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Kaddatz Artist Lofts, Fergus Falls
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Artists’ Lofts Revitalize a Downtown
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
K A D D AT Z A R T I S T L O F T S
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 13,500
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Hotel Kaddatz
UNITS: 10 mixed-income units
TARGET POPULATION: Low-income artists
TIME FRAME: 2006–2016
INITIAL COSTS: $2.4 million

Fergus Falls, unlike many small Midwest towns, has remained
fairly healthy throughout the decades, becoming a regional
center for shopping, entertainment and the arts. But as
economic activity headed for the I-94 corridor over the decades,
the downtown emptied out. At least one historic gem, the
Hotel Kaddatz (circa 1915), managed to stay out of the path of
the wrecking ball.
In 1920 the hotel’s main floor became a department store. The
basement became a speakeasy during Prohibition. The hotel
closed its doors in 1975. Back then, the biggest question was
whether the hotel would survive to the 21st century.

PROJECT PARTNERS: Artspace, A Center for
the Arts, City of Fergus Falls, Franklin Bank,

THE STRATEGY

Greater Minnesota Housing Fund, Lake Region
Healthcare Corporation, McKnight Foundation,
Michel Associates, Ltd., Minnesota Department
of Employment and Economic Development,
Minnesota Housing, Otter Tail Power Company,
West Central Initiative Fund
KEY STRATEGIES: Main Street revitalization,
historic preservation, mixed use development,
artist organizing

A few doors down from the Hotel Kaddatz in downtown
Fergus Falls stood the historic Orpheum Theatre, opening
in 1921 with 200 seats and a diverse schedule of live theater,
silent film, and dollops of vaudeville. By the 1970s the theater
had died as a vehicle of entertainment.
In 1991 Rebecca Petersen became executive director of A
Center for the Arts, an organization that showcased events
in the former Orpheum Theatre. Petersen arrived to help a
group of prominent citizens piece together more than $1
million to renovate the theater through a mix of fundraisers
and foundation support. It reopened in the 1990s.
The same fate did not look likely for the Hotel Kaddatz,
whose only regular customers for years had been pigeons.
Still, a small group of citizens had emerged to try to bring
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it back to life after the city threatened demolition. Mark
Sundberg created the Hotel Kaddatz Preservation Association
to keep the wrecking ball from destroying the downtown gem.
As the hotel languished, Petersen proposed bringing in
Artspace, the nonprofit that helps restore historic buildings
for arts housing and commercial enterprises. As it happens,
Artspace had consulted with the theater on its fundraising
and renovation efforts. A Center For The Arts became the
development sponsor for the 25,000 square foot building.
Greg Handberg, senior vice president of properties at
Artspace, recalls making a presentation to the group in 2001.
“They have amazing leadership in Fergus Falls, with a number
of local foundations who came and who helped make the
theater happen and wanted to make this (Hotel Kaddatz)
happen,” he says.
Artspace conducted a feasibility study to determine if it could
do a $2 million project. “We figured out we could do it at a
$10 million scale for a $2 million budget, but there was still a
gap, about $400,000. I thought that was a deal killer. I didn’t
think Fergus Falls had that kind of philanthropy.”

50

Happily, he was wrong. The community raised $365,000
from foundations, trust funds, and local donors to cover the
gap in funding. “We were off to the races,” he says, and other
funders came in, including the Minnesota Department of
Employment and Economic Development. The state saw the
project as an economic one, says Handberg.
Artspace bought the hotel in 2004. The 10 artists’ lofts leased
quickly, with the first tenant being a high school arts teacher
who had been commuting from Fargo. On the other hand,
tenants for the 7,000 square foot commercial space took a
while to fill until the Kaddatz Galleries took over part of it.

THE RESULTS

The Kaddatz Hotel, along with the theater, created
a downtown renaissance. “Lincoln Avenue is
a profoundly different place,” says Handberg.
“When we started working up there the freeway
interchange shopping centers had stolen the
lifeblood out of Lincoln Avenue, the main street
of Fergus Falls. Now there are restaurants and no
empty storefronts.”

Petersen, who has since moved to Duluth but maintains a
home in Fergus Falls, sees the same impact. “It’s energized a
lot of enthusiasm around downtown and the river,” she says.
“The river has been ignored for years, but there’s new interest
in developing downtown and the whole riverfront. When I
lived in Fergus Falls it had no community center but now
everyone is starting to understand the importance of having a
gathering space of the kind downtown has become.”
Maxine Adams, executive director of the Lakes Regional Arts
Council, says the Kaddatz art apartment tours, which happen
periodically, generate a lot of public interest. Four restaurants
and several commercial businesses opened. “The arts helped
create a downtown that’s pretty lively,” Adams says. “It’s now
fun to spend a day in downtown Fergus Falls. You can go to
an exhibit, eat and shop. The Kaddatz has made us a fuller,
more interesting community. It’s pretty out of the ordinary for
a small rural community to have such a good concentration of
so many arts venues.”

LESSONS LEARNED
Successful adaptive reuse. Even a building that has been
vacant for 30 years can be utterly transformed into a vibrant
apartment building graced by storefront gallery space.
Historic preservation and adaptive reuse worked.
Local philanthropy helps. Small town philanthropies can and
will step up and help pay for historic preservation that speaks
to a city’s past and has a location that could spur greater
development, notes Petersen. Even she was surprised how
quickly local donors and foundations came to support it.
Artist housing is a catalyst. Now Fergus Falls has an artsy
downtown locals can be proud of and tourists can enjoy.
Combined with the theater renovation, the Kaddatz rehab
became a catalyst for economic growth, a little engine of
vitality that grew to support commercial businesses.
Small scale poses challenges. For Artspace the biggest
challenge was applying what it had learned on larger
projects to a much smaller one. It worked, though the scale
was a significant hurdle. “It’s possible, but it’s really hard,”
Handberg says. “The brain damage associated with a $2
million project is arguably greater than the brain damage
associated with a $10 million project.”
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