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ABOUT FILENE'S BASEMENT 

Bean town 
On Broadway 

By Jonathan Sapers 

F OR A TRANSPLANTED Bostonian, having 
Filene's Basement, a Boston icon, on 
Broadway and 79th Street is like having 

your parents show up at your prom. 
Every time I go home, my father takes . me to 

Filene 's Basement, down the escalator, to the 
overflowing clothes bins. The salespeople know 
him - he's been shopping there for years -
and they pretend to 
know me. They wave 

London or New York.) And the bargains were 
unbelievable. A woman once went running up to 
my father, desperate for the Bergdorfs baby 
dress coat- marked down from $1,000 to $125 
- he had found for me. 

"You're buying it for a boy! "she yelled. "Can't 
you see it's for a girl?'' 

"I don't care," he answered. (That coat may be 
another reason I hate shopping.) 

Then there's the Filene's Basement mark-
down, a formula by which clothes deerease in 
price the longer they remain unbought. In Bos-
ton, at lE:ast, the markdown meant there was a 
sartorial God who decreed that with a little in-
genuity and patience you could look stylish for 
50 percent offi But watch out. The really crafty 
shoppers stashed clothes for men and boys in 
the women's evening wear section, ensuring a 
private, cheap sale. 

Bostonians warn that cloning the Basement 
(New York is Store No. 56) is diluting the qual-

me over to the racks of 
men's suits, piled every 
which way. AE a kid, I 
used to wonder why 
we couldn 't shop up-
stairs at Filene's prop-
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ity of the original 
store's stock. Store of-
ficials may dispute 
that claim, but 'they 
can't say that the 
branches match the 
original. First, they 
have real dressing 
rooms (until a year er , where the clothes 

looked immaculate, 
like new clothes should. Maybe that's why I now 
shop by catalogue. 

But the Basement is a family tradition. When 
my parents were newlyweds, my mother found a 
beige mohair skirt with ivory trim on the waist-
band and pockets . She was thinking about 
buying it when she bumped into her mother-
in-law (my grandmother) , who was carrying 
the matching top. My mother remembers it as 
the moment she knew her marriage was meant 
to be. 

My grandmother was a Basement maven. She 
used to stand behind women trying on clothes and 
frown at them, hoping to intimidate them into giv-
ing up their merchandise. She would station my 
sister at one end of a bin and herself at the other, 
and together they would work their way toward 
the middle, elbowing other shoppers like Celtics 
under the 

According to my mother, there was a time 
when the Basement was the only place in Bos-
ton to buy really chic women's clothes. Fashion-
able stores didn't 4eign to locate in our provin-
cial backwater. (Instead they went to Paris, 

and a half ago, the 
Basement didn't have any for women; now it 
has a Loehmann's-style communal one). The 
branch stores are smaller; they don't have auto-
matic markdowns; and they sell a slightly differ-
ent mix of clothing. There are 12 stores in New 
York State, two in D.C., five in and around 
Philadelphia. · 

But is the Basement still the Basement out-
side of Beantown? Bostonians find it incompre-
hensible, but the truth is that the Basement be-
longs on Broadway. "Filene's should have come 
from New York in the first place," my New 
York born-and-bred wife remarked. "It's so ag-
gressive." She's right, although it pains me to 
admit it. _ 

Still, when I asked her to compare the bedlam 
at Loehmann's in the Bronx to the Basement in 
Boston, my wife actually gave the edge to the 
Basement. 

"I get the sense that people don't let themselves 
go as much at Loehmann's because it's supposed to 
be kind of ladylike," she said. 

Filene's Basement, I think y;ou've got a future 
on Broadway. 

Newsday, November 9, 1993 


