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Beneath the blue suburban
skies
Boulder institution Penny Lane celebrates a decade in
its new digs

by Vince Darcangelo
- - - - - - - - - - - -
(buzz@boulderweekly.com)

Penny Lane
is a car
dealership-
turned-
coffeehouse
that boasts
Boulder’s
longest-
running open
mic nights
for poetry
and music.
It’s a place
where
runaways
used to hide
in the back,
where Ani
DiFranco
played,
where
Nirvana once
did a two-
night stand
after vehicle
malfunctions
caused them to miss a previously scheduled gig. It’s a place where
Allen Ginsberg read poetry. More than that, Penny Lane is a Boulder
institution–a place with a national, word-of-mouth reputation that
draws first-time visitors eagerly through its doors and is a source of
nostalgia for recurring guests.

Penny Lane’s history spans more than two decades and two city
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blocks. Initially opening in 1981 across the street from its current
location at 1795 Pearl St., this Saturday the popular coffeehouse is
commemorating a decade at its current location with the Penny Lane
10th Anniversary Celebration.

The move to its current home was forced when new landlords took a
disliking to Penny Lane’s free-spirited clientele at the old location.
The coffeehouse was briefly closed, but two-and-a-half months later
Penny Lane’s second chapter began right across from where the first
chapter left off.

"That place was hard to heat and hard to cool. This place has much
better windows and facilities," says Isadore Million, Penny Lane’s
owner. "We built this stage, put the sound system in, bought a piano.
For entertainment, it’s a 10,000-percent improvement. You’d get a lot
of people in that old place and it got hotter than hell."

Local music legend and longtime entertainment booker at Penny Lane
Danny Shafer says the move enabled the coffeehouse to become a
more diverse gathering place and live venue, attracting more students
and more families.

"With the better space there’s more room for people to congregate,
and it’s made it easier for studying and for all types of different
projects to come down here," he says. "It’s enabled us to have a
larger clientele, because everybody under the sun comes here. The
new space has made it more comfortable for people."

Penny Lane’s manager Mary Jo Wysocki, who’s been at the
coffeehouse for 16 years, attributes the diversity of clientele not only
to the benefits of the new location but also the attitude of its owner.

"Isadore’s always had this open-door policy that all people are
welcome as long as they respect the space," she says. "People just
naturally feel comfortable in here. There’s so much networking going
on in here. It’s become this community thing… It’s because of
Isadore’s generosity to Boulder."

But while Penny Lane garnered new clientele at its current location,
lost in the move were some of the guests that gave the coffeehouse a
lot of its color and reputation.

"Our business dropped after we came over here," says Million. "For
instance, we used to have smoking over there and a number of young
people, runaways, that used to hide back in the corner. Their mothers
couldn’t find them and the police couldn’t find them, and when we
came over here they didn’t come with us."

It’s not every business owner who laments the loss of transients
squatting in the back of his establishment, but Isadore Million is not
your average business owner. A geologist by trade when he took a
shot at running a coffeehouse 23 years ago, Million’s welcoming
nature and acceptance of diverse clientele has made Penny Lane a
Boulder institution–especially over the holidays when the coffeehouse
stays open and becomes a gathering spot for Boulder transplants who
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don’t have family in the area. Ironically, the idea struck Million while
waiting for his turkey to cook one Thanksgiving.

"I was just hanging around the house. I said, ‘What the hell, why not
open Penny Lane, because there’s a lot of people that don’t have any
place to go,’" he says. "Then we started with Christmas too. You
know how it is spending Christmas or Thanksgiving away from your
family. It’s not a good feeling."

The diversity does not stop with the customers. It also comes across
through the musicians and poets that grace its stage.

"You never know what to expect. We have a lot of variety," says
Shafer. "You could walk into a comedy showcase or a folk singer or
a full band, African music, poetry or an open stage. There are so
many different things that can happen here. Penny Lane is all ages all
the time, no matter what. We’ve had more music consistently than
any place in Boulder over the last 10 years. We probably take off 10
nights a year tops, if that."

And although poetry readings have become commonplace in Boulder,
it was Penny Lane that helped put the city on the national poetry map.
For 16 years it has held open mic readings on Monday nights, hosted
by Penny Lane staple and owner of the Beat Book Shop Tom Peters.
The poetry readings have become a launching pad for many great
poets, including students and faculty in town for Naropa University’s
world-famous Summer Writing Program. This was commemorated in
a book, Poems from Penny Lane, that was released in 2003. Some of
the featured contributors who have graced Penny Lane’s stage include
Ginsberg, Peters, Bobbie Louise Hawkins, Jack Collom, Diane
DiPrima, Akilah Oliver, Steven Taylor and Anne Waldman.

But even with a marquee lineup like that, Million remains humble.

"We never planned this. We’re not bragging," he says. "I didn’t know
that Allen Ginsberg would be reading poetry here, that famous bands
would play here. It just happened. That’s all there is to it."

Neither Million, Wysocki nor Shafer will speculate on what the next
decade will bring, but after all they’ve seen they doubt anything can
phase them at this point.

"I’d hate to say it, but maybe it’s just harder to surprise us after all
these years," says Shafer.

However, the same can’t be said for guests of the anniversary
celebration, which starts at 7 p.m. on Saturday, who may get an
interesting surprise from Penny Lane’s owner at closing time.

"We go until 12," says Million, "at which point I take all of my
clothes off and everyone goes out screaming."

For rookies, that could be a bit shocking. But for Penny Lane
regulars, that’d just be another surreal anecdote in a story two-and-a-
half-decades in the making.
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The Penny Lane 10th Anniversary Celebration starts at 7 p.m.,
Saturday, Oct. 23, at Penny Lane, 1795 Pearl St., Boulder, 303-443-
9516. Featured acts include Gaffer, That Harp Guy, Tom Peters, the
Danny Shafer Band, the Bembero Collective, Big Mama Fitzgerald,
Bob "Wheat" Long and Tongue Noir.
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