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May 4, 2017 
 
 
Hon. Meenakshi Srinivasan, Chair 
NYC Landmarks Commission 
1 Centre Street, 9th Floor 
New York, NY  10007 
 
 
Re: Additional Information and Emergency Request for Evaluation (RFE) 
       for 827-831 Broadway/47 East 12th Street, Manhattan 
 
Dear Chair Srinivasan, 
 
I write to supply additional critical information regarding the historic significance 
of 827-831 Broadway/47 East 12th Street to supplement our earlier RFE 
(attached), and to urge you to expeditiously calendar these imminently threatened 
buildings for immediate consideration for landmark designation.  These buildings 
were designed by one of New York’s preeminent 19th century architects, Griffith 
Thomas, an innovator both in the use of cast iron and in introducing important 
new architectural styles to the United States. The buildings were connected to two 
of the most important and innovative American businesses of the 19th century, 
Lorillard Tobacco and Wilson Sewing Machines, which revolutionized not only 
American commerce and domestic life but advertising and popular culture. In the 
20th century, the buildings were home to great artists and works of photography, 
including Willem de Kooning, and for decades attracted a “who’s who” of 
entertainment world luminaries to its renowned antiques dealership. 
 
As previously discussed, these buildings were constructed by Pierre Lorillard III, 
grandson of Pierre Abraham Lorillard, who started the family tobacco business 
with a factory in Lower Manhattan which eventually expanded to locations 
throughout New York City.  Pierre I was the first man to make snuff in North 
America. His company would become one of the largest tobacconists in the United 
States.  Considered pioneers of marketing, the Lorillard logo of a Native American 
smoking a pipe beside a hogshead or barrel of tobacco was said to be the best 
known trademark in the world, and in fact became the basis for the “Cigar Store 
Indian” which proliferated throughout the world. According to the Advertising Age 
Encyclopedia of Advertising, “some historians credit the Lorillard Brothers…with 
creating the earliest known advertising campaign in 1789.” 
 
Subsequent to this a series of important manufacturers, distributers, artists, and 
purveyors of culture consistently occupied these buildings throughout their 
existence, reflecting both New York’s growth and evolution and Union Square’s 
unique role as a crossroads of commerce and the arts.  Not long after it was 
constructed, 827-829 Broadway served as the headquarters and showroom of 
Wilson Sewing Machines.  Allen Wilson invented the sewing machine in 1850, 
and his company revolutionized the process by which clothing was manufactured 
and repaired.  During the time Wilson Sewing was located here, the company 
grew exponentially, dramatically changing the landscape of American  
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manufacturing and domestic life. It was during this time period that Wilson Sewing 
Machines were awarded the Imperial Order of Francis Joseph at the Vienna Exhibition 
of 1873, from over eighty one competitors from all parts of the world, and the Gold 
Medal of Honor of the American Institute, New York, in September 1873. Additional 
Prize Medals were awarded to the company at the International Exposition, Paris, 1861, 
the International Exhibition in Lindon, 1862 and the Exposition Universalle Paris in 
1868, 1878 and 1889. 
 
Not long after the firm of A.A. Vantine located at 827 Broadway.  Vantine was the 
number one purveyor of imported Japanese arts in the United States, and opened what 
was known as “Vantine’s Oriental Store” at this location.  As reflective of the popular 
and working-class nature of the area, especially as the 19th century wore on and turned 
to the 20th, Vantine’s Japanese wares were geared towards the masses, as opposed to its 
competitors Yamanaka Co., which targeted upper- and upper-middle-class women. In 
time, Vantine added the importation of Turkish rugs to his business and rose to be the 
leading merchant in the field in New York City. His operations compelled him to 
maintain branches and representatives in every part of the United States and in many 
countries abroad. At one time, he had customers in every state of the Union.  
 
Starting in 1958 the upper floor of 831 Broadway served as the loft and studio of 
Willem de Kooning, one of the foremost Abstract Expressionist artists of the 20th 
century and leading figure of the ‘New York School’ of painting.  It was here that he 
painted Rosy-Fingered Dawn at Louse Point, the first of his paintings acquired by a 
European museum, and Door to the River, which is now in the Whitney Museum of 
American Art.  It was also here that in 1962 he was photographed by noted portraitist 
Dan Budnik. That image, Willem de Kooning, 831 Broadway, New York, is now in the 
collection of the Museum of Modern Art. 
 
In later years the noted abstract expressionist painters Larry Poons and Paul Jenkins 
both also lived and worked in studios here, speaking to the key role this building played 
in the mid-to-late 20th century art world.  Jenkins moved into the building in1963, and 
owned the space until 1985.  In 1963 he painted his work Phenomena 831 Broadway.  
Larry Poons was known to have lived and worked there at least into the late 1990’s. 
 
In the late 20th century 827-831 Broadway/47 East 12th Street was located in the heart of 
what became New York’s antique district.  But even within this milieu, Howard 
Kaplan’s Antiques, located here for thirty-five years, stood out as perhaps New York’s 
most prominent and sought-after antiques dealership.  Mr. Kaplan was considered an 
“antiques mogul and designer” who came to be known as “antiques dealer to the stars.”  
Noted patrons included Faye Dunaway, Robert De Niro, Jacqueline Onassis, Woody 
Allen, Roone Aldridge, John Lennon and Yoko Ono, among many others. 
 
Griffith Thomas (1820-79), the buildings’ architect, was called "the most fashionable 
architect of his generation" by the American Institute of Architects in 1908.  Margot 
Gayle called him “among the best [architects] in the city,” placing him alongside 
Richard Morris Hunt, John B. Snook, and Isaac Duckworth, while the Grove 
Encyclopedia of American Art (Joan M. Marter) called him “one of the first architects in 
the USA to popularize the Italian palazzo mode …and one of the first American  

  



 
 
architects to adopt the French Second Empire style.” It also called him “an early 
proponent of the use of cast iron for building facades.”  When he died in 1879, the 
American Architect and Building News said “as an architectural designer and in the 
active pursuit of his profession he has done more to build up this city over the past forty 
years than any two men in the same line of effort,” while Building News noted “[t]he 
professional career of the late Griffith Thomas, architect…in point of success has been 
rarely equaled.  The best business section of New York City, as well as those parts 
occupied by genteel residences, is thickly studded with buildings erected from his 
designs.” 
 
Among his other notable works are the Astor Library (1859 – now the center section of 
the Public Theater; individual landmark); 10 Astor Place/444 Lafayette Street (1876 – 
NoHo Historic District); the Gunther Building, 469-475 Broome Street/55 Greene Street 
(1871 – SoHo Cast-Iron Historic District); the Fifth Avenue Hotel, 200 Fifth Avenue 
(1859 – demolished); the original section of the former New York Life Insurance 
Building, 346 Broadway (1869 -- now the Clock Tower Building; individual landmark); 
the Astor Mansion at 33rd Street and Fifth Avenue (1856, 1879 – demolished); and the 
Arnold Constable Building, 881-87 Broadway/115 Fifth Avenue at 19th Street (1869 – 
Ladies Mile Historic District).   
 
It should also be noted that the cast iron at 827-831 Broadway was produced by the 
prominent firm of George R. Jackson Iron Works, which was responsible for a number 
of cast iron buildings throughout New York City during the 19th century. 
 
Clearly 827-831 Broadway and 47 East 12th Street contain a rich and highly significant 
cross-section of New York City’s history, from the mid-19th through the late 20th 
century, from high art to popular culture, and was designed by a highly significant New 
York architect.  Loss of these buildings would be a tremendous shame and blow to our 
city.  I thus urge you in the strongest of terms to act swiftly to calendar and consider 
these buildings for landmark designation. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Andrew Berman 
Executive Director 

 
 
 
 
 

Cc:  Manhattan Borough President Gale Brewer 
        City Councilmember Rosie Mendez 
        State Senator Liz Kruger 
        Assemblymember Deborah Glick 
        Community Board #2, Manhattan 
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