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Flat Street Nightclub
On October 11, 1977 the Brattleboro Reformer reported that the Brattleboro Planning Commission “approved a site plan for a large nightclub on Flat Street.  Dennis Smith of Brattleboro, the developer, told the planners he wants to convert most of the parking garage at 17 Flat Street into a three-level nightclub which would seat up to 300 people.”  Thus, Flat Street was born.
The club was the brainchild of Smith who recruited his sister, Linda, to return to Brattleboro from Florida to help him with the endeavor.  As Linda Smith said in a recent interview, “We were local kids and we really wanted to stay here, but the only way to stay here was to create our own jobs.”
Linda’s background was in marketing and Dennis had just completed his masters degree in international business in Switzerland. According to Dennis, “We had no money.  We did it with Claude Gouin’s help.”  Turning to his sister he said, “It was just you and I and Claude.”
The Smiths did not have enough money to buy the building that was a parking garage at the time. Where did the Smiths get financing?  Dennis was in his late 20s and remembers, “Luckily I had good credit.”  They went to First Vermont Bank to meet with Jon Reynolds who happened to have been a high school classmate of Dennis and a “lifelong friend”.  Jon had offered Dennis a job at First Vermont but Dennis “decided I couldn’t have a ‘real’ job.”
 Local electrician Ozzie Stowell kept his vehicles in the Flat Street garage.  Dennis noticed, “There were some beautiful old cars that had been left there for years.”  And, “A lot of people who worked downtown kept their cars in there.”  When the conversion of Flat Street began Smith says, “It wasn’t a whole lot of fun to tell people they could no longer park their cars there.”
Phil Long provided the financing for the Smiths to buy the building on the promise they would pay back the loan in five years.  They paid it in two years.
Operating the club was sometimes an adventure.  It was heated entirely with cordwood burned in a “pot-bellied” stove.  And the greatest need of any establishment like Flat Street was keeping enough ice in supply.  Says Linda, “We went through a huge amount of ice.  Dennis had coolers held together with paper clips and duct tape.”  Dennis Fagen (Flat Street bartender) adds, “Ice is the most important part of operating a nightclub.”
One of the things no one had accounted for before the opening was what to do with the money.  At the end of the opening night, the Smiths had lots of it, some wrinkled, most of it wet.  Jon Reynolds had been at the club throughout the night so it was decided to put the money into boxes, take it to First Vermont that night, open the bank and place the boxes of money in Jon’s office.  “The next day they had all the tellers count the money,” says Dennis.  Linda adds, “Only in a small town!”  The entirety of the operation, from financing to construction had been a local operation.  Fagen says, “And they all had been from your school, BUHS.”  Everyone who had made a special contribution to the creation of Flat Street was given a gold key.  “All they had to do when they walked in was show that key and they had carte blanche”, says Linda.  Even the liquor license was an issue.  “I don’t think we’d have been able to get a liquor license without the help of Hugh Bronson.  He stepped up to the plate.”   
Flat Street attracted an amazing array of talent.  Dennis explains that, “We were a stop between New York and Montreal, Boston and Montreal.”  Linda adds, “We got George Thorogood because he was doing a 50 states in 50 days tour.”  There was more than music at the club.  It was the beginning of the disco era but Dennis was determined to provide something for everyone. George W. Bush spoke at Flat Street.  Potter Stewart organized the visit.  Candidate Bush had spoken on the Brattleboro Common as well.  A teen disco became popular for the under 18 year olds on Sundays from 2:00 - 5:00 PM.  A fashion show took place at the club.  At one point a mechanical bull and mud wrestling were there. And there was a variety of music beyond the rock and roll and disco.
On any given night the nightclub could be ‘crazy’.  Fitting everyone in was a problem.  The Flat Street motto was “one out, one in” as people lined up to wait their turn to enter.  Sometimes the line reached the Transportation Center.  According to Radar, “In the early 80s the doors would open at 8:00 and by 8:30 Flat Street would be at maximum capacity.”  Dennis Fagen joins Radar, “There were 10-12 doormen working, two bartentenders on each bar with bar backs and every night was a different kind of music. We were one of the first places to welcome gays.”
Flat Street became Vermont’s largest club and gained a reputation as one of the best and biggest in New England.  With Vermont’s drinking age at 18 and the surrounding states at 21, Brattleboro was a destination of choice for college kids.  Colleges arranged busses to transport students so driving was unnecessary.  Linda Smith states, “We did everything by the book.  We were held up as a standard for others.”  The State Police and State Liquor Inspector worked hand-in-hand with the club.  A noise meter was used to keep the sound at a certain level.  Of particular concern was the neighboring Latchis Hotel and Spiro Latchis. If a band challenged the limit, Dennis was known to cut the power.  When a band refused to stop playing at 1:00 AM, Dennis cut the power.  In consideration of their neighbors, the Smiths hired a youngster to pick up bottles and cans in the neighborhood, knowing that people waiting in their cars would be drinking.  
Another problem occurred when a bartender at the club had to ‘shut off’ a customer.  Some of the Flat Street employees would get off work and go to Howard Johnson’s for something to eat.  “Inevitably, someone (who had been shut off at Flat Street) would want to start a fight,” says Radar.  Sometimes it was more ominous than that.  After Radar received his nickname, he ordered a vanity plate - ‘RADAR’. According to Radar, “Some Keene boys got shut off. Somebody comes up and says ‘hey, Radar, what happened to your car’?”  Radar went to his parking spot to find his car and its vanity plate had been tipped on its side.  That was the end of the vanity plate and Radar never parked in the same place twice after that.
Times began to change, morality changed, rules and regulations changed and the drinking age was equalized everywhere.  For Dennis Smith what had been a great time “for family fun” at his club, was no longer fun.  It was time to move on.  Says Linda, “The bad things outweighed the good things.”  Someone stopped by the club, real estate people and attorneys from Boston, asked to buy Flat Street, and Dennis said “yes”.
Reflecting on the good times, Linda Smith remembers, “It was a perfect energy that came together; the synchronicity of the people…..hooking up to the town water system…..because we were local kids from a good family with a good reputation…..(the powers that be in Brattleboro) believed in us and that we were going to do things the right way.”
Flat Street and Dennis Smith’s current restaurant, The Marina, have supported the community and the community has supported Smith’s establishments for years and continues to do so today.  Many of Smith’s employees have stayed with him to this day.  Radar and Dennis Fagen worked Flat Street and are at The Marina now. Kate Theriault, who started as an 18-year-old employee at Flat Street in 1978, manages The Marina today.  And, as we finished our interview at The Marina, Radar’s daughter stopped by to pull Radar back to work.  The Smiths and the community have become generational.
At this point it’s appropriate to pass along Radar’s signature ending to any night’s activities at the Flat Street Nightclub,  “You don’t have to go home but you can’t stay here!”
Editor’s note:  This Week in Brattleboro History on 96.7 WTSA FM will feature audio segments from the audio file that produced this article.  It airs at 8:30 on Saturday the 1st of June. If you are not in the listening area and would like to listen, WTSA is live streaming now and you can listen live at: https://wtsaradio.com/player/?playerID=1931
A film of the entire conversation recorded at The Marina may be seen at: https://archive.org/details/FlatStreet
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