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Brownstoning—
The How-To

By ROBERTA BRANDES GRATZ

N THE EARLY '60s the “brownstoners' were
called New York's modern pioneers, long on guts
but shert on sanity. Later they were seen as the
most hopeful sign that the city would not lose all
of Its middle cass to the sprawling suburbs and as—
maybe, just maybe—the ones with the best idea of how
to live in a clty of vacancy decontroband spiraling rents.
There s no precise way to count them—the city
doesn't keep such figures—but one measure of their
growing numbers and durability Is the prollferation of
articles, lectures and books At least half a dozen books
out now are specifically aimed at the New York brown-
stone renovator. Five vears ago, any publisher would
have considered the audience too limited.

Three books of particular Interest offer historical
perspectives and practical advice: “You Don’t Have to Be
Rich to Own a Brownstone” (Quadrangle), by Joy and
Paul Wilkes; “Bricks and Brownstone—The New York
Row House, 1783-1920" (McGraw-Hill), by Charles Loel-
wood; and “Buying and Renovating a House In the. Cily
—A Practical Guide" (Knopf), by Deirdre Stanforth and
Martha Stamm. T

Lockwood's “Bricks and Brownstons” Is perhaps of
greatest histod 1 and visual appeal. A lucid examina-
tion of the architectural styles—from Federal to Roma-
nesque—of the New York row house and the lifestyle’ of
its residents, Lockwood's book Is richly illustrabed with
old photographs and engravings.

The book's sales, despite lts $18 price tag, also re-
fiect & growing Intevest In the city's rapldly disappearing
past,

Lockwood, at 24 already a widely published writer
on architectural history, is a New Yorker by cholce. Born
In Washington, D. C, and a 1870 Princeton graduate, he
Is now a brownstoner In Brooklyn's Fort Greene, Actual-
Iy, “row house" Is the more accurate term but the brown-
stone was so prevalent In the 19th Century—because of
handy New Jersey and Connecticut quarries—that almost
any row house, even one with a brick or limestone facade,
is called a brownstone. {Lockwood's, however, has a real
brownstone facade.) T

“The grandeur of the houses reflected the social
competition in New York in the 19th Century,” Lockwood
says. “They were a status symbol and the architecture
was obviously Intended to impress.” With proper eare and
preservation, brownstones still ean be mighty Impressive,

# * *
Anyone who has renovated a brownstone can testify
that dizaster lurks at every turn:
Unli 1 whao with the money
while the wires are still hanging and the bathtub [s in
the front hallway. Bullding codes and I that

No more running away?

“really taken by & bona fide crooked contractor.”

A brownstoner on Manhattan's W. 83d St., she set out
with & more knowledgeabls friend, Martha Stamm, “to
warn people about getting professional inspections ahead
of time, learning about zoning laws, plumbing, wiring,
heating and to tell them how to decide If an architect
was needed and how to choose one.” ~

# * *

Joy and Panl Wilkes are In their early 30s and part-
ners with another couple In a Park Slope brownstone
that required a $5000 down payment from each couple.
They, too, didn't consider writing their “You Don't Have |
to Be Rich to Own a Brownstone” until their own reno- |
vation was completed In August 1970,

“Neither of us,” Paul Wilkes recalled, “had done
more than drive a nall Into the wall to hang a picture.
We bought two handyman book® and wound up doing |
most of the work our = 1 nd |
heating—because every time we
it was just terrible.

“We felt there should be a book telling people about
what they would have to go through. That's what we did,
covering everything one needs to know—from scouting

pt for a
had someone clse do It, |

make preservation of claborately carved wooden stalr-
cases or working fireplaces near Impossibllitles because
they don't easily conform to 20th Century standards,
Craftmen who have lost ull pride of craft. Workmen who
mix cement in the middle of the parquet floors, painters
who ‘abuse the well-preserved woodwork and bankers.
who have no faith |n bulldings smaller than Co-op City.

The other two books are thus Important for aspiring
brownstone rencvators, Stanforth and Stamm's “Buying
and Renovating a House in the City;". gives advice —
from wiring to pl ing—useful to any h or
even apartment dweller,

Mrs, Stanforth decided on the book after she was

1 areas for a house, to where to get money, what
banks are good in each area, phone numbers, all the
specifies.” The Wilkes' book is the newest around and Is
Just now reaching the beok stores. It Is completely up to
date even with property and renovation price ranges in
specific neighborhoods,

Potential or present brownstoners should also be
aware of .the Brownstone Revival Committee at 230 Park
Av., whose bimonthly newsletter. ($5 a year) Is an In-
formation-filled bulletin,

The Brownstoner carrles up-to-date articles on bulld-
Ing code changes, financing forccasts and new renova- ||
tion techniques. It lists house tours, practloal courses
offered, latest publications and newest useful products.




