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Inside the Construction Zone 
 
BY CARYL YVONNE HUNTER 
 
When I moved back to Minneapolis, I knew I wanted to live by water. Leaving the 
ocean behind was a little easier living on the edge of a lake. Forever missing 
Linden Hills and Uptown, I knew I wanted to be in one of those areas.    
 
I loved my Linden Hills apartment. Sitting on the top of a hill, my windows looked 
out over the quaint downtown lights, and on winter days - when the leaves were 
long gone - I could see Lake Harriet through the trees. I walked around the lake 
frequently. It felt like I was home again. 
 
I lived by Lake Harriet for three years. During the last year, the building was sold 
and we were told we would have to vacate or purchase our apartments. The cost 
to purchase my one bedroom apartment was $205,000. The location was the 
key. The price was ridiculous. 
 
The construction in the building went on for over nine months. Along with it came 
the loud clamor and other disruptions that go along with construction work, which 
started at 6:30 in the morning and usually didn’t end until after 11:00 at night.  
Everything was replaced, from the roof on down, and Saturdays and Sundays 
provided no relief from the noise. As people moved out, their old apartments 
were torn apart. I got very little sleep for months.   
 
I found a new apartment nearby in Uptown. Another favorite area, it was still 
close to Linden Hills, but offered up the diversity and culture of Uptown - and 
another beautiful lake. It was a relief when I finally moved out.  
 
When I moved into my apartment by Lake Calhoun, it was so peaceful. The quiet 
was the first thing I remember. Before I signed my lease, I specifically asked if 
there were any plans to sell the building. The previous months in my old 
apartment were very difficult and disruptive – to say the least. I was told that the 
same family had owned the building for years and there were no plans to change 
anything. I moved in late fall of 2004, signing a year’s lease with the intention of 
staying longer. 
 
Within a month, the construction started all over again and the familiar “Notice of 
Conversion” package and constant memos started arriving at my door. The 
purchase price was about the same, this time offered on a much smaller 
apartment. The anxiety of never knowing what to expect each day started all 
over. My home was no longer a place of refuge and peace. Again. 
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I noticed that a lot of apartments in the area seemed to suddenly have a sign in 
front of them. This growing trend to turn old apartments into condominiums has 
continued to expand over the last couple of years. Although the area around the 
city lakes has always offered great classic apartments to rent, many of them 
have now been converted into high-priced condos with very little real renovations 
involved. It has left many people displaced in the process and many more buyers 
not realizing what they have gotten themselves into. As the market has become 
saturated with condos, the majority of them are sitting empty with their former 
occupants wondering why they had to move in the first place. 
 
Regarding my first apartment, the one converted in Linden Hills, I awoke one 
morning to a memo under my door telling me the building had been sold. The 
next morning I woke up to “stereo construction” as hammering was all around me 
– on the awning, the roof, in the hallway, and in the garage. My home with the 
huge, sunny windows that allowed me to watch planes as they descended for 
landing was now disrupted by constant noise from every direction. I watched as 
neighbor after neighbor moved out.   
 
Within a month of the move to the second building, the work started there too. I 
was angry that I had asked if there were any conversion plans, I was told there 
were not. In interviewing management anonymously after my move, I was told 
the conversion “was done to help people own something and improve the 
neighborhood.”  As I watched the building clear out and sit deserted, I wondered 
how this helped anyone.  
 
As three residents (including myself) had moved in from other converted 
buildings, going through it a second time after escaping the chaos was hard to 
handle. 
 
After the experience I moved to a house. Giving up underground heated parking 
was a small price to pay to be out of a building and into a house – with no 
possibility of another conversion and true peace and quiet.  
 
I do think of the people left behind. The second building was full of elderly people 
who had lived there for 20 or more years and a full 30 percent were long term 
residents. 
 
Many feel the largely unregulated conversion laws are just too weak. While 
developers say they are helping people own property, very little is said about the 
people displaced, the erasure of reasonably priced housing; and there is little 
monitoring of what is really being done in the buildings.  
 
And how about the buyers? Although they are allowed the Truth in Housing 
Statement to reveal any future problems of the apartment purchased, they are 
not told anything about the shared areas. Since common areas aren’t subject to 
disclosure, buyers may face large unexpected expenses down the road. One 
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buyer stated that the final papers had still not been drawn up, even though she 
had lived in the building for over three months. She stated that she also was not 
told about the lack of security and constant noise, and was surprised more than 
once by a worker entering her apartment without knocking, once while she was 
exiting the shower. 
 
For the renter, it is hard to be uprooted and forced out of your home and to have 
the huge expense of moving, in my case twice in a year. But what bothers me the 
most is that over 70 people were displaced, many of them seniors who had lived 
there for years. And that is just one building.  Moving is not easy and no one 
appreciates having such a major choice be made for them. 
 
As one building after the other is turned into overpriced condos in the Twin Cities 
and people are pushed out of their homes, most of the apartments are left 
vacant. One has to wonder if, in the end, either side really wins.  And to the 
developers, who seem to have money to burn, it is unfair to those who don’t. 
 
Perhaps the developers need to remember the original design of the city lakes. 
Although mansions were built around them, they were set back from the 
waterfront. Paved paths circling the lakes were left for walkers, bikers, and, 
eventually, in-line skaters. There was also rental property built for the people who 
didn’t live in mansions. 
 
Uptown, especially, is such a great mixture of cultures, ages, and incomes. To 
change the area so drastically and make it unaffordable for low and middle 
income people clouds the original vision. The artistic atmosphere will start to die 
out and ultimately change the very thing that the builders are seeking. And 
although the area will still have a beautiful lake, it will lose the very character and 
diversity that make it so unique. 
 
Caryl Yvonne Hunter is a freelance writer and photographer living in Minneapolis. She also works 
in the social services field in outreach programs throughout the Twin Cities area. 
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