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             Key West Bar Boondoggle 
 

Bar #121: 
Bimini Barrelhead Bar 

Palm Avenue (at Garrison Bight) 
www.thaiislandrestaurant.com   

Thursday, 20 June, 10:00 PM 
 

Magic Hat Circus Boy (bottle) $4.00 
 

This hop was a totally impromptu hop.  I 
had gone for a run, showered, and found 

myself with an hour-plus of goof-off time. 

Eschewing TV and Internet, I headed out 
into the sultry Key West night, aiming 

towards World of Beer or somewhere 
thereabouts.   

 
As I crested Garrison Bight Bridge, my mind was whirring, trying to think of 

a bar that I had not yet been to that might not be far away.  I was staring at 
the red neon glow sparkling on the water to my left when I realized that the 

glowing letters spelled out the name of a bar!  How handy is that?!  Ask the 
Universe and the Universe will provide. 

 
My realization was late, though, and I had downhill momentum, so I had the 

split-second decision: (a) jump on the brakes, squeal hard left, totally freak 
out the dickhead who was tailgating me, and possibly still end up  head-

butting a concrete light pole, or (b) 

sail on by and do the turnaround at 
Eisenhower.  I chose the latter.  Ha.  

No wonder Miss McGinty, my very 
matronly kindergarten teacher, said 

I was "definitely college material." 
 

This place used to be called Harbor 
Lights Bar.  In 1989, as a scene for 

the James Bond movie License To 
Kill, it was dubbed The Barrelhead 

Bar and was supposedly in Bimini.   
There really is such a bar in such a 

place -- that's where Hannibal 
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makes his phone call from in the final scene of Silence of the Lambs, I'm told 

-- but it was cheaper to film here since they were in Key West anyway. They 
filmed at Mary Immaculate, Hemingway House, Ballast Key, all over the 

fweakin' place.  You should check out the movie.  Maybe I will someday too. 
 

Anyway, the bar went back to its former name until a few years ago, when it 
just kinda fizzled out.  A little while later, Thai Island Restaurant opened 

upstairs.  They've been open for a 
few years, so they must be doing 

OK.  The downstairs bar that 
overlooks the bight has been a bit 

of a puzzle: closed, then not so 
closed, then who knows what.  I 

stopped paying attention, until… 
(see paragraph 2). 

 

As soon as I walked in the door, I 
became a fan.  It's a long straight 

bar, from entrance to back wall.   
Tall stools line this side, a row of 

tables fits between the bar and the 
all-window waterfront wall, and the 

wall opposite the bar is big and 
blank and red.  That part could be 

better.  Surely, some local artist 
can concoct a mural that will be 

better than a blood-red wall. 
 

But the rest of the place is a just a 
dang cool hang.  Nobody ever faces the blood wall except the barkeep.  Two 

good-sized TVs are mounted above the bar.  The NBA Finals were on.  Game 

7, in fact.  I wasn't all that interested.  I had no desire to watch LeBron 
grin.  The Spurs had their chance in Game 6 but couldn't get a rebound with 

five seconds left and Ray made 'em pay with a dagger three up the pazunga.  
No way SA was bouncing back from that.   

 
The barkeep was lovely.  Not in a nice dress with a daisy in her hair on a 

sunny day in the park kind of lovely, but more like a let's cruise around with 
the top down, dig some coolo tunes, laugh a lot, and love life for a 

while kind of lovely.  I nicknamed her Roxie.   
 

She got a smile out of my beer choice; I guess Circus Boy is not a big seller.  
BBB does seem like more of a Bud bottle bar. 
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What is it with Budweiser drinkers?  When I worked at Uno's, we had Bud on 

tap and Bud Light in the bottle.  We sold a lot of both, of course, but there 
were a few times when it wasn't 

enough.  One night, two typical 
blue collar guys (Woburn MA is 

a predominantly blue collar 
town) came in, looking for a 'za 

and few beers.  They looked like 
good guys, and I was ready to 

beer them.   
 

Fresh from work, they sat down 
with that empty-the-pockets-

onto-the-bar move -- keys, 
pack o' smokes, lighter, 

anything that might cause an 

uncomfortable poke.  Ready to hunker down and off-load the day's stress. 
 

"Bud bottle" they said, almost in unison, before I could even do my best 
Whaddillyahave?   

 
I spun them a couple of coasters and reached for two tall, very-well-chilled, 

23-ounce glasses.  Ready to pull the trigger, I said, "I have Bud Light in a 
bottle and Bud on draft, will either of those work for ya?" 

 
They looked at each other, then looked at me like I had just pissed on their 

little sister.  They gathered their belongings.  My look said, "What??" 
 

"I guess we'll go somewhere else, then," the taller one said, unpleasantly.  
"How can you not have Bud bottles??"   

 

"Got the brew cold and fresh on draft, my friend.  Twenty-three ounces for 
two bucks.  How can you beat that?"  I was working the sale best I could.  It 

was a sham, though; I hate Bud in either mode. 
 

They gave me look of pure scorn and left, slamming the door behind them. 
It was a We won't be back slam.  WTF, ya bastids, it's ferkin' Budweiser, not 

some fine champagne.  Dayumm. 
 

Oh ya.  Barrelhead.  Roxie.   
 

There were only two other customers here this night.  Both had short gray 
hair.  We were equally spaced -- locationally, at least (I may have had the 

upper hand in other ways, nudge, nudge) -- with three empty stools 
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between each.  No attempt at camaraderie here.  We were all willing to chit 

some chat with Roxie, but we had no interest at all in one another. 
 

I am absolutely FINE with that.  If you're a stranger at a bar, and you don't 
feel like striking up a convo with me, then I like you!  There have been 

many good people met at various bars around North America, but there 
have been just as many dumbasses and shitheads.  See White Tarpon (Bar 

#31) for a good example. 
 

It was late in Roxie's shift and she had finagled a cheeseburger wrap from 
the kitchen.  I'm sure they were eager to please.  That wrap looked so 

goooooood.  Maybe it was enhanced by the way Roxie was just opening wide 
to ... ahhh, never minnnnd.  Ha, just kidding; she was ravenous, but not to 

that point. 
 

The Circus Boy was gone almost before I knew it.  I contemplated having 

another, especially when Roxie came over and asked, "More?"  If I had 
pursued it, the night could have gone careening off, but Hops didn't need 

any o' that this time around. 
 

Sated by my new discovery, and feeling very much, I'm sure, like Crazy 
Chris Columbus did when he blundered upon the so-called New World, I 

smugly wheeled back over the bridge, losing myself in the reverie of a 
moonlit, seaside ride in a convertible. Pink pink pink pink pink pink pink 

mooooooon.... 
 

Ha ha, what a douche.  Ha. 
 

--------------------------------- 
 

Hops’ Log, Supplemental: 

When I arrived at my abode (The Shanty), I decided the night wasn't done. 
It's less than a half-mile stroll down to Smathers Beach.  Lotsa moon, notta 

mooch wind.  Had to go.   
 

Hung out, sat out, laid out, stretched out, walked out, tunesed out, and 
danced out on the deserted sand among the palms for more than an hour.   

 
The tide was at its lull point.  I had never caught this on a windless 

night.  There is always at least a ripple, in or out, as the tides strum out 
earth's heartbeat, or as the wind teases the sea.   

Tonight:  nada.   



The water sat as still as if it were in my bathtub. 

 
I stood, tunes off, just watching the water not move.  Just listening to the 

trees not shift.  Just feeling not a whisper of wind on my face and chest.   
 

 
The ocean had stopped breathing.  The heartbeat was stilled. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Then I had to smile and thank my fates that I was here, digging the sleepy 
sea, reveling in the tropical beach on a beautiful night, instead of... well...  

Ha.  

 
Happy Hops.  =] 

 
 

 
 

 

 


