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Ground Zero: the facts and the story.
New York Port Authority and World
Trade Center. 11 September 2001.
Bankers, politicians, clients and
architects. Daniel Libeskind vs SOM.
The future of Ground Zero
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Though empires are not built in a day,
their existence may come to light in a
single moment as a result of a procla-
mation, the signing of a treaty, law or
decree, as in the case of the “Empire of
the Hudson". On 23 August 1921, in
fact, the President of the United States,
Warren Harding, signed a resolution
that permitted the states of New York
and New Jersey to form the Port of
New York Authority. From that time on
the Port Authority, later revised to be-
come the Port Authority of New York
and New Jersey, has played a decisive
role in orienting and governing the de-
velopment of New York, and since the
1930s its institutional architecture has
been a model. Through crises and
transformations, bitter conflicts and
hard-fought legislative battles, its pow-
ers have been extended along with its
fields of influence. In parallel, its politi-
cal weight has increased. The econom-
ic resources it administers have grown.
Already in 1960 the funds available to
the Port Authority amounted to many
millions of dollars.

Since the previous decade David Rock-
efeller and the main exponents of the
New York financial community, behind
the Downtown-Lower Manhattan Asso-
ciation, had been debating what initia-
tives to take to revitalize the activities
of the Downtown areas. From 1958, on
the eve of the appointment of Nelson
Rockefeller, David's brother, as Gover-
nor of the State of New York, to 196!
the idea had emerged of buildin
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tent with its objectives and its mission.
Moreover, the Port Authority claimed,
the investment required for the con-
struction of the complex, conceived to
«enormously favor the coordination of
commercial activities on a worldwide
scaley, once it had reached the point of
economic balance, would generate
such marginal profits that only «a pub-
lic agency» would be capable of under-
taking the project. The cost forecast
was 355 million dollars, considered suf-
ficient to finance the construction of a
number of towers with heights varying
from 30 to 72 storeys, on the East Side
of Manhattan, south of the Brooklyn
Bridge.

As we have seen, the Port Authority de-
pends on two States, New York and
New Jersey, and these two states are
separated not only by the Hudson Riv-
er, but also be diverging interests. At
the start of the Sixties, New Jersey did-
n't have many reasons to be interested
in resolving the problems of Downtown
Manhattan. Ensuring the functlom
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stead, thought the t‘ €
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hile it formed the PATH in
(Port Authority Trans-Hudson
Cofporation) to manage the rail trans-
. decided to build the new complex
not on the East River but on the oppo-
site side of Manhattan, facing the Hud-
son.
In 1964 Austin Tobin, director of the
Port Authority since 1942, was ready to
present the project for the World Trade
Center. Tobin was a forceful and ex-
traordinarily influential person; he had
systematically extended the power and
range of action of the agency, where he
had first begun working in 1927 and re-
mained until 1972; in the 1940s he had
guided the Port Authority, already own-
er of bridges, tunnels, terminals and
piers, in the conquest of the Newark, La
Guardia, Teterboro and Idlewild (now
J.F. Kennedy) airports; during the
course of this campaign he had over-
come the resistance of Robert Moses,
another long-term, powerful adminis-
trator, who from the early 1930s to
1968 had conceived and managed all
the public works that reshaped New

York.

The investment planned by the Port
Authority for the construction of the
World Trade Center was 522 million
dollars, but this figure was to triple be-
fore the conclusion of the work. «Twin
towers of gleaming metal, 110 floors
high» had been designed to surpass
the record still held by the Empire State
Building and to respond to what Nelson
Rockefeller had requested: «the build-
ings of the Trade Center must be im-
pressive. «The New York Times» wel-
comed the announcement, proclaim-
ing: «this is the project that promises
to do the most for New York». Tobin,
perhaps, had taken Rockefeller a bit
. In fact, as Jameson Doig
2 ing, instructive foot-
mpire of the Hudson,
when Tob d Minoru Yamasaki, the
architect gomimissioned to design the
r. Center, met with Rocke-
r@hd informed him that the twin
eys/would have a height of 110
s, the Governor asked: «110? So
two buildings have 55 floors
@4fch?». «Oh noly, Yamasaki replied:
«Each of them will have 110 floors». At
this point Rockefeller, turning to his ad-
visor Edward Kresky, and recalling that
the Chase Manhattan Building his
brother David had built just a few years
earlier, the tallest in Lower Manhattan,
had only 70 floors, exclaimed: «My
God! These towers will make David's

building look like a hut!».
Though he had no way of knowing this,
Nelson Rockefeller had no reason to
worry about the fate of the Chase Man-
hattan Building, which had been built
near Wall Street in 1955-61. With the
same motivations that guided the ini-
tiatives promoted by the Downtown-
Lower Manhattan Association, the sky-
scraper had been built to house the of-
fices of the gigantic bank David Rocke-
feller had created with the merger of
Chase National Bank and Bank of Man-
hattan. Nelson Rockefeller's alarm was
not justified, as 1 Chase Manhattan
Plaza is still a magnificent building to-
day. The Twin Towers were never able to
compete with it. It stands on a lot be-
tween Pine Street and William Street,
close to what is now universally known
as Ground Zero. Gordon Bunshaft and
Walter Severinghaus masterfully de-
signed and built a monolith clad in
glass and aluminium, with a structure
that shapes the main elevations, and
with a lobby of engaging, monumental
simplicity, resting on a slab dug out of
a garden of Isamu Noguchi. The tower
still stands out today, with its reflecting
metal finish, in the Manhattan skyline,
and it was the cornerstone on which
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, a/k/a
SOM, the studio to which Bunshaft and
Severinghaus belonged, built its for-
tune, making Lower Manhattan a
province in its “empire” composed of




describe as resembling a sporting
event, rapidly rose. Roland Betts, a per-
sonal friend of President George Bush
and member of the board of the LMDC,
orchestrated the crescendo; he com-
pared the architects on hand to «Rem-
brandt, da Vinci, Matisse and Jasper
Johns» and thanked «President Bush
for his concise advice: "do something
that will make people proud”». Larry
Silverstein was among the important
guests, but he left the Winter Garden
while the presentations were still in
progress. The representatives of the
Port Authority were present, and had
already been informed of the fact that
Silverstein Properties was planning to
turn to SOM for the reconstruction of
Ground Zero.

Taking the situation and the excitement
of the crowd into account, we can un-
derstand but not condone the tone
adopted by the architects in the pres-
entation of their projects, thus writing
a not very edifying page among those
that indicate the path of their profes-
sion in the 21st century, Norman Foster
spoke of «two towers that kiss and
touch each other until they become as
oney, immediately winning them the
nickname of the “"kissing towers";
Vifioly put himself through a tour de
force, illustrating the three different
proposals THINK had decided it was
worthwhile to present; Peterson and
Littenberg spoke of their good inten-
tions with respect to the spirit of old
New York: Childs, detached and per-
haps embarrassed, left the illustration
of SOM's project up to Roger Duffy, one
of the studio’s best partners; Greg Lynn
had a hard time explaining the meaning
of the “City in the Sky" he contributed
to design, resorting to references to the
Hagia Sophia; Richard Meier presented
his group of proven talents as a «dream
teamy, while the younger Holl declared:
«our idea is to express the sublime».
But even the "dream team” could not
stand up to the performance staged by
Libeskind, displaying the rhetorical
ability he has gained by paying the
price of a radical metamorphosis «from
obscure avant-gardist to determined
populisty, imposed over the years, also
according to Paul Goldberger, by his
wife Nina. «Life victorious» were the
last words Libeskind pronounced at the
Winter Garden, with the tone of a
preacher inspired, moreover, by a do-
mestic prompter.

Shortly thereafter, in February 2003,
once again it was Roland Betts who an-
nounced that the process that would
lead to the choice of the master plan
for Ground Zero was not yet finished;
among the seven projects presented in
December, in fact, the LMDC had cho-
sen two, those of Vifioly and Libeskind.
After further revisions, they would be
subjected to another evaluation. The
commission formed by the LMDC and
the Port Authority to choose the proj-
ect to be utilized met on 25 February
2003; late in the evening of the follow-
ing day, after once again calling in G
ernor Pataki, Mayor Bloomberg and {l
two architects, against all forec, i

was announced that the chosen proj-
ect, to be reworked in the months to
come, was that of Libeskind. The deci-
sion was strenuously supported by
George Pataki who after being re-elect-
ed as Governor saw Ground Zero as a
credible launching pad for a run at the
White House.

So what did Libeskind design? Though
it might seem crude to ask it in this
way, the question is only apparently
rhetorical. What LMDC wanted to come
up with, promoting its “competition”,
was a master plan. Was what Libeskind
designed just that, a plan that would
regulate the ways in which the con-
structions would be distributed on the
area of Ground Zero, or was it a project
that stands out above all for the form,
the concept and meaning attributed to
the Freedom Tower, the skyscraper he
imagined rising to a height of 541.32
meters? We should not use the metric
system, in this case, because it makes
the project lose much of its meaning. In
fact, as Libeskind hastened to under-
line, listing the various symbolic
virtues, we can only understand the
evocative thrust of the Freedom Tower
if we measure its height in feet, pre-
cisely 1776 of them, to commemorate
the year 1776 during which, on the 4th
of July, the United States declared its
independence from England. There can
be little doubt, in any case, that the
Freedom Tower, in spite of the way its
meaning gets lost in metric translation,
is the core of Libeskind's project. Its
profile, astutely and demagogically
shaped to imitate that of the Statue of
Liberty, would have loomed over the
entire area of Ground Zero, reconfig-
ured to respond to commemorative in-
tentions and economic interests, to the
hopes expressed by Giuliani and the ex-
pectations of the Port Authority, the
objective ally of Silverstein.

From many different viewpoints, the
various interpretations that can be
made of the project selected by the
LMDC are not unimportant, and the
statements made after February 2003
by those involved in various ways in t
story do not clarify the ambiguities,
the situation. Having reached
point, and having determined t|
master plan would call fe
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0 were busy trying to make
im i he people's choice; on the
er, Childs and SOM. In spite of the
us attempts made to induce them
towork together, the stakes were too

high and their conflicts became in-
creasingly heated. Janno Lieber, a for-
mer Under Secretary in the Clinton ad-
ministration and now Silverstein's
right-hand man, while he should have
been focusing on Liberty Bonds, legal
questions and the management of bil-
lions of dollars, was forced to spend
many of the hours available on keeping
the two architects from fighting. But
the time for mediation ran out quickly,
just as quickly as that of the theatrics;
it was urgent, in fact, to begin building,
and it was necessary to announce the
names of those who would have the re-
sponsibility of designing the skyscrap-
ers that would stand around Ground
Zero.

Among those for whom time was of the
essence was George Pataki, and as
time passed his determination to de-
fend Libeskind's project waned. The
context of problems, as we shall see,
was also rapidly evolving, but the
framework remained the same. The
contract between the Port Authority
and Silverstein Properties still applied.
Though in Libeskind's opinion he is not
aman of particularly refined tastes, Sil-
verstein is a man of good sense. He is
now in his seventies, but history hasg|
changed his life and now obliges hi
practice a new profession. Aft
collapse of the Twin Towers,
longer just an important re
erator, engaged in m
tions of buying, selling an
he is a builder, no lon,
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m in Berlin. After the conclusion of
the competition held by the LMDC, Sil-
verstein resolved to go to Berlin to vis-
it the Museum, but then he gave up on
the trip. But every time he goes down
to Wall Street he can see the skyscrap-
ers SOM has built in this portion of New
York, and observe the profiles of 1
Chase Plaza, 140 Broadway and the US
Steel building/1 Liberty Plaza, so close
to the eastern edge of Ground Zero.
And among the many factors Silver-
stein must consider when he makes
the definitive choice of the architect to
hire for the construction of the Free-
dom Tower, with the billions of dollars
of investment involved, for him and for
the Port Authority, one prevails over all
others and has a precise name: reliabil-
ity.

Who is more reliable: Libeskind or
SOM? But this is truly a rhetorical
question. «Danny, you've never de-

signed a skyscraper; now if | had to get
heart surgery, | wouldn't go to a sur-
geon who has never operated on a
hearty, is the conclusive phrase of a
conversation between Silverstein and
Libeskind, reported by Paul Goldberg-
er.

At this point there isn't much left to
say. All Libeskind can do is call his
lawyers and ask them to negotiate with
Silverstein Properties for a settlement.
In the meantime, the problem of
Ground Zero is back in the hands of
SOM.

1l
Naturally the shadow of the Freedom
Tower David Childs had to design was
meore than menacing for the master
plan, and it was not the only threat.
Clearly the fate of the tower is insepa-
rable from that of the area. But just
how credible is Libeskind's plan? To an-
uestion and get a better un-
of the latest developments
in {tu e need to take a step
backg%
While thesxepmpetition held by the
og}he choice of the master plan
gress, Governor Pataki made
ion that was incongruous with
ning, but one of great political ef-
icacy, announcing that nothing would
er be built on the portions of Ground
Zero corresponding to the footprints of
the Twin Towers. Taking this new indica-
tion into account, in the spring of 2003,
when the “Innovative Design Study"
reached its conclusion, the LMDC an-
nounced a second competition to
choose a project that would transform
the area once occupied by the two tow-
ers into a Memorial. From any perspec-
tive, this decision demonstrates the
low level of authority the LMDC is will-
ing to attribute to Libeskind's master
plan, given the fact that what he had
imagined for the Memorial represents
one of the most significant parts of his
project. Furthermore, the competition
guidelines were not prescriptive; the
competitors were left free to accept or
reject the indications of the master
plan, and the jury was even more per-
missive on this point. One of the jurors
was Maya Lin, and her opinion holds
weight; in 1981, while still a student at
Yale, she won the competition for the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Wash-
ington DC, with a project free of rhetor-
ical accents, the exact opposite of the
one designed by Libeskind for Ground
Zero.
About 13,000 registrations were re-
ceived for the new competition, of
which 5201 actually participated. In
November 2004 the presentation of
the eight finalist projects took place,
once again at the Winter Garden. Re-
flecting Absence is the motto of the
winning project supported by Maya Lin;
its designer is Michael Arad, until then
an unknown architect working for the
New York City Housing Authority. Be-
cause Reflecting Absence does not
comply with the stipulations of the
master plan, Libeskind soon found him-
self negotiating with Arad, who was
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