Travel

An hour from Tahoe, Reno is an LGBTQ haven

Annie Crawford

Feb.12, 2022
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—— At Reno's Pride in the Plaza event last year, a huge Pride flag stands next to several event attendees waiting for the start of the
movie "Rocky Horror Picture show." Reno has become an LGETG+ haven.
Ty O'Neil/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images

It was drag bingo night at The Emerson Bar in Reno, Nevada, on a recent

Thursday, and things were getting wild.

“B-69, called drag queen Adonna Does Moore, reigning from the cocktail

table on the small stage, her fishnets, buxom curves and explosion of

chartreuse curls sexier than any 1980s rocker chick could hope to be.
A young woman in the crowd jumped up, screaming: “Bingo!” The white
marble table packed with her friends celebrated the victory by clinking their

coupes and highball glasses of craft cocktails.

“Speaking of B-69, drawled co-host drag queen Jane Does Moore, coyly

patting her platinum pinup girl victory rolls. Does Moore is the house
mother of Haus of Does Moore, a Reno-based drag house (an organized,
chosen family within the drag community). After a pause, Does Moore
dished a downright dirty comment not appropriate for print but right in line
with the show's cheeky banter. The crowd, a diverse mix of ages and
ethnicities, LGBTQ+ folks and allies, squealed in delight at the innuendo,

happily lining up to buy more bingo cards for the charity event taking place.

Every second Thursday starting at 7 p.m., drag bingo at The Emerson raises
money for local charities. Between all of the bar’s events, “we've raised over

$28,000,” said owner Tyler Colton. That evening, Northern Nevada Hopes, a

community health center offering extensive services including legal
guidance, financial literacy, housing solutions and LGBTQ+ care, was the
beneficiary. When Colton opened The Emerson in the summer of 2019,
Colton said he wanted to “bring something new to Reno from a gay man’s
big city experience, including drag bingo and drag brunch. Although The
Emerson doesn't identify as a gay bar — “Honestly, most of our customers
are straight women,” said Colton — it's an inclusive space where everyone

interacts.

Taking in the laughing crowd, the velvety mid-century vibes of The Emerson
— a high-ceilinged bar in Midtown Reno full of chic brass fixtures, mood-
setting evergreen walls and touches of sexy snark cross-stiched over
bathroom toilets — [ realized I'd had no clue about Reno's thriving LGBTQ+
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—— Dancers perform in the back of a pickup during Reno's pride parade last year.
Ty O'Neil/SOPA Images/LightPRocket via Getty Images

Just east of the Sierra Nevada mountains and an easy springboard for Tahoe
trips and Burning Man supplies, Reno glows with gorgeously refurbished
neon facades, a family-friendly Riverwalk curving along the Truckee river,
larger-than-life Burning Man sculptures dotting the Neon Line District,
University of Nevada, Reno, and its academic, sports and cultural offerings,

and more than 100 massive murals throughout downtown and Midtown.

As a lady married to a lady, I didn't know what to expect when I moved to
the Biggest Little City for hip surgery last fall. Living there for two months, I
learned that not only is Reno’s high desert beauty staggering, there's a
fabulously proud LGBTQ+ history, city policies regarding LGBTQ+
protections that rank among the highest in the nation (a perfect 100 on the

Human Rights Campaign's Municipal Equality Index) and a small, but mighty,

community of LGBTQ+ owned businesses.

That's to say, although drag bingo and drag brunches are relatively new to

Reno, proud flag-waving is not.

The Reno Gay Rodeo and the Silver Dollar Court, Reno’s royal chapter of the
drag International Court System, were first established in the 1970s, said

Jeromy Manke, president of Our Center, Reno's LGBTQ+ community center.
In fact, the 1976 Reno Gay Rodeo was the first of its kind, paving the way for

the International Gay Rodeo Association, founded in 1985. The Reno Gay

Rodeo no longer rides, but its legacy does serve as an example of how the

LGBTQ+ community has “long existed as a staple here, Manke said.

All around the city, particularly in Midtown, inclusivity flags fly and placards
posted in coffee shop windows let everyone know they are welcome. It feels
good. Thanks to Reno’s growth, Manke said, more and more LGBTQ+

individuals are moving here and helping to influence continued growth and

open-mindedness.

“Reno is a place you can feel comfortable holding hands with your partner
as you walk down the street,” Manke said. “At night, grab a drink at your hip

neighborhood bar and then round out the evening at a historic gay bar.”

—— Mot only is Reno's high desert beauty staggering, there's a fabulously proud LGBTQ+ history, city policies regarding LGETO+
protections that rank the highest in the nation and a small, but mighty, community of LGEBTQ4+ owned businesses.
dkodiak/Getty Images

“We are a welcoming city,” said Councilmember Devon Reese — Reno's first
openly gay city councilmember, who has been serving since 2019. “We want

people to be proud of who they are, and love who they want to love.

The work of Mayor Hillary Schieve helps build the foundation for this
inclusivity, said Reese. “We earned our perfect score on the Municipal
Equality Index thanks to city policies like transgender health care for
employees, a city human rights commission and LGBTQ+ police department
liaisons.” On top of that, the state of Nevada earned top ranking in the

Human Rights Campaign’s State Equality Index for policies and laws

protecting LGBTQ+ folks.

Just a short walk across the Truckee River, at the heart of the city, Idlewild
Park is a popular destination with ponds for ducks and migrating birds,
paved walking paths and green lawns. Throughout the park are six
fabulously photographable rainbow-painted pathways, a city-led permanent
public art installation unveiled Oct. 11, 2021, in honor of National Coming

Out Day.

“In Reno, we talk the talk and we walk the walk” Reese said. “Elected leaders

on both sides of the aisle participate in recognizing the LGBTQ+

community.”
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—— Cowhoy Barbie performing during the pride parade in Reno last year. Established in the 1970s, the Reno Gay Rodeo was the

first of its kind.
Ty O'Neil/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images

From Idlewild Park, it's another easy stroll down the Riverwalk to the
casinos downtown — with a brief stop to take in the fluid rainbow colors of
Cecilia Lueza’'s metal sculpture “Dual Nature,” just one of several large-scale
sculptures in Bicentennial Sculpture Park. After people-watching on a park
bench, we can take the Riverwalk a few blocks through downtown, where
we could hook right onto South Virginia Street towards lunch at Rice Box
Kitchen. This popular Thai restaurant is owned by Perapol Damnernpholkul,

a gay man who relocated from San Francisco in 2020.

An interior black-and-gold mural with the words “Eat, Drink, Gossip,” sets
the tone for Rice Box Kitchen's counter-service restaurant, where
Damnernpholkul welcomes each customer like his new best friend. He
describes his menu as “Asian-fusion, non-pretentious, delicious comfort
food. I can testify to the deliciousness. I ate his khao mun gai, poached
chicken over coconut rice with a sweet yet savory gingery garlic sauce, at

minimum weekly during our two-month stay.

His Thai comfort food is lunch only, while dinner is shabu hot pot and
weekends feature brain-blowing dim sum. The homemade mochi, lime-
heavy, no-milk Thai tea and beer and wine are available all day. In fierce
competition with the fabulous food is the fabulous company of
Damnernpholkul himself, who cooks and runs the restaurant with his sister,

Kim. His personality is just so lovable.

“I didn’t expect how [ was going to be treated when [ moved
here,” Damnernpholkul says. “Sometimes [ have to pinch myself” He says the
support is beyond belief. “Reno has some of the most genuine, amazing

human beings. Everyone wants you to do well”

Michelle Czarka, owner and creator of Pantry Products, a local skin care
boutique that handcrafts wellness and skin care essentials from 100%
natural ingredients, agrees. Her favorite part of the LGBTQ+ Reno scene is,

as she puts it, the “We Are Family’ vibes.

Reno'’s small business community is already so supportive, but when an
LGBTQ+ business finds another LGBTQ+ business, says Czarka, “it’s a love

fest of rainbows, unicorns and heart-eyed smiles.”

—— A dog wearing a rainbow placard during Renc's pride parade last year. The parade ran through the heart of the city and was
celebrated by thousands who came out for the event.
Ty O'Neil/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images

After a day of exploration, when thirst kicks in, Reno has a solid dose of gay

bars, in addition to all the local brew pubs and craft cocktaileries.

The 5 Star Saloon is a gay bar that has been proudly slinging drinks since the
early 1970s, and Carl’s - The Saloon has a pool table, big back patio and the
only cowboy orgy painting I've ever seen. Please don't miss this scene-

stealing piece of art.

“If you want a club scene, check out Splash on Saturday night,” recommends
Adonna Does Moore—who's performed drag for more than a decade in Reno.
“Or get tickets (they sell out each month) to drag brunch at Cafe Whitney in
the Whitney Peak Hotel” Faces is another gay bar, and don't forget all the
action at the downtown and South Reno casinos — the neon alone is worth

it.
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