
“I’

don’t know the U.S. market.” 
Ms. Matsuyama, a trim woman 
in a russet-colored sweater, 
tossed off the self-deprecating 
comments during a tour of her 
newly renovated town house on 
152nd Street between Broadway 
and Amsterdam Avenue.

Ms. Matsuyama, a widow, 
bought the three-story building 
in 2005, using the proceeds from 
the sale of a 10-acre lot outside 
Orlando. She had bought that 
land just six years earlier. At 
that time, the area was barren, 
she said, but soon housing 
began arriving “like a flood.” 
Eventually, Publix, a supermarket 
chain, decided that it wanted to 
build a store on the property.

The woman who doesn’t 
know the United States market 
faced a large capital gains 
tax bill unless she bought 
another property within 180 
days (a transaction known as a 
“like-kind” exchange). A broker 
took her to see the town house. 
“I thought, ‘It’s cute; maybe I 
can do something with that,’” 
Ms. Matsuyama recalled of the 
100-year-old building.

But what? An architect 
she knew in her native Osaka 

M not very smart at 
business,” Tomoko Mat-
suyama said. “And I

introduced her to Michi Yana-
gishita, a Japanese architect working 
in Manhattan. The two bonded 
like mother and daughter. (Ms. 
Yanagishita is 34; Ms. Matsuyama 
declines to give her age.) “Without 
her I couldn’t do anything; it’s so 
hard for me in New York,” Ms. 
Matsuyama said, unconvincingly. 

At the time she bought the 
vacant building, it had just been 
turned into two living units. But the 
finishers were shoddy. “Tiles were 
falling off the bathroom wall,” she 
said. She knew she would have to 
upgrade. She decided to add a unit to 
the building, so she would have the 
rental income from two apartments.

After two years of work, the 
building now has three units. The 
basement apartment, rented to a 
doctor, has two bedrooms and one 
bath.

The upstairs apartment – half 
of the second floor and all of 
the third – is rented to a couple 
with a 5-year-old daughter. Ms. 
Matsuyama’s home is the middle 
unit. It occupies the entire first floor 
and half of the second, for a total 
of five rooms. Her architect added 
some modern elements – including 
concrete panels surrounding the 
fireplace – while retaining some 
of the old features, like the large 
curved archways between rooms. 
Ms. Matsuyama unpacked items 
that she brought from Japan 17 
years ago, including a collection of 
lacquerware vases. And she added 
items like a Warhol poster bought 
on eBay for $70.

Until 1990, Ms. Matsuyama 
lived in Osaka with her husband, an 

advertising executive, and their two 
children. In 1989, their daughter, 
Saeka, then an 8-year-old violin 
prodigy, was invited to study at the 
Juilliard School. So Ms. Matsuyama 
did what any Osaka mom would do: 
She moved to New York with her 
children. (Her husband, Ryuji, re-
mained in Japan to support the family.)

At first, the three lived in a 
cramped apartment across the street 
from Juilliard, and they struggled to get 
by in English. “Those years for us were 
long and hard,” Ms. Matsuyama said.

After becoming more familiar with 
New York, she bought a condo at 72nd 
Street and Broadway. She sold it in 
1998 and used the proceeds to invest in 
commercial real estate, including the 
property in Orlando. The family moved 
to a rental on West 86th Street and then 
to a large co-op at 177th and Fort 
Washington Avenue. She chose the 
place, in part, because there was a 
corner room for Saeka to practice her 
violin in.

Saeka’s brother, Tatsuki, prefers 

keyboards: He is a computer pro-
grammer.

These days, Saeka travels the 
world as a soloist (and can be seen 
playing Beethoven, to thunderous 
applause, on YouTube), and Tatsuki 
works for the New York Stock 
Exchange. After they began living 
on their own, their mother (who was 
widowed in 2001), found the 
Washington Heights apartment too 
empty.

“I was alone in a big apartment 
with two cats,” she said. She sold 
the apartment in 2006. Now the 
cats, Chibi and Sugar, live with her 
on 152nd Street.

Her children stop by on 
weekends; Ms. Matsuyama not only 
feeds them, but loads them up with a 
week’s supply of meals, including 
sukiyaki, oden (which she describes 
as fried tofu, konyaku, fish balls and 
daikon in soup) and homemade 
sushi.

It helps that Ms. Matsuyama has 
a gorgeous kitchen, in a rectangular 

addition that extends into her 
backyard. From the kitchen, a sleek 
stairway, designed by Ms. Yana-
gishita, leads upstairs to a cozy 
bedroom suite, occupying half of 
the building’s second floor. 

It was Ms. Yanagishita’s idea to 
divide the second floor between two 
units, so that two duplexes would fit 
together like puzzle pieces. It was a 
neat solution, but going from two 
units to three triggered many 
building code requirements. “It’s 
been an interesting journey,” Ms. 
Yanagishita said of navigating the 
city bureaucracies.

Ms. Yanagishita was born in 
Tokyo but educated in the United 
States; she attended architecture 
school at Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity in Pittsburgh. Her firm, Front 
Studio, is sometimes confused with 
Front, a Swedish design collective, 
and other times with Front Inc., a 
Manhattan-based firm that consults 
on building facades. In fact, it is a 
small firm, located in SoHo and 
specializing in residential design.

The firm generally advises 
clients not to live in a building while 
it is being renovated. But on 152nd 
Street, Ms. Yanagishita arranged to 
stage the work so that Ms. 
Matsuyama could occupy one part 
of the house while others were 
under construction. That allowed 
her to keep an eye on the work 
crews, and sometimes even help. 
(She painted most of the interiors 
herself.)

Indeed, Ms. Matsuyama sees 
running the building as a new 
career; to prepare, she even took a 
course in landlord-tenant law at 
New York University. 

So while she may have a great 
apartment, Ms. Matsuyama isn’t 
exactly relaxing. Her unit has three 
fireplaces, which she hasn’t had a 
chance to use.

“Someday,” she said, “I want to 
enjoy them.”
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