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THE ART OF SEATTLE .. cunc vcocur

A metamorphosis has reshaped this scenic Northwest U.S. town into an exciting cultural hub.

n recent years, a metamorphosis has

reshaped Seattle. While the city has
always been one of the prettier meeting
destinations in the Northwest, these
days, it's positively sparkling with urban
bustle and creativity. It used to be that
Seattle was all about Starbucks, wine and
micro-breweries. Now it's all about art,
and nowhere is this better seen than at
the Seattle Art Museum'’s just-opened
Olympic Sculpture Park.

Situated on eight waterfront acres, the
park epitomizes Seattle: mountain Views,
waterscapes and originality, including a
2,500-ft, Z-shaped path that weaves past
20 contemporary sculptures down to the
beach. "It's a fantastic location for evening
receptions,” says Eric Hess, senior sales
manager of Destination Services NW. "The
views of Elliott Bay and the Olympic Moun-
tains are probably the best in the city, and
there are areas geared to support large-
scale gatherings.”

The park also features the PACCAR
Pavilion, a glass-and-steel structure that
houses a flexible exhibition and public-
event space for about 200 people —double

that amount when opened up to the cov-
ered, outdoor terraces. Adjacent to the
pavilion, grass terraces lead to the Gates
Amphitheater, proposed site of outdoor
films and performances. As its namesake
suggests, the venue is exceptionally high-
tech, featuring a wide range of built-in
electrical and presentation amenities.
But the museum’s expansion doesn't

stop there. Opened May 5, a 300,000-sq.-
ft. addition more than doubles the size of
its existing space and includes a dynamic
new gallery for after-hours receptions.

FROM SEA TO SKY

Since opening 18 months ago, the Future
of Flight Aviation Center has become a
sought-after destination for meeting plan-
ners looking for a high-flying agenda.
Perched at the edge of Paine Field, this
intriguing venue has facilities for executive
retreats, as well as versatile rooms that
can accommodate up to 350, theatre-
style. There's a rooftop deck for summer
events (three-quarters of it tented) that
overlooks Boeing's Everett facility, and its
piece de resistance, the Aviation Gallery,
is a showcase of prototype aircraft dis-
played above and below. Last year, it
hosted the president of China with a lun-
cheon for 650, while its largest event was
an 1,100-strong, theatre-style presenta-
tion for Boeing. Moreover, the gallery is
the only venue in the world allowing visi-
tors to taxi an active, full-size jet into the
building, as part of a meeting. There's also
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an XJ5 Flight Simulator. The Boeing Tour
is still a tried-and-true agenda item for
many groups, and the centre adds a much-
needed dimension to the experience, as
will Paul Allen’s Flying Heritage Collection
when it opens nearby, this fall.

HIGH TECH HOTELS
Hotels, too, have restyled themselves to
reflect Seattle’s hip vibe. In June, 20086,
the 120-room MTM Luxury Lodging's Hotel
1000 opened its doors two blocks away
from the waterfront. Centred between Pike
Place Market, Seattle Art Museum, Pio-
neer Square and the business district, its
location is hard to beat. So are its high-tech
amenities. With an infrastructure invest-
ment of over $3.5-million, the hotel takes
the lead, with Hotel Technology Next Gen-
eration (HTNG), featuring multiple technol-
ogy vendors, including Sony, Cisco and
Percipia. Result: Bathtubs that fill from the
ceiling, electronically-operated privacy
screens, and 6,200 sq. ft. of sophisticated,
tech-enabled indoor and outdoor event
space. A highlight is the Golf Club, which
offers a thrilling, virtual golf experience at
more than 50 of the world's top courses,
including Pebble Beach and St. Andrews.
Pan Pacific Seattle opened in November,
20086, as one of Seattle's most upscale bou-
tique hotels. Event space is geared to small
groups (the largest room is 1,674 sq. ft.)
and decor echoes the hotel’'s minimalist
Japanese roots. Look for art elements such
as Zebrawood, a dramatic, striped-like
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wood with rich warm tones, complemented
with Jerusalem limestone, alongside fea-
tures such as an elliptical staircase in the
lobby that appears to hang from the ceil-
ing, and wall-sized fireplace that's backlit,
appearing to float.

This year saw the opening of two new
meeting properties: In January, Silver
Cloud Hotel-Stadium came onto the mar-
ket, with 211 guestrooms and 3,300 sg.
ft. of meeting space; the largest area is
a divisible ballroom of 2,250 sg. ft.
Located across from Safeco Field (home
of the Seattle Mariners baseball team),
the WaMu Theater and Qwest Event Cen-
ter, the hotel provides the opportunity for
themed packages that can add a new
twist to meeting itineraries.

The big news, though, is the comple-

tion of the Sheraton Seattle’'s $130-mil-
lion expansion, making it the largest
convention hotel in the city. With the addi-
tion of 415 guest rooms in the new 25-
storey Union Street Tower, the hotel has
an inventory of 1,253 rooms and the abil-
ity to commit a block of 1,000. The
expanded convention facilities bring its
overall event space up to 75,000 sq. ft.,
with 47 meeting rooms and a ballroom,
enlarged to 18,300 sq. ft. and offering
banquet seating for 1,360.

THE ARTFUL TOUCH

"Seattle has always been an appealing
destination as much for its accessibility
as for its diversity,” says Carol Riddle,
national account executive at Seattle Hos-
pitality Services. " That provides so much
opportunity for pulling together out-of-
the-box programmes, and art as decor
or as part of a programme, is becoming
one of the region’s niche products. For
example, we blow the most glass in the
world — there are approximately 300 hot
houses in Western Washington alone.
Some studios, such as Seattle Glass-
blowing Studio, will host participatory
glass-blowing activities, where the resi-
dent artisan will teach you how to blow
and create your own glass piece to take
home. Combine that with a meal, and
you can have a lot of group interaction,
as participants compare their newly fash-
ioned wine goblets.”
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CULINARY CREATIONS

Blue Ribbon Cooking & Culinary Center
adds gastronomic art to Seattle's reper-
toire of creative meeting programmes.
Since it offers six different kitchen areas,
themes from any of its classes can be
turned into corporate team activities for
groups of 10 to 180 ‘cooks.’

An event in Seattle is not complete
without a wine tour, a pairing dinner or a
tasting. Impressively, Washington wine
regions produce more wine grapes than
any other state in the U.S., except Cali-
fornia, with a new winery opening approx-
imately every 15 days.

Ten miles northeast of Seattle, the town
of Woadinville now boasts approximately
30 wineries, including some of the state’s
largest - Chateau Ste. Michelle and Colum-
bia, as well as a number of boutigue oper-
ations such as Betz Family winery, Januik
and Novelty Hill. Woedinville has become
such a popular locale, that a 24-acre desti-
nation village is under development, due
for completion in 2008.

"Food is very much a part of the Seat-
tle experience, whether it's involving
wine pairings with local wineries or work-
ing with destination restaurants to cus-
tom-create an experience,” notes Hess.
MacKay Restaurants, which owns sev-
eral landmark eateries around town, is a
case in point. Together with Hess, the
restaurant company is proposing a chil-

FLYING HIGH
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dren’s programme at its Troiani Ristorante
Italiano. There, chef Peter works with chil-
dren to make their own pasta, which he
subsequently transforms into appetizers
and main dishes. These are served to the
children (and their adult supporters) later
that night in a private dinner. The pro-
gramme is easily adapted to adults.
Another programme that can be cus-

couver Island and picturesque Victoria;
or heading to Vancouver-Whistler, less
than a three-hour drive north.

If you're staying downtown, however,
Terry Seidler, owner of See Seattle Walk-
ing Tours, delivers one of the most fun
ways for groups to explore the city.
Seidler’s team-building mystery and scav-
enger hunts can test the skills of 20 to

“Seattle has always been an appealing
destination...that provides so much opportunity
for pulling together out-of-the-box programmes,
and art as decor or as part of a programme, is
becoming one of the region’s niche products.”

tomized to age and ability involves Seat-
tle’s School of Acrobatics and New Circus
Arts. Activities can involve everything
from learning to walk a tightrope and
static trapeze, to trampoline skills, unicy-
cling and juggling.

THE ART OF DISCOVERY

For many, the pull of Puget Sound is the
icing on the cake of what makes Seattle
such a vibrant meeting destination. On
top of that, organizing a floatplane excur-
sion to any one of the often-deserted
island beaches is a hot, ‘can-only-do-it-
here’ activity. Departing from Seattle,
pre- and post-tour side-trip options are
endless, whether it's exploring the sur-
rounding wine country or nearby Cascade
Mountains; taking a ferry over to the San
Juan Islands; continuing through to Van-

OPENING IN 2008

over 100 participants, at the end of which
each team is expected to role-play its
best story from the adventure. “The city
is divided into 16 search areas, each cen-
tred around a well-known landmark, and
there are nine ways to earn points,”
explains Seidler. “Answers might involve
scavenging for an item, solving a mys-
tery; finding a view point or talking to the
locals to solicit information. By the time
the group reconvenes to share their story,
the participants are usually exhilarated
enough to take on American Idol with
their presentations.” It's unlikely that any
of them could hold a candle to previous
Idol champ Taylor Hicks, but true to Seat-
tle form, groups sure have fun trying. B

—Chris McBeath is a Vancouver-based
freelance writer.
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