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A young Chicago trader’s Streeterville
sanctuary is designed to handle personal
chaos with sleek, professional style.
By L1SA SKOLNIK
INTERIORS BY SCOTT SHIGLEY
PORTRAITS BY ANTHONY TAHLIER

Five years ago Gennady Gertsman
had one long-term goal. *[ had to get
out of the South Loop. All the con-
struction there was driving me crazy,”
he confides via Skype from Singapore,
where we caught up with him at the
Ritz-Carlton.
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At Home

The 3l-year-old Chicago trader was on a six-month trip around the
world, a treat he gave himself “after spending most of my life working out-
rageous hours and lots of jobs,” he explains. Yet his demonic work life is
what enabled him to trade his prosaic South Loop condo for the home of
his dreams, a 4,500-square-foot aerie in Streeterville.

Of course, the home wasn’t so dream-worthy when he bought it in 2004.
Back then it was two contiguous apartments that comprised 2,700 and 1,800
square feet and had too many rooms, walls, halls, and schmaltzy finishes to
suit Gertsman's vision of a glam bachelor pad where he could live, work,
and play. But there was no masking the potential or discounting the impact
of a view, for the sky-high units had a bounty of

broker says. To make sure Gertsman could have his way with the place
design-wise, Michael advised a consult and brought in James Dolenc and
Thomas Riker of the design firm JamesThomas.

“I didn’t want [my client] wasting any money on a place that wouldn’t be
perfect for him, and I had worked with James and Tom in my own place,”
says Michael. Gertsman was duly impressed with the team’s talent, but also
particularly taken with their integrity: “Most designers make their money
off markup, but [Dolenc and Riker| work on a set fee, so there’s never any
doubt that they’re really picking the best pieces for the place,” he says.

Gertsman and his parents left the Soviet Union in 1989 and spent nine
months as refugees in Italy before making their

floor-to-ceiling windows. And “one was a corner
apartment, so the possibilities were endless,” says
Jay Michael, Gertsman’s close friend and trusted
real estate broker.

Michael called Gertsman the minute he real-
ized the units could be combined and acquired
at a good price. “They were both duplexes in
a quality building, so we had to move fast,” the

“Gennady needed a place where
he could work round-the-clock,
sleep when he wanted to, interface
with employees and clients when
necessary, have privacy,
and live comfortably.”

—dJames Dolenc

way to the United States. When Gertsman was
13, the family landed in Niles and the teen got a
job—and he’s been working ever since. “When
you're an immigrant, you have to work all the
time. In my senior year of college, T had 12
‘W-2s,” he recalls.

Ironically, it was while he was still in high
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school at Niles North in Skokie that Gertsman



picked up the skills that may have done the most to ensure his success as
atrader. Back then the enterprising young student excelled at two endeav-
ors: chess and dealing baseball cards. The former taught him logic (and
earned him a state championship), and from the latter he acquired solid
bartering and business skills. But what inspired Gertsman to trade for a liv-
ing was a senior-year finance class at the University of Illinois at Chicago.
“I'studied equities then and they fascinated me, so I started trading while I
was in school. I did pretty well right from the start,” he says.

Yet banish the notion of Gertsman screaming out bids in a pit and mak-
ing fist signs. “I've never traded on the floor. It’s all electronic, and you can
do it any hour of the day or night,” he says with a laugh.

This last tidbit explains why it was important to have a design team
involved in the home-renovation project from the start. “Gennady needed
a place where he could work round-the-clock, sleep when he wanted to,
interface with employees and clients when necessary, have privacy, and
live comfortably,” says Dolene.

Though his social life took second place to work, Gertsman had a girl-
friend when he started the project, and they loved to entertain. Gertsman,
who's now single, also wanted “the master suite to have a bathroom that

Gertsman returned from a trip just in time to be shot
for this story (asove LEFT). Design firm James Thomas
warmed up the cool limestone floor and glass-and-
steel curtain wall of windows with walnut built-ins in the
foyer (aeove) and living room (LerT), and a teak kitchen
system from Arclinea Chicago. Oversize artwork
called Buddha Reflection by Juul Hoes adds drama

to the foyer, while a diptych by Mary Rousseaux from
Chicago Art Source warms the living room.

could accommodate two, a substantial dining room, small and large spaces
to suit groups of different sizes, a state-of-the-art media room, and a guest
suite,” says Riker, ticking off the items as if by rote. “The kitchen counted,
too, but he usually orders in.”

Despite his emphatic and exacting demands, the intellectually driven
Gertsman puts substance before style. “He gave us total creative power
because he had no strong opinions on aesthetics and no time to devote to
decorating,” says Riker. “He was always working.” And in lieu of any direc-
tives, “all he told us was, ‘Please don’t distract from the view or do anything
too trendy or gimmicky,”” adds Dolenc.

That left the designers the freedom to create a style that would work for
both the architectural assets of the space and Gertsman’s life.

The architecture of the space was not easy to tackle. Both apartments
consisted of a long, relatively narrow space with 20-foot ceilings where the
duplexed second stories were sited. Connecting them, and devising a lay-
out that wouldn’t emulate those awful railroad-style flats of yore, was a true
challenge.

Fortunately, they were gutting the place, and interior hallways and clos-
ets could be reconfigured. Thus the designers were able to craft a cunning
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