Thoughts on my Friend

Mark Willson, our Operations Manager at Good Shepherd Center, left at the end of September 2011, relocating to Colorado with his wife to begin a new adventure after 23 years with Historic Seattle. He is and will continue to be greatly missed. We asked him to reflect on his experiences and share them with us. 
I know people who call themselves “Animists”. They define it as one who believes all things have a soul. Not just people and animals but trees and grass, and even stones and dirt and places. I don’t identify myself as an animist, but in the case of the grand old gal that is the Good Shepherd Center, and I do think of her as a “her”, I can sense what they mean.

 I first met her in the spring of 1982, within weeks of arriving in Seattle from the southwest. I had recently received my Bachelor of Fine Arts degree from UNM in Albuquerque, and immediately found a community of artists in a figure drawing group that met on the UW campus. The very first night I met two people, Jeff and Bill, who would become anchors in my social life in Seattle for years, and who would have a hand in shaping my future. I later met my wife Margot at that same drawing group. Needless to say, seeking that out was an important move for me. After drawing class that first Tuesday night Jeff invited me over to his place for a beer. He was a caretaker at the time at a beautiful old building in Wallingford built in 1906. Her front parking lot was still an apple orchard that cars parked in and around. The chimney for the boiler was three times taller than it is now, a prominent feature of Wallingford’s skyline that could be seen from all over the city. The swimming pool in the back was not yet a children’s garden but was full of murky green water and giant goldfish. Tenants included Greenpeace, the Factory of Visual Arts, Perkins School (which would later become Meridian School), and Pacific Northwest Ballet. 

Jeff’s apartment was on the fourth floor in the south bay. I walked in and caught my breath. One massive 2,000 sq. ft. studio, twelve foot ceilings, half a dozen eight foot double hung windows facing west out over a ten acre park--an artist’s paradise. I coveted the space for six years. In the meantime, Jeff helped me get a job at Seattle Stained Glass where I learned that trade and worked, minus a year off, for ten years. The time off was a move to Europe, where Margot and I spent thirteen months in Spain learning Spanish and pursuing our painting, a move inspired by Jeff, who had already left for Barcelona, and another friend from drawing group, Jerry, who was going to Europe via the Rome Program in the UW School of Architecture.

 We returned in 1987, pined over Jeff’s space some more (which had become Bill’s by that point), and made sure our application for caretaker was up to date. In 1988 the coveting came to an end as Margot and I were offered a position. Bill made that happen for us. We had a spacious studio on the north end of the fourth floor, in pretty rough condition, but perfect for young, starry eyed artists. 

Our son Linus was born in June of 1989. In 1992 I was offered a part time job on the maintenance crew. I studied and took a test and became certified as a class four boiler operator and looked after our low pressure steam boiler. I also did carpentry, painting, steam fitting, plumbing, a little electrical, windows, and my specialty, stained glass. Over the course of many years, I rebuilt almost every one of the 38 pairs of double hung stained glass windows in the GSC chapel.
We loved our lives here, the idyllic park setting, the vibrant mix of tenants all doing important work. The friendships and community we built with the other caretakers and many of the tenants and program staffers that came and went day after day, year after year.

The Ballet moved out in 1992, opening up a huge amount of space. We renovated it all with our in-house crew and invited in nine major new tenants, five of which are still here, three of which have left within the last twelve months. We are sorry to lose these long time friends, and also happy to welcome new ones.

A former Historic Seattle Executive Director used to speak of the restoration and renovation of Good Shepherd Center in terms of its eventual "completion". That has sometimes seemed a pipe dream. There was so much to do. Seismic upgrades were required. Automatic sprinkler systems and alarm systems for fire suppression and life safety needed to be installed. A new boiler was installed. Asbestos abatement, mostly around the insulation covering old steam pipes needed to be completed. The aforementioned beautiful chimney that had so much height when draw was required in the old coal fired days needed to be shortened and shored up for earthquake safety. Two more ramps needed to be designed and installed to bring our exiting into ADA compliance. The main building required a new roof, twice. In 2002 Historic Seattle installed the second roof since taking ownership. 

The fifth floor artist housing project was part of the vision early on and was finally completed in 2002. The arcade, the covered walkway between the main building and the south annex was a leaking, rotting, crumbling mess that needed rebuilding and redesigning with the addition of an access through the wall separating the main parking lot from the swimming pool, which needed to be filled in and later became the center of the Seattle Tilth Children's Garden program. GreenPeace helped us transform an empty attic space on the fifth floor of the north end into light filled offices. Part of that project included the installation of the elevator. 

The plans to renovate the chapel into a theater and performance space required major structural renovation to comply with egress requirements. This was finally open for business in 2006. Concurrent with all this, sometimes in conjunction, sometimes not, were electrical upgrades, plumbing upgrades, flooring, stair treads, door hardware, window repair and replacement, directory and signage changes. Two parking lots were installed, the main one in the mid 80's, the north lot in 2002. Beautiful new lights for the main lot were added in 2009. The final piece, the last big project before we could claim "completion" was the veranda. The grand back porch or portico with southern style columns was in severe disrepair when Historic Seattle took ownership, and it was the latest large ticket item to be completed. It was finished last summer.

The Good Shepherd will never be truly "complete". She is a perpetual work in progress. She is evolving, and will always be evolving. Granted, since we took over from the Sisters of the Order of the Good Shepherd in the late seventies we have completed all of the above and more. It’s an impressive list in a relatively short time. But there is more on the list. The age and the scale of the place demands a massive amount of simple, straight ahead, "regular" maintenance. Add to this the need to continue to replace and renovate old systems as they wear and fail, and true job security is assured for my maintenance and capital improvement crew. 

More than that, though, more than the physical changes and upgrades and renovations, the community also is always evolving. The economic climate of the past several years has brought some significant changes in tenancy, and with it changes in the social dynamic as the people who come and go and use the spaces every day change. In 1992 when we lost the ballet, we lost the sound of piano music wafting out the windows in the summer and the sight of the 6 year old ballerinas in their tutus racing down the halls to their classes. Just this summer we lost the Seattle Holistic Center, and now will no longer enjoy the comings and goings of the pregnant moms here for prenatal classes, nor the new moms with their babies in their snugglies and strollers here for the infant yoga. 

Through it all, the Shepherd herself adapts, endures, and thrives. We go in and do physical improvements and adjust things to new tenant needs, and make way for new programs, new patterns, and new faces to get to know and see every day.

For me it has been an indescribably fulfilling journey. I have always felt in my place here. It's hard to describe, but the energy feels so clean and positive. It always has. I carry in my heart intense gratitude to this place and to that energy. And to those that have made it possible and those that have helped me along in navigating that day to day evolution.

Now Margot and I are moving on. We are relocating closer to my original home in the desert southwest. We are moving to the Western Slope of Colorado to live a different life and focus on different priorities and open our selves to new possibilities. 

I am sad to be leaving my friend and her soul. I am sad to be leaving all the souls with whom I have become friends. The GSC has been a central force in my life, and for my small part, I know I have been a force in hers, and my leaving marks another change, another chance at evolution. I am confident, as I said, that she will continue to adapt and endure and thrive. 

I wish you all well.

Mark

