
 
OUT THERE: Waterfront-Vancouver USA almost ready for 
its first consumers 

Joseph Gallivan  
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Two restaurant buildings and the pier are set to open around August 15, as private developer 

touts vision and small government.  

 

 

 

COURTESY: GRAMOR DEVELOPMENT - A rendering of how the development may look when 

finished, which Cain says could be right to ten years away. 

 



Barry Cain, the president of Gramor Development, takes the stairs. Well, he has to – the elevators 

aren't in. He wants to show off the view from to seventh floor of the Murdock at the Waterfront, one 

of his company's buildings on the Vancouver, Washington, waterfront. These buildings are going up 

fast. The path up is lit by builder's lights, the halls treacherous with heaps of drywall scraps and 

fallen screws. All the signs of activity are there: TV monitor racks still in their boxes, McFlurry cups 

and Gatorade bottles on the floor, even the scattered pages of a newspaper.  

Men in orange T-shirts work in each room. Most are nailing up boards with a conventional hammer 

or working on wiring. Set to open October 1, the Murdock is the future home of chief tenant the 

Murdock Charitable Trust. Steel studs outline where each office will sit and who will get views of the 

mighty Columbia River to the south.  

This tower sits in a row of three partially completed buildings. The westernmost is called RiverWest, 

a 207 unit apartment block. Next to it is Block 6 West, another apartment block. Then the Murdock 

Building, then, on Block 4, a combination of condominiums and what will be the Intercontinental's 

Hotel Indigo. Beside that is a block-sized hole in the ground. Workers are building this one with a 

coffer dam. Long sheets of steel are pushed into the ground, locking together to form a watertight 

perimeter, which will keep out the high groundwater. The steel shafts are vibrated into place by a 

buzzing machine that dangles from a crane. A worker with a rope guides it so it can clip on to the top 

of the shaft in a few seconds. Like wiggling a popsicle stick into sand, it visibly sinks into the soil.  

This tower sits in a row of three partially completed buildings. The westernmost iscalled RiverWest, a 

207 unit apartment block. Next to it, to the east, is the TK. Then the Murdock, then a combination of 

apartments and what will be the Intercontinental's Indigo Hotel. Beside that is a block-sized hole in 

the ground. Workers are building this one with a coffer dam. Long sheets of steel are pushed into the 

ground, locking together to form a watertight perimeter, which will keep out the high groundwater. 

The steel shafts are vibrated into place by a buzzing machine that dangles from a crane. A worker 

with a rope guides it so it can clip on to the top of the shaft in a few seconds. Like wiggling a popsicle 

stick into sand, it visibly sinks into the soil.  

 



 

COURTESY: GRAMOR DEVELOPMENT - A drones eye view of the budding Waterfront-Vancouver 

USA. The pier (left) and two restaurant buildings behind it are set to open around Aug. 15. The 

brown space will turn green and be open this summer too, with a formal ribbon cutting expected in 

October.  

 

Parks and rec  

A lot has changed since summer 2017 when the Business Tribune last toured the site with Cain, 

which is officially called Waterfront-Vancouver USA. Two buildings and a park are about to open, he 

estimates, around August 15.  

The Grant Street Pier, which juts out over the water, is complete. Plywood signs block access right 

now to discourage people who had started going out on it, since it's all around is still a construction 

site. The last large sandstone blocks are being laid in the park, forming bleachers for the leisure 

seekers that Cain and his investors expect to flock to the riverfront.  



As he strides ahead in his loafers, Cain points out that the City of Vancouver is building the park. His 

firm, Gramor Development, hired an architect, PWL Partnership from Vancouver, B.C., to do the 

conceptual plan. "Then the city hired the same architect to finish the drawings. We gave them the 

land  

and paid a certain amount of money into the park," he says.  

The water feature will resemble the Columbia River and its tributaries. The designer Larry Kirkland 

has moved from Washington D.C. to a rental on Sauvie Island for three months while he oversees 

the final stages. Right now, there are cuts in the dirt and white plastic water pipes with pressure 

gauges on the ends. But Cain says children will soon be playing in two inches of water which will 

flow west to a cistern and then be pumped back to the source.  

All that smooth concrete and stone edges make the Riverwalk look like a great place for 

skateboarding.  

"Oh, please no," he says laughing. "No skateboarding!"  

The other potential sign of life that gets him animated is the restaurants that are coming. He shows 

off the fish window at the WildFin, which is the same as the one that have at Point Ruston, a private 

development in Tacoma. Other eateries are Twigs Bistro, similar to the one Spokane, and the 

Barlow Public House. He shows off one corner with a view of the, Mt. Hood, the promenading 

crowds, and the Columbia River, saying it will make a good private dining room. The area is all about 

families and leisure. Of a third empty restaurant space, which has a wide deck, he says "In a perfect 

world it'd be a really good steak place."  

Will there be food carts?  

"No," he says emphatically. "We want to encourage nice buildings, not food cart. I don't know why 

anybody would want food carts that take away from tenants that are helping pay for a nice building."  

 



 

COURTESY: GRAMOR DEVELOPMENT - A drone's eye view of the Grant Street Pier. The 

intended effect is the feeling of being on the bow of a ship. The building at left will house WildFin, a 

fish restaurant from Washington. Food and leisure are the bait to generate interst in what has been 

a neglected industrial site for decades.  

 

Vision thing  

The $1.5 billion development aims to reclaim around 32 acres and 20 city blocks of and provide up 

to 3,300 housing units, 10 park acres, 1.25 million feet of office space and 250,000 square feet of 

retail and hospitality space. ($1.5 billion is the value of the estimated entire project once all the 

blocks are complete.)  

Cain and his business partners own the property and are selling it in parcels, like a subdivision. 

Cain's company Gramor buys some of the land and develops it.  



He returns often to how the land was in 2006 when his team first bid on it. The initial cost for the 29 

acres occupied by Boise Cascade was $19 million. He sees the departure of the pungent paper 

plant as a huge step in inviting people to the waterfront.  

Today he's untroubled by the fact that visible to the south are the Lafarge concrete plant and United 

Grain which handles grain barges and trains all day. Those things will eventually be screened by 

taller buildings on seven blocks. On Block 16, next to the brew pub,  

Gramor is working on developing a 14-story condo building. "I own the land with my partners, in 

Columbia Waterfront LLC, and Gramor is buying it. Just like we do all our other projects, we raise 

equity and we raise debt."  

Behind that is a five-story apartment building called the RiverWest, with 207 apartments. It is owned 

by Steve and Josh Oliver, who started High School Pharmacy, the largest pharmacy chain in Clark 

County until they sold most of it to Walgreens.  

Another is the Rediviva, named for the ship the Columbia Redivivia that gave the river its modern 

name.  

The south end of the park will open later, with a children's play area and a mini beach. Those seven 

blocks her has his eye on are already getting their infrastructure.  

"We're getting the streets in," he says.  

How long does he think it will be until the whole 26 acres is done?  

"It wouldn't surprise me if it were eight to 10 years till it was all finished. It depends on the economy. I 

think there's a huge pent up demand in the last 15 years because of the paper plant, it was so ugly 

and stinky. Now everyone's starting to take a look at it: great tax situation, great roads...For anyone 

living here it make no sense to work over there," he says, meaning Portland.  

 



 



PAMPLIN MEDIA GROUP: JOSEPH GALLIVAN - A machine vibrates steel pilings into the ground 

to make a coffer dam for an upcoming building at Waterfront-Vancouver USA. 

 

The view from here  

"Downtown Vancouver's pretty darn good and one of the nicest things about it is it's got this 70,000 

people going over the bridge every day to work. And I can just about guarantee every one of those 

people don't want to any more. There was a time when it was just inconvenient, now it's a lot worse 

than that now, it's torture. I think more people will be looking to establish companies over here where 

they have that group of people ready to go. I keep hearing people in downtown Portland can't find 

employees."  

He praises Vancouver further.  

"The schools are good, and we have a functional city government unlike Portland."  

Asked to elaborate, he says:  

"They can't seem to make decisions. Whether or not or how they deal with the transient population, 

the decision they made to deal with affordable housing by making it worse, and the mayor's throwing 

up his hands because he has no power. Here you've got a city manager hired by the city council, 

and he hires experts to run the departments. In Portland you get somebody that was elected that's 

running a department that knows nothing about it."  

The City Manager can make decisions quickly.  

"Sometimes you run into things, OK we need someone to make a decision about this, we don't have 

six months to go through a public process. We need someone to look above the clouds and say we 

need to get this done."  

He doesn't think the Olivers will flip the Rediviva.  

"I think they're building it to keep. I know that's what we're doing, building to keep."  

From the top of the Murdock building, looking north at downtown Vancouver, Cain pointed out see 

the Columbian newspaper, the convention center hotel, and a triangle of land that the City owns and 

uses for parking. He thinks they will sell it. Gramor might bid.  

"We're working with the city on Block 10 (further east) to put a grocery store there with apartments 

above it. They put out an RFP and we responded and they picked us. We've done more grocery 

stores than anybody in Portland – Fred Meyer, New Seasons, Albertsons, Safeway, a Walmart, two 

markets of Choice..."  



He is convinced the rest of downtown will "flow right in" to use the waterfront, passing under the 

BNSF train trestles that had to be rebuilt for $45 million.  

Zidell's waterfront blues  

"We said it had to be done and city bought off on it. We went and raised the money from the Federal 

and state governments. We put money in, the city put money in. It's owned by BNSF. They don't put 

money into anything, except for advertising with PBS."  

Was the recent collapse of the Zidell development on South Waterfront a cautionary tale? An 

argument over whether public or private money should pay for infrastructure was the sticking point.  

"That's something that doesn't happen here because they don't have tax increment financing. The 

city (of Vancouver) put money into the park and has been helpful, but they're not building the streets, 

we are. Over there, everyone is so used to the City of Portland doing everything for them."  

He adds that is Washington did have tax increment financing, it would have been reasonable, with a 

$1.5 billion project, for the city to justify putting in 50 million.  

"All the city can do here is put in a little bit from it budget, or get it from somewhere. They have to 

work it out the hard way. But the street is owned by the city in the end."  
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