Best Gay Bars Around the World for LGBTQ+ Travellers
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Travellers and locals are seeking LGBTQ+ bars that offer more than a late-night dance floor, from London institutions and New York neighbourhood favourites to relaxed venues in Washington DC and Tokyo. These reader-loved gay bars combine character, community and a sense of belonging, making them memorable stops for anyone planning an LGBTQ+ city break.
Essential Takeaways
London classics: Heaven brings pop, drag and dancing, while Comptons of Soho suits a slower pint and people-watching.
A relaxed DC stop: Number Nine pairs a friendly atmosphere with two floors, outdoor space and an extensive cocktail list.
Big-city icons: The Abbey in Los Angeles and Sidetrack in Chicago remain standout destinations for energy, music and personality.
Community matters: Cubbyhole in New York and Hunters in Fort Lauderdale show how queer venues can feel rooted in their neighbourhoods.
Choose your mood: The best gay bars range from leather venues and saunas to cosy pubs, lesbian bars and full-scale clubs.
The best gay bars feel like a welcome, not a checklist
The most memorable LGBTQ+ venues aren't always the biggest or loudest. Often, it's the feeling of walking through the door and sensing that you'll fit in, whether you're arriving for a cocktail, a sweaty dance floor or an unhurried chat at the bar.
That warmth comes through in reader praise for venues such as Sidetrack in Chicago, which one visitor described as feeling like a home bar despite living far away. It also explains the staying power of places such as Cubbyhole, where colourful decoration and a neighbourly atmosphere have helped make it a New York institution. The New Yorker has previously captured the bar's intimate, distinctly local character.
London still delivers variety in spades
London's LGBTQ+ nightlife works because it refuses to settle on one formula. Heaven remains the obvious choice for high-energy evenings, with pop anthems, drag performances and a dance-focused atmosphere, while Comptons of Soho offers a more conversational alternative.
That range matters in a city where queer nightlife has a long, complicated history. The Guardian's reporting on London's LGBTQ+ venues and Pride history underlines how bars and clubs have served as social spaces as much as entertainment destinations. For visitors, the practical lesson is simple: plan around your mood rather than chasing a single "best" bar.
Want a big night? Choose Heaven. Prefer a pint, people-watching and the possibility of a relaxed conversation? Comptons may be the better fit. Both offer a different version of London queer life, and that's precisely the appeal.
From cocktails in DC to leather nights in Tokyo
Washington DC's Number Nine is a useful reminder that a gay bar doesn't need to be overwhelming to be memorable. With separate levels, indoor and outdoor areas, lounge seating and a video bar, it can work for an early drink as easily as a longer night out. Washingtonian has highlighted the venue's approachable, social appeal.
Tokyo's Eagle Tokyo Blue offers something more specialised, with a leather-focused identity, music and themed events. It won't suit every visitor, but that's part of the wider appeal of LGBTQ+ nightlife: different venues can speak to different communities, interests and comfort levels.
If you're visiting an unfamiliar city, check the venue's current listings before setting off. Opening hours, dress expectations and event nights can change, and a themed evening may feel very different from a quiet weekday drink.
Los Angeles and Chicago bring big personality
The Abbey in West Hollywood remains one of Los Angeles's most recognisable gay bars, combining food, cocktails and a lively crowd in a venue that has become part of the city's queer cultural landscape. Celebrity sightings add sparkle, but the real draw is its energetic, open-ended atmosphere. Coverage of Chappell Roan's California appearances has also kept attention on the area's high-profile nightlife scene.
Chicago offers a broader spread of queer experiences. Sidetrack is a classic Boystown bar with plenty of room for socialising, while Steamworks provides a distinctly different, adult-focused setting. Chicago Magazine's coverage of queer history and local culture reflects how these venues sit within a much larger story about community and visibility.
The comparison is useful for travellers. If you want music, screens and a familiar bar-night rhythm, Sidetrack is the natural choice. If you're looking for something more specialised, Steamworks belongs in a separate category altogether.
New York and Fort Lauderdale show the community side
Cubbyhole's appeal lies in its scale and personality. Its flowers, rainbow touches and friendly bar team create a setting that feels personal rather than polished into anonymity. The venue's long-standing neighbourhood identity has also been noted by Them, which described its importance within New York's lesbian and queer nightlife.
In Wilton Manors, Hunters Nightclub offers a more expansive programme, including karaoke, line dancing, DJs and Sunday tea dances. That mix gives visitors several ways to join in, whether they're confident on the dance floor or simply want to watch the room come alive.
For first-time visitors, smaller venues can be less intimidating than huge clubs. Arrive earlier, take a seat at the bar and let the evening develop naturally. Sometimes the best night starts with no itinerary at all.
How to choose the right LGBTQ+ venue
Start with the atmosphere you actually want. Search for a pub if conversation matters, a club if dancing is the priority, or a themed venue if you're keen to meet people with shared interests. Reviews can help, but they rarely capture the full difference between a quiet Tuesday and a packed Saturday.
It's also worth checking accessibility, entry policies, payment options and current event details. Some venues are better suited to casual drop-ins, while others work best when you arrive prepared for a queue or a specific dress code.
Most importantly, treat reader recommendations as a starting point rather than a rigid itinerary. A beloved venue may be packed with regulars, while a quieter local bar could become the unexpected highlight of your trip. As any experienced traveller knows, the right place is often the one where you feel comfortable enough to stay for one more drink.
Explore the venues that match your mood, and let the city do the rest.
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