
New York-based makeup 
artist Valery Gherman 
stands a block east of his 
Stuyvesant Town apart-
ment, at the bike track that 
runs along the Franklin D. 
Roosevelt (or FDR) East 
River Drive.



TEXT ——— Sam Eichblatt      PHOTOGRAPHY ——— Emily Andrews

New York’s Stuyvesant Town, a cluster of towers housing 
more than 11,000 standardised apartments, crash-lands 

leafy suburban values in one of the city’s coolest districts. 

128 / HOME NEW ZEALAND HOME NEW ZEALAND / 129



Previous page Gherman sits on 
one of several chairs given to 
him when a friend moved into an 
apartment that had limited 
space. The table is from CB2. 
Above it, a Seth Fluker print 
picks up light from the window.

Above At a viewpoint on the 
East River, Gherman points 
north towards the United 
Nations headquarters. 

Left From a walkway over  
FDR Drive, along the East River 
of Manhattan, Gherman looks 
south in the direction of Peter 
Cooper Village.

Far left The 56 apartment  
towers are well spaced over a 
cross-shaped plan to maximise 
light and ventilation. 
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The living area of Valery 
Gherman's Stuy Town  
apartment features a  
poster by Chuck Close.

The developers of Stuyvesant Town would no 
doubt be delighted with the scene that greets 
visitors on a sunny weekend. Inside its central 
green space, the Oval, a small farmers' market is in 
full swing, with chocolate-box pretty arrangements 
of organic fruit and vegetables. Children play around 
the fountain while their parents spread out picnic 
blankets in the stippled light beneath mature trees. 
Neighbours chat, birds tweet and self-important rent-
a-cops circulate on Segways. 

Welcome to one of New York City’s most success-
ful (and controversial) post-WWII private housing 
projects. Stuyvesant Town is a high-density village 
(population 28,000) that sits, paradoxically, inside 
one of downtown Manhattan’s scrappiest neighbour-
hoods. Mere blocks from this Arcadian scene, there’s 
the chaotic First Ave and 14th Street interchange, 
with its low-rise tenement housing, pizza joints and 
nail bars, and a tide of blaring sirens servicing the 
“hospital alley” that runs up its western side. 

From the outside, Stuy Town presents a wall to 
the world – a heavy blanket of handsome, but uniform, 
red-brick buildings – that dwarfs the surrounding 
urban fabric for liberal stretches of city block. “It’s 
like a fortress,” says resident Valery Gherman (who is 
also the brother-in-law of our guest editor). “The rows 
of buildings only run around the perimeter, and the 
inside is just a big park.” 

Gherman, a makeup artist who left Auckland 
in 2002 to pursue work on high-profile fashion 
campaigns in New York, lives in an 11th-floor, two-
bedroom apartment that gets sun all day and is airy 
even by New Zealand standards. It is located within 
Peter Cooper Village, an annex on the northern side 
of Stuy Town. 

As Gherman is the first to admit, there’s a lot of 
snobbery aimed at the development. New Yorkers 
take a stubborn, almost belligerent, pride in what 
might seem to outsiders like the worst parts of their 
city – aggressive cab drivers, subway rats, how bad 
its garbage smells in the August heat and, naturally, 
the endless hustle for the best apartment. So for some, 
Stuy Town represents suburban blandness awk-
wardly grafted onto the raffish East Village. In a city 
of extremes where high and low culture rub shoulders, 
it’s a walled-off middle ground. 

Stuy Town is located in an area originally known 
as the Gas House District, which was an urban neigh-
bourhood of 18 city blocks containing 3,100 families, 
500 small businesses, three churches and three 
schools. The area was completely razed in the 1940s, 
and its residents forced to move in one of the largest 
urban-renewal projects in New York’s history. 

Stuy Town sought to answer a very real housing 
shortage problem for City Hall, exacerbated as veter-
ans returned from the war. The architects took their 
cues from Le Corbusier’s “towers in a park” model, 

creating cost-effective, high-density living with a 
healthy ratio of landscaped green space. Each of the 
well-spaced 56 towers has a cross-shaped plan to 
maximise light and ventilation inside and each of the 
11,250 apartments has a standardised layout, down to 
the wooden parquet floor in 30-centimetre squares. 

Irwin Clavan, who previously worked on the 
Empire State Building, led the team, but the first 
actual hire was Beverly Loraine Greene, the first 
documented African-American woman to be licensed 
as an architect in the United States. Ironically, Greene 
would have been banned from living at Stuyvesant, 
given it opened with a whites-only policy. 

The project was planned and carried out by 
a private firm, the Metropolitan Life Insurance 
Company. This private-public partnership inevitably 
threw up the controversy that has dogged Stuy Town 
since it opened in 1947. First, there was the issue of 
eminent domain (known as “compulsory purchase” 
in New Zealand). Could public streets and buildings 
such as schools revert to private ownership? Was it 
right for the city to exercise eminent domain for the 
profit of a privately held company? 

On paper, it seemed so – largely because city 
leaders enabled it to be so, with a series of new state 
laws and amendments. The perks included a 25-year 
tax break for Metropolitan Life. It also allowed the 
company to discriminate in selecting tenants. And 
although it gave priority to war veterans, it barred 
African Americans from living there on the grounds 
that black residents might harm Stuy Town’s profit-
ability by making it less appealing to the white 
middle-class tenants it hoped to attract. 

Lawsuits citing anti-discrimination laws for public 
housing – including one brought by three African-
American war veterans – were then dismissed on the 
grounds that the property was private and its owners 
could refuse entry to whomever it wished. The com-
munity that lives in Stuy Town today is, of course, not 
a segregated one, nor it is gated. The first black family 
arrived in 1950 and, through the legal efforts of its own 
residents during the '60s, management was eventu-
ally forced to end its discriminatory practices. 

Perhaps, given how many people the complex 
soaks up from the city – one estimate, by architec-
tural firm Mack Scogin Merrill Elam, suggests that 
three-and-a-half times more land would be required 
to house Stuy Town’s current residents if they were 
redistributed onto terra firma – it’s even worth putting 
the idea of similar developments back on the table. 
Certainly, one of the first moves by Bill De Blasio, the 
city’s newly elected mayor, was to roll out a $46 billion 
affordable-housing programme, paid for with city, 
state, federal – and yes, private – funds. 

However, they might want to take down a few 
notes from Stuy Town. It remains, says Gherman, pre-
dominantly white in a city fuelled by diversity. What’s 
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"In here, people go jogging. 
There are families with kids. They 
haven’t put on their special rock 

‘n’ roll outfit to buy milk and 
toilet paper from the deli."



Left Locals sunbathe by the 
East River and FDR Highway, 
avoiding the crowds of nearby 
Stuy Town Oval. 

Far left The 'Open 24 Hours' 
sign is from the iconic Katz's 
Deli on the Lower East Side. 
Gherman says when they 
stopped opening for 24 hours 
they tossed the sign to the curb, 
from where he reclaimed it: "My 
mother's maiden name was 
Katzeva, which is the Russian-
ised ending, so it only made 
sense that I take the piece of 
New York history home. I also 
laugh when I go past Katz's and 
see the empty, faded space 
where the sign used to be."  
A Derek Henderson piece from 
his 'Mercy Mercer' series hangs  
on the wall.

also fascinating is how many of the conflicts that tar-
nished its beginnings are still in play. Gherman began 
renting his apartment in the middle of the financial 
crisis. In 2009, the rechristened MetLife sold Stuy 
Town to Tishman Speyer Properties for $6.1 billion –  
a deal that was as badly timed as it was stupendous. 
Just over three years later, Tishman Speyer defaulted, 
creating the biggest commercial property mortgage 
default in US history. 

At the same time, both past and present own-
ers were defending a class-action lawsuit, brought 
by – again – their own market-rent paying tenants, 
for receiving a blanket tax benefit to maintain some 
rent-stabilised apartments. “It was a real David and 
Goliath situation,” says Gherman. Like many other 
less-wealthy tenants, he benefited from the corporate 
giants’ thwarted profiteering, and was given a rent 
holiday, after which it was stabilised to increase no 
more than three percent a year. “Before the crash, 
I heard you had to have a minimum income of a 
$100,000 to move in. Afterwards, they were just trying 
to entice people.”

Nearly five years on, life in this oddball, cloistered 
place provides him with a much-needed respite. 
Gherman travels a lot – he’s most recently returned 

from shoots in Brazil and Jamaica, and last year trav-
elled to Antarctica to do model Kate Upton’s makeup 
for the cover of Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit issue 
– and he’s done his time in rodent-ridden railroad 
apartments with bathtubs in the kitchen. “I’m like a 
young old guy now, or maybe an old young guy,” he 
laughs. He’s become friends with people on his floor, 
like Bob, a retired Broadway producer who leaves 
cookies and Nutcracker CDs under other tenants’ 
doors at Christmas. 

It was a friendship cemented after Hurricane Sandy, 
when electricity to Stuy Town was cut off for days and 
the residents bonded together to share food and help 
out elderly tenants who couldn’t manage the stairs.

To Gherman, these relationships make Stuy Town 
feel more real than some of the super-cool neighbour-
hoods just outside the cluster of towers. “It’s nice to 
step out of your apartment and be surrounded by 
regular people who aren’t so hip, you know?” says 
Gherman. “You just need to walk down five streets to 
Tompkins Square Park. It’s fine. It’s still there. In here, 
people go jogging. There are families with kids. They 
haven’t put on their special rock ‘n’ roll outfit to buy 
milk and toilet paper from the deli. Sometimes, you 
just want to wear your PJs.” 
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Above Mailboxes inside 
the entrance of Gherman's 
building. 

Right A print by French 
creative director Fabien 
Baron occupies a corner 
of the living room.

Far right On a summer's 
day, locals amass at 
Stuy Town Oval to soak 
up the sun.
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The architects took their cues 
from Le Corbusier’s “towers in 
a park” model, creating cost-
effective, high-density living 
with a healthy ratio of land-

scaped green space.



Gherman had to hang blankets over the window of the living 
area so he could watch the World Cup. On the bright side, 
he says, all that light mostly prevents him from getting into 

bad habits by watching TV during the day. 
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KAREN WALKER Stuy Town’s quite the self-
contained little Utopia and you must love it 
because you’ve been there for years now. 
What keeps you there? 
VALERY GHERMAN It’s like an oasis in the city and within 
walking distance to all my favourite neighbourhoods. 
As soon as I enter the complex the bustle of the city 
disappears. There are no cars and I’m surrounded by 
trees. And my apartment is very spacious.

I know you’ve got to know some of your 
neighbours pretty well. Is there a lot of neigh-
bourhood chit-chat by the lifts each morning? 
The New York City equivalent of chatting over 
the garden fence? 

For sure. Some neighbours are just a very quick 
hello and there may be a little awkward silence in 
the elevator, then there are others like my neighbour 
Bob, who has lived on the same floor for more than 
50 years with his wife Nina. He always keeps me 
filled in on any news relating to the property or about 
Broadway shows he produces that he’s thinking 
about taking on the road. The age is pretty mixed, 
with newer tenants like myself who have moved in 
over recent years, but I do enjoy the banter with the 
elderly tenants.

Living in high-density New York, is there any-
thing at all you miss about life in the 'burbs? 
Driving.

Life in the high-density development of Stuyvesant Town, New York.
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