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“It’s no secret. Not here.”


Interior. A gay restaurant. 
L.A. Law. Aired Oct. 31, 1991.

















Introduction: What’s Good Tonight?



I had a terrible first date at a gay restaurant in 1997. I was twenty-six, and I’d met him the night before at a popular gay bar in Chicago named Sidetrack that we all called Sidetracks. On big overhead monitors, the bar played bloopers from The Price Is Right, clips of peak Joan Crawford in Mildred Pierce, and Ultra Naté music videos—crutches for our eyes, before iPhones. It was a musicals-themed night, so we all shushed one another when Jennifer Holliday appeared on every screen to belt “And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going”—the clip from her Tony Awards performance, of course.


I don’t remember my date’s name but he was around my age and blessed with a dreamy triple-combo that knocked me out: a skater-skinny frame, mussed black hair over a pale complexion, and blue bedroom eyes. He looked like a punk version of my boyhood crush—teen idol and Tiger Beat magazine cover dreamboat Robby Benson—but fresh out of a mosh pit, nothing like the frosted blowback theater queens in blousy button-down paisley shirts who were usually there on Mondays. He wore size thirteen sneakers—his answer to my opening question. It worked.


He was at Sidetracks by himself that night, and I was too. At first we flirted from afar, then closer, chatting mouth to ear. I asked whether he’d have dinner with me the following evening at my favorite local restaurant: the Melrose, a twenty-four-hour diner in the Lakeview neighborhood—or Boystown, as we called Chicago’s North Side gay enclave in the late ’90s. He’d never been to the Melrose Restaurant, as it was officially called, even though he said he lived in the neighborhood—the first red flag. He didn’t seem excited about going to a diner for a first date—the second red flag—even though I promised him the food was terrific. He said yes. I melted.


But, the next night, once we settled into our window-seat booth and started talking, he didn’t seem into the Melrose, or me. “Why do you like it here?” he asked, looking concerned, as if I had lured him to a 7-Eleven parking lot for Funyuns and Jolt. “I’m a diner gay, I guess,” I said, with a giggle. “Got it,” he replied unsmiling, scanning the oversize menu.


He got a cheeseburger and fries, a meal as boring as he turned out to be, although I appreciated how he understood that the best way to eat well at a diner is to eat a meal that must be made fresh to order, not food that’s been sitting around waiting to be reheated. (Do order grilled cheese. Do not order meatloaf.) As our conversation lurched along, I caught him eyeing another guy at a table across the full and fully gay dining room, and that’s when I knew it was time to finish my blueberry silver dollar pancakes and split the check, and the Melrose.


We both knew it wasn’t a match as we silently stood in line to pay our bills. I took a spoonful of the free jelly beans that the Melrose kept in a jar at the cashier stand, so that my lips would taste like grape and cherry in case I could squeeze a kiss out of this clunker of a date with the kind of hottie who usually never paid attention to a gay-with-a-belly like me.


After I gave him a hug good-bye and lied that it was great to meet him, he took off. I waited until he turned the corner, then went back into the Melrose and restfully, blissfully ate rice pudding by myself.
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A bad date, a satisfying meal, the promise of sex: That’s what happens, or used to happen, at gay restaurants like the Melrose.


Located at the corner of Melrose and Broadway, the Melrose was a gay restaurant that didn’t look gay, not right away. The booths and chairs were upholstered in shades of avocado and russet. I knew at least one of the servers was gay, but he was in his forties and partial to bushy mustaches and sensible knit pullovers, not busy midriffs and leggy rainbow-colored short shorts like servers at the glittery drag brunches that had gotten popular around town. There were no puns on the menu about buns or kielbasa, though if there had been, nobody would have been offended.


The Melrose was a gay restaurant because gay people made it one. It was where older gay couples sampled each other’s roast beef and mashed potato specials without asking first, as across the dining room, a four-top of butches feasted on chunky patty melts and audibly crisp chicken fingers. I once watched a table of loud-mouthed drag queens scarf down platters of grease-soaked bacon-and-cheese potato skins at two a.m. after they’d taken their bows at Foxy’s or Berlin, two of my favorite gay clubs that are now just memories. During weekend brunch hours, the Melrose transformed into the dining equivalent of a hopping gay bar, but with egg-white skillets and the roar of gossip instead of overpriced Cosmos and the thump of Chicago house music.


I was a Melrose regular. I ate there several times a week after midnight on my way home from my first journalism job, as the night-shift web producer at the NBC station downtown. If I couldn’t sleep, I’d go to the Melrose and read a book over a gooey grilled Cheddar on rye with fries, followed by a slice of warmed blueberry pie bearing a scoop of vanilla ice cream the size of my fist. Sometimes, I ate at the small counter to watch the cooks hustle, untempted by gay apps like Grindr or Scruff because they didn’t exist. I lived a few blocks from the Melrose, which is how, on one chilly winter morning circa 1999, next to me in bed was the same otter—the scrawny and extra-hairy type, my favorite—from the night before, who’d looked at me with a coy smile when we got up to pay our bills at the same time.


Melrose meals were within my modest budget and, most important, delicious, far better than typical greasy-spoon fare, thanks to cooks who knew their way around a hot grill and didn’t skimp on size. The menu rarely changed. Like most diners, it emphasized breakfast, which is why the dining room always smelled of syrup and sizzle, like maple butter melting on hot links. My go-to meal, no matter the time of day, was the chubby broccoli-and-Cheddar omelet, made with eggs so expertly fluffed, each forkful went down like chiffon. Without fail, it arrived at my table oozing pylon-orange cheese and snuggled against a heaping hill of humble buttery home fries. No Melrose meal was complete for me without a cup of its signature homemade sweet-and-sour cabbage soup—a tangy fusion of chunky tomatoes, vinegary broth, and thick-cut pieces of cabbage hugged by dill sprigs. A tall glass case near the front door was illuminated from within to show off fancy layer cakes and homey fruit pies. My favorite dessert was a squat sundae cup filled with creamy rice pudding, with a tall wig of whipped cream that the server dusted with cinnamon à la minute.


Location helped make the Melrose gay. It was an avenue over from Halsted Street, the blocks-long Boystown strip that bustled nightly with party people promenading between bars, nightclubs, and Steamworks, the neighborhood’s big and busy bathhouse. Many of the diners who frequented the Melrose were white gay men who could afford to live in gentrifying Boystown—Gen Xers like me who spent their twenties in Chicago working, sleeping around, and otherwise coming of age. Before gay life went digital, we learned where to party and eat from newspapers and bar guides that the Melrose and other local businesses stacked high near their entrances. During the summer, the Melrose was a popular spot for Cubs fans headed to and from nearby Wrigley Field—my way of saying that straight people ate there too. Not once did I see gays and straights clash at the Melrose, even during brunch when gay men cranked up the dining room to inferno levels of flaming. The only time I saw someone kicked out was for being drunk and belligerent, not for being gay, or homophobic.


In 2017, after fifty-six years in business, my beloved Melrose closed, for reasons that remain unclear. A year later, it was replaced by Eggsperience, a family-owned restaurant chain. Better that, I suppose, than some soul-sucking Chick-fil-A or a bank branch. But it’s not the same. While “I’ll see you at the Melrose” sounds gay, even a little chic, “Let’s go to Eggsperience” sounds phony, like ad copy rushed into print. It breaks my heart to think that, in being replaced, the Melrose might inevitably be forgotten. I left Chicago in 2001 and always go back to Lakeview when I visit, but not to Eggsperience. Pushing open those familiar glass doors would offer me nothing but a double whammy of crushing nostalgia: for a restaurant that’s no longer there and for an age—my twenties, that gay golden decade—that isn’t either. When I’m with my partner, David, and I see or hear the word “Melrose”—walking down Melrose Avenue in West Hollywood, for example—I’ll look at him with a sad face. He ate with me at the Melrose, too, and appreciates how much its absence breaks my heart.
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When gay restaurants close, gay reliquaries empty of memories and meaning. Gone are favorite waitresses and go-to meals, safe spaces and party places in the night’s last hours. For me and other gay people who love to eat out, losing a gay restaurant is a kind of dispossession.


It’s painful, too, when gay bars close. Just ask lesbians, whose bars have dwindled and disappeared in recent years. But overall, queer people have been good about remembering, valuing, and documenting queer bars and their histories and significance, their evolution and design, regardless of whether the bars are still open or not. You can fill a library with books, plays, films, and songs about the Stonewall Inn and other gay bars and how they “helped shape a sense of gay identity that went beyond the individual to the group,” as historian Allan Bérubé once wrote.1 No surprise there: Bars are widely accepted as the LGBTQ+ social institution because they provide or offer the promise of community, sex, mobilization, entertainment, and friendship.


Allan H. Spear, a Minnesota state senator who in 1974 became one of the first openly gay lawmakers in the United States, put it this way: “Much maligned by gay liberationists as an exploitative institution, the gay bar needs to be seen historically—much like the Irish saloon or the Jewish coffeehouse or the African American barber shop—as a building block of community, a free space where the sense of camaraderie that later led to liberation was first formed.”2


Restaurants have served the same purposes and more, and still do. Yet we don’t know nearly as much about gay restaurants as we do about gay bars. This is strange, since knowing why and where gay people eat helps us understand who gay people are, in ways that gay bars don’t, because they can’t.


What can you do at a gay restaurant that you can’t at a gay bar? Share hot-to-the-touch falafel on an anxiously awaited first date. Argue over and organize a protest with plates of flapjacks and unlimited coffee refills from sundown to sunrise. Learn and hone a culinary craft that can become a Michelin-quality career. Gather over disco fries with your queer high school drama club when you still look too young to use a fake ID. Share sobriety stories over mozzarella sticks with strangers after a 12-Step meeting. Pick at nachos during a support group with scared, lonely, and closeted people from around your state whose drive to the restaurant took longer than the meal. Pay honest-to-god attention to what’s on television while you eat, as gay fans of the soap opera All My Children did at the All My Children Lunch Bunch, a weekday watch party that took place in the early ’80s at Hobo’s restaurant in Portland, Oregon.3 Eat out as an elder on a budget and be served by people who remember your name and that you like your coffee decaf and your wheat toast buttered, not dry.


Or, as I did, read Dancer from the Dance alone in a booth with cherry pie at an almost empty Melrose diner on a weekday midnight hour.


In 2008, David and I had our first official date at a diner. We’d met earlier that day when our mutual friend Mekado invited us both to screenings at New York’s gay and lesbian film festival. Afterward, I could tell that David and I were both eager to keep hanging out. He and I, plus Mekado and my friend Clark, went to the nearby Skylight Diner, a blue-and-white, glass-and-chrome spot that opened in 1996 at 34th Street, just off Ninth Avenue in Midtown Manhattan. I don’t remember what movie we saw or what I wore or what I ate, but I remember flirting with David across the table, giving him coy but lingering looks as I took bites of my grilled cheese. Like some randy fifteen-year-old, I stared at him as I slowly slid thick steak fries in and out of my mouth. David cruised me back just as intently, moving his knees closer to mine under the table. I was drawn to how his green-and-white striped polo shirt accentuated his beautiful blue eyes. I felt heat. That same night, David, Mekado, and I went to another movie—Choke, a dark comedy about a con man who fakes choking in restaurants—the better for David and I to extend our day into the night. David and I went on a picnic the next week, and have been together ever since. We rarely go back to the Skylight, but with Clark we eat all the time at diners in Hell’s Kitchen, where we have lived for almost twenty years.


I’m still a diner gay.


Just as it’s impossible to understand America without talking about its LGBTQ+ people, no portrait of America’s culinary history or queer past is complete without memories of LGBTQ+ restaurants where moments big and small shaped individuals and communities. That’s why, as the Melroses of the country become footnotes in gay history, I wrote this book to illustrate how gay restaurants nourished, changed, and continue to inspire LGBTQ+ people and food cultures in the United States, and how the mainstreaming of gay dining is, in turn, impacting how Americans eat out regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity.


In 2021, I reported a story about gay restaurants that ran on the front page of the New York Times Food section at the start of Pride Month.4 When I originally pitched the piece, it was about the gay restaurant’s impending death, which is what I thought was happening because that’s what I saw happening in New York City. At the time, there were still a few honest-to-goodness gay restaurants left in Manhattan, including the Chelsea mainstays Elmo and Cafeteria, although every time I walked by Cafeteria, the tables outside looked more homogenized—straighter, less eccentric, more monied—than I remembered from when I first started eating there in the ’90s. Most of the New York gay restaurants where I came of age as a young gay man are long gone. Among them was East of Eighth, the place to be on Saturday nights if you were gay and wanted a decently priced, aspirationally upscale meal of, say, matzo ball soup and sirloin tip meatloaf, and didn’t mind or notice the tacky attempts at white-tablecloth respectability. Another was the Manatus, a West Village diner popular with Stonewall-generation seniors. In 2014, the Manatus closed when the owners lost their lease, victims of a rent hike that reached $50,000 per month.5 As of this writing, it’s an upscale Italian restaurant called Saint Theo’s that offers a $22 watermelon and feta salad and $26 pesto fusilli.


My article was published during some of the darkest days of the coronavirus pandemic, when many restaurants were closing or hanging on by repurposing their business models for delivery and takeout. One of the casualties was MeMe’s Diner, a popular queer restaurant in Brooklyn that closed in November 2020, citing the hardships of the city’s shutdown measures and a lack of government support.6 The National LGBT Chamber of Commerce, an advocacy organization, told me at the time that COVID-19 hit their restaurant members especially hard, particularly those dependent on daily foot traffic in big cities. I figured gay restaurants were disappearing because of COVID-19 but also because those of us who valued gay restaurants were getting older, and dining-out tastes and queer culture had changed to the point where the gay restaurant model was passé. I assumed gay restaurants were in hospice with little chance of being revived.


I was thrilled to be wrong. LGBTQ+ restaurants are thriving across the country, in big metropolitan areas but also in smaller cities, such as Salt Lake City, Utah, and Green Bay, Wisconsin. I wasn’t ready for all the stories people told me about gay restaurants where they fell in love, had a quickie, mourned a lover, or came out. And I wasn’t alone in my love of the Melrose. I was overjoyed to see this reader’s memory in the comments section of my article:




I remember one Sunday… It was the usual bustling scene: The sassy waitresses with beehive hairdos who called everyone “hon” while topping up coffee, tables full of families, older couples, first-daters and, in one corner, four cheerful BDSM gentlemen in full leather, chains, and boa constrictor–sized whips, enjoying pancakes while passing around the Sunday paper and talking about the Cubs.





So many folks I interviewed had gay restaurant stories like that one, but they had never shared those stories with anyone other than the people who were at the table when the memories were made. My article easily could have been ten times as long as it ended up being. After the story came out, I heard from friends and strangers about their own gay restaurant memories. That got me digging even more, and I realized there was a book to be written after talking with people who were both interested and invested in gay restaurants: chefs, owners, wait staff, historians, academics, cultural geographers, entrepreneurs and, most important, patrons.


So: What is a gay restaurant? It’s the question I received more than any other as I spent over three years traveling the country, researching and eating.


Many people I spoke with assumed that what I meant by a gay restaurant was one that was gay-owned or had a gay chef and gay servers. While those elements were germane, for my purposes they were secondary considerations. I agree with historian Hugh Ryan, who told me a gay restaurant was a place where queer folks can “assume an overlap of experience with most of the people there and get a sense of what it is to be queer.” In other words, it’s a restaurant where queer people open the doors and think: These are my people. That was my primary interest in identifying gay restaurants: Who’s eating there, not just who’s cooking or running the place.


The most common type of gay dining space is the bar-restaurant, although, weirdly, that’s not the case in New York City, where most of the gay bars (at least the ones I’ve been to) don’t serve food. David Gersten, a longtime entertainment publicist and co-owner of the 9th Avenue Saloon, a gay bar in Hell’s Kitchen, told me there are a host of reasons why. Space is the primary issue; as he explained, “We don’t have room for a kitchen.” Staffing would also increase, as would overhead and spoilage costs. Health codes would have to be updated or revised for older buildings. Plus, he’s not convinced that gay men in New York want to eat at a bar.


“You can’t meet somebody with a hamburger in your mouth,” he told me. “You don’t want ketchup on your face when you make out with somebody.”


Tell that to Wisconsin. In Madison, my friend Todd, a fellow journalist whom I met in the ’90s when we both lived in Chicago, took me to the Shamrock, a bar not far from Wisconsin’s stately Capitol building. Gay since the late ’80s, the Shamrock is an elevated dive. A sturdy wooden bar snakes along the left wall, and in the back, there’s a pool table, television screens, and Pride flags aflutter. The real wonders are the grill and fryers that run the length of one wall, exposing the kitchen so customers can watch fish fried to order. The grill includes all the accoutrements of a working kitchen: spatulas, plates, silverware, A1 sauce, potato rolls, basket liners.


Todd took me there on a quiet Sunday night. Wes, our hot-stuff bartender, was in a black muscle tee that showed off his yoga-toned arms. Todd and I watched nearly drooling as Wes did double duty as a short-order cook, plopping frozen cheese curds into the fryer, and minutes later serving those puppies to us in a big plastic basket with a side of the house buttermilk ranch. They were gone in five minutes. Wes said we should come back for the long-running Friday Fish Fry, an event that packs the place with folks hungry for baskets of seafood dinners of cod and jumbo shrimp that come with coleslaw, a dinner roll, and choice of potato, all for around $20. Visit almost any American town with a gay bar and there’s a good chance there will be a Wes flipping burgers and piling plates high with curly fries to go with the Cosmos and Dua Lipa remixes. New York gays don’t know what they’re missing.
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Across the country, gay people eat at all kinds of restaurants, from cozy family-run taquerias and working-class pubs to tiny dive bars and James Beard Award–winning bistros. (After eating at Slammers, a bar-restaurant in Columbus, Ohio, I say this with utter certainty: Lesbians love pizza.) Some gay restaurants are well known; one example are the Hamburger Mary’s restaurants. Sometimes, a corporate chain develops a gay customer base, such as an International House of Pancakes in Atlanta that in 1981 ran an ad that said: “IHOP Supports LGT Pride.”7 (Back then, the “B” in LGBT wasn’t as prevalent as it is today, an unfortunate sign of bisexual invisibility.) How I wish I could have had dinner at Tallywackers, a restaurant that opened in 2015 in Oak Lawn, Dallas’s gayborhood, where beefcake servers in tank tops and distended-bulge boxer briefs took their shirts off as the night wore on. The “Hooters for men,” as it was called, lasted a year.8


Sometimes, you won’t know you’re in a gay restaurant until you walk inside and look at the menu. For dinner at Cabana Cafe and Cabaret, a Miami restaurant that operated in the ’80s, the signature Steak Cabana was an 8-ounce sirloin “char-broiled per your instructions—dragged through sequins to make your taste buds sparkle—then padded like Dana’s thighs.”9 (I don’t know who Dana was, but Cabana assumed its customers did. My guess is she was a thicc-ass drag queen.) The Wizlitt Omelette was a “fashionable three egg omelette” covered with cheese, a mushroom sauce, and “bacon accessories.” You know you’re in a gay restaurant when your dish comes with “bacon accessories.”


Often, a restaurant will become gay by location or convenience. Mom-and-pop diners that in the latter half of the twentieth century found themselves in newly created gay neighborhoods, such as the Castro in San Francisco and Boystown in Chicago, turned gay organically, embracing their gay neighbors and the gentrification they brought with them. (The other option—to fight being known as a gay-welcoming restaurant—usually did not end well, once the queer community started spending their money elsewhere.) Looks can be deceiving, though: Just because there’s a Pride flag in the window, it doesn’t necessarily make a restaurant gay or the neighborhood safe.
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If there’s a hot spot for gay restaurants today, it’s San Diego. Almost every place to eat along University Avenue in Hillcrest, the city’s gay neighborhood, is a gay one. During my visit there in October 2023, even the McDonald’s hung a banner that said “living my truth,” next to a heart in the colors of the Progress Pride flag. At Urban MO’s, I got the special (and cheap) peach margarita and a heaping plate of heart-exploding macaroni and cheese, served by a blond twink wearing high-waisted denim shorts and a shirt that said “I [heart] Dominant Women.” At InsideOUT, located in the commons of an apartment building, I ate syrup-soaked French toast with a sexually and racially diverse crowd under a fantastic mélange of life-size, kaleidoscopically colored mushrooms and Alice in Wonderland–style flowers, all part of the restaurant’s regular Instagram-thirsty redesigns. Nathan, my ridiculously handsome server who looked like George Clooney’s otter brother, wore a black collared shirt, a strappy brown leather harness, knee-length shorts, and brown boots—Alpine go-go boy realness. During my weekend in San Diego, it was evident that restaurant owners in Hillcrest are skilled at providing a culinary and visual experience that locals and tourists (gay men and straight women, mostly) want from a gay restaurant: familiar American food, specialty cocktails, hot waiters in leg-baring shorts, and jealousy-inducing decor.


All that gayness has a national history and I will take you there, restaurant by restaurant. In the 1920s and ’30s, in cities big and small, gay people ate out despite threats of arrest. During World War II, restaurants attracted gay servicemen and -women who didn’t know other gay people existed before the conflict brought them together. In postwar America, gay restaurants began to thrive in earnest, especially in big cities. That was especially the case in Washington, D.C., despite the Lavender Scare that gripped the federal government and put gay people in the crosshairs. In the ’70s, neighborhoods like the Castro and the West Village became ground zero for what today we would consider the modern gay restaurant.


In the ’80s—the decade I started to realize that I was gay—restaurants served as refuges during the AIDS epidemic. In the ’90s, they became more mainstream, as the internet and social media changed how LGBTQ+ people came out, found one another, and socialized. In our new century, gay restaurants may be fewer, but they are more queer than ever by embracing trans, nonbinary, and diverse sexual and gender identities in ways that, a hundred years ago, would have been unthinkable or undefinable.
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Before we go any further, a note about diversity and language: If I took a time machine to most of the restaurants in this book and asked diners what it was like to be a queer person eating at an LGBTQIA+ restaurant, they’d be as confused as if I had asked them whether they would like a venti oat milk Frappuccino to go with their Impossible Smash Burger. My twenty-first-century vocabulary about food and sexuality wouldn’t make sense or be useful in helping me characterize these people’s lives and identities.


I’m not a historian or an academic, but I am a journalist, and here’s how I talk about gay restaurants and LGBTQ+ people. In the 1920s, calling a restaurant “gay” would have meant it was vibrant, and “queer” would have meant it was unusual. As the LGBTQ+ community embraced the words “homosexual” and “gay” starting in the ’40s, the words changed how the community collectively identified and gathered. When “LGBT” was normalized and “queer” was reclaimed starting in the ’80s, it opened new ways of thinking about identity. In twenty years, perhaps someone will pick up this book and find today’s terms quaint or offensive.


Calling a restaurant “queer” today is a privilege. Ask someone on Grindr where the good queer restaurants are in Bushwick or West Hollywood, and they’ll have several recommendations. Maybe not so much in Oklahoma or Alaska. “Queer” rolls off the tongue for many young people, but for other LGBTQ+ people, especially older folks, “queer” can be fraught, not liberating. Contemporary conceptions of queerness, queer language, and intersectionality may be absent from some of my accounts because it’s ahistorical to call a gay man in the ’40s queer, or to use “transgender” to describe a person who in the ’50s was heterosexual and a self-described transvestite. “Queer” may be a common synonym for LGBT today, but it was not as widely so when I was growing up in the ’80s. If a person is dead or declined an interview request, I do my best to ensure that my words match what I know about them, noting when and why I made assumptions. I describe gay people and communities with the evidence I have about who they were at the time, not how I wish today they had been.


I also take the liberty of using the words “gay restaurant” to mean LGBTQIA+ restaurants generally since, to my Gen X ears, “gay” is a more efficient and shorter modifier. I’m specific about the clientele at a restaurant when it’s accurate to do so; I write about lesbian restaurants and trans buffets if that’s what they are. I asked people to describe their sexual and gender identities and their personal pronouns, so I didn’t make assumptions about their orientation or gender identity. If a restaurant is still open, I say that. If I know when a restaurant closed, I let you know, even if the date is approximate. If I don’t give an answer, assume it’s because the restaurant is no longer in business.


When I write about myself, I write as a gay man, not a queer one, because “queer” carries with it maverick connotations that don’t align with my identity. Even though I’m half-Latino, look at me and you’ll think, “That’s a white gay guy.” My experience as a gay man in America—and that includes eating at restaurants—is miles away from the experiences of people of color who are visibly nonwhite, people with disabilities, and people whose gender identity isn’t cis like mine. Make no mistake: How I look affected how I researched this book, from how I was treated when a restaurant owner knew I was eating at their establishment to who responded to my cold outreach on social media for interviews. A white-looking cis guy like me is and always has been served differently at restaurants, gay and not. I tried to bring with me an understanding and humbleness about that privilege every time I walked into a dining room, did a phone interview, and wrote a paragraph.
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Okay, back to the question: What is a gay restaurant? The best answer, of course, comes from Dynasty.


In 1983, ABC’s hit primetime soap opera was in its fourth season. Among the many plotlines was a convoluted custody case involving Steven Carrington, the gay son of the wealthy tycoon Blake Carrington. Steven was semi-out from the first episode—a groundbreaking and scandalous assertion of male homosexuality on American television during the homophobic and Christian Nationalist Reagan administration. Blake was so upset over his son’s sexual identity and his desire to be more open about it that in one early episode, he acerbically said that if only homosexuality were still considered a disease, he would endow a foundation called “The Steven Carrington Institute for the Treatment and Study of Faggotry.” Blake spoke for many Americans at the time who considered homosexuality an illness and something best left to sad, dark bars in sketchy, remote neighborhoods.


In a Dynasty episode that aired on November 2, 1983, Sammy Jo, Steven’s ex-wife, testifies against him in a bitter custody hearing, claiming he would be a poor father for their son, Danny. Sammy Jo—played to perfection by ’80s ingenue Heather Locklear—says this while looking stunning in a luscious raspberry wool mock turtleneck mini-dress accented with a dramatic black obi belt, and a wide-brimmed black hat that frames her feathered blond hair with an evil patina.


To convince the court that Steven is an unfit dad, Sammy Jo testifies that she saw Steven flirt with a man as they ate at a gay restaurant in New York.


“A gay restaurant?” the lawyer for her side replies, as if he had never heard of so ridiculous a place. “Now, why do you say that?”


“It’s very obvious,” she responds, her voice like ice. “All you had to do was look around.”


I’m getting hungry. Let’s eat.
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The Elder Stateswoman


Annie’s Paramount Steak House, Washington, D.C.


Before diving into the many histories and permutations of America’s gay restaurants, we need to talk about the American gay restaurant. For that, I turned to a gregarious, no-nonsense, smile-producing, and hug-hungry heterosexual great-grandmother who loved to pour strong drinks and had a message for all her guests but especially her beloved gay ones: In my house, you come as you are.
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Georgia Katinas dropped a teeny pin into my hand.


“For you,” she said.


It was near the end of our conversation, late one morning over coffee (mine) and paperwork (hers) at Annie’s Paramount Steak House, the Washington, D.C., restaurant her family owns and operates. To mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of Annie’s in 2023, Georgia commissioned tiny oblong enameled pins as gifts to her loyal customers. Each one said “Annie’s” in minuscule script, and they came in five-year increments in ten colors to commemorate how long the wearer had been eating there. At some point, I must have told Georgia that I first ate at Annie’s in 1993, which was why she gave me the lime-colored thirty-year pin.


Georgia, who has managed Annie’s since 2019, originally ordered twenty-five of the forty years–plus pins, figuring she wouldn’t need more. But she ran out and had to order fifty more—that’s how many customers, most of them gay men, had been dining at Annie’s since at least the late 1960s. “That just shows an incredible level of community,” she said, as employees in black dress shirts and black pants washed glasses, wiped down tables, and made fresh pots of coffee ahead of the lunchtime rush.


Annie’s is one of the oldest gay restuarants, if not the oldest surviving gay restaurant, in the country. (“Gay, but straight-friendly,” as Georgia reminds me.) It’s located on 17th Street in D.C.’s once very gay but now straighter and still gentrified Dupont Circle neighborhood, where I lived in the mid-’90s. Annie’s looks gay all over. Outside, rainbow flags share space with Italianate architectural touches, including window hoods and cornice details. Inside, Pride flags offset the pecan-brown wood paneling and sleet-gray decor in the dining room, and large street-facing windows make it easy for passersby to see how gay their dining experience will be. Annie’s checks every box of what you want your gay restaurant to be: It’s known for a good time with good food for lots of tastes, it welcomes anyone under the queer umbrella, and it’s deeply invested in its community and the people who live there. It’s tenderly masculine and unpretentiously congenial—my kind of gay restaurant.


It helps that the food is all about comfort, mostly in the American diner tradition but elevated a notch, with touches of Greece, where the Katinas family is from. Popular items include steak, of course, but also the Athenian chicken and Annie’s signature Bull in the Pan, a platter of sirloin tips served sizzling. To accommodate more than just meat eaters, there’s now a vegetarian Beyond Burger on the menu. On the day I tried it, the waiter who took care of me was Mano Vodjani, an efficient and no-nonsense man Annie hired in 1974 and who still makes customers feel as special as if they were dining at Daniel, the renowned French restaurant on New York’s Upper East Side.


Annie’s isn’t a foodie destination. In 2010, The Washington Post’s restaurant critic Tom Sietsema criticized the “gloppy Caesar salad” and the “juiceless and vapid” pork chops.1 But it wasn’t a total pan; he praised the strong drinks and the “homey” mashed potatoes, the “crisp” coleslaw, and the “decent” Cajun-spiced rib eye. He also pointed out that a visitor would encounter “more air-kissing than you see at fashion week in New York, London, Milan and Paris combined.” Say gay without saying gay.


Annie’s remains a gay draw for reasons beyond comfort food. In fact, Annie’s is such a gay legacy restaurant that in 2019, the James Beard Foundation named it an American Classic, an award that honors restaurants with “timeless appeal” that “serve quality food that reflects the character of their communities.” In its announcement, the foundation praised Annie’s for its “hefty” steaks and strong cocktails, but also lauded the restaurant’s “inclusiveness and respect.”2 Unlike some of the other distinctions, the American Classic Award acknowledges not only the food but also the ethos of a long-standing restaurant, making this particular honor even more special.


David Hagedorn, a food critic, writer, and chef based in Washington, D.C., gushed about Annie’s in an essay that accompanied the announcement. “The steaks are good, the burgers fat and juicy, and the clam strips are ever at-the-ready to act as conveyances for tartar and cocktail sauces,” he wrote.3 Annie’s used to make so many martinis and Manhattans, he noted, that bartenders made batches in Sysco mayonnaise jugs. According to David, Annie’s is in a gay restaurant league of its own.


“It’s just always had that reputation of being a place that everyone would feel comfortable in,” he told me. “That’s part of its staying power. They’re not doing it just to take our money. They’ve demonstrated a real commitment to the community.” That includes being an early sponsor of the Gay Men’s Chorus of Washington, D.C., and of other LGBTQ+ causes.


In 1985, Annie’s moved a block north from its original location to 1609 17th Street NW. (The popular gay bar JR’s took over its old space.) It became so popular in the ’90s that men who had been eating there for thirty years would walk in on a busy Friday night and “be pissed that they didn’t have a table right away,” Georgia said.


Since taking over as manager, Georgia has ushered Annie’s into the twenty-first century by starting an Instagram account, a small step for most restaurants but a big one for Annie’s, which didn’t have much of a website until 2019. Annie’s is no longer open twenty-four hours on the weekend, a casualty of COVID-19-related supply chain issues, staffing challenges, and changes in dining habits.






[image: image]








I first got to know Annie’s in 1993, when I was in my early twenties and had just started graduate school at American University in Washington, D.C. I lived in Dupont Circle, which at the time was the neighborhood for white gay men who could afford it, which I did by working through grad school and living with three roommates of various iterations in an apartment at 2222 Q Street. Every Friday like clockwork, I went to the now-closed Lambda Rising bookstore to pick up the Washington Blade, the city’s gay weekly newspaper. As with most extant gay newspapers, the print edition of the Blade has slimmed down since the 1990s, as advertising, including for gay restaurants, has shifted away from print or disappeared. But in the ’90s, I could count on there always being a full-page ad reminding gays that Annie’s was open twenty-four hours on weekends.


Not that Annie’s customers needed reminding: Each time I ate at Annie’s in the early-morning hours, two a.m. and on, the mood in the packed dining room was festive and flirty. The minute I walked in the door I was hit with the aroma of seared meat and syrup, mixed with sweat wafting off the bodies of horny gay men still hopeful for a last-call hookup. Annie’s was my after-hours spot on the way home from the gay mega-club Tracks, where I first met Tommy, who reeled me in with his sly smile, wet brown eyes, and wicked sense of humor. We became boyfriends that night. (We’re still friends to this day.) There was usually a wait.


Annie’s wasn’t alone in the making of D.C.’s long-running gay restaurant scene. In the ’70s, the Eagle leather bar had a full-service dining room that was open daily. It served BLTs and ham sandwiches but also upscale dinners, including lobster tail and London broil, with wine pairings listed alongside each entrée. A 1975 menu issued this dare: “Slip into your Levis… and eat with the men! If you’re man enough”—right above a listing for a Weight Watchers Special Chef Salad for $2.40. David Hagedorn remembered sitting at the Eagle for a community event next to former mayor Marion Barry and being served by a man in leather chaps.


When I think of Annie’s, I think of Brian Eft, a former boyfriend. Brian hated to cook and loved to eat out, including at Annie’s. He preferred restaurants that reminded him of eating like a college student: Pizzeria Paradiso for a pepperoni slice, or Burrito Brothers for an arm-size steak burrito. We once had a fight about I don’t remember what over tacos and frozen margaritas at El Tamarindo. We made up days later with gomen wat at our favorite Ethiopian restaurant, Meskerem. I will never forget how brightly his eyes sparkled during dinner one night under the lights at the Southern-inspired fine dining restaurant Vidalia—in him, I experienced “the warmth of being beheld,” to borrow a phrase from the novelist Ling Ma.4 Brian’s eyes always shined after a few glasses of wine, but on this particular night, they were luminescent.


My other favorite memory of Brian involved an annual, uniquely D.C. tradition: the High Heel Race. It started in the ’80s as a competitive run that took place between Annie’s in its previous location and the gay bar JR’s. The goal was simple: contestants put on high heels and raced from one bar to the other, taking a shot before running back. (The race remains a highlight of the district’s annual gay calendar.) People traveled to Dupont Circle from across metro D.C. to watch folks run in heels, some of them successfully to the finish line, and others, not more than a few steps. Brian lived on T Street near 17th, a few minutes from Annie’s, and on the night I remember most, we made sure to get to 17th early for a good viewing advantage. When the race kicked off, he let loose with high-pitched giggles that didn’t stop for the duration of the race. I recall standing behind Brian, holding my hands around his waist with my chin on his shoulder, his beard nestled against my face. Annie’s was across the street, and when I think of Brian, Annie’s is in the picture too.


When Brian died in 2022, I went to a locker he kept in Maryland and spent an afternoon sorting through his sweaters, scrapbooks, and files of printed-out emails he thought he’d need one day. I didn’t find anything related to Annie’s, but in one of his many manila folders, I came across a newspaper clipping with an ad for DuPont Italian Kitchen, a restaurant where we liked to split mozzarella sticks. (I and other juvenile D.C. gays referred to the restaurant by its acronym: DIK, as in “Let’s eat DIK tonight.”) I kept that ad as a reminder of meals with Brian, when food and drinks were our shared language, as if we were in a gay restaurant of our own making. How I wish Brian were still here so we could eat at Annie’s and, for dessert, split a slice of pumpkin pie, his favorite. I’d leave him the last bite.
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Annie Katinas was born on August 20, 1927, in Washington, D.C. Her brother, George Katinas, the only son of a Greek immigrant family from the island of Naxos, was serving overseas during World War II when his father, John George, who ran a fruit stand in Georgetown, passed away. George was then brought home from the war to be the head of household for his mother, Dialecti, and sisters—Annie, Sue, Kitty, Mary, and Sophie—and he took over the stand, his first step in a life that would be spent in food service and hospitality.


Within a couple of years, George had earned enough money to buy a restaurant. He opened Paramount Steakhouse at 1519 17th Street in 1948, the same year that the sex researcher Alfred Kinsey published Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, the groundbreaking study that explained to much of America for the first time what gay sex was and who was having it. (Way more people than Americans thought at the time, including straight men, sometimes.) In the early 1950s, George brought his sisters into the business. Annie and Sue tended bar and helped manage the restaurant. Sophie handled the finances. Kitty, along with Annie’s daughters, Kathy and Detra, waitressed. George’s son, Paul, was a day manager who worked with Annie’s husband, Sidney, and her son, Mike.


It was Annie’s job to make sure that new employees treated anyone who walked in the door as if they were family—no matter what clothes they had on, how much money they had in the bank, or the color of their skin. Georgia remembered Annie, her grandmother, saying: “I don’t care if they’re gay or straight.” It’s worth noting that the restaurant’s gay reputation had nothing to do with a gay member of the Katinas family because, according to Georgia, there haven’t been any.


Annie was the life of the party, Georgia noted fondly, “one of these heavier people that was limber” who would “dance, no problem,” and was just as glad to be having a private conversation as she was to be center stage, stirring martinis with her pinkie. Annie, herself, said that her restaurant started attracting a gay clientele in the late ’50s, but “they really adopted it as their home in the late ’60s.”5 As the story goes, Annie once spotted two men holding hands under a table and told them they could do so above it. In 1962, George renamed the restaurant Annie’s Paramount Steakhouse, given his sister’s popularity with customers.


Annie once recalled that riots rocked Washington when Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated in 1968. The restaurant was forced to close, and the neighborhood turned into a ghost town.6


“When the restaurant reopened, if it weren’t for the gay guys who came in here regularly, we would have gone broke,” she once said.7


Gay men were drawn to Annie because she was a mother figure who accepted people at face value, Georgia said. (Annie was also a fixture behind the bar, where she was known for a heavy pour—bonus points for thirsty gay people.) Annie was an especially welcome face for gay men who lived in Washington in the 1950s and ’60s and were estranged from their families, or were closeted at the office after the end of World War II, when hundreds of gays were fired from government jobs during a purge known as the Lavender Scare. Georgia didn’t have much of an explanation as to why Annie was drawn to her gay customers, other than it was in Annie’s blood to welcome everyone. If other family members didn’t like it, Annie didn’t want to hear it.


Gay life during this era was described in lurid but electric detail in Washington Confidential, a 1951 Washington tell-all written by Jack Lait and Lee Mortimer. The book singles out gay restaurants in “Garden of Pansies,” a chapter devoted to how “the hand-on-hip set wins the battle of Washington.”8 The authors call gay men “wandering semi-boys” and “twisted twerps in trousers” who congregate at restaurants near the luxury Mayflower Hotel. “Fags also like a restaurant known as Mickey’s, behind the Mayflower,” they wrote. Lesbians, or “mannish women,” frequent Kavakos’ Grill in southeast D.C., and were said to “outnumber the pansies” at David’s Grill, also by the Mayflower Hotel.


As they still do, lawmakers then regularly made outrageously offensive claims about gay people. But there’s one speech about a gay restaurant that mirrors the antigay animus that many of Annie’s customers had to put up with at the time. In 1950, Representative Arthur L. Miller, a Nebraska Republican, offered an amendment to a bill requiring background checks for employees of the Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA), in hopes of barring homosexuals from working there. Miller claimed that in D.C., there were places where homosexuals “gather for the purpose of sex orgies, where they worship at the cesspool and flesh pots of iniquity.”9 To be fair, he probably wasn’t wrong. The combination of power, ambition, repression, and under-the-gun long hours makes it one hell of a freaky gay sex town. Trust me on this.


Miller’s words—delivered to Congress—are too bonkers not to excerpt generously, spelling/grammatical errors and all, from the Congressional Record:10




There is a restaurant downtown where you will find male prostitutes. They solicit business for other male customers. They are pimps and undesirable characters. You will find odd words in the vocabulary of the homosexual. There are many types such as the necrophalia, fettichism, pygmalionism, fellatios, cunnilinguist, sodomatic, pederasty, saphism, sadism, and masochist. Indeed, there are many methods of practices among the homosexuals. You will find those people using the words as, “He is a fish. He is a bull-dicker. He is mamma and he is papa, and punk, and pimp.” Yes; in one of our prominent restaurants rug parties and sex orgies go on.





No wonder gay people turned to Annie for respite. Fortunately, Miller’s amendment was rejected.


After I interviewed Georgia, she introduced me to Norbert Kupinski and Jay Penuel, two friends in their forties and longtime Annie’s patrons, who were sitting at the bar. Norbert worked in hospitality, and lived so close to Annie’s that he could see it from his balcony. He knew Annie, and he remembered her as “D.C.’s gay grandma.”


“She took care of all of her little ones and it didn’t matter if you were eighty years old or the eighteen-year-old who didn’t know what they were doing,” he smiled. “She made you feel like you’re here and you’re one of my little chicklings.”


Jay, who worked for the city’s board of elections, said Annie’s was one of his favorite gay social spaces because it was less of a meat market than the nearby bars.


“There’s something to be said about connecting with people over food and drink, not just drink,” he mused.


Two days prior, in the upstairs dining room, Annie’s had become a makeshift chapel, where Norbert attended a memorial service for a friend. As at other gay restaurants, memorials were common at Annie’s during the worst years of the AIDS crisis. Annie herself remembered: “We lost a lot of waiters, a lot of friends. HIV became obvious, but people kept it quiet if they had it. Then some night they’d have a few drinks at the bar and start crying, and they’d tell us. We lost a lot of nice boys. It was very difficult.”


Norbert estimated that he had been eating at Annie’s for about twenty-five years. On most nights, he could count on seeing a friend who would invite him to pull up a chair for dinner. It was evidence, he said, of what made a gay restaurant feel like a second home.


“Literally a block and a half from here there are two Michelin-star restaurants,” he told me. “There you get a cold feeling, like Oh, we’re better than you. Annie’s is the complete opposite.”


Annie died of congestive heart failure on July 24, 2013, at the age of eighty-five. Her obituary in The Washington Post called her restaurant “an early sanctuary for gay residents of Washington” that later became for locals “an unofficial social club.”11 Her survivors included her brother, George; her sisters Kitty and Mary; five children; nine grandchildren; seventeen great-grandchildren; and countless gay people who considered her their mom in spirit if not biology.


On May 24, 2024, just in time for Pride Month, a street sign with the words “Annie’s Way” was installed outside the restaurant, over a decade after the D.C. Council and former mayor Vincent Gray approved the designation at the original address.


“It’s incredible,” Georgia said at the official unveiling. “It’s a real reminder that she’ll always be part of 17th Street and her legacy will live on.”12


If only every city had an Annie, and an Annie’s.
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Tonight’s Special


The Pioneers


America didn’t get its first actual restaurants that weren’t pubs or saloons with food until the first part of the nineteenth century. The steakhouse Delmonico’s, which opened in New York in 1837, considers itself the first fine dining restaurant in the country.1 Antoine’s, a French-Creole restaurant in New Orleans, opened three years later.2 Both are still in business.


I have no idea what the first gay restaurant was. How could I, when my contemporary understanding of what it means to be gay and eat out is nothing like that of same-sex-attracted people during the Van Buren administration. But I do know this: Gay people have been going out in public to find one another since the country’s earliest days, in parks and on the streets but also at commercial establishments, such as theaters and bars. Of course, they met at restaurants.


Unlike gay bars, of which there is a wealth of documented history, gay restaurants have mostly been afterthoughts to the keepers and chroniclers of American queer and dining histories. To research this book I read at least a dozen books about US restaurant history and dining culture—big books by big-name authors, about restaurants famous and not, great and small—and they barely mentioned where gay people ate. I did read some extraordinary journalism about America’s gay dining past, including one of my favorites: “The Death and Life of America’s Gay Restaurants,” Mike Albo’s delightfully observed essay about New York City eateries, including Paris Commune, where on a high school field trip I ate dinner before going to a performance of the Charles Ludlam farce The Artificial Jungle, where I saw, with eyes wide, my first drag queen, Ethyl Eichelberger. There’s also “Your Fried Chicken Has Done Drag,” Martin Padgett’s ebullient essay on Atlanta’s queer food scene, and a profile of Zuni Café and its pioneering gay chef, Billy West, that James Beard Award–winning author (and friend) John Birdsall wrote for The New York Times on the same day as my story on gay restaurants. Dr. Alex Ketchum’s book Ingredients for Revolution is a must-read for anyone interested in the wave of lesbian-feminist restaurants and cafés that changed gay dining during the ’60s and ’70s.


But overall, the scholarship on gay restaurants wasn’t as robust as I assumed it would be. I was especially surprised and disappointed to not have a much fuller picture of the gay and lesbian restaurant scene during World War II. Gays and lesbians ate out together in numbers that the country had never seen before, but the historical record of this shift when it comes to gay-welcoming restaurants remains underresearched.
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By my definition, one of the earliest gay restaurants was opened by the editor of the influential nineteenth-century newspaper The Saturday Press. Henry Clapp Jr. was enamored with bohemians—artists and novelists, theater people, freethinkers, women with opinions and sailors’ mouths—the kind of renegades he encountered during his trips to Europe.3 Inspired by such maverick living, in 1856, Clapp opened the scrappy Pfaff’s Saloon under Manhattan’s Coleman House Hotel in hopes of drawing iconoclasts of various stripes, including underappreciated artists, such as painter Elihu Vedder and actress Ada Clare. There was a bar and a few tables on which waiters set out white cloth napkins. One Pfaffian called the overall ambience “a hole beneath the surface of the street, ill-lighted, ill-ventilated, and ill-kept.”4 The menu was not for the weight watcher: it featured hearty fare—for instance, beefsteak with onions, Limburger cheese, and Welsh rarebit—with steins of German lager to wash it all down.5 Clapp hired a cook who specialized in Pfannekuchen, a thin German pancake served with fruit compote or butter and powdered sugar. The place was open late, often until dawn—the better to eat, get sloshed, and flirt.




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
GRAND
CENTRAL





OEBPS/images/9780306832192.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
First Dates, Defiant Nights,
and Last Call Disco Fries at

America’s Gay Restaurants

Dining Out

Erik
Piepenburg

thy
LCp

GRAND
CENTRAL

New York Boston





