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Project restores
many old charms

By Blair Kamin

Tribune architecture critic

Itis oddly revealing, one week
after assessing Santiago Cala-
trava’s daring proposal for a115-
story Chicago tower, to be writ-
ing about the renovation of a 16-
story skyscraper that caused
just as much of a sensation in its
day — the Manhattan Building
at 431 S. Dearborn St.

Today, no one bats an eyelash
at 16 stories. But in 1891, when
the Manhattan made its debut
amid a height-challenged city of
squat Victorians, 16 stories was
headline news. “Hercules,” the
crowds visiting the Chicago
World’s Fair of 1893 called the
Manhattan, referring to both its
height and a fortresslike sense
of girth that matched such con-
temporaries as the Rookery and
Auditorium Buildings.

Designed by skyscraper pio-
neer William Le Baron Jenney,
the bearded bon vivant who
campaigned with Generals
Grant and Sherman during the
Civil War, the Manhattan
reigned briefly as the city's
(and, perhaps, the world’s) tal-
lest building. Its long list of in-
novations includes being one of
the first skyscrapers to use skel-
etal construction throughout.

But yesterday’s urban moun-
tains are today’s foothills. The
skyline’s ever-evolving charac-
ter suggests a link to Einstein:
When it comes to skyscraper
height, everything’s relative.

Photos for the Tribune by Michael Walker
When the 16-story Manhattan Building at 431 S. Dearborn St.
made its debut in 1891, it was the tallest structure in Chicago.

Gone condo

The interesting thing is that
this is the Manhattan’s second
renovation. The first, a gut re-
hab completed in 1982 by the
Chicago firm of Hasbrouck-
Hunderman, turned the then-
moribund high-rise from offices
into apartments, helping fuel
the resurgence of the Printers
Row historic district. The build-
ing went condo in 1997. The re-
cently completed fix up, which
took three years, cost $4.5 mil-
lion and was carried out by the
BauerLatoza Studio of Chicago,
shows how a new generation of
preservationists is tending to
Chicago’s aging landmarks.
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