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To Ophelia


“Architecture keeps no secrets. It is the great communicator. It tells us everything we need to know, and more, about those who conceive and build the structures that define our cities and our time. We sense instantly whether their vision was mean or grand: whether they felt responsible only to themselves and the bottom line or to a larger idea of society and the world.”

—ADA LOUISE HUXTABLE, “THE CLASH OF SYMBOLS” (1997)



Preface




CLASH OF THE TITANS


Our hopes, like towering falcons, aim

At objects in an airy height;

The little pleasure of the game

Is from afar to view the flight.

—MATTHEW PRIOR, “TO THE HONORABLE CHARLES MONTAGUE”

“Complete bullshit!” barks Carl Icahn.

The fourth-richest resident of New York City, Icahn, seventy-seven, is typically described as a corporate raider by detractors, an activist investor by admirers. All acknowledge that he strikes fear in the hearts of his prey. And he was cursing a blue streak at me.

He’d started almost as soon as I began telling him a story I’d just heard about an attempt he’d made, in fall 2005, to buy a new Manhattan apartment. And not just any apartment. It was one of a baker’s dozen of penthouses atop Fifteen Central Park West, a two-tower luxury condominium then under construction at the southwest corner of Central Park. Or rather, two of its penthouses, which Icahn, who already owned one about ten blocks away, hoped to combine into something Brobdingnagian, the kind of home only a man like him might be able to afford, and more important, to fill, not just with possessions but with personality, a presence as awesome as the building’s location.

But I’d also heard that this lion of finance had tried to haggle with 15CPW’s developers, demanding a price cut, which certainly seemed in character for someone who’d picked fights with Phillips Petroleum, USX, Texaco, TWA, and Time Warner. But that had turned out to be a tactical error, because the developers, Arthur William Zeckendorf and William Lie Zeckendorf, the third generation of a New York real estate dynasty, weren’t inclined to bargain.

Instead, the Zeckendorfs sold the double penthouse to the bidder behind door number two, Daniel Loeb, an equally prominent and pugnacious hedge-fund runner, another activist investor cut from the same cloth as King Carl. Only Loeb was a quarter century younger and willing to pay the full asking price. Which caused Icahn, on learning that he’d been outbid, to launch an epically profane tirade at Will Zeckendorf.

“ ‘Fuck this, fuck that.’ He said ‘fuck’ five or six times in thirty seconds, then slammed the phone down,” says Will. “Dan was in there early. He was a fabulous buyer.”

They didn’t really know Loeb when he’d called them up just as they’d begun selling apartments at 15CPW. Icahn had gotten to them first, introduced by one of the Zeckendorf brothers’ two partners, an Israeli-born billionaire named Eyal Ofer, who had invested with Icahn. Earlier that year, Ofer had pointed to 15CPW out the window of Icahn’s office at Fifty-Ninth Street and Fifth Avenue and said, “Look at that.” His new building, rising above the tree line on the opposite side of the expanse of Central Park, was an impressive sight.

It was also an impressive site: Fifteen Central Park West occupies the first full-block lot on the periphery of the park to be developed in decades—and likely the last for years. Its position is equivalent to oceanfront property in California, an Eiffel Tower view in Paris. Besides its immediate proximity to that 843-acre masterpiece of urban landscape design, 15CPW is also walking distance from Lincoln Center, Carnegie Hall, and the city’s best stores and restaurants.

Not long after Ofer pointed the building out to him, Icahn was invited to a small cocktail party in a temporary sales office near the 15CPW construction site, where the Zeckendorfs themselves showed him and his wife, Gail, a model of the Robert A. M. Stern–designed, limestone-clad building and floor plans of some of those penthouses. One had already been reserved for Ofer, another for Will Zeckendorf. But the rest were still available, and Icahn focused on the building’s thirty-ninth floor, with two apartments that, so early in construction, could easily be combined into the largest in the building, with 10,643 square feet of interior space, two terraces of 677 square feet, fourteen-foot ceilings, eight bedrooms, ten bathrooms, and 360-degree views of Manhattan and beyond. And it would cost a mere $45 million (plus $28,607.34 in monthly charges).

“We saw it, we liked it, I told them I was interested,” Icahn says. “I wasn’t that excited by it. I don’t invest in apartments.” But Gail Icahn liked it, and Gail wanted to move; a new building was planned right next to their current one, a few blocks to the southeast, and it was going to block the sunset from their fifty-second-floor terrace.

“I love the terraces,” Icahn says dreamily. Even billionaires dream. But the risk of losing his view was real and Icahn understands risk and value in his bones. “We talked about price at the cocktail party,” he continues. “I said it seemed high.”

Zeckendorf recalls that Icahn offered him only half the asking price. Icahn remembers it differently: he wanted only one of the two apartments. “There was no hondling,” he insists. “Bullshit.”

Eyal Ofer laughs often and loudly when telling his version of the story. “Icahn has got a problem. He refuses to pay. I said, ‘Carl, listen to me. This is not business. This is lifestyle. You will not find another ten thousand square feet in Manhattan. And it’s within walking distance from your office because you don’t like to take a car, it’s too expensive.’ And he said to me, ‘But you want too much money!’ I said, ‘Carl, this apartment will be worth double. Close your eyes and buy it.’ And then Will came and said, ‘Eyal, you brought in Carl, but I have Loeb, who wants it.’ He said Loeb wants to pay more than Carl. So I said, ‘Be fair to Carl. Tell him that you’ve got somebody who is prepared to pay more, but we are prepared to sell it to you, if you’ll confirm it now.’ ”

“I called Zeckendorf back,” Icahn says. “He said, ‘Hey, I sold it.’ I said okay. I was almost glad. I didn’t want to move anyway. I don’t remember arguing with him. The fact that he didn’t call me back was off-putting. It’s not like he’s a bad guy. That’s what they do. He probably said, ‘Icahn’s looking at it, Dan, hurry up.’ We didn’t hear. Then I called or Gail called and he said it was gone. ‘Loeb’s got it.’ People love this shit. I love the terraces I got.”

After their phone call, Will reported back to Eyal Ofer. “He said that he had never been treated so poorly in his life,” Ofer recalls. “Now, every time I see Carl, he says, ‘You owe me an apartment!’ But he could not bring himself to pay the full amount. And he lives to regret it.”
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Like every New Yorker, Carl Icahn is fascinated by the ins and outs of local real estate. He loves to talk about it and, deep in his heart, likely knows that, after turning his back on 15CPW, he became one of the outs, which is evident as he rambles on, “Look, in retrospect, the building made sense.”

The reason is that prime Fifth and Park Avenue buildings, the ones the writer Tom Wolfe called “the good buildings,” are all cooperatives, not condominiums; in a nutshell, they operate like private clubs and have for years excluded people like Icahn and Loeb, the sort of rough-and-tumble, loudmouthed, first-generation rich guys—many, but not all of them, Jewish—who don’t care whom they offend, guys whose hard edges have yet to be smoothed by a desire to fit in. Co-op owners are the kind of people who reject, not the ones who get rejected.

Icahn doesn’t reject the rejection argument, but says what’s really great are 15CPW’s resale values. At $10,000-plus per square foot for its best spaces, the condos at 15CPW have defied conventional wisdom, the stagnating world economy, and, to some, common sense, too. In 2013, Sanford I. “Sandy” Weill, the financier who created Citigroup, sold his 15CPW penthouse—the second largest after Loeb’s—for $88 million, twice what it cost him six years earlier and the highest price ever paid for a Manhattan apartment. “Big trophies are running high,” Icahn says. “But I don’t look at apartments or New York real estate as investments relative to what we do. Since 1968, when I started Icahn and Company, our annual returns have been thirty-one percent. No real estate comes close to that.”

Will Zeckendorf admits that Icahn is right about what happened. “Carl just could never hit the number,” Will says, “and Dan [Loeb] to his credit, when we said, ‘Listen, we’re talking with someone else,’ he said, ‘I’m there.’ ” Loeb had called the Zeckendorfs himself, without a broker as an intermediary. He’d heard about 15CPW from someone at Goldman Sachs, the renowned but wildly controversial investment bank, which was the third partner in developing the building. Theirs is a small world in which people want big homes high in the sky.

Normally loquacious, even loudmouthed (his pugnacious open letters to companies he feels are mismanaged are famous), Loeb won’t discuss his purchase. But the Zeckendorfs are full of praise for him. “He completely flattened [Icahn] . . . destroyed him,” says Will. “Full price, no flinching, no bad, naughty words.”

“Then,” Arthur adds, “I ran into a friend of Dan’s in Paris, telling me how nervous he was. But he didn’t show it to us. He played his cards like a true poker player.”

Icahn played like a bad sport, they believe, bad-mouthing the building. Eleven days after Loeb signed a contract, the New York Post reported that Icahn was “taking a pass on his reserved $43 million condo.” Sales “appear to have slowed” at the “ultra-pricey” condo, the paper reported, apparently unaware of Loeb’s purchase. Quoting an anonymous source, it said other unnamed billionaires were also “giving up their places on the reserved list.” That part was true. There are regrets to go around.
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Though there was no direct contact between Icahn and Loeb, and Icahn says they are friends, their contest over Penthouse 39 at Fifteen Central Park West was a watershed. The clash of the titans was the first indication that 15CPW would become an apartment building like no other, a new colossus both literally and figuratively, a status signifier nonpareil, a towering symbol of its time.

It is a sign of a generational shift in the makeup of the 0.1 percent who dance on the head of the pin of American wealth, evidence of the torch passing from the aging financial lions of the mid-twentieth century to a brash new twenty-first-century crop of cats. It is also a signal of other paradigm shifts, too.

Over the months and years that followed that brief whose-is-bigger contest over that penthouse, it would become clear that 15CPW symbolized upheaval, both in New York real estate and in the upper echelons of international society.

First, the sums spent on apartments show just how much wealthier today’s wealthy have become. The numbers are astonishing.

Second, the range of 15CPW buyers (and renters), Loeb’s neighbors, who hail from all around the globe and are as likely to settle in London or Dubai or Hong Kong as New York, shows the new mobility and spread of great wealth; no longer is it just the product of Western European aristocracy or of American industry.

Third, 15CPW spotlights the new economic sectors that have generated the new new money. Far more of the fortunes at 15CPW come from newly ascendant hedge funds than from traditional commercial, investment, or merchant banks. Many others were forged in emerging markets, and in the information, entertainment, and technology industries. These are not your grandfather’s moguls and entrepreneurs.

Though it was designed consciously to echo the East Side co-ops that, for the most part, still won’t let 15CPW types in, this West Side condo, which ten years ago would have been considered hopelessly déclassé, has redefined what first class is in New York, in America, and in the world.



Introduction




UP ON THE ROOF


There being no fixed caste in America, as in the foreign states, we have established a certain style of living and expenditure, as a distinctive mark of social position.

—SARAH GILMAN YOUNG, EUROPEAN MODES OF LIVING; OR, THE QUESTION OF APARTMENT HOUSES (FRENCH FLATS)(1881)

Fifteen Central Park West is more than an apartment building. It is the most outrageously successful, insanely expensive, titanically tycoon-stuffed real estate development of the twenty-first century. Nicknamed Limestone Jesus by the shelter porn merchants at the real estate blog Curbed, it represents the resurrection and the life of our era’s aristocracy of wealth.

This is the story of the property-lust-making building and the cohort that calls it their tower of power. They are the newest of new money, the men and women of today’s societal elite who are defining what it means to be rich. To some, they are the latest cyclical iteration of Society; to others, the latest nail in Society’s coffin. No longer dignified, unified, wellborn, or even well-bred, they enjoy unheard-of incomes and the most extraordinary standard of living in history because they control the engines of today’s unprecedented wealth: finance, technology, information, and entertainment. Today’s cutting-edge rich profit from ideas more than products.

Sometimes they are people you barely know about. You don’t see them in public or read about them in the press. But whether they are figures of wide, popular renown such as Denzel Washington, NASCAR’s Jeff Gordon, and Sting—all 15CPW apartment owners—or the many lesser-known yet arguably more influential financiers, the residents of 15CPW are our latter-day priesthood of power, even as we worry what effect their use and abuse of that power is having on our world. For this moment, this house of outrageous fortune, 15CPW, is the high altar of their secular religion.
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Fifteen’s public story began in fall 2005, when Daniel Loeb, who once described himself and his hedge-fund cronies to an old-school moneyman as “a bunch of scrappy guys . . . who enjoy outwitting pompous asses like yourself,” set an earlier Manhattan real estate record by dropping $45 million for his penthouse in what was then still a big hole in the ground. Approaching the apogee of the first financial bubble of the twenty-first century, Loeb’s purchase of a still-imaginary home was an apt symbol of a new-money culture unrestrained by any sense of limits, propriety, or recognizable reality, its wealth outweighing its lack of elegance and subtlety.

As it rose out of that hole over the next year and a half, Fifteen—it’s spelled out in the building’s custom-designed logo—was something completely different from the buildings before it. Like its logo, the neoclassical über-condo was a throwback to the golden age of Manhattan apartment houses, which are called prewars though they were mostly built between 1912 and 1930, as well as a gauntlet before the remains of what, for half a century, had passed as American Society. The success of 15CPW consecrated a new, somewhat suspect Global Super-Society. Like them or not, these are individuals who have only one thing in common, staggering net worth, and have become the world’s new ruling class. Typically in their first generation of wealth, they’ve made huge money in new ways. They organize their lives differently, have different standards, spend differently, and give back differently.

Just as apartments were offered for sale in September 2005, a Citigroup global-equity strategist, Ajay Kapur, coined the term plutonomy to describe nations and geopolitical blocs “where economic growth is powered by and largely consumed by the wealthy few.” Sixteenth-century Spain, seventeenth-century Holland, the Gilded Age, and the Roaring Twenties were prior plutonomies driven by huge, interconnected economic, political, and commercial changes: disruptive technologies, financial innovation, capitalist-friendly governments operating under the rule of law, and “an international dimension” of ambitious immigrants or overseas adventurers. “Often these wealth waves involve great complexity, exploited best by the rich and educated of the time,” Kapur wrote.

Kapur’s plutonomists are defined by wealth, not nationality. But in the current day, the newest of the new rich come from emerging markets such as the so-called BRIC nations of Brazil, Russia, India, and China. All are well represented at 15CPW, where apartment owners include the operator of Moscow’s Domodedovo International Airport, the biggest developer in Beijing, and an associate of the Indian industrialist known as the richest man in Britain. Central and South Americans at 15CPW run industries ranging from banking to airports to natural cosmetics. Israel is particularly well represented, starting with the country’s richest brothers, Idan and Eyal Ofer, who come from the international shipping business, as do fellow owners from Greece, Norway, China, and Monaco.

Some owners come from countries with stable governments and economies, but many do not, and for them, 15CPW serves as an insurance policy against the possibility that in their native lands their luck might turn or their connections fail them. Far better to have assets in a country where the rule of law is secure and property rights respected. “If you buy here, it’s yours,” says an Indian-born banker who lives in 15CPW. “There are only two places that are safe havens like that, London and New York. The rest of the world is scary, unstable.”

But those emerging nations are hardly the only sources of today’s outrageous wealth. The reinterpretation and loosening of many Depression-era laws that restricted the activities of financial institutions beginning in the 1960s, and the deregulation of financial markets in the early 1980s, led in 1999 to the repeal of Glass-Steagall, the 1933 law separating investment and commercial banks, unleashing what Kapur calls a “massive premium,” a torrent of raw gains for a small few that inflated bankers’ wages, bonuses, and egos and led to the creation of too-big-to-fail financial institutions such as Citigroup, AIG, Bank of New York Mellon, Barclays, Credit Suisse, Deutsche Bank, Goldman Sachs, ING, JPMorgan Chase, Morgan Stanley, and the Royal Bank of Scotland. Each is represented at 15CPW. Former executives of the defunct Lehman Brothers round out its financial cast.

An even larger cohort of 15CPW residents comes from the alternative-investment universe, where they’ve earned disproportionate incomes both by betting on markets and backing the entrepreneurs whose innovations drove the economy of the last three decades. The contours of alternative investments are often indistinct, as they are typically complex, hard to define, illiquid, and lightly regulated, if at all. But to generalize, they are investment products designed for institutions and high-net-worth individuals that are not traditional cash, stocks, or bonds. Hedge funds such as Daniel Loeb’s Third Point are alternatives, and so are private-equity, real estate, commodities, troubled-asset, biotech, and emerging-market funds.

Adding up the aggregate assets managed by the hedge funds and boutique investment firms whose executives own or rent 15CPW apartments is an inexact business, but combining their boasts with reported guesstimates yields a staggering number: about $437 billion. No wonder residents refer to it as Hedgie Hive.I

That’s just the beginning.

These investment executives’ neighbors at 15CPW include executives and alumni of our era’s great innovators: tech giants such as Google (Omid Kordestani, a sales and marketing executive, paid about $30 million for a duplex next door to Sting’s), Garmin (Min Kao, the founder, has a half-floor penthouse), Intuit, and Yahoo! (Roberta Campbell, the ex-wife of the chairman of the accounting software company, lives next door to the search giant’s cofounder, Jerry Yang), and smaller, but still massively profitable enterprises engaged in hardware and software, advanced medicine, biotech, and biopharma.

By merging ideas and the means to communicate them, technology has also geometrically increased the audience for the information and entertainment industries. Thanks to the “audience magnification” brought about by globalization and instant distribution, Kapur says, “the monetization of talent is a lot bigger now, and talent creators get to keep a lot of that.” Thus, international celebrities such as Sting, Denzel, NASCAR’s Gordon, and NBC sportscaster Bob Costas, and renters Mark Wahlberg, Kelsey Grammer, and New York Yankee Alex Rodriguez, live at 15CPW alongside their titular bosses, infotainment moguls such as the writer-producer Norman Lear, Disney chairman Alan Horn, NASCAR chairman Brian France, and Comcast’s Brian Roberts, Stephen Burke, and Edward Snider. They don’t need big names; their control of the pipes through which content is pumped ensures their fortunes.

There have also been more traditional wealthy types at Fifteen, including executives of the pharmaceutical giant Merck, MetLife, Princeton Information, Hearst Newspapers, and the big-four auditor Deloitte & Touche; the chairmen of legal giants such as Cadwalader, Wickersham & Taft and Case & White; energy-company executives; brick-and-mortar retailers such as The Limited’s Leslie Wexner, Eric Smidt of Harbor Freight Tools, and Eugene Kahn, a former chairman of May Department Stores; doctors, surgeons, and health-care executives ranging from a vice president of corporate affairs at Pfizer to the owner of a small but thriving chain of dental clinics; and a raft of real estate developers, operators, investors, and brokers.

Apartments at 15CPW initially sold for as little as $2 million, so the building also attracted comparatively small-change types: a TV writer, an editorial cartoonist, and myriad small businessmen and women. Entrepreneurs-in-residence have included the owners of jewelry stores, Chinatown funeral homes and florists, a luxury travel agency, a metal framing and trucking group, several human resources companies, and two nutritional-supplement dealers, but also Beny Alagem, a onetime Israeli tank commander who bought the name Packard Bell out of bankruptcy and turned it into a thriving computer company before segueing into the hotel business with his purchase of the Beverly Hilton; Gerardo Capo, a Cuban émigré who became a controversial Miami developer; Marvin Shanken, the former investment banker who created Wine Spectator and Cigar Aficionado magazines; and Jesse Itzler, who started his professional life as a Jewish rapper but segued into private aviation as a founder of Marquis Jets.

Compared to those “good buildings” of the East Side, precious little inherited wealth is at 15CPW. What there has been tends toward the untraditional, at least by the standards of Manhattan trophy apartment houses. James Kohlberg, whose father was a founder of Kohlberg Kravis Roberts, the private-equity firm, and Andrea Kerzner, whose father, Sol, a Russian Jew from Johannesburg, developed Sun City, Africa’s most famous resort complex, count as old money at 15CPW. Other heirs-in-residence have included Tyler Alexandra Gallagher Ellis, daughter of the late fashion designer Perry Ellis; Deborah Simon, daughter of a co-owner of shopping centers and the Indiana Pacers; Sultan Ahmed al-Qasimi, a crown prince of one of the United Arab Emirates; Caroline Lieberman, an heiress from a fashion and real estate fortune built by a Holocaust survivor in Sydney, Australia; and Ekaterina Rybolovleva, the elder daughter of the Russian potash oligarch Dmitry Rybolovlev, who bought that $88 million apartment for her out of the goodness of his heart or, as his estranged wife has charged in their divorce, in order to shelter some of his multibillion-dollar fortune.

As the Rybolovlev example shows, 15CPW apartments aren’t only homes; they’re “very expensive toys for plutonomists,” says Kapur. “We underestimate how rich the very rich are. For them, the fraction they are spending is not that large. You and I show off our cars. Global plutonomists need that apartment, the fine wine, the gold, the Degas” to demonstrate who they are. Their toys also serve as banks, or what Kapur calls “a store of value.” Apartments at 15CPW are often second, third, or fifth homes, and they are not rented out to pay expenses; they sit empty for months at a time. When banks and politicians dilute currencies such as the dollar and the euro, hard assets “tend to do quite well,” says Kapur. “They hold their value in times of financial debasement.” And at 15CPW they appreciate.
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Arthur and William Zeckendorf, 15CPW’s lead developers, are grandsons of the real estate legend William “Big Bill” Zeckendorf and learned invaluable lessons at his knee. Big Bill was an energetic dynamo who owned the Chrysler Building and a vast swath of western Los Angeles. He developed Roosevelt Field on Long Island, the first giant suburban shopping mall; southwest Washington, DC; Century City in Los Angeles; the Mile High Center in Denver, Colorado; Place Ville Marie in Montreal, Canada; the Society Hill towers in Philadelphia; University Towers in Chicago; and Kips Bay, Lincoln Towers, and Park West Village in New York.

But he was disdained by the very people who owned the buildings he managed and who occupied those he owned. They considered Zeckendorf a crude operator who should be kept, to use their phrase, below the salt. His attempt to move into 740 Park Avenue was rebuffed—while he owned it!—by the building’s snootier occupants. Fifty years later, his grandsons saw the new Global Super-Society rising and looking to New York as one of the few true world stages on which to strut their stuff—as well as a safe place to stash their fortunes. Like their grandfather had been, this new society’s members were often disdained as crass. The Zeckendorf brothers, who knew the type well, decided to build them a home. They made a fortune of their own in the process.

Outwardly at least, the new society has no cohesiveness or any guiding principle aside from the accumulation of almost unbelievable sums of money, which gives its leaders unprecedented clout in a world that now, to twist the well-worn phrase, cares more about the price of everything than it does the value of anything. Like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Gatsby, the members of this ultramoneyed class want not just homes but the consoling mirror image of other freshly minted sultans. They won’t submit to being judged by snooty sorts with smaller bank balances but lofty self-regard.

The Zeckendorfs replaced the exclusionary principle that had long defined New York’s so-called good buildings: the co-op–versus–condo distinction so basic to New York real estate yet mysterious elsewhere. Condos gave customers the ability to buy what would once have required them to belong to a selective cooperative, the bedrock of a society that like its doyenne, the last Mrs. Astor, is dead and buried.

In the process, Big Bill’s grandsons turned a drab nonneighborhood into the center of a magnetic community for the upper strata of society. They linked what had once been the mixed-use West Side—a neighborhood considered middle-class, ethnic, and deuxième, despite a fringe of mansions, a smattering of architecturally significant buildings, and the culture hub of Lincoln Center—to the international condo corridor along Central Park South and the patrician Upper East Side. They changed the city’s center of residential gravity, dragging it west with the brute force of filthy lucre.

Fifteen represents a massive paradigm shift in the lifestyle of New York’s rich and famous. For centuries, they had followed a well-worn path when choosing where to lay their heads, and the city’s aristocratic district moved with them, rising steadily northward from Trinity Church and St. Paul’s Chapel in lower Manhattan to the crossroads of Lafayette and Bond Streets in today’s NoHo to the town houses surrounding Washington Square, and then up the center of the island until the first famous Mrs. Astor, who’d created a list of the city’s four hundred worthies, built her last house, a limestone château, at Fifth and Sixty-Fifth Street in 1893. By the time she died, the city’s elite had taken their first tentative steps out of private mansions and into the shared ones originally known (and disdained) as French flats, though flats (or living quarters occupying a single floor of a larger building) were already common in London, Edinburgh, and Vienna. Vulgar as they were, French flats were considered far superior to the shared lodgings known as tenements, a common-law term that, in New York in the 1830s, came to refer to housing for the lower classes.

The first luxury apartment house, designed by the eminent architect Richard Morris Hunt, had been erected in 1869 just below Gramercy Park. “Young people of the highest genealogical merit,” as the writer Lloyd Morris put it, soon filled the place, but that still didn’t lift the stigma attached to apartments, and most proper New Yorkers wouldn’t think of living in one; they were barely less disreputable than the hotels that had begun appearing downtown in the 1830s. Not until the first decade of the twentieth century did the city’s elite gravitate to apartments bounding the east side of Central Park. The completion of 998 Fifth Avenue in 1912, a luxury apartment building by the architects McKim, Mead & White, marked a turning point. The neighborhood—Fifth to Lexington Avenues between Fifty-Ninth and Ninety-Sixth Streets—became Manhattan’s Gold Coast. And so it would remain for a hundred years.
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Fifteen Central Park West sits on a cartographic and sociological hinge. To its south are the business district of midtown and the cacophony of Times Square. To the southeast is the Central Park South corridor, historically lined with tony hotels. To the north is the wealthy eastern edge of Manhattan’s West Side, where blue bloods once never tread. Central Park West and environs attracted a raffish, ethnically diverse aristocracy—artists, “show” people, wealthy Bohemians, even criminals—housed in palatial apartment houses, beginning with the Dakota, and later the Majestic, the Beresford, the San Remo, and the Century. Most of its older buildings are cooperatives, which represent a lifestyle and a phenomenon distinct if not unique to Manhattan.

Condominiums, where purchasers buy real property—their apartments, the walls, the floors, the space—and then pay taxes on them and common charges to keep up the building wrapped around them, are familiar to most Americans. Cooperatives are corporations and their occupants collectively own them as shareholders. Their shares give them the right to occupy the space they’ve “bought,” which is actually secured for their individual use by a document called a proprietary lease. The shares associated with each lease are apportioned by apartment size and amenities, so a penthouse tenant will generally have more shares than the “owner” of a same-size ground-floor unit. Condominiums are generally loose with their rules. Owners can freely alter and sublet their apartments and sell them to whomever they wish. The co-ops of Fifth and Park Avenues (and the rest of Manhattan) are very different creatures, restricting their cooperators in myriad ways. Thus they typically cost less than condos. But condo monthly carrying costs are usually higher since co-ops generally carry mortgages and condos may not.

Co-ops first appeared in the 1880s, conceived as clublike residences for the like-minded—artists, initially—who chose to live together, holding their building and all its apartments in common. This bohemian ideal evolved into something altogether different by the 1920s, symbolizing exclusivity, allowing the wellborn, the wealthy, and the well-connected, until then used to their own homes, to share their collective living quarters, secure in the knowledge that they were among their own kind and could easily exclude anyone they felt would not fit in. Some co-ops were conceived and functioned like private clubs. The offspring of Henry Phipps, Andrew Carnegie’s partner in the steel business, for instance, built One Sutton Place South for themselves and their friends.

Though other co-ops weren’t quite such inbred affairs, they nonetheless had a social dimension. Executives of the Chase bank led by James T. Lee, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy’s grandfather, were behind 740 Park, and they and their nouveau riche friends were among its first occupants. But they built 740 on property owned by the Brewster family, which had come to America on the Mayflower and was given the building’s best apartment in exchange for its land.

“Developers offered [co-ops] to a simpatico group of people,” says architectural historian Andrew Alpern. “Such buyers didn’t want to mingle with those with whom they did not feel comfortable. Just as they wouldn’t invite people outside their own circles into their own homes for a party, they wouldn’t want to live next to those people, either. It was the sort of thing you didn’t talk about. Everyone knew. You would invite these people but not those people. It was never voiced except perhaps when you explained to your children who was NOSD—not our sort, dear. They were the ones who didn’t know how to behave, how to dress; they didn’t belong to the right clubs.”

Even today, woe and rejection meet any attempt by an Arab sheikh, Latin potentate, or Russian oligarch who tries to buy a home in one of the traditional “good buildings.” The resistance of cooperatives and their owners to change made today’s luxury condominiums inevitable.

A Roman Law of Condominium was established in the sixth century BC, allowing for individual ownership of a portion of a structure, joint ownership of the land it sat on, and communal responsibility for its maintenance. Condos were also known in Latin America and Europe, but the American condo is a relatively modern phenomenon. In 1961, a new law empowered the Federal Housing Administration to provide mortgage insurance on condos. They remained illegal in New York, however, until March 1964, when mortgage lenders and builders who hoped to encourage development won the day and New York became the forty-first state to allow them.

The first was the St. Tropez, completed in January 1965 at First Avenue and Sixty-Fourth Street. The dark brown building boasted a courtyard driveway, underground garage, and a forty-four-foot-long outdoor swimming pool on a setback rooftop—and appealed to the habitués of the surrounding singles’ bar strip on First Avenue. The first truly luxurious condo followed. Early in 1970, along with other developers, Aristotle Onassis, the Greek shipping tycoon who owned Olympic Airways and had married Jacqueline Kennedy two years earlier, undertook a fifty-story office tower called Olympic Tower that would morph into an office-residential hybrid with 225 condos on its top twenty-nine floors. The age of the luxury condo had arrived.

Olympic Tower and the other pricey condos that followed it were clustered on and around the chic shopping corridor of Fifth Avenue between Rockefeller Center and Grand Army Plaza, the gateway to Central Park. But in heavily trafficked midtown, they appealed more to singles than to families, more to transients and wealthy foreigners seeking pieds-à-terre than to dyed-in-the-wool New Yorkers who cared about a location’s quality of life as much as its centrality.

Well into the nineties, co-ops still attracted old and grounded buyers, while condos appealed to newer, faster money, and those with what one broker calls a “Swiss banking mentality” who wouldn’t reveal their finances to their wives, let alone a co-op board. But the tide turned as the twentieth century ended. Despite their awesome self-regard, co-op dwellers began to seem not just embattled but impoverished, insular, and increasingly irrelevant next to the brainy, brassy, free-floating, once “suspect” sorts who were redefining not only what it means to be nouveau riche, but altering the axis of the whole world social order. The new breed, whether they were rappers or Russians, bought condos, not co-ops.

Suddenly, “the idea that you need a fancy co-op to be socially acceptable is gone with the wind,” says Elizabeth Stribling, founder of an eponymous brokerage. “New York has become much more of a moneyed town, and buildings are now being created for them. Money trumped the club.”

Today’s individuals of great wealth don’t want to be known as members of a set. Unlike their immediate predecessors in the Forbes 400, they profess no desire to assimilate into anything other than the floating crap game of wealth. Society was once defined by geography; even if you belonged to the jet set, you came from Rome or Paris or London or New York. Today, what matters seems to be continued accumulation, which makes rootlessness a virtue, and belonging, cohesiveness, and obligation vestigial. There’s no need to assimilate when your money, not your country, your family, or old friends, is what defines you. “It’s a different kind of club,” says a 15CPW apartment owner. “You just need a big checkbook.”

Buildings such as Fifteen have been called redoubts of the .01 percent, symbols of a self-perpetuating conspiracy designed to protect its wealth and privilege while denying them to the 99.99 percent outside its walls. The presence of Goldman Sachs, the much-reviled investment bank, among the investors in the building, and of numerous Goldman Sachs bankers and friends among its residents seems to support such a theory. But where cooperatives have actually functioned like secret societies over the last century, the rootlessness that defines those attracted to today’s luxury condos argues against such a notion. Fifteen people are guilty of cosmopolitanism, but not conspiracy.

Yes, they sit on the same boards, attend the same conferences, share the same investment bankers, golf clubs, and schools for their children. They can, if they choose, hobnob with others occupying the same socioeconomic stratum, but “this is global as opposed to local connectivity,” says Ajay Kapur. “You can’t have both astronomical prices and local buyers.” The local elite, at least in world cities, has become an endangered species.

The new global super-elite, though it enjoys the benefits of life in New York, adopted some of its predecessor’s superficial trappings, and has developed a taste for unique experience, extreme quality, and personalized service, is still new to the territory and unsure of its footing. In its first generation of wealth, this new society remains tentative and resistant to the sort of assimilation that would make it a cohesive force with shared socioeconomic interests. Living under the same roof is one thing. Living under collective rules is precisely what these people have chosen to avoid by living in condominiums. For the atomistic cohort that cohabits at 15CPW, it’s still every man for himself.



I Among them are Titan Capital, Canyon Capital, SAC Capital, CCMP Capital, Duquesne Capital, Joho Capital, Kingdon Capital, Knighthead Capital, Millennium Capital, Point State Capital, Vedanta Capital, Kilmer Capital Partners, Meridian Capital Partners, Arts Capital Management, Goffe Capital Management, Davidson Kempner Capital Management, Och Ziff Capital Management, Capital Research and Management, Brevan Howard Asset Management, Citadel Asset Management, Marble Bar Asset Management, Visium Asset Management, Marathon Asset Management, Deerfield Management, RBC Wealth Management, Aurora Investment Management, Area Partners, Jana Partners, OpusPoint Partners, Realm Partners, D. E. Shaw, J. Goldman & Co., Urdang Real Estate Investment Advisors, Perella Weinberg, and JGP Gestão de Recursos of Rio de Janeiro.



Part One




THE OTHER GOLD COAST


He who considers things in their first growth

and origin, whether a state or anything else,

will obtain the clearest view of them.

—ARISTOTLE

New York is not always kind to those who seek to leave their mark on it. Some names persist, sticking to streets and alleyways like gum to a shoe, even after the people behind them are forgotten. Names disappear, washed away in sudden storms or slowly eroded until nothing is left save a shadow of a memory.

John Somerindyck’s name, for instance.

On October 19, 1784, Somerindyck bought two hundred acres on the west side of Manhattan from the new New York State’s Commissioners of Forfeiture, who’d taken it away from the Tory de Lancey family after the American Revolution. The de Lanceys were the namesakes of today’s Delancey Street, a Lower East Side thoroughfare commemorating a colonial-era chief justice of New York, a descendant of a French Protestant who came to New York to escape religious persecution in 1686.

That first de Lancey married a Van Cortlandt (later namesakes of a Bronx park), became a merchant, and rose in politics to membership on His Majesty’s Council of the British Province of New York. He acquired what later became Somerindyck’s farm in the early eighteenth century. Left to his children, it came to be owned by James, a grandchild whose service as a lieutenant governor of the British province during the Revolution led, after the war, to a charge of treason and the forfeiture of his land.

John Somerindyck died without a will in 1790, and his children divided up the farm and over the years sold it off. The block where Fifteen Central Park West now stands belonged to Abigail Somerindyck Thorn, a widow. With a later husband, William Cock, she occupied a rambling, one-story Dutch-gabled house with an attic in a dense forest about nine blocks north and west of today’s Amsterdam Avenue. In 1826, their land was sold. In the meantime, the onetime Indian trail called Bloomingdale Road when it first opened in 1703—today’s Broadway—was narrowed and widened again, and in 1867, it was rebuilt as a grandiose roadway called the Boulevard. Bloomingdale Road was and remains the spine of Manhattan.

Bloomingdale was an anglicized version of Bloemen Daal, or “valley of flowers”; it was a beautiful wilderness named for a flower-growing region of Holland. Manhattan’s earliest European settlers called the island New Amsterdam, until it was seized by the British in 1664 and renamed. The closest thing to a community in the vicinity of today’s 15CPW was Harsenville, centered on today’s Seventy-Seventh Street, the southernmost of a string of hamlets off Bloomingdale Road. The local gentry clustered uptown on the elevated banks of the North (now Hudson) River. Their string of river-view estates “was the Newport of New York in the olden time,” between the 1750s and the 1890s, said a 1901 real estate promotion brochure, “the watering place of the wealthy, the resort of distinguished strangers, and the place, above all others near the city, where social delights were the study and business of summer life.” But the presence of swells notwithstanding, the two square miles of land on the West Side was not seen as swell.

In 1811, an official commission created a plan for the undeveloped part of Manhattan Island, most of the island, a rectangular grid, detailed down to streets and property lines, all the way north to Washington Heights, with wide, numbered north-south avenues and narrower cross streets intersecting them at regular intervals. Thirty years later, developers focused on and rapidly consumed the available land on the East Side—mostly level, it was easy to build on. The craggy, inhospitable West Side plateau was home only to what local historian Peter Salwen called “humbler settlements,” those hamlets off Bloomingdale Road as well as lesser ones populated by the poor, including one in what is now Central Park, then the site of a reservoir, the city’s first man-made source of water.

Just inside the future park at Eighty-Fifth Street, several free African-American laborers had bought small parcels from an English family, and on the steep, rocky land a squatters’ community of about 250 sprang up with dozens of homes and shanties built of boxes, timbers, flattened tin cans, and other found material. Immigrants, freed or escaped slaves, and displaced American Indians occupied those structures, and even nearby caves. “A suburb more filthy, squalid and disgusting can hardly be imagined,” observed a contemporary quoted by Salwen in his book Upper West Side Story. Dubbed Seneca Village, it lasted until the mid-1850s, when a civic experiment—the creation of a public park—caused its eviction and set the stage for the development of the West Side.

New York’s population had exploded, pushing its boundaries ever northward. The city’s outer limits were settled by the working and the criminal poor, some of whom squatted on whatever open land they could find on the rough, ravine-crossed western plateau. Some large estates were converted to inns in the 1840s, when a day in the country meant a trip to the West Side. But a cholera epidemic in 1849 caused wealthy residents to flee, and the arrival of a railroad on the riverbank in 1851 sealed the doom of the great riverside estates. The whole district was given up to squatters and wandering goats.
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Before the Civil War, an American gentleman returned from a grand tour of Europe with the notion that his city, to be world-class, needed a great public park. He and some like-minded men of wealth and influence focused on a large piece of land on the East River, but as so often happens in New York, bitter argument followed. The board of the Croton Aqueduct floated the notion that a “central” park would better serve the city and could include a new water reservoir. They pointed out that a swath of craggy, uneven, swampy land to the west would be much cheaper to acquire. The 778 acres in question were, like the rest of the West Side, “rocky and precipitous,” with ninety-foot outcrops, ledges, huge boulders, ridges, furrows, ravines, irregular plateaus, and watery spots that could turn into swampy breeding grounds for cholera, malaria, and even yellow fever.

In 1854, the New York State legislature approved that “central” park after “wealthy New Yorkers—motivated by a combination of private greed, class interest and a sense of duty as the city’s ‘leading’ citizens . . . carried the day,” Roy Rosenzweig and Elizabeth Blackmar wrote in The Park and the People, their history of Central Park. That the mayor then, Fernando Wood, owned land alongside the proposed park was likely not a coincidence. Two decades later, he would buy still more property adjacent to the park. For a time, he even owned a lot on the block where Fifteen Central Park West now stands.

Four years after the park was authorized, the land was bought and its residents cleared. That was both good and bad for the West Side. It would soon profit from proximity to the future Central Park, but first it faced an immediate problem. Dislodged from their squats in the underconstruction oasis, the poor—many of them honest laborers, but some of them vagrants and criminals—migrated west to Bloomingdale Road. Their shabby villages, where dog packs and bands of thugs roamed freely, set a bad image for the West Side, one that worsened after the financial Panic of 1873.

Central Park was finished that year. Frederick Law Olmsted, a progressive journalist and landscape designer, and his partner, an English architect, Calvert Vaux, had won the competition to design it with a plan later hailed as one of the world’s greatest works of landscape architecture. The public was so eager for it that as early as winter 1858, a lake at West Seventy-Third Street filled with ice-skaters. By 1861, the southern end of the park was nearly complete, and its effect on the streets to the west was immediate.

Public transportation, like wealthy tastes, had long veered toward the east side of Manhattan. Only a stagecoach on Bloomingdale Road had served West Siders, but in 1852, construction of a horse-drawn streetcar line was approved and then slowly built and opened as far as Eighty-Fourth Street, setting off a speculative bubble in the late 1860s. Land prices tripled until the Panic, when many speculators went broke. So many who lost their shirts in that collapse were German Jewish immigrants that the West Side was briefly nicknamed the Hebrew Graveyard. “Jews couldn’t own property in Europe,” says architectural historian Andrew Alpern, “but they could here. Land was cheaper, so they ended up on the West Side.”

In 1867, the city’s administration had commissioned a West Side master plan that reinvented Bloomingdale Road as a European-style, tree-lined boulevard, beginning at a new traffic circle, dubbed the Grand Circle, at its intersection with Fifty-Ninth Street (its name wouldn’t be changed to Central Park South until 1896). Officials predicted that a gracious new bedroom community would spring up beside it. That didn’t happen, but a sewage system was nonetheless built, streets were cut, and water and gas lines were laid. Though still mostly empty, the West Side had state-of-the-art infrastructure.

Finally, an elevated railroad, popularly known as the El, opened on Ninth Avenue,I up to Eighty-First Street in 1879, and a significant psychological barrier was overcome. At the same time, the economy improved. Development of the West Side became a serious possibility—but still, it wasn’t realized. On Fifty-Ninth Street, right at the gateway to the West Side, a stockyard and abattoir, when winds blew wrong, served as a repellent. The predictions that the Boulevard would soon be lined with mansions like those on the Champs-Élysées in Paris proved overly optimistic, too. Landowners on what was touted as soon to become “the finest residence boulevard in the world” held out for unreasonable prices. When West Side development finally did begin, it happened almost everywhere but along the Boulevard. In 1878, Real Estate Record and Building Guide, which had earlier deemed the west end “the cheap side of the city,” flatly declared that Central Park had “failed as a device for attracting fashionable residence.”
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Today, Edward Clark is remembered as a visionary, but in the 1880s, many thought the president of the Singer Sewing Machine Company a damned fool. Clark paid $280,000 for a block along Eighth Avenue from Seventy-Second to Seventy-Third Streets—close to the Ninth Avenue el stop—and began erecting an eighty-five-apartment, eight-story apartment house on about twenty lots there. He’d decided to promote the West Side as a new upper-middle-class neighborhood and wanted to give its streets and buildings names inspired by the American West: he proposed that Eighth through Eleventh Avenues be renamed for Montana, Wyoming, Arizona, and Idaho. In the same vein, he named his yellow-brick apartment château—a riot of turrets, gables, cupolas, dormers, finials, and ironwork mythological beasts designed by Henry Hardenbergh, later the architect of the Plaza Hotel—the Dakota.

Clark conceived of the Dakota as a palace to be shared by people who lacked the money but not the ambition to own one. The Dakota had a dry moat, gated archway entrance, and internal carriage courtyard just like a real European castle. Inside was a huge, princely dining room and vast wine cellar for use by residents only. Stephen Birmingham wrote in Life at the Dakota that Clark “was designing a building for a new class of New Yorkers of means.” One hundred twenty-three years later, 15CPW, with its own gated carriage courtyard and restaurant, would prove the wisdom of Clark’s vision, but at the time, his building’s location was considered so far from civilized society that it was compared to the Dakota Territory. Nonetheless, by the time the building opened in 1884 (the same year electric streetlights first lit up Eighth Avenue), renters had already filled its apartments, which had between four and twenty rooms.

Most famous, perhaps, for its starring role in Roman Polanski’s film of the satanic horror novel Rosemary’s Baby and as the site of the murder of John Lennon, the Dakota has been defined since its opening by “vaguely intellectual and artistic” residents who “were choosing a social life independent of the rules and rituals of the Four Hundred,” as Birmingham wrote. Over the years, they’ve included original renters Gustav Schirmer, a music publisher, and Theodore Steinway of the piano family, and later Boris Karloff, Leonard Bernstein, Judy Holliday, Judy Garland, Lauren Bacall, and Roberta Flack.

What the Dakota lacked—and still does—were the sort of wealthy, social residents who traditionally banded together on the East Side. “It couldn’t have been more removed from Fifth and Park Avenues,” says Wilbur Ross, a prominent investor who moved into the Dakota with his young family in the early 1960s. “People [on the East Side] did make fun of us. Parents wouldn’t let their kids come play.”

After the Dakota, the pace of building slowly picked up around the el stations at Seventy-Second and Eighty-First Streets, though it was concentrated on the side streets since speculators had bought up every vacant lot on Central Park West and were asking far too much money for their land to justify building private houses. Shanties, empty lots, and old frame houses still dominated, but they were being squeezed by the single-family houses that multiplied in the 1870s and ’80s; like the Dakota, they were designed for the city’s burgeoning upper middle class, who would come to define the West Side. “The houses sold readily to Jewish buyers,” wrote architectural historian Sarah Bradford Landau.

The Boulevard was paved with asphalt, and the southern end of the neighborhood filled in with cheap-to-build tenements for blue-collar workers, clerks, salesmen, and civil servants, and with modest “flats” for white-collar professionals, doctors, engineers, merchants, and successful salesmen. None of them could afford the private houses that were occupying the numbered east-west streets. The riot of styles of the new buildings contrasted starkly with the monotonous rows of uniform brownstones and sober mansions of the East Side, where empty lots traded for twice the price. New mansions eventually rose on the West Side, too, built by and for members of the urban bourgeoisie, the professional and mercantile class.

The West Side building boom continued unabated until the turn of the century. Streets were graded and paved, more row houses sprang up, and luxurious multifamily dwellings finally justified the high prices speculators expected to get for land around Central Park. Tragically, Clark died in 1882, before the Dakota was finished, so he was never able to experience the flowering of his remarkable vision.

In 1913, Edith Wharton published Custom of the Country, a novel about a beautiful young social climber named Undine Spragg, whose ambition was matched only by her clueless obstinacy. Cultural markers in the novel set the time of Undine’s move to New York with her parents from a fictional Midwestern city called Apex at about 1902. She quickly convinced her father to give up a house he’d bought on West End Avenue and rent rooms instead at a West Side “family” hotel called the Stentorian, which would be the base from which Undine would begin her conquest of first New York and then international society.

Apartment hotels were marketed to young families, bachelors, and widows—people who couldn’t afford private homes but wanted self-contained, relatively private residences and wouldn’t move into tenements. So they took suites of rooms, but generally had no kitchens and ate in a common dining hall, served by building staff who also handled housekeeping for all, spreading out the cost of servants and obviating the need to buy furnishings. Residential hotels had first sprung up before the Civil War and afterward became quite popular—in a sense, the condominiums of their day. Lavish, expensively furnished, and expensive to live in, they were the first sign that Central Park West had burst to life as an alternative to Fifth Avenue, complete with the requisite “teas, receptions, theater parties, [and] balls,” a local paper reported.

“Undine had early decided that they could not hope to get on while they ‘kept house,’ ” Wharton wrote, because “all the fashionable people she knew either boarded or lived in hotels.” As she unlocked the city’s social codes, she realized that her launchpad was a world away from Fifth Avenue, the home of “New York’s golden aristocracy.” The West Side was disdained by the city’s better sorts. Undine found herself in exile, suffering “the incessant pin-pricks inflicted by the incongruity between her social and geographical station . . . and the deeper irritation of hearing her friends say: ‘Do let me give you a lift home, dear—Oh, I’d forgotten! I’m afraid I haven’t the time to go so far—’ ”

Still, the Dakota wasn’t alone for long and was first joined by the Beresford, a six-story family hotel across from Manhattan Square, the four-block-long extension of Central Park occupied by the American Museum. It proved so popular that it was enlarged in 1892 to take up the whole block between Eighty-First and Eighty-Second Streets. Next came the Hotel San Remo at Seventy-Fifth Street in 1890 and the Hotel Majestic, with a grand restaurant, dancing salon, and roof garden. Erected by developer Jacob Rothschild, a German-born milliner-turned-developer, and his German-educated architect Alfred Zucker on an empty lot directly across Seventy-Second Street from the Dakota in 1894, it was known to its neighbors as “the Jewish place.”

Although those hotels occupied the same corners and bear the same names, they were not today’s grand Beresford, Majestic, and San Remo apartment houses. But the earlier edifices, along with a series of institutional buildings—the American Museum of Natural History, schools and hospitals, churches and a synagogue—and a few lesser apartment houses filled in all the empty spaces along the west bank of extrawide Central Park West and combined to give the street a special character that set it apart from the other avenues of the West Side.

In 1895, just as the frenzy of row-house building subsided, the New York Times consecrated the entire western district as “Itself a Great City” in the headline over a boosterish story that sprawled over three pages of the newspaper, touting the new neighborhood as a “model community” with “pure air and perfect sanitary conditions surrounded by pleasure grounds, crossed by fine boulevards and wide streets lined with artistic buildings.” In the years since the opening of the Dakota, $200 million worth of buildings had been erected in a burst of progressive development. The new residents of the area were, the Times continued, cultured and refined. The announcement that Columbia College would soon build a campus near the West Side’s northern end seemed to ensure that the young and the intelligentsia would become a permanent part of the new community. Businesses from banks to yacht clubs moved in, and the price of row houses rose steeply, from an average $15,000 in 1890 to $64,000 a dozen years later. By then, row houses were so expensive they would rarely be built again.

Even the Boulevard came alive at last with apartment houses, hotels, an armory, and many churches. Briefly, at the turn of the century, when its name was changed again, it even appeared that this new, uptown extension of Broadway would become the long-promised grand boulevard. The arrival of the first New York subway had proved a watershed. Underground rapid transit had first become a reality in London in 1863. An underground rail line running up Broadway was approved in the last years of the nineteenth century, with its first section opening in 1904 and the whole finished in 1908. Subways spread throughout the city, and the new Broadway was finally connected to the downtown business district.

In 1897, building laws changed, allowing apartment houses to rise to twelve stories and 150 feet, and in 1901, changed again; multiunit residential buildings of those heights were henceforth only allowed on broad avenues such as Broadway and Central Park West. The Dorilton, a twelve-story rental apartment house that was, depending on one’s taste, either garish or exuberant in its overdesigned beaux arts ornamentation, opened on Broadway in 1902. The next year, at Broadway and Seventy-Third Street, the eighteen-story Ansonia Hotel, another extravagant beaux-arts-style building, began accepting guests and was an instant hit with the culturati, attracting the likes of Enrico Caruso, Florenz Ziegfeld, and Fyodor Chaliapin.

By that time, Central Park West above Sixty-Seventh Street was almost entirely built-up. The American Museum finished its stately new façade along Seventy-Seventh Street in 1900. A few years later, the New-York Historical Society would erect the central section of its library and museum facing the park. The next residential building on the avenue, the El Dorado (a name alternately rendered, sometimes in a single document, as Eldorado), filled the block between Ninetieth and Ninety-First Streets and was touted by the Times as “the most notable apartment house on Central Park” when it opened in 1902. “Central Park West is given over to them that live in apartment houses,” the architecture critic Montgomery Schuyler observed in 1902. “For the two miles, almost, from Seventy-second to One Hundred and Tenth, the frontage of the park is an almost continuous row of apartment houses.”

Soon after, the last two empty lots above Sixty-Sixth Street were filled by the only buildings large enough to bear comparison to the Dakota for years to follow, the Langham, a 1905 rental a block to the north, with an ornate lobby, a conveyor system to deliver mail, and a built-in vacuum-cleaning system; and the St. Urban, on the south corner of Eighty-Ninth Street, its French Second Empire design and mansard roof over dormer windows reflecting the lingering notion that apartment living was a little foreign and outré, if now certifiably chic. At Sixty-Fifth Street, the Prasada, another mansard-roofed Second Empire–style confection, opened in 1907 with a Palm Room topped by a barrel-vaulted skylight in its lobby. The main rooms in the Prasada’s apartments were designed to be opened and combined for entertaining—an innovation that other architects would soon follow.

When grand apartment houses finally came to the East Side a few years later (at 998 Fifth), they reflected the luxurious style of pioneering West Side builders from the Dakota’s Edward Clark to the St. Urban’s tragic Peter Banner, who defaulted on his mortgage and was paralyzed before going bankrupt in 1906. Banner had, for instance, separated public from private rooms and added such luxurious accoutrements as parquet floors, custom hardware, paneled walls, built-in safes, in-apartment ice makers, and private basement storage rooms. But East Side buildings tended to be restrained in design and, instead of the colorful names given to apartment houses across town, were typically known only by their street address. A good part of 15CPW’s success can be attributed to its adoption of these elements of East Side style on its more offbeat side of town.

Between 1903 and 1919, six studio buildings were erected on Sixty-Seventh Street off Central Park West, the grandest of which was the Hotel des Artistes in 1914. Not actually a hotel, but rather a cooperative with hotel services, it harkened back to the original nineteenth-century co-op concept and was created by and for artists (albeit prosperous ones), who wanted to combine double-height studios that had northern light with spaces suitable for living and entertaining. The seventeen-story Gothic building attracted buyers with a central kitchen, restaurant, full staff of housekeepers, squash courts, a basement swimming pool, rooftop skating rink, theater, and ballroom (the last two are now part of the ABC Television studio complex next door). Over the years, it became home to artists Howard Chandler Christy and Norman Rockwell, the dancer Isadora Duncan, screen star Rudolph Valentino, the writer Alexander Woollcott, and the virtuoso polymath Noël Coward.

Following his 1901 success with the Graham Court Apartments at Seventh Avenue and 116th Street, a palazzo with a lavish interior courtyard like the Dakota’s, William Waldorf Astor, the expatriate son of John Jacob Astor III, erected another, far larger courtyard-equipped apartment house in 1908 on land acquired almost fifty years earlier by his uncle William Backhouse Astor. The Apthorp, as he called it, bore the name of one of the neighborhood’s colonial-era residents and occupied an entire block at Broadway and Seventy-Ninth Street. A year later, another developer erected the Belnord at Eighty-Sixth and Broadway, boasting an interior courtyard touted as the world’s largest. Both would inspire Robert A. M. Stern’s design for the gated motor court at 15CPW.

In 1909, the architectural team of Herbert Spencer Harde and R. Thomas Short (fresh from their triumph creating the most expensive rental building in Manhattan, Alwyn Court, a François I–style fantasia totally covered in terra-cotta ornamentation and boasting two fourteen-room apartments per floor), announced plans for 44 West Seventy-Seventh Street. Across the street from the south side of the Museum of Natural History, their cooperative packaged food service (as at the Dakota, but supplied by a restaurant next door) and double-height studios like the Hotel des Artistes in a hybrid Gothic-Tudor-style wrapping.

Early in 1915, the wryly named Ye Olde Settlers Association of Ye West Side held its fifth-annual dinner at the Hotel Majestic. Homeowners whose local roots dated back to the era of gentlemen’s farms, river-view mansions, and horse-drawn trolleys gathered to indulge in nostalgia and celebrate the changes that had raised the West Side’s profile and the profits that flowed from its development. Their dinner menus traditionally featured before-and-after neighborhood photos, and that year’s contrasted the onetime home of Mayor Fernando Wood on Broadway at Seventy-Sixth Street with its replacement, another apartment block built and owned by Astor. A reporter covering the dinner drew the obvious conclusion: “Not only the west side, but every section of the city, has virtually been made over within a startlingly short period.” But then, America entered the World War and the building boom that had remade the city was over. There would be no more steel to build skyscrapers until the war ended.
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The intersection where Eighth Avenue and the Bloomingdale Road crossed Fifty-Ninth Street was formally laid out and named the Grand Circle in 1869, according to Frederick Law Olmsted’s plan for a significant circular gateway to Central Park. It was renamed Columbus Circle in 1892 after Italian Americans donated an eighty-foot column of Carrera marble to be placed at its center and, two years later, Gaetano Russo’s statue of Christopher Columbus was placed atop the column. But it and the blocks just above it were not beneficiaries of the extreme residential makeover of the West Side in the early 1900s.

Directly above Columbus Circle were the lots on which 15CPW now stands, all of which changed hands repeatedly in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Until 1902, there was nothing at all on the Broadway side of the block and just a small, one-story, wooden structure on Sixty-Second Street. It was otherwise vacant. The corner of Broadway and Sixty-First Street had long belonged to the Methodist Church, then passed to Jeremiah Campion, a merchant turned mortgage banker and real estate investor. On his death in 1916, it was left to his children, who held on to it for two more decades. Campion also owned an adjacent lot on Sixty-First Street, which he sold in 1889 to Amos Eno, who also bought another lot on the block.

Born poor, Eno had gone from store clerk to store owner to real estate investor just before the Civil War. He built the Fifth Avenue Hotel on a block he owned that faced Madison Square. He also owned the narrow triangle of land nearby now occupied by the iconic Flatiron Building and accumulated a fortune of $25 million, the equivalent of $641 million today, before he died in 1898 and his properties were auctioned off.

Eno’s midblock lot was sold to Ella Virginia von Echtzel Wendell, a recluse with a family fortune inherited from a fur trader who decreed on his deathbed that his descendants should “buy, but never sell, New York real estate.” Three generations later, Ella was one of six sisters and a brother dedicated to preserving a $100 million fortune. Dominated by their brother, who was obsessed with the family legacy, only one of the sisters ever married. When another briefly escaped, at age fifty, for a rare night on the town, her brother had her committed and declared insane. Sister Mary married late in life, but all the Wendells lived in a mansion at Fifth Avenue and Thirty-Ninth Street, and its rooms were slowly closed up as the siblings died, until it became a spooky tourist attraction known as “the house of mystery.” When Ella, the last of the Wendells, died in 1931, it was still illuminated with gaslights. A telephone had been installed only when Ella was on her deathbed.

Her lot on Sixty-First Street was transferred, according to that ancestral injunction, to the Wendell Foundation. Meantime, another building next door was sold several times before it was rented in 1924 to Selznick Distributing, a movie-distribution firm formed by Myron Selznick just after the bankruptcy of Select Pictures, the studio he’d run for a decade with his brothers Louis and David. David O. Selznick had left for Hollywood, where he became a legendary movie producer. In 1929, their building was sold to Trebuhs Realty. Trebuhs, which is Shubert spelled backward, was owned by the family of producers that established Times Square and Broadway as the American theater’s center of gravity. In 1970, the Shuberts would also acquire 1880 Broadway at Sixty-Second Street, once briefly owned by Mayor Fernando Wood and later by the Wendell Foundation, which transferred it to the Jewish Guild for the Blind in 1943.

Before World War I, ground-floor space in most of the buildings around Broadway south of Fifty-Seventh Street were leased out to automobile dealers such as Cadillac, Stutz, Cutting Larson, and DeSoto. After the war, that “automobile row” stretched north into and past Columbus Circle. Car culture would define the district’s street-level image for years to come. It displaced a smaller version of the restaurant and theater district in today’s Times Square just north of Fifty-Seventh Street.

With the June 1887 opening of the New Central Park Garden, a summertime concert space on the triangular block where Broadway and Central Park West diverge, Columbus Circle had briefly come alive as an entertainment zone. Orchestras entertained and drinks were served on what had been an outdoor ice-skating rink. A review of the Garden’s opening noted that the land was still thought “isolated.” By November, the Garden was kaput and plans were filed to turn it into a riding ring with stables on Sixty-First Street. Durland’s Riding Academy opened in February 1887, with a party attended by three thousand guests and three hundred horses.

Durland’s was still operating a decade later when the New York Tribune reported rumors that a syndicate was considering leasing the block for a circus. Even after that plan fell through, attempts continued to turn the Grand Circle into an entertainment hub to rival Longacre Square. Columbus Circle was a natural link in the chain of uptown growth that had led from Union Square to Madison, Herald, Longacre (now Times), and Greeley Squares and would eventually end, decades later, at Lincoln Center.

William Randolph Hearst, the newspaper baron, was the next up to bat. He already owned a small piece of land at the circle’s southern end, purchased in 1895 as a home for his first New York newspaper, the New York Journal. But it proved too small and he’d simply held it. In 1903, he headed a group that opened a theater on the west side of Columbus Circle as a legitimate theater. Called the Majestic, it was unrelated to the hotel a dozen blocks uptown and was the site of the debuts of The Wizard of Oz and Babes in Toyland. But by 1908, it had failed and become a movie theater. Wags dismissed its location as the Arctic Circle, a far-off place where legitimate theater was guaranteed a cold reception.

Still, in the years after it and Pabst’s Grand Circle Palm Garden joined Faust’s beer hall and Reisenweber’s restaurant and cabaret (home of Sophie Tucker, the Red Hot Mama) on that block, the circle finally became a destination, luring others in show business to the north—and East Side swells to the west. Renamed the Park, the theater hosted the American premiere of George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion in 1914. In “May Day,” his first novelette, published in 1920, F. Scott Fitzgerald described the scene at 4:00 a.m. at Childs’, a Columbus Circle cafeteria filled with “a noisy medley of chorus girls, college boys, debutantes, rakes, filles de joie—a not unrepresentative mixture of the gayest of Broadway, and even of Fifth Avenue.”

Fifth Avenue types had by then been eyeing the circle for some time. In 1905, a theatrical impresario, Heinrich Conrad, announced the formation of a syndicate of wealthy men to back his plan to build a National Theater, as he called it, on Central Park West between Sixty-Second and Sixty-Third Streets, where he planned to produce both opera and theater. For $100,000, subscribers would each get perpetual rights to one of thirty boxes in an elite social horseshoe overlooking the stage. Rechristened the New Theater, Conrad’s building, designed by Carrère and Hastings, opened in 1908. Despite backing from Otto Kahn, J. Pierpont Morgan, John Jacob Astor III, Harry Payne Whitney, August Belmont, and several Vanderbilts, it lost $400,000 in its first two seasons; bad acoustics, high operating expenses, and the unfashionable location were all blamed for its failure.

Finally, it was leased to other theater managers, who rechristened it the Century Theater. But not even Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, Stravinsky’s American debut of Firebird, a basement nightclub run by the speakeasy queen Texas Guinan, or a Midnight Frolic review mounted in a rooftop cabaret by the famous showman Florenz Ziegfeld (and briefly, George Gershwin as rehearsal pianist) could save it. Prohibition would finally force the closure of the Century’s roof garden, as well as Reisenweber’s, with its Paradise Room and Viennese Four Hundred Club, all run by the same owner. Though the Century held on under the ownership of the Shuberts, by 1929 it was well past the prime it had never really had.

So, too, the former Majestic theater. In 1922, the Minsky brothers turned it into a burlesque house, then it was renamed the Cosmopolitan and run in turn by Ziegfeld and the Shuberts. During the Depression, it would again become the Park, then be renamed the International before NBC took it over as a television studio in 1949.

W. R. Hearst was the one man who stayed true to the circle; he dreamed of renaming it Hearst Plaza. In 1911, he’d bought the Durland’s block for about $2 million. The riding academy had moved a few blocks uptown in 1902 after its former home was condemned when blasting for the new subway weakened its foundations; it later burned to the ground in a fire that sent eight firemen to the hospital.II It was assumed Hearst was planning a new skyscraper for his American and Journal newspapers. But two years later, he announced he would build his newspaper offices just south of the circle and was planning a low Gothic building to the north, though its foundation would be strong enough to support a tower if and when he decided to add one. Hearst also spearheaded the public subscription campaign that paid for the massive Maine Monument, erected in 1913 at the southwest entrance to Central Park, commemorating the lives lost when the battleship Maine was blown up in Havana Harbor in 1898, setting off (to cheers from Hearst’s newspapers) the Spanish-American War.

In 1921, another Hearst skyscraper south of the circle was announced but never built, although in 1923 he renovated a theater on Fifty-Eighth Street that fronted on the circle, for his mistress, the actress Marion Davies. In 1928, he finished an office building for his papers a few blocks to the south, and his building on the Durland’s lot remained until the mid-1960s, known primarily for a giant neon sign on its roof that gave the temperature and weather forecast and advertised Coca-Cola.

Central Park West from Sixty-Second to Seventy-First Streets had been vacant in 1891, but by 1902, two owners and three buildings shared the strip across the street from the park now occupied by 15CPW. The half of the block nearer to Sixty-First Street belonged to the children of a businessman named George Poillon; in 1894, his son Winfield put up two near-identical seven-story apartment buildings there, and his wife, Winifred, later inherited them. The other two lots (on the Sixty-Second Street corner) held what had once been a private home, separated from the Poillon property by a forty-five-foot-wide driveway leading to a brick stable in the rear. Rented to a religious school for girls, it belonged to Marie Louise Morgan, granddaughter of a Matthew Morgan, who established the Morgan & Sons bank in New York in the 1830s and made a tidy but not large fortune.

In 1883, Marie was married in what was then her father William R. Morgan’s house. A generation earlier, their family had resided in far more fashionable Murray Hill. William’s move to a lesser part of town may be explained by his checkered past. Thirty years earlier, he and his younger brother went on trial for the savage beating of a man in Newport, Rhode Island, where the family spent summers. The victim had accused William of beating and imprisoning his own wife, who separately filed for divorce and asked a judge to let her return to her maiden name. The wealthy brothers were released from jail ten days later and returned to New York. Fifty quiet years later, the Morgans were back in the public eye as speculation grew in real estate circles that those otherwise empty blocks just above Columbus Circle were “in play.”

In 1910, ground was broken for Harperley Hall, the first cooperative apartment house on lower Central Park West. When completed, it occupied six previously empty lots at Sixty-Fourth Street. The building, which boasted its own guardhouse and an open entrance court facing the Ethical Culture Society’s new auditorium across the street, would gain fame many decades later when the pop star Madonna bought an apartment there. Harperley Hall was nearly finished when another cooperative syndicate bought the former Marie Morgan house.
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