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Minneapolis riverfront gives form
to a ‘completely different’ home

BY ALECIA STEVENS | PHOTOS BY ALEX STEINBERG

The stories are familiar. We reach midlife and watch
our childreén head off to colleges in faraway places or
to otheradventures that launch them on lives on their

own. Theyreturn home to mark the customary passages
of the Vear with bac kpac ks, suitcases, and hags of dirl}'
laundry, @long with entertaining tales of tentative adult-
hood. Bat something has changed. Home is not what it
once was Literally,

Mom and dad have downsized and moved to a loft

or 'Ll.'ll'l'ljﬂ. TI'H.".' and rrim':'nliu;{ 1.]!':‘[1!!1:"‘.".“\. le [l‘]:' next

stage of their lives, and the kids are sleeping in guest
rooms, on sofa beds in the media room, and sometimes
ona blowv-up mattress, if they are lucky enough to find
a quiet corner.

This life stage was Karen Sternal’s impetus for initiating
a dramatic change. She and hushand Bill Lahr had raised
their two children in a quictly tasteful, traditional home
in Kenwood while he built his company, Midwest Auto
Parts, and she pursued interests and volunteer work in
politics, the arts, and education. After the children had
launched, the couple considered getting away for winters,
but Karen worried about maintaining a large, single-fam-
ily home from a distance. And, more to the point, the
time was ripe for a real change.

“I had the perfect traditional home; | wasn't interested
in hinding a smaller similar home,” she says, *] wanted
something completely different if we were going 10 make
this move” In 1999, Stemal found what she had been
seeking: a unit in the Washbum Lofts, a reconfigured
nineteenth-century four mill that was part of the resur
rection of the Mississippi riverfront and the reinvention
of its historic architecture,

“Bill did not like change,” Sternal recalls. “1 knew 1
would drag him kicking and screaming. But, when |
could show him that this was I!rul}' |i\'|l'|j.! with the his-

twry of Minneapolis, he warmed up. And he loved it in
the end.”
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It seemed only fitting: Bill Lahr had been collecting late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century oil paintings of Minnesota bodies of water
for several years Today, one of those paintings greets visitors entering
the loft. “The art collection, framed in this beautiful traditional way, was
w0 be central to the space,” says designer Carol Belz, part of the team
that designed the loft, “1 love the way you first see the [painting of the]
bridge in the entry, move through to the main area and look out, and
there is the real thing below vou, the Stone Arch Bridge. [t is as if the
painting invites you in.”

Belz, who had worked on the couple’s Kenwood home, credits Sternal
as being a creative and progressive force second to none. “She brings out
the best in me,” savs Belz, “And with the incredibly fine talent of Paul
Madson as architect, it became an inspired and dynamic project. Paul
and Karen understood the {!ll:ll!i'l.:it‘h of a ‘true loft,' and he had an amaz-
ing sense of who she is and what she wanted.”

Mo one was going to pretend this was anything other than an old
building with concrete floors, exposed brick, and a big open space. The
only actual rooms with doors are a small guest room and a womb-like
windowless reading TV room—the single place to get away from the
volume of space that defines the main area. These are the rooms where
the children now sleep when they return home.

Inspired by images she had seen in magazines and in New York—and
firmly committed to a “less is more” approach to the new space—Sternal
came to meetings with Madson and Belz laden with files and ideas. She
did not want to commit permanent space to an owners’ bedroom and
closet, so they began to imagine walls that moved in and out to cre-
ate a bedroom only when it was needed. Ultimately, their collaborative
effort—inspired by a desire to include some edgy, new ideas—resulted
in a sliding steel and faux rice paper shoji screen. For a second wall, they
wanted something less monolithic. They created a soft “wall” of fabric
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