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Lofty
Ambitions

Their gritty past aside, repurposed industrial spaces, with
their soaring ceilings and brilliant light, remain—at all price
points—some of the city’s most sought after real estate

BY EMILY NONKO

“HISTORY FLATTERS THE PAST BY FORGETTING
half of it,” stated Peter Stamberg, and his hus-
band and business partner, Paul Aferiat, quickly
agreed. “That’s a good quote,” Mr. Aferiat chimed
in. They're talking about living in New York in
1974, when Mr. Stamberg followed up on a Vil-
lage Voice ad to rent half of the seventh floor of a
warehouse on Fifth Avenue and 19th Street, near
Madison Square Park—back then, known also
as “Needle Park.” As for the apartment, “No one
wanted it,” said Mr. Stamberg.
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That first winter, there was no heat in his
apartment—"I caught the flu and thought I was
going to die,” Mr. Stamberg said—and they didn’t
bring home large grocery bags in case the eleva-
tor would be down, again. Every Friday, they filled
the bathtub with water in case the pump went off
during the weekend and no one could fix it, again.
“It was very rough living, and people thought we
were nuts,” said Mr. Stamberg.

But then again, there was the space, and cheap
rent ($450 a month) to go with it. Impossibly high
ceilings, big windows and enough room for Mr.
Stamberg, an architect, to set up a woodshop
and build a 10-foot-tall pyramid around his bed.

Later, the 14th floor of the building became avail-
able and the landlord offered it to Mr. Stamberg
under the condition he would find a tenant to
fill his old loft. (“At that time, it was really hard to
find anyone,” he noted.) He and Mr. Aferiat moved
upstairs, eventually opening their architecture
firm, Stamberg Aferiat + Associates, next door.

Both the apartment and office still occupy the
14th floor, although their loft is now a reflection
of accomplished architects—and art collectors—
rather than struggling ones. Mr. Aferiat and Mr.
Stamberg know they'’re living in a very different
New York, one where their apartment would be
priced into the thousands for rent. (They are pro-
tected from such rent hikes under New York's loft
law, designed to protect living in com-
mercial buildings by bringing buildings up to res-
idential safety and fire codes, as well as offering
rights and rent protection.) “We feel so lucky,” Mr.
Aferiat said. “And we will never leave.”

The downtown lofts inhabited by artists like
Mr. Aferiat and Mr. Stamberg in the '60s and '70s
set the standard for how artists wanted to live in
New York—only now, the artists have moved to
the far reaches of the outer boroughs in seek of
cheap rent in old buildings. It also seemed to set
the standard for how everyone in New York wants
to live, including people willing to pay millions.

THE STORY OF THE NEW YORK LOFT STARTS IN
Soho, a neighborhood known as “Hell's Hun-
dred Acres” (because of all the fires) when artists
started moving in around the 1960s. “As factories
became obsolete, artists were drawn to them be-
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