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The Memory-Keeper of SoHo

Far from the playing fields
of Rugby, a sport thrives.

By ANDREW COTTO

On a patch of turl on the sidelines of
crowded athletic fields on Randalls Island
under the rattle of the Robert F, Kennedy
Bridge, a dozen middle school students
gathered around a burly man with a pany-
tail and a goatee. This was Ovidiu Grozav,
coach of two fag rugby teams — one boys,
one girls — from Intermediate School 352
in Brownsville, Brooklyn, and he was giv-
ing his boys a few words of encouragement
before their first match.

They werg one of 70 teams in and around
New York City who were there on a blus-
tery Saturday morning In early June to
compete for the elghth anmual Rugby Cup
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A lifelong resident wants
to preserve the stories of

artists, loft living and “the
dirty golden years.”
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The Memory-Kee

CONTINUED FROM PAGH |
artists. Though other transforming neigh-
borhoods are now billed as centers of re-
Invention (many of them on the other side
of the Brooklyn Bridge), it was Solio, with
the artists who flocked there, that created
the template.

shopping :
tion and home to multimillion-dollar lofts.
Its geography-mashing acronym, which
Ms. Ohta traces (o a 1963 city planning re-
port, set jts own trend, begetting TriBeCa,
Dumbo and such broker-speak as MePa,
for the Meatpacking district, and SoHa,
which some sellers now call the nelgh-
barhood south of Harlem

Like Ms. Ohta, | grew up in SoHo, and |
have vivid memories of its former sell. So
when a high school friend told me about
the memory project, | reached oul and in-
vited myself aover. Approaching Ms. Ohta's
Mercer Street building, and hearing the
volce of her partner, Arnaud Gibersztajn,
announce on the intercom, “I'll send the el-
evator down,” sent me back. Once upon n
time, almost all residents In SoHo had
locked elevators thal needed to be sent
down for visitors

Compact, with shoulder-length black
hair, Ms. Ohta grew up in the building with
her mother, sister and father, a lacquer art-
Ist who had emigrated from Okazaki, Ja-
pan. Now she lives with her T-year-old
daughter and Mr. Gibersztajn, an abstract
painter. Her sister’s family and another
family who are also longtime inhabitants
of the building live in apartments on the
3.000-square-foot Moor.

Ms. Ofita's parents bought the bulding
in 1941, after living in SoHo for 23 years,
and converted it into condominiums that
they sold, It was a savvy real estale move
for which Ms Ohta, who has worked in
publishing and in the nonprofit world, is
still grateful. She also owned a women's
accessory and clothing store in Park Slope
for 10 years.

All along, from her Mercer Street perch,
she has watched SoHo evolve into the tour-
ist-heavy, commercial center of today, with
its Bloomingdales, Tiffany & Company
and Trump SoHo Hotel Such relentless
transformation could have lelt her feeling

111 were embittered, | would
to do this work.” she told me rec
a person who believes cities change
That's what they do, They evolve. That
doesn"t mean I'm not nostalgic.

THERE 15 NO BETTER: evidence of Ms
Ohta’s nostalgia than the handsome mu-
seum cart that shared real estate this
spring with her partner’s oll and enamel
canvases in their building’s basement The
cart was designed by the Unl Project, a
foursyear-old nonprofit that builds port-
able libraries and museums. This 15 what
Ms. Ohta hopes her museum will be in its

first iteration, traveling from one neigh-
barhood block to another, starting n the
spring of 2016. The plan is to eventually
procure a permanent storefront location
somewhere in the area, financed by big-
ticket donors, The ‘cart was home to Ms
Ohta's collection of smell jars. One is
packed with crushed peppercoims, repli-
cating the odor emanating, circa 1970, from
a Broome Street pepper factory. Another i
filled with Duncan Hines yellow cake mix,
to duplicate the scent from a Wooster
Street industrial bakery, There is a mock-
up of a miniature Soto loft, including
found furniture like a large electricalcord
spool that sorved as a colfee table in many

Mu:ty t;e:"»eltzer Man
now sells jewelry on
Prince Street.

a loft. There s & crate filled with broken
doll parts, buttons and discarded scraps of
fabric that served as found toys for chil:
dren growing up amid the clty's last re-
malning feetories

On an (Pad mini, viewers can listen toa
eyear-old jewelry designer from Munich
discuss the rehab of her Bowery lolt space,
which had served as o flophouse before
she acgived, And on a creaky tape record

per of SoHo

er, vigitors can lsten to 4 1979 conversation
of the WNYC radio show “Artisis in the
City,” now defunct, about the longstanding
battle between the city and loft tenants,
many of whom had ensconced themselves
Hlegally in industrial spaces.

ON A RECENT AFTERNGON, standing i front
of a framed cover of Billy Joel's album “An
Innocent Man,” which was photographed
on Mercer Street, Ms. Ohta picked through
archival material that did pot make it into
the portable exhibition, There were dog-
cared gallery. guides from the early 70s,
faded fliers for artists” happenings, an
nouncements for art auctions with works
by Art Splegelman and Claes Oldenburg,
and an ad for Marty, the Scltzer Man, who
delivered crates of bibbly water 1o tenants
for 30 cents a botte

“I could ik about this stulf forevern”
she sald, after p short discourse on Marty,
who now sells jewelry on Prince Street.
=Just tell me when to stop.”

So far, many of the papers she has gath-
ered have come from. the SoHo Alliance
and its predecessor, the Soto Artists Asso
cintion, neghborhood advocacy groups, al
though artists and former SoHo residents
have donated, too

She has transported much of it through
and trucks and in (axis 1L 1s
1 plastic bins im her basement,

Clackwise from tnp: A new
mack-ap ol a poriable
exhibition at Yakie (hta's
studio; Sallo in grittier days, In
1he 1970%, when galleries were
young; & traflic jam of trucks
on Greene Streel in 1979, and
the Fanelli Cafe, 2 forme
speakeasy, on Prince Street.

waiting lor a petr

Jaime Dave
oonceptual ¥
took of SoHo's desolate Street
earhv-to- ¥
handwri ca
direction of the now worid
Cooper Gallery 2
other galleries, is (n Chelsea. Mr David
ovich sad he hoped the slides would belp
remind people that SoHo was not sheays
30 stylith "

With. newspaper clippings and phone
tree hists, Ms. Ohta has chromeled
the betwoen artists and the of

A lifelong resident of
Mercer Street collects
its sights and smells.
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To watch Ms. Ohta enthusastically wift
igh ephemera she has seen dozens of
s — & faded 1578 edition ol The Villag
er, a local newspaper: a SoHo Allan:
tesvied Tichirr that reads “Keep S¢
Low™: a tarmiched door hinge — s casy
to imagme her &5 that person

Even her partper, Mr. Gibersstajn, sasd
she had always boen “in a relationship
with the past, her past.™

Mi Ohta woelld agree. “I'm valunteer-
ing 1o be the memary keeper,” she said
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