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building got underway. Empty and unused since 1981,
the mothballed structure had begun to deteriorate. The
town had hired crews to remove asbestos from the build-
ing, creating holes in the ceiling. Water leakage and a
small fire had further damaged the interior.

Other challenges followed.

In new construction, the electrical, gas and utility
lines are worked seamlessly into the building design. But
snaking modern wiring infrastructure into an old school
building was a challenge. Complicating matters, the origi-
nal 1922 building had an addition of its own, put on in
1929 when the town converted what was an elementary
school into a high school. That meant working pipes,
cables and wiring not just through one old building, but
through two older structures that did not always match
up quite right with each other.

Here, the school’s status as a historic landmark turned
out to be a benefit, requiring the preservation of the origi-
nal, wide hallways — awkward for apartment design, but
great for putting wires and cables in the broad ceilings
above, Cohen said. Still, it was far from easy, presenting
challenges to the architect, the contractor, the HVAC sub
and the owner, to get the duct work where it needed to
go, he recalled.

Finally, Beacon had decided to go with hard-surface
flooring instead of carpet, in keeping with current tastes.
But the combination of hard-surface floors and the 1920s
wood frame created a racket that would have made life
rather noisy for tenants.

Beacon and the project team came up with an inge-
nious solution: the developer and its contractors opted
to hang the ceilings on special springs, instead of rigidly
adhering them to the frame of the old building.

The project team also had to work together to meet
tough new green building standards. Beacon had a high
bar to meet to achieve the LEED environmental certifica-
tion they were seeking. Beacon and Keith built a test unit
to ensure that the new apartments would be fairly air-
tight, retaining heat and energy.

Beacon also worked extensively with Brian Dempsey’s
Metropolitan Cabinet & Counter Tops on the design — and
composition — of kitchen cabinets and bathroom vani-
ties, finding the right material for each to ensure the new
apartment complex as a whole met the latest environ-
mental codes.

“| really thought it was neat [that] three Rental Hous-
ing Association members tagged up and [did] business
together on a project,” Dempsey said.

The key to the success of the Wilber project went well
beyond having local contractors who had experience in
rehabbing historic buildings. The willingness of the con-
tractors to be team players on a challenging project was
crucial, said Goodman. “It is both that they were local,
and that they were also committed to working with us,”
he said. “They didn’t say at any point ‘this is crazy, we're
out of here.”

“The project will serve as an economic driver for Sha-
ron,” said Goodman. It's expected to positively impact
downtown development, help the town achieve affordable
housing goals, and provide critical revenue to the town.

Scott Van Voorhis is a Boston-based freelance columnist and
writer specializing in banking, finance and real estate.

Photos, from top: the exterior of the building before
renovations; renovated kitchen area; interior before
renovations; lockers before and after renovations.
Photos: Beacon Communities LLC
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