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Pictured is the detail of the restored plasterwork on the ceiling of the Garden Theater.
Photo by Jeff Garland

p
The renovated interior of the theater, as
shown from the bar. Photo by Jeff Garland

Detroiters have witnessed the recent economic
downturn that left a path of vacant buildings in its
wake. As the city emerges and recovers, many of
these buildings are left in a decrepit state, often
subject to vandalism and fire; they then become
dangerous and the surrounding community rallies
to tear them down. These structures are constant
reminders of the hard times felt by many.
Luckily for Detroit, its individuals appreciate and
fight to preserve unique architectural gems.
Detroit’s industrial reputation is known worldwide
- but Detroit was also the pinnacle of design and
innovation. In fact, some of the leading early 20th
Century and Mid-Century architects hailed from
the city.
Built in 1912, the Garden Theater was an early
project of C. Howard Crane, an architect who
began his career in Detroit before becoming one
of the most prolific theater architects in the
country. Crane designed many Detroit icons like
the Fillmore Detroit in 1925 (or State Theater, as
many still call it), the Detroit Opera House (or
Capitol Theater, in the early 1920s), and arguably
his most famous, the Fox Theater in 1928.
In 1949 the Garden Theater closed its doors
only to reopen as a series of nightclubs and adult
theaters. Its degeneration quickly infected the
entire block, until finally the theater was
abandoned and left to decay.
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Over 10 years ago, three Detroit businessmen
launched Woodward SA-PK, LLC, Detroit, a
development group targeting blighted areas in the
city. Partners George Stewart, Michael Byrd and
William Mosely set their sights on the historic
Garden Theater on the 3900 block of Woodward
Avenue. Situated between Alexandrine and
Selden, the Woodward Garden Block
Development project grew out of the desire to
save an architectural gem overwhelmed by the
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surrounding blight and decay. Woodward SA-PK
aimed to create an entertainment district around
the historic Garden Theater, closer to the growing
Midtown area.
“This was the only blighted block between
Warren and Mack,” explained Stewart, who had
grown up in Detroit and remembered the hustle
and bustle that once surrounded the area, but
now “it was empty. It had at least two fires and
was quite decaying.”
In order to achieve their vision for an
entertainment district centered on the Garden
Theater, the team realized they needed to tackle
the entire block. The first few years of
development focused on acquiring the
neighboring properties and building the right team
to manage the subsequent four separate phases
of construction. Unfortunately, because of the
economic conditions in Detroit at the time, this
meant postponing construction on the theater in
order to prioritize and finance the grand vision.
Woodward SA-PK contracted Quinn Evans
Architects, Ann Arbor, as the master architect for
the entire block. Quinn Evans prepared a
comprehensive plan for the individual construction
phases of the block that would span more than
five years. A firm with ample experience in historic
preservation, Quinn Evans was also contracted as
the architects of record for the historic
preservation of the two historic structures on the
block: the Blue Moon building (1886) on the
corner, and the Garden Theater (1912) in the
center.
McIntosh Poris Associates, Birmingham, was
also brought on board as the design architect for
the interior of the Garden Theater and the
individual build-outs on the block. Construction
Logistics, LLC, Detroit, a joint venture between
the Monahan Company and the Means Group,
were the general contractors for the rehabilitation
of the Garden Theater in addition to the later
phases of the block development.
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p
The restored façade and new retail spaces facing Woodward Avenue. Photo by Jeff Garland

p
An image of the exterior of the Garden Theater after years of being abandoned.
Photo by McIntosh Poris Associates
Early phases of the Woodward Garden Block
Development project involved constructing a
parking structure, renovating the historic corner
building, and adding new office space. Currently,
that section of the block is home to Great Lakes
Coffee Roasting Co., Midtown Detroit, Inc., The
Kresge Foundation, and office space for Wayne
State University. These businesses have drawn
more traffic and energy to the block, and have
created the type of lively environment the theater
needs in order to become a vital entity in the
neighborhood once more.

Progress Underway
garden TheaTer

on

The

In 2012 the decaying state of the Garden
Theater was finally addressed. While the exterior
façade facing Woodward Avenue remained intact,
much of its original character was hidden under
layers of paint and grime, and the vestiges of past
owners. Structurally, the building appeared to be
in good shape from the street.
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However, years of being vacant and damage
from fires destroyed entire sections of the interior.
The site, originally divided into two independent
structures by an open-air atrium, was completely
crumbling in some sections. The three-story
building facing Woodward served as a reception
or lobby area for the theater behind. This building
had suffered the most damage; an entire wall
separating the lobby area from the atrium had
collapsed exposing the three levels to the negative
impact of the elements. The loss of this wall also
drastically affected the structural integrity of the
building - entire sections of the building were too
dangerous to enter. In addition, the original plans
for the building were not found. Until the building
could be properly braced, architects were forced
to design areas of the space without actually
walking through them.
On the other side of the open-air atrium, the
actual theater space remained in better shape.
Structurally, all four walls remained standing, but
the interior was in need of extreme clean up and

demolition. Years of abandonment had allowed
debris to build up. Once that was removed, layers
of old renovations to the theater could be
demolished leaving an open, clean space for the
team to address problem areas and begin the
restoration.
Undoubtedly, the state of the building had
deterred many investors, but the economic state
of the city also had a great impact. As Detroit fell
deeper and deeper into recession, this building,
and many others, sat vacant. Once Woodward
SA-PK launched their plans to buy this property
and bring it back to life, there were no more large
banks loaning money for this kind of
redevelopment in the city. The team needed to
find more “unconventional” sources of funding.
According to Stewart, it took more than two
years and the help of many supporting
organizations to pull together the financing for the
Garden Theater portion of the project. Susan
Mosey, president of Midtown Detroit, Inc., was a
big advocate for the Woodward Garden Block
Development project. Because of the two historic
buildings that were saved on the site, Mosey
helped incorporate the entire block as a Historic
District within Midtown. This Historic designation
opened the door to several tax credits, which
consisted of about 20 percent of construction
costs. Woodward SA-PK also received the
Michigan Business tax credit, as well as other tax
incentives for removing blight in the city.
The plan for the final phase of construction on
the Woodward Garden Block Development
included a new five-story housing development
next to the Garden Theater that could fill the
housing demand in Midtown. This addition
enabled the team to secure a federal loan under
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) program. Stewart described
other grants and loans the block project received
including from the State of Michigan, Detroit
Economic Growth, and other local companies:
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“Detroit Edison had come out with several plans
about energy efficiency, so we were able to apply
for an energy grant, which we received.”
“Probably seven or eight different layers of
funding went into this particular project,”
continued Stewart. “And that’s because you
couldn’t just go to a bank,” added Michael Poris,
co-founder of McIntosh Poris Associates. This
financing package allowed the developer,
Woodward SA-PK, to invest in the entire block;
but more importantly, by creating this package,
they could finance the restoration of an iconic
Detroit building despite the condition it was left in.
Had the team been limited to a narrower scope
of financing, the costs of preserving this building
could have overwhelmed and stopped the
project.
“I think the synergy of the team that worked
together in Detroit always looked for solutions
instead of dwelling on problems,” explained
Stewart. Once the Garden Theater was
recognized as a historic site, the architectural
team needed to work with both the State of
Michigan’s Historic Preservation Office (SHPO)
and the National Park Service (NPS) to receive
funding and their approval. Elisabeth Knibbe,
architect of record for Quinn Evans Architects, and
Jennifer
Henricksen,
project
architect,
spearheaded much of this process.
Henriksen explained the in-depth process in
three simple phases: first, they needed to prove
that this building was significant; second, they
needed to demonstrate the severity of the existing
conditions and how they were going to proceed;
and finally, they needed to confirm that they
fulfilled their mission to earn their final approval.
“We did need to meet the standards of the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for
Rehabilitation,” continued Henriksen, “and that
was part of the way the project was funded.
Anything we did in the building was reviewed by
the State Historic Preservation Office and then
also the National Park Service. They want to meet
the 10 standards that are set up by the Secretary
of Interior for Historic Properties. The design
needed to fall within those guidelines in order to
be approved.”
This approval process involved a lot of giveand-take in the design, and concessions were
made because of the state the structure. For
example, some of the walls in the lobby were
originally covered in plaster, which was destroyed
in the fire; so when they redesigned the space
they didn’t need to re-plaster the walls. But in
areas where the plaster was still intact, the design
needed to include drywall over the brick to mirror
the plaster walls.
Originally, the building came in at $2.5 million
over budget. Working within strict financial
constraints, the team had to figure out how to
incorporate the necessary guidelines of both
SHPO and the NPS and bring the costs of
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construction back in budget in order to make it
even plausible. “Lis Knibbe was really instrumental
in going through the drawings and taking charge,
and allowing this project to take place,” explained
Eric Means of Construction Logistics.

shore IT UP
“Had it gone through another hard winter, it
would have been lost,” explained Stewart. “By
coming in and bracing and shoring it up, I think

we saved the outer façade. At one time I was very
worried that the outer façade was going to spill
over into Woodward Avenue. Thanks to a lot of
ingenuity from the architectural team and the
structural engineers, we were able to preserve it.”
The peeling brown paint has been removed
from the façade revealing beautiful terracotta
colored brick. Pieces of crumbling limestone were
replaced with metal panel, and new storefronts
and canopies were added. Some elements, like
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the original Beaux Arts cornice across the top of
the façade, were removed at an earlier point in the
buildings’ history, and therefore left off. The
architects did not want to simply recreate the look
of the theater; instead they chose to retain
elements of its past life in the city.
While they were able to rescue much of the
façade, the majority of the interior lobby and
theater had to be completely gutted and
retrofitted. About 95 percent of the floor joists,
which gave stability to the structural walls, were
rotted out, burned, or otherwise destroyed. “We
had to replace them. As we started taking them
out, the building started to become less stable,”
explained W. Daniel Monahan, project manager
for Construction Logistics.
“We had one instance where the building

started falling and shores bent,” continued
Monahan. “Then we needed more shores, and we
needed to re-brace the building. It was all
handwork; we couldn’t get a crane to it. We had
a forklift and a scissor jack to handle materials,
but everything else was basically three or four
carpenters and half a dozen laborers picking up
debris.” For about six months, the construction
team tenuously worked to reframe the building. It
was a race between the structural installations
and the effect of gravity on the existing masonry.
One of the unique challenges Monahan
touched on was the accessibility issue with this
site. On one side of the theater was the newly
constructed office space and parking deck, and
on the other side was the site for the new
apartment buildings - a project that, because of

p Years of neglect and fire damage caused a partial collapse in the atrium between
the theater and lobby. Photo by McIntosh Poris Associates

the funding package from HUD, could no longer
be postponed.
“HUD, which financed the apartment building,
has an interest in getting it done quickly and
getting the final financing in place,” explained
Monahan. “We had to ask for a three or four
month delay to start the apartment building just
so we could get the heavy lifting done on this site
first. We were able to hold off the apartment
building for a few months and get the equipment
on the roof, the steel set, all the carpentry done,
masonry, pour concrete, and we finally reached a
point where we didn’t need quite that much
access.”

InTegrITy Preserved
Throughout the theater’s history, many owners
had cut corners in renovations to incorporate
modern technology into the building. HVAC
equipment, for example, was once cheaply
installed inside the theater with all of the ductwork
hidden above a drop ceiling.
However, their cost-cutting strategies
preserved and protected remarkable details of the
original structure that probably would have been
destroyed at some point. As the team removed
the drop ceiling from the theater, they were
amazed to discover the beautifully preserved
plaster ceiling, moldings and medallions. “We had
an idea that there wasn’t much left, and in the end
I think we were surprised at some of the things
we found,” explained Henriksen.
This discovery enhanced the architect’s vision
for the space, bringing back the charm and
character of Crane’s original design. While the
majority of the plasterwork on the ceiling was in
fairly good shape, they decided to do a little
patching up and a fresh coat of paint to give it a
new life.

p Shown here is the original plasterwork discovered
above the drop ceiling in the theater. Photo by
McIntosh Poris Associates
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New technology was then smartly added to the
building. HVAC equipment was moved to the roof
with horizontal runs across the roof and dropping
down into the space. New plumbing and electrical
systems were incorporated. “With the grant from
DTE Energy, everything is now cutting edge
equipment and energy efficient,” said Monahan.
McIntosh Poris were responsible for much of
the interior design of the theater, specifically
focusing on how to integrate the necessary new
technology for an entertainment venue with the
rich history afforded by the remaining building. The
acoustic panels, for instance, are necessary for a
theater to create the right balance between live
and dead space. With strict budget constraints,
the team designed an efficient and relatively cheap
acoustic panel using laser cut plywood over
insulation, and positioning them in such a way that
they do not completely block off the plaster
ceiling. In fact, in some cases, they were able to
move the panels over damaged portions of the
ceiling to hide some of the imperfections.
The State Historic Preservation Office and the
National Park Service both approved of the mix of
modern and historic elements in the design which,
as Michael Poris explains, “Creates a lot of
contrast so you can see the difference between
what has been added and what is original.” The
juxtaposition of old and new breathes new life into
the venue.
At about 32,000 square feet and
accommodating around 1,200 people, plans for
the space include entertainment groups,
banquets, weddings, and other business events.
The two structures have been joined with an
enclosed atrium featuring an ornately carved steel
wall and large bank of skylights, both of which
harken back to the theater’s original open-air
atrium. A brand new restaurant and bar now
occupy a portion of the first floor facing
Woodward, while office space and conference
rooms are on the second and third floors. The
theater portion has been upgraded to a state-ofthe-art auditorium with a upper level bar and VIP
balcony.
Recently, the Garden Theater hosted the JP
Morgan Chase Investment event celebrating the
company’s move back into the City of Detroit.
“That is the first time a major bank expressed
interest in investing money in the City of Detroit
since we went through the recession; probably
around 2008,” explained Stewart.
As property values remain low in sections of
Detroit because of the presence of abandoned
structures, developers are flocking to the city.
Unfortunately, many of these developers are quick
to pronounce a building unsalvageable because
the cost of rehabilitating a historic structure far
outweighs demolishing and building a new
modern structure. These developers opt for new,
rather than investing in the historic buildings that
represent Detroit’s history. However, the Garden
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Theater team tackled what many deemed
impossible.
As with any project, “There is a lot that goes
untold. But after the fact, when you stand on
the curb and look at it, you can say, ‘Well, it
wasn’t that bad,’” explained Means. The team
was able to accomplish what they set out to do.
They saved an iconic Detroit building that was
on the verge of collapse.

“A lot of people would have just torn the
theater down. Most people would have looked
at it and thought there was no way to save it,
and probably many did,” explained Poris. “But
now look at the quality that has been
maintained.” Indeed, the Garden Theatre was a
burnt out building, a relic of a once great
theater lost in a blighted block – and it was
saved.
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