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   THINGS look peaceful on ''stable row,'' a collection of a dozen public and
private garages, most of them former stables, on Amsterdam Avenue from 75th to
77th Streets. But to a developer it is really a collection of sites crying out
for development: old, low buildings, with no residential tenants, that are not
landmarks - and are right in the middle of the fashionable West Side.
 

   The biggest and, perhaps, best building is the old Dakota Garage, on a 12,000
square-foot plot at the southwest corner of Amsterdam and Avenue and 77th
Street.
 

   The garage - actually built as a stable -went up in two sections from 1891 to
1894. Originally containing 158 stalls and space for over 300 carriages, it was
erected by Edmund Coffin, a banker, as a real-estate investment. (Mr. Coffin was
the father and the grandfather, respectively, to the Revs. Henry Sloane and
William Sloane Coffin.) He hired as his architect Bradford Lee Gilbert, then
prominent for introducing steel-skelton construction to New York City with his
Tower Building at 50 Broadway in 1889.
 

   Though a stylistic gem, the Dakota Garage does not appear to have been
structurally unique. It was typical of stable construction of the time - stalls
for horses on the basement and second floors - with ramps, and heavier floors to
accommodate drainage systems - and elevators to take carriages to the third,
fourth and fifth floors. Stables were sited on Amsterdam because they were
convenient to the new rowhouses nearer the Hudson River, but not so close as to
bother their residents with stable smells and noises.
 

   Mr. Gilbert produced a Romanesque Revival structure almost entirely of brick,
with little applied decoration. The warm orange walls are set off by rich,
salmon-colored trim at the windows and the cornice. Arches above the windows and
at the cornice are of specially manufactured brick, with ends tapering to only
two inches in width.
 

   Two stepped, Flemish-style entry portals with serpentine decorative carvings
mark street level areas - there were originally four. But the building is a work
of color and line rather than applied ornament, in contrast to most buildings of
the period, which were often overloaded with decoration. This simplicity gives
it a fresh, even modern, character despite its age.
 

   THE architect also directly quoted several major elements from his Tower
Building, demolished in 1914 but considered one of the most important
skyscrapers in the city's history. On both structures he used small areas of
serpentine ornament, round arches at the top of multistory arcades, and similar
two-tone color schemes in brick.
 

   Originally known as the Mason Stable, in 1912 the building became the Dakota
Stables, after the demolition of a namesake building nearby (there is no clear
connection between either stable and the Dakota apartment building). It appears
to have been built as a ''livery'' rather than a ''boarding'' stable, since
residents of the new brownstones and apartments in the neighborhood preferred to
rent entire outfits whenever necessary -horses, carriage, tack and driver -
rather than keep their own on the premises.
 

   In 1915, after a few years of storing both cars and carriages, the Dakota was
altered into a legitimate garage, with new steel reinforcing concrete floors,
gasoline pumps and even automobile turntables on the ground floor. In the 1950's
it was renamed the Pyramid, apparently after the pyramidlike, stepped entry
portals.
 

   Today the Dakota Garage is considered one of the ''soft sites'' of the Upper
West Side, where land values have soared in the last decade. Much of the area is
occupied either by residential buildings - where tenant-protection laws make
demolition unlikely - or landmark buildings, making structures like individual
supermarkets and garages practically the only sites for new construction.
 

   The Landmarks Preservation Commission has not been keen on the Dakota Garage,
saying the ground floor has been ''severely compromised'' - although a
designated landmark a block away, the Belleclaire Hotel, has no original ground
floor left.
 

   David Berley, a partner in Sylan Associates, which owns the property, said
the building ''will remain as a garage for the next 10 or 15 years.'' ''We're
owners, not developers,'' he said. ''We like the income.'' But at the same time,
he said, there is a demolition clause in the garage operator's lease.
 

   There are no signs of impending demolition, but garage operations can fold
quickly. There are no adjacent co-ops that want to preserve the view, no
activist block association, no one likely to stir up controversy. If the end
comes for the Dakota Stables, it will probably be swift - and certain.
 

