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AWARDS&HONORS

By Meta L. Levin
 

When Kieran Higgins, vice president of 
Component Assembly Systems, first saw the 
scope of the 800,000 square foot World Trade 

Center Transportation Hub, he thought, “This is going 
to be a challenge.” That didn’t deter him. “I knew it was 
going to be an iconic project,” he says.

In the end, Component Assembly Systems’ work 
on the project earned it CISCA’s prestigious Founders 
Award for 2015. 

Designed to handle more than 200,000 commuters 
daily, the transportation hub includes an above ground 
oculus — meant to invoke a dove taking flight — as 
well as a mezzanine that runs under the September 11 
Memorial, connecting the PATH and NYC subway. There 
also is a World Trade Center retail mall. Component 
Assembly Systems was tasked with designing and build-
ing the drywall, plaster, glass fiber reinforced gypsum 

(GFRG) panels and specialty custom metal ceilings.
Component Assembly has been on the site since 

September 12, 2001 as part of the clean-up efforts, 
says Higgins. The company was awarded the contract 
for the interior work about six years ago, “We had iden-
tified this as a job we wanted. It’s a building that only 
comes around every 100 years.” That did not, however, 
mean that he did not appreciate the seriousness of the 
project, that it was only being built, because of the 9-11 
tragedy and loss of life.

Although Component Assembly Systems got the job 
through a strict bid process, Anthony Pastore, general 
contractor, Tishman Construction’s vice president, was 
pleased to be working with the company. “It was a 
complex project and we were happy to see them on it,” 
he says. Under the construction arrangement Tishman 
Construction worked in conjunction with Turner

(continued on page 16)
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Construction as a joint effort on the 
endeavor; each was assigned to a 
different portion of it. 

Component Assembly Systems 
assembled a team that included 
CISCA members Ceilings Plus, 
Formglas and Decoustics. “I wanted 
this project and I decided to meet 

with the owners of Ceilings Plus, 
because I wanted to work as a 
team,” says Higgins. “That was inte-
gral to doing the engineering design 
and modeling. We both wanted the 
job and we aggressively bid it.”

 In addition, Higgins identified a 
specialty crew, led by Karyl Hanscon, 
general foreman, who took the 

project from beginning to the end. 
Higgins was involved in the bidding, 
sold the job and oversaw it. “It’s a 
major project,” he says. For about 
three years Component Assembly 
Systems had an average of 20 men 
on the job. Hanscon stayed there 
from the beginning to the end. 

The hub itself will serve 11 sub-
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ways and PATH trains, all accessible 
from the buildings and protected 
from the weather, to boot. 

The project consists of a 16 acre 
underground multilevel building, 
which rises above ground to the 
light-filled oculus. 

“There is not a straight line on the 
project,” says Tishman’s Pastore. 

“Nothing is typical. I don’t think that 
there has been anything like this 
before. It was a new experience for a 
lot of people.”

Not the least of which was Ceilings 
Plus®. “It was a parametric design 
in which every panel was one of a 
kind,” says Ceilings Plus President 
Nancy Mercolino. Initially it looked 

symmetrical and fairly straightforward, 
but the design parameters turned out 
to be strict and each panel had com-
pound curving. There was tapering at 
both ends and none were square. It 
required, much more engineering and 
fabrication than typically needed, she 
says. 

(continued on page 18)
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Higgins had the same experi-

ence. When he and his crew first 
looked at the drawings, it looked like 
a lot of areas would be the same, 
but when they got into it, that was 
not the case. “Every bay and every 
part of the job was a custom event,” 
he says. “We went back and forth 
with Tishman-Turner in the design 
process.”

During the design phases 
Component Assembly Systems 
had “meeting after meeting,” says 
Higgins in an effort to keep the 
design intent, but also to flesh out 
how it would be accomplished. 
The team flew back and forth to 
California and worked with Ceilings 
Plus. Formglas was hand engineer-

ing their part. Together they would 
all flesh out the design issues.

Mike Garz, senior vice president of 
STV Inc., a partner in the Downtown 
Design Partnership, served as the 
design manager and architect of 
record for the project. “This job 
involved some incredibly complex 
geometry,” he says. It comprised 
intersecting sections, adjacent ellipti-
cals and slopes that moved from one 
curved form to another.

The documentation described 
things in broad form. From that 
Garz, the contractors and the manu-
facturers had to figure out how to 
make it in practical terms. “I spent 
a lot of time in California, working 
with the fabricators, explaining the 
geometry and helping with modeling 

exercises.”
The whole job was laid out on 

computers. “If something didn’t 
work, we’d make a template and 
send it to California for refurbishing,” 
says Higgins.

“The architect never let go of 
the careful passionate detailing,” 
says Chris Le, Ceilings Plus’ lead 
project engineer on the job. “They 
fought tooth and nail and wouldn’t 
budge.” They maintained the design 
even though there were some who 
thought it was impractical. Le found 
himself reflecting on the geometry 
he learned in high school and col-
lege. “It was strenuous from an engi-
neering theory.”

Ceilings Plus had to change all 
of the curving set up dyes from one 
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panel to the next and inside each 
panel from top to bottom. “They 
were unforgiving on the intent,” says 
Mercolino. “They did not want to 
compromise the design intent.” 

The intent also was to make it a 
100-year design, “they wanted it to 
weather 100 years, every piece and 
part,” she says. This means that the 
parts required the most extreme 
coating systems, clips, rivets and 
hardware, stainless steel and heavy 
galvanized coating system. “It was 
beyond normal for even an exterior 
environment.”

The stainless and galvanized steel 
ranged from ¼ inch reveals to 1/16 
inch. “The acceleration made it 100 
times more complicated, because 
the steel was out of tolerance,” says 

Chris Haros, Ceilings Plus project 
manager on the job. “But we were 
able to orchestrate our work through 
the other trades.”

“The oculus segment is so ele-
gantly sophisticated; it’s an angelic 
design,” says Mercolino. 

The project was behind from the 
get-go, making things difficult all the 
way through. During the construction 
the Port Authority of New York and 
New Jersey mandated that the exist-
ing subway lines remain operational 
the entire time. Because of the tight 
deadlines, there were strict deadlines 
for all portions of the job.

Designed by internationally known 
architect, Santiago Calatrava, the 
project truly had an international flair. 
Calatrava incorporated more than 

55,000 tons of steel and other mate-
rials from around the world, including 
marble from Italy. 

Component Assembly Systems 
had to order special equipment 
from Germany in order to work on 
the nearly 100-foot tall oculus. The 
dance floors were about 80 feet up. 
Areas that were difficult to reach 
from the scaffolding and the dance 
floor were accessed through articu-
lated booms and cranes that could 
reach back into inaccessible areas.

In areas they were working 
above marble floors, sometimes 
already installed and protected with 
Styrofoam and plywood or, depend-
ing on the schedule, not yet laid. 

As all the materials came in and 
(continued on page 20)
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work was done, Higgins gave the 
Tishman-Turner team high marks for 
“expertly orchestrating” everything. 

Materials were stored on site. 
Ceilings Plus air freighted and/or 
trucked its panels from California. 
“They had dedicated teams of driv-
ers on the road,” says Higgins. 

Each came with shop drawings, 
bills of lading, part numbers, loca-
tion crates. “There were so many 
thousands of pieces,” says Higgins. 
These included special stretch 
formed material. The panels were 
compound radius, detailed steel 

material with custom perforations 
and powder coated finishes.  

The entire project had a .8 NRC. 
All of the custom perforations were 
designed with this in mind in an 
effort to hold down the noise level in 
the busy space.

Each finish was a custom color. 
Samples were supplied and Ceilings 
Plus matched them. “It was difficult,” 
says Higgins. “It took a year of sub-
mittals. Twenty times we went back 
and forth to get it approved.”

Using Ceilings Plus torsion 
grid concealed ceiling system, the 
entire ceiling was made accessible, 

because of the infrastructure above 
the panels, which are downward 
accessible. These, too, had be cus-
tom. “They had to make custom 
extrusions, because it was so large 
that the typical extrusions weren’t 
strong enough,” says Higgins. 

The stretch formed specialty light 
cones were a secondary contract 
to Component Assembly Systems. 
Higgins got Formglas to make some 
of them. “They were complex, but 
between us we were able to make 
the design work,” he says. 

Given the lack of squared off 
corners in the building’s architec-



ture, the crew used lasers to find the 
squared off interior spaces. 

Along the way they borrowed 
from architectural history: the 
squinch. It’s an architectural term, 
albeit one that probably is more 
often used in a domed Cathedral 
than a transportation hub. It is a 
construction meant to fill in the 
upper angles of a square room so as 
to form a base to support an octag-
onal or spherical dome.

Formglas modeled it on the com-
puter and built squinches at all four 
corners of the oculus. “The geom-
etry of four corners coming together 

was insane,” says Higgins. “We had 
to come up with a way of design-
ing it. If you look at old Cathedrals, 
everything comes together. Everyone 
knows about it now.”

Despite the complexity and 
frustration of the job, all of those 
involved would do it again. 

“I loved it,” says Haros. “I 
wouldn’t have it any other way. It’s 
always challenging when you raise 
the bar.”

His boss, Mercolino, agrees: “I 
would do it again. To get something 
of that quality with that vision. Yes.”

And Higgins points at his crew 

and partners: “I am super proud of 
everyone,” he says. 

As for Garz, he says that he loves 
to stand on the grand staircase and 
see the intersection of the levels of 
the building and the various geom-
etries. “It’s one of those unintended 
serendipitous moments in architec-
ture.”
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The World Trade Center Transportation Hub in 

New York City. The four billion dollar, 800,000 Sqft 

Transportation Hub incorporates a train station 

above-ground oculus and mezzanine under the 

September 11th Memorial that connects the PATH 

and NYC Subway  which includes the 365,000 Sqft  

World Trade Center mall. Component Assembly won 

the contract to design and build the drywall, plaster, 

GFRG and specialty custom metal ceilings.
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