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PREFACE

On New Year’s Eve heading into 2021, I turned to my friend, Sarah, and my then girlfriend—now wife—Jen, and said: “Want to road-trip to every lesbian bar in the country?” I wasn’t chasing a spot in The Guinness Book of World Records for longest bar crawl ever. It was stories that I was after. I wanted to uncover the histories of these spaces, which have offered sanctuary when safety for the queer community was otherwise elusive. I wanted to collect the stories of the people who run these bars and the people who’ve come to call them home.

I knew how much our own local New York lesbian bars meant to the three of us: the ways our stories had unfolded within them, and the queer history that was practically etched into their walls. I had a theory that the rest of the country’s lesbian bars would be the same.

Sarah, Jen, and I had been dreaming of creating a podcast together, and this felt like the idea we’d been waiting for. We would call it Cruising. Armed with a microphone and a recorder, we would sit down with bar owners, staff members, and regulars in queer bars around the country, inviting them to talk about their first loves, secrets, sacrifices, losses, and dreams.

Lesbian bars had suddenly become a hot topic around this time. Mainstream media had grown interested in the idea that they were disappearing. “Where Did All the Lesbian Bars Go?” read one May 2020 New York Times headline.1 “21 lesbian bars remain in America,” stated a PBS News feature the following summer.2 It was a sharp decline from the approximately 200 lesbian bars that existed in the 1980s. Closures were attributed to a constellation of factors: gentrification, the rise of dating apps, and an increased social acceptance of LGBTQ+ folks, which diminished the need for explicitly queer spaces. Still, gay male-centric bars continued to flourish, leading many to point to the gendered wealth gap and to gendered stereotypes—that women don’t drink as much, or that women are more likely to enter monogamous relationships and stop going out. While many mourned the shuttering of these gathering places, we looked to an unlikely upside: it seemed physically possible to drive to all the remaining lesbian bars in a reasonable amount of time.

The three of us would make the perfect team. Jen, who is sixteen years my senior, started exploring New York City’s lesbian bars in 1998 at the age of eighteen. As a first-year at Staten Island’s Wagner College, she rode the ferry to Manhattan, accompanied by more than enough upperclassmen for her to slip into the bars along with them and avoid being carded. Jen was accustomed to bars, having spent much of her childhood trailing family members to long-standing Rhode Island establishments. But these places had always been straight. In New York, she was astonished to find a different kind of bar scene: vibrant and unapologetically queer, this world would hold her throughout her two-plus decades in the city. Jen also loves to drive—a helpful asset for a cross-country road trip. Plus, she’s the type of lesbian who can change a flat tire, walk into any room and make friends, and keep everyone around her fed and caffeinated.

As for Sarah, I’ve known her since middle school. We grew up in the same Boston suburb in the 2000s and 2010s. Being gay was not going to get you beat up or kicked out of school, but it felt severely uncool. Back then, same-sex marriage had yet to be legalized on the federal level. In our public high school social studies class, it was somehow deemed appropriate for the teacher to poll students on whether we thought gay people should be allowed to wed. Most raised their hands to vote yes, but some—including many of the “popular kids” whose opinions shaped the social hierarchy of the school—voted no. Sarah and I came out to each other before we told anyone else.

We drifted apart in college but reconnected over two-dollar margaritas at the Manhattan lesbian bar Cubbyhole during a summer that we both happened to be working internships in the city. Sarah is the question asker, the reporter, and the audio technician of our group. She has no qualms about walking into a bar, asking a stranger for an interview, and then pulling their entire life story out of them. The stories you’ll read in this book are largely thanks to Sarah.

As for me, I am the dreamer, the planner, and the listener. I was constantly revising our route to incorporate the new spaces I kept discovering online that met our criteria: bars run by queer women or nonbinary folks that intentionally centered the queer women and nonbinary community. While Jen drove, I was in the passenger seat, figuring out where we would be sleeping each night. I booked motels, Airbnbs, and—much to everyone’s chagrin—the occasional campsite. While Sarah asked questions, I sat beside her, quietly listening, absorbing story after story.

At first, we thought that in collecting these stories, we might find answers to the question everyone seemed to be asking: Why were lesbian bars disappearing? Yet, we didn’t find lesbian bars that were dying. Instead, we found them thriving. Through the stories we uncovered, we began to understand it wasn’t a why that we were after, but a how: How do these spaces survive? How are they built? How do they support us? How do we support them? How are they intertwined with our community, our history, our fight for liberation, and our chosen families?

After twenty bars and thirty days on the road, we returned to Brooklyn on October 13, 2021, thinking that we’d answered our questions and concluded our journey. What we didn’t know was that the country was on the cusp of a lesbian bar resurgence. With LGBTQ+ rights under attack across the country and transphobia rearing its ugly head, the need for a new kind of lesbian bar—one that centers radical inclusion and collective resistance—has become increasingly urgent. As people step up to fill that need, new bars have continued to open, calling us back to the road. At the same time, a nationwide renewed interest in lesbian culture has sent us on a deep dive into historic spaces that no longer exist but have left their mark.

As our podcast began showing up in queer studies classes, and as listeners, researchers, and followers started requesting transcripts and asking about a book, we set our sights on synthesizing the stories we’ve gathered over the years into physical pages they could turn to.

This book follows a path much like our 2021 road trip, though with a bit of time travel, moving counterclockwise around the country. Each region reveals something new about what defines a lesbian bar and what helps it endure. We begin in 1925 New York City, with what some consider the first lesbian bar. From there, we visit today’s bars of the Northeast: neighborhood institutions that raised us, and community-driven spaces built to survive. In the Midwest, we explore the central rule of the modern lesbian bar: be nice or leave. Then we head west, following in the footsteps of so many queers before us, who made the same pilgrimage in pursuit of freedom and community. Finally, we return home through the South, where we witness how lesbian bars—and the communities around them—offer safety and sanctuary in the face of bigotry and discrimination.

So many queer stories are lost. Or rather, they were never told in the first place. For centuries, queerness was often a secret taken to the grave. This is why so much of queer history is found not in books, but in bars. These pages are an attempt to capture as many of our stories as possible—an unofficial history of lesbian life in America.





Part One

THE NORTHEAST

LESBIAN BARS ARE NEIGHBORHOOD BARS




Chapter One

EVE’S HANGOUT

THE FIRST LESBIAN BAR?

NEW YORK, NY

In 1999, Nina Alvarez spotted an unusual book on the mantle of an old fireplace in the lobby of her Albany apartment building, where a small free library had emerged. A self-identified bisexual bibliophile, Nina was drawn to the book for two reasons. One, it looked handmade; it was a plain hardcover green book with an off-white cloth label pasted on the front cover.1 And two, the book was titled Lesbian Love by Evelyn Adams.2

Inside Lesbian Love, Nina discovered erotic illustrations of women alongside seemingly fictitious short stories about lesbian relationships, all carefully typeset and professionally printed. Nina and her friends puzzled over the book. The hairstyles and outfits of the women in the pictures appeared to be straight out of the 1920s, and the book itself seemed to be from the early twentieth century. But the stories felt strikingly modern. One mentions a gay dinner party. Another describes two women who “talk of getting married to each other,” and who “really believe they can have a baby.” A third introduces Jimmie, a young person who “felt far more comfortable in boyish clothes.”3

Nina kept the book tucked away on a shelf. More than a decade later, she began sorting through her book collection, looking up the resale values of some of the older titles. “I looked up Lesbian Love by Evelyn Adams and I couldn’t find anything about it. […] It wasn’t available for sale anywhere. It certainly was not on Amazon,” she recalls during our interview.

Finally, she came across a blog post on an early twentieth-century woman by the name of Eve Adams. It mentioned the lesbian tearoom that she’d run in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village in 1925—as well as her book, Lesbian Love, which she’d published that same year. “My jaw started to drop,” Nina tells us. “I had never even thought to look it up before. I’d been carrying it around since 1999.”

Nina took the book to a local antiquarian fair to consult an expert on its value. After examining it and doing some research, he declined to offer a valuation. “It’s sort of priceless,” he told Nina. Up until this point, Lesbian Love had all but vanished from existence. Yale’s Sterling Library had once held a single copy, but in 2005 it had mysteriously gone missing.4 Nina’s was now the only known copy.

“That began my real journey of learning about Eve,” Nina says. She finally grasped the rarity of the book, but it would take time before she came to understand the importance of it: the role it had played in Eve’s life, and the deadly consequences it would have for her, sparking her deportation to Europe at precisely the worst time to be a queer Jewish woman there.

Eve’s story is one of a gender-nonconforming lesbian anarchist immigrant. It’s one that historians, librarians, playwrights, and Eve’s surviving relatives have pieced together over the past few decades. Each of them has had their own unique journey to Eve. There’s Nina, of course, who found Eve on a bookshelf in Albany. There’s the playwright Barbara Kahn, who discovered Eve while scouring the internet in the early 2000s for stories of—as she puts it—”the forgotten women.” There’s historian Jonathan Ned Katz, who came across Eve’s name in a New York Times article and, shocked that he had never heard of her, went on to write her only biography.

I first stumbled upon Eve while trying to answer a seemingly simple question: Where was America’s first lesbian bar? There’s a lot of debate as to which establishment might claim this title, and some do cite Eve’s tearoom—or Eve’s Hangout, as it was called. But the question is more complicated than it seems. How are we defining a lesbian bar? How are we defining a lesbian, for that matter? Well, the common definition of a lesbian is a woman who is attracted to other women—and yes, this includes trans women, seeing as trans women are women. But I’ve also met nonbinary lesbians, as well as trans men who still identify with the lesbian community, and I’m certainly not in the business of policing who can and cannot be a lesbian. If you say you’re a lesbian—and not in the joking way that cis men sometimes do—then in my eyes, you’re a lesbian. For the purposes of this book, then, let’s say a lesbian bar is a) a bar that is b) owned or operated by lesbians, LGBTQ+ women, or nonbinary folks, and c) intentionally welcomes lesbians, LGBTQ+ women, and nonbinary folks.

Eve Adams identified as a lesbian. Her book, Lesbian Love, clearly declares as much. As Jonathan Ned Katz asserts: “To name the book Lesbian Love, to say those words publicly, she was coming out. […] ‘There is such a thing as lesbian love,’ she was saying.”

Eve describes queer women’s spaces multiple times throughout her book, and they often resemble her own tearoom. In one short story, she writes of two women, Sammie and Dottie, who “rented a basement” in “a famous neighborhood of the metropolis” and opened a spot called the “Flowery Tea Pot.”5 Sammie is masculine while Dottie is feminine, and Eve writes that the pair are often referred to as husband and wife. Their fictitious tearoom sounds a lot like the real Eve’s Hangout, which also operated in a basement at 129 MacDougal Street, just south of Washington Square Park in Greenwich Village.6 Eve goes on to describe the Flowery Tea Pot as “a very popular and interesting rendezvous for loving couples of the same sex, mostly the fair sex … where over a cup of tea lovers meet and wistfully look into each other’s eyes.”7

Sammie attracts attention for the way she dresses, with strangers doubting she is a woman—she often wears a “tightly fitting tailored suit, and the inevitable attached collar and tie, which means so much in the life of a Lesbian,”8 Eve writes. In the few existing photos of Eve, she too sports collared shirts, ties, suit jackets, and pants. She has a short crop of curly hair and stands formidably at five feet fall. Eve’s very presence in her tearoom signaled a safe environment for other lesbians.

Yet, both Jonathan Ned Katz and Barbara Kahn, experts on Eve’s life story, are quick to emphasize that Eve’s Hangout was by no means exclusively for women. “She welcomed all kinds of people,” Jonathan stresses.

“It was a very welcoming place for lesbians. And lesbians knew that, and they congregated there,” Barbara says, “but [Eve] also was very much a supporter of the arts, particularly of local Greenwich Village writers at the beginnings of their careers. And she would have salon evenings that would target a particular poet who could present his or her work for that evening.”

Eve’s Hangout clearly meets two of the criteria we’ve set for lesbian bars; Eve was an LGBTQ+ woman who ran a space that welcomed LGBTQ+ women and people of all kinds. But was Eve’s Hangout a bar?

This question is made complicated by the fact that the tearoom operated during Prohibition. From 1920 to 1933, the sale of alcohol was illegal in the United States. Forget lesbian bars—there were no public bars at all during those thirteen years. There were, however, plenty of underground speakeasies. Jonathan points out that “tearoom” was often “a euphemism for a place [where] liquor was served.”

Barbara, though, is doubtful that Eve was secretly slinging drinks. “I went to the municipal archives, and I pulled up [Eve’s] arrest records,” she says. “They threw everything at her that they could, but nowhere was it mentioned during this time of Prohibition that she was charged with running a speakeasy. [Or] that she was arrested for selling alcohol. […] And my feeling was if they had found a drop there in this public facility, they would’ve included that.”

Whether or not we can call Eve’s Hangout a true bar remains up for debate. In my opinion, however, it is the first documented lesbian bar. Whatever folks were drinking, the energy of the space matched the ethos of contemporary lesbian bars. It was a place that welcomed everyone so long as they were respectful and tolerant. It was a safe haven for lesbians, queer women, and all sorts of people who didn’t fit the norms and binaries of sexuality and gender. And, like at today’s lesbian bars, even if alcohol was served, it wasn’t the main event. Eve helped build a model for queer and lesbian bars that still endures today.

Eve’s own story begins in Poland, in 1891, where she was born Chawa Zloczewer.9 At twenty years old, she immigrated alone to New York City in June of 1912.10 We don’t know why she chose to come to the US when she did, but one can imagine she was chasing some semblance of the “American Dream”: freedom and economic opportunity.

In New York, Eve quickly fell in with the bohemians and radical free thinkers of Greenwich Village. She began working for Mother Earth, an anarchist journal11 founded by Emma Goldman in 1906.12 At the time of Eve’s arrival, the journal was being edited by Alexander Berkman, Goldman’s fellow anarchist, longtime friend, and sometimes lover.13 Mother Earth published articles critiquing capitalism, government, military, war, and policing. Its pages advocated for workers’ rights and sex education, and it discussed the efficacy of unions, protest, and direct action.14 Through her work distributing and supporting Mother Earth, Eve met her lifelong friend, Ben Reitman, the publication’s business manager and a radical doctor and staunch reproductive rights advocate. The publication disbanded in 1917 following the arrests of Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman, who were charged with anti-war and anti-draft activity. After serving two years in prison, they were deported to Soviet Russia in 1919.15

Eve, however, remained dedicated to their causes. By 1919, she was spending most of her time on the road selling radical leftist publications and going by her chosen name, Eve Adams.16 This job is how she initially attracted the attention of the Bureau of Investigation—the predecessor agency to the FBI. For years, agents kept tabs on Eve, following her from Connecticut and Los Angeles to San Francisco and St. Louis. They labeled her an “agitator,”17 but they couldn’t seem to find enough evidence to actually charge her with anything. Until she wrote Lesbian Love.

When she returned to New York City in early 1925, Eve opened her tearoom and had 150 copies of Lesbian Love printed. Perhaps knowing the danger such a book could put her in, she declared her intent to distribute copies only to friends. The phrase “for private circulation” is printed in the book’s front matter.18

For many months, Eve avoided trouble, sharing her book with trusted friends and running her tearoom. Patrons would descend the stairs from street level and step into a room with brick walls, a fireplace, and low ceilings, giving it a cozy and intimate feel. Its small, high windows offered only glimpses of the outside world—feet passing by on the sidewalk. On a typical evening, you would have found gender benders and queer folks like Eve mingling with bohemians, intellectuals, and theatergoers. They gathered for art showings or poetry readings—which, depending on the crowd, could get raucous.

As the charismatic proprietress of this refuge, Eve perhaps felt untouchable. In the spring of 1925, likely missing home, she began making plans to visit Poland—not knowing the profound consequences this trip would have. Two years prior, Eve had signed a declaration of intent to become a US citizen, but she didn’t yet have official citizenship.19 Since this was before the time of green cards or permanent resident statuses, Eve needed a permit to be guaranteed reentry to the US. The following fall, after her permit application was approved, she set off to visit family. She returned to New York in December.20

About six months later, a young woman started frequenting Eve’s Hangout. She befriended Eve, and they began to spend more time together:

dinner, dancing, a Broadway show. Eve entrusted her with a copy of Lesbian Love. Then, in June of 1926, the New York City police burst into Eve’s Hangout. It’s a scene that would become sadly familiar in gay and lesbian bars for decades to come: authorities shattering the safety of a queer space and finding reasons to make arrests. As for Eve’s new companion? She was the arresting officer,21 Margaret Leanord, sent by the NYPD to entrap her.

Eve was charged with publishing an obscene book under New York Penal Law section 1141,22 which criminalized the sale of or intent to sell an “obscene, lewd, lascivious, filthy, indecent, sadistic, masochistic or disgusting book.”23 While some such obscenity laws are still on the books at both the federal and state levels today, the accepted definition of obscenity has shifted. In Eve’s day, the state considered homosexual content to be obscene. Eve also faced a disorderly conduct charge, which stemmed from Margaret’s allegation that Eve had attempted to have sex with her—a claim that Eve would firmly deny in court.24

That summer, Eve stood trial for both charges. The press quickly picked up the story, and rumors about Eve swirled. Robert Edwards, a local Greenwich Village figure and editor of a publication called The Quill, published a nasty satirical listing for Eve’s Hangout: “Where ladies prefer each other. Not very healthy for she adolescents, nor comfortable for he-men.”25 Robert had a history of clashing with Eve, and in general had a distaste for radicals, queer people, and women—particularly women who didn’t want to sleep with him. A few years prior, he had published a poem in The Quill titled “I Hate ‘Em.” Each of its five stanzas began with the line “I hate women.”26

Variety covered the story of Eve’s arrest in a series of increasingly wild articles. One called attention to Eve’s “mannish clothes” and labeled her a “man-hater.”27 Another alleged that Eve was being financed by a “ring of wealthy women cultists” as a “procuress”28—a pimp.

Eve was found guilty of both the obscenity and disorderly conduct charges. For the obscenity charge, she was given the maximum sentence of one year in prison. It is likely no coincidence that this was also the minimum amount of jail time required for her to be deported—something the court recommended that the Office of Immigration pursue.29

Eve’s recent trip back to Poland was awfully convenient for the immigration prosecutors. According to the Immigration Act of 1917, an alien could be deported if they had been sentenced to one or more years in prison for a crime of “moral turpitude” committed within five years of entering the US.30 Jonathan Ned Katz, in his biography of Eve, wonders: “Did immigration officials issue Eve a permit to leave so that they could prosecute her on her return?” He points to evidence that suggests officials had initially intended to deny her the permit but then changed their minds.31

Eve was brought back into court for a series of deportation hearings. Unlike with her previous criminal trials, complete transcripts of these hearings exist.32 They reveal Eve’s painstaking defense of her identity, her work, and her right to remain in the US.

As she sat in a room filled with powerful men who had already made up their minds, Eve calmly fielded ridiculous questions from the prosecution, deftly denying and deflecting.

“Had you been in the habit of picking up young girls on the street or elsewhere, taking them to your room and having intimate or immoral relations with them?”

“No, I don’t know what you are talking about, sir,” Eve replied.

“Did anybody ever accuse you of practicing Sapphism?”

“What is that?” Eve asked, though she knew perfectly well what Sapphism was, having included an excerpt of Swinburne’s poem “Sapphics” at the start of her book.33

“Were you ever afflicted with a venereal disease?”

“No,” Eve replied.

“Are you a drug addict?”

“No, I don’t even drink liquor,” she answered.

When it came time to speak about her so-called “obscene” book, she said:

“I admit having written a book entitled Lesbian Love, based on true facts and living characters of today. […] There is not one word in the whole book that is vulgar.”34

Throughout the hearings, Eve was steadfast in her desire to remain in the US. When asked if she had anything further to say about why she should not be deported, Eve declared: “I love this country with my whole heart and soul. […] I want to become a citizen.”35

In December of 1927, Eve was deported back to Poland.36 Letters from her time there detail the bitter cold, the lack of economic opportunity, and the isolation and loneliness she felt.37 In 1930, Eve made her way to Paris, where she earned a living selling “dirty books” to American tourists. In 1933, as Hitler and the Nazi party rose to power in Germany, Eve met Hella Olstein, a cabaret singer with whom she would spend the final decade of her life. “My dearest friend, most beloved girl, a German refugee, a marvelous artist and singer and the most beautiful thing to look at,” Eve wrote of her new companion in a 1934 letter to Ben Reitman.38 As the Nazis took over France, Eve’s letters to Reitman grew more anguished. “I need not tell you what life has become here in Europe,” she wrote again to Reitman in 1941.39 Perhaps he could somehow help her acquire a US visa. “I want to desperately come back to the States. I must!”

Eve and Hella managed to evade capture until December of 1943, when, within a week of one another, they were each detained by Nazi forces and taken to the Drancy internment camp, northeast of Paris.40 Records show that Eve and Hella were placed on Transport 63 to Auschwitz.41 When Auschwitz was liberated in January of 1945, Eve and Hella were not listed among the survivors.42

While I would like to imagine that they escaped somehow—living out the rest of their days in a cottage somewhere in the countryside, off the grid and unable to be reached by their searching family members—I know that this is likely not the truth.

Still, the work that Eve did during her fifty-something years on this earth, both in documenting and creating queer community, would ripple through the generations to come. I have to wonder what a visionary like Eve would think of our world today. What would she think of the one hundred years of lesbian bars and history that have unfolded in America since Eve’s Hangout shut its doors for the last time?

Would she be overjoyed to learn that same-sex couples can not only hold hands and dance in public but also (at least, at the time of this writing) legally marry? Or would she scoff at the idea of participating in the patriarchal institution of marriage? Would she embrace contemporary terms like nonbinary or genderqueer or transmasc, excited to find new language that might better fit her gender identity and expression? Would she be impressed by the few dozen lesbian bars that exist today, or would she be surprised that there are so few?

Would she be appalled that gender and sexuality are still policed? That the government cares about what bathroom you use? That hundreds of new bills threatening the safety of the LGBTQ+ community continue to be introduced each year? That America continues to turn its back on immigrants seeking safety?

It’s impossible to say for certain what Eve would think of our world—so different, yet in so many ways unchanged, from the one in which she lived. But I think she would agree with me on this: making space is important. So is telling our stories—writing them down so that others can see: lesbian love exists.

The stories in this book—of lesbian and queer love, and also of queer joy, queer grief, queer friendship, queer community, queer chosen family, and queer solidarity—they’re for Eve. And they’re for all of us.




Chapter Two

HENRIETTA HUDSON

LESBIAN BARS ARE EVOLVING

NEW YORK, NY

A mere thousand feet east of where Eve’s Hangout once sat, you’ll find one of Manhattan’s two open and operating lesbian bars. Henrietta Hudson—often abbreviated to Henrietta’s, or just Hen’s—occupies the bottom floor of a brick building on the corner of Hudson and Morton Streets in the West Village.

Sarah, Jen, and I have each spent our fair share of blurry nights at Henrietta’s: playing pool—though the pool table is no longer—and sweating on the dance floor. As iconic as Hen’s itself, and our many nights spent in it, is the bar’s owner: local legend Lisa Cannistraci.

Lisa first opened Henrietta’s in 1991 with her business partner Minnie Rivera. Today, it’s a vibrant, thriving, queer space. On weekend nights, you’ll find a packed dance floor beneath a sparkling disco ball, the DJ pumping out music until 4 a.m., and a crowd gathered around the horseshoe-shaped bar. A second room houses a more laid-back, lounge space, a (usually long) line for the bathroom, and a window into the kitchen. In the warmer months, cabanas line the street outside, with cozy seating for those who desire a quieter experience.

Lisa got her start in the bar business on Wall Street in the early 1980s. “It was The Wolf of Wall Street days. The movie was not exaggerated at all,” Lisa proclaims in her distinctive, raspy voice. As depicted in the aforementioned film starring Leonardo DiCaprio, Wall Street was characterized by greed and financial crime. The 1980s were “the decade of excess, and money was thrown around like water,” Lisa says matter-of-factly.

Behind the bar, some of that money landed in Lisa’s hands. “I hung out with those guys. I partied with them. Heavy, heavy, heavy duty,” she reveals. At first, Lisa was afraid to come out of the closet in this hypermasculine, heteronormative environment. Allyship to the queer community wasn’t exactly high on the list of priorities for the Wall Street crowd. “And then I realized the guys were kind of hitting on me, and the women were getting annoyed,” Lisa recounts. So, thinking it would diffuse the situation, she decided to tell her customers she was gay. While she didn’t get the homophobic response she initially feared, her sexuality didn’t help her predicament. Instead, the guys were only further taken with her, and the women started hitting on her too!

Lisa didn’t have any complaints. “I was the token lesbian,” she says wryly, “and [I] did not care because it was a ride. It was a wild ride.” But after a handful of years, Lisa was ready to get off the roller coaster. “I can cut to the chase. I’m sober today. […] I’m the bar owner who doesn’t drink,” Lisa confesses. She is one of many lesbian bar owners we have met across the country who don’t drink themselves. It’s not as nonsensical as you might think; many bar owners appreciate a bit of distance from the job, and in general, alcohol is not centric to lesbian bars in the way it is for, say, Wall Street bars.

In 1985, Lisa began searching for another bartending gig. One afternoon, after being rejected on the spot for a job at an upscale restaurant in the West Village because she “looked too young,” Lisa set off down Hudson Street to catch the F train back home to Brooklyn. On her way, it started to rain. “I’m not kidding, the sky opened up,” she recalls. To escape the downpour, she ducked into a bar on the corner of Hudson and Morton Streets. Though she didn’t know it yet, she was dripping rainwater on the future floor of Henrietta Hudson.

Back then, the bar Lisa entered was another lesbian spot called Cubby Hole—not to be confused with the current Cubbyhole on West Twelfth Street. Lisa was hired to bartend there that very day.

The world Lisa came crashing into in the West Village was the stark antithesis of the one she’d left behind on Wall Street. There was a “real queer culture embedded in the West Village,” Lisa says with a smile. The neighborhood had long been a gathering place for the queer community: from the bohemian speakeasies of Eve’s time to the Mafia-run bars and clubs of the mid-century, to the gay and lesbian–owned spaces of the ‘70s and beyond.

By the mid-’80s, “[straight] people didn’t come and try to hang out,” Lisa emphatically states. At least not until the late 1990s, when the neighborhood began to shift—a change Lisa attributes to two factors. First, an increasing number of mainstream shops, restaurants, and nightclubs began to open in the meatpacking district. And second, “Sex and the City came [out]. […] That’s when everything changed,” Lisa tells us with a laugh.

But back in the 1980s, before those shifts took hold, “the West Village was a real activist community. It was very rough and rugged. It was edgy […] and it was radical. It was a time that you can never, ever redo,” Lisa asserts. When she recounts this period, it’s not all wistful nostalgia and longing. The 1980s were an incredibly painful decade for the queer community around the world. More than one hundred thousand HIV/AIDS-related deaths were reported in the US between 1981 and 1990.1 There’s an edge to Lisa’s voice as she explains: “The AIDS epidemic ravaged New York City.”

For Lisa, these cases weren’t just numbers: “My friends were dying. They would get diagnosed and be dead in ten days. That’s how quickly they died. My friends who were lesbians and the [other] gay women in the city, we went to St. Vincent’s Hospital to take care of our guy friends because the guys were terrified to go in. They didn’t know how [AIDS] was transmitted back then, […] if it was saliva, if it was through the air. There was no research.”

It wasn’t just Lisa’s community of queer women in New York who were showing up for their gay friends. It was women across the country. In Salt Lake City, lesbian doctor Kristen Ries was one of the only medical professionals in the area willing to provide care to AIDS patients.2 When Cape Cod Hospital couldn’t meet the needs of HIV+ people, lesbians in Provincetown volunteered to drive them to Boston to receive care.3 In California, the predominantly lesbian group “San Diego Blood Sisters” organized blood drives to keep pace with the needs of local HIV and AIDS patients, in the wake of the FDA’s ban on gay men donating blood.4

Women took on more than just caregiving. “Activism was a big thing,” Lisa explains, “because essentially the US government wouldn’t even say the word AIDS or HIV. We had to take to the streets, and we were radical.” President Ronald Reagan publicly uttered the word AIDS for the first time during a press conference in September of 1985, more than four years after the first cases were reported.5 In the years to follow, government action and major research into HIV/AIDS remained insufficient. So, in March of 1987, ACT UP, the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, was founded in New York City. The group’s mission was to use direct-action tactics to force government agencies; healthcare, insurance, and pharmaceutical companies; and religious institutions to act in the fight against HIV/AIDS.6 Their first action protested some of the very people to whom Lisa used to serve drinks. On March 24, 1987, ACT UP members took to Wall Street to protest pharmaceutical companies who were exploiting the epidemic in pursuit of profits.7

Lisa herself participated in various ACT UP actions throughout the city. “We stormed St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Sunday, and we took over Grand Central Station,” she details. Storming St. Patrick’s Cathedral was part of the December 10, 1989, action known as “Stop the Church.” More than seven thousand protestors gathered outside, and hundreds managed to peacefully enter, Lisa among them. “The service was going on. We opened the front doors, and we walked right through,” she recounts. They staged a “die-in,” lying down in the aisles of the church during Sunday Mass to symbolize those dying of AIDS and to implicate the Catholic Church in their deaths.

Amid all her activism, opening a bar of her own was the last thing on Lisa’s mind. But, in 1990, the original Cubby Hole where Lisa had been bartending, closed. The owner, Elaine Romagnoli, moved a block east and opened another lesbian bar called Crazy Nanny’s. Most of the staff followed, Lisa included. She also started bartending at a spot across the street called Kelly’s. “When I went to Kelly’s, everybody came and followed me,” Lisa says, as if still surprised all these decades later that she had such loyal customers.

At Kelly’s, Lisa began dipping her toes into the world of lesbian events. “I started doing Sunday night parties there,” she tells us. Back then, hosting a weekly party wasn’t as simple as creating a Facebook event or posting on Instagram. “You took people’s names and put them on index cards and that’s how you developed your mailing list. And it was literally a mailing list,” Lisa clarifies. “You printed out flyers […] and you put them in an envelope with a stamp and mailed them to the person’s house. I know it sounds crazy. And it was so much work because everything was so heavy, right? The printed cards were heavy. The envelopes. You got paper cuts. You had to pay hundreds of dollars in postage. And you couldn’t put a return address on it, because a lot of people were in the closet.”

Pre–social media, this was what had to be done to create queer community, and Lisa was happy to do it. Still, she drew the line at running her own bar. “It was not in the cards. […] I never wanted to own a bar. […] I loved bartending. I took the money. I went home,” Lisa says adamantly. “My customers were begging me to open the old Cubby Hole,” she continues, “and I said, ‘Oh hell no!’”

But then, a woman named Minnie Rivera walked into Crazy Nanny’s during one of Lisa’s shifts. She was on her way to pick up a friend from the airport and had a few hours to kill. “[She] never made it to the airport,” Lisa says with a smile. Not because Lisa had done anything nefarious. Minnie was just having such a great time at the bar with Lisa, so she never left.

Minnie was already well known in the West Village and beyond. She had been working in queer events and nightlife since the 1970s. “She owned a couple of night clubs which were pretty infamous, like this place called Network on Sixteenth and Sixth. Madonna used to go there and Jellybean would DJ there. She owned a place in Tribeca, when Tribeca was desolate in the ‘80s, called Garbo’s,” Lisa details. Minnie also ran a pseudo lesbian-travel company. Before there were the Olivia Cruises of today, there was Minnie Rivera. “She would lease out entire airplanes and take lesbians to the Bahamas,” Lisa says, her voice tinged with respect.

Lisa made quite the impression on Minnie that night at Crazy Nanny’s. Shortly thereafter, Minnie tracked Lisa down and asked her to dinner. “The next thing I knew we were opening this place. It just was kind of in a whirlwind,” Lisa adds.

During Pride of 1991, Lisa and Minnie opened Henrietta Hudson in the space where the old Cubby Hole used to be.8 Before long, the new bar was a success. “We were the hottest ticket in town. And the way that you know that is, back then, taxis lined up in front of your bar to pick people up. Because that’s how busy you are,” Lisa recalls with satisfaction.

Today, more than thirty years later, Henrietta’s is still going strong. The space has evolved in many ways over the past three decades. Lisa always knows when it’s time for a change. But “it’s not methodical. And it’s not sought after,” she clarifies. “This business to me has a heartbeat of its own. Like it’s a live organism, Henrietta Hudson. It’s got a soul. So, it speaks to me. I know that might sound weird, but the space, the energy, the vibe of the people. I always know when it’s time to pivot. Because I’m listening. I’m watching. I’m feeling.”

In 2013, Lisa rebranded Hen’s as “a lesbian-centric queer human bar,” rather than simply a “lesbian bar.” This shift in language was accompanied by what Lisa calls a “brand refresh.” Like all the changes Lisa makes at Hen’s, this one was prompted by various observations and conversations. “I saw the community changing and I was so happy. I saw all these young, queer kids becoming. Just becoming. […] And I realized […] they weren’t coming here,” Lisa recalls. So, she asked some of them directly: Would they ever go to Henrietta’s?

“Oh no, that place is so old,” they told her.

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Lisa says.

Lisa began making a series of small adjustments to the bar, though she won’t say precisely what she changed aside from their updated, inclusive tagline. “I can’t really give all my secrets away. […] But I know exactly what I did,” she declares elusively. However, she did tell us this: “It fucking worked. […] The floodgates opened. In a good way.” Suddenly, Henrietta’s was the place to be for this young, queer, more gender-expansive crowd.

During the fifteen months that the bar was shuttered due to COVID, Henrietta’s underwent a series of renovations and Lisa rebranded yet again, reopening in 2021 with yet another new tagline: “a queer human bar built by lesbians.” Lisa felt this messaging was a more authentic representation of Hen’s. She wanted to, in her words, “really embrace and rubber-stamp the fact that we’re all-inclusive. […] There’s no gray area there. I don’t want anybody to be confused.”

They did get some pushback on social media for this new tagline. “Sad to lose yet another lesbian bar as the global list continues shrinking,” one user commented on Instagram. “THERE GOES ANOTHER ONE, LADIES,” said another.9 But Lisa doesn’t think anything has been lost at her bar. She is putting words to what has always been the reality of the Henrietta Hudson community, and she has a message for her critics:

“It’s been that bar for the past ten years; we just didn’t put it in a tagline. It’s been like that. There’s been trans people among you. There’s been queer people among you. There’s been nonbinary people among you. They’ve been here, so shame on you for wanting to exclude them when you didn’t even realize they were in the fucking room the whole time.”




Chapter Three

CUBBYHOLE

IN TIMES OF CRISIS WHERE DO YOU GO?

NEW YORK, NY

While the first Cubby Hole where Lisa Canistracci once bartended never reopened, today, there is another Cubbyhole in town, an ode to the original beloved bar. This newer Cubbyhole was the first lesbian bar Sarah and I ever visited, back in 2017. Even now, walking through its doors brings back that magical feeling of what it was like to be surrounded by people like me for the very first time.

We missed Cubbyhole dearly while it was closed due to the pandemic, so Sarah and I eagerly showed up at their reopening on April 8, 2021. As if a second Cubbyhole isn’t confusing enough, it is also run by a second Lisa: Lisa Menichino, who inherited the bar from its original owner Tanya Saunders. The reopening was an emotional day for Lisa, who, seated inside the bar’s newly constructed sidewalk cabana, tells us that, until the pandemic, Cubbyhole had not closed its doors for a single day in its twenty-seven-year history.

Aside from the new outdoor seating, Cubbyhole looks exactly as it did pre-pandemic: Perched on the corner of West Twelfth and West Fourth Streets, its large windows are covered with rainbow daisies, and a rainbow flag hangs from the green awning. Articles featuring the bar are displayed proudly in the windows as well, including two pages from GO Magazine‘s piece memorializing Tanya Saunders, published after she passed in 2018 at eighty-two years old. Photos beam out from the pages: an older Tanya sitting at the bar, grinning in a black fedora, a young Tanya in black and white gazing sultrily into the camera, wrapped in a feathery boa and sporting a chic, Liza Minnelli-esque haircut.

In 1987, having recently been laid off from her job in advertising, Tanya spotted a sign in this very window on West Twelfth Street: bar for sale. She had long harbored a secret fantasy of bar ownership, so she stepped inside. Later that year, she bought the bar and opened DT’s Fat Cat, in partnership with her friend Debbie Fierro; the D stood for Debbie and the T stood for Tanya.

DT’s Fat Cat had a vastly different aesthetic from the Cubbyhole of today. “It was very dark. […] The walls were black,” notes Lisa. “It actually had a piano player, if you can imagine, in that little space.”

The bar began to change in 1993, when Tanya bought out Debbie. The pair had realized their visions didn’t align, so Debbie moved on to open another Manhattan lesbian bar, Rubyfruit, while Tanya stayed and revamped the existing space. The first thing she had to change was the bar’s name; “T’s Fat Cat” didn’t quite have the same ring to it. Elaine Romagnoli had recently closed the original Cubby Hole, and Tanya thought the name would be a good fit for her quaint, narrow space. With Elaine’s blessing, Tanya rebranded the bar as “Cubbyhole,” putting a bit of her own spin on it by making it one word.

Tanya swapped the bar’s black walls for green and began an eclectic art installation on the ceiling. She was inspired by a restaurant she visited in New Orleans that had a canopy of plants overhead and wanted to recreate that kind of fun and welcoming aesthetic in Cubbyhole. Instead of plants, she used a multicolored array of decorative objects: paper lanterns, kites, umbrellas, wind spinners, and more. To this day, Cubbyhole’s ceiling is its most notable feature.

Under Tanya’s ownership, Cubbyhole quickly became a neighborhood bar. Tanya “wanted everyone who walked around the corner of West Twelfth and West Fourth, no matter who they were […] to feel welcome,” says Deb Greenberg, who bartended at Cubbyhole from 2010 to 2023. These days, this inclusive messaging is common practice for all lesbian bars, but in the ‘90s, it caused a bit of a stir. “There were dykes marching in front of the bar. […] The dykes were mad because they didn’t want it to be inclusive,” Deb exclaims.

For Tanya, inclusivity wasn’t a threat to her gay identity. In the company of trusted friends, she had been out for a long time. In 1963, Tanya met her first girlfriend, Geri, and they soon moved in together. “Both of their families were going to disown them if they found out that they were together,” Lisa tells us. So, Tanya and Geri came up with the perfect cover; they married the two gay men who lived upstairs. Both were businessmen who risked being fired if they were outed at work, and as they got older, their bachelorhood drew increasing suspicion. So, in what is known as a “lavender marriage,” the two men married the two women—in a double ceremony, no less. There is an incredible photo of Geri and Tanya standing side by side in their wedding gowns and veils, almost as if they were marrying each other.

Tanya and Geri were together for about ten years before ending things romantically. In 1974, Tanya met Nancy, whom Lisa calls “the love of [Tanya’s] life.” Tanya and Geri remained close friends, though this is not to say that they always got along. They argued frequently. Yet their disagreements never lasted. “Geri was her best friend. So even if they had these crazy fights, they always made up within a day or two,” Lisa recalls.

Tanya had a temper, but it stemmed from her passion: her love for her community, her friends, her family, and her bar. “When she felt she was being disrespected in any way, or anybody said anything bad about the bar, she would go off,” Lisa says with a small laugh. Tanya was fiercely protective.

As Deb puts it: “She was so kind and her heart was big, but you didn’t fuck with Tanya either.” Deb remembers seeing this side of Tanya in action. One day, while Deb was bartending, a woman walked into the bar, dressed to the nines, nails done, Louis Vuitton bag in hand. She sat down and began chatting with another customer. At some point, Deb chimed in, as bartenders often do.

“Excuse me. I wasn’t talking to you. I don’t think I was talking to the bartender,” the woman snapped at Deb.

Tanya, from her seat at the other end of the bar, sprang into action. “Can you come here?” she asked the woman. “Did I just hear you talk to my bartender like that? What did you say? Get the hell out of my bar!” See, Tanya’s inclusivity did not apply to rude, disrespectful, or hateful individuals. This is how she maintained Cubbyhole as a safe space.

Tanya’s protective nature extended to all living things. She once insisted that the rats in the bar’s basement not be killed. “She was driving the exterminator crazy,” Lisa remembers.

“I heard that you could just put a noise that they don’t like, or a smell,” Tanya suggested.

“No, you can’t, that’s not gonna work,” replied the exterminator. Tanya remained steadfast. “They’re rats!” the exterminator argued.

“They don’t know they’re rats!” Tanya shot back.

Lisa attributes Tanya’s compassion and protectiveness to her general love of life. “Her mother always instilled in her that [you should] enjoy, because anything could be taken away by the drop of a dime. You could lose it all,” Lisa explains. Tanya’s mother escaped Nazi Germany in 1939, a recently widowed Jewish refugee with a three-year-old Tanya in tow.

Throughout her life, Tanya derived much of her joy from Cubbyhole itself. “She loved talking to people and she loved just being around that bar. That bar was like a living, breathing thing for her,” says Lisa.

Tanya would often order pizza for the whole bar. And if Tanya wasn’t there to do it herself, Deb remembers her calling the bar phone to ask: “Honey, did you order pizza?” Cubbyhole’s “pizza nights” have endured; often, during happy hour, you can still grab a free slice.

Tanya was never particularly concerned with how much money Cubbyhole was making. She just wanted to be able to stay open. In fact, Tanya was the one who made sure that Cubbyhole was always open. “Even through all the hurricanes and nor’easters and Sandy and 9/11 and blizzards and blackouts and everything. [Tanya] kept her doors open, even if it was just for a couple of hours, because she knew people were anxious about the environment,” Lisa tells us.

In times of crisis, Cubbyhole’s patrons showed up for the bar, and its staff too. Lisa, whose stepmother was killed in 9/11, was behind the bar that day. “I got a message from my dad, frantic that he couldn’t get in touch with his wife,” she says. Of course, she wanted to be with him, but the entire city was shut down. The subways and buses weren’t running. The bridges and tunnels out of the city were
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