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Block 1997 Lot 56 SITE CONDITION: FAIR

LOCATION, USE, ZONING, AND 
OWNERSHIP

Lot 56 is located at 638 West 131st Street be-
tween Twelfth Avenue and Broadway in an M1-
2 zoning district. The four-story brick masonry 
building is 9,499 gsf  (see Photograph A) and is 
occupied by a building contractor on the fi rst 
fl oor and artists studios on the upper fl oors. 
According to DOB, it was constructed in 1920; 
however, a stone in the north façade reads 
“1910.” No renovations have been recorded. 
It was acquired by the Trustees of  Columbia 
University on December 15, 2004. 

PHYSICAL AND STRUCTURAL 
CONCERNS

Despite some localized structural distress and 
some substandard exterior and interior condi-
tions, this site was evaluated by Thornton To-
masetti, Inc. to be in fair condition overall.

Although the fi rst-fl oor concrete slab-on-grade is in fair condition overall, there are a moderate num-
ber of  cracks including one large crack (see Photographs B and C). The condition of  the slabs on the 
upper fl oors could not be determined because they are covered with hardwood and plywood fl ooring, 
except for a second-fl oor portion, which has minor cracking and spalling in scattered locations (see 
Photograph D). There are also displaced bricks at the roll-up door jamb, possibly from repeated 
vehicle impacts (see Photograph E). The interior faces of  the brick masonry walls are partially con-
cealed by interior fi nishes; however, where exposed, there are minor water stains (see Photograph F). 
Prolonged lack of  maintenance is also evident in limited areas: a lintel is sagging at the entrance to the 
roof  deck, some timber treads in the stairwell are slightly sloped, and the timber railings and wood-
fl oored landings show signs of  long-term degradation from old age (see Photograph G). 

Other concerns include a cracked glass pane and corroded elements in the skylight (see Photograph 
H), minor cracking and fl aking paint on the north façade (see Photograph I), and a corroded defunct 
sheet metal duct at the rear of  the building. Although this duct does not pose a hazard, Thornton 
Tomasetti, Inc. recommends that it should be monitored.

The sidewalk and curb cut along West 131st Street are in good condition (see Photograph J).

HEALTH AND SAFETY CONCERNS

There are several safety concerns throughout the building. As shown in Photograph K, the south 
façade fi re escape terminates at the second-fl oor level, where the roof  of  the adjacent building to the 
east on Lot 55 can be accessed. However, there is no means to access a public way from this roof; thus, 
this means of  egress is not viable and is an unsafe condition. In addition, a door in the rear wall of  the 
fi rst fl oor is blocked by materials (see Photograph F). This rear door opens to a strip surrounded by a 
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chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. Therefore, both the material storage and fencing prevents 
proper egress from the fi rst fl oor. In addition, a wall-mounted cabinet installed on the stairwell’s west 
wall appears to cause a building code violation by reducing the clear width in the passage between this 
cabinet and the door to less than the clear width of  the fl ights of  stairs and landings (see Photograph 
L).

BUILDING CODE VIOLATIONS

There are no open building code violations associated with Lot 56.

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES

The Phase I ESA identifi ed the former use as an auto repair garage as an environmental issue. No 
evidence of  tanks or other environmental concerns was indicated in documentary research or during 
site inspection. A Phase II investigation was not performed for Lot 56.
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Photograph 1997-56-A

Photograph 1997-56-B
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Photograph 1997-56-C

Photograph 1997-56-D
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Photograph 1997-56-E

Photograph 1997-56-F
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Photograph 1997-56-G

Photograph 1997-56-H
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Photograph 1997-56-I

Photograph 1997-56-J
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Photograph 1997-56-K

Photograph 1997-56-L
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