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CHAPTER 5

Skycrapers: Every Inch Tall and Soaring

I came to know it thanks to an old black-and-white photograph, 
a postcard from a couple of friends. The image faded in the fog of 
my memory and today, many years later, I can no longer find it 
even though I used to treat is as something precious. When I 
finally made it to New York, on the very first day my friends 
suggested I take a walk along Fifth Avenue. It’s a good way to 
immerse yourself in the city. Following their advice, I got off the 
subway at Union Square and headed north—uptown, the 
direction where the city and the numbers on Manhattan streets 
grow higher and larger.

It couldn’t have taken me more than ten minutes to get to 23rd 
Street, where the Flatiron Building stands. An average New 
Yorker takes about nine minutes to walk nine blocks, the distance 
I had to cover, but today I can’t help thinking it took much 
longer. At first, the picture-postcard building squeezed into a 
triangle between Fifth Avenue and Broadway, which intersects it 
here diagonally, didn’t strike me as unusual. In fact, from the 
sidewalk, able to see only fragments, I hardly paid any attention. 
Not until I’d reached a small, leafy square a few hundred yards 
away. Surprised, I turned around to see an elegant sandstone and 
terracotta building. I immediately became mesmerized.

It was beautiful: slender, with gently rounded corners, graceful 
cornices, elaborate geometrical moldings and decorations, 
windows marching upwards in straight lines and columns like an 
army. Despite its unusual shape, I couldn’t help but admire its 
symmetry and order. It doesn’t actually look much like an iron. It 
must have been a mixture of contrariness and imagination, or 
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maybe or maybe a certain tenderness that cynical New Yorkers try 
hard to conceal, that gave it its nickname. But I didn’t think about 
that at the time. I stood on the square where my postcard photograph 
must have been taken and where the building had been photographed 
by Alfred Stieglitz, Edward Steichen, and countless others, and I 
simply relished the view. 

The building, which was designed by Daniel Burnham and 
completed in 1903, is widely considered to be the first 
skyscraper in Manhattan. Wrongly, although it was in fact one of 
the first structures in the city in which the steel skeleton was 
employed, making it possible to raise twenty-two floors. But 
despite its imposing height, 285 feet, the Flatiron has never, not 
even for a brief moment, been the tallest. Nor was it the first9. As 
the triangular building was erected, curious New Yorkers would 
stare perplexed, watching as floor after floor of stone elements 
were joined to the steel construction. Few believed it would bode 
well for the future of this strange edifice. Some would even bet on 
how far the pieces of terra cotta would fall when the giant 
crumbled in disgrace. But George A. Fuller, whom many 
considered a speculator and who had commissioned the building, 
didn’t mind the fuss. He intended to lease sections of his unusual 
skyscraper for offices and thereby energize this quiet, sleepy part of 
Manhattan. He hoped to turn it into a vibrant financial center. 
Despite his efforts, the area did not morph into another Wall 
Street (today the building is mostly occupied by publishers), and 
this part of Manhattan remained relatively calm for some time. 
Nevertheless, the Flatiron— without being the tallest, the oldest or 
warranting any other superlative—did become one of the most loved 
buildings in the city, cherished by tourists and New Yorkers 
alike.

9 Norwal White, Elliot Willensky, Fran Leadon, American Institute of Architects 
Guide to New York City, Fifth Edition New York: Oxford University Press, 2010, p. 237.

People come here not just to admire its angular shapes. 
Supposedly there is no better place in the city to scrutinize 
female thighs and bottoms. Because of the Flatiron’s unusual 
shape and the topography of the adjacent streets, winds and 
breezes swirling around often blow up women’s dresses. At 
least this is what New York guidebooks told us for a hundred 
years. Today, in a city  where everybody loves yoga 
and jogging, tight-fitting spandex outfits have 
become omnipresent, turning anatomical observation 
into an unbelievably easy, almost trivial, pursuit. . 
Guidebooks today discreetly skirt the issue

I do not recall if it was windy on that first day when I found 
myself by the Flatiron. I do remember though that despite 
my joy and enchantment I didn’t stay on the square for long. 
Pulsing around me was an exuberant New York street with its 
intoxicating cacophony of sounds and noises: fire trucks and 
ambulances, sports cars, cabs constantly honking their horns. In 
the distance, bathed in the afternoon sun, glistened 
skyscrapers much taller than the Flatiron. Something was 
pulling me uptown like a magnet. I found myself unable to 
stand still. I didn’t know it at the time, but it must have been 
the first symptom of that quintessential New York affliction: 
Don’t stop, not even for a second; keep going; onward, upward, 
fast, without hesitation!

The City Sprang Upward 

 At the turn of the 20th century, fast and without 
hesitation, NewYork buildings sprang upward as well. Although 
this arduous journey could never have happened without the 
sweat, tears and dreams of countless laborers, two people 
more than anyone else are credited with enabling it. The 
first is Louis Henry Sullivan. 
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Even though his contributions in New York were minimal (he 
designed one building on Broadway, which no longer exists 
and was forgotten for decades even by historians), he is 
remembered as the father of the skyscraper and one of the 
most formidable American architects. He worked in Chicago, 
the city where the skyscraper was born. The first, the Home 
Insurance Building, was completed in 1885. Though not 
particularly beautiful (perhaps because it was not designed by 
Sullivan), nor particularly tall (ten stories, 138 feet), it earned a 
place in architectural history because of its innovative 
construction. Instead of load-bearing masonry, a steel structural 
frame supporting the entire weight of the walls was created. In 
Chicago, which in 1871 suffered a series of devastating fires and 
which was now undergoing a financial and economic boom, 
impressive buildings began to appear, one after another. They 
seemed to grow taller each day. The sky was no limitFirst a 
major obstacle had been removed: stairs. In 1853, the young 
industrialist Elisha Otis stunned visitors to the World’s Fair 
in New York with his new invention: the elevator. It propelled 
an architectural revolution. Today, the Otis Company claims 
to produce the world’s most popular means of transportation, 
as more than six billion people—equal to the population of the 
entire planet—travel in its elevators every nine days. Primitive 
lifts had existed before, but Otis pioneered a new safety 
mechanism, a device that prevented tragic accidents when the 
hoisting ropes failed. Just four years later, the first such elevator 
was installed at the Cooper Union on the Bowery. When 
construction began, the school’s founder, industrialist Peter 
Cooper, had never heard of Otis’s invention. Nevertheless he 
instructed his engineers to design a special shaft in the building, 
because he expected that sooner or later someone would come up 
with an elevator-like device.

A hundred years later, in his famous urbanist manifesto 
Delirious New York, Rem Koolhaas would observe that Otis’s 
elevator had become a Manhattan leitmotiv. “Like the elevator, 
each technological invention is pregnant with a double image; 
contained in its success is the specter of its possible failure. The 
means of averting that phantom disaster are almost as important 
as the original invention itself. Otis has introduced a theme that 
will be a leitmotiv of the island’s future development: Manhattan 
is an accumulation of possible disasters that never 
happen.”10That one impossible disaster, which unlike all the 
possible ones did actually happen in New York—in September 
2001—was unimaginable to Koolhaas or anyone else. But perhaps 
the two modern Towers of Babel—for some the symbols of the 
city’s power and ambition, for others the mark of its towering 
arrogance—were pregnant with such a calamity from their 
inception

[…]

10 Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan, New 
York: Monacelli Press, 1997, p. 27.
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[...]

Wind and concentrate

The Twin Towers were never truly liked. Most New Yorkers 
would look at them with disdain, sometimes scornfully 
comparing the two giants to cardboard boxes where someone 
had packed away the Chrysler Building and the Empire State. 
Perhaps some secretly wished these two graceless blocks 
would themselves be boxed up and sent as far away as 
possible. But everything changed once they fell. Of course, 
New Yorkers still knew they’d been ugly and arrogant, but it 
no longer mattered. It might have been a difficult and 
complicated love story, but now that a tragic void had 
appeared in the skyline, they came to be cherished.

I found myself on the top of the North Tower for 
the first time in the mid-1980s. It was a pretty depressing 
time in my native Poland, which was still under 
communism. I had just graduated from high school 
and had come to spend the summer with my family in 
Pittsburgh, my first-ever trip to the West. We came to 
New York for a couple of days to see the sights. 
Keeping it a secret from my reasonable aunt, who deemed it far 
too dangerous, my uncle took me to Harlem. As we drove 
around in his old Volvo he would not allow me to take a 
single photograph (he even told me I shouldn’t stare out the 
window too much). Welcome to Harlem AD 1986! But 
before I could catch my breath we were already at 
Rockefeller Center, full of gold and swarming with people. 
Here everybody was supposed to snap photos, lots of them 
and quickly. A few moments later, we headed for a subway 
station nearby. I still remember the unbearable stench and 
how hot it was. You’d think we’d descended into hell. A 
short ride away, and straight from this inferno we took an 
elevator to the top of the WTC. 

Even though we hadn’t had anything to drink, I felt 
intoxicated. Years later, I can hardly recall anything from that first 
visit to the city. What has remained in my memory is like snippets 
from a film reel, little clippings, and any attempts to assemble them 
into anything coherent prove futile. What amazes me however is how 
vivid and clear my sensual memories of that day are: the heat and the 
smells, the wind on the top of the tower, how I felt nauseated and dizzy 
and short of breath. 

A decade later I went up again. This time I was “living” in 
Manhattan, although it was a temporary arrangement—part 
tourist, part resident, you could say. I was trying to get my foot in the 
door here, on this island of dreams and aspirations. A Polish 
friend of mine had asked me to show her mother around—she was 
visiting for a few days. So, with mixed feelings, I became her tour 
guide. A visit to the World Trade Center was not my idea. I didn’t 
feel particularly enthusiastic about it at first. I would always prefer 
to explore the city from the bottom, crisscrossing its sidewalks, 
looking at fragments. To make things worse, it was a very hot day, 
we had to stand in a horribly long line, and the ticket cost a fortune. 
As expected, standing on the     observation  deck,  some  thousand     feet 
above the ground, I felt uncomfortable. But it wasn’t just vertigo. 
Looking at the buildings and streets below—I had never seen a city 
bigger than New York—I felt intimidated. I often experience a 
fear of heights, but on that occasion it was magnified by a dose 
of uncertainty, a kind of disbelief: How had I found myself in this 
city? Would I ever belong here? Would it be possible to tame New 
York? Would I ever be able to call it mine? But I remember 
that after a few moments, both the uncertainty and and my 
aversion for touristy pursuits of this kind started to vanish into 
thin air, slowly giving way to delight, joy, even a kind of 
exultation.
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 A skyscraper must transcend its surroundings, tower above 
the neighboring buildings. As Sullivan stated, it should be 
lofty. “It must be tall. The force and power of altitude must 
be in it, the glory and pride of exaltation must be in it. 
It must be every inch a proud and soaring thing, rising in 
sheer exaltation that from bottom to top is a unit without a single 
dissenting line.” 21. 
Is there a better home for a skyscraper than New York City?  
It’s often believed that economic forces drive the 
construction of high-rise towers. Since Manhattan is a 
tiny island—every square inch is valuable here—the 
buildings never cease their tireless ascent, and like real 
estate prices climb ever higher and higher. But economic 
factors alone cannot explain the frenzy. High construction 
costs—the need to deepen foundations and install additional 
elevators, which take up precious space—could render 
the whole venture unprofitable. Psychology is more 
helpful in explaining the phenomenon. 

In America, the end of the 19th century brought 
an unprecedented economic boom. Huge fortunes were 
being made almost overnight. Steel or railway magnates, 
even if they came by their riches in the heartland, sooner or 
later, with suitcases full of money, would make it to New 
York. Frank Woolworth, founder of the dime-store chain, 
was among the first. In 1910, after arriving in 
Manhattan, he announced he would build a “cathedral of 
commerce.” He commissioned a tower that would be three 
times taller than the famous Flatiron Building. Its 
estimated cost was $13.5 million. Bankers, stunned, 
refused to lend Woolworth the money. Undaunted, he 
decided he would pay cash. 

 I read This Is New York by E.B. White that summer for 
the first time. It’s an essay I have been re-reading ever 
since, and one of the most beautiful love letters 
addressed to the city. White wrote it in 1948 in a stuffy 
hotel room. Having retired from The New Yorker, he left 
the city for the peaceful state of Maine. Now he’d 
returned to spend the summer. “The island of 
Manhattan is without any doubt the greatest human 
concentrate on earth… it compresses all life, all races and 
breeds.”19. He would compare this concentrate to a 
poem that New Yorkers are enchanted by but whose 
full meaning forever remains elusive. As I stood there on 
top of the World Trade Center tower, I began to 
understand what he meant. I felt—and again it was a 
sensual experience—a gush of similar joy and longing, an 
immense hunger for life. Yet this endless ocean below 
me also inspired humility.. I became acutely aware 
how small and fragile any person attempting to 
embrace this intense city is, how powerless in the face of 
its magnitude and breadth. But that made it all the more 
mesmerizing

E. B. White concludes his essay with a premonition: Such 
an intense city must pose a temptation to various 
“perverted dreamers.” One can hardly think of a clearer, 
better defined target. “A single flight of planes no bigger than 
a wedge of geese can quickly end this island fantasy, burn the 
towers, crumble the bridges, turn the underground passages 
into lethal chambers, cremate the millions. The intimation of 
mortality is part of New York now: in the sound of jets 
overhead, in the black head-lines of the latest edition.”20The 
year was 1948.

The force and power of altitude

There is no precise definition of a skyscraper; some of them 
rise above a hundred floors, but some may be merely twenty stories, 
less than 250 feet tall. A lot depends on context. 

19 E. B. White, This is New York, New York: The Little Bookroom, 1999, p. 29. 
20 Ibid. p. 54.

21 Louis H. Sullivan, The tall office building artistically considered, „Lippincott’s 
Magazine," March 1896. Cit. in: Louis H. Sullivan, Kindergarten Chats and 
Other Writings, New York: Dover, 1918; reprint 1979, s. 206.




