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Corporate Candy: Ungentrified Sweets 
in a Gentrified City  BY MOLLY GARFINKEL AND STEVE ZEITLIN
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East Side dive bar, not the candy bar), 5 
Pointz (the famous Queens mural space), 
CBGB, the Domino Sugar Factory, the 
Lenox Lounge, the house under the roller 
coaster in Coney Island, Music Row, and 
now, even the Cornelia Street Cafe.

It’s not that we care so much about candy, 
but we do care about a diversity of  tastes, 
of  experiences in the city. We care about 
the experiential difference between buying 
a piece of  penny candy from a friendly soul 
at a neighborhood bodega and trying to 
even find a human being to ask where an 
item is located in a big-box store.

The iconic Economy Candy is a meta-
phor for these tastes and experiences. The 
shop has been in the Lower East Side for 
over 60 years. Before the Great Depres-
sion, the storefront housed a hat and shoe 
store, with a vendor selling candy from 
a pushcart outside its doors. During the 

In the 1976 film Taxi Driver, Travis Bickle, 
played by Robert De Niro, buys some 
Chuckles jelly candies from the conces-
sion stand at the adult cinema. He tells the 
concession girl that he prefers Jujubes be-
cause they last longer. If  he were in a movie 
theater today, he certainly would not find 
Jujubes and probably not Chuckles, either. 
He would be given a choice of  mostly Har-
ibo candies and varieties of  its juggernaut 
gummy bears. These are today’s gentrified 
candies. Although the German gummy bear 
has been around since 1922, the Haribo 
company recently swallowed up a slew of  
other confections manufacturers all over the 
world and churns out over a hundred mil-
lion bears of  different varieties every day.

If  De Niro were looking for Jujubes now, 
his best bet would be Economy Candy, at 
108 Rivington Street, on the Lower East 
Side, which opened its doors in 1937, and 
which thankfully is not endangered. Where 
else can you find not only Jujubes but also 
Dots, Gobstoppers, Licorice Pipes, Nerds, 
Cinnamon Bears, Charleston Chews, a five-
pound Hershey’s bar, or a Betty Boop Pez 
dispenser? This is a place to go for what we 
call ungentrified candy. It’s a place that of-
fers a plethora of  flavors and shapes that 
you can’t find anywhere else, at least not all 

together in one ex-
travagant “Big Rock 
Candy Mountain.” 
Economy Candy sells 
the sweets that many 
of  us of  a certain 
age delighted in as 
children. It’s a place 
that resonates with 
our memories of  taste, a place that can still 
surprise us. This variety of  tastes and expe-
riences, this historic resonance, is what the 
city should—and sometimes does—offer, 
but not without our vigilance and advocacy.

Let’s imagine that New York City was 
made of  candy. The city’s glass towers and 
big-box stores would be the Haribo gummy 
bears: crystalized corporate candy. Places 
like Economy Candy, Katz’s Delicatessen, 
Yonah Schimmel’s Knish Bakery, and the 
Eldridge Street Synagogue might be the 
venerable but still extant Jujubes, Licorice 
Pipes, Chuckles, and Spearmint Leaves— 
or the spice drops in your grandmother’s 
crystal candy jar that, like older buildings, 
smack of  yesterday. Many candies are now 
extinct, though: Chiclets, Black Licorice 
Dollars, Mary Janes, and now—say it ain’t 
so!—Necco Wafers. They remind us of  the 
city’s bygone places—Mars Bar (the Lower 

All artwork by Bryn Pennetti (www.brynpennetti.com/economy-candy-concept-book)
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Depression, the candy started selling bet-
ter than the shoes and hats. When Morris 
“Moishe” Cohen and his brother-in-law 
returned from the Second World War, 
they took over the business. Moishe’s son 
Jerry and Jerry’s wife, Irene, inherited the 
shop in the 1980s, and like Moishe, took 
pride in kibitzing with the customers. 
Currently, Jerry works part-time, and their 
son and his wife run the store.

Today, the Lower East Side emporium, 
which we were pleased to honor in 2011 
with a Place Matters Award (https://www.
placematters.net/awards), is a thriving pil-
grimage site. Neon marshmallow Peeps 
seem to glow from the counters, hollow 
chocolate bunnies patiently perch on beds 
of  plastic grass, and bins stacked nearly to 
the ceiling contain every jellybean flavor 
on record. In parts of  the store, mirrors 
reflect the merchandise below, so shop-
pers can feel gleefully surrounded by 
candy.

At City Lore, we have been inspired by 
the San Francisco Legacy Business Registry 
(https://sfplanning.org/project/legacy-business-
registry), which, as its website states, “works 
to save longstanding, community-serving 
businesses that so often serve as valuable 
cultural assets,” and which uses a nomina-
tion process similar to that used for historic 
landmarks. We urge New York City to fol-
low suit, but with some key differences.

First, the San Francisco registry, which is 
itself  endangered, relies on the government 
giving grants to landlords to keep legacy 
businesses affordable. Grants to landlords? 
Even the registry has come to realize this 
is not sustainable. Second, commercial rent 
control is simply anathema to recent New 
York City mayors and most city council 
members. When we brought up cultural 
landmarking at a city council meeting years 
ago, we were laughed out of  the room for 
suggesting something so economically in-
feasible. Thankfully, the Small Business Jobs 

Survival Act (http://
takebacknyc.nyc/sb-
jsa/), which was first 
introduced in 1986, 
is currently being 
reconsidered. We 
strongly support it.

City Lore’s also proposes a Community 
Anchors rent-subsidy program for cultural 
landmarks. Small businesses would be 
nominated for the program with petitions 
based on their contributions to neighbor-
hood stability and quality of  life. If  it’s 
possible to do this for historic landmarks, 
as the city already does, we believe it’s pos-
sible to do this for cultural landmarks. The 
number of  Community Anchors, however, 
would be limited, so as not to have a sig-
nificant effect on the overall city economy: 
this program would not be commercial 
rent control to upend the city’s economic 
viability. We would limit the number of  
Community Anchors whose rent increases 
would be restricted to perhaps less than 2 
percent of  any landlord’s properties, with a 
negligible effect on their profits. City poli-
ticians are hesitant to consider or strategize 
about this, claiming that the New York 
State Constitution forbids it; yet, com-
mercial rent control did exist in the City 
between 1945 and 1963 under a special 
law. Yes, it will take a bit of  creativity on 
all sides, because, last we heard, the people 
make the laws and their purpose is not 
to serve as straitjackets for the common-
sense reforms that this rapidly gentrifying 
city sorely needs.

New York is in a constant state of  
change. If  it weren’t, Economy Candy 
would still be a shoe and hat shop. Thank-
fully, there are still ungentrified newsstands 
where you can buy a pack of  Chuckles, but 
let’s also find a way to protect Community 
Anchors. If  we don’t, then as the folklorist 
Alan Lomax once put it, “Soon there will 
be nowhere to visit and no place to truly 
call home.” As for the gentrified candies, 
we’ll just swallow hard.

Molly Garfinkel, director of the Place 
Matters program, researches community 
and public history, urban traditions, and 
perceptions of space and place.

Steve Zeitlin, City Lore’s founding director, 
is interested in family stories, children’s 
rhymes, subway stories, oral poetry 
traditions from around the world, and the 
poetry of everyday life. 
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