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He restores castles in Europe
but he lives Downtown

By Josh Rogers

Jozeph Pell Lombardi looks 21 an olfice
buslding and he sees a residential building-
to-be. It might happen in a few years if the
office marel in Lowar Manhaitin takes

anpther downlum, of il could happen in B
ngsd miklennium,

“In a thousznd years, mest all of the old
bugldings will still be here because they're
50 handsome,” said Lombasdi during @ con-
versalion in his apariment in 3 convened
office building at 55 Liberty S1. “And mare
imporantly they're built to be bigger than
ihey can De as far as ihe replacement,” he
rgled, explaining thet the costs make il
urdikely ihe famge Downlown buildings will
ever be imocked down 1o build néw struc-
lmes

- "Someday |is is going 1o be an aacient
collection of skyscrapers, and this ancient
collection of skyscrapers probably will be
fully inhabitad by ressdential people. It will
be a great old historic village.”

Hz zays the raltion of a3 cenlral place
where people go to work is "only a 100-year-
old idea,” and that technalogy might some-
day make offices nhsolete.

Lombardi, an architect, presenvationisi
and 2 developer, knows something about
converting old buildings 1o apariments. Over
30 years, he has done it well over 100 times
in Tribeca, the Financial District, Chelsea,
and in castles in Hungary and France.

A medisval castle is analogous in many
respests to @ 15th- Certury warehouse In
Tribeca,” he said. “In terms of the way you
approach it In tenms of how you want 10 Save
as much of the built esvironment as you
can,”

Ha said he first began molicing the beau-
by in archilectuie & age six and by 1he ling
he was ken, he thought the lownhouses on
the Upper West Side needed repair

"As long as | ¢an remember | wanied to
be an architect involved in old buildings.

" which was kind of unusual " said Lombardi,

whose father Joseph was an architecl. “As a
litthe: kid 1 used 10 spend my time looking a1
old buildings and | wanled to be an architecl
and e ibem up”

‘A medieval castle is anal-
0Qous in many respects 1o
a 18th-Century warehouse

Mast architects he went 10 S2hoal with &1
Camegie-Mellon a5 an undesgraduatz (he
alsa has a masters from Columbia) dreamt of
designing rew buildings, but he said he
always wanted 1o resiore what had aveady
been built

His firs! residentl comversion was in
1871 at 74 Broadway in the Flatiron
District.

In 1880, using tax incentives wndar the
J-51 program, Lombardi was @ principal in
the corversion of 55 Liberty St o apari-
ments. He ended up moving into ong of the
floors — the former eseculive office and
dining room ol Harry Sinchair, owrer of
Sihclair 0il. A handiul of other buildings
were converted in e Financial District
under J-51, mast notzbly 3 Hanover 54,

Five years ago, a similar &x incantive
plan o encourage resadential convessions
wzs passed and maore buildings — aboul a
dezen laige ones — have been converled,
Lombardi s3id mone office buldings have
been conweried this time becauss there are
established neighborhoods nearby in Battery
Park City and Tribeca with amenities lke
supermarkets.
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Joseph Pell Lombardi

“A lot ol people hought it was a er
idea,” he said of convesting 55 Libeity 2
yEQrs ago. It was prior 13 Batery Park Ciy,
prior to the revitilization of he Seaport.
While there had bezn conversiors in Tribeca,
Tnbeca was still very much a7 emply section
of the city.”

And now there is the Amish food market
on Washington 5t., and 2 lamer food sioe Is
dus 1o open on John 4. laler this year

There are thousands of people living in
the Financial Distrct, although it =till has a
commescial el 1o it

"The tricky thing zbout the Wall 51, asea
i5 that there is so0 much sguare footage, S0
ihe residential charscter doesn't display
itsedfl as strongly,” he said

Now 1hat the office real estale marke! has
sirenglhaned in the last two years, the raie ol
CoMersions has declingd, bul Lombandi sees
buildings which would be kdeal to convert
whenever the market takes 2 downlun

Twice, he designed comersions for 20
Exchange Place only t0 have deals fall
ihrough. He said Tribeca's A T & T Building
will someday make great apartments. AT &
T zobd the landmark busiding this year 1o
Rudin Management, which plans to rewire
the bualding to accommodale web-hosting
firms. Lombsasdi said he was part of 3 group
thel made a competing offer I AT & T

*| think someday — it could be 20, 30
40 years from now, 01l get coaverted,” he
said,

In addition to the architeciure, he lkes
living Downlown becayse of the confinual
change .

“These's & $ense ol energy thal has stayed
for 20 years,” he said. “H hasn't becoms old
hat yet. I hasnl stabilced because there's
constantly neéw and excaling peogecls.”

Lombardi, 39, is now divoeced. He and
his ex-wife rised two sons in Kip's Bay
belare moving to Libesty Tower,

He currenlly is wosking on conversions
al 79 Laight St, 145 Hudson 51, 146
Duane 5L, 17 Park P, and 14-22 Leonard
8l.— a project in which he is also the
developer,

He c3lls mimsel =3 Downlown guy,” bl
hie also has imlerests in Europe. Throwgh his
involvement in the World Monuments Fund,

Dowigan Expmgs pheoio by Coriey Lo

he2 visited Hungary soon after the 1l of com-
munism, and offered to restore some of 1he
counlry's historic castles for what he thought
would be pro bong work

Wihen ha was finished, the govemmend
(e hirm & castie on the condilion he iestong
i

"| mewer expecled (heir generosity,” ha
said. "l wanied o help. I8 was the kind of
couniry — il you wenl there you wanled o
help and the best way | could help was with
the archibecture.”

He said Europe provides him wilh the
chance to wark on buildings that just don’t
&asl in Amefica. He has restoded (he 121h-
Cenbury Chaleau in Andela, France and (he
Erdody-Chormn Casibe in Hungary.

*l don'l hawe mwch oppoetunity 1o ged
much earlier than the 18th Century [in the
US] I's very exciling 1o me by work in
France on 3 house thal dates back to the
Tenth Gentury.”

He maintzing an office in Budapes! with
frve employees in 2ddilion 1o the main office
ol Joseph Pell Lombardi and Assockates In
the landmark — of cowrse — Temple Courl
building on Begkman S1.

Orver the last few years, about ko dozen
Lower Manhatian buildings have been indi-
vidually [andmarked, a development
Lomband| couldn't be happier about.

Landmark designation is “ihe bes! thing
thal can happen 10 a building, to a district, i
an owner and 1o a develaper,” he said, “That
was such an alien idea, five, ten, 15 years
ago, but the developers have really advanced
themselves indo accepting that. The maore we
landmark, the better.”

As might be expecied, his 2,500-square-
foot living space is full of anliques, such as
an old-fashioned phonograph. When he
migwed [0 Liberly Tower, Lombandi became a
collector of Statue of Liberty models. Some
wene souvenirs sold 10 pay for the original
statue. He has put one model on every win-
dow sill since neaby buildings block his
view of the real stalue

A5 the giandsan of immigrants Kom
Maples, Naly, ihe statue has anofher meaning
for him:

"I have this vision thal my grandparents,
all four of Ihem, saw that Statue of Liberty
and It meant somelhing special 1o them at
that momaent.”
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Joseph Lombardi's design to restore and add to the old United States Sugar Building at 79 Laight 5t.




