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Introduction 

I’m going to tell you a story.  It isn’t fiction, but it’s also not a scholarly work with references and 

footnotes.  This is my story as I remember it.  It’s a story of inspiration, entrepreneurship, leadership and 

creativity. It’s the story of an extraordinary woman and the gifts she gave me and everyone she touched.   

And I’m telling it through the history of modern-day dancewear.   

The history of dancewear is interwoven with the history of dance.  By looking at the innovations of 

manufacturing and technology it’s easy to see how those advancements have influenced the 

development of dancewear.  But there is also a relationship between the evolution of dance movements 

and the innovations of products and shoes. 

 Much has been written about the influence of dance on women’s fashion throughout the centuries.  As 

you watch a dancer in a tutu and see a bride in a flowing gown you can’t help but make the connection.  

But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. 

There is a symbiotic relationship between the movement and rhythms of dance and the properties of 

textiles that connects dance and fashion. Fashion designers have been designing dance costumes for 

eons.   But there is also a relationship between the evolution of dance movements and the innovations 

of products and shoes.  Evolution in dance genre, technique and choreography led to innovations in 

garments and shoes to not only reflect the choreography, but to support the technical needs of the 

dancers.  

I’ll tell the story by looking at vintage illustrations from the 50’s and 60’s, powerful photographs from the 

70’s and 80’s and fashion trends across modern times.   

Using storytelling and interviews I’ll trace the impact of a hobby that turned into an innovative 

and thriving business, and the entrepreneurial spirit at its center that influenced the industry, 

dancers, educators, and studio owners, and me. 

And I hope you will see how changes in choreography, the marketplace and society can 

influence the trajectory of our lives.   
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"Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. 
Fashion is in the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with 
ideas, the way we live, what is happening." Coco Chanel 

"What you wear is how you present yourself to the world, especially 
today, when human contacts are so quick. Fashion is instant language." 
—Miuccia Prada*  

 *Granddaughter of Mario Prada founder of Prada in 1913  

Dressing dancers from the classroom to the stage. The transformative magic of putting on a 
costume.  The joy of your first pointe shoes. The fun making noise with your tap shoes.  Your first tutu. 
The excitement of graduating from a blue leotard to a black one.  Your favorite leotard, what to wear to 
an audition, the feeling of dancing in flowing fabrics or geometric designs. What we wear helps to dictate 
how we feel, act and dance. And at the center of it all, for almost 50 years, was an innovative company 
called Taffy's.  
 

It started as a hobby and inspired an industry 

She was a hoofer.  He was an aspiring actor producer/director. She worked as a CPA for her uncles’ 

Shamata (garment) business. He sold shoes with his father. These were my parents. 

 

Taffy, my brother Steve, Harvey and me  

 



 

3 
 

Taffy (nee Harriett Hermaine Gombossy) and Harvey Epstein.  Both of them were children of Jewish 

immigrants, entrepreneurs from Hungary and Lithuania.  His father started a shoe business, her uncles 

started a garment business.  Both my parents inherited the entrepreneurial spirit, which they happily 

passed on to me.   

  

My paternal grandmother’s family.  My maternal grandmother’s family 

 

  

Harvey’s father Moe and mother Pearl   Top row: Rosanne, Harriett, Celia 

My paternal grandparents    Bottom row: Their parents, my grandparents 

 

 After WWII Harvey joined his father selling shoes to retail stores and Taffy kept the books for Majestic 

Specialties, a wholesale women’s clothing business owned by her uncle’s.  At night Taffy and her sister 

Celia would sell stockings through the mail.  Harvey noticed a growing demand for tap shoes and 

suggested opening a retail store to sell dance shoes. Taffy was restless and was looking for something 



 

4 
 

more fun than bookkeeping. With their combined talents and industry connections they created 

Cleveland Dance Footwear.   The year was 1954. They rented a small storefront in downtown Cleveland 

in a landmarked building called The Old Arcade and opened a store specializing in products for dancers. 

 

The Old Arcade, an iconic Cleveland landmark, was built in 1890 

The early years 1954 - 1959 

When I was 4 or 5 I got really good at counting.  My mother had opened a dancewear shop and my job 

on Saturday mornings, after my ballet class, was to take inventory.  Rows and rows of rainbow-colored 

ballet shoes.  Butter soft with the wonderful aroma of real leather.  I would carefully count them and 

write down my count.  I doubt they were used for anything but to keep me busy.  There was one 

employee, a talented young artist named Rita Becker Ford, nee Kolinski. Also the daughter of Jewish 

immigrants, Rita was the artist who created most of the drawings for the catalogs, and ads along with 

the logo, and was a terrific salesperson.  When Rita was hired neither Harvey nor Taffy knew she had 

these talents. Fresh out of high school and during her “job interview” Harvey asked her what she knew 

about shoes? she answered, “Other than most people wear them, nothing”.  And she was hired on the 

138 – the original 

Taffy’s store 
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spot.  Together Taffy and Rita, and occasionally Harvey ran that first store with none of them knowing 

anything about dancewear or having worked in retail.  “Taffy and I were setting up the store and a whole 

shelf fell down on us, we had no idea what we were doing, but we laughed all the way.”  When it came 

time to create a catalog Rita said she could draw, “and then suddenly, I was up to 2-3 in the morning in 

my house drawing figures and dressing them in our dancewear.” For years, Rita designed many of the 

recital costumes, bodywear and other products.   

Judy Diehl, nee Jaffa, was an acquaintance of Rita’s.  She was also a dancer.  Judy went off to college, but 

one semester came back to Cleveland.  She was looking for a ballet class to continue her training and 

heard that Rita was working at this new dancewear shop in the Old Arcade.  She dropped in for a visit 

and discovered that on the top floor of the building was a ballet studio run by Marquerite Duncan.  Judy 

started taking regular classes and would often stop in the store before and after class.  One time she 

stopped in and the store was really busy.  Taffy, Rita, and Harvey were all with customers and the phone 

started ringing.  Harvey looked at Judy and said, “answer the phone!” and that became Judy’s first day at 

work.  Judy came and went for a few years but in the 60’s she started working full-time as the Director of 

Marketing.  Mind you, no one really had titles, but that is what Judy did.  She was the mastermind 

behind the creation of the catalogs and advertising throughout the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s.   

Taffy was a true entrepreneur and risk taker.  With Taffy’s encouragement Rita and Judy, with their 

combined creativeness and talents shaped many of the products, catalogs and marketing for years to 

come.  These were my sisters and role models, and they both remained part of Taffy’s until the eventual 

sale to Capezio in 1989.  Taffy’s management style was one that encouraged “out of the box” thinking 

and experimentation.  She gave them and eventually me a long leash and allowed us to try out our ideas 

and spur industry innovations.  As Rita said, “Taffy allowed me to use my skills, my artwork, my designing 

and my selling skills, she gave me the space to explore my creativity.”  This is the environment I grew up 

in. It was learning from all 3 of them that allowed me eventually to explore ideas and then implement 

them.  I was able to make my contributions to the industry on my own in the years to come.  
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Rita in the first store in 1955 

Look closely – the 3 large photos in the back are sepia prints from the 1948 movie The Red Shoes  

 

One of the Red Shoes posters – used as a cover for the 1958-1962 catalogs 
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1950’s media press 
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Not only did Cleveland Dance Footwear produce tap dance shoes, but customer demand expanded the 

offerings to a variety of other dance shoes, and garments dancers would need.  One year after the store 

opened, Taffy put together a small mail-order catalog featuring the products sold in the store.  

 

1955 First mail- order catalog cover. 
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A page from the first mail-order catalog showing the ballet shoes I so fondly remember counting.   
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At first it was one store front selling dance shoes, tights, leotards, skirts, taps, whatever was available for 

dancers of all kinds.  We even sold stripper supplies, (The Roxy was just around the corner).  I remember 

using sequin pasties as heel lifts to display our shoes in the windows.   

And the customers! Dance teachers, strippers, and young hopefuls getting fitted for their first pointe 

shoes.  Pointe shoes in the 50’s were hard as rocks, with suede toes or satin toes that dancers would 

darn.  I don’t know how anyone could wear them. Let alone balance in them with those narrow 

platforms.  And there were toe shoes covers, to keep your shoes clean for recital. 
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The first leotards we sold were made of knitted fabrics that had a lot of give.  The garments sort of 

moved with you.  Some had zippers so you could get in and out of them.  They sagged and bagged a lot 

and were really uncomfortable.   
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Note: Introduction to Danskin 
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Somewhere around this time a company called Triumph Hosiery dipped their toes into the dance market 

with the first 100% Helenca stretch nylon leotards and tights.  They named their new brand Danskin.  An 

innovation! No zippers needed on the scoop neck versions, you could step right in.  The fabric truly 

hugged the body.  They washed easily and didn’t wrinkle, sag or bag. The leotards had to have side 

seams, and the tights had back seams, as these garments were “cut and sewn” together.  This means the 

fabric came in rolls.  They were laid out on a large cutting table and patterns were placed on top to 

create a template.  Then the fronts and backs were cut-out and then sewn together, creating side seams.   

Nylon stockings were first introduced by Dupont in 1939 at the New York World’s Fair.   They were an 

immediate hit.  The manufacturing required a back seam which was considered quite alluring.  By 1940 

the nylon stockings were all the rage.  All that changed in 1942 with the outbreak of WWII.  The nylon 

used in the construction of the stockings was needed for the war.  Women, desperate to be fashionable 

used “leg makeup” to paint the illusion of a back seam on their legs.  After the war, around 1955, nylon 

was again available for fashion hose.  Dupont figured out how to dye nylon into vibrant colors and tights 

became available for dancers.  The classic back seam on pink tights became a must for ballet dancers.  

Some say this helps to define the line of the leg.  Today tights are created as tubes and are not shaped to 

the leg.  Tights no longer need a back seam in the manufacturing process, but ballet dancers still 

required the look of the back seam.  Danskin created a pink tight with an artificially sewn on back seam, 

an updated version of “leg makeup”. 
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There were Grecian tunics too. Draping silky things made from acetate 
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To round out the offerings there were skirts, tutus, accessories and costumes – along with dance records, 

sheet music, and rhythm instruments.   

 

 

Note: images are from the 1955 Taffy’s catalog – with notes in Taffy’s distinctive cursive, annotating 

changes for the 1956 version.  
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From the ages of 3- 11 or 12 when I wasn’t in school, I was in dance class or at the store in the Old 

Arcade.  But in 1966 when we moved the store to the suburbs.  But before that, when the store was still 

downtown, whenever the Ballet came to town to perform at the Music Hall, the dancers would come to 

Taffy’s to shop.  Dancers from Sadlers Wells, The Royal Ballet, the Bolshoi and Moiseyev visited, and 

browsed and bought.  As a kid I had no idea what a rare treat this was, but I’m told that I helped fit 

Margot Fonteyn with American pointe shoes! And Taffy would entertain the dancers.  We would always 

have a house full of dancers having late night dinners after the performances and railing us with stories.   

At the time, now costumes were usually home made by moms and seamstresses in local towns across 

the country. There weren’t very many mail-order dancewear or costume catalogs, and few brick-and-

mortar stores.  Ready-made costumes were available from a handful of companies whose catalogs were 

sketches similar to the first Taffy’s catalogs.   As the sales of costumes grew, and sold in quantities, 

drawings weren’t enough.  In 1957 Taffy’s sent out a small postcard with 3 costumes photographed. The 

first-time ready-made costumes were photographed in a retail brochure.  There was one for tap for kids 

(that’s me at age 6) one for ballet and a jazz costume for teens.   

 

Note:  When customers came to the the Arcade they would ask stop at the information desk and aks 

where Taffy’s was.  The name Cleveland Dance Footwear has disappeared.  Taffy’s was now the brand 

everyone would recognize.   
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How did Taffy get her name?  Everyone asks me that – here’s the story, as told to me by Taffy.  

Remember, she was born with the name Harriett.  Through the years the  story has been repeated many 

times and in the retelling I am sure there are some exaggerations, but bear with me here.     You can 

blame the whole thing on Milt Caniff and his popular action, adventure comic strip Terry and the Pirates.  

If you don’t know about Terry and the Pirates, it was an immensely popular series that ran from 1934 – 

1973.  But it was during WWII that the story focused on the war.  In fact, in one of the stories a character 

gives a speech as to the responsibilities of being an officer in the US Army.  The speech was so moving 

and inspirational it was read on the floor of the US Congress.    
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Around 1942/43 during WWII Harriett  (not known as Taffy yet, that’s coming) and Harvey were 

stationed in Reno, Nevada as Harvey was a navigation instructor for the Army Air Force.  They lived off 

base, as did many of the other officers.   Harriett would drop them off and pick them up each day.  

Harriett had long hair, and the desert was a hot and dusty place.   

 

Taffy and Harvey (left) in Reno Nevada 
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One day, after she dropped Harvey off at the base, she had her long tresses cut off.  Coincidentally it was 

the same day that Taffy Tucker, a nurse in Terry and the Pirates, was captured by the cannibals and had 

her head shaved in preparation of eating her.  No fears, Taffy Tucker was saved by the love of her life, Flip 

Corkin.  Taffy picked up the officers with her new hairdo, and the guys dubbed her Taffy Tucker.  Taffy 

hated the name Harriett – the rest is history.   
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) 

 

Sales boomed and it became obvious that the costume business was a mail order business all its own.    

Unlike dancewear which was mostly purchased by individual dancers, costumes were purchased by 

studios and schools.  This meant group sales, not just individual purchases.   Taffy’s Showstoppers 

Catalog was first created in 1958.    
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Cover of the first Taffy’s costume catalog, all color and photographed. 
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At first, there were some costume competitors; most had factories and created their own costumes. 
Some of the competitors, like Jane Cicci and LaMerle, were seamstresses who made costumes for their 
local studios and then went national. It was a legacy, family-owned industry well into the 90’s. 
Companies like Bevan’s Fabrications, owned by Norman Miller, was originally a fabric house that 
extended their brand into costumes branded as Costume Gallery. The Miller children went on to not 
only manage Costume Gallery, but also create the companies Dansco and A Wish Come True. There 
were many more family-owned costumes companies: some had already been in the dancewear business 
and expanded into costumes, some new to the industry. Other family owned dancewear and costume 
companies of the late 50’s, 60’s and early 70’s include Art Stone, Weissman’s, Wolf-Fording, Leo’s, A. 
Chatila, Star Styled and Curtain Call. All of these companies followed Taffy’s lead and produced costume 
catalogs that were photographed: you could no longer sell costumes using just sketches. Taffy’s 
competitors totally respected Taffy. “Her competitor’s absolutely recognized Taffy was the front runner. 
They knew this was the person who opened the doors and allowed them to follow”, said Rita. Art Stone, 
owner of Art Stone, once said, "She was a tremendous leader in our industry. She was the first one to do 
catalogs in color and other things. The first time I met her, I didn't know who she was, but I said, 
'Omigod, this has to be the president of Saks Fifth Ave. or something.' Dressed magnificently, in the 
highest of fashion, she carried herself in a commanding, fabulous way."  

 

Taffy  

This kind of notoriety was remarkable. The industry was made up of male owners and directors, in a 

male dominated world --even though 90% of the customers were women. And yet they respected, 

admired and followed her every move.   
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Taffy resisted opening her own factory and sought out costume manufacturers to buy from.  I remember 

going on design trips with Rita and Taffy to costume factories like Miss America, in New Jersey and 

Distinctive Costumes in Finnley, Ohio.  Rita was the designer and we played with fabrics and trims for 

hours to create the latest costumes for the Showstopper catalogs. We went to Theatrical Accessories a 

small company in southern Ohio where we sourced and designed hats, canes, bow ties, you name it.   I 

remember going to a sequin manufacturing company, Quality Braid in Queens, NY and seeing how 

sequins were made.  We were able to design different trim combinations for Rita’s creations.   The by-

product of making sequins is a roll of metallic material with holes where the sequins and been punched 

out.  It was called, appropriately, honeycomb.  Seeing that material gave us ideas, and we used it to 

make bows, headpieces and trims.  These design trips gave Taffy’s a competitive edge in bringing exciting 

new looks and ideas to ready-made costumes.  “Unlike the other companies, Taffy’s costumes were edgy, 

and featured new designs every year”, said Tighe King, owner of Curtain Call.  “Their catalogs were 

exciting” .   

At the same time dance studios began to flourish in small towns and large cities across America. A nexus 

of events that began a decade before achieved a tipping point. What was once an art form rarely seen 

outside of big cities in Europe and New York, impresarios like Sol Hurok brought dance to audiences 

across the country touring companies like the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, Moiseyev, the Kirov, 

Katharine Dunham, The Royal Ballet, Isadora Duncan, Anna Pavlova and Martha Graham.  Hollywood 

produced Broadway style musicals.  
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1955 program from London’s Festival Ballet brought to Cleveland, Ohio 

Most of these dancers came to shop at Taffy’s – they had never seen a shop dedicated to dance before 

  



 

26 
 

TV brought the June Taylor dancers, Gwen Verdon, Bob Fosse: variety and talent shows 
into our living rooms. Hollywood produced Broadway style musicals featuring 
choreographers like Agnes DeMille, Peter Gennaro and George Balanchine and often 
featured classically trained dancers from the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo and the Ballet 
Society (later named New York City Ballet), etc.  Gene Kelly, Donald O’Connor, Debbie Reynolds, 
Jacques d’Amboise, Marc Platt, Matt Mattox and Cyd Charisse all were centerpieces in movies, most 
famously: Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, Singing in the Rain and An American in Paris. Modern art was 
flourishing. Dance became a part of physical education curriculums at K-12 schools and universities. 
Professional dancers and college grads started teaching dance in public and private high schools and 
opening their own studios. The magic of dance captured the imagination of the American public, old and 
young alike. Dance studios flourished everywhere, creating a demand for dance apparel, dance shoes, 
recital costumes, music for class and shows and teaching material.  
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Dance organizations like Dance Masters of America (est.1926) and Dance Educators of America (est. 

1932) hosted annual and regional conventions. These gatherings were perfect opportunities for dance 

vendors to connect with customers and show their wares. 

 

 



 

28 
 

 

 1958 Dance Masters Convention - Taffy is pictured bottom row, second from the left. 

  

Companies like Hoctor Records (Danny and Betty Hoctor) and Statler (Jules & Art Stone), produced dance 

music for class as studios found it difficult and expensive to hire pianists to accompany class.  Teachers 

were not only hungry for teaching material, but also recital routines.  As demand grew, Hoctor expanded 

to dance conventions creating Dance Caravan and followed by Dance Olympus (Jules & Art Stone.)   

Hosted in hotels, classes were held in ballrooms, much like today.  And along with the dancing, vendors 

set up tables in the lobby, selling dancewear, new products, records and memorabilia to attendees.   

One of the teaching artists was a dancer named Bob Kimble, creator of wonderful characters for kid’s 

routines.  Bob was a little leprechaun of a man, adorable just like his material.  Bob not only taught at the 

conventions, but he also created a record company, Kimbo Records. (still in business today, selling music 

and material mostly for K-12 gymnastics and PE). Teachers could buy the recorded music along with the 

class and routine notes.  Teachers would attend a convention and learn the routines in person and 

purchase the music and notes.  At the conventions Bob had an assistant demonstrating the routines. It 

was 1959, I was 8 and I was Katie the Kangaroo for years and years, hopping on and off stage.  Of course, 

Taffy’s created the costumes and featured them in the Showstopper Catalog.   
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30 
 

 

Please note: the stereotypical representations of characters are the reality of the times. 
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The Conventions grew, and vendors all attended. It was a perfect opportunity to see the customers face 

to face.  To ensure that the conventions gave time for attendees to visit the vendor tables, and to give 

UDMA vendor members preferred booth positioning. In 1959 Taffy and a few other vendors created the 

United Dance Merchants of America.  Taffy became the Secretary/Treasurer, probably because she was a 

woman. 

 

1955 convention.  Taffy is 7th in the line, Danny Hoctor is the dancing figure to the right, note the men 

outnumber the women. 

 

Early photo of a UDMA meeting.  Rita is on the left in red, Taffy center stage in white, again surrounded 

by men. 
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Taffy’s, seeing the trend, started to stock records.  Teachers from all over came to listen to, read notes 

and make purchases.    There was a steady parade of dance artists of all kinds.  Dance teachers, dancers, 

dance students, dancers from the burlesque and even square dancers.  Taffy’s expanded to the store 

front next door and set up a music store.  There was a record player and dance records.  I remember 

dance teachers coming in and spending hours listening to records for teaching and routines – dancing all 

the while. Lots of the records came with notes for teaching and combinations.  Music for ballet, tap, jazz, 

classes, music for kids’ work, music for recitals and even square dancing, played throughout the day, no 

head phones then. “Teachers would come and spend 2-3 hours listening to music, and while they were 

there, they would buy tights, shoes, leotards, whatever they needed.  And they came from everywhere.  

Taffy’s was a social and fun place to be”, said Rita.  

And of course, there had to be a music catalog that could reach far beyond the store and the 

conventions.   

 

 

 

1958 saw the beginning of a fashion trend, a confluence of social norms and fabric innovations made 

tights the new fashion statement.  Until then, women had to wear uncomfortable garter belts or girdles 

to hold up their stockings.  Women started to notice dancer’s tights and adopted them into streetwear.  
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It’s not the first-time dance fashions became street fashions, but it was a turning point for women’s and 

girls’ fashions. Tights became a symbol of rebellion from the societal constraints of women.  First it was 

the Mod Look.  Turtlenecks and tights.  And then Mary Quant and Carnaby Street.  Mini skirts begged for 

matching tights.   

 



 

34 
 

 

Of course I had tights in every color imaginable.  Once, at school, a fellow student asked me what color 

my legs really were because all anyone ever saw of my legs were dressed in tights.   



 

35 
 

Then, as skirts got shorter and shorter, the mini skirt and color exploded on the streets, tights became an 

essential part of a woman’s wardrobe.  Where to buy them?  Taffy’s! 

 

 

Taffy’s ad for tights 1958 
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As new fabrics were developed and manufacturing capabilities improved, dance products grew as well.  

 

 

1958-59 catalog images 



 

37 
 

By 1960 Taffy’s had expanded.  Taffy’s of Dallas opened that year, a second Ohio store opened in 1961.  

Atlanta opened in 1966 and Boston, managed by Rita, opened in 1968.  By 1970 a store in Salt Lake City 

was added to the collection.   At the same time the catalogs got bigger as the product offerings grew.  

Throughout the 1960’s Taffy’s collected a wide range of products.  Never before had such a wide range of 

products been available all in one place.   

Along with Danskin, and their expanded range of leotards, tights and unitards, shoppers would find  

garments and shoes, imported and domestic, from brands such as Capezio, Freed’s, Selva, Gamba, 

Gandolfi,  Repetto, The Dance Center of London.  Many of the products were exclusive to Taffy’s.  A line 

of high fashioned leotards made by Lastonet of London were only available at Taffy’s.   

 

The record catalog was enormous, with over 30 record labels now available.  
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The ‘60’s also brought social changes that strongly influenced the growth of Taffy’s.  Taffy and Harvey 

divorced in 1961, a rarity at the time.  Taffy, strong willed and fearless, focused all her energies on the 

business.  Always fashion conscious and elegant, she vowed to make Taffy’s the “Neiman Marcus of the 

dance world”.  She surrounded herself with other strong women.  Rita and Judy both became influential 

collaborators and, with Taffy’s encouragement, helped to shape the Taffy’s image.  The Women’s 

Liberation movement along with the freedoms of the 60’s created the perfect environment for the 

growth of Taffy’s and the business.  These were my influencers: the women and the times. 

 

A Taste of Taffy 

Taffy always said “I am the luckiest person in the world”, even after 2 bouts with Breast Cancer and Triple 

Bi-Pass heart surgery.  A heavy smoker until the night before her heart surgery, Taffy had a will like no 

one else.  When she set her mind to something, there was no stopping her. After the divorce she 

promised us, and herself, that our quality of life would not change.  I always imagined she married the 

business instead of another person.  She insisted she didn’t care about making money, Taffy’s was the 

love of her life. Our “daddy replacement” was a wired haired dachshund named Doc.  Doc went to work 

every day and was even a model in many of the catalogs.  He was the first of five more dachshunds that 

worked and played at Taffy’s.  

The store moved from the Old Arcade to the suburbs in the early ‘60’s.  The store front was soon too 

small to house a retail store, a mail order business and a central location for distribution of inventory. 

The mail-order and fulfillment officially moved to a warehouse, not far from the retail store.   

Taffy insisted on NO OFFICE.  Her work outfits were always jumpsuits, so she didn’t have to think about 

putting ensembles together.  Her morning routine: she personally opened all the mail herself and 

distributed it into cubby holes situated in a common area.  She could mentally calculate the incoming 

orders and any daily bills.  Next stop, the bookkeeping office to go over the finances based on her mental 

calculations.  Then, off to the visit the other departments, and help anywhere that was needed.  And she 

could always, as she said, “smell a rat”.  She had the uncanny ability to sense issues, find incongruencies 

or errors when no one else had a clue, and then fix them.   I learned early on not to bring her any 

problems without exhausting every solution I could think of.  And invariably she would listen and then 

ask me “did you try (fill in the blank) or “did you call (blank)?” I challenged myself to be able to say “yes, I 

tried that” each time, but she always came up with a pathway I had not thought of.   

She always told me that if she was walking behind one of her employees, and they walked past a rubber 

band on the floor and didn’t pick it up, their days were numbered as an employee, because the 

obviously didn’t care.  The warehouse was one big happy family, mostly female, but there were the 

occasional men.  Staff was able to bring their kids to work, there was even a play area set up. When one 

of the staff had family problems, Taffy was right there to help.  Whatever it took, she was there.  

Especially for newly divorced or single moms.  A safe haven for women to find support and be able to 

fend for themselves, just like Taffy did. 
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Taffy loved theatre.  A few times a year she would take me and Rita, to New York to see shows.  Two 

shows on Wednesdays, then a Thursday and a Friday show.  Shopping during the day.  Rita remembers 

these trips as the “best part of working for Taffy’s” 

 I learned early on it was easier to tell her where I was or what I was doing, then let her worry, because 

she would find me or find out anyway. I went away to Switzerland to boarding school in 1968.  I went 

because I really disliked public school, and Taffy would let me go to work instead of school whenever I 

wanted, as long as I went to my dance classes and worked at the store or warehouse.  The local high 

school wasn’t too keen on this, so Taffy suggested I go away to school.  One spring break, after visiting 

home, I returned to school and forgot to let her know I had arrived safely.  The next thing I knew, in the 

middle of the night, there was a knock on the door.  “Your mother is looking for you, please come with 

us”.  It was the Swiss police, and I was taken to the station.  It turned out that there was a phone strike in 

the States, but Taffy was determined to make sure I had arrived back at school.  Somehow, she had 

contacted the president of New Jersey Bell, and got a call to the local police station.  I got on the phone 

to be reamed out by the Pres – then, please hold for your mother.  Taffy came on the line, sweet as could 

be “hello honey, I am so glad you are safe.  Next time, please let me know”. 

The Stores 

By the end of the end of the 70’s there were 7 Taffy’s stores: 2 in Atlanta, Boston, two in Cleveland, 

Dallas and Seattle (Salt Lake City closed in the late 60’s).  And by 1981 there were thirteen: two in 

Georgia; Atlanta and Marietta; two in Cleveland: Cleveland and Parma, Dallas, Fort Worth, Boston had 

two stores; Wellesley and Kenmore Square, two in Seattle, and stores in San Jose California, Memphis 

and New York City.  Rita opened an annex called Taffy’s Too, filled with closeout merchandise. The New 

York City store opened in the early ‘80’s.   

Under Taffy’s directions all the stores offered top notch customer services.  Managers contacted the area 

studios and made notes of studio preferences.  Next to the cash register was a 3 X 5 box.  Each studio 

had an index card that outlined the studio’s leotard, tights and shoe requirements, down to the brand, 

styles and preferred fit.   In the fall we did fittings, an idea Taffy formed and tried out in the early years.  

Why not bring the store to the studios?  I remember early Saturday mornings, loading up the station 

wagon with leotard and tights samples, shoe fitting sets and accessories.  We had order forms, supplies 

and snacks and off we would go to an area studio.  Then we would unload the car and set up our satellite 

store.  We would spend the entire day fitting dancers and taking orders.  Then, we loaded everything 

back into the car, and drove back to the store.  Once at the store we would unload and collate the 

orders. This loading, unpacking, reloading and unpacking made Taffy name us “The Family Von Schlep”.   

Over the next few days we would fill the orders, put names on the packages and deliver the orders in 

time for their next class.  

Stores invited studios to bring whole classes into the stores for private shopping days.   Patty Delaney, 

Professor Emerita Division of Dance, Southern Methodist University, grew up dancing in a small Texas 

town, about an hour from the Dallas store.  She remembers such a trip “It was always a big deal. Most of 

us didn’t come to Dallas very often so that in itself was exciting. The staff was always great and made us 
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feel special. I think getting new shoes and dance clothes only happened once a year (or at least that was 

true for me), so it had a little bit of “getting new clothes for the prom” feel. It was also a social thing”.  

Taffy’s was more than a dancewear shop. Taffy’s was not just a place to find the latest products, but a 

place where the managers and staff were dancers and creative artists who would work with designers, 

teachers and choreographers to discover just the right items to fulfill a need, theme or concept.  It was a 

meeting place, a community of likeminded customers and staff.  Rita was known for spending hours with 

a studio owner, going over the recital numbers and matching them with costumes and accessories, often 

creating unusual and exciting pairings for the perfect match to the music and the themes.  Danny Lather, 

manager of the Atlanta store, would make costume packages complete with tights and shoes if ordered, 

put individual names, class day and time on the sets and hand deliver them to studios for the recitals.   

The catalogs and products – 1960’s & 70’s 

Judy was now directing all the advertising and catalog production.  As a former dancer tapping into her 

own creativity, the catalogs and advertising continued to be groundbreaking.  The 1968 Show Stopper 

Costume Catalog, had all color photographs and was now 50 pages of readymade recital costumes and 

basics for all ages.   Shot on location and often outdoors the Taffy’s catalog distinguished itself from all of 

the other costume/dancewear company competitors in products, photography and innovation.    

1970 Showstopper catalogs – shot on locations in and around Cleveland, Ohio 

  

Shot at the Western Reserve Historical Society 
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Shot at Cedar Point Amusement Park 
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The dancewear catalog, although still sketches, expanded the offerings to products never before 

available through the mail or only at exclusive dancewear shops in NYC or LA.  Shoppers could now 

purchase imported garments, knitwear, and garments for more contemporary genres and for men.  The 

Taffy’s exclusive leotards now totaled 35 garments.     

 

Some of the Repetto garments from France 
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Official Royal Academy of Dance leotards from England 

 

 

Garments for contemporary genres 
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Knitwear 

 

 

Some of the Exclusive Color Blocked leotards, only available at Taffy’s 
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Garments for Men 
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The advertising images were also powerful 
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Besides the dancewear, costume and record catalogs – there was now a whole line up of catalogs. 
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By 1974 Taffy had finally had her own manufacturing plant, and this opened new possibilities in designs 

and products for costumes, drill team, skating and more.  Taffy’s needed a designer/pattern maker and 

was fortunate to find a talented woman, recently divorced, kids gone from the house, who was once a 

couture fashion designer in NYC.  I never knew her real name, I don’t think she liked it, and so we called 

her simply “E”.  A wonderful, creative addition to the all-female team.   

1976/77 was a watershed moment for me, and Taffy’s.  That’s the year I moved to Dallas and went to 

Southern Methodist University as a dance major.  Even with all the dance, dance mentors and dancers in 

my life, I had never been immersed in a conservatory atmosphere. It was the first time I was surrounded 

by serious dance and dancers.  I took dance classes all day long, trained under amazing teachers, was 

introduced to the Graham technique, and studied dance history, embarrassingly a subject never 

discussed in all my dance training prior to this moment.    The dancers were amazing, more beautiful 

than any other dancers I had ever taken class with.  When I wasn’t in school, I worked at the Taffy’s of 

Dallas.  I never told any of my fellow dancers or teachers that Taffy was my mother.  As you can imagine, 

my dancewear wardrobe was immense as I could have anything I wanted from the vast inventory.  I 

wanted to look like everyone else, so I often put holes in my tights and dirtied my shoes.   

One day I was in the dressing room at SMU and some of the dancers were looking at a Taffy’s Costume 

catalog, laughing and calling it “Tacky’s”.  I was hurt and stunned.  Didn’t they know about all the 

beautiful dancewear and shoes Taffy’s sold in addition to the costumes? Didn’t they know that Taffy’s 

was more than a costume company?  It was one of those “ah-ha” moments for me.  It was time to 

change that image.  I imagined a dancewear catalog featuring beautiful dancers dancing.  A dancewear 

catalog that captured the dancer’s experience.  I called Taffy (I never called her Mom – she didn’t answer 

to it, and she also thought it was unprofessional in the working environment).  I told her my idea.  Taffy, 

always open to new ideas and a risk taker, “Sure. Why not.” My chance to lend my creative voice to the 

trajectory of the industry had come.   

Taffy had a long-standing relationship with Dallas, and with SMU in particular.  She was good friends with 

Nikita Talin.  Nikita (born Howard Spearling who changed his name to sound more Russian, as was the 

trend back then) came from the Harkness Ballet to SMU.  There is a story that he kidnapped Taffy at the 

opening night party for the Dallas store and plied her with drinks and entertainment all night long. 

This relationship with SMU helped to paved the way for the collaboration that was about to happen.  

Once again Taffy’s was about to change an industry.  It was the start of a new era in dancewear mail-

order catalogs and the trickle-down effect for the stores.  For the next decade Taffy’s produced amazing 

dance catalogs, filled with moving images and capturing the spirit of dance.  Dancers’ love seeing photos 

of beautiful dancers dancing.  It took a while, but other catalog companies followed the lead.  It was no 

longer OK to show model’s posing, sometimes with poor technique.  Photographs in catalogs featuring 

moving dancers is now commonplace, but in 1977 it was fantastic. 

The first task in producing these catalogs was to find a commercial photographer. After a 
brief search in the Dallas area, we found King Douglas.  King was a 
dancer/gymnast/photographer.  A protegee of Stanley Hall’s in California he went on to perform with 



 

49 
 

the Boston Ballet. He was also an avid photographer, starting at a very young age.  He knew that he 
would not have a long career in dance so he got himself extremely well trained in commercial 
photography at the same time that he was dancing in summer stock and Regional Ballet Festivals.  It was 
at one of these festivals that he was spotted by Virginia Williams, who offered him a contract with the 
Boston Ballet, where he danced for a few years. By this time he was in his late 20’s, nearing the end of 
his performing career.   When he retired from dancing he moved to Dallas where he had connections 
with a commercial photography company.  In my search for a photographer for this project I interviewed 
a handful of candidates.  King was without a doubt the right person for the job.    With his gymnastic and 
dance background, along with his understanding of commercial photography, King was a formidable 
addition to the creative team of Judy and me, and of course Taffy, who supported the project 100%.  By 
this time Judy had also retired from performing and was working full time at Taffy’s as the Director of 
Marketing.  With Judy’s creative leadership, King’s photographic prowess, Taffy’s undying trust and 
support along with my dance connections, we made a formidable team.  We were the perfect 
production team, all of us with a dance background, we could communicate with an unspoken, 
understood language. Tony Beck, then Chair of the SMU Dance Division saw the mutually beneficial 
alliance and allowed us access to the dancers, studios, theatres, and the campus. Our concept: to create 
a catalog that highlighted the products and the magic and romance of dance, with the idea that 
beautiful moving images would inspire and spur sales.  These catalogs would validate Taffy’s not only as 
a leader of the industry, more than just a costume company, but also illustrated that Taffy’s had a deep 
understanding of dance. King remembers: “Working for Taffy’s was fulfilling, inspiring, terribly 
challenging and rewarding both artistically and financially, and changed everything for me as an artist.”  
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1977 Dancewear Catalog cover 
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1977 Catalog spreads  

 

 

 

Taffy’s exclusive designs – created by “E” 
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The 70’s brought fabric innovations – shiny, matte and cotton Spandex Lycra. Lycra Spandex was a game 

changer.  The fabric dyed to beautiful rainbow colors, and the cotton Lycra took on soft subtle, pastel 

hues.  Bodywear would never be the same.  Until now, recital costumes were generally satin fronts, 

trimmed, with spring weave backs that could not be trimmed.  A jarring look when the dancers turned 

around – design/no design/design again as they faced front.    Shiny Lycra allowed costume 

manufacturers to create designs that were trimmed front and back, while keeping the shine and vibrant 

colors needed for costumes. Costumes could be satin fronts, with matching lycra backs, or all lycra--  

costumes became 3-dimensional.   This more form fitting and versatile bodywear had a whole new look 

as brands like Danskin, Capezio and Flexatard started using the fabric.  Shiny Lycra crossed over to 

streetwear as well.  It was the age of disco, lite dance floors and mirror balls, popularized by the movie 

Saturday Night Fever (1977).    Danskin was the first to create a line of crossover, lycra bodywear called 

Free style.   
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Danskin Freestyle bodywear for class, stage and disco.  We shot the entire catalog section at midnight at 

a local Dallas disco featuring dancers from the SMU Dance Division.  If you look closely you might find 

me in the crowd.  
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1979 - Flexatard leotards and jeans fabricated in Shiny Lycra – a crossover to streetwear and disco 
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Sometime in 1979 I moved from Dallas, Texas back to Cleveland, Ohio and began my MFA training at 

Case Western Reserve University, under the direction of Kathyrn Karipides and Kelly Holt, a Hawkins 

based program.  There I met Gina Gibney, a fellow MFA candidate.  Gina asked me to be in her graduate 

concert that year.  Gina’s mother was a character! Heavy smoker, raspy voice and bigger than life.  She 

was also a gifted designer and costume maker. She took a cotton, Lycra leotard, royal blue cotton as I 

remember it, and dyed a flowing fabric to match.  She attached a skirt to the leotard and created a 

beautiful dance dress.  I will never forget wearing it and the wonderful feeling of dancing as the skirt 

followed my every move and enhanced the twists and turns of the choreography.  I immediately took the 

dress to “E” and asked her to copy it.  This was the first commercially available dance dress.  The 

possibilities became endless, skirt lengths, leotard styling and costume applications designs flourished 

from then on.  

 

1979 Dance Dress debut 
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As the fabrics changed, so did the catalogs.  Taking a lead from the famous Neiman-Marcus, coffee book 

catalogs, the Taffy’s catalogs were as groundbreaking as the products within.  Long before digital 

photography, Taffy’s shot with laser lights, blur freeze and smoke effects, and traveled the country 

shooting in Texas at the University of Texas at Austin, North Carolina School of the Arts, in Boston, Seatle 

and New York City at Pineapple.  Shooting in these various places not only created interesting backdrops 

for the products, but also introduced Taffy’s to a growing group of dancers and dance institutions.   

 

Austin, Texas    Seattle, WA   Boston, MA 

 

             

Pineapple Studio, NYC   Shaker Heights, OH  

In 1978 Laser Light Shows paired with rock music were all the rage.  Taffy’s hired Projected Imagery to 

provide laser images.  King built a set for the dancers and the laser equipment and used a fog machine to 

create an atmosphere that enhanced the laser lights.  Catalog magic. 
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1978 Taffy’s catalog with Laser Lights 

In 1979 King had an idea to create a catalog using a technique he called blur freeze.  He created a black 

seamless cyc.  I choreographed a repeatable movement phrase that moved from stage left to right.  King 

was at the camera and kept the shutter opened as the dancer moved across the stage.  When the body 

got to a designated place I pressed the button that fired the strobe and took the still photo.  The images 

we created were stunning.  The resulting images are a perfect example of the language of dance share by 

the dancer, the photographer and the director.   
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1979 Taffy’s Blur Freeze catalog 
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The costume catalogs also benefitted from the creative collaboration of King, Judy and me 

 

Painted Backdrops behind every dancer – setting the moods and not just a white boring backgrounds 

 

 



 

62 
 

 

Playful mimes- throughout the sections – adding a story telling dimension 
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Through the years Taffy’s catalogs won awards and notoriety: 

 

1987 article in Entrepreneur Magazine 
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Changing trends and societal influences of the 70’s and 80’s 

It is impossible to leave the 70’s without talking about A Chorus Line, the Broadway musical that debuted 

in 1975. Set on a bare stage, it is the story of the universal trials and tribulations of life, through the 

personal stories of dancers auditioning for a job.  Costumed in simple practice wear, A Chorus Line has 

resonated with the public for years and was instrumental in a renewed interest in all things dance and 

dancewear. The dance look was also now the street look.   

There weren’t many dance movies in the 80’s, but few got as much attention as Flash Dance (1983) and 

Dirty Dancing (1987).  Both films used dance as the vehicle to tell a more universal story.  And both films 

featured simple costumes were sought after commercially. 

     

 

 The camisole dance dress that was worn by Jennifer Gray on the Dirty Dancing movie poster is shown 

here with pointe shoes.  The drop shoulder sweat shirt became the iconic look of Flash Dance.  Both 

available at Taffy’s.   
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The late 1970’s into the early 1980’s the dance world exploded. The rise of modern dance opened up a 

world of artistic expression, stressing simplicity and freedom of movement.   Costumes broke away from 

the traditional norms and became sleeker and more form fitting, reflecting the story, theme and 

emotions of the choreography and creating visually striking images.  Unisex Garments were more gender 

fluid. The creation of performance fabrics and fabrications reflected manufacturing capabilities 

exploding.   

Modern Artists like Noguchi Matisse, Picasso and Miro designed dance costumes.  Martha Graham 

famously employed Halston as a costume designer as early as 1973. In the 70’s these designs were 

inspiration for commercially costumes. 

 

  

1980 Nickolai and Graham influenced dance sacks made from matte Lycra 
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Color blocking and unisex garments reflecting the influence of Modern Dance and societal changes 
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Dance competitions and conventions were growing at an astonishing rate. Contemporary and Lyrical 

dance genres were emerging.  Ballet choreography broke through the classical norms beyond tutus, 

setting down the seeds for both established and emerging, choreographers and companies to expand 

their vocabularies.  The ballerina was no longer about the Sylph, the Willie, the floating feminine icon.  

She no longer had to dance vertically and delicately on pointe.  Movements could be off balance 

expressing a different kind of fluidity not seen in ballet before.  This actually began with Balanchine’s 

1941 Concerto Barroco, a plotless neo-classic ballet costumed in simple white skirted leotards. As with 

most things, it took into the 70’s and 80’s to filter down to commercially available products.  Jerome 

Robbins carried on this choreographic and movement style in the 50’s and 60’s.   The lines between 

Modern Dance and Ballet began to blur. Dances often were performed in soft ballets, jazz shoes or even 

barefoot.  Dance makers like William Forsythe, Twyla Tharp, Arthur Mitchell, Alvin Ailey and Bob Joffrey 

began to experiment with dance, movement and music, laying the foundation for future choreographers 

and companies like Christopher Wheeldon, Jiri Kylian, Ballet X, Body Traffic, Cedar Lake, The Gibney 

Company and Complexions.     
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1986 Pointe Shoe offerings at Taffy’s 

Note: the different shoe descriptions emphasizing the different shoe qualities 

Also: note the Cobbler’s Corner: The NY Store had the ability to repair, renovate and change toe shoes 

for dancers  
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Tap Dance experienced a renewed interest in studios and competitions.  With roots in Black American 

jazz and music, thanks in part to the Copasetics, hoofers from the 1950’s that helped to fuel this 

movement, Rhythm Tap, surfaced on Broadway: Bubbling Brown Sugar (1976), Tap Dance Kid (1983) and 

Black and Blue (1989), and in the movies Tap (1989) and White Nights (1985).  Rhythm tap, a tap style  

that is very percussive and includes improvisation much like jazz music, brought us choreographic 

pioneers that include Diannne Walker and Brenda Buffalino, the forerunners of Michelle Dorrance, 

Ayodele Casel and Dormeshia, and highly influenced Billy Siegenfeld, a former drummer, and his Jump 

Rhythm technique.   

Traditional womens tap shoes were high heels, great for Broadway style dancing, but Rhythm Tap 

needed a shoe more like the men wore, a shoe that let them execute the moves with precision.   

Responding to this need, Women’s tap oxfords or jazz/tap shoes came on the market. 
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It was during this time Bloch made its name in America. Bloch was a well-established brand in Australia.  

Like Capezio, Bloch was started in 1932 in Sydney Australia.  Joseph Bloch made custom ballet shoes in a 

small workshop located above his retail store.  Taffy became friends with the Wilkenfeld family (Betty 

Bloch, daughter of Joseph married into the Wilkenfeld family) and became the first company to offer the 

Bloch products.  It started with just one style of ballet shoes, but in 1984 Bloch created the first split-sole 

product, a jazz shoe.  Dance shoes would never be the same.  Split sole ballet shoes, point shoes, tap 

shoes all had their beginnings in the Bloch jazz shoe.  Originally only available at Taffy’s. 
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In 1986 Taffy’s imported jazz boots from Pineapple in London.  Available in a rainbow of colors, they 

were the new “must have” shoes only available at Taffy’s   

 

 

Taffy’s now offered over a dozen different dance dresses.  Most were photographed with pointe shoes or 

bare feet.  Because of the demands of these emerging dance styles, Taffy’s revived a shoe that had been 

in the Capezio line for years: the Hermes sandal.  Sales exploded so quickly that Capezio called Taffy to 

find out what created this boom in sales for such an established product that had been available for 

eons.   
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But the sandal was stiff and difficult to point.  We needed a neutral-colored shoe, that wasn’t a ballet 

shoe, that would look good with a dance dress -- but performed like a ballet shoe.   The Highland Ghille 

seemed like the perfect solution, but it only came in black.  We enlisted the help of the custom shoe 

department at Capezio.  Capezio Theatrical created the tan Ghille, the perfect shoe for the emerging 

Lyrical dance genre.   

Eventually Capezio brought the shoe into their line, and even made a split sole version.  

 

 

 

New products and companies flooded the marketplace. Cotton bodywear added a new dimension to 

design options, combing the fit properties of Lycra with the comfort and matte finish of cotton. Cotton 

was also viewed as a healthier alternative to nylon fabrications.   Capezio, Flexatard,  Premiere Bodywear 

and Mirella were leaders in creating classic cotton leotards and unitards featuring form-flattering seams 

and low backs in soft cotton colors. 

 

 These companies and products were often designed by dancers and former dancers responding to 

demands from their own experiences, companies like Mirella, designed by dancer Marilyn Burbank, Bun 

Heads was designed by a former ballerina and Gaynor Minden Pointe Shoes are designed by former 

dancer Eliza Gaynor Minden.   
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In 1984, after a career as a teacher, choreographer, and performer, I retired from dancing and joined the 

family business.  At first, I managed the New York store, and soon became the buyer and merchandiser 

for all 14 stores.  It was in this role, and with my dance background, that I too was able to source and 

design innovative and new products for dancers’ full time, in addition to assisting with the catalog shoots 

and working with the photographers product designers and marketing.  

Yoga, Pilates, Jane Fonda, Jazzercise and Dance Fitness became household names. Dance studios started 

offering dance/fitness classes during the day for their moms.    Belts, headbands, legwarmers, stiped 

leotards, cover ups. Dance brands like Capezio, Danskin, Flexatard all got in the game, along with 

newcomers: Baryshnikov, Marika, Carushka, Dance Basics, Body Wrappers just to name a few. 

Dancewear, exercise wear and street wear, the lines were once again blurred. 
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In 1988 Taffy’s was approached by the Rockettes to create a Rockette Costume Collection.  It was a 

wonderful opportunity.  I was given access to the Rockettes costume collection and their costume shop.  

The collaboration included creating reproductions of some of their most famous costumes and a contest 

with a first prize ticket to NYC and Radio City Music Hall.  Every costume in the collection came with a 

Certificate of Authenticity.   

 

1988 Showstoppers Cover 
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1988 Rockette Collection  

 

The 80’s Influences, Buying Habits and Market Forces  

Musicians have always influenced mainstream fashion, dance styles and costumes.  Soul Train and James 

Brown were featured in TV variety shows.  MTV brought rock stars into our living rooms.   The flash and 

dazzle from stars like Madonna and Michael Jackson created a market for costumes that emulated their 

style.  Mainstream fashion designers look to these icons to create clothing.  Creations became easily 

accessible and available in department and ready-to-wear shops, giving opportunities for dance costume 

designers to easily source garments and accessories.   Although costume companies tried to emulate 

these looks, and some do so quite successfully, competing on price became a real issue.  The only 

advantage costume companies have is that their designs are available in volume, allowing the purchasers 

to buy enough of the same or complementary styles for an entire group of dancers.     
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 Following in the lead of Sam’s Club and Kosco, a company called Dance Distributors published a dance 

catalog with products that were highly discounted.  Discount Dance Supply quickly followed.  Not unlike 

Taffy’s, Discount Dance Supply started out as small, family-owned dance retail shop.  But instead of the 

Taffy’s model, they chose to create a brand that “serviced all dancers at every budget.”  They created a 

mail-order catalog with discounts as high as 25% off retail.  Taffy held firm to her brand, she was the 

Neiman Marcus of the dance world, and she would not become a Sam’s Club.   By the end of the 1980’s 

mail-order and brick and mortar dance stores were feeling the effects of not only the discounters, but 

also the availability of product at department stores and ready-to-wear shops thus further eroding the 

customer base.  

October 19th, 1987 was Black Monday.  It was on this day that the stock market crashed and sparked fear 

of economic instability worldwide.  Although Taffy’s experience maintained that family budgets would 

always find money for their kid’s activities, extra purchases would fall by the wayside.  The Taffy’s retail 

stores suffered a loss in foot traffic, mail order sales diminished. Combined with the pinch of the mail-

order discounters, by 1988 most of the Taffy’s retail stores had closed, leaving the original 4- Boston, 

Cleveland, Dallas, Atlanta and the newest store New York City.    

The incorporation of Street/Break Dancing and Hip-Hop into studio curriculum and competitions helped 

to change the buying habits of footwear and bodywear. These dance styles require shoes and garments 

that are easily purchased from retailers and mail order stores and were not available through the usual 

dancewear channels.  On top of that, the dance manufacturers were and continue to be slow at filling 

that niche.  This was due to a shortfall in manufacturing ability both in fabrications and techniques by 

costume companies, and because of the lack of in-house designers understanding the genre, but mostly 

it is because of the near impossibility to compete with mainstream fashion and prices. While most of the 

costume industry at this time was manufactured in America, most of the garments in the mainstream 

were manufactured offshore.  Fabric, garment, and shoe manufacturing had long left the United States.  

This trend in manufacturing was about to infiltrate the entire costume industry.   

The costume industry is a difficult and unique one. It is highly seasonal, with most of the orders coming 
in between November and January, and delivery required by Spring. Because you are outfitting classes 
of young dancers, fulfilling an order to completion is mandatory. Backorders, missing photo dates or 
recital dates-- as well as disappointing kids-- is all unacceptable and ruinous to the dance studio 
business. Designs and catalogs for any year need to be completed and photographed well in advance.  
Securing inventory is often required before orders start coming in, sometimes before the catalog is even 
mailed.  Sales projections are difficult.   In 1989 the pressures from the discounters combined with the 
complexities of the costume industry and a computer failure in-house opened the door for Taffy’s to sell 
to one of our closest suppliers and admirers, Capezio.  And so it came to pass that Taffy’s was purchased 
by Capezio in the fall of 1989.  Over the next 2 years the Taffy’s stores became Capezio stores, the 
costume business was closed, and the mail-order catalogs stopped.  I continued to work for Capezio 
until 1991 when I left to become a consultant in the industry.  It was in this capacity that Taffy’s 
entrepreneurial, risk taking, and creative spirit carried on and I was able to forge ahead and make 
contributions to the dance world I grew up in and love.   
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Life after Taffy’s  

Taffy didn’t last working for Capezio and soon left and “retired”.  That lasted about 6 weeks, and she 

started to look around for something to do.  Volunteering wasn’t her thing either.  Always a pioneer, 

Taffy’s opened a dinner delivery service (remember, this is 1990 before  

Door Dash and COVID) and named it Dinner is Served.  An odd choice for her, as she had absolutely no 

interest in food, and was not the greatest eater.  She got the idea from a company she read about in 

Austin, Texas that had started a meal delivery service.  It sounded great to her, as she would have used 

the service herself when she was in business with two kids at home and no time to make dinner.  Using 

her hands on approach, she ran the business for two years and then sold it to finally retire.   

After working for Capezio for two years I set out on my own and became a consultant to the 
industry.  Working with Danskin, and relying on my dance background and dancer friends, I was able to 
revitalize their dance line.  In the 50’s and 60’s the name Danskin was synonymous with the name 
dance, some people even calling a leotard a Danskin.  After many corporate ownership changes 
Danskin’s brand deteriorated. My task was to update and modernize the dance line.   
 
Dancers often cut out the seams in the soles of tights making tights both footed and footless. Under my 
direction Danskin introduced convertible tights, becoming both footed and footless all in one.  But the 
most notable introduction at Danskin came from a suggestion from my good friend dancer and teacher, 
Patricia Dickenson, who I met at SMU. During a friendly chat one day Pat asked me why camisole 
leotards didn’t have straps like bras that were adjustable?  A light bulb went off! I had been knotting the 
straps of my leotards for years to make them shorter.  Danskin introduced the first adjustable strap 
camisole. This became a trend that was soon commonplace, and even extended to costumes.   
 
I consulted with Curtain Call and along with their talented designers, photographers and marketers 
continued the tradition of introducing inspiring designs and motivational catalogs.  
 
In 1992, as president of the United Dance Merchants of America, I realized there was an opportunity to 

create a trade show for the costume industry, presented by UDMA. The organization’s original mission of 

protecting members exhibiting at conventions was now expected protocol at those events, we needed a 

new direction to grow and stay viable. Most dance teachers had no idea what UDMA was or cared. 

Hosting a vendor show wasn't a new idea, Taffy and then President Howard Bacceheimer along with 

original founders and board had often talked about creating an event like that but had never gone 

through with it.  In 1992 the only way teachers could see the costumes in person was at the dance 

Olympus convention in January in NYC.  January was too late, costume orders had to be placed before 

then and catalogs were never available until December or January. At the time my partner and husband 

John Hickey was the Production Manager at the Hudson theatre, part of the Macklowe hotel in midtown 

Manhattan. With his help and the support of the 15 or so UDMA members, we produced the first UDMA 

Costume Preview Show in November at the Macklowe Hotel.  Susan Wershing, then publisher of Dance 

Teacher Now had an annual supplement named the Costume Preview Edition. She agreed to be a major 

sponsor and was the  force in the marketing of the event. We had hoped for 100 teacher attendees but 

were presently surprised to see 100 studios and over 300 attendees. We knew we were on to something. 

John and I produced and directed the shows for the next 20 + years. During that time, we saw UDMA 
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grow from 15 members to over 100 and hosted 4-6 annual shows across the US. We brought the show to 

thousands of dance teachers and studio owners. Catalogs now come out in the summer, costume orders 

placed in the fall, and dance teachers can see touch feel the costumes, preview new products, and be 

introduced to new business sources, products and services. The show has gone through many name 

changes to reflect the growing interests of the dance industry. All from our humble beginnings.  

In the 90’s and early 2000’s more social forces have had an impact on the dancewear industry today.   
 
TV once again played a huge role in popularizing dance. Shows like So You Think You Can Dance, 
America’s Got Talent, and Dancing With The Stars, were and continue to be a huge success and they set 
fire to the industry, spawning huge competitions and conventions and increasing studio enrollment. The 
demand for bodywear and costumes exploded.  Contemporary dance and hip hop are now the two most 
popular dance forms.  Seeing dancers on TV barefoot, barelegged and sometimes wearing socks instead 
of shoes began a whole new trend that continues today. 
 
Years before the words Equity, Inclusion and Diversity became part of our everyday vernacular, dance 
shoes and tights became available in a multitude of skin tones, not just suntan and pink.  Models in 
catalogs are now multi racial, of different body types, and reflect the importance of dance for a variety 
of communities.   
 
And in fashion first the ballet flats and jazz oxfords became streetwear, and then woman started 
wearing leggings, not just for exercise, but as a wardrobe staple that continues today. Workout wear is 
also street wear and street wear is often also dancewear. Again, dance influencing fashion, and fashion 
influencing dance.  
 
While at Capezio, a young energetic salesman named joe Sclafani worked in the same office as me.  Joe 
went on to become one of the most respected and knowledgeable executives in the industry.  He had 
worked for Flexatard and then Capezio. He also worked for Discount Dance Supply and then 
Revolution.  I spoke to Joe, who retired from the dance business recently.  We discussed his views on 
where dancewear is today.    
 
First of all he told me that tights are out. “ No one wears tights anymore. Not in woman’s fashion nor for 
dance. But perhaps the biggest change”, he said “is the buying habits of consumers. Once Internet 
shopping became the norm, discounters dominated the marketplace.  At the same time dance studios 
saw profit opportunities and opened their own, in-house dancewear shops. Venders created buying 
programs to assist studio owners to purchase inventory and maximize their profits. Today Amazon is the 
dominant player in the online, dancewear industry. And private dance studios selling dancewear have 
put many small shops out of business.  The dancewear shops that have survived offer exceptional 
customer service and specialty products.” 
 
Costume companies have been forced to move most, if not all, of their production offshore.  The 
demands of offshore buying are challenging, due to high minimum purchases and long lead times.  Due 
to the seasonality of the costume industry this business model is particularly volatile and difficult to 
manage profitably.  Many of the family-owned companies sold to venture capitalists whose only 
concerns are the bottom line, forsaking customer service for profits.   The addition of COVID forced 
many of these legacy companies to fold, leaving very few costume company resources. Today, there are  
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Only one of the legacy costume companies from the 50’s is still around, Weissman’s today. Most of the 
Conventions and Competition companies are family own and once again, new family-owned businesses 
are opening up with products and services for dancers.  The cycle begins again  
 
Well into her 90’s, always the entrepreneur and being a caring person, Taffy started yet again another 
business.  Taffy was in close touch with the children of some of the Taffy’s employees. Dr. Karen Jaffe, a 
daughter of a long time Taffy employee was diagnosed with early onset Parkinson’s disease.  Taffy was 
reading an article in Dance Studio Life about Dance for PD (Parkinson’s), a program developed by David 
Levinthal from the Mark Morris Company. Karen danced as a child and was physically very active.   Taffy 
contacted David and through her dance contacts and with Kathryn Karipides help, was able to bring 
David to Cleveland and hosted a 2-day training workshop for the Dance for PD program.  Taffy, along 
with Karen, Judy and Kathryn formed the Cleveland version of Dance for PD, Yes I Can (!) Dance.  Taffy 
lived to see it integrated into the fitness program at the JCC, and it continues today at In-Motion, an 
organization dedicated to helping people with Parkinsons.   
 

 

Yes I Can (!) Dance class 2013 at the JCC 

Taffy stands in the back with me watching class.  Look for the white tee shirts. 
Taffy died soon after this photo was taken 

 

In 2015 I left the consulting world to experience retirement. Like Taffy, this was short lived and soon I 

grew restless.  I wanted to return to my dancing roots and, and help young dancers see career 

possibilities.  I approached my good friend Gina Gibney, who was the Founder, Artistic Director and CEO 

of a large dance center in NYC, Gibney.  Gibney is well-established as one of the centers of Contemporary 
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Dance in NYC, along with being a Social Justice advocate. “Gibney’s mission is to tap into the vast 

potential of movement, creativity and performance to effect social change and personal transformation.” 

I had an idea to create and curate experiences for visiting high schools and University groups at Gibney. 

Utilizing the vast resources of staff and faculty we could create customized programs combining 

technique classes, workshops and artists discussions. We launched NYC Group Study in 2016, and I was 

named the Producing Director.  That first year we hosted seven groups. Today the program is the 

Learning and Leadership Group Program, we host about thirty high schools and universities groups 

annually, both in NYC and with onsite campus visits.  I am rewarded giving back to the industry I love and 

helping young artists see pathways to their future.  

Taffy’s entrepreneurial spirit lives on.  

 

 

A toast to the women pioneers 

 

Taffy, Rita and Judy in 2007 
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Special Thanks: A heartfelt thanks goes to Kathryn Karipides, friend, mentor, adviser, and saint.  Although 

Kathryn never worked for Taffy’s her guidance was and continues to be invaluable.  K2 (as we fondly call 

her) was/is always available to Taffy and me.  Her ability to listen, assess, consult and add clarity to often 

complex situations is remarkable.  A true friend, along with Taffy, Judy, and Rita, these are the women 

who are the strength behind the story.  

More Special Thanks (In no particular order):, Rita Ford, Judith Diehl, King Douglas, Tighe King, Joe 

Sclafani, Patty Delaney, Joyce Pennington, Patricia Cohen, Susan Gingrasso, Maria Di Dia, Dan Epstein, 

Lee Kalish, Gina Gibney, Amy Miller, Nancy Allison, Roger Rosen, Yva Momatiuk, John Eastcott and most 

importantly, John Hickey. 
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