Interview: Dan Havlik, Editor of Photo Trade News

Location: Brasil Coffee House on Jackson Avenue, LIC

EE: Introduce yourself and tell us about your connection to Long Island City.  When and why did you moved here?

DH: I'm a journalist and I worked for the Queens Tribune for 4 years or so. Now I work for a photography magazine out on Long Island, but I still live in Long Island City, right here on 47th Road.  I moved here in '94.  I had just come back from teaching English abroad in the Czech Republic for a year.  I  had previously lived in Brooklyn, in Greenpoint, actually, and prior to that, the West Village.  So I came back to the city, after working abroad and I was looking for a place to live. I had a friend who lived just a block away here on 48th Ave and she had renovated a big industrial space and was looking for a roommate.  I had heard of LIC and visited her out here a couple of times… So, actually, the neighborhood we're in right now is part of LIC, but this particular neighborhood down by the water- I don't know the exact parameters of it- is called Hunter's Point.  That's where a lot of development is happening, down by the waterfront... So when I moved out here in '94, I lived with her (my friend) and was subletting a room for about a year.  I wanted to stay, but wanted to live on my own, too, so I found a place, actually, just before this area became really popular, nearby on 47th Road.  So I moved in there and have been there ever since.  I kind of liked the neighborhood at first anyway.  Aesthetically, I liked being near the water.  It's right by the East River, so it's kind of nice to look out at the skyline and the Manhattan Bridge. Makes it  a very beautiful place.  Plus, it's also very convenient to Manhattan, one stop away on the 7 train.  So, it's a combination of factors. I didn't want to live in Manhattan because it was too expensive, but I wanted to be close to Manhattan, though, because I was working there at the time.  I also wanted to live in a quiet neighborhood, and it's near the water.  So, it was good in a lot of ways and I've been here ever since.

EE:  How do you define LIC, socially, physically, geographically, politically?

DH: Well, it's kind of changing.  When I worked for the Queens newspaper I did coverage for this neighborhood and a lot of western Queens- Jackson Heights, Woodside, Sunnyside, Astoria, (etc)… So, the population of this neighborhood, when I first moved here, was about, I think (in this particular neighborhood, Hunter's Point), 1,000 people, but it's changing now as there's more development on the waterfront- they're building all these high rises. Demographically, when I moved here, it was pretty working class, split between Italians, Irish but mixed in with a lot of Hispanic populations, and then a smattering of everybody else.  There wasn't a real dominant population, it wasn't like certain sections of Brooklyn where there's all Italians or all whatever, or like Jackson Heights, where there's a large Indian population.  It was somewhat mixed, somewhat working class, somewhat middle class, but gradually, the neighborhood's been changing in the last 5 years or so.  They're building these new high rises along the waterfront, so there's a lot of upwardly mobile people moving here.  So it's changing somewhat.  It's still a diverse group of people, but economically there's more upwardly mobile people now.  Politically, it's always been Democrat-dominated, you know, not super-conservative.

EE: So, what's your idea of the borders of this area, or Long Island City as a whole?

DH: Well, Long Island City, itself, spans a lot of different neighborhoods.  Technically, Astoria is part if LIC.  So the borders themselves probably stretch all the way from Newtown Creek  all the way down to the end of 20th Avenue and then I'm not sure how far East, but it surely spans a large part of western Queens.

EE: You know, I've never counted Astoria as part of LIC, like I'll usually think of it ending at Northern Blvd., but yeah, everyone sort of has they're own idea on it's borders.

DH: Yeah, and I think with LIC, even though it includes this neighborhood, a lot of the image of it is manufacturing and industrial.  It's always been kind of like the "industrial central."  That's changing as the manufacturing jobs move out and the buildings are being taken over for residential purposes or studios for art.

EE: Is there something you love or hate about LIC?

DH: Well, what I love about it is that there are a lot of open spaces and because of the recent development we do have a lot of access to the waterfront.  One of the pluses, actually, about the development along the waterfront is that they've built public parks starting with the park that's just behind the piers, where you can enjoy the day.  So, at this point, it's not too congested (the development).   I also like the industrial gritty feel of it.  Aesthetically, for me, I like it… The downside- well, there's somewhat of a lack of services.  It's certainly changed a bit, but you still have to drive around to get groceries.  You have to drive to stores for shopping, because there's not a lot of development here yet.  I would like to see more services, I think.

EE: Do you own a car?

DH: Yeah… you don't have to, but  I think the majority of the neighborhood, or Queens itself, to get around it's better to have a car.  The parking's actually really good around here.

EE: What are the major changes that you've noticed since you moved here?

DH: Definitely the development around the waterfront. That's changing quite a bit, and with that brings a whole new population to the neighborhood, so places like where we are right now didn't exist before.  This used to be some kind of  a community hall for a church.  Most of what we had were diners and traditional eating establishments.  But now you can get gourmet coffee and a good selection of [couldn't hear], so that is changing a bit.  You'll see pockets of it.  It's almost reaching a point where this strip right in front of us has become much more developed.

EE: Is there a place that no longer exists that you were sad and/or happy to see go?

DH: Well, actually, it just moved, but there was a little barbecue place about a block over called Peterson's.  They actually had a permit to run a smokehouse, so they could cook the ribs and beef and all that kind of stuff right here and they had a little restaurant that was very small.  But because of complaints from neighbors they got kind of kicked out.  They're now located in Jackson Heights, on 35th and 34th Ave.

EE: Is there a place you would like to consider historic?

DH: Yeah, right down the end here there's a big power plant that was designed by the famous architecture firm, McKim, Mead & White.  They designed a lot of buildings in Manhattan…

EE: Which building is this?

DH: That big factory with the smoke stacks there, which to me is kind of symbolic of this area.  When it was first built, LIRR used to come right up to waterfront and the trains would unload onto the barges on the river.  The line was discontinued, but at the time that power plant provided all the power for the railroad.  This big hulking mass is aesthetically really symbolic of the area, but I think sooner or later they're gonna want to get rid of it or develop it somehow.  If they could somehow keep the shell and the way it looks and develop the inside.  They were once going to develop it into movie studios, but that never happened.  It says "Chemical Schwartz" on the outside… That's the one.

EE:  What about a place that you'd want to mark as personal?

DH: Well, a lot of people would disagree with me, but I would say the area under the Queensborough Bridge, or Queensboro Plaza, rather.  QB Plaza is this kind of "Wild West"/ anything goes area, sort of like what Times Square was at one point, but to me that sort of symbolizes the neighborhood, kind of untamed, like, anything goes atmosphere.

EE: Do you have any thoughts about Olympic Village

DH: Oh yeah, that plan? I think it would be good.  I don't have a problem with it.  I think it would be great to focus on this area in that way, to bring a diverse group of athletes, I mean, as a general idea.  Maybe logistically, I wouldn't be completely into the plan, because it would bring a lot of sudden development or sudden action. But I think conceptually, I'd be ok with it.

EE:  Are there other issues you would like to discuss?

DH:  I think certain transportation issues need to be addressed in this area.  The 7 train itself serves a huge mass of population.  I think that it somewhat gets overlooked as a main artery of transportation as compared to some of the train lines in Manhattan.  I see the 4/5/6 trains got new cars and the cars here are dirtier… I think they're planning to get new cars at some point-

EE: Yeah, I hear they're getting rid of the old "red train".

DH: Yeah... I think a ferry service would be good out here too.  Any way to increase the transportation around here… Let's see if there's anything else… I have serious concerns about the development issues.  I think the scale of the new residential development (Queens West) is much too large for this neighborhood.  I think there would be a much lower impact if they weren't high rises, but just more "nice" apartment buildings.  And the problem with it, is, because it's such a large scale plan, it's being done so slowly, so piece-meal, because it was planned back in a time when the economy was doing well and then it went stagnant during the first recession and then caught fire again during Clinton when the economy picked up again, now it's tapering off again.  So I think if they had a little more thoughtful plan that took into account the area's low buildings it would be much more effective and I think it would have been better.  I think it's (high rise development) going to eventually have a negative impact.  On the plus side, I think it's great they're providing so much access to the water front.  I hope the new plans scale back, though.  I'm also concerned about what the new buildings will do to the cost of living around here.  They'll add some services, but it could raise rents for people who have been living here a long time.  It happens in every neighborhood.

EE: Do you know of any people who might be good sources for our interviews?

DH: Yeah, Eedie Cuminale, of the Hunter's Point Community Coalition.  She's lived here a LONG time.   [Eedie Cuminal, President, HPCC, (718-392-3314), can mention Dan's name]

