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  Introduction




  What is it about Boston that makes us love it so? For one thing, it’s history. Bostonians are tremendously proud of the city’s pivotal role in the struggle for American independence. In downtown, where colonial burying grounds, white-spired churches, and redbrick meeting houses are framed by 21st-century skyscrapers, history is evident on practically every street. For Bostonians too, our world-renowned universities, cultural institutions, and even (or especially) our sports teams all enjoy almost mythical stature in our hearts and minds.




  Nearly four centuries of stories and legends bind us to this place, founded in 1630 by English Puritans. Boston’s annual Patriots’ Day celebration is one of those cherished traditions—the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing attack notwithstanding. Every year, on the third Monday of April, the city commemorates the Battles of Lexington and Concord with a reenactment of Paul Revere’s ride, the running of the Boston Marathon, and an early Red Sox game. It’s a magnificent Boston day.




  Frank Lloyd Wright once famously said of Boston, “Clear out 800,000 people and preserve it as a museum piece.” Wright got it wrong. One of the city’s great paradoxes is that despite being one of the oldest cities in the country, Boston continues to embrace the new. Nearly a quarter million students call Boston home, making the city one of the country’s youngest metropolitan areas.




  It’s not at all surprising that Boston’s historic heritage has been preserved. If you’re looking for a place to start, walk the 2.5-mile Freedom Trail that links 16 of the city’s colonial-era sights. When you’re ready for a break from sightseeing, you’ll find that many of Boston’s most iconic experiences have a bit of history too, and date from earlier times. You can take a ride on a Swan Boat in the Public Garden (1870), catch a game at Fenway Park (1912), or attend a Boston Pops concert (1885). All of these places have endured.




  However, Boston is much more than its landmarks and museums. Vintage Boston offers a different view of the city’s rich and long history. This book is all about Boston’s classic shops, bars, and restaurants. The novelty of certain old spots—places like a tobacconist, a pen shop, and a 24-hour diner—is that they haven’t changed, and therefore now feel increasingly special.




  Vintage Boston is not so much about the city as it is, but as it was. The 50 places highlighted in this book are all located within Boston or in the neighboring cities of Cambridge and Brookline and range in age from 36 years old to over 270. All have weathered economic downturns, location changes, ownership transfers, and changing customer tastes. Each found its own way to staying power. Some, like the Union Oyster House (1742) and the Warren Tavern (1780), are among the city’s most historic and long-standing business enterprises. Others, like Rubin’s Kosher Delicatessen (1920), Frank’s Steakhouse (1938), and Cheapo Records (1948), are of a decidedly more recent vintage. What they all have in common is that in some way, each place evokes what Boston is all about. Taken together, these spots also trace the city’s growth in terms of population and geography. In the years after the Revolutionary War, Boston’s economy was based on shipping—and Boston’s earliest surviving businesses are the taverns near the waterfront that served the sailors and dockhands. Early industrialization in the 19th century drew Europeans, especially Irish, Italian, and Jewish immigrant groups that settled in the city’s neighborhoods: Dorchester, the North End, and the city of Brookline. A growing merchant class in the late 18th century gave rise to hotels, restaurants, and shops in the heart of downtown and in Cambridge.




  In a way, this book is a guide to the living landmarks of Boston. As well, each of these shops and restaurants truly represents the idea of buying local—long before there ever was a “movement.” These places have not only been around, but are planning to stay around awhile longer. They are all worth visiting.




  BETTY ANN FOOD SHOP




  565 BENNINGTON ST. • EAST BOSTON, MA 02128




  (617) 567-1479




  [image: image]




  Traditional Doughnuts from an Old-School Bakery




  This cute corner bakery on a busy stretch of street in East Boston quietly turns out some of the best doughnuts found anywhere. The shop’s window displays both the Stars and Stripes and the Union Jack—an anomaly in this mostly Hispanic neighborhood. Both the baker and his inventory have British roots. In particular, the shop’s mixed fruit jelly doughnut is very similar to strawberry jam doughnuts native to Cornwall.




  Bill Scantlebury is the third-generation baker-proprietor, a lean, gentle-mannered elderly man who doesn’t look as if he ever eats his shop’s baked goods. He is so omnipresent that he must sleep on a cot next to the bakery’s coal oven. And he practically does—he lives in the apartment above.




  Bill’s grandfather, William Thomas Scantlebury, came over from England in 1920. “He worked here for two years before sending for his wife and seven children,” says Bill. Bill’s grandfather learned the bakery business as an apprentice in Cornwall. “He used to take wheat to the mill and tell them how to mill it, then go back and bake the bread, put it on the cart, and go out and sell it.” Bill’s grandfather bought the East Boston shop, then named Cotty’s Bakery, and renamed it Betty Ann after his first grandchild.
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  The bakery has been handed down from father to son for three generations.




  Bill’s father, William Ralph Scantlebury, worked in the bakery alongside Bill’s grandfather and later became the owner. Bill, too, worked with his father for decades before taking over the reins.




  But for the aroma of warm, fresh from the fryer doughnuts, you might just miss them. Set out on two trays behind the counter, they are practically hidden from view.




  Bill makes both cake and yeast doughnuts, but offers only five classic types: plain cake, sugared crullers, plain sugar-raised, lemon-filled, and jelly-filled. The cake doughnuts are heavyweights, sugary with a crunchy exterior. The yeast raised doughnuts have a taste of nutmeg and lemon and overflow with filling. The doughnuts are made from scratch every morning from Bill’s grandfather’s decades-old recipe beginning at 4 a.m. “We don’t have any machines and we make everything by hand,” says Bill.




  Doughnuts are available every day along with a varied selection of delectable baked goods. On weekdays there are Danishes, scones, and cookies. On weekends there are brownies, coffee rolls, and in the ancient bakery case, a proud display of cakes and pies.




  On Saturdays, Bill also sells pints of slow-cooked baked beans infused with molasses and a bit of salt pork. Boston may have many nicknames, but locals never refer to the city as “Beantown”; only outsiders do. But the enduring New England tradition of baked beans (usually served with brown bread) for Saturday night supper continues to this day. The custom began with the 17th-century Puritan settlers who would make enough baked beans, kept warm on a banked fire, the night before so they would not have to cook on the Sabbath.




  Don’t look for a cup of coffee to accompany your doughnut; Bill doesn’t want to be bothered with the meal tax. “Once upon a time, coffee and doughnuts were a snack, but now it’s a meal. They can’t pay me enough to do their bookkeeping,” Bill says with a laugh. There’s a vintage cash register that tallies amounts only up to $4, so bring cash.




  And this is a straight bakery, so there are no seats either. Customers take their brown paper bag of doughnuts to be inhaled in their car or just stand and eat. And yes, the line does form early—on weekends often by 7 a.m.—so you may want to set your alarm. The shop is closed on Monday, is open mornings only, and closes when inventory runs out—sometimes as early as 10 a.m.




  The shop enjoys support from a fiercely loyal clientele with deep roots in “Eastie.” “There are not only new people, but people who have moved out and come back to visit,” says Bill.




  Bill may be the last of his family to own the bakery. “I’m not married yet,” he jokes. “But I keep going to Britain to visit relatives and see if anyone is interested in coming over.” Let’s hope someone takes over—Betty Ann’s legions of doughnut fans need their sugar high.




  BOVA BAKERY




  134 SALEM ST. • BOSTON, MA 02113




  (617) 523-5601 • BOVABAKERYBOSTON.COM
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  Open 24/7 for Pastry and Pizza




  At the corner of Salem and Prince Streets, in the heart of Italian-American life in Boston, Bova Bakery is an institution. The unmistakable smell of anise wafts through the air the moment you walk in the door. Several display cases show off Bova’s enormous—with more than 100 varieties—pastry and cookie selection. How can anybody choose? Among the many tempting treats are flaky, shell-shaped custard-filled sfogliatelle, or lobster tails, brightly colored butter cookies, and elegant rum cakes. Bova, though, is best known for its cannoli, which has a light, crunchy shell and ricotta cream filling that is sweet but not overpoweringly so.
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  The Bova family has been baking in Boston since 1926, when Antonio and Victoria Bova came from the Calabria region of Italy and opened a small shop in the North End.




  By the 1940s three of Antonio’s five sons—Ralph, Georgie, and Joseph—had joined the family bakery. Today, the third-generation descendants of Antonio (grandsons and cousins all) share the business: brothers Ralphie and Anthony (sons of Ralph), Dr. Anthony Bova (also the neighborhood dentist) and his brother George (sons of Georgie), and Joey Bova (son of Joseph).




  Operating a three-shift, 24-hour bakery can be exhausting. Everything—the bread, pastry and cookies, and pizza and calzone—is made on-site throughout the day. Bova’s solution is that each partner family works the bakery for six months and then takes a year off. It’s a unique business model.




  When the Bova family began the bakery, they only made bread. Bova breads quickly became a mainstay of the neighborhood. “All the old-timers used to have big families that would eat lots of bread. Now the neighborhood is yuppie, uppity,” laments Ralphie. In the second generation, Bova still sold bread but also added a delicatessen/luncheonette. In the 1960s Bova converted back to a bakery-only storefront.
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  In recent years, bread sales have dropped off and the store has focused more on pastries as well as new ways of bringing in business. The family and the inventory are Italian, but Bova has adapted to new tastes too, introducing s’more brownies and whoopee pies to the menu. Bova has even experimented with online sales. Anthony talks about a recent order of 136 chocolate-dipped cannolis sent to Las Vegas for an Ultimate Fight event. “They paid more for the overnight delivery than for the cannolis,” he says, shaking his head.




  The sense of Bova family tradition is heightened around the holidays, when the bakery churns out specialties like panettone at Christmas, zeppole or custard-and jam-filled cream puffs for St. Joseph’s Day in March, and braided bread with dyed hard-boiled eggs at Easter.




  Late night in the North End, Bova Bakery is the only place to be. Bova is one of Boston’s few 24-hour eateries—and it’s open seven days a week. After midnight, a table filled with trays of calzones— chicken Parm, Italian cold cut, spinach, and more, wrapped in wax paper and ready to go—caters to the city’s hospital workers, taxicab drivers, tech entrepreneurs, and students.




  Much of the Italian bread served in the North End restaurant bread baskets is made here, including crisp baguette-like Bastone and soft, round Tuscan loaves. The breads are from family recipes. “It’s just basic stuff: flour, water, salt, and sugar. It’s not rocket science,” says Anthony.




  But when asked about his favorite from the bakery, Anthony doesn’t hesitate: “The smell of the hot bread, underneath your arm, walking in the cold. Put on a little butter, oregano, and oil. There’s nothing like it.”




  THE BRATTLE BOOK SHOP




  9 WEST ST. • BOSTON, MA 02111




  (617) 542-0210 • BRATTLEBOOKSHOP.COM
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  Serendipitous Book Discoveries




  Tucked away on an obscure side street near Downtown Crossing, within sight of the State House and just blocks from the Theater District, the Brattle Book Shop is one of the country’s oldest sellers of used, out-of-print, and antiquarian books.




  Everything from the quaint brick three-story building, to the lovely old-books smell, to the outside sale lot filled with carts of bargain books makes the Brattle Book Shop a literary landmark and a cherished Boston institution.




  Established in 1825, the store was named after its first location on Boston’s Brattle Street. The shop had changed hands a few times before newlyweds George and Dorrit Gloss bought a half interest in the store in 1949 for $500. Today the store is still family-owned. Ken Gloss inherited the proprietorship of the Brattle Book Shop from his father. Ken recalls,” My father built the business with his love of books, his hard work, and his knowledge. He was also somewhat of a character and a showman.”
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  But Ken is legend in his own right, a recognized authority on used and rare books, a frequent guest appraiser on PBS’s Antiques Road-show, and a lecturer at libraries and historical societies. Ken grew up among the stacks, working at the Brattle after school and in the summer during college. Between college and grad school Ken returned to the bookshop. “My father’s health wasn’t that good but quite honestly, I needed a year off. And that was 40 years ago.”




  In the 60-plus years the Gloss family has owned the store, the Brattle has changed location seven times. It moved into its current premises on West Street in 1969 after the original Brattle Street store was demolished in the name of “urban renewal” to make way for Government Center.




  The Brattle is truly a throwback. It’s not the place to go for the latest best seller; it’s where to go to lose yourself for hours at a time. In an era dominated by online bookstores and e-books, browsing the shelves of a bookstore is an almost archaic pleasure. It might be the book you’ve never heard of, located next to the one you are looking for, that is the one you really want or need.
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  The Brattle stands out among bookstores for its much-loved atmosphere and its crammed but orderly shelves filled with books on every topic imaginable. The first two floors are dedicated to general used books (mostly hard cover and priced in the $5–$10 range) that include literary classics and topics as varied as trolleys, opera, and espionage. Head upstairs to the third floor and you’ll find rare first editions, antique maps, and tooled leather volumes to give your living room that library ambience. There is even more to browse in the vacant lot outside—open six days a week—unless it’s raining or snowing, with books priced at $1, $3, and $5. Here, you can buy a bag heavy with books for just $10.




  New stock arrives constantly; some mornings as many as 4,000 books come in. “If people walk in here two or three times and don’t see anything different, then they stop coming,” Ken says. He makes house calls several times a week, and works with estates, trust departments, lawyers, auctioneers, and other book dealers. The store also buys from individuals and gives free verbal appraisals. “Today we received a whole series of newspapers from the Civil War. A couple of weeks ago we bought a collection of books on psychoanalysis. And last summer we bought 600 boxes of books on the American West. We just get some very interesting things,” he says.




  And all sorts of customers scour these shelves for treasured titles, Ken says: “We have students—although students don’t have much money. We have street people—some of whom are brilliant. Then there are the people who work in the area who come during their lunch hour. We get tourists and business travelers from all over the country too. And literally, there are a few people who come in just about every single day. There is one guy who calls in when he is sick.”




  Ken owns the West Street building and its next-door lot. “That’s actually what keeps us in business. I like to think that I’m good at bookselling, but if we didn’t own the building, we would be priced out of the area.”




  When asked what’s next for the business, Ken isn’t sure. His wife, Joyce Kosofsky, works with him, but his two grown daughters are not interested in running the shop. “I love the book business. My intention is to work here as long as I am physically able to do it.”




  BROMFIELD PEN SHOP




  5 BROMFIELD ST. • BOSTON, MA 02108




  (617) 482-9053 • BROMFIELDPENSHOP.COM
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  Still Making Its Mark in a Digital Age




  Despite a devotion to computers and smart phones, it doesn’t take long for even the most casual of browsers at the Bromfield Pen Shop to fall in love with the written word again.




  Located at Downtown Crossing, the Bromfield Pen Shop is a modest storefront that gives little indication of the treasures inside. Especially during the weekday, the little store becomes quite busy with downtown workers who duck in during their lunch hour to check out the stock of fine writing pens (both vintage and new), watches, stylish and modern journals and notebooks by Moleskine and Clairfontaine, Swiss Army knives, and other distinctive gift items.
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