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Frye’s Mission — He’s reviving Union Hill to its by

Shortly before 9 a.m. on the Saturday of
Memorial Day weekend, there was Bob
Frye surveying the second phase of his
Union Hill Place apartments that’s
nearing completion in midtown Kansas
City.

Frye, 38 whose office is across the
street from the work site that overlooks
the downtown skyline, regularly stops by
for a look. And he’s not afraid to get his
hands dirty.

An architect by training Frye now
concentrates on development, and he’s
thriving on Union Hill. Many of the
historic neighborhood’s grand old
houses have been restored while Union
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Hill Place and other new construction
expand the area’s residential base.

More improvements are on the way.
They're part of a $6 million tax
increment financing package approved
last year.

“You’ve got to give Bob credit for
tenacity,” said Dick King, a prominent
real estate attorney who lives on Union
Hill in a house he bought from Frye 12
years ago. “If nothing else gets done,
it's a success. If everything that’s on the
drawing board gets done, it will be the
most successful urban renewal project
in Kansas City.”

Frye views Union Hill's redevelopment
as a laboratory to field test ideas with
national relevance.

“As a society,” he said “it is in our
interests to not let large cities lose their
tax base. And it's in the suburbs’
interest.”

After growing up in Lee’s Summit and
graduating from Kansas State University
with an architecture degree in 1983,
Frye moved to a Union Hill six-plex on
30" street. He had bought it several
years earlier in a foreclosure sale for
$9,000.

Frye already knew about the
neighborhood because it had been the
subject of his senior thesis in college.



His partner on that assignment would
become his wife; Amy Frye now works
as a project architect at Crown Center,
just below Union Hill.

:He’s the most optimistic person | have
ever met,” Amy Frye said “He has total
belief that if he works hard enough at
something, he can achieve it.”

Digging In

Union Hill has tested Frye’s resolve. His
challenges began while he was a young
architect. Already enamored with
development, Frye found several
partners to buy land on Union Hill for
new high-end houses.

Though the area was riddled by
unkempt buildings and seedy
businesses, the houses found a
following. But the endeavor’s promise
threatened to be snuffed when Jim
Young, the original proponent of Union
Hill's gentrification, became
overextended financially.

These problems scared off three of
Frye’s buyers — after they had made
down payments on houses with a
combined value of about $800,000.

“It was either shrink and go away or try
to buy Jim Young out,” Frye said. “It
was as much out of a survival motivation
as anything.”

Frye enlisted Jim Bowers, a real estate
attorney with Polsinelli White Vardeman
& Shalton in Kansas City. Bowers, who
had worked with Frye on several other
projects, recruited Steve Block, a
prominent developer with experience in
Midtown.

They completed their buyout of Young in
1988. But it would take at least three
years for the partnership to gain
momentum.

Not only was the national real estate
market wheezing, Young's intent to
demolish many old buildings irked many
longtime Union Hill residents.

“What made him (Young) a good
suburban developer — almost that
cowboy persona — basically killed him
here,” Frye said.

Frye, who last year bought out Bowers
and Block, said he wants to give his
constituents input into decisions that will
affect their future. He meets regularly
with neighborhood groups and includes
the residents on a design review
committee that must endorse
development plans.

“We’'ve made sure we have a good
relationship by accepting the reality that
they (residents) have a voice in the
project, and it needs to be a real voice,”
Frye said. “The neighborhood and we
don’t always agree, but it's always done
in a respectful manner.”

Bill Norton, who bought a brick Queen
Anne-style Victorian house on Union Hill
in 1979, said Frye is as dedicated to
making Union Hill a better place to live
as he is to turning a profit.”

Just about anybody can go out and
subdivide a cow pasture,” Norton said.
“He’s willing to listen and compromise
and get the neighborhood on board to
work for the best possible project for
everyone.



“Everyone wants him to succeed
because that’s good for us,”

“Creating enduring places like the
Country Club Plaza requires consistent
maintenance standards,” Frye said

“We are ultimately competing with the
suburbs, but | think it would be a
mistake to think you have to copy the
suburbs,” he said. “Each has strengths
and weaknesses. And our strengths are
the convenience of it, the historic
architecture. The character and the
history is a terrific marketing tool and
very appealing to a lot of people.

“We have to build on those. And you
have to be careful when you bring the
new in that you don’t inadvertently
destroy that history.”

Depending on TIF

The Union Hill TIF project is the latest
inroad to this goal.

But the plan, first proposed last fall,
faced a wary reception from some
members of the Tax Increment
Financing Commission of Kansas City.

Sean O’Byrne, a real estate broker who
represents the Kansas City School
District on the TIF commission, said he
was going to vote against the request
until Frye demonstrated how the project
would generate additional revenues for
schools even while its taxes are being
diverted to help fund construction.

“The reason we were able to do that
was because of Bob and his
understanding of the needs of the
school district,” O"Byrne said. “There’s
a lot of people we deal with who have a

complete shut door policy. A deal’'s a
deal. He was receptive to change and
adjusted numbers to provide revenues
for the district.”

Frye said he considers TIF
commissioners’ review to have been a
learning process. But he makes no
apologies for his motivation.

“None of this works unless there is a
profit motive to it,” he said. “I believe
there is a limited ability or desire to
willpower for government and the
corporate community to subsidize these
deals. This has to be economically
sustainable.”

Chris Seferyn, owner of the Velvet Dog
that opened on Union Hill four years
ago, is so heartened by Frye’s direction
that he plans to expand his business,
which serves martinis to a hipster
clientele. Seferyn also bought and
renovated a nearby vacant house on
Oak Street.

Seferyn, also president of the Union Hill
Neighborhood Association, recently
accompanied Frye to explain their
strategy to the Broadway-Gillham
Neighborhood Association.

“He now has credibility with the (Union
Hill) neighborhood because he’s been
here for 10 years, and he’s done what
he said he was going to,” Seferyn said.

Frye hope to complete his work on
Union Hill within a decade. By adding
more residents, he wants to entice
retailers to introduce services like dry
cleaning.

These additions would make Union Hill
comparable to the long-established



Brookside neighborhood, which urban
planners say is perhaps the best
designed part of Kansas City.

Frye wants to reinforce Union Hill's
identity as a community, rather than a
disparate collection of houses and other
buildings.

“If we don’t, then they won’t work
together to protect themselves against
threats you can’t predict,” he said.
“You're kind of creating this living
organism that will fight off disease by
itself, which | think we’re pretty close to
now.”
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