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The Accidental Landlord 

By ALEX MINDLIN
IN 1980, Robert Peguero, the foreman of a Chelsea printing shop, was looking for a new apartment. Mr. Peguero had outgrown the studio in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, where he lived with his wife and baby, and Williamsburg, where he had been raised, seemed the natural place to move.

But he had little luck there. "Whenever I knocked on the door, they'd shut it in my face," said Mr. Peguero, a gentle Dominican with dark eyes, a small mustache and very white teeth. "I was young, Spanish. I didn't even have the mustache. It just didn't look like I could pay the rent."

If he couldn't rent in the neighborhood, Mr. Peguero decided, he would buy. Drawing on his savings and a natural appetite for risk, he and his brother-in-law bought a four-family brick building on Wythe Avenue for $15,000, a wreck with holes in the walls and decaying floorboards. Mr. Peguero, then in his early 20's, used to arrive home from work, eat dinner with his family in their duplex, then trudge upstairs and demolish wall after wall on the upper floors, sledgehammering the plaster, bagging it, and dragging the bags to a trash bin. Often, he didn't finish until 4 a.m. Within six months, he had renovated one floor and had a tenant; another soon followed.

Every Brooklyn real estate broker can tell stories about people like Mr. Peguero, longtime local residents who bought a few buildings in their neighborhood, back in a day when few wanted to take such chances, and are now capitalizing on a sizzling real estate market. These landlords, many of whom, like Mr. Peguero, stumbled into their new roles almost accidentally, represent yet another of the varied and complex ways old Brooklyn is morphing into new Brooklyn.

When Mr. Peguero was renovating the Williamsburg building, he had no intention of becoming a full-time landlord. But by 1982, building owners in the neighborhood were beginning to whisper among themselves that Williamsburg might soon take off, and Mr. Peguero had begun to notice approving mentions of Williamsburg in Village Voice articles, tucked in among the mentions of robberies and shootings. 

Around the same time, he discovered a taste for ownership. "You work hard once fixing the place," he said, "and if you fix it well, that's it, you've just got to maintain it. I liked the idea of going up to people at the end of the month and" - he mimed extending a hand - " 'pay me.' " So three years later, Mr. Peguero borrowed $25,000 from a bank and $5,000 from a cousin, got a friend to borrow $3,000 from a credit union, and threw in $2,800 from his own savings to become the owner of a four-story brick hulk on Bedford Avenue full of dripping pipes and rotted beams, a house even more decrepit than his first building. 

There followed a five-family building for $125,000 and a Brooklyn Heights brownstone for $190,000. By 1990, Mr. Peguero owned five buildings and was netting $3,000 a month. He quit his job at the printing shop and bought a used BMW, customized with side-spoilers, at a time BMW's were so rare a sight in the neighborhood that the local police stopped him twice, suspicious that he was dealing drugs. 

Mr. Peguero, 48, now owns 11 buildings containing 34 apartments and 4 commercial tenants. He himself recently moved from a two-bedroom apartment in Williamsburg, where he and his wife had shared a bedroom with one of their two children, to a three-story brick English Tudor in the affluent Queens neighborhood Jamaica Estates. Signs of recent improvements are everywhere in this house, from the curving flagstone path laid across the small lawn to the new track lighting and granite counters in the kitchen. The pink living room, with overstuffed armchairs and stained-glass windows, is freshly repainted. 
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There have been dark days. The Brooklyn Heights brownstone proved to be a money pit, full of recalcitrant and rent-controlled tenants; it nearly bankrupted Mr. Peguero. His first wife, with whom he had four children, divorced him a year after he bought it, saying that he cared more about his buildings than he cared about her. Mr. Peguero is careful to avoid repeating the mistake with his second wife, Liliana. "Last year I made a little money, and I redid the kitchen," he said.

Recently, he has turned his attention to Reading, Pa., where he has bought three apartment buildings in an industrial neighborhood that reminds him of Williamsburg. "I feel that it's going to get good out there," he said. "Over here was not a good neighborhood, and real estate wasn't worth anything when I bought. Real estate isn't worth much there now, but I say that it's going to go up."
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