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The last of the family-run diners: Inside (03¢ e |erervour searen B scarcn-
NYC's oldest family-owned mom and

pop luncheonette where the old

fashioned way is the only way (and wi-

fi definitely isn't on the menu)

» Lexington Candy Shop at 83rd Street and Lexington Avenue opened in 1925

» It's run by John Philis, the 61-year-old grandson of the original owner Soterios
Philis who came from Epirus, Greece, to New York City in search of a better life

» Philis doesn't plan on retiring anytime soon, but when he does his 31-year-old
son Peter may take over the business before its lease expires

» The diner, which hasn't been remodeled since 1948, has 11 years left on its lease

» When the lease expires, Philis said he doesn't know what will happen to the
diner

By JORDAN GASS-POORE FOR DAILYMAIL.COM
PUBLISHED: 10:02 EST, 21 June 2017 | UPDATED: 14:03 EST, 23 June 2017
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It's a classic New York diner frozen in the 1940s, with a long counter lined w I o DA I s I

and an L-shaped row of cozy booths. There's a generous use of diner decor

staples like vinyl seats and chrome-lined Formica tables that are separated Top ViDE®s I

wooden partitions.
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The smell of grease hangs in the air from the hundreds of burgers that are flipped on
its grill weekly, and the noise level rarely rises above the clatter of forks and the
chatter of old-timers.

There are no computers and there's certainly no wi-fi.

There was a time when diners were a staple of most New York neighborhoods. Today
Lexington Candy Shop at 83rd Street and Lexington Avenue is one of the city’s last.
The shop, which opened 92 years ago, started as an ice cream parlor and candy
store, with chocolate made in the basement. But that proved to be difficult in warm
weather, so in 1948, the owners dropped the candy and expanded the menu to
include sandwiches, said owner, John Philis, 61, whose grandfather, Soterios Philis,
founded the business.

Scroll down for video

John Philis (above), 61, is the third generation owner of Lexington Candy Shop in New York City

D Ruaridh Connellan for-DajlyMail.com
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Lexington Candy Shop (pictured) at 83rd Street and Lexington Avenue opened in 1925 and is H';nrar;'.dixe:g":ﬁe.s

one of New York City's last diners expecting her first baby

three months after
wedding oil heir Mikey
Hess

The shop was last remodeled in 1948 when it was expanded to the size it is today
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Adam Sandler's Murder
Mystery is Netflix's
most watched title of
2019 with 73 MILLION
views... as streaming
service reveals top 10

» Royal Family's 2019 in
photos: The family's
turbulent year including
Harry and Meghan's
baby, Trump's visit and
Andrew's car crash
interview

It started as an ice cream parlor and candy store, with chocolate made in the basement. But that
proved to be difficult in warm weather, so in 1948, the owners dropped the candy

» Teresa Giudice hits
The menu, which hasn’t changed much since the shop opened in 1925, is spelled out r;f'g;‘:’;‘hht:r;”:p“ednzs
in white plastic letters behind glass at the top of the wall behind the counter. The time with their dad Joe...
walls are covered with shots from films like the 2007 romantic dramedy The Nanny Wwho promises their girls
Diaries that had used the candy shop as a backdrop to New York City. Actre
Scarlett Johansson, who starred in the movie, and filmmaker Woody Allen t

spotted in the booths.

This silver screen favorite and tourist landmark is a treasure trove of history I o DA ' s

by Philis and his staff. With a head full of grey hair and dressed humbly in a

jacket spotted with grease stains, Philis looks like a soda fountain owner fro TOP VlDE®s

casting. But he’s determined to avoid running a retro restaurant selling nos
without content.
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‘We try to do things the way they were done originally, the “old fashioned way”, so to :;’:;'I:: w7

speak,’ Philis said. Traded the Wyoming
snow for the sand

And that includes the way Lexington Candy Shop makes its beverages. One sip of an
old-fashioned soda with its lively bubbles has the power to evoke memories of

childhood.

As an only child, Philis remembered watching his grandfather make soda by first

pouring handmade chestnut-brown syrup in a wide-mouth glass rich with ice. He » DMX talks about being

would then position the glass under the fountain’s nozzle, curved like a swan’s neck, lost’ as he takes to the
. L stage in Las Vegas for

and push its handle to release the seltzer inside. the first time since

checking into rehab to
work on his sobriety in
October
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Alongside traditional burgers, they serve a version of the Butter Burger: a conventional bun, a
flat patty with a caramelized crust and a tablespoon of butter that arrives intact but melting

What Philis likes most about working at Lexington Candy Shop is the camaraderie with his mix
of customers. He said there are people who have regularly come to the diner for decades

This tried-and-true method, labored over since the shop opened during what some
consider to be the soda fountain’s golden age, has stood the test of time. When
Philis’s father, Peter Philis, came over from Epirus, Greece, in 1930 in search of a
better life he worked alongside his father making soda and slinging burgers for 17
years before taking over the business.

John Philis had started working at Lexington Candy Shop on school breaks when he
was 12 years old doing ‘whatever my father told me to do.’ This meant cleaning the
basement, taking care of the customers behind the counter and ‘he always let me do
the money. He trusted me with the money as a kid.

‘I couldn’t make sandwiches or cook; | wasn’t allowed to, but | started waiting on
tables when | was 17, Philis said.

During summer vacations in high school, Philis would take the 40-minute subway
ride from his home in Jackson Heights, Queens, to the Upper East Side to work at
Lexington Candy Shop.

‘I would make sodas and milkshakes and serve people behind the counter, work the
register, that sort of thing. It kept me off the streets,” he said.
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Philis, the third-generation owner of Lexington Candy Shop, took over the store in
1980 after receiving a master's degree in public administration from New York
University. At the time, he said, he was working for the Federal Department of Health
and Human Services.

His father was in his early 70s and wanted to cut back his hours at the store but
didn’t want to lose the business either. So, Philis agreed to manage the place for a
couple of years to stem off the ‘guilt that | let a business disappear’. To ease the
responsibility, Philis brought on a partner, Robert Karcher, in 1990 and they run the
diner together. Seasons changed, but Philis’s attitude (and hairstyle, and work
uniform) has remained relatively the same for 37 years.

‘We're the last one’s standing like this in the city of New York,” he said. ‘You go outside
to New Jersey, a few suburbs, all the way out in Long Island, then you’ll find a couple
of places like this. But in New York City proper, in the five boroughs, we're the last
one.

Sky-high rents, changing eating habits and the preponderance of coffee chains like
the Starbucks a few blocks down from Lexington Candy Shop have all contributed to
the demise of the New York City diner. There was once thousands of diners in the
city; now roughly 215 are left, according to the city’s public records.

Luckily for Lexington Candy Shop, they’ve leased the space from the same ‘family
organization’ since the 1940s and have 11 years left on their lease, said Philis who has
no plans to retire anytime soon. Once the lease expires, however, he's uncertain
what will happen to the diner. They may have been ‘very fortunate with our rent’, but
grooming the next generation to take over the 92-year-old business will be more of a
challenge.
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Philis's 31-year-old son Peter, who’s named after his grandfather, works at Lexington
Candy Shop on Saturdays and the remainder of the week works as the manager of
Bobby Vandt’s Steakhouse on 45th Street. Peter pops into the shop three or four
times a week for some food and father-son bonding but his decision to take over the
business is about as firm as a foam-topped egg cream.

‘As I've been getting older it has been a growing thought,” said Peter Philis. ‘I haven’t
thought about it too much. If you ask customers, “Oh, you have to do it, you have to
do it” for the historical side of it. Basically, we're an unofficial landmark, so they want
the tradition to keep going. | haven’t made a 100 per cent decision, but | would say
it’s literally 50-50 right now just because of the family side of it and everything that
comes along with it.

There’s more than the 840-square-feet of physical space for Phillis to consider in his
decision to run Lexington Candy Shop. From the counter to the Terrazzo floor, every
nook and cranny of Lexington Candy Shop provides a telling backdrop to his family’s
history. These are the stools where his legs once dangled, there are the foggy plastic
cake covers he lifted to sneak desserts, and in his mind is where he may leave them -
memories that, in many ways, mirror those of his father.

John and Peter Philis both remembered being forced to do ‘backbone work’ at the
shop by their fathers during school breaks. They stood on milk crates as children in
order to see over the counter, trying hard to simultaneously balance and remember
their father’s advice: ‘Don’t screw up the money and use your head’. Now, putting
that advice into practice was sometimes a different story.

‘You gotta be able to do everything, said Peter Philis. ‘So, you literally start at the
bottom and work your way up, and you gotta literally know every single inch of the
place. You start young, you figure it out, then you don‘t forget.’
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Philis makes a cameo in Fading Gigolo as a diner employee who pours a character a drink

Though they both grew up working in various roles at the restaurant, Philis’s trips
from the suburbs of Long Island to Lexington Candy Shop were longer and reflected
the family’s upward mobility. But sitting in a booth inside the store among the hustle
and bustle of a weekday lunch crowd, he questioned whether owning a restaurant is
still economically viable.

‘When you make business decisions you have to keep your emotions in check,’ he
said. ‘You have to look at logistically will it work for your future, your family because
neighborhoods are changing between rents and prices and inflation and everything
else - can | maintain the same standard of living for my family that my dad provided
for me?

‘Yes, there is the emotion and the historical side, but financially, with all the changes,
is it doable? Is it doable for five years? Is it doable for 15 years? Is it doable for 40
years? That’s when we would sit down and really break it down and then make a
logical decision. So, we'll see what happens. We got time,” he said.
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Consumer experts from Choice have revealed the best and worst household
products of 2019, after testing hundreds of supermarket items.
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The British actress, who's 49, paired the jacket with a black top and loose-fitting
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