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On Manhattan's Upper East Side, home to some of the most expensive real estate on
earth, exists the crown jewel of the city's residential town houses. With its 15-foot-high oak
door, huge arched windows, and nine floors, it sits on-or, rather, commands-the block of
71st Street between Fifth and Madison Avenues. Almost ludicrously out of proportion with
its four- and five-story neighbors, it seems more like an institution than a house. This is
perhaps not surprising-until 1989 it was the Birch Wathen private school. Now it is said to
be Manhattan's largest private residence.

Inside, amid the flurry of menservants attired in sober black suits and pristine white gloves,
you feel you have stumbled into someone's private Xanadu. This is no mere rich person's
home, but a high-walled, eclectic, imperious fantasy that seems to have no boundaries.

The entrance hall is decorated not with paintings but with row upon row of individually
framed eyeballs; these, the owner tells people with relish, were imported from England,
where they were made for injured soldiers. Next comes a marble foyer, which does have a
painting, in the manner of Jean Dubuffet ... but the host coyly refuses to tell visitors who
painted it. In any case, guests are like pygmies next to the nearby twice-life-size sculpture
of a naked African warrior.
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