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Auctioning of a Firehouse
Sets Landmark Precedent

By ROBERTA B. GRATZ

The sale of the city s most
beautiful firehouse to a
Chinatown elvic group closes
a thorny chapter in the long
story of how New York
should handle landmarlk
properties.

Engine Co. 31 st 87 La-
fayette St—a French Ren-
ajssance chateau bult I
1895 to be the “finest fire-
house In the world”"—was
purchased last week at the
¢ity's real estate auction for
$45,000 by the Chumtown
Service Center,

The property was first put
up for auction last year but
withdrawn undey pressure
by Borough President Sutton
and - architectural preserva-
tdon groups, The feeling then
was for the city to set an
example in finding new uses
for landmarks or at least
restrict sales with provisions
to guarantee preservation,

With its “corher tower,
dormér Windows' and  laey
details, the department.’
showplace * was vacated in

the mid-'60s and desigmt,ed G

& landmark In 1970, It has
been vacant and deterlorat-
ing ever since, -

‘City officlals argued that”

it was too expensive for city
use so protective restrictions
were worked out to'auotien
the property. A designated
landmark may not ex-
ternally altered without ap-
proval of the Landmarks
Preservation Commission.
This was the first case in
which protective restrictions
were worked out for the sale
of a city-owned landmark,
thus establishing a prece-
dent for the auciioning -of

other landmarks and land-

mark-quality pioperties,

. Thomas K. Wsmg'. hoard
chairman of the nen-profit
Chinatown Service Center,
estimates that it will take
“a minimum of $400,000 to
begin using the building for
a senior citizens center.” He

hopes - to. have it “in shape i

within' & year.

Wang said he has cooper-
ated with many city agen-
cies fo arrange the purchase,

made with privately- raised [

funds. Eventually, he’ says,
he expects publi¢’ funds te
help: support the program.

The three-story structure, |
‘8 popuwlar attraetion en |-

Lower Manhattan tours, was
designed by the firm of Na-
poleon Le Brun: with’ Stan-
ford White as consultant,

“Fhat was a time of great
civie pride in public build-
ings,” notes architect - Wil-

liam Shopsin, “and it 1s the

same French Renaissance
style that was used for
many of the first manslons
along Fifth Avenue, such as
the Felix M. Warburg House,

which ls now the Jewish Mu—-

seum.”
The civie gr o‘tm s plans also

- call for having a library, s0--
¢lal service offices and edu~ -

cational programs in the
building.

- The fireliouse st 87 Lafayette St. .
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