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Jonathan Mechanic, a 
partner at Fried Frank and 
chairman of the firm’s real 
estate department, repre-
sents clients in every type of commercial 
real estate transaction. His deals have in-
cluded Conde Nast’s  1-million-square-foot 
lease at One World Trade Center and, more 
recently, the 170,000-square-foot bite that 
the New York Genome Center took out of 
101 Avenue of the Americas.

The Commercial Observer: What are 
some of the most recent leasing deals that 
you’ve helped to put together?

Mr. Mechanic: The New York Genome 
Center, which is this center for genome sci-
ence that signed this past week for 160,000 
feet at 101 Avenue of the Americas, owned 
by Edward Minskoff. 

How did they find such a huge block of 
space, in Midtown South of all places?

Well, they were looking for a long time 
for the right space, which had the right 
attributes in terms of both lab space, re-
search space and office space and some-
thing that would be a striking office for in-
ducing scientists around the world to come 
and spend time at the Genome Center. And 
they looked at several alternatives, and 
then Minskoff actually sought them, say-
ing “I thought this was the perfect build-
ing for you.” They spent time looking at it 
and analyzing it and ultimately we came to 
terms. There were some negotiations over 
several months of the lease because there 
were various complexities—they’ve got 
their own separate entrance, how the lob-
bies interacted, the auditorium where they 
can hold seminars and courses. And it just 
turned out to be the right place at the right 
time—right for the Minskoff organization 
and right for the Genome Center.

It sounds like Minskoff wooed them to 
a certain extent. 

I think Minkoff wooed them to come there, 
and then, spending a lot of time looking at it, 
it turned out to be a very good solution for 
them, so it was kind of a win-win.

In addition to tenant rep, can you talk 
about the other types of representation 
that you tend to busy yourself with the 
most?

Well it’s both tenant representation and 
landlord representation. I’ve also represent-
ed George Comfort in the lease to Nomura 
of a million feet at Worldwide Plaza, and 
obviously sitting on the tenant side, repre-
senting Condé Nast at 1 World Trade Cen-
ter, which is probably the most momentous 
leasing deal of certainly my career. In terms 
of having an impact on the city, an impact on 
Lower Manhattan, the change in terms of 
a large media company making a commit-
ment to Lower Manhattan … all those were 
pretty exciting.

What do you think of re-
cent talk about the leasing at 
the World Trade Center be-
ing stalled?

I think there are deals or 
people looking at space in the 
Trade Center. I think they’re 
extraordinary buildings. You 
have commitments that have 
already been made at 1 World 
Trade Center. If you go back 
into history, people said the 
same things about 7 World 
Trade Center, but I represent-

ed Moody’s when they took 700,000 feet 
at 7 World Trade and now it’s 100 percent 
leased. All the stuff that’s going on Down-
town in terms of the retail activity and resi-
dential activity all bodes well for that space, 
and I think in terms of new construction 
there are very limited alternatives. There’s 
Hudson Yards and the Trade Center and the 
Boston Properties building on Eighth Ave-
nue, but they’re more limited. 

Going back to leasing, what types of 
tenants are you most busy representing? 
Are they tech tenants?

I represented Morgan Stanley, a finan-
cial services tenant, in taking over a mil-
lion square feet in 1 New York Plaza. That 
signed a couple of months ago, so I think 
you’re seeing different types of tenants in 
the marketplace. Certainly you’re seeing 
law firms in the marketplace. And the array 
of tenants has varied, from the profession-
al services firms to financial services. With 
financial services you see some consolida-
tion. There’s also some uncertainty in terms 
of the regulations and what regulations are 
going to ultimately look like and how that’s 
going to impact how the banks look going 
forward. I’ve dealt with all different types of 
tenants. My partner, Rob Sorin represented 
Google on buying 111 Eighth Avenue and has 
since spent lots of time taking additional 
space back for the benefit of Google because 
of their expansion plans. So I think we see 
stuff in many different sectors, and both on 
the landlord and tenant side as well as doing 
development deals. 

Do you think the future is bright in New 
York City as far as tech is concerned?

I think the future is very bright in New 
York as far as tech is concerned.

You do so many different types of trans-
actions. Is there any kind that is most ex-
citing for you to work on?

I guess I love doing things that have an 
impact on the city. I think working on the 
Trade Center transaction for Condé Nast 
had that kind of impact. It’s nice to work on 
iconic properties—we represented Tish-
man Speyer when they bought 200 Park, 
which is the Met Life Building. So every time 
you drive up and down Park Avenue, you see 
it. It’s rewarding. Working on the Lipstick 
Building. Buying, leasing it to Latham & 
Watkins, selling it and then ultimately rep-
resenting the lender on a restructuring of 
the debt when the people who bought it ran 
into some difficulty because of the down-
turn in the market. So I just love the city. I 
think this city is the most vibrant, exciting 
city in the world and I’m happy to be a part 
of it. —Carl Gaines
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Center opened in Cedar Rap-
ids, Iowa, in 1954. Six years lat-
er, and less than 100 miles to the 
southeast, brothers Matthew and 
Martin Bucksbaum opened a sec-
ond retail hub, this one touting a depart-
ment store as its anchor tenant.

It was from that business model—multi-
ple retailers under one roof, construction fi-
nanced by a single user—that the brothers 
Bucksbaum created the modern shopping 
mall, a totem of commerce so potent today 
that, from Montpelier to Chattanooga, teen-
agers now regard them less as brick-and-
mortar assets than actual monuments to 
capitalism—complete with jewelry kiosks. 

By 1970, the brothers recognized that desire 
and renamed their company General Growth 
Properties, a force of nature that, over the 
next 42 years, pockmarked approximately 43 
states with malls while boasting nearly 2 bil-
lion visitors—annually—at 169 sites.

It was from those heights that GGP, then 
the nation’s second-largest mall operator, 
found itself dangling by a thread one day 
in 2008, just after defaulting on $900 mil-
lion in loans—a fraction of the $25 billion in 
mostly short-term mortgage debt the com-
pany reported two months earlier.

The ensuing Chapter 11 filing in 2009 was 
heralded by analysts as one of the most dev-
astating commercial real estate collapses in 
U.S. history, while others described a prece-

dent-setting court decision 
that sent tremors across the 
lending community.

At the heart of the case 
was the so-called single 
purpose entity designation 
General Growth Proper-
ties set up in order to se-
curitize loans, which re-
quired the creation of an 
independent board of di-
rectors beholden neither 
to GGP’s CEO or the doz-

ens of lenders it was doing 
business with. Although such a 

designation is common among 
borrowers—it was famously used for du-
plicitous reasons by Enron—what was far 
more unlikely until then was the decision by 
General Growth Properties’ chief executive, 
Adam Metz, to fire the company’s indepen-
dent board.

“What happened was the CEO at the 
time fired the independent directors and 
replaced them with GGP-friendly directors, 
and then got them to vote for a bankruptcy 
filing,” said one real estate lawyer who did 
not work on the case but, like many in the 
industry, watched it closely. “That was a 
way to get around this independent direc-
tor concept that was so embedded in the 
way real estate loans were made that, until 
now, nobody had the nerve to try and cir-
cumvent it.”

Such chutzpah, while not against the 
law, prompted lenders across the country 
to wonder if more companies would simply 
install friendly directors to do their bidding, 
although most concede that, thus far, few 
have followed General Growth Properties’ 
lead. —Jotham Sederstrom
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9/11, real estate developer Larry 
Silverstein was still tied up in fed-
eral court battling over insurance 
coverage at the World Trade Center, 
the complex he held the lease on when two 
planes struck its North Tower and then its 
South Tower over the course of 17 minutes. 

In a series of lawsuits, the developer had 
argued that his company, Silverstein Prop-
erties, was entitled to a double payment of 
$7 billion because the attacks constituted two 
separate occurrences, not just one. 

Swiss Re, one of nearly a dozen insurers 
involved in the suit, argued that the attack, 
because it was part of an orchestrated plan, 
constituted a single event and therefore qual-
ified Mr. Silverstein for only the face value of 
his $3.5 billion insurance policy on the fallen 
towers.

In the end, Mr. Silverstein was defeated in 
court, nearly three years after the attacks. But 
for real estate owners, lenders and brokers, 
the repercussions were felt within months of 
when the towers fell.

Indeed, as described by 
several lawyers involved in 

real estate transactions 
months after the attacks, 
a new fact of life, terror-

ism coverage, permeated 
the landscape, with real estate 

buyers and sellers, not to men-
tion lawyers and insurance pro-

viders, scrambling to understand 
new federal legislation that rewrote 

insurance policies, legal scholars familiar 
with the changes told The Commercial Ob-

server.
Among the first properties to change 

hands following the attacks was 1515 Broad-
way, which the real estate investment trust 
SL Green closed on in the early months of 
2002. In order to close the deal, however, the 
REIT and its lawyers had to navigate entirely 
new language in otherwise boilerplate insur-
ance policies, including new contingencies re-
garding the terrorism coverage itself.

“There had never been a terrorism poli-
cy before this, so nobody really knew what it 
would look like,” said the lawyer. “This was 
completely unprecedented.”

Since then, of course, hundreds of deals 
have been closed across New York City—and 
in every sale, insurance policies and lend-
ing agreements now boast terrorism clauses. 

—Jotham Sederstrom


