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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the development of authentic place through the story of 

Philadelphia’s South Ninth Street Market butchers, and how they consciously highlighted 

their Italian immigrant heritage to respond to the changing postwar environment. 

Excellent sociological and historical studies of authenticity as a marketing tool have been 

written in the past decade, but have primarily focused on city development, corporate 

business models, and the consumer’s search for authenticity. In this thesis, the main 

players are small businessmen – local butcher shop owners – and we look at their use of 

the history and heritage of their shops and neighborhood to strengthen their businesses 

and preserve their curb market.  

Between 1945 and 1975 these men transformed their businesses from routine 

neighborhood butcher shops into embodiments of a culinary community heritage. 

Focusing on these butcher shops illuminates the role that taste and food – and in this case, 

particularly meat – plays in linking the present with the past. Looking at newspaper 

articles featuring detailed descriptions and interviews of the mid-century market, and 

from the physical presence of the shops, this paper asks, what has changed? How did the 

market go from a grimy, everyday curb market to a tourist destination in just a few 

decades? And how have the butchers turn themselves into the historic heart of South 

Philadelphia? By answering these questions, we will be able to understand how the 

market’s butchers championed their own authenticity and in doing so, remade the identity 

of the market.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
The butcher shops have sawdust on the floor and carcasses on the hooks. 
The lambs and suckling pigs hang high, and the esoteric dish known as the 
mountain oyster is kept in stock for the sidewalk gourmet.1  
 

 
It’s a warm, wet weekend in May and the butchers along Philadelphia’s South 

Ninth Street Market have gone all out for the annual Italian Market Festival. Whole goats 

hang in the windows of Cappuccio’s Meats (“a family tradition since 1920”) above piles 

of pig feet, and twin pig heads sit in a pan near a couple of Esposito’s (“quality since 

1911”) employees cutting up the rest of the roast. Cannuli’s (“since 1927”) is so crowded 

that the windows have fogged up; only the neon lights that say “House of Pork” are 

visible to the throngs of passersby. D’Angelo Bros.’ window (“founded in 1910”) is full 

of unusual steaks – buffalo, ostrich, alligator, to name a few – and the butcher’s 

trademark grumpiness is in full swing as he complains about the busy street. In Fiorella’s 

Sausage (“since 1892”), a customer rests his beer on the old Fairbanks scale, now used to 

display pig-themed tchotchkes. Out on the street, festival attendees holding grilled 

sausages and roast pork sandwiches outnumber those with funnel cake and ice cream. 

Every few blocks teams of men in long, white aprons expertly slice entire roast pigs. 

Pork, it seems, is a big part of being Italian in South Philadelphia.2  

The butchers who founded these shops first came to South Ninth Street at the turn 

of the twentieth century, as part of a massive emigration from southern Italy. By the 1930 
                                                
1 Nels Nelson, “Close-Up” Other articles entitled “Closeup” are found in the Philadelphia 
Inquirer, although Nels Nelson seems to have written for the Philadelphia Daily News.  
Estimated year of publication is 1967 based on the dates given in the article by Dominic 
Fante. 
2 Descriptions from my personal attendance of the Italian Market Festival held on the 
weekend of May 12-13, 2011. 
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United States census there were more than 68,000 of these Italian-born men and women 

living in Philadelphia.3 Despite significant regional differences, these immigrants found 

common ground as they navigated their new culinary world and tried to find familiar 

tastes and ingredients. In her comparative study of immigrant foodways in the United 

States, Hungering for America, Hasia Diner writes that in “engaging with American food 

realities, immigrants created an Italian American cultural system heavily centered on 

food.”4 Meat, a luxury in Italy reserved for special occasions and the wealthy, was cheap 

and plentiful in the United States. Embracing this affordability, southern Italian 

immigrants combined their Old World flavors with New World ingredients, building a 

new, meaty cuisine that reflected both places. The butcher shops became bastions of the 

bustling, Italian-flavored South Ninth Street Market, which thrived with little outside 

influence through the first half of the twentieth century. By the end of World War II, 

South Philadelphia’s Italian origins were most obvious along the cramped and crowded 

sidewalks of South Ninth Street.  

The United States emerged from the war as a victorious, influential world power, 

and experienced sweeping cultural changes as both economy and populace recovered 

from the wartime strains that followed the Great Depression. A modern ideology 

developed, which promoted standardized aesthetics and mass consumer culture. Trends 

toward sanitation and regulation prompted cities, including Philadelphia, to establish 

regulations and ordinances that targeted curb markets. Supermarkets, designed to 

standardize the shopping experience and offering one-stop, self-serve convenience, 

                                                
3 U. S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States: Population, vol. 2, 
551.  
4 Diner, Hungering for America, 53. 
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sprang up in cities nation-wide. And their huge parking lots and sprawling aisles appealed 

to a new kind of lifestyle – the suburban community. These developments threatened the 

existence of the South Ninth Street Market, and in response, the butcher shops along 

South Ninth Street began to accentuate their Italian culinary heritage. By preserving the 

traditional environment of their shops and street, the South Ninth Street butchers 

provided an alternative to the modern standardization offered by supermarkets and 

suburbs.  

Between 1945 and 1975 these men transformed their businesses from routine 

neighborhood butcher shops into embodiments of a culinary community heritage. 

Focusing on these butcher shops illuminates the role that taste and food – and in this case, 

particularly meat – plays in linking the present with the past. Studying the historicization 

of South Ninth Street’s butcher shops helps us understand how we articulate and 

recognize authenticity. Examining the forces behind this transition will let us see how 

these butchers understood their shops as historic places. This paper explores the 

development of authentic place through the story of the South Ninth Street Market’s 

butchers, and how they consciously highlighted their Italian immigrant heritage to 

respond to the changing postwar environment.  

The first pushcarts likely arrived on South Ninth Street in the 1880s. They served 

the small, but growing community of immigrants from the economically and politically 

unstable regions of southern Italy. In the next three decades approximately three million 

southern Italians came to the United States, until two World Wars, the Great Depression, 

and federal immigration quotas set by Congress slowed and finally stopped the massive 

migration. Philadelphia, with about 9.3% of the city claiming Italian descent by 1930, 
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was second in the United States only to New York in number of Italian residents.5 South 

Ninth Street, which was crowded with Italian-language shops and pushcarts by the 

beginning of the twentieth century, maintained its character as an Italian-language 

immigrant curb market through the Second World War. But following the war, in the 

aftermath of two decades of restricted immigration from Europe to the United States, the 

routines of urban life were changing.  

The butchers on South Ninth Street were well-established businessmen by the 

1940s. Mostly second and third-generation Italian Americans, they had inherited the 

shops and trade from their fathers. These men began to utilize the market’s history as 

open-air curb markets became scarce and the demographics and culture of the 

neighborhood changed around them. Many Italian Americans were moving out of the city 

into the more middle-class suburbs around Philadelphia. The population shifts in postwar 

South Philadelphia, along with the rise of supermarkets and prepackaged foods, presented 

obstacles to the market’s continued viability. In reaction to these pressures, locals and 

shop owners along the street began redefining the South Ninth Street Market.  

A loose coalition of merchants, mostly consisting of the owners of older, more 

established businesses along the street and dubbed the South Ninth Street Businessmen’s 

Association, stepped forward to represent the street as Philadelphia began to increase city 

regulation. The butchers of South Ninth Street were always influential in the 

organization, particularly in contrast to the vendors of produce pushcarts, due to their 

long-standing reputations and family legacies in the market. These traits also helped the 

South Ninth Street Businessmen’s Association’s ability to manage and represent a market 

                                                
5 U. S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States: Population, vol. 2, 
19. 
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made up of a variety of shops and vendors. On a practical level, the association came 

together to deal with problems like garbage collection, traffic, and sanitation ordinances, 

which threatened to shut the curb market down and discourage customers. But they also 

increased media attention toward the uniqueness of South Ninth Street Market, through 

interviews with newspapers, signs and advertising on the street, and within their own 

businesses. Their efforts to promote the market’s identity as an Italian American cultural 

institution increased in the decades after World War II. In the 1970s, the association 

established the Italian Market Festival as a showcase for the market’s businesses, 

products, and heritage. It was around this time that the name “Italian Market” became 

synonymous with South Ninth Street, and newspapers and city guides began to regularly 

point residents and tourists alike toward the Italian Market experience.  

The Italian Market is, in a sense, a created authenticity. With traditional Italian 

ingredients – olive oils, parmesans, fresh pastas – available for reasonable prices all over 

the United States, few contemporary visitors would be unfamiliar with most of the food 

available along South Ninth Street. The sausages and meatballs on display in the butcher 

cases are as American as they are Italian. These fusion foods have gained an identity as 

authentic cuisine by virtue of their longevity as products of South Ninth Street. In 

Johnston and Baumann’s book Foodies, they argue that this historic identity can itself 

shape what is considered legitimate. “Historical traditions support the reader’s belief in a 

food’s authentic status because historical continuity can be interpreted as authoritative 

and undeniable.”6 Johnston and Baumann define traits of culinary authenticity as 

geographic, simple, personal, traditional, and ethnic. All of these are at play in the basic 

                                                
6 Johnston and Baumann, Foodies, 89.  
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cuts of meat, hanging in every butcher’s window, the simple Italian sausages made fresh 

every morning by Danny Fiorella, and the oven roasted pigs cooked in the back of 

Cannuli’s. But the authenticity of South Ninth Street, while presented as a culinary 

experience, is not limited to food. The butchers’ enthusiasm, their family photos 

displayed in each shop, the blocks of red, white, and green awnings and the long, white 

aprons, all these components meet the requisite simplicity, the personal touch, and the 

traditions of both South Philadelphia and its Italian origins. By encouraging their 

customers to make note of these traits of authenticity, the Italian Market butchers bolster 

their historic legitimacy.  

Each of Johnston and Baumann’s traits of authenticity can be encompassed in 

Sharon Zukin’s discussion of authenticity in her recent Naked City. She writes: “a city is 

authentic if it can create the experience of origins.”7 Her New York is overrun with 

interlopers who, in their search to participate in an authentic neighborhood, end up 

creating a place where “authenticity is a consciously chosen lifestyle and a performance, 

and a means of displacement as well.”8 While the neighborhoods she studies are 

ethnically and economically distinct from Philadelphia’s Italian Market, her analyses of 

authentic place and city origins are widely applicable and largely inform the theoretical 

foundations of this paper.  

David Grazian, in his book Blue Chicago, analyzes the marketing of authenticity 

in Chicago blues clubs, ultimately concluding that the commercialization of authenticity 

creates a market for the performance of authenticity, not for true preservation. The Ninth 

Street butchers are also putting on a performance as they chop meat in front of customers, 

                                                
7 Zukin, Naked City, 3.  
8 Ibid., 4. 
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joke with each other, and impatiently roll their eyes at the tiny old woman who can’t 

decide whether the frozen pork chops look fresh enough. And the businesses and vendors 

of the market are certainly aware of the tourist appeal of their historic street, as visitors 

from other parts of the city and beyond jam the sidewalks every summer weekend. 

But, unlike Zukin’s new, interloping “urban dwellers” or Grazian’s musicians, the 

butchers who live above their stores or nearby on quieter streets or even those who 

commute each morning from outside the city were born and raised in these buildings. So 

were their parents, their coworkers, and frequently their families. Their fathers and 

grandfathers opened these stores and passed on their knowledge to their sons and 

grandsons. The postwar Italian Market’s butchers maintained the market’s heritage and 

historic legitimacy just by their enduring presence on South Ninth Street. They do not 

create the timelessness of their shops and the surrounding market so much as they nurture 

this environment. This distinction – the difference between an invented gimmick to 

attract customers and the butchers’ conviction and interest in honoring their Italian 

American heritage – has lent credibility to the market’s identity as a historic place. In the 

immediate postwar period, between 1945 and 1975, the South Ninth Street butchers 

began to defend the traditions of their trade and shops as a valuable part of their 

community’s history. 

South Ninth Street, with pushcarts lining the sidewalk, animal carcasses hanging 

in the windows, and dustings of sawdust on butcher shop floors, harks back to an earlier 

time, allowing visitors to the market to feel as though they are stepping into the past. 

These stores attract attention as functioning butcher shops as well as historic exhibits, 

enticing customers and tourists alike to the market. The butchers, as some of the most 
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stable and long-standing shop owners in the market, are also some of those most 

fervently vocal about the market’s historic value. Behind both the performance and the 

experience of the South Ninth Street Market butchers’ authenticity is the conviction of 

the butchers themselves in their own legitimacy as keepers of South Philadelphia’s Italian 

American traditions.  

When I first arrived in Philadelphia in 2009 and began exploring the city’s food 

scene, I was instructed by local friends and family members to shop in the Italian Market 

– the unofficial moniker of the South Ninth Street Market – for the freshest, highest 

quality meat. No single establishment was named; they were all trusted institutions. The 

first time I walked down South Ninth Street, I found myself in a culinary amusement 

park. Across from the pushcarts that encroached onto the sidewalk, fresh and smoked 

meats hung from metal hooks in windows, and pig-shaped neon signs pronounced the 

shops’ specialties. Inside they were full of large, noisy men yelling instructions, ribbing 

each other, and flirting with customers as they hacked away at huge slabs of meat. The 

narrow rooms – the width of one or two row houses – were divided by long counters 

running the length of the floor, with thick cutting blocks, knives, and butchers on one 

side, customers on the other. Self-service was non-existent. Black and white photographs 

showing earlier generations of butchers hung on the walls or were propped on display 

cases. These butcher shops exude a timelessness that reminds visitors of the market’s 

origins, back to the days when South Philadelphia was a working-class Italian immigrant 

neighborhood.  

For someone from outside of Philadelphia, the South Ninth Street Market 

represents a lot of the city’s personality. From the burning trash barrels and thick accents 
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– South Philadelphian, not Italian – of gruff but usually good-natured vendors, to the 

oversized hunks of meat hanging from the hooks, the scene seems right out of a movie. 

Which, of course, it is. In the 1976 blockbuster Rocky, Sylvester Stallone runs past the 

ragged awnings and pushcarts in just a few seconds, but long enough for the market to 

become one of the film’s iconic Philadelphia landmarks. These days the market is much 

cleaner, with more tourists and bright paint along the sidewalk. What has changed? How 

did the market go from a grimy, everyday curb market to a tourist destination in just a 

few decades? And how have the butchers, who sell perhaps the least tourist-oriented 

products in the market – an uncooked sausage or a skinned rabbit can hardly be taken on 

a tour bus or to the Art Museum – managed to turn themselves into the historic heart of 

South Philadelphia? By answering these questions, we will be able to understand how the 

market’s butchers championed their own authenticity and in doing so, remade the identity 

of the market.  
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CHAPTER 2: 1880-1945: A DECIDEDLY LEAN HISTORY 

 
Most Italians walked east to Dock Street, near the Delaware River, to buy 
fruit. The Eighth Street store owners complained about the sidewalk 
stands, and about the Sicilians. So the Sicilians moved to the east-west 
streets, like Christian. Soon, they spread to Ninth Street, and now it was 
the Irish residents who were complaining. Police were called to move the 
vendors away. But as more and more Italians moved in, the Irish began to 
leave, moving west and south. No one knew it then, but the Italian Market 
had begun.9 

 
 
Originally a collection of pushcarts, stalls, and vendors that appeared with the 

sudden arrival of thousands of southern Italian immigrants in the late 1800s, the South 

Ninth Street Market runs through a neighborhood of brick row houses and narrow 

streets.10 Now known as Bella Vista, the area was the earliest destination of 

Philadelphia’s Italians. An earlier migration of northern Italians in the mid-nineteenth 

century established an Italian-language Catholic church a few blocks east of South Ninth 

Street, which, while somewhat hostile to the less educated, more impoverished, and 

culturally distinct southern Italian immigrants arriving several decades later, at least held 

services in the Italian language. Already home to previous waves of European 

immigrants, by the time the southern Italians arrived in the 1880s South Philadelphia 

must have seemed, if not familiar, then at least less strange than the rest of the American 

city. The first Italian-run boarding house in Philadelphia opened on South Ninth Street, 

which put Italian immigrants looking for work within walking distance of the Delaware 

River. These new arrivals to Philadelphia, usually from the agricultural regions of Italy, 

                                                
9 Dubin, South Philadelphia, 105. 
10 According to Joan Younger Dickinson’s essay “Aspects of Italian Immigration to 
Philadelphia,” in 1870 300 Italians resided in Philadelphia, which rose exponentially to 
1,656 in 1880 and to 6,799 in 1890.  
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often worked at the docks along the Delaware or did other manual labor jobs in the 

industrial city. 11 Hasia Diner writes that some of these Italian immigrants “became self-

employed as they tried their hand at small-scale enterprises, with food businesses a 

particularly popular choice.”12 With help from local Italian bankers, men and women 

skilled in business, food preparation, craftwork, and cooking used their expertise to open 

stalls and shops that catered to Italian tastes and customs. In less than 30 years, between 

1888 and 1916, every building on South Ninth Street between Christian Street and 

Washington Avenue housed a shop on its ground floor. Upper levels were usually 

reserved for residences, while the sidewalks were lined with pushcarts owned by 

shopkeepers and independent vendors. Large numbers of Irish, a significant Eastern 

European Jewish community, African Americans, and other residents also worked, 

shopped, and lived in the working-class neighborhoods around South Ninth Street, but 

the rate of immigration by the southern Italians was so great that they were quickly the 

dominant influence in the area.13 Stefano Luconi writes that into the 1930s the Irish, 

Eastern European Jews, and Italians “struggled with each other for living space and jobs 

following both the territorial expansion of Philadelphia’s Italian settlements and the 

persistence of the economic depression in the city.”14 

Initially Italian immigrants to Philadelphia formed regional communities rather 

than national ones, gravitating toward residences and employment shared by those from 

the same geographic area of Italy, paesani. Turning American ingredients into more 

                                                
11 See Morello, Beyond History, Juliani, Building Little Italy and Juliani, Priest, Parish, 
and People.   
12 Diner, Hungering for America, 50.  
13 Keddem, “Land Use on Ninth Street, 1888-1916, by building.” 
14 Luconi, “The Changing Meaning of Ethnic Identity,” 566.  
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familiar foods and hawking them in their native Italian dialects rather than English, Ninth 

Street was the common ground for these newcomers. Surrounded by alien cuisines, 

immigrants used the market to recreate more familiar European dishes. They also adopted 

American elements of cooking and mealtimes, as Hasia Diner discovers in her book 

Hungering for America: “Culinary invention, a fusion of some southern Italian staples 

with a hodgepodge of foodstuffs and dishes from other regions, mixed with American 

styles of consumption, particularly the eating of meat, created a cuisine that combined 

new and old.”15 The practice of eating meat regularly was an American luxury for the 

impoverished southern Italian immigrants, but a number of Italians came to Philadelphia 

with experience in the art of butchery. A 1909 survey, taken by the Italian consulate in 

Pennsylvania, counted 73 butchers of Italian descent operating in Philadelphia.16 These 

men would have been like other recent immigrants, mostly living and doing business with 

their paesani, speaking predominantly Italian, and producing cuts and meats in the Old 

World styles they were most familiar with. Butchery techniques were regionalized and 

passed down through families and to apprentices. The skills involved, the family 

orientation of the business, and the cost of meat meant that butchers often had more 

financial and social mobility than other vendors. In the early years of the South Ninth 

Street Market, this translated to storefronts. Butchers quickly left pushcarts to the produce 

vendors and opened their own stores in the bottom of the row houses that line the street. 

Usually living with their families upstairs from their shops, butchers often bought these 

buildings, providing another level of stability and prestige to the businesses. In 1904, 

after eight years of renting a storefront, Luigi Fiorella bought a building for his Meat 

                                                
15 Diner, Hungering for America, 54.  
16 Luconi, From Paesani to White Ethnics, 22.  
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Market from the bank next door to the property, Banca Frank di Berardino. Over one 

hundred years later Luigi’s great-grandson Danny, who makes fresh pork sausages every 

morning, exclaims, “the only place older than us is the church!” 17 

The increased permanence of South Ninth Street’s butchers reflected the stability 

of the Italian – and, as the twentieth century progressed, increasingly Italian American – 

community of South Philadelphia. By the 1930s, in the week before Easter, South Ninth 

Street would be lined with live animal pens where families could pick out their purchases 

and be assured that their Lenten fast would be broken with the freshest meat possible. 

Even during the rest of the year, vendors and businesses sprawled out into the streets with 

their pushcarts, fire barrels, trash, and wares. The cluster of pushcarts had grown to 

several blocks worth of stores and stalls, the heart of a bustling community. Italian 

neighborhoods formed in the areas south of the market to accommodate the Italian 

immigrants that had poured into the city for nearly five decades. In the 1930 United 

States Census, over 36,000 Italian-born Philadelphian residents reported their date of 

immigration as between 1900 and 1914 – three times as many as those who reported an 

earlier immigration date. This rate of immigration dipped significantly during the First 

World War, as did all European arrivals; only 4,525 Italians reported arriving between 

1915 and 1919. After the war those numbers doubled. By 1930, Philadelphia was home 

to more than 68,000 Italians and more than 114,000 of their American-born 

descendents.18 The younger generations, born and raised in America, began to take over 

                                                
17Photograph located in Fiorella’s Sausage at 817 Christian Street, Philadelphia, PA 
19147; also in print in Morello, The Philadelphia Italian Market Cookbook, 82; Dan 
Fiorella, in discussion with the author, March, 2011.  
18 U. S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States: Population, vol. 2, 
329, 551.  
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the businesses and trades established by their fathers. These men and women identified 

less with their parents’ regionalism, establishing a more generalized Italian ancestry that 

emphasized linguistic and national unity. Family and paesani were still important, and 

strongly influenced living situations, employment, marriage, and social activity. But the 

political actions of Italy as a nation, particularly during World War I, and the realities of 

geographic and cultural proximity as an immigrant group to Philadelphia helped create a 

more cohesive Italian American identity.19  

The butchers along South Ninth Street were an integral part of this new Italian 

American identity. Assisting customers in both English and Italian, they helped other 

Italian immigrants explore their new country surrounded by familiar sounds, tastes, and 

smells. And the regular purchasing, preparing, and serving of meat – an indicator of 

wealth in Italy – represented the success of the migration. Diner describes meat as a 

bridge between Italian and American cultures: “In family and community events meat, an 

American accoutrement, fused with ingredients deemed to be Italian.”20 The affluence of 

the United States combined with the tastes of native Italy gave birth to a meat-heavy 

Italian American cuisine.  

Perhaps the popularity of Italian sausage, as evidenced by the persistence of 

Fiorella Sausage since the 1890s, best represents this fusion. Diner explains that: 

“Sausage back home was not only a rare dish, usually reserved for some religious feste, 

but it was specific to particular towns, primarily in the north. [Most immigrants] had most 

                                                
19 For an excellent discussion of Italian American identity in Philadelphia, see Luconi, 
From Paesani to White Ethnics. Further discussion in Italian American identity can be 
found in Guglielmo and Salerno’s collection of essays “Are Italians White?” and 
Stranger-Ross, Staying Italian.  
20 Diner, Hungering for America, 57. 
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likely never eaten sausage, let alone called it ‘Italian sausage.’ Yet it became a mainstay 

of their diet.”21 In Hungering for America Diner goes on to suggest that by appropriating 

Italian holiday food into daily meals, immigrants celebrated both the success of their 

migration and their native flavors and culture. These characteristics of meat in Italian 

American homes extended to its purveyors as well. Butchers were a visible example of 

financial success among the working class Italian immigrants, and the connotations of 

wealth and luxury that their product exhibited certainly increased their influence within 

the community. The good social standing of South Ninth Street’s butchers, as well as 

their tenure as shop owners in the market, made them ideal unofficial representatives of 

the South Ninth Street Market.  

In the years after the First World War, the federal government became 

increasingly concerned with stemming the flow of immigrants from Europe – particularly 

Eastern European Jews and southern Italians, who were seen as less educated, less 

wealthy, and less democratically inclined. Congress introduced a literacy test in 1917, 

which specifically targeted southern Italians and Eastern Europeans, but was not 

particularly effective. Most immigrants were at least partially literate, which may account 

for the 9,421 Italians who entered Philadelphia between 1920 and 1924. The Immigration 

Act of 1924, which established geographic quotas on immigrant populations was more 

successful, and Philadelphia only saw 3,109 new Italian residents before the Great 

Depression ended the economic benefits of U.S. immigration for a decade.22  

                                                
21 Diner, Hungering for America, 61. 
22 Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 66; U. S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the 
United States: Population, vol. 2, 551.  
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The new legislation against immigrants marked the beginning of a period 

spanning two decades, reinforced by the political and economic realities of the Great 

Depression and the Second World War, which halted the massive waves of immigration 

from Europe. In her 2004 book Impossible Subjects, Mae Ngai explores the changing 

treatment of Italians and other impoverished European immigrant groups during this 

period. Between 1925 and 1965, Ngai estimates that new federal laws helped around 

200,000 Europeans who had illegally immigrated gain citizenship. These efforts were 

again largely aimed at southern and Eastern Europeans who, at the turn of the twentieth 

century, had been some of the primary targets of restrictive immigration laws. Ngai 

argues that these changes were part of a nation-wide reconstruction of racial identity, “a 

process that reconstructed the ‘lower races of Europe’ into white ethnic Americans.”23 

This change in both federal law and national perspective, starting in the 1920s and 

developing through World War II and the 1950s, helped transition the Italian 

communities in cities like Philadelphia from immigrant enclaves to ethnic 

neighborhoods. The increased access to legalization for these residents, concurrent with 

limitations on new immigration, served as a stabilizer for areas like South Philadelphia. 

The flow of new residents decreased and the existing residents and their American-born 

children were able to take full advantage of U.S. citizenship by accessing New Deal 

benefits, public amenities such as education, and, after World War II, legislation such as 

the G.I. Bill. As the federal government tightened restrictions on new immigration from 

                                                
23 Ngai, Impossible Subjects, 89.  
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Europe, the legal and social circumstances of the existing Italian immigrant communities 

improved and stabilized.24 

Over two decades of limited immigration had given South Philadelphia’s Italian 

community plenty of time to settle in. The second generation identified more with the 

diverse mishmash of Italian and American immigrant cultures in the South Ninth Street 

Market than with the unfamiliar Italian towns of their parents. Rife discrimination against 

Italians in the early part of the twentieth century resulted in the immigration reforms of 

the 1920s that specifically targeted southern and Eastern Europeans – uneducated 

working class Jews and Italians – and these feelings remained strong in the United States 

through the start of World War II.25  

Despite this discrimination Italian immigrants continued to identify strongly with 

their unique cuisine. Diner finds that, unlike other immigrant groups, Italians “pushed the 

limits of their foodways but only within a constructed definition of ‘Italianness.’ In their 

evolution of an Italian American food culture based on a fusion of certain iconic Italian 

foods, pasta and sauce, olive oil and distinctive cheeses, with American foods, 

particularly meat, Italian Americans created a distinctive way of life in America.”26 Food 

was a source of comfort and pride for the Italian community. Meat, specifically, provided 

a vehicle for both Italian tastes and American comforts. And the South Ninth Street 

Market provided all of the ingredients for a community that was building a cultural 

identity around cuisine.  

                                                
24 Ngai, Impossible Subjects.  
25 Gerstle, American Crucible, 103.  
26 Diner, Hungering for America, 80-81. 
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As the country entered the fight against the Axis, the nation’s conceptions of race 

and ethnicity shifted. In Gary Gerstle’s American Crucible, he discusses how Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt’s government together with American intellectuals constructed a new 

tradition of diversity that – in contrast to Germany’s racial politics – celebrated the 

different origins of the nation’s citizens, particularly those from Europe. Gerstle writes 

that, after restricted immigration through the Great Depression and early years of the war 

in Europe, Americans felt that “European ethnicity no longer threatened America as it 

had done in the century’s early decades; assimilation was thought to have eroded ethnic 

differences.”27 And along with this assimilation was the increasing influence of second 

and third generation Italian Americans. The original Italian immigrants were aging and 

dying. In the postwar period, Philadelphia’s Italian-born population dropped by over fifty 

percent between 1950 and 1970.28 The number of people with Italian ancestry, however, 

was increasing. 29  

The American-born of South Philadelphia’s Italian community spoke English, 

attended American public and parochial schools, and, as did so many second-generation 

immigrants, rejected many of the customs and traditions brought by their parents from the 

Old World. But unlike other immigrant groups, food was rarely the battleground for these 

generational differences. Diner notes that this behavior was not true of the Irish and 

Jewish immigrants she studies, writing that Italian Americans, while “opting for 

American furnishings, American popular culture, American clothing, they kept to their 

                                                
27 Gerstle, American Crucible, 195-196 
28 “[F]rom 48,721 individuals in 1950 to 25,629 in 1970.” Luconi, From Paesani to White 
Ethnics, 138. 
29 For more discussion on American immigration laws, see Gary Gerstle, American 
Crucible and Ngai, Impossible Subjects.  
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own food, invented though it may have been in this country.”30 This generation had 

reached adulthood by the time the United States emerged victorious from World War II. 

In its early days, the South Ninth Street Market was the link between Italy and America. 

Now, as butchers and merchants passed along their businesses to their children, it also 

became a generational common ground. The birthplace and center of South 

Philadelphia’s Italian American culinary culture, South Ninth Street was the taste of 

home for the entire community.  

                                                
30 Diner, Hungering for America, 82-83. 
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CHAPTER 3: 1945-1975: THE MEAT OF THE MATTER 

 
Most of the Italian Market’s commerce is dedicated to the belly. 
Fromaggio. Prosciutto. Meat hooks dangling lambs’ quarters.31  

 
 
Influenced by the triumph of democracy in Europe and by the economic and 

social changes wartime had brought to the country after the hardships of the Depression, 

Americans believed that their new ideology of modernity and convenience would lead the 

world into the modern era. Having withstood far less devastation and trauma than its 

European allies, the United States saw its chance to use this new doctrine to establish 

itself as a world power. Historian Victoria de Grazia described this moment as “the 

world’s first regime of mass consumption.” 32 These shifts in ideology reflected a society 

wrestling with its cultural values in the wake of the social upheavals instigated by World 

War II. In her book Never Done, which looks at the evolution of housework in America, 

Susan Strasser explains that “these events had prepared American households, both 

materially and ideologically, for a new era dominated by the consumer mentality, by the 

growing expectation that women would work outside the home, and by a new ideal of 

convenience in housework.”33 As the daily life within the home adapted to this new 

ideology of modern convenience, so did the urban landscape. The butcher shops of the 

South Ninth Street Market had bustled with the neighborhood’s shoppers six days a week 

(closed Mondays) for over half a century. But in the postwar period, the rapidly 

modernizing city offered a series of challenges to the shops and vendors along South 

Ninth Street.  
                                                
31 Smith, Michael B. “Closeup.” Philadelphia Inquirer, February 21, 1974.  
32 de Grazia, Irresistible Empire, 5.  
33 Strasser, Never Done, 264. 
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The South Ninth Street Market became the site of many of these clashes between 

the old city and the new culture. Urban communities and city governments were 

increasingly concerned about sanitation and standardization in the public arena, 

prompting many cities – including Philadelphia – to close down curb markets and adapt 

regulations for businesses in the food industry. Many of the new rules targeted stores that 

dealt with raw meat and food preparation. As sanitation laws were reforming curb 

markets and independent shops, a new sort of business began to take over urban lots 

across the country. Supermarkets, sanitary, convenient, self-serving stores that sold both 

brand name convenience food and uniform packages of produce and meats, made huge 

strides in postwar America. These large, single-stop shopping marts also appealed to the 

suburban communities that were drawing residents out of cities to live in sprawling 

neighborhoods full of single-family homes, garages, and wide streets. Vendors and shops 

in curb markets in Philadelphia and around the country went out of business in the face of 

city regulations, the changing household routines, and the competition from 

supermarkets.  

The South Ninth Street Market did not disappear. Buffered by a tight-knit 

community with a very particular Italian American taste, South Ninth Street’s butchers 

and other businesses were able to sustain their shops as the rest of Philadelphia’s curb 

markets petered out of existence. As supermarkets and suburbs rendered street markets 

obsolete, the butchers along South Ninth Street refused to set themselves up in direct 

competition with these new institutions. Rather than trying to keep up with the changing 

culture of modernity, they began to preserve the environment of their shops and 

businesses. At the same time, disillusionment with the modernization of American urban 
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culture created a backlash of interest in, as Zukin calls them, “the city’s origins.”34 This 

celebration of slow, naturally occurring neighborhood character – rather than 

intentionally developed and planned cityscapes – gained momentum in the wake of 

postwar modernism. The butchers along South Ninth Street responded by articulating the 

cultural differences between their businesses and the modern city streets and urban 

supermarkets. The butchers carefully maintained and encouraged the historic appeal of 

their stores and neighborhood. They drew upon the tastes and feel of the Italian American 

community that originated in South Philadelphia, and emphasized their cultural and 

ethnic roots. By embracing their traditions and cultural heritage, the butchers established 

South Ninth Street into what Zukin terms an “authentic urban experience.”35   

 

Sanitizing the Streets 

Working-class neighborhoods in Detroit, Chicago, Philadelphia, and 
Boston, as well as in New York, were caught between postwar optimism 
about social progress and an inability either to understand of to confront 
their postindustrial fate.36  
 

The modern convenience culture of the Modern Era didn’t have a place for the 

overloaded pushcarts, burning trash barrels, and patchwork awnings that had 

characterized the South Ninth Street Market for half a century. The market’s businesses 

were not particularly observant of Philadelphia’s laws and regulations. For their part, the 

operation of the market had been almost completely ignored (aside from the occasional 

crime report) by Philadelphia’s politicians, media, and middle-class for the first fifty 

                                                
34 Zukin, Naked City, 5. 
35 Zukin, Naked City, 4. 
36 Ibid., 5. 
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years of its existence. Street markets had been a regular, necessary part of daily life since 

the city’s inception, and those that served immigrant populations outside of the center of 

the city were mostly left to their own devices. This changed in the postwar culture shift, 

as cities looking to modernize their streets and shops focused their reforms on the visible, 

decidedly lower class, and increasingly unnecessary business of curb markets.  

Butcher shops were particularly under attack from these changes, as technology 

like refrigeration became first a popular standard, and then a requisite one. Philadelphia 

began to impose – and police – sanitation and street regulations that threatened the 

operations and existence of city street markets, including the South Ninth Street Market. 

The market had too much noise, too much crowding, too much waste, and not enough 

parking for the modern era. Butchers used the space in front of their stores to display 

their merchandise, taking up room on the busy sidewalk and not heeding laws that 

prevented outdoor sale of meats, particularly without refrigeration. Their pushcarts stuck 

out into the street, preventing truck and garbage collection traffic. There had been 

occasional attempts to regulate and clean up Philadelphia’s street markets, but until the 

1950s these were largely impotent in South Philadelphia.37 Until the postwar period, 

Philadelphia’s politicians and middle-class perceived the area as an immigrant 

community that lay outside the city’s main streets and neighborhoods, away from their 

own interests and daily lives.  

This began to change as the city tried to embrace a more orderly, modern way of 

urban life. In 1948, responding to “many complaints,” Philadelphia’s magistrate tried to 

                                                
37 Regarding past ineffective attempts at regulation by the city, see: Rex Polier, “9th St. 
Pushcart Merchants Sadly Comply With Cleanup Order; Decide That ‘It Really Looks 
Like They Mean Business This Time.’ Philadelphia Bulletin, May 25, 1952.  
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organize the market. “End of Pushcart Jam Demanded on S. 9th St.” headlined The 

Philadelphia Bulletin, citing in the short article various health and safety transgressions 

caused by the pushcarts in the street. Evidently nothing came of it, but it heralded the 

start of the threats against the market’s old world practices. In 1952 the Bulletin detailed a 

more substantial push against the market, the saga playing out in the articles’ headlines: 

“Councilman Seeks Street Market Curb;” “Is City to Lose All of its Color?” and a few 

months later, “9th St. Pushcart Merchants Sadly Comply With Cleanup Order: Decide 

That ‘It Really Looks Like They Mean Business This Time.” Despite the increase in 

regulation, the market remained open and the pushcarts stayed. But it was the beginning 

of the market’s struggle with modernization.38  

The first of the 1952 Bulletin articles, “Councilman Seeks Street Market Curb,” 

felt it necessary to describe the geography to its readers ("In Philadelphia nearly 

everybody reads The Bulletin” 39), who likely did not regularly venture to the southern 

part of the city: “The principal curb markets in the city are in South Philadelphia – one on 

9th between Christian and Washington av. and another on 4th between South and 

Christian.” These were the markets dominated by Italians and Eastern European Jews, 

respectively. At the peak of the European immigrations, in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, South Philadelphia was on the outskirts of town; separate from the city in the 

perception of its middle and upper class citizens, despite being only a few blocks south of 

City Hall. After World War II this perception was quick to change, if not among most 

                                                
38 “End of Pushcart Jam Demanded on S. 9th St.: Magistrate to Ask City to Act, Cites Fire 
and Accident Hazards.” Philadelphia Bulletin, February 29, 1948; “Councilman Seeks 
Street Market Curb.” Philadelphia Bulletin, March 6, 1952; “Is City to Lose All of its 
Color?” Philadelphia Bulletin, March 30, 1952; Polier, “9th St. Pushcart Merchants Sadly 
Comply.” 
39 Castro, “Press: Last Rites for a Proud Paper,”  
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Philadelphians, at least within the city bureaucracy.  In a nod to the postwar political 

situation, the proposed ordinances included, along with restricting pushcarts to produce, 

restricting stand ownership to those of both U.S. and Philadelphia citizenship. 

Modernizing Philadelphia meant, at least for city politicians, standardizing it. South 

Ninth Street could have its market only if it looked and behaved like all the other streets 

in the city. And the other streets in Philadelphia had a noticeable lack of sausages 

hanging over the sidewalk.  

The next article, entitled “Is City to Lose All of its Color?” a few weeks later, 

took clear issue with this plan. “The modern mood seems to drive against all forms of 

local color, those islands of individuality which give a city character and spice” it 

complained. The market had evidently been there long enough to become a city 

institution; at least to the Bulletin it was no longer just a collection of businesses of 

interest only to working-class, Italian-speaking immigrants. Although the article’s author 

took care to again describe precisely where and what the South Ninth Street Market was, 

albeit in more poetic language. “Where else will you find such succulent food in such 

strange variety as among the pavement pushcarts of 9th and Christian, give or take a few 

blocks either way?” Again conceding to its audience, the article amends that the wares 

“may not be to everybody’s taste.” But it’s clear from the Bulletin’s coverage of the “war 

on the sidewalk merchants” that as curb markets became increasingly rare in 

Philadelphia, the South Ninth Street Market gained an allure as one of the last vestiges of 

the city’s active street life.  

In May the Bulletin ran their longest piece, entitled “9th St. Pushcart Merchants 

Sadly Comply With Cleanup Order: Decide That ‘It Really Looks Like They Mean 
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Business This Time,’” which focused on the regulations being placed on the South Ninth 

Street vendors and business owners. A photograph accompanied the article, showing a 

quintessentially South Ninth Street scene of customers inspecting hams and salamis on 

display outside a butcher shop40. The newly enforced ordinances would clear the street of 

all meats and cheeses, limiting butchers’ exhibitions of their stock to their storefront 

windows. This was a major challenge to the butchers’ daily operations. The city saw 

these street-side pushcarts as a display of the unsanitary (no refrigeration), inconvenient 

(they blocked vehicle traffic), and unsightly (too many piles of garbage). The butchers, in 

contrast, viewed their pushcart displays as a form of convenience and advertising, aimed 

at customers perusing the produce carts who might pass by the narrow doorways to their 

shops. The Bulletin dutifully interviewed a few “oldtimers” who were unhappy about the 

changes, but the bulk of the article focused on the more positive future of the cleaner, 

neater, less crowded market. Described as “progressive,” the South Ninth Street 

Businessmen’s Association, headed at the time by merchandiser Dominic Fante, had 

negotiated the terms of the new ordinances and played a large role in encouraging their 

compliance. The new restrictions on pushcarts, the organized garbage collection, and 

licensing process are described as “innovations,” the article mentions proprietors – 

mostly butchers – who are updating their store’s refrigeration and display cases, and talks 

about the “new element” in the marketplace that welcomes the new order.  Evidently 

many butchers were open to modernizing their meat counters and displays if it meant 

retaining customers. And the younger proprietors – many second generation Italian 

                                                
40 Polier, “9th St. Pushcart Merchants Sadly Comply.” Photo also accessible from 
Dominic Legato, “Customers look at meat and poultry at a shop in the Italian market.” 
(Image Number: P316155B) Philadelphia PA: Temple University Libraries, accessed 
from http://digital.library.temple.edu/u?/p15037coll3,6948.  
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Americans – seemed more willing to find a balance between modernizing and the South 

Ninth Street traditions.  

The newspaper articles point to another changing aspect of the postwar 

Philadelphia: the cultural identity of the South Ninth Street Market was beginning to 

interest a wider population. The May 25, 1952 Bulletin article described the market as 

“one of the few remaining streets in America with a colorful, old world flavor.” An 

undated Philadelphia newspaper column entitled “Close-Up” calls it “a total experience. 

To walk its cluttered byways is to turn back time more than half a century.”41 For the first 

half of the twentieth century the South Ninth Street Market had gone unnoticed by those 

outside of the neighborhood. In the postwar city, the South Ninth Street Market offered a 

view into a disappearing way of life; that of both the urban culture of the early century 

and the European immigrant experience. The poetic prose used in the Close-Up piece 

highlights the timelessness of the street, connecting the European roots of the vendors 

with the sights and smells of the mid-century market: “The street itself was reminiscent 

of Europe–narrow, congested, choked with humanity. It engendered a keen sense of 

community, of being alive, of the eternal here and now.” These smattering of articles in 

the mid-century that painted the street as slightly exotic, ethnic, and out of the ordinary 

were for many Philadelphians the first mention that the street’s crowded pushcarts and 

unique foodstuffs might have any allure.  

For those who couldn’t afford a vacation to Europe, a 1959 puff piece in the 

Bulletin, entitled “Provolone, Squid, Glass Fruit, Live Lambs and Commotion – That’s S. 

                                                
41 Nels Nelson, “Close-Up.”  
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9th St. Market,” encouraged Philadelphians to take a trip to the market. 42 As earlier 

Bulletin articles had, this article informs readers that a visit the market will be “as good 

an approximation of Europe as he’s likely to find in Philadelphia almost any day of the 

week.” The mention of the Abruzzi origins of butcher Attilio Esposito and the remark 

that “practically every store is operated by either the founder or his children” contributes 

to the perception that the market is authentically European, despite the geographic 

location. It assures the “travelers” that the market was no longer “a health hazard, a 

traffic menace and, generally, a nuisance.” And the piece specifically mentions the 

improved traffic, the new refrigerated cases in the butcher shops and the attentions of city 

health inspectors. Yet these reassurances are somewhat undermined by the author’s 

narrative: “For six blocks from Christian st. to Wharton, the pavement is a narrow path 

between pushcarts, stands, and shops. Crabs scuttle across the sidewalk from overflowing 

baskets; roosters crow; gravel-voiced vendors extol the freshness of their eggs, the 

tenderness of their corn.” The sights, smells, and sounds – including the messy, crowded 

street – made the South Ninth Street Market seem outlandish and novel. And the modern 

concessions of refrigeration and health inspections provide a level of comfort and 

familiarity to visitors from outside the neighborhood who would be less interested in 

buying a “live lamb at Easter time” than finding a deal on “less exotic…clothing, dishes, 

shoes and canned goods.” The European roots of the market excused the confusion and 

the garbage while sanitation laws promised that nothing would be dangerously unclean. 

The less savory aspects of the street lent legitimacy to its heritage. They acted as a 

marker of its authenticity. This is apparent in other articles as well; such as in the Close-

                                                
42 Catherine W. Green, ““Provolone, Squid, Glass Fruit, Live Lambs and Commotion – 
That’s S. 9th St. Market.” Philadelphia Bulletin, July 12, 1959.  
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Up piece written by Nels Nelson bragging that the sidewalks are “a living compendium 

of olfactory experience. No antiseptic, eat-off-the-floor folderol here. The sanitation is 

Early Medieval.”  

The South Ninth Street Market provoked this somewhat romanticized depiction of 

its garbage-laden streets because of its very real but remote European and immigrant 

origins. In the wake of their World War II victory the United States citizenry felt little of 

the apprehension and fear against Europeans that had characterized the anti-Italian 

discrimination of the earlier twentieth century. South Ninth Street was a fusion of 

American and Italian traditions that were simultaneously familiar and exotic to the rest of 

Philadelphia. Sharon Zukin writes: “We can see ‘authentic’ spaces only from outside 

them.”43 In her Naked City chapter “A Tale of Two Globals: Pupusas and IKEA in Red 

Hook” she looks at contemporary community vendors, whose experience in many ways 

mirrors that of the South Ninth Street market. The Latino vendors in Red Hook originally 

sold a large and diverse variety of foods to other local Latinos at weekend soccer games. 

Eventually, as on South Ninth Street, customers from outside the community began to 

visit – not for the sport, but for the fare. Zukin explains that these new visitors “find 

‘authenticity’… in the humble foods.”44 In 1950s Philadelphia, this same transition was 

beginning to happen on South Ninth Street. Through the articles in the local city papers, 

outsiders to the market and the neighborhood were articulating South Ninth Street as an 

authentic space. And the butchers along South Ninth Street were beginning to recognize 

that encouraging this interest could strengthen their market against attacks from the city 

and bring in a new sort of customer. Laying the foundation for these new ideas, Polier’s 

                                                
43 Zukin, Naked City, 20. 
44 Ibid., 175.  



 30 

May 1952 article ends on an optimistic note, in Fante’s words: “I can see a new spirit on 

S. 9th. Some of the boys are painting and fixing up the outside of their stores. The butcher 

shops have ordered their employees not to smoke inside… We’re going to do our part to 

give the city a colorful and unusual street that will also be a healthy and a sanitary one.”  

 

Convenience Marketing 

 
It used to be that merchants here sold only to neighborhood people, a big 
Italian colony. Then, after World War II, an influx of customers from 
elsewhere in the city and from the suburbs started coming in.45 
 
 
By the 1960s, the supermarket, a raging success in the new postwar suburban 

communities, had also become a regular part of urban life. Often with large parking lots 

and long hours, they were attractive to a middle class with increasing car mobility and 

female employment. World War II made it acceptable for middleclass women to bring 

home a paycheck; consequently homemaking and housework were no longer full-time 

positions in many postwar households. Women were encouraged to buy timesaving 

products, like prepackaged convenience food that required less cooking and less 

preparation. In a chapter entitled “Quick and Easy,” Susan Strasser outlines the 

progression of the convenience foods, writing that the first frozen dinners went on the 

market in 1945 and “took the guesswork out of eating, not just out of buying food: now 

the dinner you ate tonight could look, taste, and smell precisely like the one you ate last 

week.”46 Philadelphia Inquirer contributor and culture writer Thomas Hine put a similar 

                                                
45 Louis J. Esposito, quoted in Joseph F. Lowry, “Busy Butcher Loves the Market.” 
Philadelphia Bulletin, November 10, 1976.  
46 Strasser, Never Done, 276.  
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observation into more sanguine language, and with more emphasis on the array of 

choices offered by convenience food: “These varied, easy-to-prepare foods were all lined 

up on the counters of that new institution, the supermarket, whose long aisles and 

overflowing shelves exposed more products than was possible in the ordinary grocery 

store and whose generous parking lots made it easier for buyers to carry it all home.”47 

This new sort of shopping was part of the postwar push toward a consumer culture that 

defined middle-class America. The new supermarkets embodied modernization; they 

were larger, cleaner, brighter, more efficient, and sold brand name foods. Describing the 

effects of American mass consumerism on Europe, Victoria de Grazia writes, “the 

supermarket was cheered as the hallmark of the American system of free enterprise.” 48  

She goes on to say that 70% of U.S. food monies were spent in supermarkets by the late 

1950s, and 95% in self-service stores. In just a few short years, the entire process of 

procuring, preparing, and serving food in the American home had changed completely.  

At the same time that cities were embracing convenience culture, the standards 

within the private American household were changing. Convenience appliances, after 

years of industrial grade usage, found their way into domestic life. Discussing the rise of 

private refrigerator ownership, Susan Strasser writes: “Refrigerated food stayed fresh 

longer, reducing some cooking by extending the life of leftovers, and relieving the 

housewife of the necessity of daily shopping… middle-class women bought refrigerators 

around the same time that supermarkets phased out the personal service of the small-store 

butcher, grocer, and produce man.49 Faced with such overwhelming cultural shift away 

                                                
47 Hine, Populuxe, 24. 
48 de Grazia, Irresistible Empire, 384.  
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from local, daily shopping trips, street markets all over America became endangered 

institutions. The South Ninth Street Market was one of the few that remained in business, 

in no small part due to the strong cultural and localized history it represented.  

The Italian American community that patronized the butcher shops of South 

Ninth Street eschewed supermarket culture much longer than other Philadelphian 

neighborhoods. In an article entitled “Ethnic Identity Among Italian Americans,” Stefano 

Luconi writes that “chain stores had failed to push small independent Italian-American 

shops out of business” by 1940.50 Italian shoppers’ loyalty to their neighborhood grocers, 

vendors, and butchers kept larger chain stores and supermarkets from encroaching on 

Philadelphia’s Italian neighborhoods through the 1930s and 1940s. These large, generic 

stores were designed to meet the needs of the modern American nuclear family; a 

standard based on small, suburban households that didn’t cook with Italian flavors or 

have much appreciation for cheese that didn’t come in orange. But as Hasia Diner 

repeatedly discusses in Hungering for America, the Italian American community in the 

United States had never been particularly interested in aligning their cuisine with other 

Americans. South Philadelphia’s daily reliance on particularly Italian ingredients and 

flavors provided a buffer between the South Ninth Street Market and the fate that befell 

Philadelphia’s other curb markets.  

“City Curbside Stands Wage Losing Battle In Supermarket Era” proclaimed the 

Philadelphia Inquirer in 1967. “Curbside markets are a vanishing breed on salesmanship 

that is yielding to super-duper shopping centers and redevelopment projects.” 51 Similar in 
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tone to the Philadelphia Bulletin articles in the 1950s, the Inquirer article cited the South 

Ninth Street Market as the last true curb market in the city, carrying on “the tradition with 

a flair that is a cross between circus sideshow bravado and boardwalk-strolling curiosity.” 

In this article, too, the South Ninth Street Market is a paradox of repulsion and attraction, 

familiar and strange. Unlike the other outdoor street markets the article profiles, South 

Ninth Street is portrayed as busy and bustling. Its by now notorious and repetitive traffic 

troubles are held up as proof of its prevailing health, being “practically ignored because 

they are so common with trucks delivering products and taxis delivering patrons from all 

over the city.” As late as 1973, a listing of all the supermarkets in the greater Philadelphia 

area had less than a dozen entries for South Philadelphia, and only one near the South 

Ninth Street Market. An Acme Supermarket had opened at Tenth Street and Passyunk 

Avenue, on the site of the old Moyamensing Prison; just a few minutes walk from the 

South Ninth Street Market.52   

The intimate Italian American community of South Philadelphia had protected the 

South Ninth Street Market from the full force of the postwar culture shift that had led to 

the demise of the city’s other street markets. But the community around South Ninth 

Street could only temporarily cushion the effects on the market. Along with the rest of 

America, younger Italian Americans returned from World War II and started families, 

and their parents became older and retired.53 Italian Americans began to move out of 

South Philadelphia into the suburbs around the city, taking advantage of the economic 

                                                
52 Grocery Super Markets.   
53 Luconi quotes in his article “As Gene Rea proudly stressed in La Libera Parola in 
1942, ‘400,000 young American men of Italian extraction are now wearing the uniforms 
of Uncle Sam in every branch of the service…’” Luconi, “The Changing Meaning of 
Ethnic Identity,” 573.  



 34 

boom, postwar legislation, and loan programs that encouraged suburban home ownership. 

They often sustained their ethnic communities – as did Irish and Jewish suburbanites – by 

settling around other Italian Americans.54 But though the people were the same, the 

ethnic, immigrant culture that thrived in urban communities was significantly different 

when removed to the suburbs. Among the many changes, the ideal American 

neighborhood, with large appliances in each single family home and big, empty streets 

for each family car, was not conducive – by design – for curb markets. And the city street 

markets that they left behind had lost a generation of local patrons. 

The neighborhood residents had kept the South Ninth Street Market alive through 

the 1950s and 1960s, but slowly the market was losing its primary role as a regular 

shopping destination. The immigrant generation was reaching retirement age, families 

were moving out to the suburbs, and, in the words of a 1966 article in the Evening 

Bulletin entitled “9th St. Merchants Cheer ‘Curb Market’ Revival,” South Ninth Street 

“was filthy and a lot of the more sensitive of the street’s old customers were turning to 

the local supermarkets.” 55  These customers had kept South Ninth Street’s businesses 

viable throughout the changes imposed by the city that had closed every other curb 

market in Philadelphia. The article bemoaned how the “old market had been in trouble 

often” and “over the years the market was pressured and badgered and appeared on the 

verge of being put out of business. The city cracked down frequently, calling it unsanitary 

and a menace to health.” But the butchers with shops in the market were among the first 

to realize that their reliance on this older generation was not sustainable. The article, 
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which relied heavily on interview from butcher Louis Esposito, explained, “a few of the 

more alert businessmen began to notice that a lot of the old customers were not showing 

up anymore.” Aware that they could no longer rely exclusively on the dwindling daily 

shopping trips of neighborhood residents, the butchers along South Ninth Street began in 

earnest to adapt their businesses and their street to attract new customers.  

The South Ninth Street Businessmen’s Association was well aware of the shift 

away from the street market. In 1966 they organized an award for a local banker, Hubert 

Horan, Jr. to honor his support of their businesses. They used the media coverage of the 

ceremony to publicize their revitalization agenda. The South Ninth Street Businessmen’s 

Association, described in “9th St. Merchants Cheer ‘Curb Market’ Revival” as “the people 

who operate the colorful and historic pushcart market on 9th st.” was newly headed by 

butcher Louis J. Esposito, one of the few butchers listed in the 1954 publication 

Americans of Italian Descent in Philadelphia, a list of prestigious, local Italian 

Americans.56 The 1966 Evening Bulletin article quoted Esposito as saying “We really 

thought 9th st. was going out of business for good.” The article promoted the efforts by 

the Association and Esposito to “revitalize the street” by adding a small parking lot and 

more frequent garbage collection. “Today’s shoppers have got to be able to park,” the 

article explained. And apparently the parking lot was some incentive. Esposito was 

quoted as saying, ”we’ve already noticed people are starting to come back. And we’re 

starting to get customers from the suburbs.” 

The attraction of the South Ninth Street Market could hardly be parking or the 

additional garbage collection, however. Most supermarkets had more than the measly 75 
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parking spaces offered by the market, kept their stores looking sterile and uncluttered, 

and hid the trash in the dumpsters rather than burning it on the street. As a 1970 Inquirer 

column from March 31 put it, “From a modern merchandising standpoint, everything 

[about the South Ninth Street Market] seems wrong. There is little parking and the place 

is litter strewn and sometimes downright unappetizing.”57 What, then, could attract 

customers from outside the neighborhood, and as far away as the suburbs?  

 

Marketing the Market 

 
The meat is not under civilized cellophane in the market and the green beans are 
not frozen and bite-sized. There is no Madison ave. marketing on Ninth st., no 
subtle packaging that uses sex to sell raisins. Just a frank presentation of edible 
flora and fauna.58 
 

“Italian Market Transcends Pushbutton Consumerism” explained a Daily News 

headline in October 1971.59 By the 1970s, newspapers and visitors were referring to 

South Ninth Street as the “Italian Market.” The area had been known as a primarily 

Italian neighborhood since the turn of the century, but the market had been referred to as 

the South Ninth Street Market as long as it had served the neighborhood population. The 

new designation of “Italian Market” was a way for outsiders to characterize the area. In 

naming the market Italian, they defined it. No matter that the sausages hanging in each 

window would never be served on a southern Italian table, or that most of the men slicing 

up hogs had been born within a mile or two of their butcher blocks; to visitors looking in, 
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these visual cues represented the Italian heritage of the street. In response to the legal, 

economic, and demographic pressures of the postwar, the South Ninth Street butchers 

reestablished themselves as Italian Market butchers by marketing their shops’ heritage 

and longevity.   

As many of the younger Italian Americans moved outside of Philadelphia and 

across the Delaware River to nearby New Jersey towns, they stayed connected to South 

Philadelphia. They no longer bought groceries daily on South Ninth Street, but the city of 

Philadelphia remained a destination for weekend jaunts, and these outings often included 

shopping trips to the Italian Market. Luconi found: “Many Italian American suburbanites 

also retained links to their former Italian neighborhoods in Philadelphia, attended Italian 

festivals, and ate Italian food… In particular, in the mid 1970s, Italian Americans from 

the suburban areas continued to go to the 9th Street market in the heart of South 

Philadelphia’s historic ‘Little Italy’ to buy their meat and vegetables.” 60 While some of 

the ingredients on South Ninth Street were exclusive to the market, most of these meats 

and produce were readily available in some form from suburban supermarkets. These 

shopping trips were about more than obtaining the weekly groceries.  

The postwar generations of Italian Americans overwhelmingly claimed the 

market’s cuisine and street culture as their heritage. They could frequent the same butcher 

shops as their parents; shops that were still owned by the same families that had 

established them. In doing so, suburban Italian Americans maintained culinary and 

cultural links to the market. The cuts of meat they bought wrapped in butcher paper and 

weighed in front of them on a tarnished, greasy scale were essentially indistinguishable 
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from the supermarket meat wrapped in plastic and Styrofoam with the weight printed out 

on the packaging. But the customers who drove into the city to patronize the South Ninth 

Street butcher shops certainly did not think so. Young, suburban Italian Americans turned 

the weekend shopping trips along South Ninth Street into a ritual. They recreated their 

childhood dishes from the same ingredients bought in the same stores that their parents 

had shopped in. With their pilgrimages to the South Ninth Street Market, the postwar 

generation had established their own Italian American traditions.  

For these suburbanites, their regular visits to South Ninth Street demonstrated the 

importance that food played in their cultural identity as Italian Americans. “Heritage 

holds the market together,” said a 1974 article in the Inquirer, “the businesses being 

passed from one generation to another. The future never seems to catch up to the Italian 

Market.”61 Zukin calls this feeling “kairos,” the sense that visitors are “recreating a 

unique story of origin” by experiencing the past and the present concurrently.62 The 

continuity of family businesses and food products was integral to the patronage of 

suburban Italian Americans. These were the relics of their childhood that they returned to 

the South Ninth Street Market to experience. The future of the Italian Market’s butcher 

shops depended on maintaining a steady stream of regular shoppers while concurrently 

attracting a wider presence of casual visitors from other parts of Philadelphia and beyond 

the city limits. No longer did articles have to include extensive explanations of the 

location of market for their readers. And the South Ninth Street butchers, after the rush in 
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the 1950s to modernize, add refrigeration, and advertise their cleanliness, began to take 

steps to protect and promote their historic value instead. 

As supermarkets became the standard for American families, their uniformity and 

predictability became a banal part of modern life. A 1976 book entitled “The 

Supermarket Trap,” written to inform the consumer about “that bewildering, enticing, 

craftily packaged trap that awaits every housewife” predicted completely synthesized 

foods and the extinction of the avocado.63  Still convenient for the majority of Americans, 

the charm and allure of the modern shopping experience had dulled. In a less hysterical 

response to modernization, Zukin elaborates on sociologist Herbert Gans’ prediction of 

this retreat from “modern supermarkets and shopping malls. One day, though, when they 

realize that their choices result in a homogenized, and even an inauthentic experience, 

they will return to the old ethnic foods and at least a simulation of the old ethnic 

neighborhoods. They will rediscover the charms of the Italian Market in South 

Philadelphia…”64 The Italian Market, with the buffer of its Italian American 

neighborhood, had withstood the barrage of city regulations and the introduction of 

modern grocery shopping. Emerging from these events at the beginning of the 1970s, the 

market and its businesses were positioned to appeal to this disillusioned populace. The 

butchers carefully maintained the environment of their “old ethnic neighborhood.” 

Despite the postwar regulations regarding food preparation – refrigeration, sanitizers, and 

hairnets have replaced the old metal hooks, sawdust, and iceboxes – they depended on the 

physical appearance of their butcher shops to lend credibility to their boasts of authentic 

Italian immigrant cuisine. The modernizations were hidden or subtle enough to fade into 
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the background, while the old scales, large butcher blocks, and even smatterings of 

unnecessary sawdust over new tile flooring were carefully accentuated. These things had 

always existed in these shops of course, but they remained centerpieces even after they 

became technically obsolete.  

 “Imagine, no antiseptic white walls, no sterile plastic packaging, no spotless 

display cases, no squeamishly regulated refrigeration” began the 1971 Daily News article 

entitled “Italian Market Transcends Pushbutton Consumerism.” Rather than another 

diatribe against the South Ninth Street dirty, cluttered, noisy, and smelly shopping 

experience, this description of modern supermarkets is sardonic. The article describes the 

rarity, variety and cheap prices of goods in the market, but primarily sets up the 

marketplace as an enjoyable, unusual experience that contrasts to the tedious supermarket 

trip. South Ninth Street, the author argues, has everything one might need for less money 

than the supermarket.  Furthermore, “the market bustles with Old World charm and turns 

an otherwise half-hearted Saturday morning chore into an experience.” The South Ninth 

Street Market’s survival through the postwar modernism, despite its recurring parking 

and garbage issues, had given it a special role – the last curb market in the city. 65   

A 1971 Bulletin article entitled “‘Cum On, Cum On’ Italian Market: Noisy, 

Smelly, Alive” managed to include mentions of the market’s popularity, working-class 

origins, and Italian stereotypes into one short article. Even the headline, written as dialect 

even though “come” and “cum” are phonetically identical, serves to emphasize the Italian 

attributes of the market. Describing it as “the liveliest, most exciting spot in 

Philadelphia,” the piece informs the reader “you’re about to bump into more diverse 
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buttocks than in any other six blocks in the city.” Weaving descriptions of the food and 

other wares for sale in between the sounds of the hawkers’ calls and the shopkeepers’ 

dialects, the piece expresses an alternative experience to “that synthetic, sterilized, 

additivized, cellophane-wrapped stuff you buy in the supermarket.” The authenticity of 

Italian Market was the antidote to the bland sameness of not only the supermarket, but the 

modern culture of the city. And a large part of that authenticity was the visual aesthetic of 

the street itself. The narrative gives the reader a detailed view of the products and 

presence that the Italian Market had come to represent: “Lining the east side of 9th st. – 

beneath corrugated iron eaves – are stall after stall of big, bright, beautiful – and 

sometimes still bloody – meat, fish, fruit and vegetables.” Despite the somewhat forced 

alliteration, the article gives us a good idea of everything visual, verbal, and vendible that 

made the Italian Market an authentic place. The descriptions of both the austere stalls and 

the unusual displays of food – the article asks in jest, “you want a chicken head, a foot, or 

brain?” – indicate to the readers that the Italian Market’s ethnic, working-class heritage is 

genuine.66  

Later that year, the South Ninth Street Businessmen’s Association, in which 

butchers were still heavily represented, took their first coordinated step that made use of 

this newfound cultural capital. The city closed off the street to vehicle traffic for an 

“Italian Market walk,” sponsored by the Association, which planned to “decorate the area 

to resemble an Italian fiesta and provide music and entertainment.”67 A precursor to the 

current-day Italian Market Festival, the event got very little press mention beyond the 

                                                
66 Katrina [illegible] “’Cum On, Cum On’ Italian Market: Noisy, Smelly, Alive” 
Philadelphia Bulletin, April 28, 1971. 
67 “Italian Market to Shut Off Traffic Sept. 4,” Philadelphia Bulletin, August 17, 1971.  



 42 

four-paragraph notice of traffic closure. For the market’s butchers, hosting this public 

event solidified the purposeful movement of the South Ninth Street Businessmen’s 

Association toward selling South Ninth Street as a cultural place, or more specifically in 

Zukin’s words, an “ethnic tourist zone.” She points out that such festivals are part of a 

“toolkit of cultural strategies” that are used by cities and neighborhoods to create these 

zones.68  The “walk” was a way for the business leaders to invite the urban public into the 

marketplace in a controlled, organized fashion that sent a strong message of cultural 

cohesion. By emphasizing the Italian heritage of the shops and products, they recreated 

the street into a place of origin. Zukin writes: “Reinventing authenticity begins with 

creating an image to connect an aesthetic view of origins and a social view of new 

beginnings.”69 The Italian American butchers of South Ninth Street were a living part of 

those origins; to emphasize their continuity and the cultural identity of their shops they 

minimized the modern appliances and additions to their shops. They also began to add a 

veneer of Italian décor to the vestiges of their fathers’ and grandfathers’ butcher shops. 

Where thick accents and immigrant customers had once identified the national identity of 

the shops, colorful flags, faded photographs, and proudly advertised “Italian” products 

like meatballs and sausages now did the job.  

In 1975 the Association held an “Italian Market Sunday” – a larger, more 

organized version of the Italian Market walk – and it gained popularity. The Bulletin 

reported that “an estimated 250,000 souls turned out to sample the food, music and 

atmosphere of Italy-in-Philadelphia.” Decorated in both American and Italian colors, the 

street celebrated with various activities – climbing a greased pole, live music and dancing 
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– all with added Italian overtones. Salamis were given away as prizes, and among the 

music played was a song about meatballs. These details were intended by the article’s 

author to express the Italian nature of the festival, even among the distinctly American 

cultural activities such as the ragtime band and the campaign merchandise aimed at the 

reelection of Philadelphia’s first Italian American Mayor, Frank Rizzo.  The market’s 

regular business was not forgotten among the meat-filled festivities, and “the biggest 

attraction was the food, and everyone wanting a bellyache would have had no trouble 

getting one. The sizzle of Italian sausages competed with the spicy smells of pizza and 

meatball sandwiches to whet the appetite,” all of which perfectly illustrated the culinary, 

Italian American identity of the street market.70  

The Italian Market Sunday was so popular that it became an annual event, and the 

next year it more than doubled in size. Some vendors dressed up in celebration – a baker 

in red tights and a cape declared himself Captain Pepperoni – and the newspaper 

coverage wrote that “[e]veryone on 9th st. was Italian yesterday, in spirit if not in 

ancestry.”71 That same year President Ford visited South Ninth Street.72 According to 

butcher Harry Crimi, who headed the South Ninth Street Businessmen’s Association in 

those years, Ford was the first president to visit “our famous market area.” Lou Esposito, 

one of the market’s most successful butchers and “prominent member of the city’s Italian 
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community,” facilitated the visit. It was convincing evidence that the Italian Market was 

a genuine Philadelphian – and American – experience. 73 

An article from The Bulletin in the winter of 1976 centered on the associated 

successes of the Italian Market and Esposito’s butcher shop. Entitled “Busy Butcher 

Loves Market,” Esposito recounts the story of the market’s revitalization to Joseph 

Lowry, the newspaper reporter: “A lull developed. Our businessmen’s association pushed 

hard. And, today, the entire street is booming. The rest of the city went to packaged meats 

but 9th st. remained a holdout… In the last 10 years, there has been a coming-back to the 

basics of life.” Esposito articulates obvious pride in the longevity of the market and its 

butchers’ commitment to their decidedly unpackaged meats. After the rush to modernize 

after World War II, both Esposito and Lowry report a resurgence of interest in the 

heritage of the city. A subtle dig at the push for modernity opened the piece; “while 

modern shopping centers have come and gone in South Philadelphia, the 81-year-old 9th 

St. Market Place continues to survive.” The successes of the Italian Market festival and 

presidential campaign stop pointed to a rejuvenated market. As stable, continuous tenants 

of South Ninth Street, the butchers had taken on the role of representing the market and 

its community. Their shops were not only respectable institutions; they displayed their 

dual Italian and American immigrant origins with every sweet sausage and pile of pig 

feet in the window. By embracing their ethnic identity and encouraging visitors from 

outside the neighborhood to experience the market, South Ninth Street’s butchers and 

shops had survived the postwar struggles to modernize.  
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Toward the end of the 1970s, the Bulletin ran another article about the troubles of 

garbage pick-up and parking in the South Ninth Street Market. Entitled “Italian Market’s 

Problem: Growth,” this time the problem was not due to a decline in customers, but 

rather the success and expansion of the market. 74 Butcher Harry Crimi, still the president 

of the South Ninth Street Businessmen’s Association, once again promised the paper that 

the merchants were improving the street – this time by coordinating with Philadelphia’s 

Office of Housing and Community Development to hire a city planner. David Beck, a 

local architect, did a $12,000 study “to suggest ways to improve the Italian Market yet 

preserve its unique charm.” A far cry from the efforts of the 1950s to eradicate the 

market’s turn-of-the-century configuration, Beck encouraged the merchants to emphasize 

their traditional way of business. Beck explained: “The merchants are competing with 

supermarkets that have an antiseptic atmosphere. Here is an environment that is full of 

life and humor.” This reasoning sounded remarkably similar to Dominic Fante’s defense 

of South Ninth Street in 1952, when he promised that the Association would “do our part 

to give the city a colorful and unusual street that will also be a healthy and sanitary 

one.”75 This was the narrative that the street’s butchers, shopkeepers, and vendors had 

used over the previous two decades to fight the city’s strict regulations and the increasing 

competition from the supermarkets. Now the city was using it to protect them.  

In addition to the annual attempts to shuffle the parking and make more room for 

garbage trucks, Beck’s plan as outlined in the Bulletin article encouraged Crimi and his 

fellow businessmen to redecorate the market with Italian-themed imagery. The merchants 
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were advised to “use brighter colors and more exciting graphics, and that they use the 

Italian language more.” Originally the unifying characteristic of the market, the Italian 

language would now function purely as an aesthetic. Such cultural exaggerations are 

common city planning tactics, as Grazian explains in Blue Chicago, because “cities rely 

on idealized representations of themselves in order to increase their prestige and cultural 

capital in the global tourism economy.”76 As the Bulletin article stated, “the Italian 

Market attracts customers from all over the country,” and was no longer “strictly a 

neighborhood operation.” The redecoration was intended to promote the connection to 

the Italian history of the market for non-Italian American visitors. The cultural ideology 

of convenience and modernity had given way in urban communities to what Zukin calls a 

“yearning for authenticity;” a connection to the city’s past.77 The Italian Market’s 

butchers had spent decades of fighting to maintain their shops, their butchering 

techniques, their large chunks of raw, fresh, and highly visible merchandise, even the 

mere existence of the market. Now consumers and city alike had appropriated their 

narrative and were encouraging the butchers of South Ninth Street to use their cultural 

identity to market their market. 
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CHAPTER 4: 1975-2011: WRAPPING UP 

 
There are reasons to go to Philadelphia. There’s Elfreth’s Alley, that 
residential street of 1690, and Independence Hall, the Betsy Ross House, 
the Liberty Bell – the many famous attractions of an historic city. Then 
that palls. On the whole, I’d rather be in the Italian market.78  
 
 
The March 19, 1978 Sunday edition of the New York Times ran a full-page 

article on the Italian Market in its Travel section, boasting “hundreds of reasons to 

come.” Entitled “Market for All Seasons” and featuring large photographs, it described 

for New Yorkers and readers the appeals of South Ninth Street for non-locals. The 

market’s revitalization had succeeded in attracting visitors not only from within 

Philadelphia’s metropolitan area, but those from other cities who added South Ninth 

Street to their list of tourist destinations. They came to get a taste of the city’s ethnic 

heritage, if not a literal taste of the “sweetbreads, homemade sausage and calf brains and 

lamb hearts and suckling pigs.” The market’s authenticity was displayed in the windows 

of exotic meats, the unfamiliar names and words on shop signs (some, no doubt, the 

result of Crimi’s city planner), and in the number of Italian Americans (from the 

neighborhood and the suburban communities in Southern New Jersey) and locals 

(increasingly non-Italian Americans) going about their regular grocery shopping. “You 

go to eat and to save money,” the article informed readers, touting South Ninth Street as a 

working marketplace. To prove it, the piece listed a number of the butcher shops found 

along the street: “[A]t Rossano Brothers Quality Meats, the door stands open even in the 

coldest weather, revealing pink pigs’ heads on hooks, lugubriously staring. There’s also 
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Guy Giordano & Sons House of Hams, and Cannuli’s House of Pork, which has a tiny 

window absolutely stuffed with meat; according to Tony Pietro, there are some 30 

butchers in these few blocks.” The presence of so many butcher shops reassured visitors 

of the market’s authenticity as both a traditional Italian American establishment and as a 

still-lively, functioning street market.  

The butchers also serve as living, breathing exhibits of the market’s history and 

character. Santo D’Angelo, a second-generation butcher on South Ninth Street, enthused 

about the continuity and quality of his meat products in his interview for the Times 

article: “‘Everything here is organically fed!’ he cries. ‘No medicines, no chemicals, none 

in the feed!... And the people dig this! Look at this, our own prosciutto! We’ve got young 

people coming in here, they love this: real food!’ One could spend the entire day here 

with Santo, who is eloquent unto mania about his profession; indeed, a few listeners have 

been standing here for half an hour and may indeed be spending the day.”79 Stop into the 

shop now, and his son Sunny D’Angelo Jr. will go on a similar oration. The D’Angelos 

articulate a belief that is present throughout the market’s butchers; that their businesses 

are a success because of the quality and authenticity of their products. To visitors, 

customers, and New York Times readers, their conviction and enthusiasm was not only 

advertisement for their meats, but proof of the authenticity of the market itself.  

The Italian Market’s butchers had led the street’s transformation, survived the 

cultural and political shifts of the postwar, and in preserving their livelihoods and their 

market, they had preserved their own history. Not every store had survived, not every 

sign was historic, and not every tradition had been preserved. There were refrigerators 
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and hairnets mandated by the city and Italian flags and colorful signs for the tourists. The 

market had not avoided the increased health and sanitation policing by the city. But by 

redefining their businesses as a historic city resource, they carved out an economic niche 

that took them out of direct competition with supermarkets. Embracing this niche meant 

selling an experience as much as a product. To the butchers, these were small concessions 

to make for their success over the modern era.  

Zukin writes at the end of Naked City: “Though we think authenticity refers to a 

neighborhood’s innate qualities, it really expresses our own anxieties about how places 

change.”80 This historic aesthetic that South Ninth Street has adopted contains the 

promise of its commitment to continuity. The butchers’ placement of distinctly Italian 

American meats in the window, over their rather mundane but more popular generic cuts, 

is an unspoken statement of the authenticity of their shops. Along with the old scales and 

meat hooks, the environment of these butcher shops directly fits Zukin’s definition of 

authenticity as “a continuous process of living and working… the expectation that 

neighbors and buildings that are here today will be here tomorrow.”81 By incorporating 

tradition into the consumer culture of South Ninth Street, the butchers tacitly reassure 

visitors that at least this piece of the city’s past is protected from change.  

Paradoxically, the Italian Market’s embrace of its historic legacy has probably 

changed the market more than any of the modernizing initiatives of the postwar period. 

The pressures from the city, from the competition of supermarkets, and from the shifting 

neighborhood catalyzed the revitalization. But the efforts to make South Ninth Street into 

a historic destination have most transformed the aesthetic and tone of the street. The 

                                                
80 Zukin, Naked City, 220.  
81 Zukin, Naked City, 6.  



 50 

Italian Market is now a tourist destination, hosting visitors from all backgrounds and 

from all over the United States. The weekend crowds meander up and down the street, 

stopping for photographs in front of the neon House of Pork sign and to gape at the piles 

of pig feet on display. Locals trying to avoid the pedestrian and car traffic that builds up 

on Saturday and Sunday mornings often prefer to do their shopping on weekdays.  

The local shoppers who keep the market going between weekends and tourist 

seasons, who still look for deals amid the winter snow drifts and fire barrels often have 

more in common with the market’s original patrons than the weekend tourists. As Italian 

Americans moved out of the neighborhood, several waves of new immigrants entered 

South Philadelphia, moving into the row houses that the Italians used to dominate. In the 

1970s and 1980s these new residents were predominantly from Southeast Asia, in later 

decades increasingly from Mexico and Central America. Now nopales, the pads of the 

prickly pear cactus plant from Mexico, can be found nearly year-round at several 

different stalls. Bok choy and bean sprouts are also quite common. Every stand has bright 

peppers for sale. And Spanish, Vietnamese, and Khmer are more likely to be heard than 

Italian among the customers crowded around the pushcarts. 82 The 2009 Frommer’s guide 

book describes the current-day market as: “It’s Rocky Balboa meets artist lofts and 

authentic tacquerias. Three hundred years of immigration have made South Philadelphia 

the city’s most colorful and ethnically diverse neighborhood, although the overwhelming 

feel is distinctly Italian.”83 “Authentic” is still the dominant theme, although here applied 

to the Mexican restaurants rather than the Italian shops. And appropriately, the market’s 
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Italian heritage is illustrated by imaginary Italian American icon, Rocky.84 The Italian 

heritage of the street is still present, the guidebook assures visitors, but the authenticity of 

the market comes from its current-day neighborhood immigrant residents.  

A 1977 Inquirer article entitled “Prices Cut, Not Throats at Ninth Street Market” 

was one of the first to address the changing demographics on South Ninth Street. The 

new customers, according to the article, did not seem to lessen the street’s reputation as 

“Philadelphia’s most vigorous, colorful and economical place to shop.” The author toured 

the market with a local Italian chef, Cuz Pilla of Villa di Roma restaurant, who provided 

an insider’s perspective to the businesses and products along Ninth Street. The chef took 

a stance of democratic capitalism about the changing neighborhood demographics. The 

article quotes him saying, “Look, we cater to Italians, blacks, Puerto Ricans and orientals 

and anybody else interested in good, fresh food.” The butchers, to a man, are happy about 

the new immigrants. They may not put the “Italian” in the Italian Market, but they bring 

in new customers and keep the street looking busy and alive.85 

Aside from a few t-shirts and one case of silk-screened, plastic-wrapped women’s 

underwear (“I got porked at cannulimeats.com”), the South Ninth Street butchers don’t 

sell anything that could be taken back to a hotel room or carried around the city all day. 

But while the butcher shops primarily serve local and weekend marketers rather than out-

of-town tourists, their presence on South Ninth Street is integral to the timeless 

atmosphere that attracts visitors from around the city and beyond. Italian sausage could 

be made by anyone with access to a meat grinder, some pork, and some fennel seed, but 
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when it is made fresh every morning by Luigi Fiorella’s great grandson, it is a taste of 

history. Few people might buy a whole goat or pig regularly, but seeing them hang in the 

windows on South Ninth Street is a fundamental part of the Italian Market’s historic, 

culinary voyeurism.  

The Italian Market is a useful study of authentic place because it bridges the 

divide between real and created. Grazian discusses the fallacy of finding authenticity 

within a consumer-provider relationship, arguing that performing authenticity is 

inherently inauthentic.86 Zukin also touches on this in Naked City, concluding that: 

“Because authenticity begins as an aesthetic category, it appeals to cultural consumers” 

but this often leads to “preserving the look and the experience of authenticity rather than 

preserving the community that lives there.”87 The butchers of South Ninth Street offer a 

different example. Their businesses are legitimately historic and are still owned and 

operated by the community that established the marketplace. The neighborhood’s 

changing demographics are more a product of time and natural migrations – in recent 

years there has been an influx of young, middle-class residents who could certainly fall 

under the broad umbrella-term of gentrification, but they have not displaced the Italian 

American community. These new residents are more a threat to the recent Asian and 

Latino immigrants in the neighborhood, who arrived at the same time but have much less 

economic and social mobility than their young, American counterparts. 

 In this story, the only thing inauthentic about the Italian Market’s butcher shops 

is their continued longevity, which has outlived the Italian American community that 

created them. “It’s not easy keeping the place looking old and staying functional,” Danny 
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Fiorella groused as he showed off the original architecture of his shop, complete with the 

original icebox compartment above the walk-in refrigerator and an old safe, “the kind 

Jesse James blew up.”88 The shops’ aesthetic of authenticity is deliberately showcased, 

occasionally exaggerated, but not invented. Unlike Zukin’s New York neighborhoods, in 

the Italian Market authenticity is a tool used by the local businesses to preserve their 

neighborhoods – a tactic that also serves the new working-class immigrants who now 

dominate the produce stands.  

The butcher shops are distinct in another way. The transformation of South Ninth 

Street’s immigrant curb market to the tourist-filled Italian Market was not by design. The 

butchers’ attempts to attract customers and positive media attention amid garbage fights 

and shifting cultural ideology organically developed into a group reimagining of South 

Ninth Street’s future. In doing so, the meaning of the street – to its merchants, its 

customers, and first-time visitors – changed. The market became a celebration of not just 

Italian American heritage, but Philadelphia’s history. And because this change happened 

slowly and locally it created an authentic place. The butcher shops served as reminders of 

the market’s origins as their owners led the street’s transformation into the Italian Market 

experience. Their success is apparent in the flourishing businesses in the market today, 

and in the thousands of visitors that come to South Ninth Street every year for the Italian 

Market Festival. And no wonder then, that these hungry customers line up for roast pork 

sandwiches and sausages, and take photographs of one another in front of the elaborate 

window displays. Without the butcher shops, there might be no Italian Market to 

celebrate.   
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