INTRODUCTION
You can’t get rid of the past, Mr. Cox. The past is not a matter of time. It’s a place. Somewhere just out of reach.... It’s right
here, rearranged, hiding like the face drawn into a tree in one of those children’s puzzles.... The world is divided into two kinds
of people, Mr. Cox. Those who, when they pass a house, wonder who lives there, and those who, when they pass it, wonder who
used to live there. I belong to the second group…
— Dewey Defeats Truman, by Thomas Mallon

I have always been obsessed by houses -- old houses. When I say obsessed, I simply mean that I think about houses
most of my waking hours and they also occupy my dreams. My earliest memories are about houses and I cannot
remember a time when I wanted to do anything other than to take care of them.
I am a restoration architect and a owner of residences. For 45 years I have specialized in the conversion of
commercial buildings to residential lofts, the conservation of historic houses and the creation of residential buildings.
Weekdays are spent on my architectural and real estate activities. Early mornings, evenings and weekends are devoted to
my homes. My libraries are filled with books about houses; I visit endless old houses each year and serve on numerous
boards of historic house organizations. Houses give me great satisfaction, but few things make me happier than the
restoration of a missing feature or the finding of appropriate furnishings for one of my homes.
My propensity for homes began with an intense affection for a childhood summer home which evolved into a
lifetime focused on the conservation, restoration and creation of residences.
My passion has meant, at times, putting myself at serious financial and professional risk for a house. There also
have been physical risks (having witnessed numerous job injuries, I developed rigid rules -- never step backwards, always
hold onto a stair rail and never assume a floor is sound). But rules aside, on September 11, 2001, I would walk back
into a vortex from hell in order to guard one of my homes.
When terrorists attacked the World Trade Center, most people nearby fled down stairs and uptown, but Joe Lombardi did the
opposite: despite injuring his leg in the tumult, he headed to Liberty Tower, one block from ground zero, and took an elevator
to his penthouse apartment on the 29th floor.
—The New York Times, October 18, 2001

Over the years, I have been involved in thousands of residences professionally and have owned nine homes. The five
homes presently in my stewardship have become a lifetime passion. Each home is a very different form of architecture
with little similarity in original purpose, function or contents. Because of their complexity, the homes will continue to
be subject to further investigation and conservation efforts and, as opportunities arise, additions will continue to be
made to their individual collections. As such, my homes are works in progress that will never have a completion.
Narrated within are my adventures with the creation of residential lofts and the story of the conservation of my
five homes.
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BEGINNINGS
One thing hastens into being, another hastens out of it. Even while a thing is in the act of coming into existence, some part of
it has already ceased to be. Flux and change are forever renewing the fabric of the universe just as the ceaseless sweep of time
is forever renewing the face of eternity. In such a running river, when there is no firm foothold, what is there for a man to
value among all the many things that are racing past him?
— Marcus Aurelius, Mediations (V1, 15)

I grew up in Harlem in the 1940s and 1950s. Harlem contains endless rows of intact nineteenth-century town houses

executed in a wealth of styles. As a child, I loved wandering the side streets exploring and discovering Romanesque,
Italianate, Moorish and Renaissance Revival houses and comparing them to the original examples in my 1948 edition
of Sir Banister Fletcher’s A History of Architecture.
I was obsessed with my childhood summerhouse at
Lake Valhalla in Putnam County, 60 miles north of New
York City. Although the lake house was only used during
the summer, it was considered the family home because,
unlike our apartment in the City, it was owned by my
parents. My time spent with my parents, my sisters, Carole
and Phyllis and my summertime friends, at the lake house
was the antithesis of the City. In New York I attended a
strict Catholic military school, the streets had dangerous
street gangs and there were few outside activities other than
playing stickball in the street and roller skating by clinging
to the back of buses.
Lake Valhalla had been created in the Hudson Highland
Lombardi Summer House 1940s (Author’s Collection)
mountains in the 1930s as a summer community with 50
log-cabin style houses on 1,000 acres with a 32 acre lake.
At the lake house, I had the freedom to roam the trails
and camp overnight in the woods, to swim, boat and fish
in the lake and play tennis and softball with my summer
pals. The houses and outbuildings of Lake Valhalla were
all built in the American log-cabin style of the late 19th/
early 20th century with log siding, fieldstone chimneys
and foundations, knotty pine paneled living rooms and
screened porches. The lake house was my first love affair
with a house. While I look back to the time spent at the
Lake Valhalla community with happy memories enhanced
by the opaqueness of time, my affection for the lake house
is crystal clear because it is continuous.
Lake Valhalla, Cold Spring, NY. 1940s (Author’s Collection)
Houses became my boyhood friends, foreshadowing
the way I would live my life. I spent my childhood digging
in foundations, examining abandoned houses and reading everything I could about houses — novels that took place
in houses, How-to-Build text books, English country house mysteries, home magazines and even comic books. My
favorite comic book hero was Scrooge McDuck, because he lived in a McMansion. I was even fascinated by haunted
houses, not because they were haunted, but because they were houses with a unique story.
It was early on that I learned that the imprint of former occupants on the fabric of their houses could be read
like a documentary and, that like a detective, I could piece together the story of a house by studying its configuration,
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decoration, furnishings and equipment in conjunction with the history of its occupants and go back in time to see
what was -- the enigma and magic of the past. The remodeled bathroom symbolized the new job; the creation of a
rental unit spoke of a shrinking family; a room divided to crate a second small room announced the new baby. It was
all there in the big changes and in the details — the rear addition when the twins were born or the 1945 porch plant
hook enthusiastically added by the GI Bill purchasers at the end of World War II.
In 1953, my family and I left the problematic Harlem of the 1950s for the suburbs and, after a high school education
in the small Hudson River village of Irvington, I went on to Carnegie Mellon University for architecture school. I did
what I could to advance my studies in historic houses. Unfortunately, in the early 1960s -- the heyday of modernism,
I faced a lack of understanding from my professors and fellow students who couldn’t imagine contemplating a career
restoring old buildings instead of creating new structures. I was a heretic for my consuming interest in historic buildings
instead of the new forms of Modern Architecture. My peers thought that my ideas for the continuing use and adaptive
uses of existing buildings were radical, but not the “cool” radical of the 1960s. In that era, historic preservation in
America was more an act of love than a profession, and there was yet to be special academic programs for the training
of preservationists. I circumvented this limitation by adding history courses to my architectural degree schedule (to
satisfy my curiosity I also added premed courses).
When the Columbia University Graduate School of Architecture
added Historic Preservation to their Master’s Programs, I enrolled and
obtained a Master’s degree under the direction of the great preservationist
James Marston Fitch. The Columbia University’s Master’s degree in
Historic Preservation was the first academic program of its kind in the
country. It was at Columbia that I had my first real opportunity to share
my views with fellow preservationists and interface with specialists in the
preservation community. To this day few things are more enjoyable for
me than a quiet afternoon at Columbia reading about past architecture
in the hushed reading room of McKim, Mead & White’s, 1911 Avery
Architectural Library.
Foretelling my future involvement in conserving and converting
commercial buildings to residential use, my thesis was a proposal for the
conservation and conversion of the then distressed Chrysler Building.
Extraordinarily enough, several years later, I would be sitting in the
office of Mass Mutual, the owner of the Chrysler Building, along with
an investment group I had assembled, negotiating to buy the building.
Based upon my thesis, I had put together the investment group which I
was heading. The negotiations were unsuccessful because Mass Mutual
ultimately decided not to sell, but I was commissioned by them to perform
a historical analysis of the Chrysler Building lobby, which assisted in its
designation as a New York Landmark and averted a planned desecration.
After graduation, I fulfilled my 3 year apprenticeship with a New
York architect whose work included renovation of townhouses followed
by Conrad (Construction Research & Design), a firm that sought
government grants to develop innovative solutions for the production of
Columbia University Graduate School of
low-cost housing -- a very popular subject in the 1960s. Conrad’s interest
Architecture, Planning & Preservation.
was the off-site prefabrication and finishing of housing components
to use in the renovation of deteriorated urban housing. This was an Joseph Pell Lombardi Thesis (Author’s Collection)
area where I could combine preservation with the building technology
of mass produced housing components; the marriage of these two
disciplines was of great interest to me.
Working with Ed Rice and Richard Wickert, two innovative and dedicated West Coast engineers, we developed
a rehabilitation concept which we called “Instant Rehab.” The idea was to completely renovate a fully occupied late
nineteenth century tenement building in 48 hours. The occupants would be moved to a hotel and their possessions
stored in vans. Two days later, they would move back into their freshly renovated apartments. The project was exciting
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and provided the high of finding a new methodology and, possibly,
feasible solutions to major housing problems. After frequent trips to
Washington, DC, we landed a grant from the Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD) to develop the program and perform
an actual “Instant Rehab” on three tenement buildings in Manhattan’s
Lower East Side.
The first, and only, Instant Rehab was performed in the Spring of
1967. We designed and produced prefabricated boxes that contained
a plumbing and electrical chase between a bathroom on one side and
a kitchen on the other. The prefabricated boxes were assembled in a
large pier on the East River. After the tenants and their possessions
moved out, we cut three square holes through the building for the three
apartments that would be created on each floor. The prefabricated boxes were then trucked to the site where a crane
hoisted them over the buildings and down through the holes, stacking them one on top of another. Pre-finished ceilings,
walls and floors, that had been staged on scaffolding outside of each apartment, were simultaneously installed.
Forty-eight hours later, New York Mayor John Lindsay, Secretary Weaver of HUD and several hundred cheering
workmen on the fire escapes welcomed the tenants back to their newly renovated apartments. Unfortunately, critics said that
the demonstration had cost too much and the program was soon forgotten. The Record offered up a satirical cartoon at the
time with the tag line “It’s marvelous -- you come back in 48 hours and find the rent has doubled!”
The truth was that the program did work. The materials were the same cost as conventional renovation, but the
labor and the short term mortgage was only a fraction of the usual cost. It was an idea that could have worked, then and
now, but financing was not readily available for low-cost housing in the inner cities. Nonetheless, Conrad had developed
a name for itself in the field of innovative housing.
After the Instant Rehab project Conrad joined with Moshe Safdie, who had just completed an extraordinary
apartment complex known as Habitat 67 for the Worlds Fair in Montreal (Expo 67). The apartment complex was
comprised of prefabricated concrete units stacked in a beautiful geometric form. Conrad and T. Y. Lin, an engineer,
had developed a lightweight chemically prestressed concrete allowing the walls and slabs of prefabricated concrete units
to be thin and the units light. Conrad married the concrete technology, known as “Uniment”, to Safdie’s designs and
set out to convince cities to build low and moderate income housing using prefabricated lightweight concrete units. But
the cost, even of the lighter weight units, was still to high for low and moderate income uses. Conrad ultimately built a
Uniment in Richmond, California without Safdie. I created an initial design for the building that relied on alternating
geometric forms to create rhythm and terraces. At the last minute my design was changed to a mundane stacked form.
One of the members of the Instant Rehab team was Ben DeVino, our construction superintendent. After Instant
Rehab, he went on to become a construction superintendent for the
building of the World Trade Center. I would think of him again on a
September morning thirty-five years later.
Ben’s path and mine would cross once more before I lost track
of him. After he finished the Trade Center he worked for Domfab, a
Canadian firm supplying prefabricated cities to Saudi Arabia. Domfab
had landed an order which required the production of mechanically inklettered drawings in metric and US Customary measurements with notes
in English and Farsi. It was for a new city of 50,000 people to be built
in the desert and the drawings had to be completed in two weeks. He
felt New York was the rare place that could produce so many complex
drawings in such short time. Working feverishly, I assembled an army of
architects, draftsmen, students and engineers from a variety of universities
and large architectural firms. We labored day and night. Two weeks later I
flew to Canada and delivered the drawings. Today, with Computer AidedDrafting (AutoCAD) the feat would be impressive. But in 1977, the
Uniment Design - Joseph Pell Lombardi,
two-week production of a full set of hand-drawn construction drawings
Conrad Engineers 1968
for a new city was quite extraordinary.
5

In 1966, Richard Wickert, my colleague at Conrad, and I joint
ventured on my first real estate investment, a rooming house conversion in
the Kips Bay area of Manhattan. At only 26 years of age, the experience
helped create and shape my career. We each put up $2,500 towards a
$40,000 purchase price for a rooming house at 239 East 31st Street.
The balance of the purchase price was provided by a mortgage held by
the seller. Richard and I started in on the work, physically removing the
rooming house aspects ourselves on weekends and during evenings after
work. We sold the house before we even finished the conversion.
With the proceeds, I was able to purchase another rooming house, at
237 East 32nd Street, to convert back to a townhouse for my growing
family - my wife Nan and my son Chris, born in 1966. In 1969 my second
son Mike would join us. The former rooming house was handsomely
detailed in the Greek Revival style of the mid-19th century and it was
237 East 32nd Street, Manhattan, ca.1967
part of a string of seven identical houses. True to a pattern that would
(Author’s Collection)
continue throughout my life, before long I owned all seven.
The facades of the seven houses were all essentially intact. The
unique situation of having seven houses, all identically built gave me a wonderful opportunity to study their shared
features as well as their changes over time. The study of their similarities, research on the history of the families who
had inhabited them and the use of furnishings of the era, including some which were original to the houses, aided me
in restoring them to their former elegance.
The 32nd Street townhouses all had original classical brownstone columns and entablatures framing the entrances.
The doors were made of walnut and there were inlaid marble vestibules. Almost all of the interior trim, marble
fireplaces, plaster cove moldings and ceiling rosettes remained. Some of the houses of this era had originally been built
with a roofed wooden tea room/porch overlooking the garden on the parlor floor which provided a covered work area
open to the garden at the basement level. Rarely seen because of deterioration from exposure to the elements, four of
the seven houses still had this feature intact.
We used this first family house much like it had been used one hundred years earlier (the basement level, the location
of the original kitchen and family dining room, was made into an income producing apartment with the upper levels
remaining as in the 19th century). After six happy years in this fine house, I became eager to tackle another project.
A few blocks from our 32nd Street home in the adjoining Murray Hill
neighborhood at East 36th Street between Lexington and Third Avenues, is
an charismatic mews known as Sniffen Court. In the mid-nineteenth century,
it had contained ten identical Romanesque-style carriage house/stables. At
the turn of the century, when the need for carriages and stables had become
obsolete, artists began to use the buildings for studios. During the 1920s
and 1930s, most of the studios were then converted into private houses. The
exteriors had been altered over time, but enough remained so that the original
scheme was discernible. In fact, the individual changes of added skylights,
planter boxes and different colors provides the court with a pleasant rhythm.
In 1969, I signed a purchase option for #8 Sniffen Court. It was the
only carriage house/stable which had not yet been converted to a house.
Last used as a garage with rooms for a chauffeur, in the 1950s a garage
door had been installed interrupting the base of the beautiful main arch.
Based upon the precedents of the surviving original examples, I restored
the arched opening.
Since there was absolutely no historic interior detailing or partitioning
remaining, I maintained the artist’s studio tradition by creating two-story
high volumes with skylights. I was thrilled to present my plans to the newly
established New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission. My plans
#8 Sniffen Court, c. 1973
were reviewed by Frank Sanchis, chief of staff for the LPC, who became a
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life-long friend. Also a graduate of the Columbia
University Preservation Program, he would go on to
be Vice President of Historic Sites for the National
Trust and, later, the Executive Director of the New
York Municipal Arts Society.
In 1969, After my architectural apprenticeship was
complete, I obtained my license to practice architecture
and established my own New York City firm.
Professionally pursuing my passion for old houses,
my new firm initially specialized in conservation and
restoration services, focusing on the conversion back to
townhouses of New York City rooming houses.
In 1972, with the proceeds from my burgeoning
Haldane House, Cold Spring, NY - 1973
architectural practice and townhouse restorations, I
(Author’s Collection)
bought a weekend retreat sixty miles north of the city.
The house was a welcome escape for my family and, as
an added feature, it was near to my childhood lake house, still owned by my parents, where we could swim and fish and I
could revisit the sites of my childhood enjoyment.
Haldane House was built in the 1870s in then popular Second Empire style with a mansard roof and bonneted
dormers. It sits proudly on top of a hill overlooking the small village of Cold Spring. Located on the Hudson River
sixty miles north of New York City, Cold Spring is a picturesque village architecturally frozen in the nineteenth century
due to the closing of the prosperous West Point Foundry at the beginning of the twentieth century.
The foundry, which had its origins as an armament factory during the Civil War, had successfully expanded
into the production of cast iron wares after the War. Cold
Spring’s Main Street contains a very handsome collection
of buildings reflecting the nineteenth century success of the
foundry. The hills surrounding the village contain superb
examples of third and fourth quarter nineteenth-century
houses built partially from the profits of the old foundry
and partially by wealthy New Yorkers as summer retreats.
Haldane House had been built by James H. Haldane who
was born in Cold Spring and, along with his brother John,
had succeeded in the iron trade with their family enterprise,
Haldane & Company. The house still stood on all of its
original land and had a handsome complementing barn and
The Old Parsonage -- Peru, Vermont
carriage house at the rear of the property with board and
(Author’s Collection)
batten siding (alternating wide boards with narrow strips
covering the wide board seams).
I studied the history of the house and its occupants
and emphasized its 19th century origins by furnishing and
decorating it using contemporaneous objects found at the
weekly auctions in nearby Dutchess County. Substantially
intact on the exterior and interior, the only problem with
Haldane House was that it was not challenging enough for me.
I look back with a haunting nostalgia to that almost dreamlike
time spent with my small family in that wonderful house as
one of the rarely granted interludes in the drama of life.
In the mid-1970s, I bought a marvelously intact, but
badly in need of help, 1850 parsonage in rural Vermont
to be used as a ski home for my family and a weekend
Nan Tina Cottage - Minocqua, Wisconsin
conservation project for me.
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In Manhattan, the Sniffen Court home was succeeded by an apartment
created from the former board rooms of Sinclair Oil in Liberty Tower, a Gothic
style skyscraper located in the Financial District of Manhattan; I had bought and
converted the skyscraper to residential use -- the first significant conversion of
its kind in the Financial District. For over twenty years, my family and I enjoyed
summer holidays at Nantina Cottage, my wife’s early 20th century family lake
house in Northern Wisconsin.
My architectural practice parallels my predilection. In the 1960s I focused
my professional career on the restoration of the deteriorating, former elegant,
townhouses of New York; beginning in the 1970s my efforts shifted to the conversion
of the neglected, magnificent buildings of Lower Manhattan into residential lofts
and, after the 1989 fall of
the Communist Regime in
Central Europe, a substantial
portion of my time was
spent on the faded, majestic
buildings of Hungary.
In the late 1970s,
Haldane House, was sold
so that I could purchase the
extraordinary and challenging
Armour-Stiner (Octagon)
House in Westchester County,
New York. In the 1990s,
I added to the ensemble
Erdödy-Choron Kastély, a
moated Renaissance castle in
Central Europe and Château
du Sailhant, a powerful and
romantic thousand year old
The Octagon House - 1970s (Author’s Collection)
château in central France.
In July, 1990, the NY
Times ran a lengthy article on my work under the caption “One Man, Three
Homes, One Mission: Preserving Architectural Treasures. The article, written by
Patricia Leigh Brown, a writer for the Times and architectural magazines was a very
Liberty Tower -1970s
positive piece
Photo Dave Sagarin
with quotes
such as “unlike
many architects, Mr. Lombardi has no desire to
make a personal statement with his work, preferring
to let history speak instead” and ‘’everyone has their
thing, mine is the mystery of bringing it all back
together.’’ It spoke about the conversation efforts on
the Liberty Tower apartment, Vermont Parsonage
and the Octagon House.
In the 21st century, I returned Erdödy-Choron
Kastély to the Hungarian Government and Nantina
Cottage continues to be used by my family, but not
by me. The Octagon House, the Parsonage, the
apartment at Liberty Tower and Sailhant continued
Erdödy-Choron Kastély - 1990s (Author’s Collection)
their place in my lifelong passion.
8

Coming full circle, I went back to my first love affair with a house and began the reconstruction of Alfheim Cottage
at Lake Valhalla in Putnam County, New York. My career with lower Manhattan lofts, houses, New York townhouses,
conservation in Central Europe and my five homes are the subject of this chronicle.

Château du Sailhant, Andelat, France - Photo Géraud Jarlier

Alfheim Cottage -- Lake Valhalla
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