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The character of Chelsea

Chelsea is a multi-facet interesting neighborhood
on the west site of Manhattan along the Hudson
River, just north of Greenwich Village, stretching
from 14th to 30th St and from the river to Sixth
Avenue towards the east.

The mixed character of Chelsea —residential,
commercial and industrial  developed in mid Nine
teenth Century since the very beginning of its urba-
nizat.on: on oneside it was poised to become a quiet
and decorousfamiliar residential neighborhood with
some culturally momentous institutional buildings,
like St Peter's Church, built in Gothic Revival style
according to the British arch tectural fashion of that
time, or the General Theological Seminary, which
represented the first university campus in New York.

On the other side Chelsea had a natural voca-
tion as a transit area from Jersey City, situated just
across the river, to Midtown, where a growing num-
ber of offices, stores and other kinds of activities
weredeveloping. With thediffusion of boats powe
red by steam, a growing number of people started
to be ferried to Chelsea every day: they arrived in
the morning to go to work and left in the evening
coming back home, Also a lot of cargoes came
across on barges. Since 1850, after the construc-
tion of the Hudson River Railway and a large freig-
ht yard at 11th Avenue, other people and goods
had arr ved by the trains that ran along the coast.
All that favoured the development on the water-
front, mainly west of Tenth Avenue, of various acti-
vities for services, merchandise processing, and
transportaton, as well as the instatlation of large
markets, like those for meat, fish or flowers,

Towards the end of the century, these transit
functions extended enormously when Chelsea be-
came the main marit me port of New York, taking
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advantage of its favourable position on the wide
final course of the Hudson. Thatcaused a buist of
industnal, commerctal and trucking activities, but
at the same time it enhanced a process of social
transformation and environment decadence in the
entire neighborhood.

About ten years after World War Il, the impor-
tance of passengeis transportaton by ship suddenly
fell down with the development of commercial in-
tercontinental air transportation. A decade later also
maritime goods transport was transferred to Jersey
State, for the new big container ships required ser
v ce areas not available in Chelsea.

To fight against waterfront abandonment and
s gnificant degradation of housing conditions, a num-
ber of rehabilitation programs and housing plansstar-
ted, fostered by Federat and State laws for urban
rehabilitation and fiscal incentves granted by the
Government. However, in sp te of animportant cons-
truct on act v tity even on a large scale, and the trans-
formation of a number of manufactur ng buildings
into residential lofts, Cheisea has managed to keep
1% character as a wital, mixeddistrict. Resident al areas,
now renovated, remain surrounded and interlaced
with industria} and commercial areas. while the he-
terogeneous social and economic fabric of its popu-
lat on gives stability to the whole neighborhood.

Land use

From this point of view, Chelsea can be d vided into
three main areas: the western area, beyond Tenth
Avenue, for manufacturing uses, where transport
activities, warehouses, factories and laborator es are
concentrated; a central area, between the Seventh
and Tenth Avenue, mainly residential and commer-
cial; and the eastern area, between the Sixth and
Seventh Avenue, for commercial and manufactu-
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ring uses, comprising shops, some residential ofts
and a new group of industrial services.

The land use differentiates Chelsea from other
neighborhoods of Manhattan because it is much
more variegated. Itis a consequence of its peculiar
history and also of the fact that it remained classi-
fied for "unrestricted uses” until the second Zo-
ning Resolution of 1961. Under the first resolution
only a few blocks around Pennsylvania Station had
been designated as business districts and blocks
below 30th Street between Eighth and Ninth Ave
nues as residential districts.

Today the predominant zoning 15 “light manu-
facturing” whch accounts for about 70 percent of
the area. Light manufacturing districts allow indus-
trial, commerc al and a wide range of retait uses: in
general residential uses are not allowed, while in-
dustrial uses have to respond to strict performance
requirements.

Lastly, the thirdzoning resolution of 2000 intro-
duced the first mixed-use district, residential and
manufacturing, on 23rd St between Tenth and Ele-
venth Avenues. It was a strong innovation in plan-
ning principles, because resident al uses were strictly
prohibited in manufacturing districts in previous
zoning regulations. This change was made possi-
ble by the appearance of new businesses and light
industrial activities that are muchless invasive, from
anenvironmental point of v ew, in comparison with
traditional activities.

Today the residential area s much more exten-
ded than in the past and includes and surrounds a
fine historic district Itis contiguous with two ma-
nufacturing zones and encompasses a number of
commercial uses.

One of the main concerns of the inhabitants has
always been the possible impact of new construc
tions on the typycally ninteenth century scale and
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urban design of the residential area. Its iownse
structuresare in fact a special resource of the neigh-
borhood and many streets have gracious row-
houses with small scale and bulk, regular setback
from the streetwall, and stoops and front-yards,
which gives Chelsea 1ts unique template and quali-
ty characteristcs. While probab y underestimating
the needs for preservation in the area, the Land-
mark Preservation Commission hasrecognized that
over 30 percent of the buildings are of landmark
quality or of architectural significance.
Nevertheless, due to the low-rise and smallbulk
constructions, well below regulation limits, Chel-
sea has a high potential for development, particu-
larly in the manufacturing and commercial zones.

Sodial aspects

A basic aspect is that people of many different eth-
nic groupes have been living in Chelsea, from Dut-
ch descendants and other European immigrants to
African, Asian, American Indian, and more recently
Hispanic and East-European people.

Another tract caracterizing Chelsea population,
espec ally in the past. was the presence of a large
group of seamen and dockworkess. This brought
to the creation of strong unions, from the National
Maritime Union to the International Longshore’s
Assoc ation, to the Teamsters, who manned the
trucks which picked up the freight. Later on, many
other associations arose to fight for bettering the
life conditions and more recently also to preserve
historic memones of the neighborhood,

After a slight drop between 1970 and 1980, the
resident population appears regularly increasing,
with shifts in age and ethnic composition. The White
populaton has become older and has been partia-
lly replaced by minorities, in particular Hispanic and
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Black ones. While the large majority remains Whi-
te, a quarter is Hispanic, 10% B ack and small mu-
nonties are those of Asian, American Indian and
other ongins. The major ty of people are long-t me
residents.

In 1985 there were in Chelsea about 27000
housing units classifiable in three major groups:
market rental housing, included rent-controlled and
rent-stabilized apartments; privately owned
housing, such as cooperatives and condominiums;
and low- to moderate-income housing, which in-
cludes publically aided housing and single room
occupancies. Only a minority of people lived in free
“market rental” housing.

With the new housing units added, often high
priced dwellings, newcomers have become affluent
young families and young professionals, many be-
tonging to gay and lesbian communities, so that
local economy has gained new impetus.

Nowadays, a good deal of people have jobs that
can be classified as “white-collar”, in particular,
professional, technical, sales, administrative; among
these are included a significant number of creat ve
Jjobs that can be associated to the arts field and
make more than 10 percent of the ent re workforce.

That has also given a new drive to that special
character of the neighborhood linked to arts, en-
tertainments and leisure, which Chelsea had alrea-
dy showed in its gilded era, at the end of ninteenth
century, when theaters and other attractions had
spread out from Broadway to West 23™ Stand along
Sixth Avenue. Then at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, before moving to Hollywood, movie
industries had installed their studies here, using old
warehouses as production studies, and later on song
writers and musical editors had set down in the so-
called Tin-Pan Al ey, with therr studies concentra-
ted along 28" St from Sixth Avenue to Broadway
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In the last decade, off Broadway theaters, dan-
c studios and musical clubs have again flourished
throughout the neighborhood, while along the ri-
ver bank large entertalnment facilities have found
a convenient site.

Economic aspects

For New York as a whole, Chelsea had in the past
and st Il has in our days an important role for freig-
ht transport and storage due to its vicinity to the
Holland and Lincoln tunnels and port structures
through which freight from and to Port Elizabeth'
is transported.

It represents 3 nodal area for supplying goods to
Manhattanand its functions are not limited to freig-
ht receipt and storage, but also to perform many
processing and cond tioning activities. Moreover, with
today s trends towards customized products and
more and more short product life, the importance of
a fast delivering hasincreased, so that stocking areas
are to be very close to the final dest nation.

Some of the old manufacturing activities are now
dechning. Printing, garment manufacture, sewing
machine and mechanical repair shops, not only are
under the pressure of technological obsolescence
and foreign compet it on, but they are also uncapa-
ble of sustaining continous increases in rents. Of-
ten they worked for companies that have been
relocated in other regions in the country or abroad
and they were simply forced to close. Butapart from
trucking and warehousing, always flourishing, the-
re are activ ties, like producer seivices, which are in
a constant growth: in particular, architectural and

1. Port Bzabeth inNew Jersey sa major gort of entiy for importsand
exports to and from the United States
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graphics firms, advertising agencies, artist's and
photographer’s studios, computer software houses.
Many of these services have moved to Chelsea in
the last years, for local rents have been growing
but stliremain lower than in other Manhattan areas.
Loftbuildings offer favorable characteristic for the
se kinds of activit es, because of the:r large spaces
and high ceilings. They are particularly suitable for
artists, who are now permitted by new zoning re-
gulations to install together their studios and resi-
dences in loft apartments in some of the light
manufacturing districts.

Moreover many of these new act vit es can be
located as well below as above residenti al uses, thus
pushing to introduce important changes into regu-
lations in order to permit coexistence In some dis
tr cts of commerc al and residential uses in the same
building.

Retail shops are located mainly in the southern
and central area of Chelsea, their customers being
mainly ne ghborhood residents. Some shops have
been restructured or renovated acquiring a new
luxury look and some have attracted upper class
clientele also from outside. Chelsea seems remote
to most of New Yorkers, but itenjoysa good public
transport network which makes it easy to reach it
from other neighborhoods.

Also the fur industiy, flower market, and anti-
ques commerce have found a niche in the new
Chelsea.

Significant has been the growth of arts galle
ries, both in number and importance, many of them
transferred here from Soho and Tribeca in restruc-
tured large warehouse or parking lots, creating a
real new city center for contemporary arts.

in conclusion, there has been a decline in ma-
nufacturing and industrial uses, which have been
mainy replaced by growing commercial and serv+
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cessectors, specffically high-tech firms, the arts and
entertatnment industry, and commercial business.
Businesc.es have relocated mainly in those areas
where higher is the concentration of loft buildings,
particularly east of Ninth Avenue, where significant
employment levels in services, fiscal :nsurance and
real estate, retail and wholesale trade are repoited.

To the west of Tenth Avenue, an area with a large
number of open uses and low-nse bui dings, employ-
ment densit es are lower, with 3 mix of low intensity
auto-related activities and entertainment enterprises

Infrastructure, extensive building and open spa-
ces, comprising freight yards, warehouses, facto-
nes, rail lines, and piers conformed the physical
character of a large part of Chelsea and indirectly
of ali the neighborhood from the beginning,

In a3 sense, the neighborhood can be seen as a
legacy of the city’s late nineteenthcentury past, as
a residue of transport industries of New York, a si-
tuation that remained largely unchanged until very
recently With the changes underway Chelsea shows
now the potentiai to become again, through a so-
mewhat different approach, a vital center for the
century Just started.

A Short history of Chelsea

The histoty of Cheisea is quite peculiar and in many
respects s linked to the Clarke-Moore family, wh ch
gave it the mprint ing for a decorous place to | ve but
later on also started the industrial exploitation of the
wateifront. Chelsea was onginally a stretch of land
along the marshy bank of the Hudson where some
Algonquin Indian tribes weresettled. The Dutch West
Indies Company which had its sett ements in the
southern part of Manhattan, named Nieuw Amster
dam, acquired the area from the Indians to install the-
re its bowery. Then various terntones, including this
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land, were given by governor Peter Stuyvesant to his
sustainers to be transformed into farms.: in 1664 the
Dutch colony fell under British power and was rena-
med New York, in honor of the Duke of York. About
in 1680, one of the British governors enacted the
"Royal Patents” which re established o d owners ng-
hts on lands north of the town, and the area was
assigned to a Dutch famiy wh ch kept t untl 1750.

At that time a retired British officer Captain Tho
mas C arke, purchased from the Dutch a 94 acre tract
of land, which he named Che sea Farm in memory of
his native home in England. He lived there until the
American Revo ution broke out, leaving his property
to his daughters together with a legacy of English,
middle-class customs and aspirations, His son in law,
Mr Moore, a very influential personality in New York
at the beginning of the ninteenth century, managed
to preserve the unity of the property and left it to his
own son, Clement Moore. The nephew of the Cap-
tain, after making a donation of a part of the estate
to the Episcopal Church for the ground of St Peter's
and the General Theological Seminary, started the
urbanwation of the vastarea in 1830, creating to ths
end the Moore Estate, together with a friend,

The urbanization was implemented under the
Grid Plan, the general urban planning established
in 1811, whichdivided Manhattan in a regular grid
of Avenues and Streets

2. The “Commusionet’s Plan”, generaly known as "Gnd Plan™ lor is
grid siructure, was adopted n 1811 The axsof the gnd were made by
12 avenues 100 #. wide @bour 30 m) runnng a ong the ength of
Manhaltan for about 20 km, and by 155 streets, 60 {1 wide (aboul 18
m) and about 4 km long, wh ch crocsed perpendicu addy the avenues
Recrangular biocks 200 ft (about 61 m) by 600-8.00 f1. (about 183 242
m) were cregted, each one divided n bud ding bis 25t by 10011, so
g vng the possi Iy of an intens ve exploaton of the laryd The plan
hada amge ef! ect on successive expene rices of urban panning and was
cultura ly motsvared as an expression of the nevy Avnencan democ racy
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According to special covenants in the leasing or
selling contracts laid down by the Moore Estate,
the houses were built in bnck or brownstone with
a particular care to ther architecture: 2 to 4 story
rowhouses stepped-back from thestieets, with a
stoop and a front-yard at the entrance, many of
them closed by cast iron raiings.

One of the most famous row in the entire New
York became London Terrace on the 23id Street, a
line of elegant 4-story town houses in Greek Revi-
val style, with cotumns on the facade and a large
front lawn, inspired from similar rows in London.,

Around 1850 the Hudson River Railroad cons-
tructed along Tenth Avenue, closeto the waterfront
and the piers, together with a large freight yard at
the 30th Street. When the urbanization of Chelsea
ended, about in 1880, the district consisted of a
center with residential streets and avenues, a large
area along the nver and to the north edge essen-
tally used for industr a! activities andan area to the
south and towards Sixth Avenue mainty commercal.

In the 1880s there were many millionaires in New
York who had their luxury houses built along Fifth
Avenue. Many big department stores opened do-
ors along Sixth Avenue® and Chelsea became one
of the most attractive ne ghborhoods of New York,
with fine houses, theaters, shopp'ng centers.

Famous actors and writers frequented ts res-
taurants, theaters and hotels, among which Chel-
sea Hotel, today a landmark of the United States
The most luxur ous type of residence hotel in New
York City at the time of its opening, it was a 12
floors Victorian Gothic red bnck building, with
wroughtiron baicories and internaliron and brass

3. Ther tacades wes e Lined with the characterist ¢ cast ron decorations,
remains of which ¢can be admired mainly 1n Soho histone d strc.
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starwell It was later transformed into a hotel.

Until 1900 the only means to connect Jersey City
to New York was transportation by ferry boats. In
the rush hours ferry terminals were prey of chaos
and movement in the city was beset by the enor-
mous number of cars and pedestnan traffic. Six main
railways served 40 piers for freight barges along
the Hudson bank and 41 ferry lines carried 625.000
people eve:y day.

In order to alieviate the difficulties of transpor-
tation, elevated ralways were constructed, one
opened in 1871 along Ninth Avenue, and another
along Sixth Avenue

Atthe turnof the century w th the breakthrough
of new technologies, like electricity. subways, and
suspens on br dge construction, eventually New
York found a long term solution to t% problems of
transportation.

Just at that period of time, new magnificent port
structures were under construction at Chelsea, w th
arow of nine ocean liner piers capable of receiving
modern luxury transatlantic finers, ike the Maurita-
niaand the Lus tania, that the New York Times gree-
ted on the day of inauguration, in 1910, as the most
remarkable urban planning real zat on of the time.

They were designed by the Warren & Wetmore
Architects, and replaced old port structures as well
as the ferry terminal at 14th Street along the water-
front with a row of two story buildings with pre-
cious pink granite facades. In the buildings.
company and ticket offices were located, together
with finely appointed foyers and waiting rooms.
Qver the piers there were two story sheds, the first
for freight and trucking and the second for pas-
sengers.

In 1911 the Chelsea Piers were the destinat on
of Titanic on her maiden voyage, which had the
well known dramatc end. from Chelsea also salled
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the troops for the First and Seeond World Wars and
there arrived the acclaimed participants to the Ber-
lin Olympic Games in 1936.

Together w th the famous and the rch, the liners
carr ed also thousands and thousands of immigrants.
From 1880 to 1920. many miflion people arrived in
New York, the majonty landing at Chelsea: most of
them were just in transit, but many found accommo-
dation in the neighborhood, at least temporanily.

Around 1910, two other importantstructures were
built in Che sea, the Central Post Office and the Penn-
sylvania Stat on, both designed by McKim, Mead &
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White, one of the most celebrated architectural firms
of New York. The realization of the Pennsy vania Rai -
way terminal was the nuc eusof a very b g railway cons
truction and electrification program from Harrson, in
New Jersey, to Queens and was terminated two and a
half years before the Grand Central Station. It included
the construction of two one-way tunnels under the

4. To house ali thvs people 3 large Aumber of tenements were bt For
instarke, around 161h St over 1500 tenant-house, houstng more than
43.000resdents
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Hudson, utilizing new technologes. Thestaton, des g-
ned for a dayly flow of 250,000 people,S was built as a
monumental access to the aty, in imperial Roman style,
wth a Dorc colonnade and a magnificent main con-
course with steel and glass vaulted ceilings

But things started to change. The creaton of im-
m graton slums, the degradation of o d row houses,
the prese nce of e evated railways with their steel su-
pports and the noxious emissions from the trains, the
congestion of streets, all caused a sharp depreciation
of real estate valuesin the neighborhood. Department
stores moved northward and the theater d stricttrans
ferred to Times Square. Then, after the realization of
subways, the elevated railways were torn down, and
for a decade or two Chelsea became an important
center for film production. The Famous Players of
Adolph Zukor were in a warehouse at 221 of 26"
Street, n 1914 MaryPickford p ayed "Tiess oftheStorm
Country" in an old armory, and at 520 of 21* Street
Relance and Majestic Studies promoted Wallace Re d
and Florence Hackett populanity

At the end of the 1920s a phase of renovation
started in Chelsea promoted by real estate develo-

S. Its densolition 0 1363 wasjudged the worst vandalic act n American
hstory ol architetture The New York T mes wrdte that the pasaing ot
the st;al on confirmed the derrwse of an age of opulent elegance and the
prevad ng of real estate va Lie over preservalion The Pennsyhan a Stabon
rebult underground in the same paee, s still the most busy stalionin
the States. serv ng more than 310 000 riders on an avevage weekday,
and aboust 735 teain s

6. Under the new s esestabished by the Zomng Resalut onol 1916 in
response 10 overwhelm ng development 1n Lower Manhattan Ths had
been caured bysteel beam constuct on teciniques and mproved glevaton
breakthroughs whvch Ireed bu Kders from technical restraints that had
tracktionadly im ted bu kdinghetglit The ord naice estabkshed tvro k nds
of requ atens the sepaiat onof wses n the differert districts and resw s
i the bulk and dimensions of buildings. Forl hat reason It s cors dered by
histor ans the frst general a0n ng regu alion in the United States The
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pers.6 but it was very soon stopped by the Great
Depression. A coup e of big projects had the time
to be completed, the new London Terrace and the
Starrett Building, while a park was realized at the
end of 23rd Street.

The old brownstone row of London Terrace, home
of many artistsand according to an architecture wri-
ter "the most old and inteesting private dwellings
of Manhattan®, were demolished and replaced with
an apartment complex. According to the builder,
HenryMandel, one successfuldeveloper of the time,
it was the bigger apartment building in the world
and could lodge more than 4000 peogple.”

Also the 19 story Starrett Lehigh Building was
probably the bigger warehouse of its time. It was
an enormous 2.5 mill on square-foot building and
represented the first attempt to combine a ninteenth
century rail-freight terminal with a twentieth cen-
tury trucking facility: fifty four railroad freight cars
could be handied simultaneously at ts loading doc
ks. It was designed by architect Yasuo Matsui who
followed the Bauhaus concepts, in particular in the
horizontal window-wall design.

2doption of "hs ordnance —afier more Yian twenty years of debate over
overbuildng  was not the consequence of estethic or planming
cordderations, bt rather of the negative effects that new bu Idngs lad
on feal estate va ves o Ine glibouring consi ALEOrD The resoiution Pecdied
thiee categories of uses resdence bisiness and unrestrcted; mareover it
Introdiced the corwept of “envelope”, an external m1 for by Iding
strudiees atdifferent fioors, in order to perm ¢ sunlight % reach the strees
and lower Hoorsof nearbybu idings. n general tems T was prescribed a
vertical heght above e sdevvelk {for nitanaes 30 [t for streets and 150
ft for averues m Midtown) and above that Neigiit the bisid ng had to
step-back accordng 1o 3 plane running ug from the eentre ol the street A
tower of uniim ted haight was perm tted over One Guarter of the area

Thes concept and the resuit ng “weddingcake” cons:rudions became a
tishinctve claracterisic of New York.

7. Eventud y, H.Mangel went bankrupt and lost all his progerty
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Around 1930 the West Side improvement pro-
gram was also launched. It induded the High Line,
the West Side Elevated (Miller) Highway (now de
molished) and the Heny Rudson Parkway, north of
Clinton. The High Line was anelevated rail structu-
re for freight transport: it aimed mainly at elimina-
ting and replacing the dangerous rai way which ran
at grade along Tenth Avenue and had caused so
many fatal accidents. This new line ran along the
west side of Manhattan, paralie! to Tenth Avenue,
crossing many buildings, and with various connec-
tons to many warehouses. Itlinked the freight ter
minal located near the Holland Tunne!with the 30"
Street Yard, continued on to the 60" Street Yard,
and then went north unt | Spuyten Duyvil. The first
section wasopened in 934 and permitted to abo
lish 105 at-grade interse ctions be tween freight cars
and urban traffic.

Chelsea houses continued todeteriorate because
owrers didn’t want to spend anymore for their
masntenance and entire blocks were transformed
intoslums, so that, according to a journalist, in 1939

8, It was targely based on theones and pr nap es that archstects and
p anners had put forward dur ng the Twenties and Thirtes, ncuded the
“towar n the park” concept of the Modermism, It responded ako to
nevy needs brought by car tratic, newconsTuction techniquies and graater
requrements of popu anon I ntroduced a substant al d Herent wsion
of the aity and 1n a certa n way it was 11 conthct with the tradiiond
texture favounng block bu dingand open spaces The ordinance spedfed
al pess ble uses in the different distncts, dmded in three main categones
{residentia , commendal, manufactunng) togetherwith bulk and dens ty
requrements and parking areas. The dominant pasameter to control
bui dng he ght and bulk was the FAR (Floor Area Ratio) which became
as a matler ol fact the sole nsirument for urban plann ng i the Sevent es
and Eighties The “tower in the park™~ principle encouraged the
construction ol tallbul d ngs set back Irom streefline asheight and foor:
area bonuses were granted in compensation for the piovston of free
openspace.
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the neighborhood had fallen down to one of the
most furid reputations in America.

After a period of frantic activity during World
War ll, with troops and materia s sailing for the front,
port actw ties declined very rapidly. Main reasons
were the development of new passenger intercon-
tinental airlines, which brought to an end ocean
liners operation, and the diffus on of the new b g
container-ship, which required large service areas
not available in Manhattan, so freight shippingwas
forced to move to Jersey harbours, the other side
of the Hudson R ver.

Around the Fifties anew urban renovation pha-
se was launched, initialty with a program of publi-
cly funded housing, in the frame of West Side Urban
Renewai Plan. The Elliot Houses were one of the
first post-war realizations of the New York City
Housing Authority. Other projects were the Chel-
sea Houses and the Fulton Houses. They were ca-
rmied out in collaboration with the Committee on
Slums Clearance.

In 1961 a new Zoning Resolution was enacted
which brought many innovations and in particular
the "tower in the park” concept.8

Anoutstanding application of princ ples under-
lying the new regulation was the construction of
Penn South, a complex of 2820 apartments in ten
22 story buildings d stributed on a vast area from
24th to 29th stree ts. It was a co-operative effort of
the International Union of Ladies Garment Workers
and was designed by Herman J.Jessor Architects.
Inaugurated in 1962 by President J.FKennedy, it 1s
reputed the best example of lecorbusien architec-
ture in New York

Then, from the first 1970s, various private re-
habilitation projects of row-houses were real zed
with the aid of fiscal incentives. Also many manu-
facturing buildings in the raw fringes of Chelsea
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that were in a state of real abandonment, attrac-
ted the interests of developers and were transfor-
med into residential lofts, or converted for
businesses and light manufacturing activities.

One interesting recent example of renovations
and restorations design is that of Chelsea Market
(West 15™ Street and Ninth Avenue), a one million-
square-foot former bakery building, which was
transformed by architect Jeff Vandenberg into a
food wholesale and retait market, and as headquar
ters for some leading media companies.

in the last few years other important changes
happened to the Chelsea waterfront. It was inclu-
ded in the Hudson River Park project, a large pro
gram founded in 1986for the reevaluations of all
the Hudson coast. Plans also started toimprove the
small park at the end of 23rd Street and to connect
it with the Hudson River Park, with recreational fa-
ci ities, pedestrian and bicycle paths.

The old fashion port was in a state of complete
destruction, but 4 piers (piers 59 through 62, bet-
ween approximately 17'" and 23 Streets) surv ved.
The New York State Department of Transportation
included the area in a development project and lea-
sed ittoa private enterprise, the Chelsea Piers, They
transformed the piers into a sports and entertain-
ment complex, with athletic facilities, a sw mming
pool, basketball and volley bali courts, a sailing
school avar ety of commercial and recreational uses.
At the inauguration a journalist recalled “the im-

9. A light ril 1s a modern verson of trol eys and ublize vehkles that can
be operated na flemb e way. n tunnels, on elevated lines and at grade
o tty streels It s an approprate choxe wtiere trathc speeds are slow
and high frequenc es are neaded

10. An example of these was the project proposed by Steven Ho |
Aschitects inwwhichihe ste aid structural foundation of a series of hovse,
talled “The Bridge of Houses™, was the ewsiing supersinictive of the
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portant and beautiful construction a ong the port
area on Twelfth Avenue admired by so many pas-
sengers in the past” and now lost for ever.

Other projects involved the possible conversion
of the remains of the High Line. It was proposedto
convert it into a light rail line,’ in order to improve
transport capabilit es in the western part of Chel-
sea, or to transform It for recreational purposes, In
this case 1t was envisioned a sort of a “street in the
air”, with a walkway and a bikeway, offering sight
lines to the HudsonRiver and back toward the cen-
ter of Manhattan. Itcould be t.ed to activ ties along
Tenth Avenue that could open outdecor garden, res-
taurants or cafe on the High Line, made accessible
by some low-intensity transportation technology.
A more ambitious option envisioned a row of
houses, incorporating new and old buitdings with
an elevated pedestrian corrnidor compatible with
recreational and cultural uses. '

Other proposed development projects include
the construction of an elevated park over the rail
yards from Ninth Avenue to the Hudson River and
the extension of Number 7 subway line to the area
west of Ninth Avenue. Moreover, the 2012 New
York City Olimpic Committee recently proposed the
real sation of an O ympic Center in the northwest
corn of Chelsea, with direct subway and commu
ter rail access between Tenth and Twe fth Avenues.

With the new mixed-use zoning category." that
allows commercial and residential uses to be mixed

ra| way ht was foreseen to offera wnety of housing types, also deten: ned
by the stuctive apauty and widih of the ewsting bndge associated
with an elevated public promenade

11.1n 1998 2000 aneiv Zomng Resalut on wasissued by the New York
City Department of Pannng It reversed the onentation of thepreced ng
regulation and re-estab ished the importance of sireetwall wih the
corcent of the “tower on a base” . It a so comf rmed 1he ptncpe of
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within the same building on different floors, and
complete conversion of industrial districts to resi-
dential uses, an extension of the residential areas
are expected, together with the development of a
full range of offices and light activities, like dance
and production studios, art gallenes, and high tech-

nology firms.

Description of the project

from the urban environment study and historic
analysis carried out, some important elements can
te retained. Chelsea is @ much vanegated neigh-
borhood. but its fundamental characteristics are
finked to three main aspects. First, harbour func
tions with the bunch of support activ ties arosen
on the waterfront, which had sucha strongimpact
on its history and can be | ved now in the collect ve
imaginary, as well rooted, entrenched reminiscen-
ces. A second aspect is the rich railway and trans
poit network, in particularthe elevated ralway, with
therr direct effect on the street life. The third one is
the presence of a vital, energetc social life, often
hard life, but also open to arts and cultural seeds
and enjoyng entertainment and play There is also
a forth element that can not be forgotten, namely
the existence of an Historic District and of “bour
geos” residential areas, which in the intention of
its frst real estate developer should have attracted
the rich and the upper class. but became home of
3 mixed population from lower to upper class

people.

contextual deogn 2nd imposed mawmum he ght iimiti in the d frereat
distncts, together wth tighter bulk constraints, in particular for
nshwut ona bu idngs. Addmiona contiols were placed on zoning ot
mergers, and on mechancal space © be deducled fram Itoor area

calculauons ncommerca bu ldngs
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From an urbanistic point of view there are two
main axes; the waterfront, from the Hudson to Tenth
Avenue, and the 23" Street, the widest of the
streets, which runs from 8roadway to the piers and
representsthe principal road crossing the neighbor-
hood about at mid distance from its northern and
southern limits.

An interesting feature of the waterfront is the
remaining section of the High line, the elevated
freight railway which served a series of warehouses
along Tenth Avenue, transporting goods from and
toport terminals. Built around 1935, it was act ve
for a relatively short period and since 1980 has re-
mained closed. The main reason of its rapid decline
was the development of highways and car tunnels
under the Hudson River These new opportunities
displaced goods transportation from rail to truck,
withthe consequent relocation of deposits and fac-
tories away from New York - relocations that were
also dueto the reduction of bulk shipping in favour
of containers shipping and to the decline of Chel-
sea portactivities.

As we have seen, there were different options
to restore and re-use the High Line, from light trans
portation to pedestrian pathway, but all of them
were dropped. The pressure for development by
owners whose lots were crossed by the railway was
strong, and many tracts of the railway were incor-
porated step by step into single lot restructuring
programs, and demolished.

The section stillin place extendsfrom 14" Street
to 34" Street, for about 2 kilometers. In general,

for Chekea ¢ introduced zon ng changes fora substantial poit on of ihe
residential core, aswetl as seversl adjacent coinmeraal and manufactunng
dst cw in order to prowde adequate opportunites tor new housing
developinent and 10 revitalize undesutilized manufactunng iand for tihe
first kme a speca) mized-use distr ct was created in West Che sea
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the land underneath the remaining tracts has been
adapted to new purposes and is utiized in a num-
ber of ways, as structure of small commercial and
industnal build:ngs, or for vehicies parking or
storage.

it is to be underscored that this old line repre
sents the last, only remains of all the New York ele-
vated railways network.

Other features of Chelsea arespotlighted by re-
cent changes happened in the neighborhood, es-
pecially those related with social mix and the
constant growth of entertainment and cultural ac-
tivities.

Aswe have seen, many manufacturing buildings
in the fringes of Chelsea, were left in a state of real
abandonment, but their vast spaces and high cei-
lings were very attractivefor various artistic and lig-
ht activities.

As a matter of fact during the last two or three
years there has been a kind of invasion in Chelsea:
morethan 150 new art galleries have opened their
doors, creat ng “the most significant change in the
geography of th? New York art world since the ad-
vent of SoHo". %

Two examples are the Dia Center for the Arts
(on the West 21 Street and Eleventh Avenue),
housed in an old big warehouse, and the Center
for Creative Arts, Media and Technology that found
a convenient location in the StarrettLehigh Building.

In other restructured building, other kinds of
activ ties have been developed, like at Chelsea Mar
ket. In this case, a distinct retail concourse was crea
ted on the first floor, following the path of the

12. See David Rimanell, "Che sea passage.Pauts Coper *
13. The F1A complex 1s composed of six bu ldings b t between 1359
and 1977 Three hutldings wizre bu k by De Young, NMoscovitz and
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onginal railway used in the past to transport foods
from the Hudson River docks to dfferent depart-
ments of the bakery Quite interestingly the uni-
que industrial qualities of the structures were
maintained. utilizing recovered industrial materials
from the building and other sites during
redevelopment.

These considerations brought to concentrate the
attention on the possibil ty to restore the existing
section of the abandoned High tine and to trans
form tt 1n a pedestr an pathway po nted by diffe-
rent art and light activities, and on a more specific
level, to convert an old building and the raillway
superstructuresexistingon a specificlotin the proxi
mity of the 23%street into an art center

From an architectural point of view, what retai-
nedour attentionwas the fact that in Chelsea many
original and significant buildings have been built:
from the elegant classical row of the old London
Terrace, the cast-iron department stores, and the
opulent redundant old Pennsylvania Stationor Cen-
tral Post Office, to the imposing structures of new
London Terrace and the Bauhaus Starrett Lehigh
Building. There are many other interesting buildings
like those of the National Maritime Union, with a
sloping front wall of white tiles and huge portho-
led w ndows, or the different bui dings of the Fas-
hion Institute of Technology, which was for
Manhattan an architectural achievement of the
twentieth century as representat ve as the General
Theological Seminary had been for the nineteeth
century > While, in a sense, we could say that Chel-
sea has been a place of architectural experimenta-

Rosenberg Architects: the Administration and Techno ogy 8uld ng with
facades incorporatng atuminum panels and gdded window Irames the
Aud tonun, nspired byworks of Brasd an archilects Oscar N emeyer and

ISSN digital: 2448-8828. No. 9 enero-diciembre de 2002.

ANUARIO DE ESPACIOS URBANOS, HISTORIA, CULTURA'Y DISENO

sonia sabbadin

ISSN digital: 2448-8828. No. 9 enero-diciembre de 2002.

205



206

infereses y es9Pacios

tion. on the other hand, apart from a few big buil-

dings, what characterize more the neighborhood is

its small bulk constructions, its human level envi-
ronment.

So, the idea was born to recover the old High
Line and to create along it seeds that can grow
and improve the quality of life, revive curiosity, re-
establish and enrich people relations, a “passeg-
gtatasensoriale” {promenade of senses), a walkway
of the five senses, Its am is to revive a place, to
bring to new life the emotional impact settled in
the sensorial memory of men and womens of the
neighborhood — “a vast harbour.., Millions of im-
migrants... Social and cultural relations and con-
frontation and exchanges” —. And the project goes
to the search of everyone’s hidden memories, with
the hope to incite to open-mindedness and
dialogue.

Eachsingle situation wants to rediscover the joy
of making, tasting, hearing, smelling and watching,
and they culminate in the Centro Delle Arti (Arts
Center), heart of the pathway, piace of encounte-
nng for all the neighborhood, a ways mindful of
social diversity and the art world,

The track floor of the old High Line is restored
and converted into a pedestrian pathway, with many
connections with the street. Along this pathway,
south and north of the art center, a number of ac-
tivities are installed:

e herbariums, where people can grow herbaceous
plants, or just ook at and smell herbs and spi-
ces, and flowers and perfumes;

« music [aboratories, where people canlisten to huts,

Ajicnso Reidy, enclosed in a shel kke a modern scu pture; and Ihe tenth
stors Nagler Hall, characyer zed by crucfonn corcrete elerents. Tliree
mare bui dng s wele added: a syt-story{ 3boratory, the Sh dey Goodman
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folks and classical music, but also to the sound

of the harbour and old luxury ships; or local

bands can play and record their works;
» food retail shops and cafés, where tasting specia
lities, having a light meals or snacks, or enjo-

y ng softdrinks, tea or coffee, and meet people.

At mid way, walking along the High Line, you
find the central place, the art center equipped with
laboratories open to professionals and amateurs,
where you can make a search in the documenta-
tion area or amuse yourself watching the works
shown in the exhibition rooms or watching old pho-
tos or movies

The lot chosen to be transformed as an art cen
terisirregular, it has three entrances: the main en-
trance on West 24™ Street, the others on West 25™
Street and Tenth Avenue.

It is situated, in proximity, on east side, just across
Tenth Avenue, of the imposing 16-story London
Terrace apartment building, but also of the long
row of handsome, mid-19" century three-story
houses, erected on 24" Street by Philo Beebe, a
neighborhood builder, that have been designated
as landamarks in 1970. It is also just a block away
from the busy, elegant and diversified 23 Street,
sorich of historic memories. On the west side, the
Starrett-Lehigh Building, as well as the Chelsea Piers
Sports & Entairtenment are two blocks away Chel-
sea Market is some more away,

Apart from the particular conformation, the
ground is characterized by the tract of elevated rail-
way that runs across the property along its whole
extenston.

Resource Center, and the Dav d Dubinski Student Center They were
designed by De Young Archtects as an adaptaton to New Yok of
Brutahism architeck e
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In 1945 the owner of the lot, the son of Itaian
immigrants, builthere a small building, just beside the
High Line, to house the offices of his truck ng com-
pany " The rest of the surface was used by the com
pany as a parking area for trucks and vans. They were
kept mainly in the open air but part of them also un-
der the overhead structure of the rai way. Nowadays
the ony thing left of this enterprise s the sign board
on the external wall near the main entrance .

The building is made of concrete small blocks. It
is two-story high, w th the off ce on the first floor
and a store on the second floor. Since a couple of
years the first floor has been rented to an art gallery,
while the rest of the property has being occupied for
manyyears by a garage and a car repairing shop.

The rusted iron and boltstructure of the abando-
ned elevated railway representthe predominant ele-
ment of the property. Year after year, many sheds,
facilities and equipment have been added to theover
structure and everywhere in the site, so the structure
appears now in a state of complete degradation.

The design choice was to take the opportunity of
ot characteristics and to convert the trucking com-
pany offices and parking area in an art center, w th
complete recovery of existing structures deared of
every improper addit ons. From a traditional point of
view, ths project could appear somewhat arbitrary
given the small size of the area and the generally
low qualit es of the buidings along the river

However, the existence of one of the last tracts
of the old High Line, together with the site special

14. Dawd Ducchinu, the owner of the iotarried 1n Manhattan In 1910,
at the age 0110,3t the nevw y 1ndugur ated Chelsea Rers, together wth
hsparents Theycamelrom 3 Wk e v age in Tuscany vehere they were
tarmers, and they lound lodgin9 rot far £:om he ka At the very same
persand tme arnved from Italy a so my grand-gr and-father He met b5t
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geometry and locat on, make this place quite suita-
ble to be chosen as the heart of the urban propo-
sal, and to house there the art center.

The project scope was then defined: to realize a
mult-purpose center where artsts could work and
show new arttendendies and to create a space where
residents and touris % could find remembrances of old
Che sea as well as orientation for new development.

The proposal foreseees to div de the lot into three
spaces functionally both distinct and interactve,
which can operate in an autonomous way when
needs. To this end one main entrance is foreseen
on Tenth Avenue and two entrances on 24™ Street.

Functional choices arise from the objective to
offerata glance alimited but complete expenence
of the vast world of arts, which can be gained
through a research area {with a multi-media archi-
ve including a library, and v deos and short films
collections), a working area (with studios and work-
shops), and an exhibition area (wth show rooms,
and annexed services, like offices, a cafeteria, etc),
This function is developed in the central partof the
site, where the High Line runs, so that its spaces
can be reached easily and separately from works
hops or the research area.

The rehab litation project follows the h ghly ethe-
rogeneous character of the neighborhood and the
site itself, and diversifies the three functional areas
utilizing different building typologies. The interven-
tions on existing structures, additions, integrations
and reconstructions were made according to func-

on the other sde ofthe Hudson his fulure wile, who had anr ved nthe
Statesw tha Red Cross mes on lom Swilzedand Iwant to xknowled 9e
my fater, and my fee nds, Natal a indr mi andCiaudio Fantone for theac
encouragerrent and advice
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tional requirements and the principies of b oclima-
¢ architecture.

The choice of a natural climatization of the com-
plex (with consequent reductions in energy con-
sumption costs and CO, emissions) was the bass
for ail the design solutions.

From this angle, an important role for summer
air cooling is played by open spaces. so that the
north-west side courtyard has been retained, To the
same end, the added overstructures have been re-
moved and a patio has been created as a connec
tion unit between the archives bui ding and the
exhibition area.

The core of the intervention is represented by
the ntegration of a tract of the High Line, recon-
verted to exhibition pathway, wth the former offi-
ce building which sides the railway.

On the first floor, partly underneath the High
Line, different units are located, namely the main
entrance hall, a cafeteria, management and offi-
ces, and an exhibition area. They are characterized
by along waterbasinand cooling water walls, which
are partially transparent and permit to see works
shown in the courtyard.

Other exhibiton spaces are situated on the se
cond floor o fthe pre-existing building, which keeps
a distributive function between different complex
buildings, These spaces overlook the floor below
and are connected by suspended galleries to the
laboratory area passing over the courtyard, and to
the projection room situated in the archives area.

The track floor, now a part of the pathway, in-
cludes exh bition stages and presents @ modular roof
which extends onto the existing adjacent building,
as 3 junction element,

The laboratory area, dosing the courtyard on
the west side, has a double height. On the second

sopia sabbadin

floor there is another galiery which has an exhib-
tion function too and is connected to the other areas
of the Center.

The archives buiding has a direct access from
Tenth Avenue. it indudes an electronic archive {on
two storys), the archive of art catalogues, videos,
and short films {on the second floor), and the pro-
jection hall with a foyer.

The metal structure of the raiiway has been va-
lued and utitized as bearing structure of the ele-
ments which sustain the roof, in the laboratories
and exhibit on areas.

A series of pair of metal portals realized with i-
beams with different heights and spans, give the
rhythmto the exhibition pathway. They form a se-
quence of “ru ed surface” double pitch roofs cha-
racterizing the internal space, which encourage a
natural venti ation by convection through the wind
aspiration chimneys installed on top of each pair of
portals.

Air at low temperature, which forms in the court-
yard, is further cooled when passes over the long
water basin. Itenters the exhibition area on the first
floor and becoming warmer rises through grates
reaching the High Line floor, then it is exhausted
through vents opened in the roof. Similarly; natural
ventifation in the laboratory building is obtained by
the double height and upper openings in the outss-
de wall.

Natural dimatization in the projection rcomde
pends on two high ventilation stacks through whr
ch stiled foul air is exhausted, drawing fresh air from
the opposite patio, through ventilation grilles in
connection with a vacuum under the seating. The
archives are ventilated by a system ofinlet - out et ar
vents, connecting with the stailwell, acting as a venti
lation tower by exhausting grilles situated on top.
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