windows. When you came
in the rear entrance there was also no light switch near the door. You had
to stumble across the room in pitch blackness to find the light. You could
sleep forever in the room because the sun never appeared to let you know
the time of day. Sometimes I’d pick up Bruce for school in the morning
and he’d still be asleep because the room would be so dark he didn’t have
a clue what time it was.
This was the only time in our lives that Bruce and I got hooked on a soap
opera. It became a ritual. Every day after school we’d run back to his
place and get there in time for General Hospital. Then Bruce would take
me out to dinner across the street at a Chinese restaurant where he knew
the cook, old Ah Sam. Almost every time we had the same thing—oyster
sauce beef and shrimp with black-bean sauce…Unfortunately I would
have to go home and eat a full dinner again with my family...
In the summer of 1964, Lee set his sights on Oakland, California, in his quest to open a
nationwide network of Jun Fan Gung Fu Institutes. He arranged for another teacher to

take over his classes at the Seattle Institute, sold his ’57 Ford, and shipped his furniture
south. His last important move in Seattle was marrying Linda Emery on August 17,
1964. After the ceremony, they flew to Oakland. Thus ended the Bruce Lee chapter of
4750 University Way.
The ground floor of the University Way Apartments would later house businesses such
as a ballet studio, a school of metaphysics, and a plasma center. Their stories, like the
Gilmers’ story, have faded with time. But the current tenant, Valley of Roses Boutique,
preserves Bruce Lee's connection to the space with a shrine, an appropriate honor for
the man who once said, “The key to immortality is first living a life worth remembering.”
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Seattle Daily Times
January 22, 1900
February 1, 1900

Baist Map, 1905

A view of the University District with the
University of Washington campus in the trees.
Asahel Curtis, 1905, UW Special Collections

Colonel James N. Gilmer
Alabama

Georgia Military Institute, 1893
Montgomery Directory, 1880
Montgomery Advertiser, July 22, 1886

Colonel James N. Gilmer
Seattle, 1889-1894

Montgomery Advertiser, April 19, 1889
Washington Territory 1889 Census
Seattle directory, 1890
Washington State Census, 1892
Right: Seattle Post-Intelligencer
November 15, 1894

4750 14th Avenue Northeast

Building Permit, 1903
WPA Photograph, circa 1937

4750 14th Avenue Northeast

Gilmer’s neighbor, Lieutenant Abbott, University of Washington 1903 yearbook
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Samuel G. Morrison

Photo: Seattle Daily Times, May 17, 1951
Biography: Shaping Seattle Architecture: A Historical Guide to the Architects, Second Edition, p.463
Seattle-First National Bank and Nile Temple Headquarters

University Way Apartments

Seattle Daily Times
August 11, 1957
June 27, 1958
June 12, 1959

University Way Apartments
Building Permit, 1959

University Way Apartments
Building Permit, 1961

Bruce Lee

Seattle Daily Times, May 29, 1961 and May 20, 1962
Photo: Bruce Lee teaching a group of students in a parking garage, The Bruce Lee Story, p. 8

Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute

218½ 8th Avenue South

653 South Weller Street

Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute

Property Record Card photograph, 1959
Linda Emery’s membership card, The Bruce Lee Story, p. 13

Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute

Bruce Lee teaching at Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute on University Way, The Bruce Lee Story, p. 10
and https://milled.com/roots-of/the-jun-fan-gung-fu-institute-137Up6JRR8eJcD0K

Bruce Lee and Linda Emery

In front of 4750 University Way
Circa 1963
Wing Luke Museum

Tenants
1964-1985
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Irene Larsson’s Ballet Studio: circa 1964-1967, Seattle Daily Times, December 30, 1964, November 26, 1967
Academy of Universal Truth: circa 1968-76, Seattle Daily Times, December 20, 1969
Seattle Plasma Corporation: circa 1979-1985+, Seattle Daily Times, May 30, 1982
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