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Elected Officials and Community Leaders
Rally for Landmarked 200-Year-Old House  

Made Famous in Film, TV, & Broadway,
Now Slated For Demolition

Demand Accountability from Owner, 
Stricter Oversight from City, 

and Reform of System for 
Protecting Vulnerable Historic Landmarks

Manhattan — Community preservation organization Village  
Preservation was joined today by State Senator Brad Hoylman, 
City Councilmember Erik Bottcher, Assemblymember Deborah 
Glick, and Community Board 2 (Manhattan) for a press conference 
outside 14 Gay Street, a 200-year-old landmarked house in Green-
wich Village, to address the recent order by the NYC Department of 
Buildings to demolish the building. The beloved structure was the 
home in the 1930s of author Ruth McKenney, whose writings about 
her time here became the New Yorker stories, book, play, film, and 
radio and TV series My Sister Eileen, about two young Midwestern 
transplants who moved to New York City, and which later became 
the basis for the Leonard Bernstein musical and movie Wonderful 
Town. Based upon recent work on the landmarked structure, the 
Department of Buildings has ruled it unsafe and ordered it to be 
demolished, and has said the same may be necessary for adjacent 
16 Gay Street, also built in 1827 and under the same ownership. 

Those gathered pointed out there had been violations for years on 
these fragile historic buildings, as well as complaints about unsafe 

work and hazardous conditions. Six months ago, 14, 16, and 18 Gay 
and adjacent 16, 18, and 20 Christopher were purchased by Lionel 
Nazarian, a landlord with a track record of creating allegedly hazard-
ous conditions and what tenants called “a living hell” of harassment, 
denial of services, and dangerous work at his other nearby proper-
ties. Village Preservation and other speakers also pointed to the 
fact that this was the 10th landmarked early 19th century rowhouse 
in Greenwich Village that the city has ordered demolished in the 
past year, indicating a grievous lack of proper oversight by city 
agencies charged with protecting these historic structures. Those 
gathered called for full accountability from the owner, contractor, 
and engineer, as well as from the Department of Buildings and the 
NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission for their failure to act, for 
an overhaul of the city’s system for monitoring the safety of fragile 
historic landmarked properties, and strict 360-degree oversight of 
work and conditions at this owner’s six adjoining properties on this 
block, which are all of similar age and condition. 
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Andrew Berman, Executive Director of Village Preservation, 
said: “This house survived 200 years through the Draft Riots, 
nearby dynamiting for the construction of the subway and PATH 
trains  and demolition of the Sixth Avenue El, a deadly fire in the 
basement, and hurricanes and superstorms. But it couldn’t survive 
six months of ownership by Mr. Nazarian and the flimsy oversight 
of the NYC Department of Buildings and the NYC Landmarks Pres-
ervation Commission. The City failed in its responsibilities here — 
they failed to protect public safety, they failed to protect residents, 
and they failed to protect New York’s history and landmarks. What 
was once a symbol of the dream of coming to New York from any-
where and achieving anything, has instead become a nightmarish 
symbol of greed, craven disregard for safety, and a dysfunctional 
New York City bureaucracy that can’t do its job. How much more of 
a warning did the city need? There had been violations, com-
plaints, and dangerous conditions at this and adjacent houses 
under the same ownership for many months; these houses are all 
two centuries old and fragile, designated landmarks; and the new 
owner has a history of creating hazardous conditions and harass-
ing tenants. Did he need to hang a giant sign on the buildings 
saying ‘Warning — This Building Is In Danger!’? There is something 
very wrong when this is the 10th landmarked 200-year-old house 
in this neighborhood to be ordered demolished by New York City 
on account of safety in a year. We demand full accountability from 
the owner and his employees, as well as from the Department of 
Buildings and the NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission for 
their failure to act, an overhaul of the city’s system for monitor-
ing the safety of fragile historic landmarked properties, and the 
strictest possible 360-degree oversight of work and conditions at 
this owner’s six adjoining properties on this block, which are all of 
similar age and condition. This should never have happened, and 
this must never happen again.” 

City Councilmember Erik Bottcher said: “I demand account-
ability for the people who allowed this historic building to 
deteriorate to the point of imminent collapse. Nothing is more 
important than human life and safety, but the City shouldn’t 
allow bad actors to get away with reckless construction prac-
tices that result in demolition. I stand with Village Preservation 
and the neighbors of Gay Street in expressing outrage about the 
loss of this historic structure.”

State Senator Brad Hoylman said: “It’s unacceptable that yet 
another historic building in the Greenwich Village Historic District 
is facing the wrecking ball. The fact that 14 Gay Street is the 10th 
historic building to have been demolished in the Village strongly 

suggests that the city agencies in charge of monitoring and  
protecting historic buildings aren’t doing their job. We demand 
that this change.”

Assemblymember Deborah J. Glick said: “It is disheartening to 
see the potential loss of yet another landmarked building. 14 Gay 
Street is a rare example of early 1800s architecture that helped to 
give Greenwich Village its historic charm, appealing to the local 
community and tourists alike. I urge the City to halt this demolition 
and not reward unpermitted work by allowing miscreants to ben-
efit from flouting the law. The City must do more to preserve our 
landmarks by recognizing their value to our neighborhoods and 
working to ensure the stability of their infrastructure even when 
unexpected challenges arise during construction or renovations.”

Chenault Spence, chair of the Landmarks Committee of 
Greenwich Village’s Community Board 2, said: “CB2 Manhat-
tan has great concern about neglected properties in the district 
and sends notice to the Landmarks Commission as situations 
come to its attention. Further, funding for monitoring and bringing 
owners of buildings to account by the Landmarks Commission 
for neglected properties has been placed in the top ten priorities 
of the board for the 2022–2023 fiscal budget requests. Without 
additional funding for proactive enforcement and accountability, 
NYC remains complicit in demolition by neglect, so clearly evident 
with 14 Gay Street.”

The six adjacent buildings at 14, 16, and 18 Gay Street and 16, 18, 
and 20 Christopher Street were all purchased by Lionel Nazarian 
for $12 million in April of this year. Prior to that, they were owned 
by the Gopher Group, and prior to that for seven months in late 
2019 they were owned by the City of New York, who took posses-
sion of them when longtime owner Celeste Martin died without 
a will in December 2018. Public records show a long list of public 
complaints filed, violations issued, and hazardous conditions 
found at these buildings during that time period. 

Just a year ago, Village Preservation and elected officials protested 
(see www.villagepreservation.org/meatpacking-protest) when 
the Department of Buildings and the Landmarks Preservation 
Commission similarly authorized the demolition of nine nearly 
200-year-old landmarked houses just a few blocks away at 351-55 
West 14th Street/44-54 Ninth Avenue, after work authorized by 
those two agencies “revealed” hazardous conditions. 
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About Village Preservation (VP): VP is a neighborhood-based 
501(c)(3) nonprofit founded in 1980, with a mission to document, 
celebrate, and protect the special architectural and cultural 
heritage of Greenwich Village, the East Village, and NoHo. It is the 
largest membership organization in these neighborhoods, and 
has secured landmark designation for over 1,250 buildings there 
and zoning protections for nearly 100 blocks. Its free educational 

programs serve tens of thousands of children and adults each 
year, and its online resources reach nearly 1.5 million. The group 
advocates for landmark designation for historically significant 
sites, proper zoning to protect the scale and character of these 
neighborhoods, promotion of small independently owned busi-
nesses and local cultural institutions, and for a healthy, livable, 
diverse community. Its website is www.villagepreservation.org. 
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WARNING SIGNS FOR 14 GAY STREET:
•  Consistent complaints about work on site to LPC  

and DOB

•  200-year-old landmarked structure with inherently 
sensitive structure, surrounded by similar  
fragile structures 

•  Precarious conditions at building and serious  
safety issues left unresolved for increasingly long 
periods of time 

•  Violations and hazardous conditions going back years  
on these and adjacent structures with common  
ownership, including during the seven months  
they were owned by NYC in 2019. 

•  A new owner with documented track record as  
a bad landlord — HPD brought a case against him  
and tenants reported illegal work, hazardous 
conditions, withholding of basic services, and 
harassment to drive them out.

WHY WASN’T THE CITY ABLE TO SAVE 14 GAY STREET?

www.villagepreservation.org



WE DEMAND:
•  Full accountability for the owner, contractor, and  

engineer for their role and responsibility in creating  
these conditions

•  Full accountability from the NYC Department of Buildings 
and the NYC Landmarks Preservation Commission as to 
how and why this was allowed this to happen 

•  An audit of and meaningful reform to the DOB and 
LPC systems for monitoring conditions and work on  
fragile historic buildings, which currently allows  
them to slide into disrepair and then be demolished  
as “safety hazards”

•  Every effort on the part of the city and the owner to 
ensure neighboring properties, including the immediately 
threatened 16 Gay Street (also owned by Nazarian), are 
not compromised and do not also have to come down

•  The strictest and most rigorous possible oversight 
and review of conditions and work at every one of  
the buildings Mr. Nazarian owns on this block:  
14-18 Gay Street, and 16-20 Christopher Street

www.villagepreservation.org


