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The Flatiron Cafe in
downtown Omaha has
closed for good.

Owner Kathleen Jam-
rozy said she told her staff
Thursday that the restau-
rant wouldn’t return after
the coronavirus pandemic.
It was in the historic trian-
gular Flatiron Building near
17th Street and St. Marys
Avenue for 24 years.

Jamrozy and the staff
were cleaning out the build-
ing on Friday.

The restaurant was
known for its sumptuous
menu, rich ingredients and
fine service.

“I tried to see a path for-
ward for us,” Jamrozy said,
but she knew the restaurant
was as much an experience
as it was a place to buy food
and she couldn’t see it thriv-
ing in the current environ-
ment.

She said she considered
offering takeout or curbside
dining but rejected that idea
because the 100-plus-year-
old dining room and atten-
tive wait staff was an es-
sential part of dining at the
Flatiron.

“It wouldn’t work as a
curbside (restaurant) or
(with) waiters in protective
gear,” she said.

In addition, she said, the
profit margin in fine dining
is slim and she was afraid
the coronavirus pandemic
would be prolonged. The
restaurant’s last day was
March 14. It was closed for
a few days in early March
to install new carpeting and
otherwise “freshen” the din-
ing room.

She has six months left on
the building’s lease and is

hoping to sell the business,
which had one of the best
years in its history in 2019.

“It’s pandemic priced,”
she said. “Maybe someone
who knows the beautiful
space and understands that
there is real value in the
name and place (could buy
it). If they can ride out the
storm, it would be worth it.”

She said she is offering
refunds to people who have
gift certificates.

In December 1995,
she sent invitations to a
grand-opening party. The
invitations had a black-and-

white photo she had taken of
the building.

“I didn’t know if anybody
was going to come,” she
said. “But it was as if noth-
ing else in the city was going
on that night.”

She said she appreciates
all the people who supported
her that day and throughout
the restaurant’s tenure.

“It makes me sad that we
can’t bookend that with a
beautiful going-away party
to say thank you to the com-
munity,” she said.
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Omaha’s Flatiron Cafe falls to
coronavirus, closes after 24 years

in their dining rooms.
Restaurateurs who

opened are reporting mixed
results: Crowds are down,
though most say they’re
slowly picking up; and rev-
enue, though improving, is
still below pre-coronavirus
levels.

“I have heard restaurant
owners say losses are less
now than they were,” Olson
said this week. “Sales are
down 50% to 60% of nor-
mal instead of 80% to 90%.
Nobody is back to 100% of
what they were a year ago.”

The dining room re-
opening process was an
adventure, said Omaha
restaurant owners, chefs
and managers contacted
by The World-Herald. They
had to reconfigure seating
for social distancing, deep
clean their buildings, devise
ongoing sanitization regi-
mens and rehire employees,
among many other tasks.

“We came in with a tape
measure to make sure tables
are 6 feet apart,” said Tam-
my Dean, daytime manager
at Shirley’s Diner in the Mil-
lard area. Like workers at
other restaurants, she and
her staff also created ex-
tended sanitization stations
with bleach buckets.

Health officials provid-
ed a detailed list of steps
restaurants must take to en-
sure the safety of diners and
employees. Owners with
questions about the guide-
lines have been consulting
by phone with the Douglas
County Health Department,
said Joe Gaube, supervisor
of food safety compliance.

For now, he said, restau-
rants are on an honor sys-
tem because inspections
have been suspended tem-
porarily. Workers through-
out the department have
been deployed to help with
anti-coronavirus efforts
such as testing and contact
tracing.

Gaube expects inspec-
tions to resume within a few
weeks.

Restaurateurs opting to
reopen May 4 were pinched
for time. When Ricketts an-
nounced his decision, they
had only eight days, includ-
ing two weekends, to clean
buildings and convert oper-
ations.

At Spezia, a high-end Ital-
ian eatery near 72nd Street
and Mercy Road, owners
were getting ready to launch
takeout when they found out
that they could serve cus-
tomers in their dining room
in a few days.

“We did everything on the
fly,” dining room manager
Joshua Diaz said.

Now Diaz and his peers
have shifted to making

sure that employees follow
safety guidelines. The most
notable rule is mandatory
masks for all workers.

A World-Herald spot
check indicated that they’re
taking the rule seriously.

People waiting for takeout
at the Pacific Eating House
near 132nd and Pacific
Streets this week could see
each worker inside wearing
a mask.

Deb Reese, an Omahan
who was eager to return to
her favorite restaurants,
said employees were wear-
ing masks at both Firebirds
and Oscar’s when she re-
cently visited.

“Everyone at Oscar’s
had personalized Oscar’s
masks,” she said.

Owners and managers
said their employees see
masks as a necessity, though
they’re sometimes annoy-
ing.

“We have to do what we
have to do,” said Mo Taj-
var, owner of Omaha Prime
in the Old Market, where
masks seem incongruent
with the fine-dining experi-
ence. “It’s not ideal, but we
do have to keep ourselves
and our guests safe.”

A part-time manager at
Shirley’s said he thinks that
the masks make his inter-
action with diners, some of
whom are regulars, less per-
sonal.

Restaurant personnel also
had to come up with plans in
the event of waiting lists.

“We tell people to bring
their cells, and if there’s
a wait for tables, they can
stay in their cars, and we
will text them when a table
becomes available,” said
Dean, at Shirley’s.

So far, that hasn’t been a
problem. Aside from Reese,
who said she encountered
a three-party waiting list
at Firebirds, no one inter-
viewed for this story said
crowds had been at that lev-

el, except perhaps on Moth-
er’s Day.

With parties seated 6
feet apart, capacities range
from 130 at Spezia to 100 at
Omaha Prime to between 70
and 80 at Shirley’s, Cunning-
ham’s and the Drover.

Some restaurateurs may
have been wondering if all
the preparation was worth
it.

At Cunningham’s, a west
Omaha bar and grill that
reopened May 13, business
is double what it was when
it was takeout-only but still
“10 times less” than it was
before the pandemic, said
assistant general manager
Danny Offner.

Leise, at the Drover, said
he’s doing perhaps 40% of
his former business.

But, all said, it’s not en-
tirely about the bottom line.
It’s about connections with
longtime customers, provid-
ing jobs for employees who
are like family, meeting new
diners and offering hospital-
ity.

“Many people have said
how grateful they are that
they’re able to sit down and
have a meal and a glass of
wine,” said Spezia’s Diaz.
“There’s value in being able
to do that for somebody.”

For Tajvar, it’s not just
about feeding people.

“Our job is to make a
difference in people’s eve-
nings,” he said. “It’s a spe-
cial-occasion place, and peo-
ple come to celebrate. When
they choose us, it makes us
feel good about who we are
and what we do.”

None of the people in-
terviewed said they had
thought seriously about
giving up. Olson, of the Ne-
braska Restaurant Associ-
ation, said a state-by-state
breakdown of a National
Restaurant Association
survey of proprietors indi-
cated that 3% of Nebraska
restaurants had permanent-

ly closed and 6% expected
to close. In April, more peo-
ple responded to the survey,
and it indicated that 2% had
closed permanently and 4%
expected to close.

The May survey is being
conducted this weekend,
Olson said, so she hopes to
have updated figures by the
end of next week.

In Omaha on Friday,
owner Kathleen Jamrozy
said she was shuttering the
Flatiron Cafe for good. She
blamed the closing on the
coronavirus.

Olson thinks the pandem-
ic will change the restaurant
industry. It’s too soon to tell
how, she said.

Leise, at the Drover, ad-
mitted to pondering such ex-
istential matters. He thinks
that some restaurants will
fail in the next year or so
through no fault of their
own.

“There’s always the ques-
tion in your mind as far as
how are we going to sur-
vive this? More so, though,
is how is our restaurant in-
dustry going to survive and
what will it look like on the
other side?” he said.

For now, he’s staying the
course, even as he faces a
second straight year with-
out the usually phenomenal
crowds from the Berkshire
Hathaway shareholders
meeting and the College
World Series.

“We’re just looking ahead,
looking forward and being
positive,” he said.
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Restaurants: Some worked fast to reopen May 4
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Tammy Dean brings food to Don Schraeder, Bob Negus and Dave Poole at Shirley’s Diner on
Thursday. Area restaurant workers appear to be complying with mask requirements.

could have opened May 4,
when in-person dining was
allowed to resume, but they
decided to wait until June 1.
They’ve been preparing.

“All the tables are 6 feet
apart,” Schnittgrund said.
“We can’t use any of the
games … like the dartboard.
Those are all off limits. You
can’t have more than six
people at one table. And
supposedly you can’t stand.
So we’ll have somebody that
will seat people, and we’re
just going to monitor as best
we can.”

Regulars are hungry,
and thirsty, for The Ses-
sion Room to reopen. The
Schnittgrunds have been
hearing from them, and
will be happy to see the
happy hour usuals and the
construction workers from
nearby projects for lunch
again.

“I’m grateful that we
can reopen, and hopeful-
ly everything works out,”
Schnittgrund said.

Angela Honig, owner of
Sippin’ Sirens Neighbor-
hood Bar at 42nd and H
Streets, sees her regulars as
family.

“We’re really a neighbor-
hood bar,” she said, “and it
went from being elbow to
elbow on the weekends to
nothing.”

Honig hopes that with the
loosened restrictions, her
regulars will return.

She said everyone coming
together again is something
to look forward to.

Another neighborhood
bar owner, Nancy Kendall,
said that it may take awhile
for the Kendall Tavern, near
South 23rd Street and Gilm-
ore Avenue, to bounce back
from the financial strain of
the past two months.

“Hopefully I can do it,”
Kendall said. “(Regulars)
are raring to get back here
so they can see people.”

George Robinson, the
owner of the Grown Folks
Social Club, is optimistic but
cautious about reopening.

“I want to open with a lot
of caution because I don’t
think anyone really knows
how things will end up in 31
days, if the virus will spike
again,” he said.

Robinson’s club at 3713
N. 24th St. opened in No-
vember. He said business
was just ramping up when

the coronavirus shut things
down.

“Hopefully everybody
stays safe, and let’s get back
to operating at full capac-
ity,” he said. “I’m ready to
go.”

Ice House, a popular west
Omaha spot for watching
sports and for rehydrating
parents and coaches after
sporting events, has been
open since May 4 for food.
If its experience is indica-
tive of the future, bars can
expect to be buzzing with
cooperative patrons.

“I was expecting it to be
busy, but it has been just
as busy as before,” general
manager Samantha Suit-
er said. “Obviously at half
capacity, we can’t have as
many customers in here,
but all the customers have
been great. … I’ve had some
people that have come in
that are upset about the (no)
darts or pool, but that room’s
completely closed down, so
they can’t even go up there.”

Suiter said all the Ice
House servers and kitchen
workers must wear masks.
Workers immediately sani-
tize tables, menus and even
pens immediately after
each use, she said. Custom-
ers have been good about
following social distancing
rules.

“I feel like that contrib-
utes to how busy we’ve been
because they feel comfort-
able coming here because
they see how much of an ef-
fort we’re putting into (safe-
ty),” Suiter said.

Mike Colvin, an occasion-
al patron of the Homy Inn,
said he will wait a bit before
visiting a bar.

“If the bars and restau-
rants open up and we don’t
see any real spike in cases,
then I’ll start to consider it,”
he said. “I’ll let someone go
in first.”
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Bars: No darts or pool allowed
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Looking for
a house?

Discover great
buys in Home
Guide every

Friday.

WHAT’S THE CATCH?

NO GIMMICKS. NO GOTCHAS.

A Checking Account
so good, people ask,

1.00%APY
Advantage Checking

Rate may change.
APY effective publication date. | 1.00% APY on all tiers:
$0; 10,000; 25,000; 50,000; 75,000; 100,000+
Fees could reduce earnings

1.00% Annual Percentage Yield on all balances.

No Ridiculous Monthly Demands.

$1,000 minimum to open account.

One recurring direct deposit.

8008 W. Dodge Rd. | (402) 408.1400

GIVE IT A TRY.
Give us a call or stop by to learn more.

www.eb-us.com/advantage
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