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SM: What's your name? 

TD: Tim DuVal

SM: What's your age?

TD: 56 or 57

SM: What is your connection to Long Island City? When did it start? Live here, work here?

TD:  Lived here and worked here since 1982.  In 1982, we purchased the building known as 42-25 Vernon Blvd.  And it occupies about three quarters of the block. And its an old foundry.  To the best of our records, it was built in…prior to the 1900s.  But the main building was completed in 1906, which was a foundry.  And the best of our records, show that it was a paint and varnish factory.   It became a metal foundry and the heart of the building became a building known as the Mayflower Ice Cream Factory.  It has a long past and we have been in the process of restoring the building for the last twenty years.  

SM: Why did you choose this building?  And why did you choose LIC?

TD:  We were looking in 1981.  We were being forced to leave the city.  And we had about 15,000 square feet there.  What we needed was something close to the city because all of work is based in Manhattan.  95% of our work is based in Manhattan.  And we take care of rooftop terraces and gardens.  We wanted space, open air, sunlight, vehicles, a place to keep plants, and this was really the only building.  There are many, many buildings with many stories that were available, but nothing quite like we have here.  We have a closed courtyard, secure from the street.  And the proximity to the city is unbelievable.  It’s the best for almost any service business in this area.  They say it wins, hands down, in terms of access to the city.  It takes less time to get from here to midtown, then it takes for me, during peak hours to get from here to below canal street. 

SM:  You stated that you both live and work here.  When you chose to work here, did you decide to live here afterwards? 

TD:  No.  Economic necessity and our lifestyles always mean that we have lived and worked in the same building complex.  Although separate physically, we have always liked the idea of a short commute.  

SM:  Yeah, that makes sense.  Where were you located in Manhattan?

TD:  34th Street between 10th and 11th.  We had a great building in that area.  15-20,000 square feet.  But all the plants had to be carried up and downstairs to the rooftop.

SM:  And when did you start The Plant Specialists? 

TD:  1973.  So its our thirtieth birthday. 

SM:  So what was LIC like when you first moved out here and how do you feel like its changed?

TD:  The area was very desolate.  Almost deserted when we came here.  It was all run-down.  It was a very neglected neighborhood.  It's changed in little ways.  Buildings are being repainted.  The streets are little cleaner.  It used to be a dumping ground for vehicles.  Stolen vehicles.  Where people used to steal them, leave them here, and torch them.  The cars were stripped regularly in our neighborhood.  Less and less of this sort now.  Hookers in the past.  They used to use the back streets near us to do their job.  It just lead to the neighborhood being undesirable.  Particularly if you lived here.  If you were walking to the subway, people might think you were cruising the street.  So that was distracting.  Very desolate.

Now it's cleaner.  The buildings haven't changed dramatically…because most of the owners of the buildings here, seem to be service businesses, that can afford to hang on to their buildings at any price.  And even though they are one story, the prices don't, of land and rent, don't come up with the magic numbers, paid to you to knock a building down and rebuild.  It doesn't seem to work that way.  Particularly now.  If you knock down a build to two stories, you still have to put in elevators and handicapped ramps, so it just doesn't pay.  

SM:  Because you live and work here, do you feel a connection to greater LIC?  With that said, how would you define LIC and its borders?

TD:  I am trying to get involved with community affairs more here.  There our projects nearby, that are bit…not arrogant, but they are very apathetic about the politics and the politicians in the neighborhood because they don't really have a voice.  I've seen that on a few community issues that we've tried to join forces with.  I see that the state overrides the city, and the city goes in and does things it wants..does city planning, that really doesn't make sense to the community at all.  

What I would define LIC?  Definitely would end at the Creek.  The Newtown Creek.  Going North it seems to go along the water up to what I would call…almost to Astoria.  That's my mental concept of it.  Somehow I think Jackson Avenue seems to be another dividing tangent that pulls the area together.  I don't think of LIC as so much as going back east, maybe to Van Dam Street. 

SM:  That's good.  I think it's really unclear.  For purposes of our project, we're not including Astoria or Sunnyside.  

TD:  Yeah, that's Sunnyside and Astoria…Yeah LIC, was Ravenswood.  

SM:  Yeah Ravenswood.  I think originally back in 1870 or 1890 when LIC was established, it was made of Hunter's Point, Ravenswood, Sunnyside, and Astoria.  

TD:  And this area has a great history.  The Terracotta Building is right next to us.

SM:  What is the Terra Cotta building?

TD: The Terracotta Building.  The architectural Terracotta Building.  It’s a landmarked building.  On Vernon. On the other side.  It's a great building.  But they used to have a big factory here where they made all gargoyles.  Terracotta gargoyles…for the buildings. 

SM:  In Manhattan?

TD:  They made them for buildings, being built in Manhattan.  But all over the country, too.  It was called the New York Architectural Terracotta Works.  I think there was a book.  Susan Chernik, I think wrote a book about that.  

SM:  I haven't heard of that.  I'll check that out.   Since this is a personal history on many levels, I’m going to ask you some questions about, please describe some things you love about the neighborhood, some things you hate, some thing you find amusing.  And is there a personal story that would illustrate what you love or hate or find amusing about it?

TD:  Well, I love the quietness of on the weekends.  The place is deserted on the weekends.  It's great and it's quiet.  We have a place here where there is no way we could have as much space as we have, without being in LIC, we couldn't have this much space.  So there is no need to go away on weekends.  We have everything we need here.  I like to play in the tennis courts near by.  I like the fact that…there is this mentality that once you cross the bridge into LIC, you are a car person.  Once you're in Manhattan, a car is the pain in the neck.  Like here, you go to the store in your car, and you put all your groceries in the car.  It's very suburban in that way.  

In terms of what, I like about the neighborhood, if you have neighbors, you talk them more, whereas in Manhattan, nobody talks to them.

SM:  Do you have residential neighbors here?

TD:  We have a few tenants in the building.  People I've meet over the years.  I've let them come in.  So have we have about five different people here, who reside here.  

(Phone rings, I stop the tape)

TD:  What I don't like about the neighborhood. Is sometimes the disregard, for our attempts to make it a neighborhood.  So I planted trees.  Just the way people treat trash, annoys me.  The way they damage the trees and cut the vines.  But yeah, you just have to keep battling on.  Mostly you have to keep at it.  But that's a little bit frustrating.  There is a couple of bad ones in the neighborhood.  Always breaking windows.  So you want to screw their little necks, ring their little necks, but at the same time there are many, many benefits to it.  One of the other nice things about the neighborhood, is that you have a skyline.  You don't have this canyons of shadows.  Great light.  All the artists that I know that work in the neighborhood like the fact that there is open sky.  Not many tall buildings.  The restaurant scene is picking up.  And you feel almost as though its your duty to go to these restaurants so they stay in business.  

SM:  Where is the restaurant strip? Or sort of main area?

TD: Hmm, not many in LIC.  But obviously Vernon Blvd as a few.  And that's really picking up.  

SM:  Do you think the fact that, do most people drive here?

TD:  Parking is very difficult.  I think most people who work here, commute here because the parking here is taken up.  Whereas there is not one vehicle on the streets at night.  Can't find parking during the day.

SM:  So you wouldn't say the fact that people drive makes it less of a community?  That people are more spread out? That they are leaving LIC more?

TD:  LIC is unusual.  It doesn't really have…there is a few areas of residential.  Basically you find a little house here.  And a little apartment here.  And then nothing.  Not another apartment building.  But its not as though the whole area is residential.  Maybe down toward Vernon, yes, but it's a very unusual neighborhood, where it's very scattered.  Heavy industrial down to very residential.  And  that's the diversity, which is great.  

SM:  I think that Paul's interest, and originally Place in History's interest is that it is such a diverse area, with industry and residential, and all the changes that are going on with the Olympic Village possibly, and some luxury high rises, and sort of examining different things.  I guest what Paul's wondering and we're wondering is, is how you feel about the different things that are happening in the neighborhood, and whether or not you think they are good or bad, and if you think that any of this is related to the fact that LIC doesn't seem to have a clear identity? People seem to impose different ideas upon it? 

TD:  I'm sure the old-timer residents will want all their little paybacks particularly if the Olympic Village comes.  I guess I've got a pretty clear goal on how the neighborhood should go.  I'm not going to sell the place.  I'm not that interested in the fact that if it becomes more popular, I'll get more money.  It isn't the issue.  I'm restoring the building to… as a legacy.  When I finish the building, I hope that it will be a legacy to give to my daughter.  If the development…it seems a waste.  I've been to a few cities around the world.  And most cities, seem to develop both sides of the waterfront.  NY is the bastard of all harbors.  In the sense that it's a great harbor, with great skylines, but no access to the water.  The most ridiculous thing of all, is the state park down near the new Gantry park, below the building Avalon, the city lights here?

SM:  No I haven't heard of it.

TD:  Big tall buildings.  There's a state park in front called Gantry Park.  

SM:  Are those the big luxury buildings?

TD:  Yeah.  Beautiful landscape.  Beautiful park.  They've gotten these big chunks of rocks.  You can walk down to the water's edge.  If you try to launch a kayak from there, you get arrested.  It is so asinine.  To think there is this wonderful harbor and on one hand they encourage you to use the park, but then they don't let you use the water.  It's silly.  They should be full of little marinas and docks.  And people should have access to them all. 

SM:  Hopefully that will change some.  Last summer I went kayaking on the Hudson, down near Tribeca.  They have some sort of free kayaking on the weekend-thing.  

TD:  Yeah downtown paddlers or something?

SM:  Yeah.  I don't know. Some downtown kayak project.  The river project? Its nice but you are very restricted as to where you can go.  There must be a lot of water zoning issues. 

TD:  All the places you go around the world, you see this wonderful treatment of the harbors.  Here they don't do it.  I'd rather it were limited access…from end of April to the beginning of November.  It's only six months that you would have access to the river.  But at the same time, it would be great to see buildings develop that way.  The waterfront along here.  And whatever the city and the state of done, seem to be opposed to them.  It's a shame.

SM:  Yes. It does seem like a shame.  This is may be the specific place, but it terms of land marking, our question is, are there particular places in LIC that you think merit some kind of public marker, regardless of their historical importance, or because of their historical importance? Related to this, what is your favorite place in LIC? Your building could be it?

TD:  I'll show the foundry in a little while and you'll notice what I'm trying to achieve.  And we're in the process of redoing the courtyard, re-cobbling it, repaving it, so its' all stone instead of concrete.  But my favorite building in LIC, well there is the Schwartz chemical factory.

SM:  I'm sorry the…

TD:  The Schwartz chemical factory.  Down in the end of LIC, I think near 50th Rd, right behind one of those big luxury buildings.  There are two buildings.  The  Schwartz chemical building and the building next to it and they are absolutely classic.  The big tall chimneys.  Fantastic building. Very distinctive.  The silver on the skyline.  

The other place I like a lot is the Noguchi museum, the Socrates.  But everybody knows about that.  And our building.  Its not ready yet, but it will be.  What I envision one day.  I though I about it a long time ago, it was the plan we originally had, if the neighborhood become more residential, then we would make this more of a courtyard, with markets and all the people that would make food and the purveyors of food, like a bread bakers…and people who would make small specialty foods and trades, specialty trades.  Right now we are pretty lucky because what we are creating here, what we've got is an Indian food place.  What they do is make food for restaurants here.  Ship to some of their outlets.  They've got four stores in Manhattan called, Café Spice.

SM:  Yeah I've been to those places. 

TD:  They make it here.  And they've got another restaurant that's more up-market called Diwat. And that's on 58th street.  And we have another place called City Baking, that makes cookies.  And pecan pies, they are absolutely fantastic.  

SM:  So you can purchase them from these places directly?

TD:  Oh yeah I had a pie here last night.  Yeah I buy everything from here and just supply my guests.  The other tenant is Chyoto Sushi.  They are company that started in NY.  They have about 200 hundred stores in Tokyo.  They now have a kitchen in a building here, that supply corporate kitchens like AMEX or people like that.  Corporate kitchens have their lunch available to their executives.  And we have a wine storage company, which stores wine.  All of our cellars  are mainly French wines.  

SM:  So these are all tenants in this building?

TD:   Yep.  So there are couple of sculptors.  A couple of artists.  A computer consultant.  And the plant company, which is Plant Specialists.  And addition there is Authentic Mexican, Autentico de Mexico, they make quesadillas which they vacuum pack.  They sell fantastic quesadillas and little moritos and things that you can buy at Zabar's, and all those fancy food stores in Manhattan.  And they make a great product.  We have a Spanish Flamingo dancing school.   And we have Michael Davis, he's a glass blower.  And he's got a whole glass blowing factory.  So he makes beautiful glass vases and things on commission.  So he has a place here.  So it's very diversified, the way it is.  But what I'd like to see in the future is it more residential, is foot traffic.  There would be, people could sit out in the courtyard and eat.  It would become more of, as the new buildings go up, as they envision, this would be come more of a marketplace. 

SM:  So would these new buildings be within walking distance from this area?

TD:  It depends on where they come up with a spot.  But something tells me, it's not going to be within my day.

SM: It's interesting.  It seems like everywhere is developing, for example with Williamsburg.  A lot of industrial space and now it's becoming so developed.  And whether or not this area, which is also industrial space will start changing.  I guess, part of it as to do with the tenants.  If people aren't really worried, the services aren't worried about change of hands…

TD:  I don't think it's going to happen as readily because, it's not  going to be gentrified as quickly as you think of other neighborhoods, because, the buildings aren't gentrify-able.  They are one story warehouses.  Whereas you go to Greenpoint, there is multi-story building.  And they are all loft factory buildings.  More of that ilk.  Whereas here, they knocked down all those beautiful buildings and tenements in the '40s and '50s and it's a shame they did it. Because they were great buildings.  So they're all gone.  The buildings that are here are one story buildings.  And somebody is going to come along and knock them down and put multi-high rises in.  And that's not on the cards for now.  If you look around the neighborhood it's just one story.  If you go down to DUMBO, oh my god, those are beautiful buildings.  They're all six, seven stories high.  And they are immediately convertible to living.  

SM:  So how would you feel about the Olympic Village proposal in Hunter's Point? 

TD:  I think it would be fine.  It would help get the neighborhood cleaner.  There would be more restaurants.  I think it would be good for little stores to open up.  That would be great.  If I weren't living that close to it.  But I think it would be great.  I don't think I would benefit directly, but if that development spread up to here, I think it would be good.  

SM:  Any other places that you would mark as personal, for example, a place that you got mugged or something bad happened? 

TD:  Yeah, we've been pretty lucky.  I used to get upset by the kids climbing over the wall into the ice cream factory and stealing the ice cream.  It wasn't my ice cream, but now I'm a little cooler about it.   Yeah, there are have been a few incidents of mugging.  But I think nothing more than anywhere else.  

SM:  What about good events?   For example, an example here was a first kiss? But something else sort of like that, something, some sort of good memory that you have of this neighborhood?

TD:  Hmm…

SM:  And related to specific places…

TD:  I think that one of the areas that is good.  I remember, the marathon.  I remember I first came here, there was an architect called Jan Weymouth that had a company called Red Roof Design.  And a few members of the band, I think Talking Heads were down here in the building on the corner of 44th Drive.  I came out here to a party when I was living in Manhattan.  And I said LIC where is that?  And felt like, it seemed when you don't know where you are going, it seems like a long way.  

SM:  So the Talking Heads were at this party?  

TD:  No, I think one, two of the members I think were at the party.  

SM:  When was it?

TD:  I think in 1979, '78, something like that.  A while, a long time ago.

SM:  They [Talking Heads] were living out here?

TD:  Yeah, they were the pioneers I would say, of the lofts in this area.  

(Silence)

And (Garbled), when they building this power plant across the street. We were objecting to the power plant because they put on such a prime piece of property.  I don't mind the look of it.  It's right in front of our building, between us and the water.  And I don't mind the look of it because it actually blends into the neighborhood.  It's industrial looking.  But it's very noisy and that's the worse thing about it.  

And it terms of funny things.  A lot of funny things happened.  I think the funniest thing was the reactions of the people when they came out here and saw the place when we first bought it.  And we used to break-in.  Before, we actually put the contract deposit down.  We'd come out here to the property, because it was abandoned anyway.  And we would talk about what we would do here and do this.  And people used to think we we're crazy because the yard was full of, they'd used the yard as a place to rob banks and bring the getaway car.  There were so many bank bags here.  They would grab all the money and discard the sacks.  There was old abandoned trucks here.  The place was just full of garbage.  So half of getting this place fixed up was just cleaning it out.  And one of the funniest things was that the building was abandoned.  And when first went there, we lived in the construction trailer, in the courtyard.  And I can remember giving a luncheon party for all our good friends.  And it just seemed so funny because people came from Manhattan from beautiful apartments and come here and sit in the construction trailer.  

SM:  That's so funny.

TD:  Having this very glamorous lunch.  For us to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night we would have to walk across the courtyard into one of the buildings and find one of the toilets in the building.  And there were rats jumping around in the snow.  

SM: So you said you had a daughter? So did you raise…

TD:   Yeah she was raised here and she grew up here.  I think a little bit isolated.  I mean for kid, she didn't have anyone to run out and play with.  But she went to school in Manhattan.  And her commute to school was me driving here to Roosevelt Island and here taking the tram.  And that was the way she got to school and I would also pick her up.  

SM:  So she just went to school on the other side? 59th street?

TD:  No, she went to a school called Breerly.  It's a girl's school?

SM:  Yeah, I think I've heard of it.

TD:  Yeah, it's one of those silly schools.  And uh, it's one of those private schools.  Then, what else?   Now she left.  Moved to Brooklyn.  And now she wants to come back.  So we are fixing up a place for her now.  So she is going to move back here with her boyfriend.  

SM:  Yeah it seems like a good place.

TD:  But I'm not a good talker.  I tend to be more visual, so you'll see, I'll give you a quick look around and you can see what we are trying to create.  Do you want to have a quick look? Or do you want to ask a few more questions?

SM:  Yeah I'm done actually.  Unless you have other things…

TD:  I think they will come up.

SM:  And also, do you have other contacts you can think of? 

TD:  The person who knows all about the neighborhood, who has done some research, for us, was an architect called Monty Mitchell.  

SM:  Monty Mitchell? 

TD:  Monty Mitchell.  And his number is…in terms of giving the history…oh here's a funny thing.  Two funny things…

When we bought the building, there were piles of trash, and in some places you would find windows that were never repaired, and they had just fallen out.  And you would have a snow storm and the snow would just come into the building.  Big piles in the building.  And I remember walking through the buildings and just finding snow inside the building.  I started unpacking some of the boxes of the ice cream factory.  And I found a box of matches and my name is spelled a little unusually.  My name is DuVal like this.  And I found a box of matches with my name on it.

SM:  Hmm that's so funny.  

TD:  That was the French ice cream that was made here previously.

SM:  Wow.

TD:  Isn't that de ja vu?

SM:  That was made here previously? 

TD:  This is the brand of the ice cream made in this factory. Isn't that amazing?

SM:  That is amazing.  When was this an ice cream factory?

TD:  When, oh probably, the second part of that story, is it, it is really amazing to think that I spell my name the same way…two words.  So the other thing was, when we bought the buildings, there was an old guy called Eddie Booker.  Eddie Booker, who…was working here, he came to NY before the war, Second World War, as a grave digger.  I think there was one winter, when it was too cold, you couldn't dig.  The ground was frozen and he couldn't get a job, so he came and he worked in the ice cream factory…as a driver.  And he is now 78.  And he is still working here everyday.  He comes in the morning at 6. 5:30, 6 and he doesn't live in 6 at night.  He worked here in the ice cream factory from the '40s, he's been working almost 60 years…in this building.  He remembers the days when they still made the paint and varnish.  And now that he has seen me restore the foundry.  I've taped a little bit of his description of how they used to work.  He's memory is going a bit.  But he could give you good insight in how, what the neighborhood was like.  

SM:  And the ice cream factory was right next door to the foundry?

TD:  Do you want me to give you a map?

SM:  Sure.  

TD:  It's a series of 13 buildings.  See we have two courtyards.  Right now you are here. My office is here.  It's quite extensive.  So anyway the DuVal thing, it was just destiny to buy it and restore it, which I like to do.  And finding ol' Eddie here and inheriting him with the property… and we are keeping him.  

SM:  So you found him here?  He just came to work one day and…

TD:  No he was at the ice cream factory.  When the ice cream closed, we said, you stay.  

SM:  When did the ice cream factory close?

TD:  They closed roughly in 1987 or so.  '85 or '86.  

SM:  Yeah interesting.  I would love to see a tour of this.  I’m also supposed to ask you if there are other issues you would like to discuss. 

TD:  Hmm, I'll think of them, let's go for a walk.

