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  Introduction




  Washington, DC, has never been cooler. The capital’s restaurant scene has exploded in the last decade. Areas that I avoided during my college years at Georgetown University are now hopping neighborhoods where you can try the latest in culinary arts and nightlife. In a city where presidents revolve every four to eight years and college students infuse the population with a new crop of fresh faces every fall, change is a leading characteristic of DC.




  In this sea of turnover, the constants stand out. And in the restaurant industry alone, where 90 percent of independent eateries close in the first year and the rest within five years, a restaurant that can survive decades is a veritable outlier.




  In these pages, you will find restaurants, bars, and shops that have stayed open as their neighbors closed, survived while their counterparts burned, and endured while their neighborhoods changed around them.




  Finding establishments in DC that qualified as “vintage” was a bit of a struggle because many businesses closed after the 1968 riots.




  After Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on Thursday, April 4, 1968, a single brick thrown through the window of the Peoples Drug Store ignited violent riots on U Street. Those riots spread to other parts of the city. By Sunday, eight hundred fires would be started, many businesses looted and burned, twelve killed, and more than one thousand injured. More than nine hundred businesses turned to rubble. It took decades for neighborhoods to recover from the devastation.




  In the following pages, you will find establishments that were spared after they hung signs that said “Soul Brother,” others that owners defended with shotguns, and some that just got lucky.




  Every restaurant, bar, or shop in this book has a unique story. You will meet a Vietnamese POW whose restaurant is frequented by American POWs. You will peek inside the restaurant where the Cuban Missile Crisis was resolved over lunch. You’ll sit at the booth where JFK proposed to Jackie, stroll through the lobby where the term “lobbyist” was coined, and trade recipes with the woman who opened the nation’s first certified organic restaurant.




  You’ll learn new things about familiar faces, like the fact that George W. Bush loved Chinese food. Or that the founding fathers loved to drink Madeira.




  You’ll learn random things, like that minigolf has sexist origins. That Barack Obama has a cousin in Ireland. And the scientific difference between ice cream and frozen custard.




  Mostly you’ll meet hardworking people who have lived the American Dream by finding a demand and supplying it.




  These fifty establishments have led me down so many different roads in history, politics, and culture. The NSA must have been truly puzzled by all the things I Googled while writing this book. I truly enjoyed learning the content of these pages, and I hope you enjoy reading it.
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  BEN’S CHILI BOWL




  1213 U STREET NW • WASHINGTON, DC 20009 (202) 667-0909 • BENSCHILIBOWL.COM




  A Bowl of History




  There’s something special about Ben’s Chili Bowl. There’s had to be for it to survive the race riots of 1968, the drug problems of the 1970s, five years of subway construction in the 1980s, the desegregation of DC, and the revitalization of U Street. Since opening its doors, Ben’s has served an ever-changing community. But through it all, the people have spoken: we need Ben’s.




  After putting himself through college by working in restaurants, Ben Ali decided to open his own. His wife, Virginia, quit her job at a bank to be his partner. “I was a little frightened,” she says. “But Ben said, ‘We will make this work if we have to sell the car, sell the apartment, build a shower, and put a bed in the back [of the restaurant].’ Of course, we didn’t have to do that.” They didn’t, indeed: after opening on August 22, 1958, Ben’s Chili Bowl would go on to be not only a successful business but an important cultural landmark.




  Ben, a Trinidadian immigrant, and Virginia, who is African American, wanted to build their business in the heart of the black community, and that was U Street. At the time, U Street was known as Black Broadway. The best of the best in African-American talent performed at nearby venues and then popped into Ben’s for a chili dog or burger. Nat King Cole, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, and Ella Fitzgerald were frequent customers. DC was segregated at the time, and in addition to being a hotbed of artistic talent, U Street was home to middle-class African-American doctors, lawyers, and professionals. The restaurant became a staple in the African-American community during this time of artistic renaissance.
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  When you step into Ben’s, you feel like you’re a part of its fertile beginnings. The red booths and stools at the front counter are the same ones where these creative legends sat. Groups of five or more can enjoy table service, but most people will pay at the same counter where Martin Luther King Jr. ordered and then perch on the same stools where important developments in civil rights took place.




  After Dr. King was assassinated on Thursday, April 4, 1968, riots engulfed U Street. Most businesses closed. But not Ben’s. Ben and Virginia hung a sign outside that said “Soul Brother” to identify themselves as an African-American business. Rioters spared Ben’s. But many of their neighbors burned.




  The mayor imposed a 5:30 p.m. curfew to instill order on Friday, April 5, but Ben’s secured permission from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to remain open. The Bowl became a gathering point for activists, firefighters, and public officials working to restore peace.




  U Street would not really recover from the devastation of the riots for two decades. In the 1970s, middle-class black families moved out of U Street and drugs moved in.




  Longtime Chili Bowl supporter Bill Cosby put Ben’s on the nation’s radar when he held a press conference to celebrate the success of The Cosby Show at the Bowl in 1983. Ben’s hung a sign that read “People Who Eat For Free: Bill Cosby. No One Else.”




  In spite of the drugs and crime, Ben’s never really struggled financially until the late 1980s, when subway construction disrupted U Street for five years. “Even my husband thought it was a waste of time [to stay open],” recalls Virginia. They scaled back to two employees and relied on faithful regulars and Metro workers to stay in business. One group of men came to the Bowl regularly after work. “They were always there, always supportive, our extended family,” reflects Virginia. She bought a television so the group could watch basketball games at the Chili Bowl. It wasn’t a business decision. “It was personal. For them.” After construction ended, they hung a sign that said “We Survived Metro.”
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    Vintage Spot




    VIENNA INN




    Ben’s Chili Bowl may get most of the press about DC chili dogs, but the Vienna Inn’s also in the game: they sell ten thousand chili dogs every month. Open since 1960, this family-run Vienna landmark also rents kegs of beer if you’re having a party or you’re just really thirsty. Sweaty patrons welcome; this place is popular for groups after a game or cyclists after a ride.




    120 Maple Avenue E, Vienna, VA 22180, (703) 938-9548, viennainn.com


  




  The Metro stop brought new customers to the Chili Bowl, and since the 1990s, Ben’s has served an increasingly diverse community while remaining an important place in black culture. Bill Clinton’s staff liked to take out from Ben’s, and ten days before his inauguration, Barack Obama ate at Ben’s. Obama became the second person to qualify for free meals at Ben’s, although the sign clarifies “But he paid!”




  The anchor in all Ben’s history is, of course, the food. The most famous item on the menu is the Chili Half-Smoke. This mixed pork and beef sausage is grilled and topped with mustard, onions, and spicy chili. Other classics include the chili dog, chili con carne, and the chili burger. All burgers are made from never-frozen beef, and healthy options like turkey and veggie burgers are available. Ben’s spicy homemade or vegetarian chili can be added to any sandwich, sausage, or burger you order. Comfort sides like fries and potato salad and desserts like milk shakes or slices of cake will fill you up.




  If you want to avoid the lines at Ben’s, go on a weekday in the winter. If you do end up waiting in a line that snakes outside into the adjacent alley, pass the time by admiring Aniekan Udofia’s graffiti-inspired mural depicting famous Chili Bowl supporters Barack Obama, Donnie Simpson, Chuck Brown, and Bill Cosby.




  Ben Ali passed away in 2009, and at eighty-one, Virginia no longer actively runs the business. But her sons, daughters-in-law, and even her grandchildren are up to the challenge. Her fourteen-year-old grandson has already said he plans to run the Bowl when he’s older.




  The food at the Bowl is worth your while, but being a part of this landmark’s history is the real reason to make Ben’s a must. The family values and communal character of Ben’s Chili Bowl have made it a special place for Washington, DC, since 1958, and will undoubtedly make it thrive for years to come.
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  BIG PLANET COMICS




  4849 CORDELL AVENUE • BETHESDA, MD 20814 (301) 654-6856 • BIGPLANETCOMICS.COM
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  Holy Comics, Batman!




  You don’t need tingling Spidey senses to tell that comics are having a moment. Actually, it’s more of a decade. Since the X-Men series hit theaters in 2000, we’ve seen comic book adaptation after adaptation grace the big screen, and TV shows based on comics like The Walking Dead and Gotham have confirmed the comic industry’s own superpower: profitability. In 2013, the source material that’s inspired these screen successes—the comic books themselves—generated $870 million in sales.




  If you want to get your hands on a comic book or graphic novel, get in your Batmobile and head for the original Big Planet Comics in Bethesda. Since 1986, Big Planet Comics has not only survived as the comic book industry has evolved, but it’s expanded to three additional stores in Vienna, College Park, and U Street.




  When founder Joel Pollack was home sick as an eight-year-old, his mother gave him an issue of Superboy titled “The Robot Boy of Smallville.” It blew chicken soup out of the water. Unfortunately, Pollack’s mother passed away a year later. When his father remarried, Pollack inherited a new stepbrother, and his comic collection. “I found his comics,” says Pollack, and “made them mine.”




  Over the years, Pollack’s aunt Kitty nurtured his interest in comics by introducing him to her friend Ira Schnapp, a letterer at DC Comics. Ira invited Pollack to spend time at the DC offices. He spent two memorable days shadowing artists Murphy Anderson and Curt Swan. The visit was “a turning point in my life,” states Pollack. He wanted to become a professional artist. Pollack took a few art classes, but mostly relied on reading comics to learn illustration tricks. He drew covers for Rocket’s Blast and Fantastic Magazine but realized he simply wasn’t good enough to earn his keep as a professional artist. “I just couldn’t match the guys that I was meeting,” Pollack says of the artists he met at conventions.
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  But he parlayed his love of comics into the next best thing: his own comic book store. Affluent and underserved, Bethesda was the perfect location. “People from Bethesda were going all the way over to Silver Spring to buy their comics.” Not anymore.




  The Bethesda store has changed locations three times over the years, but never by more than fifty feet. Today, a life-size inflatable Spiderman climbs on the ceiling above the new and recent releases in the neatly organized shop.




  Some comic book stores get a bad rap among women for being dirty or for employing men who ogle female shoppers, but not Big Planet. Pollack is proud of the store’s well-lit, clean look, which he connects to its 25 to 35 percent female clientele.




  Pollack’s first employee, a teenager named Greg Bennett, become his business partner. At sixty-five, Pollack has no plans to retire. But when the time comes, he expects Bennett to completely take over.




  Big Planet Comics has become a fixture in the community, bringing comics lovers together. One couple even held their wedding ceremony at Big Planet in 2009. Alfredo Ignacio and Becky Kim got hitched surrounded by comics, the mutual interest that initially brought them together. “Thankfully, I’ve never hosted a funeral,” jokes Pollack.




  Every year on the first Saturday of May, Big Planet participates in Free Comic Book Day. FCBD honors comics and gets readers inside independent comic book stores. Certain comic books are available free of charge, and others are on sale. Big Planet even puts together a bag of free comics that’s kid-friendly for the under-ten crowd. “We usually have a line that goes all the way down the block,” says Pollack.




  Comics and their sellers have gone online. Websites such as Thrillbent offer subscription packages wherein readers pay a monthly fee to peruse the site’s comics collection. Pollack doesn’t think that comics translate well to digital but understands his paper preference may be a product of age. “There’s a new generation that’s going to grow up with digital,” he says. Pollack thinks the Internet has had a “mostly positive” impact on the comics industry, but that there are “certainly people who are going to buy digitally and not walk through my doors.” Big Planet’s foray into technology comes in the form of its Vienna and U Street locations’ weekly podcast, which discusses comics across all mediums.




  More than two decades ago, Pollack decided to focus on graphic novels rather than single issues. Back then, only “the best of the best” was compiled into novel editions, says Pollack. Today they’re very common. Like the binge-watching trend, comic book consumers like their content in big helpings.




  Big Planet’s been affected by changing reader demographics. “With the advent of the popularity of video games, we lost a big segment of our readership, which was eleven-to fourteen-year-olds,” explains Pollack. But comics’ recent popularity with readers aged eight to eleven has helped to combat those losses.




  Once relegated to the nerds, comics have become mainstream. Yes, the industry surged in the 1980s with the relaunch of series such as The Watchmen, and as comics became more mature, their audiences extended well into adulthood. But particularly in the last decade, comics have become cool. FOX megahit The OC’s protagonist Seth Cohen is at least partly responsible for the geek-chic transition. Cohen’s love for comic books and his foray into authorship took up quite a lot of screen time, paving the way for future mainstream characters whose love of comics was not an example of their nerd-dom but, rather, part of their cool factor.




  The millennium belongs to the Steve Jobses and Mark Zuckerbergs of the world. Whereas old comic book film adaptations were campy—think the Batman movies of the 1960s—today’s film versions are sleek and cool. Comic book–reading geeks rule the world. “As they should,” says Pollack.




  




  [image: a jozz BLUES ALLEY Roy HARGROVE QUINTET]




  [image: p010.jpg]




  BLUES ALLEY




  1073 WISCONSIN AVENUE NW • WASHINGTON, DC 20007 (202) 337-4141 • BLUESALLEY.COM
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  Artists in the Alley




  Aband member’s girlfriend dances alone to the beat of the band playing onstage at Blues Alley. She’s grooving, clapping, and says, “That was amazing,” in a brief lull between songs that everyone can hear. Thank goodness the candles on the table are fake, because she knocks one over while shaking her hips. With this kind of enthusiasm, she must be connected to the band. Only she’s nobody’s girlfriend. She’s not even a sister or cousin. She’s here alone, and on her way out the door, she tells a staff member, “I needed that.”




  For fifty years, this Georgetown jazz supper club in an alleyway off Wisconsin Avenue has been providing a stage for artists and great performances for music lovers. Every night, the club features 8 and 10 p.m. shows by a wide variety of jazz musicians. Tickets vary based on the lineup, but usually hover around $25. Operations director Kris Ross describes the atmosphere as “seedy elegance.” Yes, Blues Alley is in an alleyway, but this is Georgetown, where people pay $3 for cupcakes and wear boat-print shorts. Granted, in the 1960s, Georgetown was more leather jacket than J.Crew, but today this is the world’s safest alleyway.




  A blue sign on a brick façade welcomes patrons inside, where saxophones, trumpets, and various horns hang on the exposed-brick walls. About thirty-five circular tables draped in blue tablecloths face the rectangular stage close to the action, because when somebody’s playing the blues, you want to be close. Nobody goes to a jazz and blues concert at a stadium. There’s a bar in the back, and waitresses serve a full Creole dinner menu to patrons meeting a $12 minimum.




  On a Tuesday night, the Royal Southern Brotherhood plays on a stage bathed in blue, red, and pink lights. But for hungry and thirsty jazzheads, the menu provides plenty of options. The jambalaya, Cajun-spiced crab cakes, and shrimp over cheese grits exemplify the New Orleans–inspired menu.




  Virginia-born clarinet and vibraphone player Tommy Gwaltney converted an eighteenth-century carriage house into Blues Alley in 1965. The club did not have a kitchen back then and faced competition from fellow Georgetown jazz club Cellar Door and U Street’s famous Bohemian Caverns (also profiled in this book). The club employed a house band that played with soloists, and Gwaltney often had to instruct audience members to “shut up and listen.”




  The second owner, John Bunyan, a jazz-loving businessman, really turned Blues Alley into a profitable staple in DC’s music scene in the 1970s. Bunyan did away with the house band, attracting bands, duos, trios, and more to play at Blues Alley, not just soloists. He also instituted a “Quiet, Please” policy that turned the club into a more music-focused venue. The addition of a dinner menu also kept patrons’ mouths full and silent while artists showcased their talents on stage. He also introduced smaller tables to the space, preventing large groups from becoming too boisterous.




  Bunyan ran the business until 2005, and his stepson Kris has been with the club for twenty years. In 2005, current owner and executive director Harry Schnipper took over. Schnipper frequented the club for decades before purchasing it a decade ago. By day he works as a real estate broker. By night he runs the city’s oldest, continuously operating jazz club.




  Blues Alley has provided several artists a space to record live albums. Wynton Marsalis recorded Live at Blues Alley with the Wynton Marsalis Quartet. Eva Cassidy recorded her own Live at Blues Alley album in January 1996, just ten months before her death. It went platinum.




  Blues Alley has provided stages for many more artists such as guitarist Charlie Byrd, Maynard Ferguson of the Birdland Dream Band, and trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie. “Our performance schedule is top notch with a diverse selection of music,” says Ross. Diverse is right: in one week, the club has featured jazz icon Ramsey Lewis, the Bowie State University Jazz Band, vocalist Donna Byrne, Jason Marsalis (of the “First Family of Jazz”), Dizzy Gillespie’s protégé, ten-time Grammy winner Arturo Sandoval, and a student band from Israel.




  Dizzy Gillespie is famous for spearheading the “bebop” style of modern jazz in the 1940s. The style swapped big bands and order for smaller ensembles with ample opportunities for improvisation.




  Dizzy also founded the Blues Alley Jazz Society in 1985. The society operates the Blues Alley Youth Orchestra and a summer jazz camp and produces the Big Band Jam held in April during Jazz Appreciation Month. Gillespie passed away in 1993, but the society plays on, passing jazz down to the next generation.




  The club has remained mostly unchanged over the years. One major change is a no-smoking policy. Gone are the days of the smoky jazz club. The policy benefits not only customers who enjoy a smoke-free environment but also the artists, especially seasoned performers who have suffered from a lifetime of secondhand smoke at gigs.




  The majority of Blues Alley’s customers are repeat visitors, and the club’s mission to pass jazz down to youngsters seems to be working: “We’ve had four generations at a table,” says Ross.




  When talking about cities with great jazz scenes, New York, Chicago, and New Orleans typically get the love. But DC has contributed many artists and clubs to the national jazz scene. Duke Ellington, Billy Taylor, and Frank Wess are all DC natives who studied music together at Dunbar High School. While the number of jazz clubs in the city has dwindled since the years of Black Broadway (see the section on Bohemian Caverns), Blues Alley has remained. For fifty years, this club has kept jazz alive in the capital.
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  BOHEMIAN CAVERNS




  2001 11TH STREET NW • WASHINGTON, DC 20001 (202) 299-0800 • BOHEMIANCAVERNS.COM
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  “The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure you seek.”


  —Joseph Campbell




  Alarge yellow saxophone hangs off the side of a brick building whose awning is decorated like the black and white keys of a piano. This is Bohemian Caverns, a supper club that has been an important place for jazz since 1926. Unlike Joseph Campbell, you might not be afraid to enter Bohemian Caverns, but musical treasure awaits.




  World-famous musicians like Cab Calloway, Duke Ellington, and Miles Davis crooned at the Caverns in its early years, when the neighborhood was known as Black Broadway.




  Today artists new and old play for crowds in the aptly named club, given because the basement club looks exactly like a cave, complete with stalactites. Musicians play before patrons seated at tables with white tablecloths and candles in the low-ceilinged, intimate space. Listening to jazz in the underground cave, you feel like you’re someplace hip.




  Couples dressed to the nines canoodle in dark corners, while others opt for jeans and platonic company on a Saturday night in February. I listen to the Dwayne Adell Trio warm up their fingers on the bass, piano, and drums while servers clad in all black take orders. Once they get going, this trio shows off their skill and genuine love for performing. The bass player brings his head close to the strings he plucks, the drummer wears a huge smile the entire set, and the pianist moves his shoulders rhythmically while he traverses the keys. If they could be dancing, they would be. But they settle for moving whatever body part they can while keeping the beat.




  

    Vintage Spot




    THE HOWARD THEATRE




    A concert venue, bar, restaurant, and nightclub, the legendary Howard Theatre has served Washington’s musical needs since 1910. The theater was an integral player on Black Broadway, providing stages for Miles Davis, Cab Calloway, and Ella Fitzgerald, and then Marvin Gaye, Aretha Franklin, Lena Horne, and James Brown in later years. The theater closed after the 1968 riots but reopened in 2012 and features a gospel breakfast buffet on Sundays.




    620 T Street NW, Washington, DC 20001, (202) 803-2899, thehowardtheatre.com


  




  “There’s some kind of energy that moves back and forth between the band and the audience,” says owner Omrao Brown. “It’s not one-directional.” He’s right. In the Cave, the musical experience is a shared one. The audience energizes the performers. The performers energize the audience.




  The Cave first opened as the Club Caverns in the mid-1920s and has had a rocky history. It shut down in the 1940s but reopened in the 1950s as the Crystal Caverns. When Tony Taylor purchased the club a few years later, he renamed it the Bohemian Caverns. Unlike Ben’s Chili Bowl, mentioned earlier in this book, the Cave was unable to remain open after the 1968 U Street Riots ravaged the neighborhood. It wasn’t until the 1990s that the Bohemian Caverns reopened under Amir Afshar, and not until 2005, when current owner and manager Omrao Brown purchased the Cave with partners Sashi Brown and Jamal Starr, that it reclaimed its spot at the center of DC’s jazz scene.




  Brown made several changes to the club that brought the DC community downstairs to the Cave. He started an artist-in-residence program that gave a new artist four weeks to perform and cultivate a following. Brown saw artists playing as many gigs as possible with as many bands as possible just to get by. They were independent contractors working two hours at a time. The artist-in-residence program would give them a steady gig for a month, playing with the same people and allowing them to get ready to go into the studio to record or develop their sound.




  Brown also started the Bohemian Caverns Jazz Orchestra, a seventeen-piece house band that plays every Monday night. Despite some stumbles in getting started, it’s become very popular. “It’s probably our third-best night of the week,” Brown reckons.




  Sometimes a group is so engrossed in their performance that Brown has to turn off the amps to get them to stop playing. “A lot of times an hour is not enough,” he sympathizes. “But we’ve got to get the next show in.”




  The son of jazz musician and professor Leonard Brown, Omrao has always had music in his blood. “I’ve been listening to jazz and going to jazz since I was born,” he says. Brown played trumpet in his early years, but these days his focus is helping others showcase their talents onstage. “I love listening to live music,” he says. Running the Cave has also been a “reaffirming exposure to the general public,” he says. “Ninety-nine percent of the people I meet, be they musicians or customers, [are] really good people.”
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