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        Hops MacBarley's Ongoing 
             Key West Bar Boondoggle 
 
Bar #283: 
Duval Central 
203 Duval Street  
Saturday, 30 December 2017, 8:00 PM 
 
Stella Artois (draft) $6.00 
 
This one was much anticipated. It took 
the place of our favorite of all Key West 
bars, The Lazy Gecko (#2), which 
closed its doors 5 months and 21 days 
ago.  For the last 8 weeks, we were 
told “two more weeks,” so we gave up 
asking and just figured, hey, let the 
damn egg hatch.   
 
The Geck was a tough loss.  A lot went down under that old-style ceiling in 
dozen-plus years.  Lots of beers and lots of cheers.  We one-time New 
Englanders toasted championships for all four major sports teams in that 
time.  Before your eyes, we went from obnoxious whiners to obnoxious 

winners.   
 
We all heard a lot of great music in that 
big front room:  Nick Norman, Caffeine 
Carl, Robyn and James, the witty band 
called Zack, just to name a few.  Oh, of 
course, there were some not-as-goods, like 
that friend of ear doctors everywhere, 
Randy Mac. 
 
But such is the nature of the Bone Island 
bar biz.   LG did well to last as long as they 
did, I reckon.  But when their lease was up 
for renewal, they got outbid, and thus 
Duval Central was born. 
 
The 200 block of Duval is prime location, of 
course, and DC came in with music in 
mind.  There is a very professional stage in 



the back end of the room-length bar, and some highly-polished tables/ 
counters in the middle of the customer area. 
 
We – that would be B&J and I – came in on one of DC’s very first nights of 
operation.  Yup, they got their doors open in time for New Year’s Eve.  This 
block of Key West is high-gravity on 12/31, pulling people in like a black 
hole.  It’s the Party Bullseye of town.   
 
Back in my van-gabonding winter of 1993-94, when I was just a wee wisp of 
a 30-something man – yes, I’m gonna spin a little yarn for ya, you should 
know that by now – I had a harrowing experience right outside this door on 
my first KW NYE.   
 
It was the first year of the now-traditional Dropping Of The Conch Shell atop 
Sloppy Joe’s and that was drawing a LOT of attention.  With no other such 
drops around town – i.e., drag queen at Bourbon Street (#100) or pirate 
wench at Schooner Wharf (#97) – this was K-Dub’s Hey, we’re gonna be like 
freakin’ New York! moment.   
 
Like the rest of Key West, Duval Street was, um, less respectable, then.  The 
politely meandering, moderately sober crowd of today was not so in 1993:  
far more intoxicated (in many ways), far less well-dressed (less dressed, in 
general, actually), much more colorful (costumed, painted, masked), and, 
given all the above, much more animated.   
 
Having arrived in Key West in early November, and thus just missing 
Fantasy Fest – one of the great regrets of my life (although, it might have 
been a good thing) – New Year’s Eve was my first real Duval Street bash.  
Memories are few and vague, but I do remember circles of young hippie-
types sitting in the street, smoking and singing and playing music; quite a 



few jugglers; and even a fire-eater just flaunting his flames in the middle of 
the road.  It was like Mallory Square had come to Duval for the night. 
 

So, as midnight 
neared, people began 
to converge in front of 
Sloppy’s.  I had 
slithered through the 
crowd some and was 
on the center line of 
the street, directly in 
front of the front door 
of 203 (I don’t recall 
what business or bar 
it was then) at 11:15 
or so.  The crowd was 

thickening fast, but it wasn’t intolerable.  My buzz was certainly good 
enough, and my bladder was empty enough, that another 45 minutes would 
be cake.   
 
All was well in our happy, bouncy mob.  Festive revelry prevailed and we 
eyed the raised conch shell with mirthful anticipation as the minutes ticked 
by.  Thennn, at 11:55, shit happened.  Every stupid sumbitch who had been 
off boozin’ somewhere decided to make a last-second dash to the 200 block 
to catch the drop.  The initial crush got kind of a Hey, quit pushing reaction, 
but then the real surge came and we were freaking shoved forward.  
Cursing and even some screaming ensued.  Then the shove-back came from 
the really pissed-off people up front.  Meanwhile, more and more people 
kept flooding in from the rear, and things were getting a tad scary.  
 
Things stabilized some as the clock counted down and the shell slowly 
dropped down the pole, and the bellows of “HAPPY NEW YEAR!” filled the air.  
Just seconds after midnight, though, another surge hit.  It felt like the back 
ten rows had all fallen forward at once.  The crush was so severe, there was 
no lateral squishing left to do, so the taller people were all lifted off the 
ground as the squashed shorter people all around squished us upward.  Not 
way up, but enough that my feet were no longer touching the ground.  My 
arms were pinned at my sides.  People were panicking.  The girl next to me 
was screaming but no sound was coming out.   
 
I had this very odd moment of clarity.  I looked at Silent Screamer and said, 
calmly but loudly, “Just stay vertical, baybee!”  If we pitched forward or 
back, with no way to free our arms or legs, we were helpless and in for a 
trample.  She looked at me and I kinda laughed and repeated, “Staaaay 

The 200 block with an hour left in 2017 



vertical.”  She stopped her weirdass scream and focused on the verticality of 
life.  For a moment, I was glad I was tall; the shorter peeps must have had 
their faces buried in other people’s armpits.   
 
Then, as if all the people on the outer edges all fled at once, the pressure 
released and the crunch was gone.   
 
So, that’s what I often think about when I’m near the door to 203 Duval, 
how crazy-packed it gets on this block on NYE.  (Yarn spun.) 
 
So, you can’t blame Duval Central for wanting a piece of that New Year’s pie, 
being right at Ground Zero of that enormous thirsty crowd and all, but 
maybe they rushed the egg a little themselves, and cracked it open just a 
tad early.  You’ll see what I mean. 
 
Anyway, a couple of the bar staff looked vaguely familiar, but from other 
places around town; no carry-overs from LG.  The smaller blonde woman -- 
I think her name was something like Ainsley – had clearly already struck up 
a good across-the-bar buddyship with B&J.  She was lively and talkative, as 
a good barkeep should be, and she was B’s major source of Duval Central 
in-the-knowledge.   
 
Duval Central was open but not quite complete, which is pretty standard 
anyway. For instance, there were no TV’s anywhere.  This was unsettling.  
It’s definitely out of step for an entertainment venue to not have the world’s 
premier entertainment device.  I mean, a place like Solo American Bistro 
(#108) pulled it off, but they were a soft light, soft music, soft face-to-face 
talk kind of place.  No woman wants her man sneaking glances at the hoop 

game while she’s trying to talk about 
how many children she’d like to have.   
 
But if you’re out for a night of 
ENTERTAIN ME, you want it all:  live 
music, flashing lights, dancing people, 
and, yessss, a few TV screens to add 
more dazzle for the mind’s amuse- 
ment.  Green Parrot (#5) used to turn 
off the TVs near the stage when the 
band was on because they wanted the 
musicians to get the love.  Not 
anymore, though, that thing stays on.  
TV has become too pervasive.  If there 
are no screens in the room, people get 
uneasy and might wander off to find The new stage 



the comfort and security of that video glow.  Hold the crowd anyway you 
can, Stan, and nothing holds a wandering mind like that beaming video 
screen. 
 
Something-like-Ainsley told us that she thought there was a locals’ discount 
on the way too, but that nobody seemed sure what it would be.  That will 
definitely be a help.  Maybe the tourists can carry you through the winter 
and spring, but come summer, yer gonna need yer locals to like ya.  A lot. 
 
Another thing that had not yet been determined was this bar’s Happy Hour 
concept.  It seemed as if they were not planning on doing one.  Now, B&J 
and I are not too proud to admit that we like a good HH.  Be it 2-4-1, half-
price, $2 off, whatever the bargain may be, we’re in favor of it and will 
gravitate to the bars that extend us the offer.  We don’t shun places without 
HH, but, really, why pay more if ya don’t gotta? 
 
It’s not like DC is the only place without Happy Hour.  Maybe only half the 
bars do it.  Seems like those that do an HH do reap benefits from it.  And HH 
people tend to be loyal; you see many of the same faces each time you go.  
OK, maybe we’re all being cheap, but, c’mon, beers are routinely $6 or more 

now, so bargain hunting 
makes sense.  It’s gotten 
pretty easy to burn through 
that $40 that you took out 
of the ATM earlier tonight.  
Unless you’re a really shitty 
tipper, five IPA’s will drain 
that tub in short order. 
 
So, anyway, on this 
particular evening, at this 
particular time, the stage in 

the back of the room was unoccupied.  A band would be starting at 10:00, I 
think.  Jan said they were excellent last night.  Makes sense, since being a 
premier music venue was supposed to be the top goal of the new owners of 
Duval Central.  For now, though, piped-in music was it.  Happy or Unhappy, 
the 5:00-8:00 Hours are better – for everyone -- with live music.  So, no 
band, no TVs.  Not much to occupy one’s attention. 
 
What was occupying my attention at the moment, however, was beer.  Not 
too surprising, right?  But in my quest for a beer that I liked, I was not 
finding much success: lots of domestics, no IPAs, nothing that made my 
taste buds swoon.  Granted, they did not have all their brews available yet – 



always one of the potential pitfalls of hopping a just-opened place – so I was 
in Settle Mode.  I settled for a Stella Artois draft.   
 
OK, that’s not a terrible settle, 
for sure.  Stella is good stuff, 
especially in that cool glass, 
and double especially if you 
have a barkeep who likes to do 
the head-swipe across the top.   
 
Well, this came in a plastic cup.  
Ya.  And not even a sturdy, 
clear cup with the bar’s logo on 
the side.  Nope.  Your classic 
backyard cookout, easily-crushed, translucent, plastic cup.  For seven bucks.  
Yeah, you read that right.  Seven bucks for a plastic cup of Stella.  Seemed 
a bit much to me too, Sue. 
 
If it sounds like I wasn’t very enamored with DC, you’re right.  It was a nice 
enough place, with everything all new, and bright paint on the wall, and 
toilets that worked, and friendly bar peeps, but they had a lot to pull 
together yet.  So, jury was still out as the Hop concluded, but this bar did 
not a great first impression make. 
 
 

ADDENDUM:  March 2018 
 
Fortunately, Duval Central has turned 
things very much to the good!  They have 
become quite a good place to hang.   
 
They figured out one trick of a Duval 
Street bar and moved the music – the 
early evening entertainers, at least -- up 
to the front of the room where the 
sidewalk strollers can see and hear them, 
and, in so doing, pulled the crowd to the 
front of the room as well, presenting the 
desired This Place Is Packed appearance.  
That always pulls people in.  They feel as 
if they are missing out on something if 
they don’t plunge in and take part.  You 
could have 100 people in by the back 
stage, but if there’s nobody up front, lotta 



folks gonna stroll on by, thinkin’ there’s not much goin’ on.  You get the rare 
night when the front is so packed that people are too daunted to enter, but 
“too packed” is not a phrase that bar owners fear. 
 
The bands have been good too!  
Including the recent return of Robyn 
and her new bandmates.  Gotta love 
the way she belts out Janis Joplin’s 
“Me & My Bobby Magee” and The 
Black Crowes’ “She Talks to Angels.”   
 
And with a front and a back music 
area, they can jump from the 7-10 
band right into the 10-1 band without 
a pause, which is pretty cool.  Great 
way to hold the crowd. 
 
Another plus is that, at Brian’s persistent urging, a Local’s Discount is now in 
place.  He promised that he’d get more locals to come in if they did that, so 
they did that and he did that.  I’m not totally sure what it is – a buck off 
drafts, maybe? – but it’s a step.  If ya want the discount, though, ya gotta 
make a point of telling them you’re a local.  Fair’s fair, 
after all.  They can’t know everybody, and they’re still 
new enough that there aren’t a lot of “regulars” yet.  
And the beer selection has improved as well! 
 
And TV’s, baybee.  Lots of ‘em.  On most nights, they’re 
all tuned to different channels, too, so you can watch a 
whole bunch o’ shit – like Don Cherry’s coat, for example (did that photo 
catch your eye?) -- while you chat and mingle and suck on your Yingle(ing).   
 
It’s still early in Duval Central’s young life, but they’re definitely learning 
how to be a Key West bar.   
 


