Interview with George Delis, 6/19/2003 at Community Board 1 HQ, 36-01 35th Avenue

He began the interview by giving me a New York Times article on the Slocum disaster, and I started taping him as he described it:
Hellgate is the most treacherous waterway in North America, it was anyway.   They used to have big boulders, and you had to navigate your ship through there, in order to get through Hellgate.  There’s also five currents that hit at that location, and whenever you go there you’ll see the swirls.  The Slocum, which was a big steamboat, caught fire in 1904, right there under the Triboro Bridge.  1021 people lost their lives during the tragedy of the Slocum.  As they were jumping off ship, the currents were carrying them everywhere.  A lot of bodies were not recovered.  Strong able bodied men were able to swim back, the women and children were not able to swim back.  There should be a marker talking about the Slocum tragedy.  There was an article in the New York Times, the Daily News had a big article on that too, it showed the last survivor of the Slocum, she’s 99 years old and lives in Jersey.  That’s one site where you should have a marker.  Another site is 37-02 Broadway, Everrett Carlton invented the copier in 1937 or 1938.  The owner of the building said we could put a marker there if we want.  We should have a marker at 23rd street and 30th road, Cubby Broccoli grew up there.  In the boys club where he grew up, they dedicated one of the recreation rooms to him.  He’s the producer of the James Bond movies, he grew up right here in Astoria.  His family is also famous because they brought over a vegetable seed from Italy at the turn of the century and today they call it broccoli after themselves.  Their farm was in St. James.  I think we should do at 14th street and 26th avenue is the mansion of John Jacob Astor, that was his summer residence, Astoria was named after him.  His great grandson died in the Titanic.  This family mansion is the first NYC landmark, built in 1857 by Benjamin Pike, Mike Calverian bought it from the Steinways in 1924.  
The interview was put on hold for a little while as he answered a call.  My tape starts back up with him talking about a building owned by the Rikers:

…the oldest residence in NYC, it was owned by the Rikers Family.  According to the marker, the house was built in 1727, but I went there with an archaeologist who said it was built long before that, because the Rikers go back to the 1600s.  There should be a marker, not on the house that’s so far set back, but on the sidewalk level where people can walk by and read about it: “This old Dutch House belonged to the Riker Family, they came here from the Netherlands in such and such a year, they owned all this property, and today Rikers Island is named after them.”  I told the Astoria Historical Society they should set some goals like this, but they don’t listen.  I started that society when I saw the Lawrence Family Mansion getting demolished.  The Lawrence Family Cemetery on 35th street and 20th road, established in 1703, is now landmarked.  I was driving by as the mansion was being demolished, I talked to the builder, he said “I’m building new houses here, I suggest you buy one.”  I asked, “isn’t this building landmarked?” and he said “no, only the cemetery.”  I called a meeting that week of local people that I thought would be interested and we founded the society.  This was 1978, at first we had about 8 people.  We landmarked the Terra Cotta building by Queensbridge.  Citicorp was pissed at us but that’s their problem.
I spoke to the Xerox corporation about putting a marker on the site where Carlton invented the copier, saying “your whole business is because of this guy.”  Carlton was an inventor, on the second floor in the back was a room for his inventions.  He put two sheets of glass together and made his first copy, and out of that came this whole billion dollar business.  There should be a marker there.  Because of my position, I’m very busy, I don’t want to get into that.  I told them to draw up a copier donated by the Xerox corporation and put it on the building.  I spoke to the building and they said no problem.  It would be nice, you walk by and see this plaque, and people would say “Wow!  That’s a piece of history!”  And now we put landmarked markers up at Kaufman Studios, the old Paramount Studios.

What is your age?
58, I’m still trying to grow up.  I was born in Greece, my father’s American, he was born in West Virginia.  He went back to Greece and the war broke out, he got drafted in Greece, right after the war he came here, brought all the relatives.  I grew up in Hell’s Kitchen.  The kids they killed back then in 58, I went to school with them.  When I was 17, my parents bought a house in Astoria, that’s how we came here.  They were supers in the big tenement buildings.  My father was a barber, my mother was a (courier?), they saved some money and they bought a house.
How did you become involved in the community?

I’m a community minded person.  Many years ago I was volunteering as a teacher for immigrants to get their citizenship papers.  Every Thursday night I had citizenship classes.  I got involved with the community right after school.  I got a job with the New York City Youth Board.   When I left school in 1971 there were no teaching jobs available.  Everyone wanted to be a teacher so they wouldn’t get drafted, including me.  So I assigned to this area as a youth counselor.  I became district manager in 1975 and I’m still here today.

What were your first impressons of the area?

Totally different than Manhattan, you had private houses, you could have a car.  You couldn’t have those things in Manhattan, they were all tenement buildings.  The people were nicer, the Irish kids in Hell Kitchen could be pretty tough.  They didn’t have the tensions that were in Manhattan.  Astoria is a family community, you have 118 nationalities according to school records, we’re probably the most mixed community in the world.
[At this point I had to redirect his attention to LIC by reiterating the purpose of the project]

What are the borders of LIC?  
It doesn’t exist.  The post office makes no distinction.  I would draw the line at 35th Avenue, north of that is Astoria.  South of 45th Avenue is Hunter’s Point.
What makes LIC unique?

LIC is more industrial than we are in Astoria, we’re more commercial and residential.  You go to LIC at night, it’s desolate.

What do you like about LIC?

LIC’s more artistic, the people coming into LIC are more artistic types than you get up here.  I think LIC is up and coming, it’s the heart of NYC geographically, it’s the gateway to Queens.  I was really pleased to see that they’re doing a beautification of Queens Plaza.  I think that LIC is the next Soho.  I see yuppies moving in, right up past this café bar.

Can you talk about the physical changes in LIC?

It’s gotten very expensive.  
But what has changed in the look of the neighborhood, what do you actually see?

I see a very mixed area, I’m waiting to see LIC skyrocket, it hasn’t yet.  There are expensive restaurants in Astoria, LIC has nothing.  Queens Plaza doesn’t even have a diner.  If I was looking to do business, I would open a diner on Queens Plaza, I think it would make a killing.  I tried to do a greenmarket at Queens Plaza, but they didn’t think it would fly.  I met with the director of the greenmarkets, they said on weekends there’s no one around.  But Metlife just moved in with 1300 employees and they’re open around the clock, and on Saturdays.

Can you think of a specific place in LIC that you were sorry to see go?

[Long Pause] Can’t think of anything.

Can you think of a specific thing in LIC that you were pleased to see go?

Prostitution.  There was a big crackdown on the prostitution.  It was bad news around Queens Plaza.  Now the prostitutes you see there are police decoys, they’re picking up johns, and they’re picking up their cars and selling them.  You forfeit your car if you solicit a prostitute.  That’s why I keep away from Queens Plaza now, I don’t want to lose my wheels!  Prostitution there was very visible as long I’ve been in the area: 30 years.  Met Life put a lot of pressure on the authorities to clean up Queens Plaza.  The strip joints came in because they changed the zoning, and we told City Planning not to change the zoning to permit the strip clubs.  Now the community complains about the strip joints.  That’s not our fault.  City Planning permitted that zoning; they screwed up.  The strip joints are there as of right.  Now Met Life wants to change the zoning to drive them out and I don’t think that’s a fair thing to do.  I don’t believe that you should use your muscle to drive out businesses because you changed your mind, unless you compensate those people who put money into it, because what they’re doing is legal.  I argued that at Borough Hall.  It’s an injustice to use the city’s muscle to drive out businesses that came in there legally unless you compensate them.

But wouldn’t the strip clubs be an impediment to something like a greenmarket?

No, the strip clubs run at night.  The location where I recommended the strip joint is at Queens Plaza North, the strip joint Scandals at 24th street is 5 blocks away.  CityScapes at 27th Street is in a totally opposite area.  We haven’t had problems with them, we have more problems with the youth discos around here, the dancehalls.  They spill into the street, you have a huge amount of teenagers and kids.  We never have problems with the strip joints, they’re more adult.  We’ve always had the discos, but now we have them big time.  Two blocks away we had Silverscreen.  When it was Mermaids back around 1994, some kids got in a fight, they threw them out, one kid comes back with a gun and starts shooting people, shot 3 people, killing two of them.  Youth, youth… young Dominican kid.  And he beat the rap.  Grand Jury would not indict him… beats me.  The discos have become better, the clientele’s a little better.  You go to Cabo on 31st ave and 43rd street, it’s a better place, it’s upscale.
So it’s not a place that would have shootings?

You still have some places like that.  We’ve had a lot of problems with Club Casino.  He does hip hop… it’s what you attract, it attracts a different clientele.

What is your favorite place in LIC?

I like Monica’s, a little café bar on 34th avenue and 36th street.  I hang out there, I like the place, it’s very artistic.  She’s from England, she couldn’t afford furniture, so whatever she found on the streets on sanitation pick up day: lounge chairs, old sofas, etc.

Would she be a good person for us to talk to?

Absolutely, she turned around this whole area.

What is your opinion on the Olympic Village Proposal for Hunters Point?

I personally like it, I know that Borough President Claire Schulman did not like it.  They’re going to pump a lot of money into Astoria pool, it’s going to generate a lot of money for this community, I can’t see where harm’s going to come out of it.

What about Queens West?

My wife is the principal of that school, Queens West.  When they were planning that we were part of that, that used to be part of our Community Board.  We used to go all the way down to Brooklyn, then we drew the line because the Board was just too big.  We’re still the second biggest board in Queens.  They’re fixing this beautiful waterfront park, they’ve got the fishing pier and stuff down there, it’s gorgeous.  

What about the towers?

It’s out of the way, it’s not affecting anybody.  

Do you think it will take away from some of the character of the neighborhood?

I think that’s what makes New York City unique.  You’ve got skyscrapers, you’ve got old residential homes, it’s what makes New York unique, it’s the mix of everything.

There are those who feel that some neighborhoods have never had skyscrapers and shouldn’t have them.

There are people who feel skyscrapers should be everywhere, it’s a matter of opinion, personally I have no problem with it.  When they were proposing that development, I thought it was a good idea.  I wanted to see our waterfront park developed at the Socrates Park Site.  He tied up our entire waterfront, DeSuro.  He said “I just want to use that place until it develops.”  We lobbied to help him get the property, 4.5 acres of waterfront property.  Wouldn’t you love to have your own private 4.5 acre park on the waterfront?  And you know what he did now?  He lobbied to make it a city park, he won.  We wrote to the city law department, we lobbied everywhere nobody wants to touch it.  Why not?  Right next to him there’s an 8 acre park that’s not touched: Rainey Park, it’s underutilized, no one goes there.  Beautiful Manhattan views.  There’s a staff house, Parks department.  Staff property, bathroom facilities, everything.  We say to DeSuro, why don’t you go and put your sculptures there and give up your site for development?  Nope, it’s his own property.  Socrates Park is not utilized, you go there and you look at it, nobody’s there.  They call it a world renouned park, listen, our solution is simple: go to Rainey Park, put your sculptures there, you have facilities already there, and let the site develop.  Our waterfront is full of projects: Astoria Houses, Ravenswood Houses, that waterfront could use a turnaround, and we’re being deprived that.  The sculptures don’t need to be on the water, even though Rainey Park is on the water too, and it’s double the size.  We saved the Socrates site for development.  The city was trying to put that site up for industrial development and we stopped that, and now we’ve got this fellow here who has his own private park.  If they develop that site, and I’m not talking about massive development like in Hunter’s Point, if they put a luxury condominium on that site and you created a waterfront park, wouldn’t it be more utilized than what you got now?  It would be.  If he moved to Rainey Park, people would still come for the sculptures, that’s all I’m saying.
[He then had to run an errand, but took me on a little tour of the surrounding area, some of which I caught on tape]
The American Museum of the Moving Image is our project…

…What they should have here is a big eye level marker for the studios...
I was always around when they were shooting here: Ben Vereen, Bob Fosse, always drinking around here.  The studios were vacant, they were about to tear these all down and build the community college here.  Then a team of people got together and saved these studios from demolition.  They got them landmarked and the federal government started pumping money into them, they belonged to the federal government.  We had a party at Borough Hall at the end of May honoring these pioneers.  This was desolate when I came here, pigeons were flying all through here, we didn’t have heat, we had to sit on top of electric heaters.  
You attribute the studios to really revitalizing this area?

Absolutely.

