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Tasting
the rewards
of hard work

BY ERICA MARCUS

STAFF WRITER
ohn Livanos has seawater in his veins. At 69,
he talks about his childhood on the Greek
island of Lesbos as if it were yesterday. His
father was a commercial fisherman who
owned a small fleet, and young John (or
IToannis, as he would have been called)

helped out when he wasn’t in school. The opera-

tion had different rigs for day and night fishing.

“During the day,” Livanos re- — blowing a conch shell.
called, “we’d drag for red mul- Livanos fulfilled a fish-
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figure in Long Island’s Greek
community and a hmnnm of
the Greek-American
ﬂtymmdoutvmhpush—

camatdmndysmnds.
moved on to ice-cream
zndooﬂ'eeslnps.

“Food service was a good fit
for hard- people v;::

wasthelandofopportumty"
everything that

TEWSOAY PHOTO/ BILLDAVIS
Desserts at John Mavrikis’
Pop Diner in Eimhurst,
above; left, John Livanos at
his upscale restaurant

in

him a counter job, but was
toldhewasntxeadyyet. So he
left got a job as a counter-
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Pop Diner’s interior features
a starburst chandelier and
colors that — well — pop
inside and out.

for $1,300. He built the business

days). Three years later, he sold
the lease for $18,000.

Now, he had some money.
The day after the sale, Livanos
headed to Long Island to look
for work in a diner. The owners
of the Tulsa Diner on Sunrise

months, he was offered one-
third of the business, and with
the money he'd made from the
Economical, he bought a partner-
ship. From the Tulsa, Livanos
moved to the Golden Eagle, a
diner across from Walt Whit-
man Mall in Huntington that is
now called the Oceancrest. One
of his partners there was John
Mavrikis, who now owns
Jonathan’s in Garden City Park,
with

A buﬂdln; m scratch

“We built the Golden Eagle
from scratch,” Mavrikis said.
“From scratch,” however, has a
parti meaning when ap-
plied to a diner. Strictly speak-

ing, a “diner” is a prefabricated
structure built in a factory and
then moved to its location. The
very ers were not, as is
commonly believed, retired
railroad dining cars, but lunch
wagons dragged around by
horses.

Eventually, the wagons
evolved into semipermanent
structures, and the manufactur-
ers adapted the sleek look of
railroad cars to their de-
signs. By the 1950s, suburban
diners were composed of multi-
ple prefabricated units all fitted
together on site.

The Golden Eagle was built
by the now-defunct Manno
Dining Car Company. In fact,
most of the once-numerous
manufacturers have since
gone out of business. One of
the few that survive, Ki
Industries of Lebanon, N.J.,
now builds prefabricated

banks, schools and even pris-

ons.
Harold Kullman,

hairman
and son of founder Sam Kull-

foundation, and we’d slide
the diner into position.”

The diner manufacturer
would often secure financing as
well, hookmg the owner up with
a bank and then guaranteeing
the loan. “When the loan was

paid,” Kullman said, “the owner
could trade it in for a new model,
orhe'd be free and clear.” Anoth-
er source of diner financing was
the business’ prospective ven-
dors. “The coffee guy, the [uke—
box guy, the
guy, they all helped out_"

Livanos’ Golden Eagle was
on a busy thoroughfare, close
to both homes and offices, and
it thrived. After a few years,
both he and Mavrikis sold out.
Mavrikis set up shop at the Lin-
denwood Diner in East New
York. Livanos found a piece of
property at the intersection of
Flatlands Avenue and Avenue J
in Brooklyn. It was Harold Kull-
man who lped Livanos fi-
nance the purchase of the land
and sold him a diner made in
the new

Diners

by design
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f the scores of diner
that

once flourished in
the Northeast, only two
survive, DeRaffele in New
Rochelle, and Kullman in
Lebanon, N.J. Harold Kull-
man, chairman of Kullman
Industries and son of its
founder, recalled the din-
er’s heyday.

“In the old days,” he said,
“diners were like cars —
there’d be new models every
year. We'd send out invita-
tions, and people would
come down to the factory to
see the new models.”

esigns changed in little
ways fmm year to year, but
over time, trends emerged.
The first diners were small,
sleek and stainless, but as.

changed.
man said, “a lot of these
towns sald. ‘We don’t wagt a

sports a

new style was born. The
Greeks, he said, “wanted a
more Mediterranean look. A
lot of them wound up buy-
ing Colonials and then
remodeled them into Medi-
terraneans — stone exteri-
ors with Spanish tile roofs,
axched ‘windows and statu-
ary.” After Mediterranean,
diner style splintered.

ere was an era when
everyone wanted a green-
house,” Kullman said. “The
stone-facade-with-a-green-
house look was very big.
Then, there was the pink
granite with mirrors. "

N s, many new
diners mimic the designs of
bygone eras.

As diners changed, so dxd

manufacturers. Wi

diner
demand slo Kullman
moved into producing other

roofs and a more permanent
feel.

In the late '60s, Kullman
said, a lot of Greeks were
buying diners that had been
owned by, among others,
Jews, Germans and Irish; a

matzo ball soup. We made a
great challah; on Jewish holi-
days, my baker would make
more than 1,000, and the cus-
tomers would stand on line to
buy them.”

But after nine years as sole
of the Arch, Livanos

man,

ed for the very happy mar-
riage of prefabricated struc-
tures and food service. “Back
then,” he said, “a lot of diner
owners had very little money,
and they couldn’t afford real
estate.” A diner was not “real-
t}'. he explained, “it was per-
sonalty — a movable asset
like an animal or a boat.”
fledgling diner owner would
lease a piece of vacant land,
and then, “they would dig a

Livanos di

windows 3

them in antique brick to stand
out against the stone walls. He
named it the Arch Diner, and,
he said, it went on to become
the most profitable diner in
New York State.

A varied menu

“I was very open-minded
about the menu,” he said. “I
had a big Jewish clientele, and I
made blintzes, gefilte fish,

was exhausted. “It was 24
hours a day, seven days a
week.” Even more important
than the fatigue, Livanos said,
was the future of his busmess
“My sons were thinking of get
ung involved,” he said, “but
ey didn’t want to get in-
volved with Greek dmers. no

among them banks, schools,
fast-food outlets and prisons.
In 1994, Kullman Industries
shipped a U.S. embassy from
its plant in New Jersey to
Bissau, Guinea-Bissau. Other
Kullman U.S. embassies are
parked in Ashgabat, Turk-
menistan and Bishkek, Kyr- ~

— ERICA MARCUS

Molyvos in Manhattan. (See
back cover story.)
Livanos said he never regret-

See DINER on B18

matter
He sold the Arch for more

, he said, than a diner had

tched. With his sons, he

went on to open Oceana and
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