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Kenton schoolhouse reborn as
De La Salle

Thursday, February 14, 2008

Fred Leeson
Special to The Oregonian

Portland Public Schools officials wondering how to modernize their old school buildings need
venture no farther than 7528 N. Fenwick Ave.

There, they'll find a 1913 red brick school building brought up to modern educational
standards -- including a new elevator, science labs, restrooms and Internet technology -- while
preserving the architectural feel of the original era.

Oddly, perhaps, the former Kenton Elementary School is a Portland Public Schools structure.
But a Catholic agency with a long-term lease to run the building as De La Salle North Catholic

High School undertook the renovations.
¥ Advertisement CONTINUE STORY

So far, De La Salle has pumped $2.8 million into the building, much of it during a four-month
spree last year. All substantial changes, from a new library to moving administrative offices,
were done with Portland Public approval requiring that the building be maintained as a school.
Along the way, De La Salle has restored the school's interior in keeping with its original
design.

"We wanted to retain the flavor and the historic feel of the building," says Tim Hennessy, De
La Salle's vice president for institutional advancement.

Wood floors covered with decades of darkened wax have been refinished to a bright maple
blond. Original skylights covered with dirt now bathe the upper hallway in natural filtered light.
Fluorescent tube lights have been replaced with traditional schoolhouse fixtures donated by
the Rejuvenation lighting company.

White walls and garish orange student lockers have been painted with warm, soft colors.
Hennessy says McMenamins Kennedy School, a Portland school building transformed into a
lodge, pub and restaurant, showed how color could make the interior more pleasant.

Fortunately for De La Salle, the district hadn't turned its back on Kenton Elementary before
closing it in 2005. Hennessy says the district put $2 million into earthquake bracing and a new
roof, boiler and windows, freeing De La Salle's money for student-oriented improvements,
including a planned gym.

Because the building is designated as a city landmark, the city must approve any exterior
changes. A new sign, when it arrives, won't cover the original name carved over the front
door, Hennessy says.

Kerry Hampton, Portland Public Schools' property development manager, says De La Salle's
20-year lease, with options for three 10-year extensions, is a good deal for the district.

"De La Salle is putting money into an asset that is ours, which is great. At the end of 20 years,
or whenever one party decides to end it, we will inherit that investment."

The 240-student high school is spending its first school year in the building after moving from
a former Queen of Peace Parish elementary at 7654 N. Delaware Ave., now leased to
Portland Village School, a charter school.

Hennessy says De La Salle hopes to peak at an enrollment of 350. Students, who come from

families unable to afford private education, work one day a week at several businesses to help

earn tuition. A longer school year means the students don't miss class time.
So far, Hennessy says, the deal has worked well -- providing income to the district and an
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"For us," he says, "there is no way we could have built a facility like this for what we're getting
into it for."
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