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Blending into the neighborhood

Award honors new construction with historic appeal

Celebrate Summer!

By Roger Barr

T

he Macalester-Groveland Community Council is now taking
nominations for Blend Awards, a
new program that recognizes new construction and major remodeling projects in St. Paul that honor the character
of their respective neighborhoods.
This is the first year that the Blend
Awards will be given in St. Paul. The
program is cosponsored by the Macalester-Groveland Community Council
(MGCC) in partnership with the Minneapolis-based Blend organization. It is
intended to create an incentive for property owners, architects and contractors
to build and remodel homes and commercial buildings that blend into their
neighborhoods.
“We’ve been trying for several years
to address what people don’t want to see
in the neighborhood,” said Liz Boyer,
MGCC’s executive director. “Blend
Awards encourage diverse and innovative designs that are also compatible
with the surrounding neighborhood.
We see this as a way to address the issue
from a positive angle rather than solely a
restrictive one.”
“We’re very excited to expand the
awards to St. Paul and to work with MacGroveland to do so,” said Brad Schulz,
community outreach coordinator for
Blend, which has operated the awards
program in Minneapolis for several
years. “It’s a great way to expand blending to an area that has great architecture,
great builders and excellent architects.”
Partnering with Blend allowed MGCC
to move forward without “reinventing
the wheel,” according to Michele Myers
Berg, who sits on an MGCC Housing
and Land Use subcommittee that tracks
construction projects that may or may
not blend in and offers resources for
homeowners considering renovations.
To choose the winners of Blend
Awards, MGCC has appointed a panel
of judges that includes architects John
Albers, Isabel Chavier and Frank Louis
and landscape architects Meg Arnosti
and Carol Zoff. A separate panel will
judge the nominees in Minneapolis.
Blend Awards were started in 2007 as
a project of the Fulton Neighborhood
Association in the southwest corner of
Minneapolis. Fulton has struggled for
years with existing homes being torn
down and replaced with “McMansions”—much larger houses that dwarf
neighboring homes and are deemed out
of character with the rest of the neighborhood. Blend has since been spun off
as its own organization.
Blend Awards are given for both residential and commercial buildings in the
areas of new construction, remodeling
or additions, outbuildings, landscaping, building exteriors, and sustainable
building and eco-friendly design. The
awards do not come with any money. Its
value is just the pride in “knowing that
you’re being a good neighbor,” Schulz
said.
Pride is what Bob Schmitt felt when
he received a Blend Award in 2017 for
the remodeling of his home in Minneapolis’ Longfellow neighborhood. The
house was a 750-square-foot cottage
that Schmitt had lived in for 17 years.
The remodeling expanded it to 2,400
square feet by adding an art studio and
transforming a half basement with an
octopus furnace into a finished full
basement. One foot was added to the
width of the house. The length, which
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Among recent Blend Award winners in Minneapolis are the Minnehaha Parkway cottage at top, which grew from 750 to 2,400 square feet without losing
its original appeal, and the newly constructed Irving Avenue home above.

had included a screened porch in back,
remained unchanged.
The Blend Award was a source of
pride for Schmitt’s builder, D.T. Carlson Company of Hugo, too. “It’s a great
award,” said Dan Carlson. “I think it
urges designers and home builders to
take the challenge of utilizing square feet
and to focus on design. Blend Awards
are good for neighborhoods. We’d love
to be involved again.”
Blend distributes free guidelines on
residential construction and renovation
to any interested parties, Schulz said.
That neither Schmitt nor Carlson was
initially aware of the awards program
represents both a challenge and an opportunity for Blend to educate homeowners, architects and contractors.
“We have anecdotal information that
customers are coming to architects and
builders now and asking for something
not like the McMansions they’re seeing,”
Schulz said. “They know what they don’t
like and are looking for something else.”
Schulz noted that there has been
an increase in nominations since the
awards program was started five years
ago—“from a handful to 25 to 30 annually,” he said. “The quality of the entries
has also increased.”
Blend Awards represent the carrot
approach to preventing new construction and major remodeling projects that
erode the historic character of a neighborhood. Myers Berg compared these
projects to the remodeling of Central
High School in the 1980s. “Central High
was transformed from a stately Clarence
Johnston-designed school into what
looks like a correctional facility,” she said
of her alma mater.
Myers Berg lives near a new home that
she said is clearly out of character with
the rest of the neighborhood. According
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That same year, a group of MacalesterGroveland residents waged a successful
battle to stop a homeowner from tearing down a century-old house in good
condition and replacing it with a larger
structure they deemed out of character
with the surrounding Tangletown area.
That battle led to an effort to designate
Tangletown as a historical conservation
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district that would further articulate
what could and could not be done in
residential construction in the neighborhood.
Last July the St. Paul City Council approved a resolution directing the city’s
Department of Planning and Economic
Development (PED) to study the conservation district issue and report back
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