
IT’S ALL GOOD  
IN THE GAYBORHOOD

T
he sun shines brightly over Los Angeles. Two fathers 
take turns holding their daughter’s hand as she stumbles 
through the grass. She’s just learning to walk. A few 
blocks over at the Pacific Design Center, a man and his 
new wife sip iced lattés on a stroll through the neigh-

borhood. He anxiously checks his phone, waiting for their real 
estate agent to call back with good news.

No, this isn’t B-roll for a utopian house-hunting television 
show. This is the gayborhood of the future, which is maybe not 
much of a gayborhood at all.

In recent years, the media has increasingly reported on the 
changing face of gay neighborhoods around the country, or more 
specifically, the increase of straight people moving in—and, for 
some cities, gays moving out. Coverage has included headlines 
with words like “passé,” “vanishing” and “demise” to describe 
these demographic shifts. Simultaneously, gay bars around 
the country continue to fold one by one. Silver Lake’s longtime 
residents are still mourning the loss of gay nightlife landmarks 
like the Other Side and Le Barcito (formerly the infamous Black 
Cat). In New York City, Boots & Saddle is the latest casualty 
after almost 40 years in business. With all signs pointing to 
“For Sale,” it may look like only a matter of time before gay 
neighborhoods become extinct.

Gayborhoods are distinct geographical areas with high 
concentrations of LGBT people and gay-friendly businesses. 
Stylish storefronts and gay bars are often accompanied by a 
welcoming rainbow flag. The streets offer solace to residents 
and visitors alike, often in a city or suburb where acceptance 
might otherwise be hard to come by. Chicago has Boystown; New 
York has Chelsea; San Francisco has the Castro; Los Angeles 
has West Hollywood and Silver Lake. 

These gayborhoods have played key roles in the fight for 
equality and are rich in culture and history. But the loss of distinct 
gayborhoods doesn’t necessarily pose a threat to maintaining 
a cultural legacy and ties to the past, does it? 

“All neighborhoods change,” according to Amin Ghaziani, 
author of There Goes the Gayborhood? and sociology professor 
at the University of British Columbia. “This is a basic of city 
life, and gay neighborhoods are not an exception to it. The fact 
that these neighborhoods are changing in and of itself is not 
a cause for alarm.”

While the old ways of characterizing gayborhoods—streets 
lined with gay bars, gay households outnumber straights—
may soon become obsolete, gayborhoods themselves are not 
“vanishing.” They’re simply being reinvented, evolving with the 
changing social and political landscape for the better. 

“There’s a pluralization of queer spaces in the city rather 
than the diminishing of the one and only gayborhood in town,” 
Ghaziani says. “Increasingly, gays and lesbians no longer feel 
confined to the singular streets of gay neighborhoods.” But 
what prevents these areas from fading from memory is that 
they will always be home to the historic milestones in LGBT 
history. For Ghaziani, that’s what makes it even more important 
to save them. “The growing acceptance that underlies these 

demographic shifts, I think is extremely positive. But I also 
believe it is critical that we find meaningful ways to preserve 
these culturally sacred spaces,” he says.

For gay and straight residents in L.A., Silver Lake and West 
Hollywood are treated as such. Both gayborhoods come from 
a lineage of activists that played major roles in the history of 
gay rights. 

At less than two square miles, West Hollywood has always 
proven that size doesn’t matter. The small but mighty city has 
marched to the beat of its own drum since Moses Sherman 
bought the land in 1894 to set up shop for his enterprise, the Los 
Angeles Pacific Railway Co. The settlement grew into worker 
housing and neighborhood stores but really earned its spot on 
the map in the 1920s when the Sunset Strip blossomed into the 
entertainment industry’s nightlife epicenter. The constant flow 
of celebrities to the area paired with relaxed law enforcement 
made West Hollywood a magnet for free and creative spirits, 
laying the foundation for a progressive social climate. Los 
Angeles made repeated attempts to annex the unincorporated 
area, but West Hollywood fought to maintain its independence 
and unique identity. It wasn’t until 1984 that the little town 
officially became the City of West Hollywood. 

“This is the city where people have always come to invent 
themselves,” says West Hollywood Mayor John D’Amico. “And 
I just have this idea that we’re inventing the modern family. 
We’re sort of talking about the generation of people who really 
grow up in a society in which people are really interested in the 
quality of the human being.”

Further east and just north of Downtown Los Angeles sits 
the neighborhood of Silver Lake, L.A.’s edgy East Side gaybor-
hood. It’s home to a more racially diverse population than 
its Westside counterpart of West Hollywood, but it shares 
the same free-spirited, artistic appeal. The gayborhood is 
sandwiched between Echo Park and Franklin Hills, areas that 
birthed several film studios in the early 1900s. It was here that 
Harry Hay founded the Mattachine Society in 1950, one of the 
earliest gay rights activist groups, and it’s where the Black Cat 
Riots led to a turning point in LGBT history. It is also home to 
the Mattachine Steps, stairs on Cove Avenue that lead to the 
house where Hay held Mattachine Society meetings.

Today activism is no longer limited to locales like West 
Hollywood and Silver Lake. Advocacy and acceptance increas-
ingly find their way into the mainstream. L.A.’s annual Pride 
Parade draws hundreds of thousands of supporters of all ages, 
races and sexual orientations. Young celebrities like Daniel 
Radcliffe and Josh Hutcherson use their strong influence on 
youths to promote advocacy. Even big businesses are taking a 
stance and making it a commercial statement, like American 
Apparel and its hugely successful “Legalize Gay” shirt. But, of 
course, this is all just the beginning. 

“Racism hasn’t gone away. Sexism hasn’t gone away,” says 
Ghaziani. “Neither will homophobia, even in the context of total 
legislative equality. So we still need these neighborhoods.” 

Ghaziani believes that even as the country moves toward 
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1 The opening of the 
Broad Art Museum on 
Bunker Hill 
The wild Diller 
+ Socfidio 
building is 
running late 
though—it 
will probably 
open in late 2015.

2 Clifton’s Cafeteria  
finishes its renovation 
The legendary Depression-
era diner inspired by 
California’s natural parks 
was supposed to close for 
only six months back in 2010. 
Now we’re promised it will 
open at the end of 2014. For 
real this time. We hope.

3 L.A. River becomes  
a world-class park 
Jackhammers could hit the 
concrete as early as January 
2015 according to Mayor 
Garcetti—assuming Congress  
approves the Army Corps of 
Engineers’ $1 billion proposal.

4 Mario Batali’s Eataly 
comes to Century City 
Another one that has been 
teasing us since 2011, but the 
luxe Italian food court from 
NYC finally seems locked in 
for spring of 2017.

5 L.A. Clippers’ first  
season without that  
royal douche Donald 
Sterling at helm
The season kicks off at  
home Oct. 30 against the 
Oklahoma City Thunder.  
No one is sure new owner 
Steve Ballmer has what it 
takes, but the team will  
likely take pains to show  
its “plantation-style”  
ways are behind it and 
inclusiveness is in.

THINGS 
TO LOOK FOR 
NEXT YEAR
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total marriage equality, the need for 
gay neighborhoods as safe spaces 
will persist. “Equality in the books of 
law is not the same thing as having 
to think about either the meaning or 
the morality of sexuality,” he says. 
His recently published book explores 
reports that hate crimes against non-
heterosexuals—particularly transgen-
der individuals—continue at alarming 
rates, as does housing discrimination 
against same-sex households. “But 
those rates of discrimination tend to be 
lower in gay districts. So these neigh-
borhoods still provide a buffer against 
bigotry and bias.”

That tradition of safety and accep-
tance is unlikely to change, no mat-
ter what gayborhoods look like in the 
future. To anyone who may be worried 
that West Hollywood is going soft, 
Mayor D’Amico has a few words for 
you: “West Hollywood is as gay as it 
ever was.”

“There are more gay people living 
in West Hollywood today than when 
the city was founded,” D’Amico says. 
“There are just as many LGBT people 
today as there were in the 2000 and 
2010 Census.” He admits to a change 
in demographics, but it’s not what 
some people think. The city was once 
home to senior citizens who made up 
30% of the total population. Now there 
are half as many, and in their place, 
younger residents—many of whom are 
straight—have made West Hollywood 
their home. “It’s fair to say that since 
the LGBT population has not gone up 
in the last 15 years, it’s likely that there 
are certain folks who are just moving to town,” he says.

And the changes will continue. More and more gaybor-
hoods will open their doors to straight residents, but that 
doesn’t have to be experienced as a loss. 

“This is not an ‘either/or’ proposition,” says Ghaziani. “It’s 
not like you can either assimilate into the mainstream or hold 
on to your unique communities. You can have both—full inclu-
sion and participation in the mainstream and the celebration 
of one’s own communities.”

Akbar, a popular watering hole in Silver Lake, is a prime 
example of embracing the changing demographic. The estab-
lishment welcomes gay and straight crowds, meaning it comes 
as no surprise that it’s also one of Silver Lake’s last surviving gay 
bars. Akbar’s website sums it up best: “We abhor homophobia. 
And heterophobia. We love L.A. and we <3 N.Y. We’re partial 
to scruff. We miss our dearly departed friends and family. We 
look forward to making new friends and family.”

New friends and families, welcome to the gayborhood. 

“I would like to see more of  
our local community involved in our  

sustainable drive towards clean,  
organic foods. Regionally, I see a bridge 

forming between rich farming in  
Northern California and the growing  
need of local agriculture in Southern 
California that will further enhance  
our capabilities to lead the nation  
towards a sustainable market of  

small business agriculture.”

—Amelia Posada of Lindy 
& Grundy’s Meats on Fairfax

Additional reporting 
for this feature by 
Tamara Rawitt
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