Best Cape Town Gay Bar: Why Cafe Manhattan Still Feels Like Home
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Shoppers and night owls alike head to Cafe Manhattan, Cape Town’s oldest queer bar and restaurant, because it serves something rarer than cocktails these days: a constant. Located in de Waterkant, this lime-green, hot-pink corner spot has welcomed locals and travellers since 1994, offering music, drag and a sense of community that still matters.
Essential Takeaways
Historic anchor: Cafe Manhattan opened in 1994 and has been a queer social hub in de Waterkant ever since. 
Bright, welcoming vibe: The exterior and patio make a clear visual statement , lime-green chairs and hot-pink doors against a crisp-white facade. 
Live entertainment pedigree: The venue and its sister space have hosted long-running drag shows, impersonators and local cabaret nights. 
Neighbourhood draw: It helped shape de Waterkant’s transformation into a lively, LGBTQ+-friendly enclave, mixing locals with travellers. 
Practical note: Open nights, hearty pub food and a casual, colourful atmosphere make it a reliable stop for first-timers and regulars.
A corner with colour and character
Walk past the lime-green patio chairs and the hot-pink doors and you get a jolt of theatre before you even step inside. The building’s crisp-white exterior frames a warm, lively interior, and that visual contrast is exactly part of Cafe Manhattan’s charm. It’s the sort of place where the décor tells you the night will be relaxed, loud and a little bit theatrical.
Cafe Manhattan’s look isn’t just for show; it’s a signal. According to the venue’s own information, the bar and restaurant have long aimed to be welcoming and visible in the neighbourhood, which matters because visibility in public spaces is still a form of safety for queer communities.
How a neighbourhood anchor got its start
Owners opened Cafe Manhattan in 1994, when South Africa was on the cusp of huge political change. That timing made it more than a pub: it became a gathering place during a moment when queer visibility was beginning to shift from risky to possible in pockets of the country. The cafe helped pull together performers, activists and everyday patrons into a shared space.
Over the years it fed and funded performance, with a sister venue hosting regular cabaret, comedy and drag. Long-running shows became a reliable fixture, and that continuity turned the cafe into a local institution rather than a one-season trend.
Why it matters in Cape Town’s nightlife scene
Cape Town’s de Waterkant has become synonymous with queer-friendly hospitality, but that reputation was built, in part, on places like Cafe Manhattan that stayed open and visible while the neighbourhood developed. The bar’s steady presence helped energise the area, drawing in rooftop restaurants, boutiques and more polished nightlife , and giving the community a place to come back to.
For travellers, that continuity is useful: you won’t just find a gimmick for an Instagram snap. You’ll find history, regulars who recognise each other, and a calendar of nights where drag and impersonation acts still headline.
Picking your night , what to expect
If you’re planning a visit, check the venue’s schedule for themed nights and performances , many nights are built around live acts rather than just music. The vibe is pub-cosy rather than slick cocktail-bar, so expect hearty food and big personalities rather than small, precious plates.
Practical tip: go early on performance nights if you want a good seat. If you prefer to mingle, later hours tend to attract a mixed crowd of locals, students and tourists, all there for a familiar, unpretentious good time.
Looking ahead: staying rooted while the city changes
Venues come and go, but the ones that endure are those that balance nostalgia with reinvention. Cafe Manhattan has done that by keeping its identity , colourful, theatrical, community-focused , while plugging into contemporary nightlife habits. That mix helps it stay both a safe harbour for locals and an inviting stop for queer travellers.
And yes, your night out will be a little louder and brighter for it.
It's a small corner of Cape Town with a big heart , worth a visit whether you're passing through or claiming a new favourite local.
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