STORY AND PHOTOS BY JASON KEESE

THE O'KEEFE ELEVATOR CO. BUILDING
IS A STRUCTURE ARCHITECTS AND
ART LOVERS CAN APPRECIATE

e the O'Keete Elevator Company moved
fromn its r:r:am?f-d, windowless |;;-1:i]|,|_'ir|g into
its mew offices in an Ol Market warehouse
in May 2002, its emplovees were foored by
what g:‘ee!eed -‘.]u,-.ru.

O the first floor, there was an art gallery, An eyve-catehing
stadrcase, constructed of steel, sireraft cable and mapls, fed
visitors upstairs. A towering eurvesd meta wall announced the
company'’s name - (' Eeefe Elevator Co. - in h-right red Bestbor-
ing, Oifice space on the second floor featured sass walls,
roge-red chairs in the conference rooms, and a mixture of
r.'h]‘.nns&d brick, concrete and carpet o the walls and floors.

The third floor beasted a :i;m.v.’ti(:r.u eating i, amnl kjl;n::hc:lI
with refurbished hardwood floors. The third foor also eon-
tained an exercise area with trespdmills, uu:;igfu machines and
shower facilities. The huildings roof served as an absenmation
deck, with a posteard-worthy view of dowmtown Omaha
Buried beneath the first floor was sn underground parking
The: building was & elear reflection of its owner, Skip
O'Keele, who calls it his " prides and jow”

“I'm a dreamer, Tim il.';]!zll_!t perso, I'ma t,l_'t_'hnol,(:um'
junkie,” O Keefe says. “T like to have fun and it’s o fun boild-
1 -‘."

I¥s aleo o building that's drawing praise from architects
Iocally and natinnally.

The: Mebraska chapter of the American Institute of
Architects and interier design and the architecture mapazne
Conitract have hestowed honars i this ]jmjr_'r_-t_ A national
business magazine is abso considering the: building for an
awrd,

A major reqson the structure at 14th and Jones Streets has
drawn such attention is the K s|.|1'.:|11_:-4:::-c:-|: art g;[]l{‘ﬂ'}' that
First greets visitors as tibc‘:.-'w.ilk thlngll the doos. The galkery
is free and open to the public during regular business heurs, 8
am. to 5 p.., .'-.-Tnn-:!u}- 1|1r\-;1u5_{h ["rjl,la:.',

Lights kick on inside the g_:'dlm_-,- at about B30 every night.
Until a timer turns off the lights six hoors later, unsuspecting
pedestrians have the pleasure of stambling upon an art exhib-
it.

“It's more than a building sitting on the corner,” says the
project’s architect, Larry Smith of Avant Architects. Tt inter-
acts with the space around it.”

Most UFHH. its admirers Sy, the bl |'ir|;=_{ i% & wonderful
Bliend of the ald and the new, much ke the owner himself,

Denis ]. “Skip” 0'Keefe T was bom three manths prema-
ture on Oct. Lst, 1947, He weighed only thres Es(mnn:ls_ Sts_ﬁng
through the nursery glass st this tiny baby, O Keefes grnd-

mother commented, *We alinost \h["ly_d_ him.” J_-'cnp.]e have
called him Skip ever since.

He: graduated from Creighton Prep High School in 1565
Four years |ater, he Jeft the University of Motre Darne with
degrees in finance and management,

When he wasntin Sl’.']:n.'u'ra. he waorked for his ﬁll:]l{*.rmld
ungle at O'Keefe Elevator. He logged time as a secretary dur-
]!'lg I-I:I"E-.I'I ‘(I'I'.m‘l .-'Irld d Illqlilltl'_!_'ulgl'ml_: 'L\T_]r;\Lr (!,|]‘_"i'|;g I'_‘:J]!_'I:'é;i'
breaks, After ml]egr-. he worked 15 an engineer and o sabes-
i before taking over as president in 1982, [-:J|icrl.\'i:|sg his
[athers death,

O'Keefe's career goaks never drifted far from the family
Business. i

“T had no choice,” he says, “and 1 koved it

Though he's the third-generation owner of an elovator
company, & line of work that’s a throwbsack to the days of flap-
peers and Mexdel Ts, O'Keefie has pushed his elevator conmpany
tor the cutling edie of echnolopy by sending his mechanics
into the field with ]:‘L]:llnpd andl belecor Hi‘:‘rl_:rlr_'ing with hranch
offices via high-speed Internet connections.

In 20601, a dilerma put O Keefe on a path to have a badld-
ing a8 progressive as his thinking, Creighton University
b-'_mghr the O Keefe Elevator affice basibding on north 20th
Strect, part of the schools long-term expansion plans, O Keefis
feed a decision; Move fowest Omaha, move near Eppley
."\j!'ﬁt‘]l’l.. ar -_illst n'm}-h-e - ivove inko @ warehoose the COMpany
already owned, at 14th and Jones streets.
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