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Real estate disasters, past and present
A post-Irene, post-earthquake look at NYC’s worst calamities for property owners

By Lisa Desal
ropical Storm Irene left New York City mostly unscathed, but the city hasn't always been so lucky. Manhattan
has weathered its fair share of natural and man-made disasters, often with long-lasting effects for the real estate

market. This month, The Real Deallooked back at the worst disasters in the city’s history, real estate-wise.

British occupation

During the Revolutionary War, some
30,000 British and mercenary

troops occupied the city, severely damag-

ing its infrastructure, according to New

York City historian and real estate attor-
ney Warren Shaw. Gunfire destroyed more
than 40 percent of the city’s buildings, in-
cluding the original Trinity Church, he
said, while the nonmilitary population fell
from 25,000 to around 3,000. According
to Shaw, whois senior counsel in the com-
mercial and real estate litigation division
ofthe office of Corporation Counsel of the
City of New York, “No other American city
experienced a comparable level of dev-
astation during the Revolutionary War.”
Luckily, the city’s brief status as capital of
the new United States prompted a bevy
of construction after the war; inclpding
the rebuilding of Trinity-Church and new
the Eastand Hudson Tivers.

The Great Fire of 1835

he Great Fire is said to'have caused

ally, thanany yothereventin NewYorkClty
]ustoryfl'he blaze began insnow-covered

LowerManhattanon thebitterly cold eve-
ningofDec.16. With the East River frozen
solid, firefighters had to cut holes'in the
ice to get water. The fire flattened every-

- o
thingin its patl}; consuming more than 20
blocks of (mostly wooden) buildings near
‘Wall Street. Historians estimate that 674
homesandbusinesses were destroyed, in-
cluding the New York Stock Exchange,
with damages totaling $26 to $4.0 mil-
lion. Recovery, however, was rapid: 500
new buildings wentup within ayear, Shaw
said, and the search for replacement of-
fice space caused land to double in val-
ue. In the wake of the fire, the city’s busi-
ness district expanded from Wall Street
to the rest of Lower Manhattan, which
had previously been mostly residential.
Historians say the fire's destruction also
prompted wealthy New Yorkers to start
moving Uptown — which at that time
meant Bond Street, Great Jones Street
and Astor Place.

The Draft Riots of 1863
eled by anger over the first feder-
al conscription act and hardships
caused by the Civil War, the Draft Riots
brought days of rioting, looting and arson.

More than 100.people died and some 50
buildings were (lam@ged ordestroyed by
fire, Shawsaid, mcl'uﬁ.mg the Bull’s Head
Hotel on 44th Streetand the Fifth Avenue
%o.me‘pf MayurGﬁorge Opdyke. Property

damdge was estimated at $1to $5 million,
he said. Perhaps more important for the
city’s real estate market, the riots led to

stricter regulations for tenement condLv "

tions. The Tenement House Act of 1867,

for example, specified one water tap in- | s

side each building, one toilet for every |
20 residents, and no occupancy by farm |
animals.

The General Slocum disaster
nJunel5,1904, fire broke outaboard
the General Slocum, a steamboat

that had been chartered by St. Mark’s

Evangelical Lutheran Church for its an-

nual picnic. Facing rottenlifejacketsand a

was the deadliest day in the city’s history.
Most of those on board were of German
originand hailed from the Little Germany,
or Kleindeutschland, on the Lower East
Side. Kleindeutchland was already on the
‘wane when the fire struck, with upwardly
mobile immigrants moving to pricier ar-
eas. Butthe disaster accelerated the rapid
dissolution of the neighborhood, because
survivors and victims’ relatives were un-
willing to remain in an area so associated
with tragedy. By 1910, the German com-
munity was virtually gone from the area,
replaced by other immigrant groups. “It
wasreallyaunique tragedy [that] affected
the social composition of a district,” said.
author and historian Edward O'Donnell.

The blackout of 1977
ightning struck a Consolidated Ed-
Lison substation along the Hudson
River during a heat wave in the summer
0f 1977, prompting a massive power fail-
ure throughout most of the city. With the
country facing an economic downturn
and the city nearly bankrupt, vandal-
ism and rioting broke out in poor neigh-
borhoods, especially in Crown Heights,
Bushwick and Fort Greene. When it was
all over, 1,616 stores had been eitherlooted
or damaged, more than 1,000 fires were
set, and 3,776 people were jailed. A Con-

gressional study later put the damage at
$300 million. The impact on the real es-
tate market was long-lasting. “Insurance

crew untrained in emergency pr

over1,000 passengers died. Until 9/11, it

Is started to change their poli-
cies and stopped writing policies forbusi-

nesses [in those areas], so these blocks
never gotrebuilt,” O’Donnell said. “Aslate
as the mid-1990s, you could not find an
ATM, bank, grocery store or theater in
Fort Greene and parts of Harlem.”

Sept. 11,2001
Killing nearly 3,000 people, the ter-
rorist attacks of Sept. 11,2001, had a
profound effect on the overall psychology
and economy of the city, not to mention
the real estate market. According to the
Alliance for Downtown New York, some
14million square feet of commereial office

spaceinLowerManhattan was damagec'l,
more than 20,000 residents were atleast
temporarily displaced, and hundreds of
shops and restaurants closed, some per-
manently. The repercussions were severe
forthe commercial market: Officeleasing
activity dropped some 40 percent in the
areabetween 2001and 2003, according to
the Alliance. Butas Manhattan’s economy
improved in the mid-2000s, that trend
reversed, and leasing activity increased
120 percentbetween 2003 and 2006. On
the residential side, 9/11 had very little
impacton the overall Manhattan market,
according to appraiser Jonathan Miller.
The median sales price for a Manhattan
apartment was $420,000/in the fourth
quarter of 2001, he said, and by the next
year, it had grown to $450,000. Lower.
Manhattan, however, did see an exodus
of residents after 9/11. “No one with chil-
dren wanted to live here with the dust,”
said Barbara Ireland, an associate broker
at DJK Residential and longtime Battery
Park City resident. By January of 2002,
the value of a one-bedroom apartment
in Battery Park City had dropped from
around $400,000 to roughly $250,000,
she said. “Sales in BPC have had a very
slowclimbback”sheadded. mo




