The Reading Terminal Market
was hit hard by the pandemic,
losing over half its foot traffic
throughout the tourist season
in 2020. The merchants, locals,
and even some outsiders came
together to help keep the lights
on, but the quality of the goods
is ultimately what keeps the

BY KURT SMITH Market going.
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A visit to the Reading Terminal Market is well
worth any travel expense and hassle, but it al-
ways presents an exasperating conundrum:

“What the hell am I gonna eat?”

Human stomachs are insufficiently sized
enough that in every trip to Philly’s vener-
able marketplace, it’s impossible not to miss
out on something amazing. It’s particularly
rough for tourists, who may only manage one
or two visits.

The Market sometimes seems to cause more
culinary heartache than pleasure. Sure, have
one or three of Beiler’s donuts...but unless
you have a committed sweet tooth, that means
foregoing Dutch Eating Place apple dumplings,

Flying Monkey whoopie pies, or Termini Bros.
torrones.

If you've ever experienced this distress,
you’re not alone.

You’d think the Market’s general manager
would have sound advice for this situation, but
unfortunately, Conor Murphy isn’t much help.
Murphy visits the Market every day, and even
he struggles mightily with the question.

“There’re just so many great sandwich op-
tions,” he says. “You've got a fantastic sand-
wich at Smucker’s, DiNic’s is obviously in-
credible. I'm an unapologetic carnivore, but
there are great sandwiches too at Luhv Vegan.
Whether you want a chicken sandwich or a

beef sandwich or a fresh deli sandwich...Hat-
ville Deli does a great job. There are just too
many choices almost.

“It can be a challenge sometimes to choose
your lunch. Phenomenal options, the classic
Philadelphia specials, and also obviously great
healthy options too.”

London Faust is the digital media manager
at Bellevue Communications, the firm that
manages the Market’s public relations. She is
a bit more willing to risk choosing a go-to ven-
dor; she recommends Olympia Gyro.

“It’s well balanced and a good bang for
your buck,” she shares. “Their gyros are re-
ally good and fresh, and don’t fill you up to
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The Market has such an incredible
presence for everyone that Lives in the
city. It's amazing to see how people
have been so supportive. 1t's fantastic to
see Philadelphians wanting to support
he Market so much.”

- Conor Murphy, general manager

the point where you’re so uncomfortably full,
but they also have the biggest, freshest salads
['ve ever seen.”

Okay, that helps a bit. Murphy also offers a
small but valuable piece of advice: Don’t look
over your shoulder.

“Sometimes if you're standing at DiNic’s,
and then you look over your shoulder and you
see Hershel’s, well then suddenly the decision
just became much harder. You go to Olympia
where London likes to go, and you turn over
your shoulder and there’s Kamal’s.

“You kind of have to come in with your
blinkers on almost. Make your decision and
get it done. Because if you turn your shoulder,
you might have to change your mind.”

This extreme gastronomic agitation is the
true appeal of the Reading Terminal Market. For
locals, the substantial selection of food staples
keeps one returning, again and again. For frus-
trated tourists, it may inspire a better-planned
return visit to Philadelphia. The Market is equal
parts tourist attraction and favorite local desti-
nation, and it does both very, very well.

That balance has been key to its survival in
the toughest of times. Which 2020 unquestion-
ably was.
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THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY of the Read-
ing Terminal Market, it seems to have been
positioned to survive world instability. That
doesn’t just include a depression and two
world wars. The Market has weathered other
storms too, like the decline of the railroad
industry.

RESIDENTIAL

The “Reading Terminal” part of the name
comes from its location, as a key hub for the
Reading Railroad. The rise of the automobile
drove the Railroad into bankruptcy by 1971.
The Reading Company remained to oversee
the Market, but they instituted higher rents
for already struggling merchants, driving

many of them away.

Decline and crumbling infrastructure con-
tinued until the Convention Center Author-
ity purchased the Market in 1990. With that
deal came $30 million of public funding for
upgrades. To secure that kind of cash, you've
probably got some clout with the locals.

So where does a worldwide pandemic rank
among the tribulations the Market’s endured
in its 128 years?

It’s probably top three.

“The Market has been through a lot,” Mur-
phy says. “But I'm looking back through his-
tory, talking to different merchants and histo-
rians, and there’s a general sense that this is
certainly up there with those past experiences.

“Usually from April through Thanksgiving,
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food and beverage options around the city get
a lot of foot traffic. On a Friday or Saturday, the
Market would have anything from 35-40,000
people a day coming through. This year, it was
anything from a 55-60 percent drop in those
numbers.”

The difficulty of social distancing in a
tight city venue doesn’t help. “As an old
train station, you can imagine the building is
equipped for lots of people coming through,”
Murphy adds.

Like every establishment in the country,
the merchants have had to adapt to survive.
But just as every difficult period in our history
has revealed the strength of the Market, the
challenging times caused folks to rally behind
Philadelphia’s favorite food destination.

Even from as far as Boston.

As efforts grew to help the Market stay op-
erational, including adding a GoFundMe page,
it attracted the attention of Dave Portnoy,
founder of the multi-million-dollar digital me-
dia company Barstool Sports. Despite being a
Beantown area native, Portnoy is a Philly food
enthusiast and passionate about supporting
the cause. He arranged for Penn National, the
new owner of Barstool Sports, to donate $100
for every $100 deposit made by fans in the Bar-
stool Sportsbook app.

It was a significant factor in the GoFund-
Me campaign’s success, which has totaled
$211,597 as this sentence was written, contrib-
uted by 4,773 Market fans. The funds will be
enormously helpful for day-to-day operations.

“Since the beginning of the pandemic,”
Murphy explains, “we’ve offered support to
merchants in the form of rent deferments.
One of the other things that we do a lot is
events, and we are able to cover a lot of our
costs through some of those events. So with-
out the events, and with some deferments in
place for merchants, we wanted to make sure
we were able to remain available and open
seven days a week.

“Simple things, being able to pay utility
bills, and all the extra sanitation costs that we
now have to keep customers safe.”

Murphy is overwhelmingly appreciative at
being reminded of how beloved the Market
and its peddlers really are.

“The Market has such an incredible pres-
ence for everyone that lives in the city,” he
says. “Some of the personal stories were really,
really fantastic. I think ultimately the Market is
here because of Philadelphia, and because of
the loyalty that shoppers have to us.”

He spoke, with obvious emotion, of what he
calls the camaraderie and spirit of the Market.

“With the essential service designation for
public markets...nobody at the Market had to




be told what that meant. They all just love to
serve people. They fundamentally understand
what it means to serve customers.

“I grew up in a small business in Ireland.
People who run small businesses, they’ll al-
ways be my first heroes. They’re just fantastic
people, you know, they really are. Small busi-
ness is so, so important, especially now.

“I moved here six and a half years ago, and
it’s amazing to see how people have been so
supportive. It’s fantastic to see Philadelphians
wanting to support the Market so much.”

Faust shares Murphy’s reverence for the out-
pouring of civic pride. “The Market’s really a
family,” she adds, “and it’s really heartwarm-
ing to see everybody support each other.”

WHILE 2020 WAS AS TOUGH on our favorite
marketplace as it was on everyone, the diffi-
culties may ultimately become growth oppor-
tunities. Murphy says merchants have greatly
improved their ability to take online orders and
deliver the goods for hungry fans. The virus
may have revealed how much these iconic
vendors underestimated their popularity out-
side of the building.

“We have worked really hard to get people
onto delivery platforms. We’ve got a great
partner, Mercato, that helps us on the food
delivery side. Then the lunch counter mer-
chants, trying to pivot their businesses to de-
livery apps, the Caviars and the Doordashes
of this world.”

Murphy admits, however, that the ability
to order delivery from so many wonderful
vendors can’t match actually visiting a Mar-
ket so abounding with edible excellence that
you can’t even look over your shoulder. That
exasperating whirlwind moment of indeci-
sion between Carmen’s and Keven Parker’s
is the Reading Terminal Market at its allur-
ing best.

“Pandemics end,” Murphy reflects, “and I
think there is some light at the end of the tun-
nel with all the great news recently about vac-
cines. The best experience of the Reading Ter-
minal Market is to come and visit us yourself.
Ultimately, what we love to see here is people
come through our doors to visit because it is
such a great food experience.”

That it is, even if it’s a torturous dilemma
to choose from dozens of world-class eateries.
Fortunately, Murphy is confident we’ll have
many more opportunities to experience it all.

“There’s obviously a very clear love for
the Market. That love has been built over 128
years, and our plan is to build it for 128 more.”

And Down Home Diner’s scrapple alone
could keep us coming back until 2149.
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