
Montlake Walk IV:  Union Bay Natural Area and the Montlake Cut    

The Montlake Cut, linking Portage and Union Bays, was the last section of the Lake Washington 
Ship Canal to be completed.  During construction, the waters of Lake Washington were held back 
by a temporary dam.  When the dam was removed and the water poured out, the lake had been 
lowered by 9 feet.  The Cut was officially inaugurated on July 4, 1917, with a flotilla led by Admiral 
Perry’s polar flagship.  Today the opening of boating season is likewise celebrated with a boat 
parade through the Cut. 

• Turn left from Fuel down Lynn, and take another left on 25th.  Continue until 25th ends, turn left 
and then right to arrive at Lake Washington Boulevard.  Turn left and walk to Montlake 
Boulevard. Cross Lake Washington Boulevard at the light.  Walk across the bridge over 
Highway 520 to Shelby and turn right.   

• At the end of Shelby follow the path that leads down to the Cut where there is a viewing platform 
adorned with a weather-worn Haida totem pole.  From here you can see Husky Stadium across 
the way, the ship canal to the left and the expanse of Union Bay to your right.  

• Walk the path that leads to the left.  This goes gradually uphill.  In a short distance take the 
staircase to your right down to the concrete path along the edge of the Cut.  Follow it to its end 
at West Montlake Park, being especially careful when you pass under the bridge.  Angle across 
the park to Shelby, and walk down Shelby as far as Montlake Boulevard.  Cross at the light, and 
turn left to cross the bridge. 

• At the end of the bridge, turn right along the pathway you see there.  This is the beginning of the 
East Campus Bicycle Route.  Follow the path/road as it curves left around the south side of 
Husky Stadium, passes through the Waterfront Activities Center (boat rentals for alumni 
association members and their guests, inter alia) and continue along the east end of Husky 
Stadium and behind Dempsey Indoor.  Near the end of the Dempsey building, look for a gravel 
path on the right leading to the Conibear Shellhouse.  Cross the road to the path, take a right 
down the stairs and a left in front of the building, then follow the path that continues at a slight 
angle to the right.  This connects with Canal Road, the main pathway that skirts the Union Bay 
Natural Area.  

The Union Bay Natural Area is under the jurisdiction of the University of Washington.  It is 
considered one of the premier birding sites in the city of Seattle; some 200 species of resident and 
migratory birds having been observed here.  This area was originally open water, but the lowering 
of Lake Washington changed it to marshland.  The marsh was used as a landfill/garbage dump until 
1966.  Restoration of the ecosystem has been ongoing since then. 

• Turn right to walk along Canal Road to Wahkiakum Lane, then turn right again.  Cross the 
footbridge and continue on the pathway past the parking area. Next look for another trail coming 
in on the right.  Turn down this loop trail and circle through the Natural Area, with its water’s 
edge views out over Union Bay.  Upon arriving back at the main trail, turn right and you will soon 
arrive at the UW Center for Urban Horticulture.  Restrooms and planting maps available in 
Merrill Hall.  Take a few minutes to wander among the buildings; then turn left on Mary Gates 
Memorial Drive.  Turn left again on Clark Road, then left once more on Franklin Place.  This 
road becomes a pathway that leads past a composting area and back into the Natural Area.  
Turn right on the main trail, and continue to the footbridge.  

• Cross the bridge and walk to the left on Canal Road.  Retrace your steps back to the Montlake 
Bridge. Turn left and walk to the light at Lake Washington Boulevard.  Cross the boulevard and 
turn left at E. North St., right at 24th Avenue, and left at the next street.  Walk back to 25th 
Avenue and turn right.  Turn right again at Lynn and return to Fuel.   


