
Location

Address: 120 Union Ave SE, Olympia, WA 98501
Tax No/Parcel No: 78506400500
Geographic Areas: Olympia Certified Local Government, Thurston County, T18R02W47, OLYMPIA Quadrangle, 

Thurston Certified Local Government

Information
Number of stories: 2.00

Construction Type Year Circa
Built Date 1954

Construction Dates:
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Project Number, Organization, 
Project Name

Resource Inventory SHPO Determination SHPO Determined By, 
Determined Date

Local Registers and Districts
Name Date Listed Notes

Project History

Thematics:

Architect/Engineer:
Category Name or Company

Builder Dawley Brothers

Architect Dawley, Robert

Architect Dawley, John

Engineer Dawley Brothers

Historic Context:

Category

Community Planning and Development

Architecture

Politics/Government/Law

Historic Use:

Category Subcategory

Commerce/Trade Commerce/Trade - Professional

Government Government - Administrative Facility

Government Government - Government Office

Commerce/Trade Commerce/Trade - Professional

Government Government - Administrative Facility

Government Government - Government Office
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Original HPI form(s)
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Inventory Details - 1/1/1900
Common name: Dawley Brothers Office

Date recorded: 1/1/1900

Field Recorder:

Field Site number:

SHPO Determination
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Inventory Details - 6/7/2002

Characteristics:
Category Item

Cladding Concrete - Block (cmu)

Roof Type Flat with Eaves

Roof Material Asphalt/Composition - Built Up

Plan L-Shape

Structural System Masonry - Concrete Block 

Foundation Concrete - Poured

Styles:
Period Style Details

Modern Movement International

Detail Information

Common name: Dawley Brothers Office

Date recorded: 6/7/2002

Field Recorder: M. Houser

Field Site number:

SHPO Determination

Surveyor Opinion

Significance narrative: The 120 Union Avenue Building housed the offices of the Dawley Bros. Construction Co., 
which from the 1930s to 1950s dominated the construction business in the South Sound. 
Unusual for the time, the company provided design-build services with a staff of in-house 
architects, engineers and contractors. This building is remarkably similar to the Golden 
Gavel Motor Hotel, also designed and built by Dawley Bros. Construction Company.

Physical description: The L shaped building is 225 feet x 221 feet.  The wings are approximately 30 feet deep.  
The building has a flat roof with eaves, and bandings of awning style windows.  The end 
walls are a solid wall of concrete block laid in a stretcher course.  The main entry is found 
at the juncture of the L and is recessed in.  It is highlighted by built-in planter boxes.

Property appears to meet criteria for the National Register of Historic Places: Yes

Property is located in a potential historic district (National and/or local): No
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Inventory Details - 7/1/2011

Characteristics:
Category Item

Structural System Masonry - Brick

Form Type Commercial

Cladding Concrete - Block (cmu)

Detail Information

Common name:

Date recorded: 7/1/2011

Field Recorder: Artifacts Consulting, Inc.

Field Site number: 78506400500

SHPO Determination

Surveyor Opinion

Significance narrative: Data included on this historic property inventory form (HPI) detail stemmed from County 
Assessor building records imported by the Washington State Department of Archaeology 
of Historic Preservation (DAHP) into WISAARD in 2011.  This upload reduces data entry 
burden on community volunteers and historical societies participating in the survey and 
inventory of their communities.  The intent of this project is directed specifically to 
facilitating community and public involvement in stewardship, increasing data accuracy, 
and providing a versatile planning tool to Certified Local Governments (CLGs).

Project methodology entailed use of the University of Washington's State Parcel 
Database (http://depts.washington.edu/wagis/projects/parcels/development.php) to 
provide the base parcel layer for CLGs.  Filtering of building data collected from each 
county trimmed out all properties built after 1969, as well as all current, previously 
inventoried properties.  Translation of building data descriptors to match fields in HPI 
allowed the data upload.  Calculation of point locations utilized the center of each parcel. 
 Data on this detail provides a snapshot of building information as of 2011.  A detailed 
project methodology description resides with DAHP.  Project team members: Historic 
Preservation Northwest, GeoEngineers, and Artifacts Consulting, Inc. (project lead).

Physical description: The building at 120 SE Union Avenue, Olympia, is located in Thurston County.  According 
to the county assessor, the structure was built in 1956 and is a professional building.  The 
2-story building has an unreinforced masonry structural system.  The walls of the 
commercial form are clad principally in concrete block.
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Inventory Details - 10/2/2008

Characteristics:
Category Item

Form Type Commercial

Roof Type Flat with Eaves

Structural System Masonry - Poured Concrete

Foundation Concrete - Poured

Cladding Concrete - Block (cmu)

Plan L-Shape

Styles:
Period Style Details

Modern Movement International

Detail Information

Common name: Dawley Brothers Office

Date recorded: 10/2/2008

Field Recorder: Spencer Howard, Susan Johnson

Field Site number:

SHPO Determination 080708-15-WSGA determined on 10/14/2013

Surveyor Opinion

Significance narrative: The 120 Union Building appears individually eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places under criteria A and C at a local level of significance due to the building's 
connection with the Dawley Brothers and its construction type.
The Dawley Brothers and Olympia’s Development
Charles Henry and Ethel (Gilpatrick) Dawley came to Olympia in 1918 from Royalton, 
Minnesota. Of their seven children, all were born before the couple arrived in 
Washington. Leo Eldred Dawley, their eldest son, was born in 1892 in Little Falls, 
Minnesota. The younger siblings were all born in Royalton, including the youngest son, 
John Morris (1900). After attending Lawrence University in Wisconsin for their bachelor’s 
degrees, both brothers studied and worked in New York City for a time. Leo and his wife 
Elgia arrived in Olympia in 1922, and John and Estella (Hoyt) Dawley arrived in 1923. Leo 
and John formed the Dawley Brothers Construction Company in Olympia in 1923. They 
made the newspapers by November of that year for a house-moving project they 
undertook in Tacoma. Leo and John Dawley each had a son, Robert and John Morris, Jr., 
respectively, both of whom worked in the family business in later years. Leo passed away 
in 1976, but John continued the firm until his retirement in early 1983. In those sixty 
years, the Dawley Brothers are credited with designing and/or constructing seven 
commercial buildings in Olympia and significantly contributing to the city’s development. 
All of the buildings were located in the city of Olympia. 

Property appears to meet criteria for the National Register of Historic Places: Yes

Property is located in a potential historic district (National and/or local): No
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Although Leo and John were not architects, they probably learned a great deal of the 
construction trade from their father Charles, himself an electrical and building 
contractor. Furthermore, John attended some evening architecture classes at Columbia 
University in New York and worked day shifts as a construction supervisor. Robert, son of 
Leo, studied architecture from 1949 to 1953 at the University of Oregon. Soon after his 
graduation, both he and his cousin John worked as draftsmen for Dawley Brothers in the 
mid-1950s. Robert later went on to practice in Yakima, eventually forming his own 
partnership. In his lifetime, Robert Dawley was a member of the American Institute of 
Architects and the Yakima Valley Construction Federation. John M. Dawley II continued 
as a draftsman with the firm through at least 1973. Today, he is the last surviving 
member of the family who had direct association with the Dawley Brothers firm and their 
real estate owning business, the Capitol Park Building Corporation. 
The 120 Union Building and the neighboring 1007 Washington Building are examples of 
the International Style employed by the Dawley Brothers in the 1950s. These buildings 
were a departure from the firm’s 1920s era projects, like the Beaux Arts Style Olympia 
National Bank Annex (1926). It is unknown if Robert designed the 120 Union Building, but 
his architectural education from  1949, to 1953 seems to correspond with the firm’s new 
design aesthetics. 
Downtown, the Dawley Brothers furthered the modernization of the business district in 
the 1920s. Although there are conflicting reports about which corner they were 
responsible for, they removed wooden frame buildings and replaced them with a 
reinforced concrete commercial block in the vicinity of 4th Ave East and Washington 
Street. By 1930, the firm had constructed the Capitol Park Building at Union and Capitol 
Way. One local remembers the building as Olympia’s principal social destination during 
the 1930s, with a bowling alley on the first floor, a dance hall on the second floor, a 
variety of shops (including a candy factory), and a restaurant at the northeast corner. Leo 
Dawley was the building superintendent for an unknown period of time (at least through 
1934), evidence that he was in the real estate business along with construction. After his 
undergraduate studies, Leo attended Columbia University, Harvard Law School, and 
completed a course with the Wall Street Branch of New York University. He had worked 
in a New York bank before moving to Olympia, so business and finance were not new to 
him. Apart from founding the Dawley Bros. Construction Co. and the Capitol Park 
Building Corporation, Leo was also president of the Puget Sound Investment Corporation. 
According to Olympia city directories of 1943 and 1949, it was an insurance company 
that shared offices with the Capitol Park Building Corporation.
 Thus, the mid-1920s to 1930 were the peak years of construction for the original Dawley 
brothers. During this time, they built at 4th and Washington (ca. 1925), designed the 
Olympia National Bank Annex (1925), and built the Capitol Park Building (1930). The 
Dawleys are generally credited with the design of the latter as well. The second wave of 
construction projects came in the 1950s, when the second generation of Dawley men 
joined their fathers at the firm. This second peak was likely spurred not only by Robert’s 
architectural education but also the national post-war building boom. The 1950s 
design/build projects include the 120 Union Building (1956), the Golden Gavel Motel 
(1958), and the 1007 Washington Building (1959).
The Capitol Park Building (1051 – 1075 Capitol Way), which was sold to the state 
government along with the 120 Union and 1007 Washington buildings in 1982, housed 
the offices of Dawley Brothers for many years. After the 120 Union Building was 
completed in 1956, they moved their operations there, to Room 105. Leo Dawley passed 
away in 1976. His son Robert served in the Army from 1955 to 1957; shortly after leaving 
service, he moved with his wife to Yakima. Since the Dawley Brothers Construction 
Company sold their three office properties in December 1982 and John senior retired in 
January 1983, it is presumed the firm ceased operating at that time. The 120 Union 
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Building is believed to be their last office location. 
History of Use
Within a year of the final building inspection (1956), the 120 Union Building housed 
federal agencies, private companies, and a unit of the Washington State Department of 
Public Assistance. This office function reflects a neighborhood shift away from mostly 
residential to mixed commercial and residential uses. Part of this shift was brought about 
by a 1954 mandate from the Washington Supreme Court, which ordered all state 
departmental offices to relocate to the Capitol campus. This campus was extended in 
function by the early 1960s to the area east of Capitol Way and approximately between 
11th and 9th Avenues. The Dawley Brothers cleverly made use of their real estate and 
construction companies to secure prime sites in that neighborhood for office buildings at 
120 Union and 1007 Washington. 
In the mid-1950s, the sudden demand for office space extended beyond the state 
government level. The list of 120 Union tenants for 1957 included the U.S. Internal 
Revenue Service, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), Shell Oil Company, and 
Northwestern National Life Insurance.  In later years, the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
would also have an office there. The Dawley Brothers Construction Company or their 
alter ego, the Capitol Park Building Corporation, always occupied the largest office, Room 
105. In 1964, there were two other architectural offices in the building—Robert Olson 
and Bennett and Johnson. By 1973, eight of the thirteen offices were occupied by state 
agencies or departments. By 1978, this ratio had increased to twelve out of sixteen 
offices being occupied by state government. The interior room arrangements have 
changed with the addition and removal of partition walls throughout the building’s 
lifetime, thus the changing number of potential spaces. From 1957 to the early 1980s, 
the USDA (in various offices) and the Asphalt Institute (Room 101) were two of the most 
constant tenants, along with the Dawley Brothers firm. After the state purchased the 
building in December 1982, tenant leases were honored and in some cases extended. By 
1989, the building was solely occupied by state offices.
Architectural Style 
The Modern-International Style of the 120 Union Building is seen locally in other office 
complexes of much larger scale. The 120 Union Building exemplifies the solid end wall 
construction type. Local structures that most closely match 120 Union in terms of scale, 
plan, and design are two apartment complexes in the neighborhood. The Jefferson 
Building (12th and Jefferson) is a two-story, L-plan example. Also, the Horizons West 
Apartment Building at 507 10th Ave SE opened in 1962 with a three-story, L-shaped plan. 
Both apartment buildings have flat roofs, no eaves on their end walls, and parking spaces 
on the interior of the L, just like the 120 Union Building. However, unlike the 120 Union 
Building, they do not have bands of windows, and the balconies are interrupted with 
individual room doors. The Jefferson and Horizons West apartment buildings do not have 
the level of rationalization and “technically pure architecture”  evident in the 120 Union 
Building; these were typical ideals of post–World War II architecture. 
The 120 Union Building is the earliest and best local example of economical, utilitarian 
1950s design on a small scale. However, it also seems to be one of the last of its type. 
The Dawley’s new building opened the same year as the General Administration (GA) 
Building, in 1956. The GA Building and the state office buildings that succeeded it were of 
a much larger scale than the Dawley Brothers’ structures at 120 Union and 1007 
Washington. Other contemporaries to the 120 Union Building include the Pro-Arts 
(Professional Arts) Building at 208 SE 11th Avenue designed by James Stuart & Associates 
and built by contractor J. C. Swanson, as well as the Olympia Medical Center at 108 SW 
22nd Avenue designed by Paul Hayden Kirk and built by Lurie (Luray) Construction 
Company.

Wednesday, May 12, 2021 Page 11 of 16

Historic Property Report
120 Union Avenue Building 1084Resource Name: Property ID:



Physical description: Located in a mixed use district, the 120 Union Building is on a comparable scale with 
neighboring small to medium size office buildings, apartment complexes, and single-
family houses. The two-story building measures 225 x 221 feet and is of the solid end 
wall construction type. Both wings are approximately thirty feet in depth. A flat roof with 
eaves caps the L-shaped floor plan. The building has a strong horizontal emphasis with a 
continuous ribbon of awning-type windows on the second floor. Further adding to the 
horizontality, are a plain metal coping at the roof-wall junction along the end walls and 
continuing along the long sides. A thin, continuous cantilevered shelf divides the two 
stories on the interior of the L. On the exterior, the long walls have ribbon windows flush 
with their walls. End walls are solid and plain. Generally, the foundation is of poured 
concrete while the structural system is reinforced concrete block. The block is laid in 
stacked stretcher courses, with vertical mortar joints. The building has material 
simplicity, composed mostly of concrete with glass. The only wood evident from the 
exterior is the first floor office doors. There is no applied ornament. Windows are metal-
framed. Access to first floor offices is from the doors on the interior of the L. The junction 
of the two wings has a recessed main entry. From there, access is obtained for the main 
first floor office (Room 105), as well as an interior stairwell to the second floor of each 
wing. Exterior concrete walls are painted. Mechanical systems are located in the partial 
basement. The parking area has built-in planter boxes and asphalt paving.

Bibliography: “Builder Leo Dawley Succumbs At Age 84.” Daily Olympian, November 19, 1976,  A1. 
Building permits archives. City of Olympia Public Works.
“Charles Henry Dawley” (Obituary). Daily Olympian, April 6, 1962, 2. 
Family Search, 2008. http://www.familysearch.org 
Handlin, David P. American Architecture. Second ed. New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004.
Insurance Maps of Olympia, Washington. New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1888, 1891, 
1908, 1924, 1945.
“ John Morris Dawley, Sr.” (Obituary). Daily Olympian, November 14, 1990, C2.
Newell, Gordon. Rogues, Buffoons & Statesmen. Seattle: Superior Publishing Co., 1975.
Polk City Directories: City of Olympia, Washington. Livonia, MI: R.L. Polk & Company, 
1927–2008.
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Inventory Details - 2/17/2017

Characteristics:
Category Item

Foundation Concrete - Poured

Form Type Commercial

Roof Type Flat with Eaves

Roof Material Asphalt/Composition

Cladding Wood

Plan L-Shape

Cladding Brick

Styles:
Period Style Details

Modern Movement Solid End Wall

Detail Information

Common name:

Date recorded: 2/17/2017

Field Recorder: Spencer Howard, Katie Pratt, Susan Johnson

Field Site number:

SHPO Determination

Surveyor Opinion
Property appears to meet criteria for the National Register of Historic Places: Yes

Property is located in a potential historic district (National and/or local): No

Property potentially contributes to a historic district (National and/or local): No
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Significance narrative: This building appears to be eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places. 
Historic register eligibility recommendations are based solely on architectural character 
(Criterion C), without the benefit of in-depth property research. Buildings eligible for the 
National Register are presumed to also be eligible for the Olympia Heritage Register.
Olympia, Washington, is sited on Budd Inlet at the southernmost edge of Puget Sound. 
Extensive manipulation of the surrounding land and water has created the landscape of 
present-day downtown Olympia. The original pioneer settlement of Olympia was located 
on a small peninsula at the head of Budd Inlet, between the mouth of the Deschutes 
River and the Swantown Slough marine estuary. Bridges connected the peninsula to the 
land to the east and west. Steep hillsides comprised the east and west edges of the 
settlement before regrading to promote easy travel. Dredging efforts over the years 
defined the Olympia waterfront and downtown, even filling in the Swanton Slough. The 
waterfront formerly extended to Columbia Street on the west and Jefferson Street on the 
east (Stevenson, Olympia Downtown Historic District NRHP nomination, 7-1). A dam at 
the mouth of the Deschutes created the freshwater Capitol Lake out of a saltwater 
estuary, at the western edge of downtown.
This 2017 reconnaissance level survey of downtown Olympia includes a variety of 
building types, architectural styles, and development periods. Previous surveys and 
historic register nominations have provided extensive research and documentation on 
the history and development of this area. As part of this survey, eight development 
periods were identified. These periods align with the period of significance associated 
with the National Register of Historic Places-listed Olympia Downtown Historic District, 
1850–1952. This survey and its associated report use the following development periods: 

 Pre-history to Early Contact. This period covers the time prior to nonnative contact when 
the ancestors of the Squaxin Island Tribe were the region’s only inhabitants. It extends 
until early contact with nonnatives and initial pioneer settlement. No buildings are 
known to survive from this period. 
 1850-1888: Early Settlement and Territorial Government. Begins with the original plat 
for the community and continues through early settlement and Olympia’s role as the 
territorial capital. 
 1889 - 1911: Statehood, Capitol City, and a New Waterfront. Begins with Washington 
becoming a state and covers the city’s main dredging and fill efforts, which greatly 
altered the landscape of downtown Olympia. 
 1912-1928: Downtown Expansion. This period begins with new industry establishing on 
the waterfront area created from the Carlyon Fill. It continues through the prosperous 
1910s and 1920s and the construction boom which occurred in the city. 
 1929-1949: Depression, WWII, and an Earthquake. This period covers the depression 
and war times and initial post-war growth. It ends with the 1949 earthquake which 
caused significant property damage. 
 1950 - 1968: Reconstruction and Modernization. This period covers the post-earthquake 
repair efforts and modern facelifts to historic buildings. It also includes a period of 
significant mid-century construction of architect-designed commercial buildings. 
 1969-1982: New Architectural Styles and Government Shift. This period covers the 
growth of the 1970s and the city’s shift to a council-mayor form of government. 
 1983 – Present: Continued Growth and Revitalization. This period begins with the 
beginning of the city’s historic preservation program and includes a wave of city 
improvements approved by the new form of government.
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Physical description: Located at 120 Union Avenue SE, this building is part of downtown Olympia in Thurston 
County, Washington. Built in 1954 or 1956, this two-story building represents the 
Modern – Solid End Wall style. The footprint is L-shaped. Historically built for a 
governmental function, the building continues with a commercial use. The poured 
concrete foundation supports the structure. Exterior walls are clad with brick (end walls) 
and wood horizontal siding. A flat roof caps the building. The original windows, plan, and 
cladding appear to be intact. Interior alterations are unknown. 
The character-defining features for this property include:
• Form and massing
• Awning type operable sash within windows
• Boxed eaves
• Aluminum sash multi lite windows
• Projecting flat roof above first level and walkway
• Parking area in front of building
• Multiple small office spaces
• Brick stacked bond panels below 1st story windows
• Brick end walls
Wood cladding at second story
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