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FOR a decade, John Ransom Phillips knew he needed
a new home. Mr. Phillips, a painter, was slowly
outgrowing his place, the top two floors of a building
on Warren Street in TriBeCa.

He had lived and worked there since 1979, when he
came to New York from San Francisco and bought
the five-story building for $550,000.
He had enough money to renovate the two floors for
himself, but not enough to keep the entire building.
So he turned it into a five-unit co-op.
Mr. Phillips, 62, who graduated from the San Francisco Art Institute and has a Ph.D. in art history from
the University of Chicago, also owns a house and studio in Columbia County, where he paints watercolors.
“For me, New York is a sort of oil-painting city,” said Mr. Phillips (ransomart.net). “It is muscular. For
watercolor, you use your shoulder, your wrist, but in oil you use your whole body.”
In his TriBeCa co-op, “the art kept spilling over into my living area,” he said. “As my paintings became
larger, I wanted more space and I wanted the living space to be separate from the studio.”
So he began keeping an eye out. He needed a large open space, possibly a warehouse or garage, with good
natural light.
Mr. Phillips found it in early 2001 in a squat two-unit condominium on Downing Street in the West Village.
The ground-floor unit, nearly 3,000 square feet, was for sale for around $1.72 million. Mr. Phillips bought
it, and was prepared to move in, when he ran up against a law giving the owner of the other condo 30
days to match his offer, which is what happened. Mr. Phillips’s deposit was returned and the sale canceled.
“I was despondent,” he said.
He continued hunting. His quest was “always on the back burner, always in the back of my mind.” But
properties that met his requirements were few and far between.

In 2006 he found a three-story building with 3,500 square feet at 123 East 12th Street. It was owned by
the artist Frank Stella and adjoined Mr. Stella’s studio: an 1889 Beaux-Arts brick barn, originally the horse
auction house of Van Tassell & Kearney, on East 13th Street.
There was talk of separating the parcels and tearing the barn down, and the Landmarks Preservation
Commission was reviewing the property. Mr. Phillips concluded that any attempt to buy the 12th Street
parcel would be endlessly complicated, and abandoned the idea. (The property is now on the State and
National Registers of Historic Places.)
Mr. Phillips enlisted the help of a friend, Scott Harris, a vice president of Brown Harris Stevens. “His
criteria were very specific,” Mr. Harris said. “He wanted something with enough width and depth that he
would be able to step back from his work and get some perspective.”
Mr. Phillips decided against some small row houses. “I could always create a living space within an industrial
space,” he said, “but could not do the reverse.”
Two possibilities arose with the dissolution in 2006 of the New York Fire Patrol, a little-known group
charged with limiting property damage after fires. The patrol house on West Third Street, with a stable out
back, was lovely, but “needed more work than was worth it,” Mr. Harris said. It later sold for $4.3 million
to the journalist Anderson Cooper.
The patrol house on West 30th, in the fur district, also included a stable. Mr. Phillips stood across the
street, imagining the building as his.
But a neighboring landlord quickly bought it for $1.53 million and put it on the market for $5 million.
“This dismayed me no end,” Mr. Phillips said. “In retrospect it was much too big, much too expensive, but
if you are looking for a long time you get kind of punch-drunk and crazy.” The building is now for rent
as a commercial space.
Last winter Mr. Harris sent Mr. Phillips photos of a small house with a white picket fence at 313 East 58th
Street, one of Manhattan’s few free-standing houses. “Immediately I didn’t want it,” Mr. Phillips said. “I
didn’t want a residence. I wanted a studio where I could make a residence inside.” The advertisement was
odd, for a one-bedroom home with six bathrooms.
The house, built in 1857, was designated a city landmark in 1970, and is similar to the house next door, also
a landmark, which houses Philip Colleck Ltd., an antiques store.
Mr. Harris took Mr. Phillips to see it. “From the street, it reads like a beautiful old town house,” Mr. Harris
said.
The place hadn’t been a home in a while. A few decades ago it was the Czech Pavilion restaurant, and after
that a private nightclub. The asking price was $3.9 million, down from $4.7 million.

When Mr. Phillips saw the former dance floor, with two skylights — one of them with 16 glass panels in
a vaulted ceiling — he began to see possibilities. “There it was,” he said. “A building can encourage you
to grow in new ways, and this building clearly told me I could grow with it.” It is, he said, “the perfect
reflection of the next stage of my life.”
When the building hit the market, plenty of “old-time nostalgia people” wanted to “reminisce and take a
look,” said Joseph A. Olshefski of Bellmarc Realty, the selling agent. A few doctors and architects were
interested in using the building for offices, he said. An Asian couple considered turning it into a geisha
house. An elderly doctor and his wife wanted it as a home, but their children disliked the location near the
Queensboro Bridge.
Mr. Phillips divided his old place on Warren Street into two apartments. He sold the fourth floor for $1.6
million. The top floor is listed at $2.6 million. He closed on his new place several months ago, paying $3
million. He auctioned off the kitchen equipment, including a 120-gallon soup kettle. Interior renovations,
costing around $350,000, are under way, and should be complete this winter.
His new home does have a disadvantage: it’s on a busy street with such severe traffic restrictions that he
won’t be able to pull up in front of the house, even for unloading.
“But you adjust,” Mr. Phillips said. “It has always been the interior space that has priority for me. If the
interior makes sense, it works.” Buildings like his “are hard to find, and when you find them, you know.”
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