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 In 1969, after my architectural apprenticeship was complete, I obtained my license to practice architecture and 
established my own New York City fi rm. Professionally pursuing my passion for old houses, my new fi rm specialized 
in conservation and restoration services, focusing on the townhouse renovations done during my apprenticeship. I 
had once read that being a specialist could lead to success, but in the late-1960s, my newly hatched architectural fi rm 
with an emphasis on preservation was too much of  an anomaly in the industry, and I was in dire need of  clients. 
 In order to develop business, I located rooming houses for sale which could be converted back to townhouse and, 
through introductions, recommendations and cocktail parties, I pitched my ideas to potential clients. Rooming houses, 
houses with separate tenants in each room sharing a common bathroom, were a product of  the need for cheap housing during 
the Great Depression and the housing shortages of  the Second World War. New York still had many of  these run-down 
rooming houses scattered throughout the city, including some in its most handsome blocks. These formerly gracious, 19th 
century townhouses had been hurriedly converted to rooming houses. The conversions had been cheaply and quickly done 
with the changes typically limited to lightly constructed partitions dividing the larger rooms and the installation of  a sink 
and sprinklers in each room. These rooming houses had a down-on-the-heels appearance, yet discernibly hidden behind 
the shabbiness, their former grandeur was evident in the remaining original fi replaces, ornate plasterwork, hardware, wood 
doors, trim and, in some fortunate cases, the early bathrooms. Since the changes had been cheaply and quickly done, they 
were easily reversible. In the 1960s, because the rooming houses were deteriorated and numerous, the prices were remarkably 
low. A rooming house could be purchased for $25,000 to $35,000 with renovation costs being less than $50,000. Bank 
fi nancing for 80% of  the acquisition and renovation costs was readily available. 
 I inspected houses in every corner of  the city and studied all aspects of  urban rownhouses in America. A prerequisite 
to the successful restoration of  townhouses was understanding their history. The classical 18th and 19th century New York 
City stoop is a tradition left over from Palladian architecture of  the 16th and 17th centuries and the settlement of  New 
York by the Dutch. Palladio advocated having the raised, high ceilinged, principal fl oor, the “piano nobile”, formally accessed 
by an exterior staircase giving importance to an owner and his guests over a slightly below grade, secondary entrance for 
staff  and, in Holland, houses were elevated to protect against fl ood damage. 
 Beginning in the early 20th century stoops began to be considered old fashioned and many were awkwardly 
removed leaving scars on the facade and irregular openings. Restoring stoops to townhouses returned the original logic to 
the layouts and facades. Nineteenth century New York townhouses had a fairly standard layout. The partially below grade 
basement contained an informal/staff  dining room at the front and a kitchen at the rear (the garden was usually lower 
than the street, so the kitchen was at grade in the rear). Above the basement was the fi rst fl oor high-ceilinged piano nobile or 
parlor fl oor accessed by the stoop which lead to a pair of  doors opening through a vestibule to a hall. From the hall one 
could enter the parlor facing the street. In the back was the formal dining room facing the garden. Sliding doors between 
the dining room and the front parlor could be opened to allow for a double parlor/large entertaining area. The second 
fl oor was invariably for a library/sitting room facing the street and a master bedroom facing the quieter garden to the rear. 
The library and master bedroom were usually separated by a dressing room and bath. The third fl oor was for children 
bedrooms and servants or, in larger houses, there would be a separate fourth fl oor solely for servants. My work often was 
to simply revert the townhouse back it’s original, logical layout. 
 By locating houses with good potential, I was able to convince clients to take advantage of  particular opportunities 
and to speak about a development project ready to go, not the abstract idea of  doing it. This wasn’t the hardest of  sells. 
Even people just out of  college, like me, could swing a rooming house conversions. Eventually I tackled groups of  houses 
so that their restoration impacted entire blocks. Over the next few years, my acquisition, restoration and sale of  townhouses 
increased dramatically and my architectural practice expanded rapidly.
 This way of  practicing architecture very much bucked against the norm. In the 1960s, architects were not developers. 

HOMES AND TOWNHOUSES

Old buildings are not ours. They belong, partly to those who built them, and partly to the generations of mankind who are to follow. 

   --John Ruskin
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I thought that was ridiculous, given the long historical tradition of  architect builders. Since antiquity, through the Renaissance 
and as recent as the 19th century architects had also been builders. Most of  my peers were working at large fi rms and in 
spite of  all of  the beautiful houses that I restored, they still considered my way of  practicing as not very gentlemanly. The 
diff erence between my type of  practice and my peers was also mirrored in philosophy. The modernist would tear down a 
19th century townhouse or gut it and put in modern interiors. Architects in the 1960s and 1970s strongly felt the need 
to leave their fi ngerprint on their work; I felt that the more successful project was when the intervention was indiscernible. 
I embraced the historic buildings inside and out. 
 Today, it’s quite diff erent; architects now are eager to be architect-developers and they have a greater respect for 
preservation. 
 The antique homes I restored for myself  and the rooming houses I located with the hope of  fi nding clients eventually 
resulted in clients starting to seek me out. While I continued to seek out projects with the hope of  fi nding clients, my 
experience and reputation resulted, towards the end of  the 1960s, in a more traditional architectural practice with clients 
seeking me out for my restoration/conservation skills rather than my seeking them. 
 The townhouse and free-standing home commissions numbered over one hundred by the turn of  the 20th century 
and they stand out very strongly in my mind. Intensely demanding, they were also gratifying. The relationships with the 
clients were fi lled with the humor and richness of  life. Being an architect for an individual’s home is one of  the most 
challenging fi elds in architecture. The client almost always becomes deeply involved in the project and requires substantial 
attention from the architect. Often the client has bought his fi rst home and is working with an architect for the fi rst time. 
The purchase of  a house is a signifi cant investment and the house is typically thought of  as a home for a lifetime, fi nished 
out to refl ect the owner’s taste and position.  
 As the client gets caught up in the activity, the client can place great demands on the architect’s skills and time. This 
intense process can be satisfying or frustrating depending greatly on the architect - client relationship. As in all relationships, 
trust is paramount to being successful. Some clients will rely on their architect’s every word and decision. Others will try 
to outdo their architect by arriving at decisions without input. The best relationship is somewhere in between -- a mutual 
eff ort. 
  The commissions were throughout the City, in townhouses and cooperative apartments in Manhattan’s Upper 
East Side, the West Side, Chelsea, Murray Hill and Brooklyn’s Park Slope and Brooklyn Heights and free-standing houses 
in Westchester and Riverdale. Many of  the commissions were executed in conjunction with an interior designer. Working 
in concert with enormously capable interior designers like Mark Hampton, Michael La Rocca and Robert Courturier 
was a pleasurable teamwork eff ort. Often my preservation clients were concerned that, as a preservationist, I would insist 
on the retention of  too much of  the original fabric making their home museum-like and unlivable. Fortunately, as the 
architect-client relationship became established, a mutual goal developed, in tune with preservation. 
 The cooperative apartment projects were no less interesting than the townhouses. While the exteriors of  the grand 
cooperative apartment buildings were often understated, no detail was spared on the interiors. Hardwood parquet fl oors, 
classical plaster cove moldings, panelled libraries and numerous fi replaces are the vocabulary of  these wonderful pre-World 
War II buildings. The careful detailing often extended to bathrooms with mosaic marble fl oors and scales consisting of  a 
plate in the fl oor and a dial built into the wall.
 Beginning in the 1970s the majority of  my work became the conversion of  commercial buildings to residential 
use. Nonetheless, I continue to serve as architect for two or three individual homes/townhouses each year, the individual 
commissions remain as one of  the particularly enjoying aspects of  my practice.


