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FAREWELL HOTEL

FOR SOME, CHANGE IS A BLESSING.
FOR OTHERS, A CURSE.

BY ROBERT KLARA
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N TUESDAY, JULY 7,

1998, a flatbed truck

loaded with planks and

crossbars rattled to a
halt in front of 101 East 26th
Street. By Wednesday after-
noon, a team of workers had
finished ringing the 99-year-
old Hotel Elton with heavy
timber scaffolding. Exactly
twenty-seven days later, the
building was gone.

The neglected, forsaken
Elton had stood right across
the street from where I worked.
Its peeling fagade filled my
window with shades of brown
that took on sickly greenish
hues as the sun crept across
the Manhattan sky. True, if T
craned my neck I could, from
my desk, see the very top of the
Empire State Building’s televi-
sion antenna eight
blocks to the north,
peeking up from be-
hind a forest of vents
and ductsatop neigh-
boring buildings on
Park Avenue South.
Twould often impress
people by telling
them that I, just
wurned 30, had an
office with a view of
the Empire State
Building. But in
truth, my only real
view was that of the
Elton.

The day after the
demolition began, I decided
to bring my camera into the
office and record the whole
thing. Some of my colleagues
questioned why I was bother-
ing. The place was, after all,
both aesthetically offensive
and terribly depressing: with
towels serving as cheap win-
dow curtains and a few prosti-
tutes its only recent visitors,
the Hotel Elton was not exact-
ly groomed for the Relais &
Chateaux guide.

My desire to chronicle this

about as old

as the Flton.

demise lay in an abbreviation.
SRO, which stood for Single-
Room Occupancy Hotel, had
scuttled from the municipal
rulebooks decadesago. In New
York City, where housing is
pensive and rotten buildings
more numerous than pigeons,
everybody knows what an
SRO is. An SRO is city-speak
not only fora bad place to live

near, but also for the worst
place to live in. An SRO is the
home you have before you
have no home atall. The non-
moneyed in New York City
fear ending up in a place like
the Elton. And here it was,
about to be ripped open like a
tin can and have its secrets
spilled onto the sidewalk.
Wanting to watch made me feel
both fascinated and ashamed;
fascination was the
greater impulse.

* % %

| When the Elton was
built in 1906, it was
a proud hotel. Tts
neighbors to  the
north—the Belmont,
the Vanderbilt, the
Commodore—were
palatial by compari-
son, but the Elton
was modestly regal
within its smaller
dimensions. Five
stories of brick on a
corner lot, a balus
inga heavily corniced roofline,

trade crown-

columned porticos gracing its
two entrances, the Elton offered
its guests 20 rooms per floor
and a bar and barber shop in
the basement. Ladies had their
5. A café,
a dining room, and a sitting

own parlor upst

room could be found on the
main floor, behind a curving
plate-glass window that exhib-
ited the fine smokes from the
hotel’s own cigar shop.

The Elton also offered its
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patrons something far more valuable
than a good cigar and a tasty pork chop: a
good location. Madison Square Park, just
steps west of the Elton, was then the city’s

most fashionable district, where those of
proper society sipped their tea in upscale
brownstones. The brand-new subway had
astop just two blocks north on 28th Street,
while across the avenue from the Elton
rose the Spanish-Venetian colossus of
rden, a
341-foot-tall tower modeled after Seville's

the original Madison Square Ga

Giralda. It was inside that first Garden’s

cavernous hall that William Jennings

FRONT

Four years later, the city moved to
foreclose on the hotel for unpaid water
and sewer bills totaling $13,429, and two
yearsafter that, another fire ripped through
the floors. The Elton made the daily pa-

pers again in 1995 for its atrocious condi-
tions, which included airless, infested
At the time, a night in the marble
hotels uptown would cost you hundreds a

room

night; a room at the Elton could be yours
for $13. By the time I became acquainted
with the Elton, the Buildings Department
had 24 open violations against it. These
included everything from an unsafe boil-

THE ELTON offered guests 20 rooms per floor
and a bar and barber shop in the basement.
Ladies had their own parlor upstairs.

Bryan accepted the nomination for presi
dent, that Jack Dempsey knocked out Bill
Brennan, and that a whole show was
devoted to a curious new invention called
the automobile.

But the Elton’s genteel heyday didn’t
last. Sociery moved uptown, leaving the
hotel marooned in a neighborhood of
publishing houses. The wre

cing ball gave
a final kiss to the old Madison Square
Garden in 1925,

When the Great Depress
New York City four years later, many of

ion struck

its hotels were forced to break up the
spacious suites that New Yorkers could no
longer afford into single rooms. More of
that happened during the early days of

World War II, when thousands of worl
to take defense

ers surged into the city
jobs. But after the war, as the suburbs
vacuumed out the middle class and the
city started to have problems, SROs be-
came dumping grounds—for the sick, the
destitute, and the mentally ill.

In 1981, a fire on the fourth floor drew
a three-alarmer to the Elton. Newspapers
carried a photo of a fireman rescuing one
resident dangling from a windowsill. Tn-
spectors later discovered that the sprin-
Kler system had been shut off because it
had leaked into the nearby subway tunnel.

er to an elevator with a malady the write-
up slips never revealed.

But L didn’t have to research all this in
order to know it. Ugly splotches over half
the Elton’s windows bore testimony to
many more than two fires, and those
dark
Behind some, the pale orange flicker of

windows, from my view, were alway

butane lighters danced below the glass
bulbs of crack pipes. Behind others,
emaciated men appeared like phantoms

to stare at the wraffic below for hours.

One man, who lived in a room direct-
ly across from my office window, had
a large television and a VCR on which he
would play the same adult video day after
day. Over in our business offices, it be-

came a cl al

allenge to conduct our editor
meetings with that kind of feature playing
in the background. When, occasionally, a
visitor would grow suddenly wide-eyed at
the goings on across the street, we'd find
ourselves shrugging, explaining in what
had become a default response: “Oh, that’

just the Elton
* KK

The new owners must have moved the re

idents out in a single night, late, because
one morning they were all gone. As some

A thousand others aren’t.

Consider it a jewel nestled in the
waters of the Caribbean. Draped in
bougainvillea and bathed in golden
sunsets the island of St. Groix beckons
like no other. Just call US Airways

Vacations or visit www. usvitourism. v
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workmen finished hammering up the scaf-
folding on the street, others threaded their
way up the dingy stairs to fix sheeting over
the windows to keep the shards of flying
glass inside.

When the Elton began to come down,
itwas not unlike the peeling away of some
great, decrepit onion. Wielding long pry-
bars, the men swarmed over the building
like ants, each undertaking a small task of
dismantling, that in the aggregate, would
equal a whole demolition. It was orches-
trated, almost delicate.

Two days after the scaffolding went
up, old mattresses emerged in piles on
the sidewalk. The morning after that T
watched as plumbing fixtures flew out
of all the windows. My diary entry for July

FRONT
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bare, broken corridors, a hodgepodge of
colors of painted plaster and peeling wall-
paper blinking beneath the unfamiliar
glare of the sun. Down and farther down
the walls came until, by August 3, the de-
molition team reached the street, and the
Elon was no more.

* ok %

Today, a luxury boutique hotel stands on
the site where the Elton once resided. This
new hotel is called the Giraffe. The Piano
Suite costs $2,500 for one night. On week-
day evenings, cheese and wine are served
in the lobb,

Tt has s
T documented was merely the end of a

ce occurred to me that what

WHAT | DOCUMENTED was the inevitable end
of a common process: build, use, demolish.
It was a clear reminder of impermanence.

14 reads only “fire escapes off.”

By July 20, the Elton’s profile had start-
ed a noticeable shrinkage: The roof went
first, then the once-magnificent copper
cornice, then the parapet behind it. From
my third-story vantage point, T could see
directly across into the faces of workers
who had no idea they were being watched.
I caught some of them in the middle of
singular moments: picking up a woman’s
lacy undergarments in a pause of con-
templation, or paging through a book
before sending it, pages flapping, to the
garbage pile below. One morning 1
watched a worker with a high-pressure
hose (used to keep the dust down) doing
his colleagues the surprise favor of wash-
ing them down.

Four days later, the final offensive be-
gan. Now Elton’s outer walls were re-
moved, exposing the smallness of its rooms.
Into the yawning dumpsters on the street
the workmen tossed the detritus of daily
living, things of every imaginable ilk:
milk crates, posters, shelves, a stroller, rolls
of insulation, a radiator, and two bicycles.
By July 31, the Elton was a honeycomb of

common process: build, use, demolish.
And this process is proof that New York is
a city that will never be completed.

But if the Elton’s loss was inevitable,
it was not meaningless. Tts walls might
have been peeling and sagging, but for
those who lived there, it was ultimately
only a roof that mattered. The building’s
demolition is also a reminder of imper-
manence, which is why, as T watched that
demolition day after day, I fought off an
irrepressible sadness: The value of any
home must be measured in part by its
ability to stand as testimony to the lives
lived within, long after those lives are

over. And the Elton was finally denied its
chance to do that.

The hotel’s stairs once supported the
slippered feet of Victorians ascending to
their rooms, and decades later, the torn
sneakers of an addict smmbling away
from his—but the stirs and feet had an
important role in the Elton, just as the
Elton had in the city. And T have to hope
that maybe, standing across the street,
recording the end with my diary and
camera, I did too. %



