Jean Molli, LIC Inter-Block Association

Interviewed by: Stephanie Markison

Location: The garden in John F. Murray Park, Long Island City
Date: July 20, 2003

______________________________________________________________________

SM:
When did you move to LIC?


JM:
I moved to LIC in 1984.  Down by St. Mary's.

SM:
Why did you decide to move here?


JM:
Because I was subletting in TriBeCa.  It went co-op. And Iwas not the owner so I couldn't stay.  And I had an old friend living here that's how I knew about it.  

JM:
[She begins reading from notes she wrote after I faxed her a copy of the questions]

I joined a volunteer not-for-profit in the LIC Inter-Block Association in 1988. And I began as president in 1993.  The Inter-Block association mandate is to foster residential quality of life in our mixed industrial-residential community.  We focus on environmental issues and youth programs. 

SM:
When you say environmental issues and youth programs, could you clarify that or expand?

JM:
Environmental issues for example, Murray Playground, which was a total dump before 1981.  Then by 1992, it was a dump again.  The layout was there but it was dump. The land was left by the owner with specification that this become a playground.  Then we have a program called Trees in the Hood.  We've been responsible for working directly with City Parks Street Trees for having 85 or more trees planted in the area.  Maples and elms. We have also, I will show you later, installed rod iron tree guards.  


We are also concerned with the proliferation of power plants in Western Queens and also you probably know Greenpoint/Williamsburg is having a problem with that. That would effect us depending on how the wind blows.  The air isn't as bad as it used to be here, but it's still pretty bad.  

SM:
Is it noticeably bad in terms of, does it smell differently?  

JM:
Yes, but not as much as it used.  There is a lot of asthma in Astoria and here.  

SM:
How would you describe the residential community that you represent?

JM:
[She starts reading from her notes again]  Geographically, LIC is bordered in the East by the Sunnyside Yards.  To the West by the East river. To the South by Newtown Creek. But to the North there is no clear demarcation between Astoria and LIC.  


Socially, by I assume you mean ethnically, it all depends on what part of LIC you live in.  The projects north of Queensboro bridge are primarily African-American.  They weren't when they were first built.

SM:
Who were they primarily?

JM:
I think it depends on the project. 

JM:
South of the bridge, Caucasians and Hispanics predominant.  Some the later of long date, but many more of recent date.  Caucasians used to be mostly of  Irish or Italian extraction but that is no longer the case.

Overall LIC is low to middle income.  That's overall.

Physically, except for the Cititower, the tallest building in Queens, and the two Queens West residential buildings constructed so far, LIC is low-density, low-rise buildings. 

However, should Queens West be built out?  The City Planning's proposal for the Jackson Avenue corridor and other development projects go through, the low-rise community will be overshadowed.    

Politically,  to my knowledge, most LIC residents vote democrat.  The turn-out is low at Courthouse Square where I vote.  

[tape gets garbled, due to outside traffic]

LIC is also an art center.  PS1, MOMA, the Socrates Sculpture Park, [tape gets garbled again, but she continues to name other cultural sites]…a TV and film production center, Silver Cup studio, and a tennis mecca, Tennisport, the East River Tennis Club, and Indoor Courts in old Shwartz Chemical Building, I think are still operating.

It is this unusual mix, along with its location along the East River, that gives LIC its special character.

SM: 
Is there a particular area that has some significance to you? Or building or location or park?

JM:
The landmark block and this garden here in the [John F. Murray] park. 

SM:
I think I just walked down the block. I was looking at the sign a bit. When was it landmarked and how old are the buildings from? 

JM:
The oldest ones date from the 1870s. It was Sal Saracino [spelling] who owned a lot of the property on the block and he was very instrumental in getting it landmarked.  And that would be, I'd have to look that up for you. 

SM:
Oh I can look that up too.  

JM: 
Did you ask me a question about what did I hate [about the neighborhood]?

SM:
Yes.

JM:
I hate the fact that a lot of local places do not remove their graffiti.  It’s a disregard for the community. They make their money here.  


I love how easy and quick it is to get to Manhattan.  But then to come back to LIC where the sky is bigger, the pace is slower and I know all my neighbors.  

SM:
I'd like to hear more about what encouraged you to get involved with LIC Inter-Block Association. 

JM:
I was asked to join.  

SM: 
And something you find amusing?

JM:
We have great views of the Manhattan skyline, the Empire State, the Chrysler Building, for example. Whereas, Manhattan just has us to look at.  

SM:
So your daughter lives in LIC too? And how long has she been working on the garden?

 [Prior to taping the interview, Jean Molli told me that her daughter created the garden.  Her daughter who lives in the neighborhood, had worked at the Central Park Conservancy. She even built a little maze for kids to play in.] And was there a garden at all before she began working on it?

JM:
It was nothing. It was a dustbowl.  

SM:
When did she start working on it? 

JM:
'92 or '93.  

SM:
What inspired her to create one?

JM:
Well she had done gardening with the Central Park Conservancy.  

SM:
What do you feel about the business community in relation to the residential community. For example, you said they are building too many power plants.  Would you prefer LIC to be more residential or less industrial?

JM:
I think it has to become more residential so it does not die at night.

SM:
Do you think there is some sort of strip or shopping district of LIC? For example, Bedford Avenue in Williamsburg.  Do you think there is some sort of  center here?

JM:
That has never happened here.  In Greenpoint it has and Williamsburg.  They keep saying its going to happen here, but it really hasn't. There are a couple of good restaurants. In general shopping, markets are not good. 

SM:
So do you tend to go into Manhattan for that?

JM:
Yes.  Or else over to McCarran Park to the farmer's market. Or to Astoria.

SM:
Do you have a car? Do you drive often?

JM:
No I don't drive.

SM:
Do you mostly take the train?

JM:
However we do have Tomcat Bakery. They don't sell retail anymore unfortunately since they moved.  But you can get there bread in one of the corner places.

SM:
Tim DuVal [of the Plant Specialist, whom I interviewed in March 2003] has all of these tenants -- its wholesale, a bakery, an Indian place, but he has this vision that eventually they would create some sort of market, they would sell goods on the weekend. 

JM:
Tomcat used to do that. And we used to have Flying Foods over here. We have Gotham pastry. That's two blocks up the way. I think that's the exact name. I'll check that later.  They will occasionally sell retail, but usually they sell wholesale. 

SM:
When you say it has to become more residential or the nightlife will die, what do you mean by that?

JM:
I mean you have areas where everything has shut down. They've gone home for the day. 

SM:
During the day places are open around here because there are people who work around here? Manufacturing companies?

JM:
Manufacturing sure. Lunch. I very much like and most people who live here, like the mix of manufacturing and residential. We like the old Schwartz chemical plant…when the stacks aren't belching any more. The view of Bridge. 

SM:
Do you fear, for example with Olympic Village proposal, and with the new luxury buildings, that this area will become too residential?

JM:
yuppified?

SM:
Yeah, or yuppified or gentrified? 

JM:
 Oh no. 

SM:
So its not something that worries you.

JM:
[Gets a little garbled].  I think [the luxury buildings] are rather unfortunate ascetically.  They are really nothing to look at.

SM:
No they are not.  

JM:
And if its all built up, they will take away our sky. They can't do it right here because there is a little canal.  Because if not, they would. 

SM:
So when you say you would like it to become more residential, does that imply more buildings or just more people living here? That is, is there more space to build?

JM:
Well there isn't much housing here.  

[tape gets garbled]

JM:
One that should be said about Queens West, is a lot of people walk over to Gantry Plaza.  They do like that access to the waterfront.  

You were asking me about the [Olympic] Village?  Personally I would prefer instead that we had some sort of sports facility over there.  I mean what's the housing going to do? What's going to happen, if we get the Olympics, when the Olympics goes away? A lot of other areas are going to get playing fields, which I think would make more sense. 

And one place I think definitely should be recognized is Tennis Port. And they are being threatened with eviction.

SM:
Why?

JM:
Well because they are part of the Queens West area.  The whole projected is voted on by the Board of Estimates  before it became defunct in its last evening, so its goes from the Creek all the way up to here. So they want to evict Tennis Port to build an office building. But there is no demand for an office building down there.  I think Tennis Port definitely should be recognized.  It's been there for 34 years. It's a terrific place.  The owner is Freddie Dotur [spelling?]. His daughter is Andrea. It's extremely well run. Yes it’s a club. It's a private club.  It's a perfect thing right on the waterfront.  John McEnroe has his own court there. There are a lot of people over there. Its an active community.

SM:
How do you get there from Manhattan? Is there a train stop there? It's right up here?

JM:
 No the one up here is the East River Tennis Club.  It’s way down. All the way over on the river.  I assume people drive over or if not take the no. 7 [train]. 

SM:
I guess this probably hasn't come up yet, but in a lot of communities, where people are moving in, and I know that some people are moving into LIC, it's not as great as Williamsburg or southern Brooklyn, but do you think displacement has happened at all for current residents here? 

JM:
Well this was one of the concerns when this whole Queens West thing came up.  That people would be displaced. Displaced because they would be bought out.

SM:
Right because the market rate would be higher, then it was originally. And have you seen it happen here?

JM:
Because a lot of the housing here is families, that kind of thing. Of course there is no rent control or rent stabilization.    I know that some of the artists are concerned….with not being able to keep up with the rent.  Depending on how it goes. On these buildings. 

I have a question about the Pepsi Cola sign. I think its been landmarked but there is some question about moving it. Where and why? 

SM:
Right. I'll have to look into that.

So you've been here since 1983, how do you think this neighborhood has changed and for better or for worse?  

JM:
It has changed for better, in that it's greener.  Yes it's greener. What is better, is the 2 1/2 acre John F. Murray playground.  It is the largest public passive active open space. 

SM:
You said, largest public…?

JM:
passive/active open space to use the jargon. 

SM:
Oh ok. 

JM:
You can sit or play sports or programs. We have an art in the park, a games in the park. In the past we've done Easter egg hunts.  We've done reading in the park. We've done music in the park.  And we've also organized field trips for local kids. And another about our programs, here in Murray park is that they are open to any child in the park.  And there is no charge.  

SM:
How do people find out about them?

JM:
Flyers. Word of mouth. 


I hear "when are you going to put the ping-pong table out?"  "When are we going to paint?"  

SM:
That's cute.

JM:
Oh and we also turn the sprinkler on.  

SM:
I'm sure they appreciate that.

JM:
Oh, there would be a riot out here. And other groups are brought over to use the sprinkler PS1 brings its summer camp kids here.  

SM:
What were you sad to see go?

JM:
I think I was sad to see the old Trestle bridge be torn down.  It was over Vernon Blvd. If you look toward Citylights, there is that strip park there, right in that area.  A lot of people who lived down there, said they were pleased to see it go.  Again it was one of the last of them to be painted blue and it was part of the character.  Industrial, manufacturing whatever character. They kept the two gantries.  But the bridge went and I think it should have been saved.  

SM:
Did it have a name? Or did they just call it the old Trestle bridge?

JM:
I think so. I can check that for you.

SM:
No I can look too.

JM:
And I was sad to see Volunteers of America go. It used to be a couple blocks from here. And you had wonderful finds there. 

SM:
I'm sure. 

JM:
And as I mentioned before. I'm sorry we don't have Flying Foods anymore. But I think the idea of a lot of them [referring to Tim DuVal's idea] getting together and doing a kind of market up here sounds like a great idea.  

SM:
It sounds like a really great idea.

JM:
I think this playground definitely needs recognition.  The Tennisport needs recognition.  The  Terracotta building which is up near the bridge…is landmarked but it's in pretty bad shape.  It should be…rehabbed.  The Chemical building should be recognized. It originally was not called the "Schwartz" chemical building. It was…I'll have to look that up for you.  


The Pier at the end of 44th drive should be recognized.  Stop it from being taken over for commercial reasons.  A restaurant there does bar mitzvahs and stuff like that. But the point is it really should be open to the public.  A very quiet place to fish and just to sit. 

SM:
So it isn't open to the public?

JM:
It is. 

SM:
So people fish there?

JM:
Yes.


And I think the Titanic museum should be recognized. 

SM:
You know I think I've vaguely heard of it. 

JM:
It's over on an eleventh avenue. An old-timer really did it by himself and set it up. 

SM:
And it is for the Titanic?

JM:
Oh yeah.

SM:
Did the person who set it up have a connection to the Titanic? Or just  a fascination?

JM:
I think just fascination, but I'm not sure. It's his residence. If it were not so hot I would walk you around to these different places. Come September I'll show you…

SM:
Alright, thank you. You've answered a lot of questions. Let's see what else…Can you say what your favorite place was in Long Island City?

JM:
Well I've told you, my block and…

SM:
this park.

JM:
Yes, this park. And the garden of course. 

SM:
It's a beautiful garden. When did they actual put the playground equipment in the park?

JM:
This is actually a new playground. Well not all of its new. That stuff is new, but that's old.

SM:
Ok but when did it become what you would call a playground?

JM:
I believe it was inaugurated in '81. One of the local architects helped plan the layout.  

 
Look at the butterfly. There are 32 different types of butterflies in this garden. 

SM:
Really?

JM:
I think its 32. It may be even more. A man from the Environmental Conservation came and counted. Yes, well some of the plantings were done to specifically attract butterflies. Butterfly bushes in the maze. And quite a few others. 

SM:
Does your daughter have a background as a horticulturalist?

JM:
No well as I said she once worked for the Central Park Conservancy. The Shakespeare garden among other places. And then she's had other gardening experiences. 

SM:
Is there anything else you feel like discussing?

JM:
I don't think so.  Well, years ago we were very helpful to the historical Society. We suggested that PS1 be landmarked. But it cannot because it is missing one of its original towers. It's a wonderful old building, neo-Romanesque. 

We also mentioned this wonderful little block that overlooks the BQE.   It's one block with houses and stoops and so on. Pretty block. There used to be more of this sort of thing but between the tunnel, the BQE, the bridge, the elevated…a lot of stuff got chewed up. And people moved. 

SM:
How many blocks are like the historic block? Not in terms of being historical, but in terms of being all residential?

JM:
Well once you get to 23rd street, that's the historic district. This block but not all of it. And it swings around this way, north. That block is residential (she is pointing). That other block is mostly residential. That block over there is residential on one side but not totally. Well…it’s always mixed. Over there it’s residential but then there is the bagel factory. The next block is residential. And then we have a lot of residential to the back of the post office. Heading toward 11th street, a lot of old apartment buildings there. 


Down by St. Mary's. There are quite a few residential blocks. 

SM:
Do you think this [near John F. Murray Park] would be the highest concentration of residential blocks? 

JM:
Right here? No its probably down there.

SM:
Near St. Mary's. 

JM:
I think so…. Probably a bit more down there.

SM:
Ok, thank you much. 

