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An architectural rendering of the new Tom’s Starlight, which will incorporate outdoor seating and cabanas into
the historic diner property. Rendering by Kephart, provided by GBX Group
By Josie Sexton • The Denver Post

T

wo of Denver’s beloved
old-school diner spaces are
getting face-lifts and reopening later in the summer, a promising development after a
spate of closures that started just
before the pandemic.
Over the past few years, local diners such as Tom’s, Racines, Denver
Diner, Breakfast King and, most recently, Annie’s Cafe have all announced closures in the face of property sales and redevelopments.
They add to a longer list of decades-old institutions that have recently gone under, from Pete’s Greek
Town to Bonnie Brae Tavern. But
two local restaurant properties’
transformations show what a future
for these community spaces could
look like, under very different circumstances.
At Tom’s Diner, on East Colfax
Avenue, construction is underway on
an extensive renovation to the historically designated 1967 Googie-style
building. Restaurateur Tom Messina
says his new Tom’s Starlight will
reopen in August, complete with a
redesigned interior, new menu and
outdoor areas that recall the midcentury Palm Springs style.
“We’re bringing in a lot of landscaping, and planting over 24 trees,”

mer grill is a-goe tinned squid on
June 16, 2022 10:05 am (GMT -6:00)
it lightly on all
it to an already-

Tom’s Diner in 2019. Sara Grant, Denver Post file
Neon signs
above booths
inside the
Bonnie Brae
Tavern in
2006. Brian
Brainerd, Denver
Post file
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Messina told The Denver
Post. “We’ll have seven
cabanas, a couple of fire
pits and a 30-foot outdoor
bar … which will be something special, especially in
the location that it’s in,
surrounded by concrete. I
think people are really
going to get a kick out of it
and not feel like they’re
downtown.”
Messina has been working for more than two
years with Ohio-based
developer GBX Group and
Denver architect Kephart
to reimagine the space that
he operated for 20 years as
a 24-hour diner.
But now, “no more diner
vibe, other than we kept
the shell of the building,
and kept the layout, if you
will,” Messina said. “And
no more 24-7, thank God.
It’s not going to be like a
diner menu with seven
pages.”
The former diner counter will be converted into a
full bar with a smaller dinner menu to accompany all
of the drinks. Think classic
shrimp cocktails, calamari,
steak, pork chops and fish.
And while the surroundings of original stonework
and glass picture windows
will be preserved, the restaurant’s decor will lean
heavily toward dark
woods, with a complementary color scheme — all
orange, brown and avocado green.
“For people who are
familiar with (the space),
there’s going to be a wow
factor going from the old
to the new,” Messina said.
“And then, when you step
outside … .”
The real show-stopper
comes in the form of the
“Vegas pool vibe without
the pool.” Messina sees
this dynamic outdoor
space — a necessity for
post-COVID-era restaurants — as the most impor-
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In 2008, Annie’s Cafe owners Dianne Williams, left, and Peggy Anderson moved their restaurant to the Colfax
Avenue location. RJ Sangosti, Denver Post file
tant piece for the future of
his business.
“I think what we’re doing is a sure way to meet
the needs of the changing
restaurant world,” he said.
When Messina was
originally approached by
Historic Denver and GBX
Group, he had been interested in exiting the restaurant business. “At that
time in my life, I wanted
just to cash out and move
on,” he said. “But here we
are 2K years later, and
we’ve found a path forward that I think is going
to make everyone happy,
including myself.”
Not all diner owners
have found such an advantageous partnership to
keep their businesses alive,
however. Farther east on
Colfax Avenue, Annie’s
Cafe and Bar will turn over
at the end of June to new
owners who plan to
change its concept entirely.
It’s a bittersweet ending
for Annie’s owner Peggy

laborers who were building houses in the area.
“Construction workers
made it a success,” Michael Dire said. Carl would
cash the construction
with property taxes in exworkers’ checks, and they
cess of $75,000 a year,
would buy his food and
faced with costly building
drink. The Dires kept the
upgrades and left behind
kitchen open until midby the public’s changing
night and the bar until 2
culinary tastes, the Dires
a.m.
decided several years ago
As the neighborhood
to explore a sale.
grew, so did the Dires’ in“The pandemic killed
volvement in it. They supour business. Our staff
ported St. Vincent DePaul
went from 32 to 14. I lost
school and church, sponmy wife, and now I’m lossored
youth athletic teams,
ing my
business,”
Mi-am (GMT
June
16, 2022said
10:05
-6:00)
chael Dire, one of the own- and were early and enthusiastic Broncos boosters.
ers, whose wife, Jen, died

Racines closed in 2020. Kevin Mohatt, Special to The Denver Post, file
Anderson, who had previously hoped that her sister
and niece would continue
operating the 41-year-old
restaurant, just in a new
location.
“As it stands right now,

we’re just closing and it’s
kind of a ‘wait and see,’ ”
Anderson told The Denver
Post.
What’s certain is that
local Indian eatery Spice
Room will reopen in the

space by end of summer.
It’s a concept started by
three friends who all
dreamed of opening their
own restaurant. They
started Spice Room in 2017
with one small location on
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38th Avenue in Denver’s
Highland. But they’ve
grown such a following
that another, larger location is key to the business’
viability, said co-owner
Kal Pant.
“We focused on (consistency) ever since we
opened,” Pant told The
Denver Post. “After a year,
we realized hey, this is a
small space … . Plus we
have four partners, so we
can have two in one location, two in the other. I
don’t want to have 15 restaurants, just two good
ones.”
So when Pant and his
business partners found
the location that’s now
occupied by Annie’s on
East Colfax for sale earlier
this year, they jumped on
it. It’s a chance to be their
own landlords, since they
don’t own the 38th Avenue
restaurant space, and invest long-term in Denver
real estate.
“It took me forever (to
find a second space), and I
didn’t get everything I
wanted, but at least I’m
lucky,” Pant said.
As for replacing an institution like Annie’s, “When
you have a demographic
and the people’s idea behind what they want, there
is a collective feeling,” he
explained. “Once (customers) find what they like,
they will lock on. So we
have to know what customers want and try to
move or change with that.”
Whether Annie’s clientele, plus the surrounding
neighborhood, will find
and frequent the new Spice
Room remains to be seen.
Pant just hopes his new
customer base will keep an
open mind and let his restaurant win them over.
“There is a balancing
act,” he said. “You have to
be able to adapt as a business owner, and as a customer also.”
Josie Sexton: 303-954-1645,
jsexton@denverpost.com or
@josiebsexton

ing its good years seemed
to dissipate. Carl Dire died
in 1982. Sue followed in
2002, and sons Hank and
Mike died in 2012 and 2017,
respectively. In 2020, the
city approved a Certificate
of Demolition Eligibility.
That meant that historic
status would not be applied to the building, and
most likely signaled that
something was afoot.
At the same time, the
Bonnie Brae Tavern found
itself a blue-collar restaurant in an increasingly upscale neighborhood.
Powered
by TECNAVIAThe
plumbers, city workers and
teachers who populated an

