Project

Start Your ENGINES

AN ABANDONED BOX-BOX PROPERTY IS RECYCLED INTO AN INDOOR AUTO SHOWROOM
WITH SPACE FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT By Barbara Knox

42 ARCHITECTURE MINNESOTA

When Todd Snell, whose family has been
in retail car sales in Mankato for about
30 years, recognized that the small-town car
dealership was going the way of rotary phones
and drive-in movies, he knew he needed some-
thing extra to succeed. So he joined forces with
Paulsen Architects, Mankato.

The firm has a reputation for renovating
under-utilized big-box properties and reinvigo-
rating them with new uses, and the design
team saw promise in a drab pole shed that was
once a Menards store. Today, Snell Indoor Auto
Center, retrofitted into the shell of the aban-

doned Menards, is the architectural equivalent
of a phoenix rising from the ashes.

“In some ways this project was a classic
example of sustainable design,” says Bryan
Paulsen, AIA, principal, whose team began
working on the project in 2001. “In lieu of
building a new dealership on a site where a
building had been knocked down and put
in a landfill, we opted to take the dilapidat-
ed building and renovate it into a thriving
business. There was also a conscious effort
to reuse materials wherever it made eco-

nomic sense.”



Adds Snell: “I wanted to be close to the Riv-
er Hills Mall, which generates tremendous
traffic, but I also knew it wasn't economically
feasible to build from scratch. Bryan and his
team took an existing pole barn and turned it
into a jewel, and it gave me the twist—the in-
door angle—that 1 needed to make this dealer-
ship work.”

The new dealership is definitely not, as the
commercials say, your father's dealership.
Completed in 2003, Snell Indoor Auto Center
includes a 22,000-square-foot showroom that
holds 70 vehicles, a business center with high-
speed Internet connections for customers and
a video-monitored children’s play area. The
showroom has floor-to-ceiling, glass garage
doors so that vehicles can be easily moved in
and out of the space.

Snell insisted on this feature, Paulsen ex-
plains, because he was committed to provid-
ing a large space for community gatherings.

Located in a former Menards
building, the auto showroom
includes fimshed interiors (top)
that reflect the company’'s
customer-friendly orientation, and
new facades (above and left) with
a strong, fresh look.
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