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The Essex Street Market, on the Move
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will be a glitzier building on the other, has
been the focus of a certain degree of emo-
tion and worry. Last year, the community
circulated a petition to keep the market in
its current location. Ironically, it wasn’t so
much the utilitarian-looking 1940 building
that seemed to move detractors as what
the market had come to symbolize in an
era of gentrification.

The Essex Street Market, along with
other municipally run food halls, was es-
tablished by Mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia
in 1940 to get rid of the pushcart culture he
found so distasteful. For years preceding
the current real estate boom, the market
languished. In 2001, vendors occupied only
60 percent of the available space.

In the ’80s and ’90s, “it was very hard to
get people inside,” said Ron Budinas, who
with his husband and partner, Ira Stolzen-
berg, has operated Rainbo’s Fish in the

On the Lower East Side,
a symbol of coexistence
in a period of
gentrification.

market since the *70s. “Things were dark
and dreary; there were prostitutes out-
side,” he added. “It was horrendous.”

“People were too busy playing num-
bers,” he told me, and certain stalls simply
seemed like fronts for heroin dealing.

In recent years, as the fortunes of the
Lower East Side have changed, $22-a-
pound cheese and smoked Scandinavian
fish have come, and surprisingly, this turn
of events has not been odious. The mar-
ket’s bodegas and their unusual root vege-
tables have remained. Limes are still sold
at six for a dollar.

More than any other shopping venue in
the city, the market stands as a place
where disparate demographics consume
things together — where old Hispanic
women from the housing projects, owners
of $2 million lofts and artists in rent-con-
trolled Ridge Street apartments coexist in
a Jane Jacobs vision.

Is this utopian alchemy now doomed? In
its new building, years away from comple-
tion, the market will double in size to ap-
proximately 30,000 square feet. The city
has promised existing vendors, from
whom it has sought suggestions, that rents
will not exceed what they would be paying
in the current location; that they will re-
main in continuous operation until the new
structure is ready; that moving expenses
will be taken care of; and that infrastruc-
ture will be vastly improved.

At the same time, plans for Essex Cross-

ing include a supermarket, which could
steer customers away and, as Mr. Budinas
putit, “no one really believes that rents
won’t go up.”

But if the city can actually do what it
claims it is so passionately committed to
doing and build on the social dynamic that
has evolved at the Essex Street Market for
the whole project rather than displace it,
then in this instance development will fi-
nally mean what its proponents always
say it does: progress, and progress of the

Luis Meat Market, top, in the
Essex Street Market. Other
vendors sell root vegetables
and other produce, gourmet
cheeses and grocery items. Ron
Budinas, far right, operates
Rainbo’s Fish with his husband
and partner, Ira Stolzenberg.
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kind that uses private financing to serve a
greater good.

“You come here and it’s like Coney Is-
land, like you’re going to join the circus,”
Rhonda Kave, a chocolatier in the market
and a slow convert to the new venture, told
me. Quirkiness breeds affection and frus-
tration in equal measure. “I’ll mourn this
building,” she said, “even as I curse that
the air-conditioning doesn’t work.”

E-MAIL: bigcity@nytimes.com

2

OUR NEXT SELECTION

for the Big City Book

Club will take us to

Queens in the middle

of the 20th century and
right up to the present moment —
to a world of communists and
counterculturalists, of Stalinists
and Occupy Wall Street.

We’ll be reading, as you may
have guessed, Jonathan Lethem’s
latest novel, the expansive “Dissi-
dent Gardens.” Mr. Lethem is the
author of the much-loved, genre-
bending New York novels “Moth-
erless Brooklyn” and “Fortress of
Solitude.”

The online discussion will take
place on Tuesday, Oct. 22, at 6:30
p.m., on the City Room blog.

To join the club and receive regular
e-mail updates, visit: nytimes.com
/marketing/bigcitybookclub/

Sherbee Antiques

LIC./Bonded Est. 1947

WE BUY GOLD
& FINE JEWELRY

Antiques, Silver,
Paintings, Porcelain,
Bronze & Marble
Statuary,
Objects of Virtue.

Premium
Prices Paid
PLEASE CALL

(718) 762-7448

Andrew Korman, Proprietor

| Get Ready for Fall |

1-on-1 works best!
Win 8, Gmail, social media, Office
Especially adept w/ seniors/novices
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COLLECTION
FOR THE iPAD®

THE MUST-HAVE
APP FOR THE
WELL-CONNECTED
FASHIONISTA.

Take advantage of free full
access for a limited time.

Download at
nytimes.com/thecollection
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SLEEP BETTER

THAN YOUR FRIENDS.

Save 35-30%
Plus up to $240 in Instamt Sawings*
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BANCROFT-LACETUFT FIRM

UGG, RETAL SALE
TWIN EA. PC. $320 s159
FULL EA. PC. $480 $259

CRYSTAL-FIRM QUILT
SUGG. RETAIL SALE

TWIN EA. PC. 490 $269
FULLEA. PC. 5670 $369
QUEEN SET $1390 s749
KING SET $2310 1249

JADE-EXTRA FIRM QUILT
SUGG. RETAIL SALE

TWIN EA. PC. 5670 $369
FULL EA. PC. $850 469
QUEEN SET $1800 5999
KING SET 52880 51599
SUGG. RETAIL SALE  W/INST SAVINGS

TWIN EA. PC. $1630 $1030 1015
FULL EA. PC. $1970 s1249 1219
QUEEN SET $4300 52699 52609

KING SET 56140 $3849  $3729
SUGG. RETAIL SALE  W/INST SAVINGS
TWIN SET $4080 $2549 52489
FULL SET $4420 $2749 52689
QUEEN SET $5840 $3699 $3579
KING SET 57940 $4899  $4659
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Stephen Bauer
Public Allies

Maggie Davies
Net Impact

Dan Dobin
The Bridgespan Group

Abby Flottemesch
Atlas Corps

Sarah Johnson, Director
Carnegie Hall's Weill Music Institute

and 2013 American Express NGen Fellows

Dorcas Gilmore

Blair Glencorse
Accountability Lab

Alicia Gonzalez
Chicago Run

Gerrard Jolly
Community
HealthCorps

Recognizing the significance of strong leadership in the nonprofit sector,
American Express is proud to support Independent Sector’s efforts to prepare
high impact leaders to tackle society’s most important challenges.
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2013 American Express NGen Leadership Awardee

Monisha Kapila
Prolnspire

Melissa Kushner
goods for good

Carmen Rojas
Living Cities

Terri Broussard Williams
American Heart
Association

FINE FURNITURE SINCE 1900

207 West 25th St., Manhattan  212.337.0700
50 Tarrytown Rd., White Plains  914.948.6333
55 Route 4 West, Paramus, NJ  201.845.4649
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