
Bar Hoppin' With Hops 
   The Keep On Hoppin' Tour 
        Hops MacBarley's Ongoing 
             Key West Bar Boondoggle 
 
Bar #268: 
Side Bar 
504 Angela Street 
www.sidebarkeywest.com  
Thurs 10/27, 11:30p 
 
Bell’s Two Hearted Ale (bottle) $6 
 
The latest territory of the Aqua Empire had its Grand Opening on the 
Thursday night of Fantasy Fest.  That’s as good a night as any for a Grand 
Opening, right? You know plenty of people will be out and about on Duval, 
so some are certain to pop in and check out the new place.  WTF, it worked 
with me. 
 
I had heard about it beforehand anyway.  An old electrical supply store 
vacated and Aqua moved on in.  Happily, this is not a replacement for Back 
Bar (#205), but intended as more of a dance bar and even a private party 
bar.  It’s an interesting notion.  Aqua (#98) is already top dog in entertain-
ment in mid-Duval with their packed-house drag shows, but what about 
those who want to trip the light fandango while those shows are going on? 
 
I came in from the west coast.  The west coast of Key West, that is, down at 
the Schooner Wharf (#97) where the annual Wharfstock party was taking 

place.  Kinda.  Though past 
versions of that have been quite 
festive and happy, this edition was 
too mellow for my tastes.  Maybe 
the tie-dye crowd is getting as 
senescent as I am. 
 
Well, there are always plenty of 
other options at this time of year, 
and Side Bar was prominently on 
tonight’s list, so I took the one 
kilometer walk up here.  Oddly, this 
was the same pairing as those 

original #97 and #98 Hops in 2012:  leave SWB and walk up to the 700 
block for an Aqua bar. 
 



From the outside, it looked like there wasn’t much business, but the crowd 
inside was quite good.  The lighting was definitely dance-club-garish, and 
with the crowd and the music, it took me a moment to gear-shift my brain 
from street-stroll-mode to club-thrum-mode. 
 
First order of biznizz, once acclimated, was to procure a beer and consum-
mate the Hop.  This would end up being complicated. First, the lights had 
me a little blinded, and second, the music was louder than my voice was 
going to be.  But, WTF, nothing I couldn’t handle.  I bumped off of a few 
people and ended up at the mid-room, U-shaped bar.  I really liked the flat, 
matte black surface.  Great fit in this kind of room.  Nick was barkeeping, 
and another good-looking guy whose name I did not yet know. 
 
Not seeing any beer bottles posing on a display shelf, nor any taps, I asked 
the latter barkeep if they had any IPAs.  He didn't know, but turned and 
crouched down to check.  After a few seconds, Nick asked what he sought, 
and soon they were both checking labels, turning bottles, and searching (in 
vain) for those elusive three letters.  Some other patron summoned Nick, so 
my original barkeep -- who I will keep referring to as "my original barkeep", 
just to be weird -- carried on alone.   

 

 
 
As he reached deep into the frig, I saw a familiar label: Bell's Two Hearted 
Ale.  It's not an IPA, but it is consistently delicious and always a fine Go-To. 
To me, the search was over.  I tried to call off the search party.  As it hap-
pened, though, my original barkeep had been reaching deep into the frig to 
get at the Red Hook Longhammer IPA that he had found in there, and he 
was withdrawing it as I called out to get his attention.   
 



Longhammer is a barely-passable IPA that might pass muster if only yellow 
beers are available, but otherwise, I pass.  I mean, it’s made by Miller, 
which now owns Red Hook.  Nuff said, right?  
 
It’s too bad, really.  The Earl, Blyguy and myself had gone to the Red Hook 
Brewery in Seattle to take a tour back in 1990, when craft beers were still 
more concept than culture.  We were tardy, though, and had missed the one 
o’clock tour by about twenty minutes.  They weren’t about to let us wander 
through on our own, and they didn’t really want us to go away with bad 
vibes about them, so they invited us to go directly to the tasting room and 
“help yourselves to as many samples as you like.”  Hahahahaha.  Naïve 
fools.  Their brews were very good – and very free -- and we stayed all 
afternoon.  We even bought some six-packs to go so we wouldn’t be total 
freeloaders. 
 
But then, corporate-shmorporate happened and the Hooks just weren’t the 
same.  Which is why I so desperately wanted to nip this muddled beer pur-

chase in the bud – or, in the miller, I 
suppose. 
 
When my original barkeep looked my 
way, I pointed to the Bell's bottles, and 
made the gesture of "two" with my 
fingers, and mouthed “Two Hearted 
Ale.”  Clear enough, right?  He nodded 
and turned back to the frig. Right away, 
I thought, "Shit, he thinks I want two 
Longhammers."  Sure enough, when he 
stood up, he had two Red Hook bottles 
in his left hand and was reaching for the 
opener with his right.  Double shit.  
Once he pops those tops, not good for 
Hops.  Need some stops.  Waving my 
arms almost wildly, I caught his eye.  
Opener was poised, just a millimeter 
away from the chilled cap.  He was a 
flinch away from the classic rapid-fire 

chich-chich double-pop that barkeeps love so much.  But he stayed his hand 
and came over to try to hear what I had to say.  He shared my laugh as I 
'splained what I really wanted.   
 
And that was pretty much it for drama.  Yeah, I know, kinda lame, but more 
complicated that it shoulda been. 
 



So, beer acquired and Hop 268 properly toasted, I turned my attention to 
exploring.  The bar itself juts out into the middle of the room, almost 
dividing it in half, so I thought a visit to the other half would be in 
order.  There seemed to be some sort of enclave around the corner back 
there too.  I'm a sucker for a good enclave, so I had to check it out. 
 
There's a huge video screen that takes up most of the back wall, but it 
wasn't turned on, so I'm not even going to mention it.  If it was on, though, 
it would sure change the lighting in here bigtime.  But I'm not going to 
mention it, so never mind that. 
 
As enclaves go, this one was average at best.  For one thing, it was brightly 
lit.  Might be cooler if it’s dimmed out.  There was a small 2-top bar table 
and a really small couch, I think, over by the other back wall.  There were 
three doors.  I expected that two of them would be restrooms, but there 
seemed like they all bore No Entry signs.  I dunno.  Gotta check it next time. 
 
George was here, with a friend whom he introduced me to.  George is one of 
the most affable guys I know, always seems genuinely happy to see his 
friends.  I did catch his companion’s name, but between the Hop and the 
write-up it got away.  (You didn't really think that I go home and write this 
shit the same night, did you?).  They were in a mellowed-out-been-a-long-
night kind of mood.  It seemed like they had stopped in here mainly because 
they had told Michael, the owner, that they would.  You know how that 
goes.  
 
As amiable as those two had been, I felt that becoming a third in their 
conversation would be overstepping my social strata and derailing their 
train, so I pleasantly bowed out and slipped away to mingletown.   
 
Trouble was, mingletown wasn't all that populated. The evening crowd – 
those for whom a “night out” meant dinner and drinks plus a couple hours of 
subsequent Fantasy Fest revelry – had peaked and were starting to get the 
yawnies.  And it was too early yet for the late-nighters.   
 
I was a little in-between, myself.  Just about any other night, I would’ve 
stayed for another Two Hearts and dug the dance music, but it was Fantasy 
Festing out in the street, so I headed out to get Fested On. 
 
 
 


