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TAX INCREMENT FINANCING APPLICATION  
PAGE 3 - DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT 

 
EXHIBIT NO. 1 

 
 

The Placer Building Historic Window Restoration 

The Placer Building was built as The Placer Hotel in 1913. At the time, The Placer 
Hotel was the largest hotel between Minneapolis St. Paul and the Pacific Coast.  

Designed by architect George H. Carsley, in consultation with Cass Gilbert, the 
seven-story building features wrought iron balconies, overhanging eaves, and a 
wide cornice in much the same style as the Gilbert-designed Montana Club.  

Opening onto the balconies on two sides of the building and gracing the outside 
wall of the building on the third side, are 38 “porte-fenêtres” or French door 
windows.  

Popularized in 17th-century France, these window doors were sized to let in as 
much natural light as possible to supplement the dim lamp lighting of the time. 
The Placer windows are divided into the traditional small glass panels in a 
symmetrical grill style which reflect the glassmaking limitations during the French 
Renaissance. 

Many of the 38 windows are over 107 years old and are original to the building, 
others were re-built in the later 1900’s. Most, but not all, of the hardware is 
original.  

The French door windows are one of the most distinctive features of The Placer 
Building today. Unfortunately, they have deteriorated over time and have 
suffered from years of neglect.  

The Placer Condo Association purchased the commercial floors of the building in 
September of 2019, at which time Placer Commercial, LLC was created. Placer 
Commercial, LLC (PCL) is determined to restore the property and not lose the 
historic beauty of its architecture.  

The window restoration project includes:  
- repairing the French door window frames, replacing cracked or broken 
panes of glass, and re-sealing the panes 
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- removing damaged weather stripping and replacing it  
- reconditioning/repairing knobs and hinges on windows and screens 
- removing the old storm glass panels  
- repairing the outer screen frames and installing new screening material  
- restoring the window sills and jams which are compromised by dry rot 
and splintered by previous “short-cut” repairs   

- adding weather stripping materials to the window sills to provide better 
cold-weather insulation than the current ill-fitting storm glass  

- staining the previously re-built windows to match the original windows 
- painting interior and exterior surfaces 

The result will be historic windows that will retain heat in the winter and allow 
access to fresh air in the summer, reducing the need for air conditioning.  

In addition, Helena will have a beautiful example of French Renaissance style 
windows that were the pride of the architects and builders of The Placer Hotel in 
1913.  



PROJECT NAME: 
PLACER FRENCH DOOR-WINDOW RESTORATION 

EXHIBIT 2 - PHOTOS 
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PROJECT NAME: PLACER FRENCH DOOR-WINDOW RESTORATION 
PROJECT NARRATIVE SECTION – APPLICATION PAGES 6-7 

1 Description of Project:  

[¶1.1] Project Summary. This Project proposes the restoration of 
38 pairs of wooden French door-windows (“French Doors”) at the Placer 
Center Building [sometimes hereafter, the “Placer ”] that largely 
comprise the exterior border and perimeter of the Building’s second 
floor. In large part, the French Doors are an original feature (a few have 
been repaired) dating back more than 100 years. As a result, the French 
Doors exhibit substantial weathering and wear. They are woefully in 
need of restoration. Restoration is proposed for the French Doors, in lieu 
of full replacement, in order to retain and maintain the Building’s 
important historic façade. 

[¶1.2] Background. Formerly the Placer Hotel, the building was 
constructed in 1912-13 and opened for business on April 5, 1913. It 
is located at 21 North Last Chance Gulch in the midst of downtown 
Helena, Montana – fully within the Helena Downtown Urban Renewal 
District and the City’s Downtown Master Plan Area.  
[¶1.3] For many years the Placer Hotel was considered to be the finest 
hotel in downtown Helena. At one time it was one of six grand hotels 
in Helena, and now is one of only two hotel buildings that remain 
standing from the original six. The website “Helena As She Was” 
provides that  

(a)s an unofficial headquarters for Montana legislators and 
lobbyists, the Placer was the scene of much political intrigue 
over the decades. Numerous celebrities called the Placer 
home during their visits to Helena.  

[¶1.4] In 1960 the Placer Hotel served as the Montana campaign 
headquarters for John F. Kennedy, and in June of that year JFK 
stayed overnight in the Placer.  
[¶1.5] The 1989 Downtown Helena Historic Survey – Historical and 
Architectural Inventory notes that “…physically, the (Placer) building 
maintains a commanding presence on the downtown gulch, making a 
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strong contribution to the character of the historic downtown 
district.”  
[¶1.6] The Placer now is listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places. The plaque identifying the Placer Hotel building as a Historic 
Place notes that the building was designed by architect George H. 
Carsley in “consultation with Cass Gilbert, architect of New York’s 
famed Woolworth Building.”  
[¶1.7] The Placer was operated as a hotel until the early 1970s when 
urban renewal swept through Helena. At that time the 172 hotel 
rooms were converted to 55 apartments and the building became a 
low income housing development. In 2007 the Placer was purchased 
and in 2008 converted to a condominium development.  
[¶1.8] With the condominium development, the ownership of Placer 
was divided between the residential and commercial units. The 
ownership of the residential units (Floors 3-7) fell to the Placer 
Condominium Association, Inc. (“PCA”), while Placer Downtown LLC 
(“PDLLC ”) acquired the commercial units (floors 1 and 2, and 
tangentially the basement; often collectively referred to as “CU-1”).  
[¶1.9] As a result of the division of the Building, the owner of the 
commercial property was responsible for an estimated one-third of 
the annual building maintenance budget, based on square footage of 
the three floors of commercial space. Over time, as the building 
repairs increased in cost and urgency, the share of these costs 
increased substantially for every residential homeowner and 
proportionally for the commercial property owner. In mid-2018, 
PDLLC stopped all payments of monthly dues to PCA and stopped 
all payments of utility costs incurred by PDLLC’s commercial 
tenants. 
[¶1.10] These developments left PCA with a huge and unexpected 
budget deficit. Adding insult to injury, the residential homeowners 
also were paying the commercial units’ utility costs, while the 
commercial property owner continued to collect all rental payments 
from the tenants. PDLLC attempted to sell CU-1, but the burden of 
PDLLC’s financial obligations for Placer and utilities fell solely upon 
the Building’s residential owners. PCA was in a dilemma as the 
financial difficulties became more dire. 
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[¶1.11] In September 2019, in a short sale, PCA purchased CU-1 and 
then assigned it to PLACER COMMERCIAL LLC, a wholly owned subsidiary 
of PCA. 

[¶1.12] a. Compliance with Downtown URD Plan: The Placer 
Center Building is possibly the largest mixed-use, residential-commercial 
building within the Downtown Urban Renewal District. The Building is 
seven (7) stories, above ground, and is comprised of 55 residential units 
[located on floors 3 through 7]; three (3) street-front retail commercial 
units that all face, and are accessed from, the Pedestrian Mall; and 
fifteen (15) office/retail units, eleven (11) of which are located on the 
2nd floor of the Building, the Mezzanine, above the Building’s Grand 
Lobby and accessed from the Lobby Atrium. 

[¶1.13] With 16 commercial tenants and 48 residential owners 
occupying or renting 55 residential units, the PCA now truly owns and 
operates the Placer as a mixed commercial-residential facility. One of 
the stated of the goals of the Helena Downtown Urban Renewal 
District Plan is to foster and increase mixed commercial-residential 
usage. That is here … in the Placer.  
[¶1.14] From a residential standpoint, the occupants of the Building 
span a wide variety of age and income groups. The Building provides 
affordable housing for (1) young adults beginning their careers, (2) a 
workforce in the midst of their careers seeking the convenience and 
vitality of downtown living, and (3) senior citizens taking advantage 
of the suitability of a downtown location with proximity to amenities 
and to their nearby families.  
[¶1.15] In the final analysis, the Placer Center Building epitomizes and 
advances many of the goals and aims of the Helena Downtown 
Urban Renewal District Plan as well as the City’s Downtown Master 
Plan. 

[¶1.16] b. Local Zoning and Other Requirements: Inasmuch as 
there is no planned modification of the exterior of the building – only 
the historic restoration of existing façade features – or anything that 
might trigger a zoning issue, the Project meets the requirements of City 
Zoning.  
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[¶1.17] c. Demolition/Deconstruction: No removal of any 
structure is contemplated with this Project. As indicated above, the 
Placer is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, as well as 
being located within the City’s historic downtown district.  

[¶1.18] d. Dislocation: No material dislocation of tenants is 
anticipated with this Project. If, for whatever reason, a tenant requests 
relocation during the work in his/her/its office unit, that person/entity 
will be relocated to an existing, available office unit on the second floor 
of the Placer.  

2. Logistical Considerations.  

[¶2.1] a Project Feasibility: PLACER COMMERCIAL LLC is prepared to 
go forward with this Project, subject to the grant of funds that may 
result from this application. Since acquiring the commercial property, 
residents of The Placer have invested over $72,000 to make repairs 
and tackle long-overdue maintenance projects on the commercial 
floors. As a result, the rental/occupancy rate for the commercial space 
has increased from roughly 60% to 94%. 

[¶2.2] Both PLACER COMMERCIAL LLC and The Placer Condo Association 
are financially stable and able to meet all current financial 
obligations. However, absent a funding grant from this application, 
the restoration of the second-floor windows will not proceed at any 
time in the immediate future. 

[¶2.3] b. Applicant’s Ability to Perform: The Building's 
ownership has significant experience with major historical restoration 
projects. In the autumn of 2016, the PCA launched and completed a 
major restoration of the Placer's cornice – the decorative architectural 
features at the top of the seven-story building that protect the Placer's 
brick façade. That was a $245,000 dollar renovation project. The condo 
association successfully continues to make monthly payments on loans 
which financed the cornice restoration as part of its overall budget. 

[¶2.4] The cornice project, in addition to the elementary restoration of 
the cornice itself, also included the structural reinforcement of the 
under-sidewalk vault on the north side of the Building in order to 
accommodate and support the 100-foot construction crane that was 
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needed to lift the cornice panels into place. The crane was located 
immediately adjacent to the Building, and without the reinforcement, 
the weight of the construction crane would have caused it to crash 
through the sidewalk into the vault beneath. 
[¶2.5] The Window Restoration Project does not necessitate nor entail 
the logistics or heavy equipment that the cornice restoration did. 
Replacing an 8-foot-wide overhang that is suspended roughly 80 feet 
above ground is far more intricate, complex and involved than 
restoring wooden French Doors, sills and door-frames that are 
essentially at floor level. The plans for the Window Project simply call 
for removal and refurbishment of the sills and frames that surround 
the existing French Doors. When that is accomplished, the doors and 
windows are to be restored to their original appearance and utility. 
[¶2.6] Subject to the Contractor's schedule and availability, Placer 
Commercial LLC, is ready to proceed with the Project. It has allocated 
space in the Building so the Contractor may set up a woodworking 
shop in the basement in order to facilitate on-site work. 

[¶2.7] c. Timely Completion: Unless materials become scarce or 
unavailable because of COVID restrictions, or COVID adversely affects 
the work crew, PLACER COMMERCIAL LLC sees no reason the Project cannot 
be completed in a timely fashion.  

[¶2.8] d. Payment of Taxes: All property taxes and assessments 
on the property that is pertinent to the Placer are paid and up to date.  

3. Economic & Community Development Potential:  

[¶3.1] a. Tax generation: Realistically, a meaningful increase in 
tax generation for the District, per se, is not anticipated as a result of 
the implementation of this Project. However, the continued delay of 
needed structural repairs to the second-f loor windows will negatively 
affect the chances of The Placer remaining financially stable. 

[¶3.2] Commercial tenants will not continue to tolerate non-
functioning windows and icy drafts that are worsening with every 
winter. Loss of tenants and the resulting loss of income would be 
devastating to residential condo owners already stressed by past 
increases of monthly condo dues, the current degree of leverage 
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(i.e., the cornice loan) and the need for additional infrastructure 
repairs throughout the 107-year-old building. 
[¶3.3] The purchase of the commercial floors in the building was 
necessitated by the reality that without additional income, the 
residential condo owners would be unable to maintain the historic 
Placer Building. They would lose their homes and would be 
jeopardizing a major asset of Downtown Helena. If the purchase is to 
bring financial stability, the commercial suites have to be made 
acceptable to tenants. 
[¶3.4] If this stability is not maintained, Downtown could lose a 
wonderful piece of its history, and Helena could lose material sums of 
property taxes paid by the members of the PCA and PLACER 
COMMERCIAL LLC. 

[¶3.5] b. Relationship of public and private investment: The 
façade improvement for the Placer will help improve the appearance of 
the Downtown District and the Pedestrian Mall. The improved 
appearance will enhance the mixed use (commercial-residential) aspects 
of, and opportunities for, the Building. It will work to advance the goals 
of both the Helena Downtown Urban Renewal District and the City’s 
Downtown Master Plan Area. Inasmuch as the Placer is a historic 
building listed on the National Register of Historic Places any restoration 
to the building likely will have a concomitant benefit for the District and 
the Helena community as a whole.  

[¶3.6] c. Job Creation: It is not anticipated that any jobs, either 
full-time or part-time, will be created as a result of the implementation 
of this Project.  

[¶3.7] d. Investment Spin-off: Since the Project contemplates 
the restoration of a historical façade, any investment spin-off seems 
remote.  

[¶3.8] e. Cost-Benefit Analysis of the Investment/ 
Expenditure: The fundamental question presented by this section of 
the application is: Can you put a price tag on American history – on 
Helena’s history? It is fundamentally indisputable that historic 
restoration is expensive. The economic return to a community … a 
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district … a neighborhood … a street from the restoration of a historic 
structure, however, is intangible and immutable, but important. A 
historic structure, if maintained, becomes a link to the past and a 
tableau for enlightening future generations about the past. PLACER 
COMMERCIAL LLC respectfully submits that the benefit return from the 
investment in this restoration of the Placer’s façade ultimately will be 
significant, though difficult to quantify.  

[¶3.9] f. Health and Safety Concerns: This Project should have 
little negative impact upon the District’s environment. Much of the work 
will be conducted within the confines of the Placer so external noise, 
dust and pollution should be substantially contained. Because of the 
nature of the work – confined within the Placer – traffic congestion and 
pedestrian access are not expected to be factors or issues. The visual 
effects of the Project should be subtle, because the work is a 
restoration. Hence, the work, from a distance, should present only a 
nominally perceptive change. Close-up, the refurbishment of the wood 
and materials that comprise the French Doors will be more perceptible. 
Clearly, the objective of a historic restoration is to make things appear 
as they used to be, but to be sound and utilitarian.  

[¶3.10] g. Historic Preservation: Historic restoration (in other 
words, preservation) is the principal objective of this Project. See above.  

[¶3.11] h. Density, Infill, and Adaptive Reuse: This Project 
should not increase the density of the Downtown Urban Renewal 
District. It proposes a restoration of a historic façade – 38 pairs of 
wooden French Doors at the Placer that largely comprise the exterior 
border and perimeter of the Building’s second floor. It does contemplate 
“adaptive reuse” because the goal is to rehabilitate the Building’s 
second-floor façade.  

[¶3.12] i. Cost of Public Services: It is not expected that this 
project will have any impact upon any public services.  

[¶3.13] j. Housing Component: Because the Placer is a mixed-use 
facility, this Project will have a positive impact upon housing the in the 
Downtown Urban Renewal District. See ¶¶1.12-1.15.  
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[¶3.14] k. Conformance with Requirements for TIF Fund 
Expenditures, per 7-15-4288: Although this Project apparently does 
not fall within the precise language of Section 7-15-4288 of the MCA, 
the Applicant is advised that historic restoration projects are subsumed 
within the general intent of Section 7-15-4288.  




