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L ,C.ryatids
AndAll,
West 57th
Is Selling

Investors Begin
To See Gold
Off Fifth Avenue

By TERRY PRISTIN

For a decade and a hatf, the
stretch of 57th Street between Fifth
Avenue and the Avenue of the Ameri-
cas has struck many real estate spe-
cialists as a missed opportunity.
While the block of 57th between Fifth
and Madison Avenues is studded
with fancy stores like Chanel, Yves
St. Laurent and Burberry, the block
directly to the west makes do with
less glamorous retail tenants paying
a fraction of the rent.

Ever since Henri Bendel closed its
elegant 57th Street store in l99l and
moved around the corner to Fifth Av-
enue, its former block has lacked a
clear identity, brokers say.

It  has one of the city 's premier of-
flce addresses - 9 West 57th St.,
where hedge-fund tenants pay top
rents to have a vlew of Central Park
- and a new midtown branch of
Nobu, the popular TriBeCa Japa-
nese-Peruvian restaurant.

But i t  also has a McDonald's. low-

I priced clothing stores l ike Bolton's

I and Strawberry, and a shop with

I bronze sculptures of lions and golf

I  caddies spi l l ing onto the sidewalk.

I  Annual rent for retai l  space just to
I the east of Fif th Avenue has cl imbed

I to $aso to g900 a square foot or more,

i  more than four t imes the amount
I that most retail tenants to the west

are payrng.
Since January, however, several

small buildings on the block have
changed hands, with the fifth and
costliest deal scheduled to close next
month. The buyers paid $605 to $743 a
square foot and were willing to ac-
cept a low initial rate of return of
about 5 percent on the bet that rental
income from the properties is poised
to improve.

"It's unusual lor five buildings to
trade within a six-month period on
the same block." said Richard Bax-
ter, one of the team of Cushman &
Wakefield executive directors who
marketed four of the buildings. "It

shows that there is strong, strong in-
vestor appetite for prime Midtown
buildings, and on 57th Street in par-
ticular because of the retail and of-
fice components."

He said recent new developments
like the Hearst Tower on Eighth Ave-
nue and the Time Warner Center at
Columbus Circle have also encour-
aged talk of West 57th Street as a
high-end shopping destinat ion.

A small portion of it already is. Im-
mediately to the west of the Bergdorf
Goodman entrance at 3 West 57th
Street. a succession of luxurY re-

tai lers - the most recent being the
jeweler Bulgari -  have opened tem-
porary stores in recent years while
their permanent spaces were being
renovated.

"Any temporary tenant that goes
into that store does incredibly well,"
said Faith Hope Consolo, the chair-
woman of Prudential Douglas Elli-
man Retai l .  Brokers say the space
commands an annual rent of more
than $800 a square foot. Adjacent to
the temporary space is a town house
that was leased to Ascot Chang, a
men's clothier that is buying i ts own
space on Central Park South.

But then comes the long curved fa-
cade of the Solow Building, at I  West
57th Street. Brokers say the design
interrupts the retail window line both
because the building is set back from
the sidewalk and because it has no
retail space other than the restau-
rant 8Vz. "It creates a bit of resist-
ance," said Alan Victor, an executive
vice president of the Lansco Corpo-
ration, a company that represents
tenants. "I t 's not retai l- fr iendly."

There are other defects on the
block, including another setback in
front of 40 West 57th Street, on the
south side. That side also has a weed-
covered empty lot, which could re-

main undeveloped for years. The
owner .  Je f f r ies  Av lon .  has  no  imme-
diate plans to develop i t ,  said a
spokeswoman, Michele de Milly.

From a retail perspective, the
block is something of a hodgepodge.
"If you're a luxury-goods retailer,
you don't want to be next to a Mc-
Donald's or a coffee shop," said Ben-
jami r r  Fox ,  an  execut ive  v ice  pres i -
dent at the real estate f irm New-
mark  Kn igh t  Frank .

Of the newly acquired bui ldings,
al l  but the small  structure at 49 West
57th Street that houses the Straw-
berry store, were bui l t  in the early
part of the 20th century, including 3l
West 57th Street, which has been
leased to Rizzol i  lnternational Publi-
cations since 1984. Original ly a resi-
dential brownstone when the block
was l ined with mansions owned by
prominent New York famil ies l ike
the Roosevelts, the bui lding was al-
tered for commercial use in the
1920's, when the other three Art Deco
buildings were completed.

Those bui ldings have high cei l ings
that appeal to art gal ler ies. Other of-
f ice tenants include dentists and doc-
tors and fashion designers. The most
ornate of the bui ldings is the former
Chickering Hall  at 29 West 57th

Street, which is decorated along the
roof l ine with gi lded caryatids, or
statues of draped female f igures, and
was once the headquarters of a piano
manuf acturing company.

That building and three of the oth-
ers - at 31, 49 and 50 West 57th
Street - were bought by a part-
nership of two major New York com-
panies, Vornado Realty Trust, a real
estate investment trust, and the
Lefrak Organization, the owners of a
34-story office building at 40 West
57th Street.

Frank T. Piazza said his Green-
berg & Hammer dressmaker sup-
ply store at 24 W.57th Street is
tlre last survivor of nrany such no-
tions shops on the block.

Berndt Perl,  left ,  and Ken-
neth S. Aschendorf of
APF Properties, said they
planned to improve the fa-
cade of 24 W. 57th Street.

Richard S. LeFrak, the chief exec-
utive of the Lefrak Organization,
sa id  tha t  in i t ia l l y  the  compan ics
were competing against each other
for the propert ies. "We decided that
rather than kill each other we would
just join forces," he said.

Vornado executives declined to be
interviewed. But Mr. LeFrak said:
"We feel that retai l-wise, the strect
has a pretty good future. If you look
at the rents east of Fif th Avenue and
the rents west of Fif th Avenue, thev
are quite a bit less. Fifty-seventh and
Fifth is ground zero. There's no rea-
son there should be that kind of dis-
pari ty." He said that Vornado was
negotiat ing with Rizzol i  to extend thc
publishing company's lease.

Vornado and Lefrak also bid on thc
largest of the propert ies, the Nov
York Gallery Building at 24 West
57th Street. But they were outbid by a
smaller New York company, AI)[ :
Propert ies, which agreed to buy i t
for $69 mil l ion. 

' I 'he 
sel ler, Sit t  Assct

Mana€iement, paid $40.7 mil l ion for
the bui lding in 2004 and then spenl
$450,000 to upgrade the lobby. AI)F
intends to pour more money into t lre
bui lding by improving the facadc.
"You don't  notice i t  when you walk
by," said Berndt Perl,  a principal
w i th  APF.

The company plans to cornbinc t lr t '
retail spaces - one tiny store is r':r-
cant and two others have leases that
explre next year - to attract a nl ir-
jor retai ler. Original ly bui l t  as a dc-
par tment  s to re ,  the  bu ik l i r rg  wa: ;
conrb incd  w i th  25  West  56 th  S t r t ' t ' l
(where Beacon restaurant is now) in
the 1940's. Kenneth S. Aschendorf,
another principal,  said the compalry
would seek an annual rent of at lei .rst
$400 a square foot - an amount that
Ms. Consolo said seemed l ike a
stretch for this location.

But C. Bradley Mendelson, an ex-
ecutive director at Cushnran &'
Wakefield, said thal the retai ler (-- lul)
Monaco had agreed to  pay  tha t  n rLr r ' l r
in  2002,  when i t  dec ided to  r l rovo  i t : i
f lagship to west 57th Street, f i l l ing
the space once occupied by a movit'
theater.

But rent of that magnitude is out of
reach for one of the block's longcst-
running tenants, Greenberg & Hirnr-
mer, a sewing supplies store thirt
carr ies everything from hooks arrr l
eyes to elast ic hat straps and elbo\r '
patches. Founded in 1919, the sholr
moved to 24 West 57th Street in I txi l .
when the area had a number of frr lr
r ic stores. The owner. Frank [) iazzrr.
sa id  he  fc l t  p roud tha t  Grccnbcrg  &
Hammer  had managed to  ou t las t  t l r r '
fabric shops.

"We're the last holdout," said IUr
Piaz.za, who hopes to find another lo-
cation. " l t 's kind of a bit tersir 'ect
thing. I t  makes me feel good that r i  l
were able to do this."
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