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lark Construction Co. of Lansing
‘ joins the ranks of one of the few

general contractors in America who
have labored under the watchful eye of a
former U.S. president. The late President
Gerald R. Ford took a keen interest in the
development of The University of
Michigan’s Joan and Sanford Weill Hall, a
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stately building draped in variegated brick
and cast stone that now houses his name-
sake school: the Gerald R. Ford School of
Public Policy. Over the course of two
years, a site camera beamed a continual
stream of construction photos directly to
Michigan’s native son, who helped heal a
nation’s wounds in the post-Watergate era

as the 38th president of the United States.

The construction photographs docu-
mented the rise of a building whose regal
massing and beauty of detail has earned it
a place in The University of Michigan’'s
architectural pantheon. Weill Hall's tap-
estry of materials and its building forms
weave this U-shaped building into the
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existing fabric of the Central Campus, the academic heart of The
University of Michigan and the host to such iconic campus build-
ings as the Michigan Union and the Michigan League. Weill Hall's
building facades are a beautiful procession of materials, “beginning
with a flame-finished granite water table base, followed by brick
with bright cast stone accents, and terminating in the Vermont slate
tiles of its gabled roof,” said John R. Callas, AIA, project manager
and senior associate at Detroit-based Albert Kahn Associates, Inc.
(AKA), the architect of record and a consultant to New York-based
Robert A.M. Stern Architects (RAMSA), both principal and design
architect under contract to The University of Michigan.

RAMSA selected a material palette complementing the older,
beloved buildings within this historic part of campus. “Special
attention to color and texture was given to the selection of every
material visible on this project,” sald Preston ]J. Gumberich, ATA,
associate partner at RAMSA. “For example, we selected a custom
blend of brick that, while
machine-made, still retains a sub-
tle texture and range of color that
is in keeping with the brick used
on the Union, the League, Lorch
Hall, among other buildings on
campus.”

Yankee Hill Brick Co. of
Nebraska fired these wonderful-
ly variegated bricks brightening
the building facade. Both brick
and slate were scrupulously
selected. “The successful range of
color used on this project was the
direct result of painstaking trial
and error in the production and
review of sample panels and
mock-ups created alongside the
Union and on-site.  The local
supplier, Brick Tech, truly went
the distance to satisfy not only
our stringent demands but those
of the University Architect,” said
Gumberich. “A similar process
was used in the selection of the
slate roof shingles. Photographs
of neighboring slate roofs were
taken and then analyzed so that a
proportional custom blend of
gray, green, and purple slates
could be created here to be in
harmony with the other older
roofs.”

HUMBLE ROOTS

With its gabled rooflines and
its main tower echoing the tower
of the Michigan Union built in
1919, Weill Hall takes its place
among the venerable old build-
ings of the Central Campus. This
new home of the Ford School is a
fitting tribute to the late
President Ford, whose life was
deeply entwined with his maize
and blue alma mater and who
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_ A procession/of arches, coupled with slate and nat-
ural'terra cotta tile flooring, lend the corridors of
Weill Hall its stately form and material warmth.

was devoted to public service.

The Ford School and the late president share another commonal-
ity: humble roots. According to a U-M obituary, Ford arrived on
the University of Michigan campus in 1931 with $200 dollars in his
pocket - $100 for tuition and the rest for living expenses. In 1914,
The University of Michigan became one of the first state universi-
ties to offer a public administration program. Then called the
Institute of Public Administration, the small interdisciplinary pro-
gram did not have its own space and it did not become a school
until the mid 1990s, said Rebecca Blank, the Joan and Sanford Weill
Dean of the Gerald R. Ford School of Public Policy. Dean Blank and
her predecessors have shepherded this fledging school into a
mature institution by hiring faculty, beginning new research cen-
ters, and expanding educational programs.

Physically, this growing and vibrant school was confined to a
small corner of Lorch Hall and two other locations scattered across
campus. “We just weren't visible
at all on campus,” said Dean
{ Blank. “We had no access to
classrooms, we had no public
space, and our student lounge
consisted of two couches at the
end of a hallway. ... Our former
computer space was essentially a
few computers in a small room.”

The School’s change in fortune
began with a pivotal phone call
in 2001. Then-U-M President Lee
Bol_mger called Dean Blank, and
said, “You need a building.”

A school deeply engaged in
research, education and outreach
into the arena of public policy
and public affairs needs to be vis-
ible and accessible. “Because the
Ford School hosts so many public
events on campus, we needed a
building with enormous visibili-
ty and accessibility,” said Blank.
“We regularly have major speak-
ers from all around the world
who are in leadership positions
or in elected political positions.
These events are open to the
whole campus and often to the
entire community.”

The University granted the
School a site for its first official
home at the corner of State and
Hill. “T was given this site and
given the challenge of raising the
money in part,” said Blank. As
the building’s largest donor, Joan
and Sanford Weill (the ex-chair of
Citigroup, Inc.) are close friends
of Betty and the late Gerald Ford.
The astute project team began
converting these fundraising dol-
lars into a distinctive structure
that now houses one of the
nation’s top-ranked master’s
programs in public policy.

CAM MAGAZINE JUNE 2007 49




THE CONSTRUCTION CHRONICLES

With the creation of Weill Hall, the cor-
ner of State and Hill has undergone a star-
tling transformation, giving the Ford
School a public face and the University a
stunning gateway. This once nondescript
corner at the entrance of the central cam-
pus housed a modest white, wood-framed
house the University rented for office
space. The University demolished the
house and rerouted power lines from over-
head to underground to make way for the
new 5-story home of the Ford School. The
transformation from modest house to regal
hall took 260,000 man-hours of labor span-
ning the course of almost two years.

Clark Construction arrived on site in
November 2004, clearing the site and
sweeping away the last vestige of infra-
structure, namely a two-level parking lot
with its levels linked by a steep ramp. The
ramp clearly showed the steep layv of the
land and the first order of difficulty in con-
structing this demanding building. As the
first phase, an elaborate earth retention
system anchored the building into the
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Fabric-wrapped fiberglass panels set in an oak

framework reduce the amount of acoustic reflection
in one of Weill Hall's main teaching spaces. The
‘stepped and coffered ceilings are an attractive

sloped site, creating a building as complex
below grade as it is intricate above. “It
was quite an operation to get the project
started,” said Mary Kane Butkovich, proj-
ect director for Clark Construction.

This “operation” entailed drilling 300
augered cast-in-place piles to hold the
earth back and allow excavation of an
opening down to the basement level, said
John R. DeBrabander, project manager and
field representative for Clark. “The con-
crete-filled piles or caissons are drilled to a
depth of 28 to 32 feet, and a steel beam is
embedded in every other caisson drilled.
At engineered locations, the earth reten-
tion wall is tied back to undisturbed earth
with an engineered tieback rod to these
embedded beams,” added Robert Mowry,
AKA project field representative.

Clark labored on installation of the earth
retention system from January through
March of 2005. Both in design and con-
struction, bringing the building out of the
ground was no easier than anchoring it to
the ground. The building rests on concrete
footings and foundation walls and is sup-

- alternative to standard acoustic tile.

ported on a heavy structural steel moment
frame. Cross bracing is typically used to
resist lateral wind loads, but the size and
amount of Weill Hall’s wall openings and
its overall design aesthetic prevented the
use of these large X-shaped beams. “The
moment steel frame itself takes up the load
of the structure,” said Callas. “The moment
connections between beams and columns
are all welded in an engineered fashion to
resist the lateral wind load.”

Students pondering public policy in the
scholarly confines of Weill Hall probably
have no idea of the level of effort and pro-
fessional expertise poured into the seem-
ingly basic task of keeping soil and wind at
bay. Scholars are probably also unaware of
the intricate steel structure giving shape to
the varied planes of this distinctive build-
ing.  The steel detailing of the central
tower was a particular challenging facet of
erecting the building's inner steel struc-
ture. Gabled roofs intersect with the
square core of the tower in the building’s
upper reaches. “The tower also tapers at
the point of intersection with the gabled




The project team earns high marks for creating a building
with innumerable setbacks, planes, and projections
varying across every building elevation.

roof line,” said Mowry. “Plus, the tapered
tower has beveled corners and angles. At
one point of connection, the gabled roof
actually dives directly into one of these
beveled corners. Making the structure
work and building the inner structure of
the steel was very challenging.”

In this project without a learning curve,
the first steel task was detailing the chal-
lenging central tower. “The most difficult
piece to detail was the tower, and it was
also the place we had to start the project
because of the grade changes of the site,”
said Butkovich.

Adding to the level of difficulty, con-
struction access and deliveries were only
allowed on a street directly north of the
site. As a major truck thoroughfare, Hill
Street on the southern edges of the project
could not be used for construction access.
As the project progressed, limited lay-
down and storage areas on this tight site
mandated just-in-time delivery for many
materials. “At one point, we had to rent
the sidewalk on State Street to set up our
scaffolding,” said DeBrabander.

A NEW CAMPUS GATEWAY

Creating Weill Hall was a difficult
course of study, but the results are stun-
ning. The main tower rises ina stately ver-
tical mass, presiding over the corner of
Hill and State streets. The main southern

entrance opens onto a broad stone p'cl\-'ed
terrace, welcoming the world to the front
door of Weill Hall.

The main tower’s two-story bay win-
dow turns the building into a welcoming
beacon at night and breaks down the
tower’s scale. The same variations add
character and detail to every building ele-
vation of this finely crafted edifice.
Carefully placed details “breakdown the
scale of what might otherwise be large and
cumbersome building facades,” said
Gumberich. RAMSA relentlessly softened
any sense of monolithic sameness with bay
windows, setbacks and inmumerable var-
ied planes, all beautiful to behold but diffi-
cult to build.

This complex demanded
drawing together the expertise of the
architect, general contractor and the sub-
contracting team. “The building’s highly
ornate and detailed architectural design
meant that virtually not one wall, not one
elevation, and not one wall section was
duplicated anywhere else,” said Callas.
“Because AKA was responsible for the
construction details, we to meet
tough, challenging demands for ornamen-
tation, and the builders had to put two and
two together to make it all work in the
field.”

Even overall heights vary among the U-
shaped building’s three wings. 1 he over-

structure
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