Descriptive Narrative:
Fairbanks Flats Rowhomes are a renovation and redevelopment of a historic landmark in the City of Beloit. A rare example of segregated company housing, Fairbanks Flats was one of only a few building sites in the United States ever constructed to house African-American workers.

During a time of rapid industrial growth, African-American workers were recruited from Southern regions of the United States to fill the void World War I had left on the white labor force. Increased production demands required this transition; however, issues of racial conflict and segregation soon arose. Labor demands were high and housing for these African-American workers was limited.
Fairbanks Morse, an engine manufacturer, was Beloit’s largest employer at the time. They had a need for workforce housing and moved forward to develop it.  In 1917, four identical buildings housing two-story units were completed for the African-American workers in the Beloit Community, and became known as Fairbanks Flats. The number of African-Americans working at Fairbanks grew from six in 1915 to 250 in 1917. With Fairbanks Flats serving as the gateway to the city, Beloit continued to become home to many African-American workers.
Over the years, hundreds of African-American families lived in the Fairbanks Flats. Eventually Fairbanks Morse no longer needed the property and over the years it was sold from owner to owner. African-Americans relocated to other parts of the community.  Poor maintenance by subsequent private owners slowly led to the deterioration of the buildings to the point where the condition became a concern of the surrounding neighborhood. By late 1990s, the property stood vacant, and only those who had been affected by its history could recall its appeal and importance.
In the summer of 1999, the city was approached by a local bank that held the first mortgage and had foreclosed on the property.   They wondered if the city had any interest in acquiring the property.   After much discussion, in November of that year, the City Council authorized the purchase of the properties to avoid their continued deterioration.    
Having taken possession, the city hired the Madison, Wisconsin-based firm Vandewalle and Associates to evaluate the buildings and possible reuse/redevelopment options.  Their report suggested that the buildings would be difficult to rehabilitate and that demolition of the site to clear the buildings for redevelopment was the most feasible option.   It was not surprising, however, that many members of the community voiced their opposition to this recommendation and asked that the Council allow the community time to research other options.  The Council agreed. 

For the next seven years, the City worked closely with the neighbors, stakeholders, and other interested parties to determine a feasible reuse of the buildings.  Often it seemed that demolition was the only option.  But the potential loss of the buildings and their important historic and cultural significance motivated the group to keep trying.   Initially, the city explored redevelopment options with a staff-led effort.  Neighbors and stakeholders were consulted as needed.   The City issued RFP’s for developers and encouraged anyone with an interest to propose a redevelopment plan.  Numerous times, developers would hear of the site, only to determine upon a property inspection, not to pursue the project.   

In 2003, following the appointment of Larry Arft as Beloit City Manager, a new approach was taken. A Fairbanks Flats Steering Committee, composed of three City Councilors and four members of the neighborhood, was established to oversee the process. Having both residents and City Councilors on the committee helped to establish a sense of “working together” for a common purpose.  The group made trips to Milwaukee and Chicago to tour other developments and examples of “heritage tourism” projects.   An architect was hired to develop conceptual plans for redevelopment of the buildings into attractive apartments with modern amenities that maintained the historic exterior. While none of these efforts resulted in a viable proposal, the group was rejuvenated and inspired to press on. 
In 2006, Gorman & Company approached the City to inquire about possible projects.  The City Manager mentioned the idea of restoring Fairbanks Flats.  Gorman discussed the possibility of renovating the buildings to provide quality, affordable housing to the residents of Beloit.  After a brief due diligence period, Gorman agreed to proceed with an application for Section 42 Affordable Housing Tax Credits and Historic Preservation Tax credits to redevelop the site.  In April of 2007, Gorman was awarded tax credits for the project. 

Gorman worked closely with the city and the community on their plans.  They solicited input on the design and site layout, while at all times remaining sensitive to the historic and cultural significance of the site.    

Restoring Fairbanks Flats as affordable housing was key to neighborhood revitalization. Maintaining the look and feel of the historic design, the developer transformed the original 24 units into 16-rent-to-own, affordable rowhomes for low-to-moderate income families and people with disabilities. The two- and three-bedroom homes range in size from 1,288 to 1,787 square feet. They feature full basements with washers, dryers, and utility sinks. The units themselves include new kitchens, appliances (including microwave, dishwashers and disposal), baths and flooring.
The developer and the City of Beloit worked closely with the Fairbanks Flats Neighborhood Association, and many community members to ensure that Fairbanks Flats Rowhomes would integrate well with long-term plans to help restore and add to the neighborhood’s vibrancy. In addition, Gorman & Company worked in conjunction with the State of Wisconsin Department of Health and Family Services Office for Deaf and Hard of Hearing to provide adaptive technology and services to assist residents with hearing disabilities.
As a result of the cooperative efforts, Fairbanks Flats Rowhomes is a component of the revitalization of an important Beloit neighborhood, rather than a symbol of its deterioration. According to Gary Gorman, president of Gorman & Company, “The can-do attitude and the resilient spirit of the city, community supporters, our dedicated employees, and project partners have shown that history can be preserved while providing new opportunity for future.”  Added City Manager Larry Arft, “Ten years ago, I don’t think we could have imagined a better outcome, and we couldn’t have done this without the help of the neighbors, a committed developer and leadership on the part of the City Council.”
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