Oh—,— Those
Sweet Greek
Americans!

A

By Steve Frangos
Special to the Nationa) Herald |

Now that Easter time is here,
one of the high points for children
(adults, too} is the vast array of
sweets, chocolate and other can-
| dies produced by the candy in-
dustry at this time of year. People
of all ages, particularly children,
are delighted by the assorted as-
sortment of Easter candy avail-
able: chocolate bunnies, chocolate
and candy-coated eggs, marshmal-
low peeps — not to mention all the
baked goods sold at bakeries or
made right at home.

That being the case, and candy
being a pretty major theme in the
yearly Easter celebration, this is a
good opportunity to explore the
contributions of Greek Americans
to the United States’ candy in-
dustry.

As Greeks today are associated
with restaurants in the days before
World War I until the just after
World War II, Greek immigrants
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were the undisputed rulers of
America’s collective sweet tooth.
The once commanding role of
Greek immigrants in the ice cream
and confectionery business is a
well-established fact of American
history. The neighborhood "sweet
shop" was a mix of ice cream store
and candy shop. These stores
showcased handmade ice cream
and seasonally cooked candies.
Typically family-owned busi-
nesses, these ice cream parlors
and/or candy kitchens, with their
array of confectionery creations,
were havens where all could enter
and all were safe in sweet-tooth
paradise. Long before malls domi-
nated the American consciousness,
these local sweet shops featured
elaborately decorated interiors
filled with mirrors, mechanical
music and chilled iced sweets.
Academics are missing the
chance of a lifetime. In all the oral
history collections, I am aware of,
where the recollections of Greek
Americans are included no one has
bothered to ask Americans what

In the early 1980’s — when 1 was
living in Bloomington, Indiana - I
once met a woman, then in her ear-
ly seventies, who had grown up in
Columbus, Indiana. She recalled
for me "the day spent with the
Greeks." Her parents would give
her a quarter. With that money she
went to the Saturday movies — then
a much longer presentation than

today, with not only two full-length

feature films (sometimes of the se-
rial variety), but also first
newsreels, and then a brace of
cartoons.

After this visual feast, another
feast waited for them. All the chil-
dren would come pouring out of
the theater and head down to the
ice cream store. There, using their
remaining 15 cents, the children
could have a banana split, or a dou-
ble-malted, or any of the other cool
iced confection creations. Her ref-
erence to "the Greeks" was auto-
matically understood as the Greek-
owned Kerasotes Movie Theatre,
and then Zaharakos Confec-
tionary.

Founded in 1909, Kerasotes
Theatres has been a family-owned
and operated business for three
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they remember about the Greeks
they grew up with. These memo-
ries are easily recovered.

Here's one from a woman in
Greenfield, Indiana:

"Greek’s was the place to go
when I was in high school in
Greenfield in the early 20's. The
store was a Greek candy store. In

45113“&0;_1_; window was a machine

generations. The Company curren-
tly operates 539 screens in 77 lo-
cations across the Midwest, includ-
ing Tllinois, Indiana, Iowa, Ohio,
Minnesota and Missouri. As is of-
ten the case with Greek immigrant
managers, these small town
theatres were known for their elab-
orate: beautiful interiors, cleanli-
ness and safety. Zaharakos Con-

candy, the Dove ice cream bar, and
the ice cream cake — now those
Greek immigrants most certainly
invented. .

On the Heath Candy website we
read the following: "The Heath
Brothers opened its doors on Jan-
vary 7, 1914 in Robinson, Illinois.
The confectionery did very well
selling fountain drinks, ice cream
and homemade candies.

In 1915, L.S. Heath joined his
sons in the family venture, and the
confectionery shop was expanded
by adding new items on a regular
basis. During this period of time,
salesmen from all over the Mid-
west made stops at the shop. One
such salesman got to know the
Heath Brothers and began to share
recipes with them.

The most popular. recipe he
shared was for "Trail-Toffee," car-
ried from an enterprise operated
by Greek candy-makers in Cham-
paign, Tllinois. The Heath Brothers
took this recipe and developed it
further. After several months of
trial and error, the Brothers de-
clared their formula for "English
Toffee" to be "America’s Finest
(http/fwww joink.com/homes/users/t
everly/heath.htm)." The year was
1928.

Dove Bars can be found
anywhere in the country. Mike Ste-
fanos is often asked to recall how
his father gave birth to the Dove
Bar in 1956 at his south side Chica-
go candy store: "My dad had tHe
best candy and ice cream around,
and my brother and I were guilty of
taking off after the ice cream truck
when he heard the bells. And that
hurt my Dad’s feelings, so he de-
cided to make a bar that would
keep us around the store."

Thomas A. Carvelas (1906~
1990) is a complicated figure who
not only invented the soft ice
cream machine (1936), the ice
cream cake and other such confec-
tions, but is also widely recognized
as ‘the father of franchising."



ZOMg AToUR Which pld Tally.
There were candies of different
kinds. What we liked to do was get
a banana split. That was the height
of our times. Your boyiriend
would ‘take you downtown Green-
field -ant get'you a banana split.
The boys would get their money
for this by stealing money from the
milk bottles out on the street to pay
for their milk. As pranks, the boys
often would take the money out to
take their girlfriends out at the
Greek’s. Greek candy kitchens
were all over the state, and then
went out of style, Every small town
had one. Fred Thomas's drug store
was another place, which I believe
the owner was named Poolitzen, *
but the real name was Greek's
Candy Kitchen." '

fectionery was the local Columbus
sweet shop.

No parent or adult in Columbus
was afraid once their child was
within sight of the local Greeks.
Quict, but ever watchful, the
Greeks brooked no outlandish be-
havior. A stern look went a long
way in the 192(0’s. This is perhaps
because, in the days before "politi-
cal correctness,” a simple but quick
pop to the back of the head ended
most excessive horseplay.

But more than memories are
available to those with a taste for
Greek-made candy and ice cream.

LASTING CREATIONS

I grew up hearing that Greek
immigrants invented the ice cream
sundae and the banana split. Nei-
ther claim is true. Heath toffee

~ Today, the Carvel Corporation
is a multimillion-doliar global com-
pany. Carvelas was brought to the
United States from Greece as a
child. In 1932, "Borrowing $15
from his future wife Agnes, Tom
began selling ice cream from his
battered truck. On Memorial Day
weekend of 1934, Tom’s truck suf- |
fered a flat tire, so he pulled his
trailer into a parking lot next to a
pottery store and began selling his
melting ice cream to vacationers
driving by. Within two days, Tom
had sold his entire supply of ice
cream, and realized that he could J

make a lot more money working

from a fixed location. The gener- |
ous potter allowed Tom to hook in- |
to his store’s electricity, and Tom |
opened for business. Two years lat- |
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" er, Tom bought the pottery store,
converted it into a roadside stand,
and permanently establish himself
as the first retailer to develop and
market soft ice cream
{www.carvel.com/pr_timeline.asp)."

Theodore Saloutos was the first
American historian to write about
the 1880-1920 immigration wave to
the United States and the immmi-
grants’ return home to their coun-
try of origin. The first study of its
kind, Saloutos’ They Remember
America: The Story of the Repatri-
ated Greek Americans (University
of California Press, Berkeley:
1956) mentions the ice cream par-

. lors bringing back Greeks estab-

lished in Greece. But the story is

more involved than that. In 1869,

| while the first Greek-owned candy

company was established in North

America, the owners, Eleftherios

Pelalas and Panagiotis Hatzideis,

had apparently learned their trade

in Smyrna and Alexandria.
LEONIDAS CHOCOLATES
The Greek confectionary con-

nections are far more complex.

Take Leonidas Chocolates, for

example, which today boasts more

info@leonidaschocolatier.com)."
The rest, as they say, is history.

I hope no one thinks the day of
the Greek-run ice cream parlor or
sweet shop is over. You can visit
any number of Greek-owned fami-
ly operated businesses nearly
anywhere in the nation. Just sit at
the counter or in a booth and have
yourself an old-fashioned treat.
Here are just three examples.

The Zaharakos Confectionery
(also known simply as '"The
Greeks") in Columbus, Indiana is
one of those Victorian-era soda
fountains which looks like it should
be in a museum (329 Washington
Street, 812-379-9329). While this
store is not on the National Reg-
istry of Historical Places, there is a
plaque outside on the front of the
building which says, "This structure
has been recorded by the Historic
American Buildings Survey of the
United States Department of the
Interior for its archive at the Li-
brary of Congress." This is easy to
understand once you step ipside
and see the mahogany woodwork,
Italian marble countertop, a
stamped tin ceiling, stained-glass

generation, Ann Dutro and Jim,
Lew, and Ted Zaharakos. Ann and
Jim are the children of Manuel,
and Lewis and Ted are Lewie's
children."

As with many of the Greek can-
dy kitchens, Zaharakos soon be-
came associated with the young
people of Columbus, "In 1905, the
opening of a new high school just a
few blocks away proved to be very
good for business, and Zaharakas’
popularity increased when the
Pearl Street gymnasium opened 20
vears later, By the 1940, the ice
cream parlor became a favorite
hangout. Zaharakos' was "the
place to be seen" after school
hours, and it was a gathering place
for kids after ballgames and even
the prom. Today, people come
back to Zaharakos’ just to enjoy an
ice cream treat and remember the
days when they were teenagers.
Many times, they bring their chil-
dren or grandchildren along, and
visitors to Columbus happily dis-
cover the ice cream parlor, as they
take the walking tour of Columbus.
They all like coming to Zaharakos’

[because it’s very different from the



[ than 1,750 stores worldwidé. As we
1 see on their website, "Our founder,
i Leonidas Kesdekidis, emigrated
' from Greece to New York at the
{turn of the century. As 3 member
of the USA Greck delcgation, he
went to Belgium to participate in
the International and World Exhi-
bitions. There, Leonidas’ choco-
| lates were awarded first a Bronze

i medal for excellence in 1910, and *°

{then the ultimate accolade, the
| Gold Metal in 1913. So popular
were his creations that Leonidas
| soon rented a room on the Boul-
evard Anspach in Brussels, He be-
| gan selling his freshly-made choco-
| lates from his window (Leonidas
Chocolates, 230 Park Avenue, New
York, NY 10169, the Helmsley
Building, 212-661-4820,

lamps, mirrors; and Oiyx fountain.
John Philip Sousa marches can be
heard from the 185-piece player
belt-organ. :

Popular from the day it first
apengd: on: Ogtober 20, 1900 Za-
harakos’ was founded by three
bréthers from Greece,

"A' relative in Richmond, Indi-
ana advised James, Pete and Lewie
Zaharakos that Columbus would
be a good place to open an ice
cream parlor and candy store. Af-
ter helping to run Zaharakos' for
many years, Lewie and Pete moved
onto other jobs. That left James,
who stayed with thé ice cream/can-
dy store until he passed away in
1945. His sons Gus, George; Pete,
Lewie and Manuel inherited the
business, and it’s now run by a third

Ice cream stands and stores most ot
us see today (http:/www.kid-
atart.com/htdoc/zaharako.html)."
The Wilton Candy Kitchen in
Wilton, Towa is located in an 1856
building listed on the Natjonal
Register of Historic Places (310
Cedar St. Wilton, IA 52778, 319-
732-2278), and is considered the
oldest ongoing ice cream parlor
and seda fountain confectionery in
the United States. Established in
1867, the same Greek family has
owned the business since 1910, Ev-
eryday of the week, George
Nopoulos, the founder’s son,
makes his own homemade ice
cream, lunches, candy, and also

showcases a Wilton history muse-

Continued on Page 18
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The Crown Candy Kitchen has
sweetened St. Louis, Missouri with
chocolate and ice cream since
1913, when Greek confectioners
Harry Karandzieff and Pete Ji.
galoff opened shop (1401 St. Louis
Avenue, St. Louis, MO 63106,
314-621-9650, www.CrownCan-
dyKitchen.com). This is the city’s
oldest soda fountain, Karandzieff
and Jugaloff brought their confec-
tionary skills from Greece, along
with a dream of providing a friend-
ly family environment to enjoy
their delicious creations, Harry’s
grandsons . Andy, Tommy and
Mike make up the third gener-
ation ruaning the business. Once
you walk in the door, you will see a
vintage jukebox, Coca-Cola coliec-
tibles and an elaborate soda foun-
tain. As you might suspect, the
Crown Candy Kitchen stili makes
their own chocolate candy.,

MAVRAKOS CANDIES

And then there’s the famous
Mavrakos Candies in St. Louis,
which closed down in the mid-
1980°s after approximately 100
years in ' operation.  John
Mavrakos, the founder, died in the
1910°s or early 1920's, After his
son, John Mavrakos Jr., died in
l 1975, male heirs have not been

€asy to track down, so information
l is sketchy on the Internet. But
l there are some people who re-

member sampling the candy, in-
cluding our managing editor, Evan
C. Lambrou, who went to college
in St. Louis,

"I remember their chocolate-
covered molasses crunch balls, It
was absolutely some of the best
candy I ever tasted, Unfortunately,
Mavrakos Candies went oyt of
business soon after started
studying at Washington Univer-
sity. I don’t remember exactly, but
it was within a year or two, so |
caught Mavrakos candies at the
tail end of its business life," Evan
told me.

Other people have fond memo-
ries of Mavrakos candies, too,

"I sure remember that wonder-
ful Mavrakos candy my mother
wouid Pnlng home from shopping

trips to Famous-Barr and Stix in St.
Louis. Everything they say about jt
is true,” according to Carol Leber
Dreier from St. Clair County.

"If that’s the candy that I re-
member growing up in East St.
Louis, Minois (just across the Mijs.
sissippi River from St. Louis, Mis-
souri) and sold at Famous Barr,
Stix and Fuller Department Stores
in St. Louis, and in their own inde-
pendent candy stores... well, thase
European candies can’t come
close, and Hershey isn't even a
close 10th! It was to die for, and I
have never had any as good since. I
don’t think I realized it was started
in East St. Louis, so thanks for the
question, and brining back some
wonderful memories. But now 1
want some! I will ask my 86-year-
old mother if she can add anything
to your story. She, too, loved that
stuff,” according to Carolyn Wil-
burn Medlin of East St. Louis,

The Mavrakos family owned a
candy factory in East Saint Louis,
Madeline, (b. December 4, 1888)
married John Mavrakos, a Greek
immigrant, Unfortunately, the
births recorded Stop after the 11th
child. Lena was the last of twelve,
Madeline died on June 27, 1967.
She married John Mavrakos, lived
in Clayton, an affluent suburb in
St. Louis, had one son, John (Jack)
Mavrakos, who aiso lived in the St.
Louis area. John Jr. was born on
August 6, 1913 and died in January
1975. He had one daughter, Eliza-
beth, who recounted stories of the
wonderful candies that her older
family members raved about to
her friends.

There are very few times one
can actually taste the history of
Greek accomplishments ip North
America. More Greek-owned can-
dy kitchens and ice cream parlours
than you suspect still exist. Go into
one of these national treasures
and taste their butterscotch mal-
ted, chocolate phosphate or a dou-
ble-split sundae for yourself, and
then you tell me, have we not have
truly conquered America?

Readers interested in contac-
ting Mr, Frangos care encour-
aged to e-mail him a¢ greg‘kl-
write@yahoo.com. -1



