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Happy New Year!
President’s Message
It has been my custom as Board
President to deliver a “State of the
Building” report at our Annual Meeting.
In organizing my papers, I came across
one of the black notebooks distributed
to Board members before the monthly
meetings. They contain not only
materials relating to that month’s action
items, but also reference materials.
Included is a copy of a resident survey
prepared by CPR (Don & Margie Morich’s
market research firm) in May 2012. The
residents in 108 units responded, 68%
of whom had lived at 777 for more than
five years.
Consensus. I hadn’t reviewed the
survey responses for a while and they
surprised me. Only 21% of respondents
said that the appearance of the lower
level elevator lobby was acceptable;
only 25% said the appearance of 609
as a party room was acceptable. 68% of
respondents supported the construction
of an in-house fitness center; 60%
wanted to redecorate the hallways; an
additional 26% wanted to make the
hallways brighter. Only 6% wanted to
scale back on “costly improvements.”
This is an astounding level of consensus
for a condominium building, and it has
provided a roadmap for the Board’s
pursuit of projects supported by
residents.
While I had never thought of it this way
before, 2014 was all about giving people

what they wanted. And what the Building
needed. The pool deck had been
revamped in 2012 and the lower level
elevator lobby was finished in 2013. But
at the beginning of 2014, there was still
no fitness center, no new meeting room,
no discernible progress in redecorating
the hallways. And the hot water risers
were 50 years old and at great risk of
losing their structural integrity.
All that changed this year.
The Fitness Center. The fitness center
opened in February. With eight machines
and space for yoga classes, this longoverdue amenity has been quite well
utilized, both by residents who long
wanted such a facility and others who
thought they’d never use it. And it’s all
in an extremely attractive package that
came in on budget.
In fact, the pool deck, the garage lobby
and the fitness center, collectively, cost
only 10% more than the replacement of
our two garage elevators. Pretty amazing.
The Avenue Room. The Avenue Room,
adjacent to the pool on the 40th floor,
opened in June. It was not on budget,
given some unforeseen issues with
removing pipes and moving mechanicals.
But it was worth it. Like the fitness
center, it’s subtly stylish and perfect
as sometime summer gathering spot,
sometime meeting room, sometime
special event space. It was an
immediate hit over the summer. And it’s
begun to hit its stride as a special event
space, hosting, for example, a family

party on marathon weekend and dinner
for 30 on Thanksgiving.
It’s even furnished now with three club
chairs and a table, in addition to the
eight square tables and 32 chairs that
arrived in November. Make time to go up
and look.
Under New Management. As
construction of the Avenue Room began
and a construction schedule for the
riser project was being put in place,
777’s managers quit. All of them. First
our property manager (Mitchell); then
our assistant manager (Garreth); and
finally, the garage manager (Dennis). I
was despondent. But today I regard our
management team as one of the clear
strengths of the Building.
That’s because the new managers have
performed so well. John Meldgin, our
new property manager, is a CPA with a
great attitude, who sometimes was at
his desk by 6 a.m. this summer as he
came to grips with all that managing 777
entails. Andrew Skibicki, our assistant
manager, gets an incredible amount of
work done while juggling desk duties
with good (and sometimes wicked)
humor. And Mesfin Baffa, our new garage
manager, has turned a profit from Day
One, leaving no stone unturned in his
drive to improve all aspects of garage
operations. It’s been extraordinary to
watch.
Commendations. Hank Binswanger,
our property supervisor, deserves high
praise for his steady hand. In particular,
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his negotiating skill meant that there was
only a single substantial change order
during the riser replacement project. And
his contacts at BMO Harris Bank helped
777 secure a non-recurring line of credit
on favorable terms.
But even more than any individual,
777’s superb staff has kept the Building
running smoothly during this intensely
busy year. We are truly blessed to have
consummate professionals who care
so much about this Building and its
residents.
Finally, residents themselves deserve
a commendation for their stiff upper lip
during the long, loud and intrusive riser
replacement project. There was very little
whining and the plumbers we hired were
impressed by residents’ perspective and
overall good humor. Well done.
The Really Big Changes.
Notwithstanding all of the above, the
changes that will most remake 777 are
the new hot water risers and the soon-tobe renovated hallways.
It took more than a year after I got on
the Board even to get our arms around
the proper scope of the riser project.
Our former management company
operated under the assumption that
all three of the Building’s risers would
need to be replaced, at a cost of more
than $6 million. But an ultrasound
study- confirmed by strategic sectioning
of all three risers, as well as the opinion
of the plumbers we hired- showed that
only the hot water riser had degraded
significantly.
So Fettes Love began in late April to
replace the hot water infrastructure on
the 5th and 39th floors, and finished
integrating the new risers in midSeptember. In those four-and-one-half
months, more than two miles of copper
pipe was installed, at a cost of more
than $2 million. It’s a beautiful thing.
And what we got is far better than what
we had, new valves, including more than
600 new valves, heat exchangers and
mixing valves, plus digital controls and
internet alarm capabilities. Moreover,
we were able to replace dozens of faulty
branch lines before they did damage
to residents’ apartments and cost the

Building twice as much to fix.
The project left us with hallways even
uglier than before, which hardly seemed
possible. But the solution is around the
corner. For more than a year, the 777
hallway committee has been working
with Gooch Design Studio to come up
with a plan for the renovation of the
hallways. The fruit of that labor can be
seen on the 32nd floor. It’s bright and
classic and a little bit modern, all at the
same time. Amazingly, though each of
us seems to have one element of the
design that we’d like to change, only one
resident has voiced their disapproval of
the overall design concept. Consensus
again.
The Board will approve the project in
December. Construction should start
in the beginning of March, with all
remaining floors completed by June 1.
What’s Next? By the time the pool
opens, we hope to have transformed
the 40th floor elevator lobby into a more
welcoming space for the pool deck and
the Avenue Room. It’s in this year’s
budget. But nothing else is currently in
the works.
There are a handful of other things that
are on the agenda for future years. The
6th floor roof needs replacing, after
which we can build a terrace off the
fitness center. The lobby needs relatively
minor tweaks (relocated mailboxes,
a reoriented reception desk, a real
manager’s office, more appropriate
lighting). The entrance needs a profile
that distinguishes our residences from
the Walgreens.
But whether we undertake any of them in
2016 is far from clear. The first order of
business is to get the hallways done and
then enjoy the summer and all 777 now
has to offer.
And my hope for the holidays is that we
appreciate our good fortune to live in this
Building, this city and our country, and
that we all take time to enjoy friends,
neighbors and family.
Best wishes for a happy New Year.
Greg Hopp
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at the December New Residents
Orientation. Barney Cohen moved in
on Dec. 2. Barney has lived in Chicago
most of his life and is now renting from a
long-time friend. A lawyer specializing in
health care law, he was senior counsel
for the American Medical Association.
He recently took early retirement and
is now looking for new ventures. He is
extremely enthusiastic about living in our
building and is enjoying getting to know
the residents and staff.

Tidbits
December was a whirlwind of festive
activity for 777 residents and staff.
There was a large turnout for the holiday
party in our beautifully decorated lobby.
What was most enjoyable was to see
the mixture of residents of all ages and
backgrounds, with everyone mingling
with such joy. The excellent catering by
everyone’s favorite caterer Jim Wisnasky
added to the joyfulness. Many residents
also entertained family and friends in
their apartments and in the newly redone
Avenue Room.
New	
  residents	
  Nga	
  Yi	
  (Ayi)	
  Cheng	
  and	
  Barney	
  Cohen	
  

Nga Yi (Ayi) Cheng moved to Chicago
ten years ago from Hong Kong. She
went to school in Elk Grove and to North
Central College in Naperville. She is
currently working as a receptionist at
a nail spa on Elm Street, which is the
perfect job for her as she has a talent for
connecting immediately with everyone
she meets.

	
  
	
   New residents Nga Yi (Ayi) Cheng and Barney
Cohen
	
  

In the midst of the festivities, we found
time to meet two delightful new residents

Good news! Everyone was relieved
to see doorman Philman Williams’s
smiling face after a recent
hospitalization. Welcome back!
The lobby was very busy on the
Fri. before Christmas, as residents
purchased holiday goodies at the bake
sale, organized by long-time residents
Carmel Muelhausen and Gilda Small,

to raise money for Deborah’s Place.
We are happy to report that the bake
sale was a huge success, raising more
than $1,000, which was doubled by an
anonymous donor. Many of us have been
actively involved with this wonderful
organization and were delighted to have
777 contribute to such a worthwhile
cause.
Residents had the opportunity to see
renovated and unusually decorated
apartments during the Dec. 14 wine
walk, which included a one bedroom,
two bedroom and three bedroom
apartments.
Speaking of renovation, we will be
featuring some of the exciting individual
renovations in our building- starting with
this month’s Neighbors Column on new
board member Jason Rounds and his
wife Abbie Billingsley. If you would like
to have your apartment featured, please
let us know at cec55e@aol.com or leave
a note for Roberta Shwartz at the front
desk.
We wish everyone a joyous and healthy
new year!

Roberta Shwartz

NEIGHBORS JASON AND ABBIE: TWO ADVENTURERS DESTINED TO
TRAVEL THROUGH LIFE TOGETHER
So often we have written about longtime 777 residents who have been
true adventurers. That zest for living
and passion for adventure is also
characteristic of many of our newer
residents, which brings us to this
month’s story of newly elected Board
member Jason Rounds and his new
wife Abbie Billingsley, an amazing young
couple, who have recently joined our 777
community.
This has been an incredible year for
Jason and Abbie. They moved into
their beautiful two bedroom at 777
(which they renovated entirely-mostly
themselves). On Sept. 2, they got
married in the small chapel at Fourth
Presbyterian Church. On Oct. 1, Jason
started a new job. On Oct.3, they left for

their honeymoon in French Polynesia,
and on Dec. 4, Jason was elected to
the Board. They are still in the midst of
renovating and decorating, but were
kind enough to allow us to interview
them in their new home where they
gave us a tour of what they have done to
modernize the apartment and make it
both open with clean lines and charming
and inviting.
It is appropriate that two such
adventurous souls meet in an airport
lounge and be instantly attracted to each
other. Their life journeys were so similar
that it was destiny for them to come
together, which will be evident as we
share their individual stories.
Jason was raised in Vermont. He got
his salesman talent from his mother

who was a pharmaceutical salesperson
and his love of engineering and
construction from his father who was
a mechanic who had his own business
and also built houses. Jason helped
him with many of these houses and
learned from the ground up how to
do construction and renovation. He
attended R.I.T. in Rochester New York
where not surprisingly he earned a
degree in Mechanical Engineering. After
graduation, he moved to Birmingham,
Alabama, where he worked as an
engineer for Honda for nine years.
Two months after meeting Abby, he
interviewed for a job in Chicago with
Navistar, moved here and worked for
them for three and a half years. On Oct.
1, he began work as an Engineering
Manager with TTX Co., in downtown Chicago.
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Abbie was raised in a small town outside

Jason and Abbie on their wedding day

of Atlanta, where her parents gave her
an interest in home renovation and real
estate. Her mother and father restored
historic homes and also owned a real
estate/appraisal company together.
Abbie enjoyed helping her mother restore
historic homes; this led her to major in
art history at the University of Alabama
in Tuscaloosa. However, while studying
there, her career path took an interesting
turn. She ended up doing an internship
at an art museum in Alabama where she
was involved in events planning for the
museum. She loved it! Since then, she
has had a very successful career as a
corporate events planner.
Jason and Abbie were both flying
home from the South- Abbie was going
from her job in Atlanta to visit her
family in Maine and Jason from his
job in Birmingham to visit his family in
Vermont. They both had a layover in the
Atlanta Airport, where as fate would have
it, they ended up in the Delta Airlines
Sky Club for what would be a three and a
half hour layover-just long enough for the
chemistry to click in and a long distance
relationship to start.
Initially, they had only a two hour drive
from each other, but two months after
meeting, Jason moved to Chicago.
For two years, they had a wonderful,
adventurous long distance relationship,
but then Abbie started looking for work
in the Chicago area. She is currently an
Executive Meeting Planner for Baxter,
in Deerfield. Even though she works
from home part of the week, she is still
commuting--only this time by car. And at
least she is not commuting to be with Jason!
They have so many interests in common.
They love to renovate and design and are

Kitchen before remodeling
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interested in real estate. They are both
passionate about traveling, especially
to unique places. They got engaged in
Bali, spent their honeymoon in Bora Bora
and other parts of French Polynesia and
are planning to spend New Year’s Eve in
Mexico. Both of them have traveled for
work as well. They are also adventurous
eaters and love the variety of wonderful
restaurants in the Chicago area. In fact,
they had their wedding reception at L20
in Lincoln Park.
Prior to moving to 777, they lived in The
Loop. They looked at many buildings,
but they fell in love with ours. They
loved the clean lines of the building
and-spoken like a true engineer- “the
good bone structure.” They also loved
Kitchen
remodeling
our
pool before
area and
all the other new
amenities. Because of their talents
and backgrounds, they were delighted
that they could remodel their new
two bedroom apartment any way they
wanted. Jason is a natural to be on
the Board, as he served on the special
committee for mechanical systems at his
prior building. He is looking forward to
bringing his background in mechanical
engineering and project management to
our building.
It was a delight to talk with them. They
are charming, gracious and enthusiastic
and are a welcome addition to our
eclectic, friendly building.

Roberta Shwartz
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Kitchen after remodeling

Jason and Abbie on their wedding day

Kitchen after remodeling

Real Estate Sales

Jason and Abbie on their wedding day

Pending:
Studio: 		

707

$178,500

Closed:
1 Bedroom:

2109

$385,000

Listed For Sale:
Studios:
3602
		
2603
		
3305
2 Bedrooms:
1000
		
3200

$159,000
$189,000
$205,000
$399,000
$549,900

Source: Chicago MLS courtesy of
Helen Beller, Berkshire Hathaway
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