HISTORIC

PRESERVATION
FRANKLIN ARTS CENTER
GRAND PLAZA
GRAYSTONE HOTEL
KADDATZ ARTIST LOFTS
UPPER POST VETERANS
COMMUNITY
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Franklin Arts Center, Brainerd

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

Rehabilitation
of Existing
Housing

Historic
Preservation

Meeting Needs
of Artists

Historic Junior High becomes a Haven for Artists
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
FRANKLIN ARTS CENTER
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 13,000

The town of Brainerd originally sprung up when Great
Northern Railway picked a rugged spot to build a bridge
across the Mississippi River in the 1800s. The town grew from
that decision into a city that has become a gateway to the
Central Lakes district of Minnesota.

TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION: Former
junior high school
UNITS: 25 live/work units
TARGET POPULATIONS: Low-income artists
TIME FRAME: 2004–2008
INITIAL COSTS: $8.4 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Artspace, Blandin
Foundation, Brainerd Lakes Area Development
Corporation, Brainerd Public Schools, City of
Brainerd, Crow Wing County, Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, Miller Dunwiddie Architects,
Minnesota Department of Employment &
Economic Development, National Equity Fund,
National Park Service/Minnesota State Historic
Preservation Office, U.S. Bancorp
KEY STRATEGIES: Mixed-use, historic
preservation, adaptive reuse, organizing artists

Franklin Junior High School is a V-shaped, 146,000 square
foot building located on a steep bank near downtown
Brainerd that educated children from the 1930s until the
2000s. The city’s school district decided at that time that
the building had become too outdated and too expensive to
attempt to remodel.

THE STRATEGY
The school district’s community education director formed a
citizens committee and held a series of brainstorming sessions
and planning meetings. Consensus grew around the concept
of turning the building into an arts center.
The school district and citizens committee knew little about
arts housing, so it turned to Minneapolis-based Artspace, the
nation’s leading developer of housing for the arts. Artspace
has completed more than 50 projects around the country,
including several in smaller cities such as the Kaddatz Artist
Lofts in Fergus Falls (see p. 48).
Greg Handberg, senior vice president of properties at
Artspace, said the organization needed about $750,000 to
plan a restoration of the building. “We don’t bring a bank
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account to the table but we do help communities, sharing
in the responsibility to raise money,” he says. Blandin
Foundation, the school district, and other funders stepped up
to pay for the initial planning stage.
One of the first steps was to survey the local creative
community to determine if there was sufficient interest in
artist housing and in the concept of having a retail section in
the old school. While Artspace found it challenging to locate
artists dispersed in a large geographic area the results revealed
support and interest for arts housing, Handberg says.
Money was raised from nine funders while other
organizations stepped forward to finance the project. Miller
Dunwiddie Architecture signed on to design studios, space
for arts organizations, and 25 live/work apartments for artists
in former classrooms. The school district continues to operate
the gym and auditorium, a 36,000 square foot space, making
it available for community events.
In 2008 the Franklin Junior High School re-opened as the
Franklin Arts Center.

One downside of the Franklin Arts Center is its location
across busy Highway 210 from downtown Brainerd. The
highway is a barrier to connecting to downtown and making
linkages to the city’s nascent retail and restaurant scene. And
the arts center has not enlivened its surroundings much
because it is not in a retail area or on a downtown street,
Handberg noted.
The somewhat isolated site in a residential neighborhood has
put a damper on the developmental synergy Artspace typically
sees in other developments, including the art center it created
in Fergus Falls.
Still, the project remains an asset to both the artistic
community and the school district, a historic reminder of the
importance of education and the arts in Brainerd.

LESSONS LEARNED
Community input is a lever. Without the initial push
of the school district’s progressive vision of collecting

THE RESULTS

community input the Franklin Arts Center would never
have happened.

The question of whether there were enough artists and arts
organizations to fill the space was soon answered. All 37,775
square feet of artist studios and commercial space filled prior
to the building’s opening with arts organizations, artisans,
arts-friendly organizations, and creative businesses. The rest
of the building consists of the live/work studio spaces that
quickly leased.

Planning grants help. Even small cities have access

“I think that for a town the size of Brainerd to have a resource
like this is pretty amazing,” says Lisa Jordan, executive director
of Crossing Arts Alliance. “That a building would be devoted
to the arts in a city of 13,000 is a stretch in most places.”

living and working in them. Old schools can easily find

Visual artist Marty Nelson has lived in the Franklin Arts
Center for years. “I’ve made friends with other artists and
done some projects with them,” he says. “I’ve been in charge
of the resident art gallery and we’ve brought artists in from
the Twin Cities and from around the country. It strengthens
our community by bringing in artists from elsewhere.”

to foundation money and development expertise that
can pay for national experts such as Artspace to lend
financial, management, and marketing expertise, says
Handberg.
Artists are catalysts. Artists can help revitalize
communities by saving old buildings and committing to
new uses vital to communities.
Perseverance matters. “The final thing I would say about
this project, and projects like it, is that they take a lot of
time and patience,” says Handberg. “They’re not easy
but there’s a real sense of accomplishment when they’re
completed.”
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Grand Plaza, Grand Rapids
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Construction

Green
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Residential Revival of a Former Hospital
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
GRAND PLAZA
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 11,000
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Defunct county hospital
TARGET POPULATION: Seniors and families
with children; renters and homeowners
TIME FRAME: 2006–2016
INITIAL COSTS: $8 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: City of Grand Rapids,
D.W. Jones, Inc., Greater Minnesota Housing
Fund, Habitat for Humanity Minnesota,
Helenske Design Group, Itasca Housing
and Redevelopment Authority, Metro Plains
Development, Minnesota Housing, Veronyak
Builders
KEY STRATEGIES: Adaptive reuse, historic
preservation, new construction

A former logging town, Grand Rapids today is a retail center
for Itasca County and a gateway to the region’s more than
1,000 lakes. The city has a diversified and thriving economy
mixing manufacturing with tourism.
The 14.2-acre Itasca Memorial Hospital in Grand Rapids was
abandoned after being in operation for almost 90 years. The
buildings and grounds were deserted in 2004 after the Grand
Itasca Clinic and Hospital opened at a different site, rendering
the Memorial obsolete.

THE STRATEGY
Located in the heart of Grand Rapids with exquisite views of
the Mississippi River, the old hospital site offered plenty of
land and opportunity for the right development. Memorial
Hospital had sections with good structural bones that
could serve as the basis of housing. The hospital agreed to
participate in helping bring a second act to the site, figuring
that its reputation could be injured by leaving a blighted
property along the river to crumble.
Designs were drawn up with the help of GMHF to develop
“The Grand Plaza,” a mix of senior housing, affordable
townhouses and apartments. A 6.9-acre parcel that once
housed a clinic on the east end was developed into a
61-unit assisted living complex called “River Grand.”
The Tax Increment Financing (TIF) resulting from that
property funded the demolition of a section of the hospital.
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The section of the 7.3-acre historic hospital that remained was
gutted and reconfigured into 18 units of affordable housing
with high ceilings and large windows for the one- and twobedroom units. The building incorporates a new modern
entrance composed of different materials and colors into the
existing historic structure. The renovation followed Minnesota
Green Communities’ criteria and the developer added solar hot
water heaters atop the roof.
Next to the hospital the developer D.W. Jones, Inc., which
took over for MetroPlains Development LLC, built 18 new
townhouses with two and three bedrooms to accommodate
families. A playground is filled every day during the warm
weather months with children whose families live in the
townhouses.
The project leveraged a variety of funding sources, from the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act to tax increment
financing as well as GMHF and Minnesota Housing lending.
“The development is the result, very simply, of a lot of
communication and collaboration that included the hospital,
the developer, the city and funders,” says Rob Mattei,
community development director for Grand Rapids.
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THE RESULTS
Memorial Hospital had enjoyed an outstanding riverside
location. Once it was gone, the city had a chance to
rethink how development could be merged with trails
and connections to the water. Grand Rapids has had an
effort underway for years to open the river to trails and
development, says Mattei, and the Grand Plaza concept
proved to be an important piece of that plan. “The property
would be a huge, blighted eyesore by now and not an
attractive addition to the neighborhood,” he says.
With a plan in place, the city and its partners were able to
line up the financing to build housing and add such civic
amenities as riverfront trails and sidewalk connections to the
river and Oakland Park on the southern end.
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If removing the potential for blight was one
achievement by Grand Plaza, the other was
meeting the need for affordable housing. Like
many small towns the problem of affordable
housing seemed to grow every year. Grand Plaza

offered something for everyone, from singles to
families with two or three kids. “We’ve had a lot
of demand for affordable housing over the years
and Grand Plaza filled a need for that type of
housing,” says Mattei.

LESSONS LEARNED
Pair old with new. The project is a good example of strategic

Local financing is critical. Grand Rapids’ city council was

demolition, allowing for part of the development to be historically

willing to invest public money in the project, says Mattei, and

preserved while removing the rest for infill development. A

the hospital proved very supportive. TIF was used to help fill a

mix of housing sizes is always attractive, especially in a small

financing gap.

community where multi-bedroom affordable housing can be hard
to find—if available at all. Blessed with empty land, Grand Plaza
renovated the hospital into apartments and offered families an
affordable option with the townhomes as well as single-family
homes being constructed by Habitat for Humanity of Minnesota,
one home per year until 2022. The development was designed to
serve a diverse population of seniors, renters and homeowners.

Keep communicating. Keeping open lines of communication and
plenty of collaboration became the keys to keeping funders, public
officials, the developer, and building contractors all on the same
page during a multi-year project. “Communication and sharing
of information is incredibly important in such a complex project,”
Mattei says.
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Graystone Hotel, Detroit Lakes
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Community
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Green
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Historic
Preservation

Historic Detroit Lakes Hotel Finds New Life
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
GRAYSTONE HOTEL
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 9,000
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Historic hotel and surrounding block
UNITS: 22 studios, 1BRs and 2BRs, plus
19 studios and 1BRs in Graystone Annex
TIME FRAME: 2000–2004
INITIAL COSTS: $9.7 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: Minnesota Department
of Employment and Economic Development,
Minnesota Housing, Federal Home Loan Bank
of Des Moines, Midwest Minnesota Community
Development Corporation

Located in west-central Minnesota, Detroit Lakes is largely
a center for tourism, agriculture and manufacturing. As the
railroads expanded at the beginning of the 20th century, so did
the hospitality industry.
One of the resulting structures was the Graystone Hotel, built
in a Federal Functional style in 1916 to serve the city’s booming
tourism and business trade. The hotel eventually fell into disfavor
by the 1960s. The hotel’s owners started converting rooms into
apartments.
Vern and Chris Carlson owned the hotel from the 1970s to the
1990s. When financial issues arose they sold the 36,000 square
foot building to Midwest Minnesota Community Development
Corporation (MMCDC). The nonprofit is one of the largest
rural community development corporations in the country and
one of the few with a bank subsidiary. It invests in the Detroit
Lakes region and in other parts of Minnesota and the U.S.

KEY STRATEGIES: Main Street revitalization,
green building, adaptive reuse, historic
preservation

THE STRATEGY
The hotel consists of two sections, the original building and
an annex added in the 1920s. The glory days were long passed
by the 1990s when the Graystone and surrounding block had
become dilapidated and dangerous. The buildings themselves
had fallen into disrepair.
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MMCDC decided to conduct the renovation in phases,
finishing and leasing one section before working on another. To
receive historic tax credits, the entire project met the Secretary
of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. The guidelines,
fortunately, allowed for a phased construction plan.

Baker Hogan Houx Architecture and Planning made several
decisions to preserve the building’s character yet make it
modern in efficiency. Historic windows were saved when
possible and the ceiling and walls were insulated, a move that
began saving money almost immediately, says Kangas.

The Graystone Hotel section was turned into a
mix of 22 studios, one-bedroom and two-bedroom
apartments. The annex, meanwhile, went small,
with 19 studios and one-bedroom units. The
developer decided to continue having the main floor
serve as commercial offices, including one for its
own staff.

In addition to energy efficient upgrades, the building received
all new mechanical systems.

One of the primary issues the developer faced involved
incorporating energy efficiency into a historic building.
Many funding sources, in fact, were tied to the development
of energy-efficient strategies that would reduce the utility
bills of low- to moderate-income renters. Since the building
is income-restricted, the units stay within reach of tenants
struggling to get by, said Arlen Kangas, the MMCDC’s
former president and chief economist. The Annex, in fact, is
a Low Income Housing Tax Credit property that caps rents
based on a region’s average rents.
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The project did not stop with the Graystone and Annex. The
agency decided to continue restoring the rest of the block,
adding three more historic buildings. They were submitted
and approved for National Register of Historic Places
designation. “The whole block was in such tough shape we
had to preserve those buildings to preserve our investment in
Graystone,” he says.
Those structures—a bank building, an opera house and a
merchandise store—today house retail and office spaces, Kangas
says. The additional renovations added another $5 million in
development costs.
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THE RESULTS
LESSONS LEARNED
The renovation “happened at a pivotal time because there
was a general decline of a very prominent block in the city,”
Kangas says. Turning around that block led to investment in
other historic downtown Detroit Lakes buildings. Today, the
Amtrak Station has been restored and a 1932 school has been
transformed into a “very vibrant community center,” he says.

Mix of strategies keeps project in the black. The Graystone
is an intersection of housing development, community
revitalization and historic preservation. It generated
enough income to pay its continued upkeep, which isn’t
always the case.

For the people who lived in the housing before the
renovation, the change has been remarkable. “It attracted
a very difficult clientele. According to the police chief, 90
percent of the police calls in the city came from this particular
building,” Kangas says. The tenants who were not causing
problems were moved to the annex while the Graystone was
being renovated and then moved back in after completion, he
says, allowing the developer to avoid the cost of an expensive
relocation. They are close knit and range in age from 18 to 70.
“Many tenants who were living in absolute squalor are now
living in a nice building that is historic in nature,” Kangas
adds. “They take a lot of pride in living here.”

Rehabbing anchor spurs additional redevelopment. The

“You can’t imagine what kind of condition it was in. Most
people thought we were nuts. It was an almost heroic effort
to take on something with the reputation that it had. But
fortunately our company was pretty strong financially and
we had great support from the state and different groups.”

moved to the Graystone from the Annex during that

MMCDC decided after the initial renovation to completely
restore the entire block. By adaptively reusing historic
properties, the Graystone gave the entire downtown a shot
in the arm, spurring more growth and historic preservation.
Adding three buildings to the National Register was worth
the “time and expense” because “it will provide lasting
value for the next 40 to 60 years,” he says.
Energy updates translate to healthy homes. Graystone’s
focus on energy efficiency resulted in green and healthy
homes, supporting better health outcomes for the tenants.
Phased rehab reduces costs. Many of the tenants were
renovation, saving significantly on cost and offering
continuity to their lives.
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Kaddatz Artist Lofts, Fergus Falls

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

Rehabilitation
of Existing
Housing
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Preservation

Meeting Needs
of Artists

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.”
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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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Upper Post Veterans Community, Fort Snelling

Region

Community
Size

Apartments or
Townhomes

Rehabilitation
of Existing
Housing
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Preservation

Serving
Homeless/
Special Needs

Housing Homeless Veterans in Historic Fort Snelling
THE COMMUNITY AND ITS HISTORY
UPPER POST
V E T E R A N S CO M M U N I TY
AT - A - G L A N C E
POPULATION OF CITY: 442 (Fort Snelling is an
unorganized territory in Hennepin County)
TARGET AREA OF REVITALIZATION:
Fort Snelling
UNITS: 58 units
TARGET POPULATION: Formerly homeless
veterans
TIME FRAME: 2012–2015
INITIAL COSTS: $17.2 million
PROJECT PARTNERS: CommonBond
Communities, Family Housing Fund, Greater

Known as the “Birthplace of Minnesota,” Fort Snelling sits at
the confluence of the Minnesota and Mississippi rivers just
upstream from downtown St. Paul. Built between 1820 and
1825, the Fort has had a variety of functions. It housed Native
prisoners of war after the Dakota War of 1862 and served as
a base during the Civil War for more than 22,000 soldiers.
In the 20th century it was a training induction center for the
armed forces during the Spanish American War, the Mexican
Expedition, and both world wars.
While the Minnesota Historical Society has managed the actual
“Lower Post” fort for many years, the rest of the complex, the
Upper Post, had fallen into disrepair, sitting empty since 1997.
In 2006 a campaign began, led by Hennepin County (the only
local governmental agency operating within its boundaries), to
redevelop the Upper Post’s 26 historic buildings. The Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources, which operates Fort Snelling
State Park, also led the effort.

Minnesota Housing Fund, Hennepin County,
Home Depot Foundation, Major League
Baseball, Metropolitan Council, Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources, Minnesota
Equity Fund, Minnesota Housing, Minnesota

The site is on the National Register of Historic Places and is
designated as a National Landmark site, the highest level of
historic designation. It stands in the shadow of an international
airport, sports fields, tennis center, and a light rail stop.

Twins, NeighborWorks America, Pohlad Family
Foundation, Ramsey County, Twins Community
Fund, UnitedHealth Group, U.S. Department of

THE STRATEGY

Veterans Affairs
KEY STRATEGIES: Historic preservation,
adaptive reuse, permanent supportive housing
with services
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Hennepin County received a “Base Realignment and Closure
Grant” for a reuse study in 2006 that looked at each building’s
structure and level of deterioration. The buildings with the
greatest needs would receive funding first. A $150,000 Save
America’s Treasures grant was used to mothball the buildings
prior to restoration.
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Part of the plan to stretch the money as far as possible was to
employ “Sentence To Service” (STS) correctional crews during
the mothballing process to learn trade skills while they did the
work. The STS program proved so impressive the Legislature
appropriated $500,000 in 2008 for STS to repair the Guard
House and Post Headquarters.
Finally, after many years of waiting, developers began to look
seriously at rehabilitating different parts of the military base.
CommonBond Communities, a nonprofit housing developer,
owner, and manager, undertook the first major project.
CommonBond created a plan to renovate five buildings to
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house homeless veterans and, in several units, their families.
They used a variety of funding sources before completing
construction of the entire project, on two blocks of the site, in
August 2015.
Minnesota has an estimated 300 homeless vets, according to
the Veterans Administration Medical Center in Minneapolis,
down from nearly 900 in 2012.
The Upper Mississippi Academy, a charter school, renovated
several buildings, too, opening in September 2015.

The rehabilitated buildings were constructed between
1907 and 1911. Two served as homes for noncommissioned
officers, and those were assigned to the quartermaster. The
other three were shops and stables for the cavalry.

dog, Dutchess, in a July 2015 column. Poons bounced
between homeless shelters for two years after losing his job
and suffering mental illness. With a place to finally settle,
Poons began volunteering at VA hospitals and sharing the
delights of Dutchess.

THE RESULTS

As Tevlin reported: “Dutchess and I had been displaced for
more than two years,” said Poons, his voice quaking with
emotion. “I’m just so happy now.”

The $17.2 million project renovated a duplex, a four-plex
and three larger buildings, including a quartermaster’s stable.
Adding the families together with the single vets, more than
90 people live on the site in seven one-bedroom units, 45
studios, two two-bedroom units, and four three-bedroom
apartments. The larger buildings have lounge space, computer
labs, and other amenities, according to Andrew Michaelson,
former senior project manager with CommonBond. Residents
also have access to supportive services.

The impact on the site has been astonishing,
breathing life into a dormant piece of real estate.
“These residents who had experienced homelessness effectively
moved into brand new units, even though they’re in old
buildings,” Michaelson says. “The apartments have been
completely brought up to modern standards and codes. They
are accessible and have air conditioning and all those sorts
of things. And they’re fully furnished with tables, couches,
beds, linens, kitchenware. Residents now have housing
and access to services we provide, along with other partner
organizations.”

Just weeks after CommonBond’s Upper Post Veterans
Community opened, Dominium, a housing developer,
announced it would renovate additional buildings at the fort
for low-income families. Low Income Housing Tax Credits,
combined with state and historic tax credits, helped pay for
the renovation of those buildings.

LESSONS LEARNED
Inter-agency collaboration required. Federal land
can’t be purchased, requiring instead a 150-year lease.
CommonBond could not have created the housing without
the help of state agencies, veteran organizations, and
other partners. Collaboration is key for funding and
for designing services that work for homeless vets.
CommonBond brought in four groups to assist with
funding, among them Ramsey County—even though the
project is in Hennepin County. Federal legislators assisted

The idea is to have everything in place so the vets and their
families can experience stable housing. The units have rent
subsidies, with some residents paying little to nothing for
their housing. Income-qualified vets pay $651 for studios,
$800 for one-bedrooms, $970 for two-bedrooms and $1,160
for three-bedrooms. The subsidies are provided by several
federal government programs.

in securing some federal HUD funding as well.

Families and vets do not have to move, but once they have
achieved stability they often move on—and pay it forward.
“It’s the military mentality of ‘we’re in this together’ and I’m
now in a good spot, so let me make this available to others,”
Michaelson says.

CommonBond tapped the corporate community

Familiarity matters in complex deals. Hiring the right
contractors who understand how to work on historic
structures, especially those in rough shape, is extremely
important to the eventual success of the project—and to
keeping it within a workable budget.
Corporate donations turned units into homes.
and individuals for small donations. More than 70
corporations and individuals donated cash, furniture,
bedding, appliances, and other household essentials to
furnish the homes.

Upon the Upper Post’s grand opening, Star Tribune writer Jon
Tevlin featured a story about Austin Poons and his therapy
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