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TIME seems to bring change to hotels more regularly than to most forms of commercial property. To maintain quality, renovation work has to be undertaken constantly. But the ownership of the property, and the character of its use, often changes as well. 

In the case of what is now formally known as the Hotel Pennsylvania, in Manhattan, the changes extend also to the name. It was built in 1919 as the Hotel Pennsylvania by the Pennsylvania Railroad, whose late-lamented station faced it across Seventh Avenue between 32d and 33d Streets. It became the Statler in 1949 when the Statler Company bought it. Five years later, Conrad Hilton bought all 17 Statler hotels, and renamed it the Statler Hilton. 

In 1984 it became the New York Penta Hotel when Penta Hotels, run by a consortium of European airlines, became the operating partner in the ownership group, Ascot Associates, headed by Abraham Hirschfeld, the real-estate investor and sometime mayoral candidate. Penta completed a $35 million renovation program, but Mr. Hirschfeld said he acquired Penta's interest in 1991 when the hotel was operating at a loss. 

Then Hampton Hotels Corporation, headed by Simon Elias, a 38-year-old Israeli investor, and Mary Diem, an experienced hotel manager, took over as manager. The debt was restructured and a long-term $15 million upgrading begun. Hampton became the operating partner two years ago. 

The Pennslyvania's saga shows how hotel properties change their character in different times under different management, and also how the city's tourist hotels are benefiting at present from the increase in foreign travelers seeking moderate-priced rooms in New York City. Many of these hotels are currently charging individual travelers $90 to $130 a night, hotel consultants say. Tour groups, or airlines that book rooms wholesale for their crews, usually pay about 30 percent below that. 

As the Penta, the hotel had aspired to the deluxe category of hotels, an attempt that failed there and elsewhere in the recession of the late 80's and early 90's. It is reasserting itself at a time when tourist hotels in general are enjoying their best year of the 90's. It The Pennsylvania has 1,705 rooms, making it the third largest in the city after the New York Hilton (2,041 rooms) and the Sheraton New York (1,746 rooms). 

Hotels are benefiting from an upsurge in foreign travelers to New York City, particularly, this year, from Latin America, and also from the fact that the commercial-oriented hotels have cut back on discounted rates aimed at economy-minded tour groups. The discount to tour groups is said to have declined in the last year or so. 

"The first-class commercial hotels no longer have to concentrate on the tour and travel and contract segments of the market, like the airlines, which get significant discounts," said Frank Dougherty, a consultant with Hospitality Valuation Services in Mineola, L.I. That has tightened the market for tour groups. 

Citywide, occupancy has been rising gradually since its low of 67.6 percent in 1991, according to PKF Consulting, in Manhattan. The firm projects 1995 occupancy at 76.5 percent, the highest since 1988. In October, occupancy reached 91.9 percent, the highest figure for a single month since October 1979, said John A. Fox, senior vice president. 

The improved occupancy has led to new investment at a number of hotels, including the Roosevelt, on Madison Avenue between 45th and 46th Streets. Its owner, PIA Investments Ltd., an arm of Pakistan International Airline, closed the 1,070-room hotel in July and launched a $55 million reconstruction. It will be completed in 1997 but a partial reopening is scheduled for next June. Its name will be the Radisson Roosevelt. 

ANOTHER large hotel headed for a major renovation is the 654-room Doral Inn, on Lexington Avenue and 49th Street, where Starwood Lodging Trust, a real estate investment trust that focuses on hotels, took a long-term lease in September from Carol Management, parent company of Doral Hotels and Resorts, the operator. The hotel is planning a renovation that will cost $10 million to $15 million, said Bruce Blum, chief executive of Doral Hotels. 

And at the Milford Plaza, on Eighth Avenue between 44th and 45th Streets, the general manager, Russ Smith, said the hotel would finish the year with an occupancy figure of 84 percent, "better than we've ever done since we opened in 1980." Business from Latin America -- Argentina and Brazil, in particular -- has picked up tremendously, he said. The Milford Plaza has 1,300 rooms. 

The Pennsylvania story is one of slow recovery from deep trouble. The Penta, not alone among hotel operators in the West 30's during the mid-80's, tried to make the location a destination for corporate travelers. Once Penta withdrew, the leaderless hotel experienced a deep drop in tour bookings. 

It's a big building: 1.5 million gross square feet of space on 20 floors, including 300,000 square feet of commercial space and 70,000 square feet of banquet and ballroom space. The Diem-Elias partnership brought in The Sports Authority as a 50,000-square-foot tenant on the second floor and MTI Studios, which leases out space for television productions, 60,000 square feet mainly at the mezzanine level. 

A week ago Ms. Diem (pronounced DEEM), the hotel's manager, was elated to report that a month earlier she was able to buy 800 rooms of furniture from the Palace Hotel, on Madison Avenue between 50th and 51st Streets, which is undergoing a top-to-bottom redecoration itself. The furniture will be used in 1,000 rooms at the Pennsylvania, where most rooms are 14 by 16 feet or 12 by 20 feet. 

The total number of rooms is also a building characteristic that changes over the years in hotels. The Pennsylvania was designed by McKim Mead & White with 2,200 guest rooms, more than any other Manhattan hotel at the time. Over the years more space has gone into nonresidential use, and some rooms have been enlarged, to bring the current count to 1,705. 

UNDER the new management, the decor has become less contemporary and more traditional, Ms. Diem said. New carpeting has been installed on most hallways, which are 10 feet wide and run the length of four bowling lanes from Seventh Avenue toward Avenue of the Americas. 

"We've redone 13 floors over four years," said Ms. Diem, "mostly using the cash flow from the building. We've got three floors left to go, and one will be finished in December." 

The renovation has made the Pennsylvania competitive again for the tour-and-travel groups and the airline-crew business. Ms. Diem said that an average of 500 rooms a night are leased to airline crews and 400 to travel groups. The rest of the rooms are leased at "rack" rates to the public at prices that change according to occupancy conditions. The typical rate is $109 for a single and $129 for a double. 

What has helped most of all at the Pennsylvania and other moderate-priced hotels is the pick-up in foreign tourism. The beneficiaries are also the tour operators. 

"Our business grew 50 percent this year," said Carlos Lahuerta, who runs American Way Tours, which books tours mainly from Spain, Portugal, Italy and South America. Forty percent of the growth was from Brazil, largely because the value of its currency rose in relation to the dollar. 

The occupancy picture has also assisted, according to hotel people, because New York City has become more competitive for tour and convention business. A key reason is the reduction of state and city taxes on hotel rooms. The taxes are now pegged at 13 1/4 percent, plus a flat $2 charge per room per night. The tax consists of an 8 1/4 percent city-state sales tax and a 5 percent city occupancy tax. Before the reduction, rooms renting for more than $100 a night paid 19 1/4 percent in state and city taxes, plus the $2 flat tax.

