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FEATURE

Alongside 6ft. chain-link fences, buses sat with engines idling near a bare 
patch downtown with an oval in its middle last spring. The basic frame of what 
was to become the Sprint Center was up, rounded, and nearly see-through, 
and there were deep belt and tire tracks in the mud from construction vehicles. 
Most of downtown was cordoned off with yellow tape, orange barrels, and 
jagged places where the asphalt had been upturned into natural tooth-shaped 
barricades along Grand Boulevard.

An entire city’s hopes, it seemed, were pinned to this mammoth ring that 
was under construction in the shadows of the recently completed H&R Block 
World Headquarters. But even as compelling as the skeleton was, this dusty, 
uneven spot and the shattered infrastructure around it was the type of mess 
that the Downtown Council and planners of the Urban Tour wished they could 
have swept under a rug before the guests arrived.

Last year, more than 10,000 people loaded into narrow shuttle buses to 
take the annual homes tour that highlights some of downtown’s finest and 
most unique lofts, townhouses, flats, and apartments. Potential downtown 
dwellers—and others who had virtually already made their minds up—loaded 
into narrow shuttle buses at the main bus stop outside the arena to see the 
newest and hottest downtown properties, and to pick up on the energy that 
would reach a fever pitch come fall.
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The 2008 Urban Tour will 
play its part in turning 

visitors to Kansas City’s 
brilliant new dining and 

entertainment venues into 
actual downtown dwellers.
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From the main bus stop in the Power & Light District, this year’s event  
will course all of downtown from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. on May 3, and from 11 a.m.  
to 4 p.m. on May 4. Ten buses will run continuously throughout the day 
and stop at more than 20 properties. Every bus is staffed with a volunteer  
tour guide that will provide useful information about each property and 
downtown. Tour-goers can step off anytime or take the tour independently  
on foot by following maps that will be made 
available by volunteers at each property and at  
the main bus stop.

“Normally, if you come downtown, you’re 
not going to be able to see all of the properties,”  
Brenis says. “If you’ve heard about Wallstreet  
Tower, you can go inside and see them yourself 
or walk down the block to 909 Walnut. If you’re 
interested in buying or just renting a property, or 
if you’ve been curious about living downtown,  
this is your chance to experience all properties in 
just one weekend.”

While it might seem like a simple, two-day 
passing of buses, the event and the excitement  
it creates for downtown draws people from all  
over the metropolitan area. Bob and Bonnie 
Holland, for example, left suburbia behind two 
years ago, and they are now part of the small 
inventory of faces that the meat and produce shop 
owners at the City Market recognize. 

The familiarity between grocery buyers and 
sellers has a nostalgic feel to it the Holland’s 
remember from a much simpler time in Kansas 
City. Neighborhood ambiance, such as this, is 
something tour guides can point out to visitors 
who might not otherwise pick up on if touring the 
city on their own.

Just five years ago, the couple was living an 
opposite life 30 minutes from the city’s heart, 
and they were committed to a typical suburban 
existence. But life in the suburbs was a tremendous 

Last year, more than 10,000 people loaded 
into narrow shuttle buses to take the 

annual homes tour that highlights some 
of downtown’s finest and most unique 

lofts, townhouses, flats, and apartments. 

“It was a challenge to do the bus route since it was basically in the middle 
of a construction site,” says Gil Brenis, managing partner of Evenergy, the 
event-planning organization that has helped orchestrate recent tours. “The 
construction on the outside was done. Some people were really impressed by 
that. We thought about having that place be the main bus stop again so people 
could see how the city has fulfilled its promise and the new development has 
come up around them.”

Since 2001, the Downtown Council has hosted the annual homes tour to 
create a buzz about the city’s urban residential offerings. Buzz, though, is pretty 
commonplace for Kansas City these days compared to last year as massive new 
entertainment and dining venues have come online, such as the Sprint Center 
and the Power & Light District. 

As more and more major attractions open, though, city leaders are hoping 
those destinations turn visitors into downtown dwellers. In that sense, the 
eighth annual Urban Tour, May 3-4, has the added challenge to help continue 
the city’s momentum beyond the initial stages of urban renewal.

It’s hard to imagine a slow down with the city’s growth so evident as it 
expands at an incredible pace with more than $4 billion in recent investment, 
100,000 employees, and 16,000 residents. Without more residents to frequent 
the new attractions, city leaders fear what might happen when the newness 
wears off.

“Every year is an important year for the Urban Tour, but 2008 is certainly a 
landmark for downtown,” says Bill Dietrich, president of the Downtown Council. 

“One of the critical aspects of these events is to highlight the continued 
revitalization of the city. But to show growth is sustainable, you have to see 
continued expansion of the residential base.”

On the most basic level, the Urban Tour opens up the city for people who 
haven’t been able to explore downtown. For the event’s planners, the bottom 
line is developing a tour that allows participants to experience the new lofts 
and condos close up, not just view the buildings from the exterior or relying on 
word of mouth from new tenants.

bottom left: Since 2001, the Downtown Council has hosted 
the annual homes tours to create a buzz about the city’s urban 
residential offerings. Pictured here, from left to right, are council 
members Bill Dietrich, Tommy Wilson, and Ann Holliday.

“Our community has a small 
town feeling—the old market 
feeling, which is a wonderful 
part about Kansas City that no 
matter how big it gets, you want 
to keep. Like San Francisco 
Bay has its wharf, this is the 
part of the city that no one can 
ever take away,” says Wallstreet 
Tower resident Bonnie Holland.
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challenge for Bob, who uses a wheelchair. Ordinary stop-and-go trips were an 
extremely time-consuming process that involved loading and unloading Bob’s 
wheelchair into the couple’s cargo van.

In and around the Wallstreet Towers, Bob and Bonnie discovered a 
burgeoning, cosmopolitan city revived with life and gaining momentum 
seemingly by the minute. And while the excitement had returned to the city 
streets, the Holland’s also found that the City Market and other places were 
more than just architectural remnants of pieces of historical eras that had 
passed by.

“Our community has a small-town feeling—the old market feeling, which  
is a wonderful part about Kansas City that no matter how big it gets, you  
want to keep,” Bonnie says. “Like San Francisco Bay has its wharf, this is the  
part of the city that no one can ever take away.”

The Urban Tour fosters excitement about downtown, but in a more  
genuine way than the headline-grabbing entertainment offerings. Behind 
the trips to the various living spaces around the city, the tours are about a 
commitment to downtown—an investment—to not only visit, but to live on 
these newly remade streets that finally offer opportunity, not dilapidation.

On Friday and Saturday nights, steady crowds now move through 
intersections at 13th and Grand, breaking up the streaming headlights from 
waiting traffic. These bodies flashing through the car beams signify more  
than just the new commotion at the new venues. For city leaders and downtown 
dwellers, all of the motion is an evidence of sorts that a new movement is 
underway in Kansas City.

Foot traffic on the sidewalks in the urban core once had its fair share 
of vagrants, and the empty streets were occasionally reflective with glass  
shards. Those days are completely gone—obliterated—by the influx of 
new businesses and multimillion-dollar projects, some of them the very 
definition of larger than life. But the biggest difference has been the people, 
and the Urban Tour has either directly attracted them or helped create the  
excitement to make visitors into believers.

For more information, visit urbantimeskc.com.

“Every year is an important 
year for the Urban Tour, but 
2008 is certainly a landmark 

for downtown. One of the 
critical aspects of these events 

is to highlight the continued 
revitalization of the city. But to 
show growth is sustainable, you 

have to see continued expansion 
of the residential base,” says 

Bill Dietrich, president of 
the Downtown Council.

Exclusive VIP 
Urban Tour

The 2008 Urban Tour is featuring an exclusive VIP  
Urban Tour from 5 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. on May 2. The 

special night will be limited to 100 people on a 
first come, first serve basis. After indulging in 

some champagne at the main bus stop, guests 
will be able to enjoy hors d’oeuvres, wine, and 

live entertainment while visiting four properties: 
The Reserve, the Piper and Windows Loft Sales 
Center, Fountains on Broadway (Unit 801), and 
Campbell Lofts (Unit 708). Tickets are available 

for $30 for individuals, $25 for multiple ticket 
purchases. Call Gil Brenis at (816) 421-2341 ext. 103, 

or visit urbantourkc.com for more details.

Downtown Kansas City residents Alex Wendel 
and Abby Mayer will be hosts on the exclusive VIP 

Urban Tour from 5 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. on May 2nd.




