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By Dan Danbom            
               Special to The Denver Post            

Asked once what advice he re-
membered from his grandfather, 
Ricky Dire of the Bonnie Brae Tav-
ern, answered, “Get the money.”

The elder Dire had bar patrons’ 
tabs in mind, but the advice took on 
a different meaning when Carl and 
Sue Dire’s descendants sold the res-
taurant and adjoining property for 
$4.5 million at the end of May. The 
Tavern will close June 25, 19 days 
after the south Denver landmark 
turned 88.

It will be a sad day for the nine 
employees and five family members 
who work there, and a sad day for 
many in the neighborhood that grew 
up around it.

Buffeted by COVID-19, shackled 
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 Last call at  Bonnie Brae Tavern

Bonnie Brae Tavern founders Sue and Carl Dire, in the 1930s.
 Provided by Bonnie Brae Tavern

ESSAY

By Bill St. John             
               Special to The Denver Post            

Travel, wrote Francis Bacon, 
the 16th-century essayist, is a 
form of education. “They who 
travel into a country, before 
some entrance into the lan-
guage,” he wrote, “go to school.”

If you eat around Spain and 
Portugal on a trip to Europe, you 
and your kitchen will learn 
much more about eating tinned 
fish than its place in the tuna 
salad sandwich. “Conservas,” as 
both the Spanish and Portuguese 
languages call them, appear on 
so many tables and in so many 
ways — as lunchtime center-
pieces, on evening nibble plat-
ters, even in breakfast egg prep-
arations.

So, in a manner, travel this 
summer to the Iberian Peninsu-
la, even though you may not 
breach our own shores, by en-
joying the enormous variety of 
tinned fish available stateside.

• Peel open a tin of tuna pre-
served in olive oil and use 
chunks of it to top envelope-
sized corn tortillas, dabbed with 
a soupcon of grainy mustard and 
a tart cornichon.

• Mix into cottage cheese a tin 
of smoked trout or brined cock-
les or clams and make of the mix 
the inner layer to a sandwich 
using slices of hearty, springy-
crumbed rye or levain bread, 
lightly toasted.

• Spanish and Portuguese 
tinned mussels are commonly 
preserved in the tangy, vinegary 
sauce called escabeche. Drain a 
tin (but not completely) and toss 
such mussels as the Iberians do, 
with pasta, minced garlic, lemon 
zest and finely chopped mint or 
basil.

• The Spanish make of tinned 
anchovies preserved in olive oil 
a sort of open-faced sandwich: 
thin-sliced dark bread topped 
with one anchovy and a dab of 
marmalade (made of Seville 
orange of course), the sweet-tart 
jam offsetting the pungent, salty 
fish.

• If your summer grill is a-go-
ing, place some tinned squid on 
the grate, char it lightly on all 
sides, then add it to an already-
made rice salad or even a risotto 
based in fish stock and short-
grained rice (use the paella rice 
called bomba), with ample grat-
ings of sharp Spanish cheese 
such as Manchego curado.

• Brunch: vegetables (cabbage 
ribbons, carrot fingers, cubed 
potatoes, sweet red or yellow 
pepper strips, onion slices, 
mushroom caps) in escabeche, 
full-flavored tinned fish (mack-
erel, for example), lightly toast-
ed and buttered semolina bread.

• Make a potato salad using 
waxy spuds such as Yukon Gold 
(dressed in lemon juice, extra 
virgin olive oil, crushed herbes 
de Provence, slivers of fresh 
garlic), then add a drained tin of 
preserved octopus pieces (cut 
up if large). Toss and let sit for 
half an hour to marry the fla-
vors. Serve cool or at room tem-
perature.

• Vary the tinned tuna (always 
use such preserved in olive oil, 
never water) on a salade 
Niçoise: use canned salmon or 
tinned smoked trout. Or shell 
out for the best possible tinned 
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 What to 
do with 
tinned fish

Get Cooking By Bill St. 

John, Special to The Denver Post

From top, clockwise: Tinned 
tuna, mussels and sardines. 
Bill St. John, Special to The Denver Post

By Josie Sexton •                           The Denver Post            

T
wo of Denver’s beloved 
old-school diner spaces are 
getting face-lifts and re-
opening later in the sum-

mer, a promising development after a 
spate of closures that started just 
before the pandemic.

Over the past few years, local din-
ers such as Tom’s, Racines, Denver 
Diner, Breakfast King and, most re-
cently, Annie’s Cafe have all an-
nounced closures in the face of prop-
erty sales and redevelopments.

They add to a longer list of de-
cades-old institutions that have re-
cently 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 cir-
cumstances.

At Tom’s Diner, on East Colfax 
Avenue, construction is underway on 
an extensive renovation to the histor-
ically 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 mid-
century Palm Springs style.

“We’re bringing in a lot of land-
scaping, and planting over 24 trees,” 
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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 

Tom’s Diner in 2019. Sara Grant, Denver Post file 

NEW AGAIN 
Here’s what’s coming to two of Denver’s classic diners

Neon signs 
above booths 
inside the 
Bonnie Brae 
Tavern in 
2006. Brian 
Brainerd, Denver 
Post file
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38th Avenue in Denver’s 
Highland. But they’ve 
grown such a following 
that another, larger loca-
tion is key to the business’ 
viability, said co-owner 
Kal Pant.

“We focused on (consis-
tency) 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 loca-
tion, two in the other. I 
don’t want to have 15 res-
taurants, 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 in-
vest 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 insti-
tution like Annie’s, “When 
you have a demographic 
and the people’s idea be-
hind what they want, there 
is a collective feeling,” he 
explained. “Once (custom-
ers) find what they like, 
they will lock on. So we 
have to know what cus-
tomers want and try to 
move or change with that.”

Whether Annie’s clien-
tele, 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 res-
taurant win them over.

“There is a balancing 
act,” he said. “You have to 
be able to adapt as a busi-
ness owner, and as a cus-
tomer also.”

           Josie Sexton: 303-954-1645, 
jsexton@denverpost.com or 
@josiebsexton         

Messina told The Denver 
Post. “We’ll have seven 
cabanas, a couple of fire 
pits and a 30-foot outdoor 
bar … which will be some-
thing 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 work-
ing 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 coun-
ter will be converted into a 
full bar with a smaller din-
ner menu to accompany all 
of the drinks. Think classic 
shrimp cocktails, calamari, 
steak, pork chops and fish. 
And while the surround-
ings of original stonework 
and glass picture windows 
will be preserved, the res-
taurant’s decor will lean 
heavily toward dark 
woods, with a complemen-
tary color scheme — all 
orange, brown and avoca-
do 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 restau-
rants — as the most impor-
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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 ap-
plied to the building, and 
most likely signaled that 
something was afoot.

At the same time, the 
Bonnie Brae Tavern found 
itself a blue-collar restau-
rant in an increasingly up-
scale neighborhood. The 
plumbers, city workers and 
teachers who populated an 
earlier Bonnie Brae and 
Washington Park were 
supplanted by executives, 
professionals and wealthy 
buyers from out of state 
who could afford the newly 
built $3 million houses.

“Here is another sign of 
Denver’s ‘progress,’ ” said 
Denver historian Phil 
Goodstein. “It is also an-
other product of uncon-
trolled land speculation. 
Values have become so 
great that they kill precise-
ly the amenities that have 
been central to the area.”

The Bonnie Brae neigh-
borhood currently has 17 
active scrape-offs.

And family businesses 
face long odds. The Family 
Business Consulting 
Group said that 30% of 
family businesses make it 
to the second generation, 
10-15% make it to the third, 
and only 3-5% survive to 
the fourth generation.

But not everyone thinks 
it’s all sadness.

“Very few families can 
do what they did,” said 
Lisa Figlino, owner of the 
adjacent Wish Gifts and a 
native of Bonnie 
Brae. “They should be 
proud of that. They beat all 
the odds, and I’m happy 
for them.”

            Dan Danbom is co-own-
er of the Printed Page 
Bookshop in Denver and a 
longtime Bonnie Brae resi-
dent. Reach him at dan-
boms@msn.com.          

laborers who were build-
ing houses in the area. 
“Construction workers 
made it a success,” Mi-
chael Dire said. Carl would 
cash the construction 
workers’ checks, and they 
would buy his food and 
drink. The Dires kept the 
kitchen open until mid-
night and the bar until 2 
a.m.

As the neighborhood 
grew, so did the Dires’ in-
volvement in it. They sup-
ported St. Vincent DePaul 
school and church, spon-
sored youth athletic teams, 
and were early and enthu-
siastic Broncos boosters.

After World War II, the 
restaurant doubled the 
size of its dining room and 
added a new item: pizza. 
That became a point of 
pride for the tavern, and it 
boasted a number of 
awards for its pizza in 
plaques and framed certifi-
cates that still hang above 
the bar.

None are from this cen-
tury.

The tavern’s heyday was 
in the late 1970s and early 
’80s. Hungry customers 
would wait an hour for a 
table on T-bone night. 
Patrons stood three-deep 
at the bar.

“The thing I got from 
working there was the 
sense of family,” remem-
bers Rose Casteneda, a 
server who worked at Bon-
nie Brae Tavern for nearly 
10 years. “I remember so 
many groups of five or six 
people who used to meet 
there for lunch or happy 
hour. I met my ex-husband 
there and made and kept 
the best friends of my life. 
We still see each other as 
much as we can.  It was a 
glorious collection of the 
most wonderful bunch of 
people I’ve ever met.”

At the height of its popu-
larity, competition for 
parking spaces in the tav-
ern’s lot was so hot that an 
attendant was hired to 
chase off people who 
parked there but tried to 
go elsewhere. Sue Dire 

with property taxes in ex-
cess of $75,000 a year, 
faced with costly building 
upgrades and left behind 
by the public’s changing 
culinary tastes, the Dires 
decided several years ago 
to explore a sale.

“The pandemic killed 
our business. Our staff 
went from 32 to 14. I lost 
my wife, and now I’m los-
ing my business,” said Mi-
chael Dire, one of the own-
ers, whose wife, Jen, died 
suddenly in November 
2021.

“We grew up with the 
place,” Dire said. “My 
grandparents toiled for 
years to build the business, 
and it took a toll on them. 
My dad and uncle took 
over and it took a toll on 
them, too. And it’s taken a 
toll on me and Ricky,” his 
cousin. “I’m worn out.”

Carl and Sue Dire start-
ed the Bonnie Brae Tavern 
in 1934, mere months after 
the end of Prohibition. It 
was preceded by a gas sta-
tion that Carl had opened 
on the property south of 
the restaurant — and 
across South University 
Boulevard from a temper-
ance society zealot who 
hectored the family for 
years. But the company 
that was developing the 
nascent Bonnie Brae 
neighborhood went belly-
up, so land was cheap.

The Dires and their sons, 
Hank and Mike, lived in 
north Denver and com-
muted in a Model A with a 
mattress in the back for 
sleepy children. Eventual-
ly, they made enough mon-
ey to build a modest apart-
ment above the restaurant, 
according to their grand-
daughter, Angela. A re-
strictive covenant in Bon-
nie Brae at the time would 
not have allowed the Dires, 
who were Italian, to buy a 
house there.

The Dires catered to the 
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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 

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 

Anderson, who had previ-
ously hoped that her sister 
and niece would continue 
operating the 41-year-old 
restaurant, just in a new 
location.

“As it stands right now, 

tant piece for the future of 
his business.

“I think what we’re do-
ing 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 inter-
ested in exiting the res-
taurant 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 for-
ward that I think is going 
to make everyone happy, 
including myself.”

Not all diner owners 
have found such an advan-
tageous 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 entire-
ly.

It’s a bittersweet ending 
for Annie’s owner Peggy 

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 

Racines closed in 2020. Kevin Mohatt, Special to The Denver Post, file 

became so protective of 
the property that she 
earned the nickname 
“Grambo” for her eager-
ness to use a dandelion 
picker to pry windshield 
wipers off the cars of park-
ing space poachers, ac-
cording to Michael Dire.

With its turquoise and 
brown booths, linoleum 
floor, turquoise walls and a 
staff that never, ever 
asked, “How are those first 
few bites tasting?” or “Did 
you save room for des-
sert?,” the tavern’s lack of 
pretense made it an outlier 
among restaurants.

Farm-to-table, free-
range and chef-driven it 
was not. “Small plates” 
were what they gave you 
with your pizza.

But there was more than 
food to be found at the 
tavern. It had a town 
square quality, where ev-
eryone knew at least some-
body there. “On our first 
visit, it was obvious that 
this was the meeting place 
for the neighborhood we 
wanted to be a part of,” 
said Jeff Hart, a former 
president of the Bonnie 
Brae Neighborhood Asso-
ciation.

“My parents got engaged 

on his 21st birthday, know-
ing the bartenders 
wouldn’t let him drink too 
much.

But eventually, the colle-
giality and cachet that pro-
pelled the restaurant dur-

there in 1946 and thereaf-
ter argued every time they 
went there about which 
booth they were in at the 
time,” said Mary Lou Egan. 
Her father told her broth-
er, Bill, to go there to drink 

The Bonnie Brae Tavern, around the time it was built 
in 1934.   Provided by Bonnie Brae Tavern

Two patrons dine at Bonnie Brae Tavern’s bar in 2009. Kristin Morin, Denver Post file 
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