
  

 
Work Centers Our Sites

 �����������	�
������
����	��������
����������
�	
�	 ������� ���
��
��	

 

  

  

  

 

���������

 Current Features

 Past Features

 50th Anniversary

 
�� �����	�	�����
������� ����
���	�����
������������� ������

 
Feature Story - February 2005
 
Spotlight on Renovation and Restoration 

Classic Conversion  

Stately 90 West Street Reborn as Residences 
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The 25-story structure at 90 West Street, a venerable 
office building one block southwest of the World Trade 
Center in Manhattan, stands out as a testament to early 
20th Century architectural aesthetics. After Sept. 11, 
2001 it also stood for the period's sound construction 
methods.  

The building was undergoing renovations at the time of 
the attacks, but the damage changed the equation for 
the prior owners. A partnership between Kibel 
Company, Brack Capital Real Estate, and the hoteliers 
Richard Born and Ira Drukier, all based in New York, 
bought the ravaged building for more than $12 million 
and set out to restore it, prompted in part by its historic status designation from the 
Landmarks Preservation Commission. With its 10- to 17-ft. ceilings, sweeping views of 
the Statue of Liberty and the Hudson River, and immediate downtown access, the 
building was perfect for residential conversion.  

After crews had cleared out debris in the aftermath of the attacks, the new owners 
started the $145 million renovation in 2003, aided by $106.5 million in Liberty Bond 
financing. H. Thomas O'Hara Architects of New York is converting the 360,000-sq.-ft. 
interior into 410 studios and one-, two- and three-bedroom apartments, keeping the 
existing corridor layout and elevator locations while upgrading the mechanical systems. 
They set an ambitious schedule with completion slated for this August.  

The 1907 building was 
designed by noted architect 
Cass Gilbert as a tribute to 
industry and was a 
precursor to his 
monumental Woolworth 
Building not far away. The 
90 West structure features 
three distinct sections: a 
granite base going up to 
the fourth floor; terra cotta 
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panels covering the rest of 
the building, with extensive 
tile detail and gothic 
ornamentation toward the 
top; and a signature copper 
roof with a mansard top.  

Scaffolding encasing the 
building at the time of the 
Sept. 11 attack deflected 
some of the debris, but did 
not stop pieces from 
crashing through, leaving 
gaping holes in the 
northern façade. The 
destruction left two people 
dead in a broken elevator. 
Fire ravaged the building 
for three days.  

While 1-ft.-thick floors slowed the fire, helping the building keep its structural integrity, 
half of the floors were completely gutted. The 3 ft.- to 6- ft.-thick granite panels covering 
the first four floors of the base prevented collapse, and the 6-in.-thick layers of terra 
cotta tiles protected the steel.  

"It's a tribute to the architectural design of the building that it's still standing," said Jeffrey 
Levine, president of Levine Builders, the construction manager. "Engineering wasn't an 
exact science back then. They didn't have what we call 'multiples of safety factors,' so 
they overdesigned." 

The builders have upgraded materials with less expensive technologies now available, 
such as reducing the granite blocks to 3-in. granite panels mounted on steel frames and 
halving the thickness of floorboards. The undamaged sections on the north, as well as 
almost all of the façade on the south, east, and west sides of the building, will stay the 
same, with minor cleaning and restoration performed on the granite, marble, terra cotta, 
and copper. 

Aesthetically, the owners are striving for an exact replica of the original. For instance, 
they have ordered granite dug from the same European mines as the original, which 
they are air freighting to Utah to create the panels. 

Seaboard Weatherproofing & Restoration of Port Chester, N.Y., used glazed, reinforced 
fiberglass to replace some of the copper, matching the original in color and in the 
caulking details. For the terra cotta segments, Seaboard took molds of undamaged 
pieces to make replacements that match not only the overall shape of the various panels 
and decorations, such as gargoyles, but also the striations on the surface. It replaced 
about 7,000 stones. 

Considering the damage and the attention to detail, the time frame for the project is 
tight. "With the exterior work, there are long lead times because of the weather and 
construction methods, and the interior renovation is fairly substantial," said Peter 
Levenson, a partner at Kibel. "We're coordinating renovation inside and outside and 
trying to keep everyone working in the same direction. We're on a fast-track system, 
using millions of dollars to expedite the renovation." 

"One of the difficult aspects of the job is that it's an existing building, so there are a lot of 
hidden areas you come across," said Julio Magarino, senior associate at H. Thomas 
O'Hara. During demolition, for example, behind the paint and concrete of a generic office 
building lobby, the crew discovered cast-iron work, frieze, and plaster elements of the 
original design, all now being restored.  

That tie to history is a bonus for some members of the project team. "It's nice to work on 
a 100-year-old building," said Antimo Carola, a construction supervisor with Levine 
Builders, looking out from the top floor at 90 West's taller but duller neighbors. "I've been 
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doing this for 45 years, and this is the oldest restoration of this size that I've done." 

Not all the challenges are logistical, however. "For us, working by Ground Zero," 
Magarino added, "it's also hard on an emotional level." 

Key Players 

Owner BCRE - 90 West Street LLC, New York, N.Y. 
(affiliate of Brack Capital Real Estate Group, Kibel 
Company, Richard Born, Ira Drukier)

Construction 
Manager 

Levine Builders, Douglaston, N.Y.

Architect H. Thomas O'Hara Architects, New York, N.Y.

Structural Engineer Desimone Consulting Engineers, , New York, N.Y.

Mechanical Engineer M G J, New York, N.Y.

Façade restoration Seaboard Weatherproofing & Restoration, Port 
Chester, N.Y.

Façade restoration 
architect 

Façade Maintenance Design

Masonry and 
Concrete 

Eurotech Construction, New York, N.Y.

Structural Steel Burgess Steel LLC, Englewood, N.J.

Millwork Mensch Mill & Lumber Corp., Flushing, N.Y.

HVAC Marlin Mechanical Inc., New York, N.Y.
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