





you can build

“every square
foot that you
can leverage
helps the thing
pencil out.”

—john t. holmes, aia

stronger structure; a lightweight skin,
like ipe, lightens up the building and lets
you build it for less money.”

The exterior’s renewable Brazilian
ipe rainscreen is a riff on the fire station
across the street, its singed, deformed
brick echoing the wood’s coloring and
variations. “Some people take contextu-
alism very literally,” Holmes explains.
“The problem is that buildings aren’t
executed to the same degree of detail
as they were years ago, so you get
a dumbed-down response; we try to
abstract it more.” Understanding what
materials can do gives Holst an edge
on less talented architects. While the
wood siding has been much

copied recently on Portland’s
condo buildings, it was novel at
the time.

Such nimble solutions have
earned them the respect of infill
developers, who typically seek
vibrant buildings with long-
lasting appeal rather than ego-
driven design statements. That
was certainly true in Gabbert’s
case. “They are able, with the
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The Housing Authority of Portland’s
Resource Access Center includes admin-
istrative offices and transitional housing,
and will be the city’s first commercial
building to harvest graywater. Energy
calculations drove the size of the windows,
but Holst’s playful use of green spandrel
glass deinstitutionalizes the facade and
makes the windows seem larger.
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fairly simple use of materials and
thoughtful design, to create an impact
that’s not necessarily flashy or expensive,
but a subtle, strong statement that people
respond to,” he says. What’s more, their
clear vision makes them easy to work
with. “They come up with an overall
approach of where they want to go and
begin to develop well-grounded strategies
to get there,” Gabbert adds. “They don’t
deliver a piece of art and say, ‘Now we
have to figure out how to build it.” They
know where they want to go and how to
get there in a way that’s affordable and
within time constraints.”

portland and beyond
Since then, Holst has embraced infill
projects in concert with the city. But its
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most difficult challenge isn’t making
stylish buildings that support sustain-
able lifestyles. Rather, it’s making such
products profitable for developers. The
firm’s experience with nonprofits has
made it pragmatic, adept at squeezing

a lot of design value into every budget
while focusing on craft and human scale.
Interiors typically have just two or three
materials—often gypsum board, wood,
and stone. They have good light and are
simple, clean, and elegant, allowing the
owners to put their stamp on the space.

Holst’s buildings are also unified from
the ground up, respecting the street but
not mimicking it. One of its trademark
moves is creating boxy extrusions that
articulate parts of the structure, which
breaks down the mass while providing
opportunities for balconies and expanses
of glass. The firm often deinstitutionalizes
its buildings by using fir or mahogany
rather than aluminum on street-level
storefronts and by hiring local craftsmen
to shop-build the unit interiors.

To hear Stuhr and Holmes tell it, all
this plays out in constant collaboration
between them and their 13-member staff.
The partners share design and marketing
responsibilities, though one or the other
takes the lead on each project. “Our
ethic is to continually question our
assumptions and those of our clients to
get the best design response,” Stuhr says.
“We keep pushing when we come up
against a wall.” They also push for LEED
certification (they anticipate a LEED
Platinum rating for the 937 Condominiums
building), because the process creates
a framework for decisions. Yet they’re
realists too. “Other times, we say, Let’s
not spend $50K on getting certified and
instead put the money into the building.
We have to be smarter these days about
getting things executed.”

The tanking economy has changed a
lot of things for Holst’s principals. Yet
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while many firms are down to a skeleton
staff these days, they only had to lay
off three employees last fall. Holmes
attributes their resilience to a solid client
referral base and their quick switch to
public sector projects when the condo
market began to crumble. “Until the
banks can deal with all the problems they
have, I don’t see condos coming back in
any strong way,” he says. “There might
be a few select projects here and there,
but not like it was.”

Slated to take the firm through 2011
is the Resource Access Center, an eight-
story building with 130 public housing
units, a men’s shelter, and a day center for
the homeless, plus administrative offices
for the Housing Authority of Portland. With
a goal of LEED Platinum, it will include
advanced framing and insulation systems,
solar hot water, and graywater harvesting.

With fortuitous timing, Holst’s work
has captured attention outside Portland
too. It recently landed a commission in
Ambherst, Mass., from a private developer
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who does mixed-use housing on and around
college campuses. “They found us on the
Internet,” Holmes says, surprised. “I think
they did a fairly extensive search and
found that there aren’t many firms with
a niche of mid-rise urban infill projects.”
He continues, “Lots of people are going
back to school now, and public/private
partnerships with universities are a market
niche that seems to have some life.”
Holst’s emerging East Coast presence
offers a nice bit of symmetry and
promise, given that Stuhr and Holmes
have long admired the work of Pietro
Belluschi, the Italian-American architect
and former dean of the MIT School of
Architecture + Planning. Known for his
pragmatic approach to modernism,
Belluschi designed more than 1,000
buildings—most of them in Portland
and New England—between the 1940s
and 1960s. It’s not hard to imagine that
Holst, too, is well on its way to making
a broader mark on America’s up-and-
coming urban places. ra
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Holst’s first major new project, Belmont
Street Lofts (2004), embraced Portland’s
values of low-impact living and arty design.
The abstracted use of simple, natural
materials—ipe rainscreen and Spanish resin
panels, for example—was achieved on a
relatively modest budget and caught the
attention of developers.

www.residentialarchitect.com 37



