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With glasses of champagne in hand, the Monday-night regulars at Sin Sin Lounge toast 

the end of an era. Every week for the past nine years, an eclectic group of hip-hop fans from all 

walks of life have gathered at the cramped bar on the corner of Fifth Street and Second Avenue 

for “Freestyle Monday,” where anyone who wanted to could get on stage and perform freestyle 

rhymes in front of a supportive crowd. But, with the controversial bar slated to shut down at the 

end of the month, this Monday would be the last event at the familiar hangout. 

It is close to midnight before the red-velvet-and-disco-ball bedecked bar begins filling up, 

but the audience has swelled to over 100 by 12:15. The crowd could have been staged for a 

Benetton ad: hipsters, bankers, gangsters, students, men, women, old and young, of all colors, 

were packed tightly into the tiny first-floor space and clamoring to get the show started. Emcees 

Mariella “Mary Hell Yeah” Gonzalez and Sam “Rabbi Darkside” Sellers, who helped co-found 

the weekly event in 2001, open the farewell party with toasts, thanks, and remembrances, before 

kicking things off with a group rap. 

“Say it with me now: Legacy… History… Sin Sin… Family… Come on y’all!” Sellers 

shouts to the beat, as the crowd chants with him.  

 “There’s no other place really like this in New York,” says Chaz Kangas, a lanky 

redhead from Minnesota who discovered Freestyle Monday five years ago when he was a student 

at New York University and new to the city rap scene. He fell in love with the open atmosphere 

(there is no cover charge or time limit for performers), the welcoming environment, and the 

serious talent he saw performing there. Even as his music career has taken off  -- he has since 



released an album with FatBeats Records and landed gigs at venues like CBGB -- he still returns 

to Sin Sin every Monday to take his turn at the mic. 

“With a lot of New York City hip-hop in the late nineties, there was such a genuine 

grassroots feel. And Sin Sin – in terms of an organized event – it’s really the last bastion of that,” 

he says wistfully. “It’s a platform as an artist to be seen, promote yourself, and make friends, in a 

safe environment. It’s really unique.” 

 

This lyrical love-fest is in stark contrast to the scene that took place at Sin Sin just two 

months ago. On August 22nd, Devin Thompson, 37, was fatally shot on the sidewalk outside the 

bar’s 5th Street entrance. Although visible on surveillance videos from both inside and outside 

the lounge, his two attackers were never caught. All three men had been partying inside the 

venue before the shooting happened. 

However, Sin Sin had been embroiled in a bitter battle with Community Board 3 and the 

East 5th Street Block Association well before the murder. In July, owners Phillip Quilter, Dave 

Casey, and Matt Knott, applied for a transfer of their liquor license, a move that signaled their 

intentions to change ownership of the venue. At this, Stuart Zamsky, president of the block 

association and the driving force behind Sin Sin’s closing, rallied his neighbors to petition 

against the move. “The bar has always been a noisy and unruly neighbor, and then they slowly 

devolved into a place that attracted a violent crowd… It was an opportune time for the 

neighborhood to voice their opposition,” he tells me. “When we came together and saw that it 

wasn’t just a few of us, that everyone in the neighborhood was seeing violent acts, we undertook 

the task of trying to get them shut down.” The neighbors turned out in full swing, and the 

community board rejected Sin Sin’s license transfer.  



In August, the three co-owners met with the neighbors, the community board, and the 9th 

precinct police to discuss ways to improve the relationship between Sin Sin and the 

neighborhood. “We wanted them to change their programming and hire more security,” Zamsky 

puts it simply. “They said they hired more security, but they refused to address the programming 

issue.” What the neighbors really wanted was a change in the types of parties the owners would 

throw and the DJs they would hire -- two elements that dictate what kind of crowd will show up. 

That meant having Sin Sin’s license altered with “stipulations that would make them a more 

desirable neighbor,” Zamsky says, such as official requirements that they establish a change in 

programming, along with better security and noise control. 

But, “they refused to change their methods of operations, and, subsequently, the murder 

happened,” Zamsky explains. “We were disappointed in their ability to respond, and more so 

when someone got murdered in their presence.” 

When asked about the alleged scene perpetual violence at Sin Sin, Kangas becomes 

incensed, “I’ve never seen the slightest hint of violence here – not so much as a punch being 

thrown,” he says.  

Other regulars Miles Megaciph, a large, be-spectacled man with long dark hair pulled up 

into an orange headwrap, and Genesis Briggs, a caramel-colored wisp of a girl, attest similarly. 

“It’s a real community,” Briggs insists. Both individuals have other careers during the day 

(Megaciph is an after-school guidance counselor for high-school students in Harlem; Briggs, a 

junior at Tisch), but they spend their free time making music. Like Kangas, both artists have 

used connections made at Sin Sin to make headway in their music career, and they have come to 

consider the Monday-night crowd as family. Taking a long pull off the hookah the two share at 



the bar, Briggs reminisces sadly, “This is just an amazing place to meet people in the music 

scene, and have fun.”  

“I would like to ask, if the neighbors say they’re unhappy with the demographic here, 

then who are they talking about specifically?” Kangas says, with a hint of bitterness in his voice. 

“The clientele is an incredibly diverse, wonderful group. It’s a real tragedy.” 

 

On Sin Sin’s last night in business, the management is agitated. Co-owner Matt Knott, a 

tall Brit in a tight black t-shirt with graying hair styled in a hip faux-hawk, leans against the bar 

with his arms crossed and his eyes on my notebook like a hawk. “You’re not going to write more 

bad shit about us, are you?” he says, only half-joking.  

When asked to clarify the real reasons as to why the bar is closing, he responds 

acerbically, “The rent is too damn high.” He refuses to comment on any dealings with the block 

association, and he insists that they have no plans to reopen, despite rumors to the contrary. 

What he is willing to talk about is events such as Freestyle Monday, which he encouraged 

and helped start, and the wide style of events Sin Sin has hosted throughout the years. “Eleven 

years running is pretty good in New York City,” he sighs. “We don’t want to be remembered for 

stupid shit like that” – referring to the dealings with the block association – “we want to be 

remembered for things like Freestyle Monday, instead.” 

Behind the bar, Patrick Schmidt, a bartender from New Jersey in his mid-twenties who 

has been working at Sin Sin for two years, is going into his last night at the bar with a heavy 

heart. He’s been at several venues, and he, too, feels that Sin Sin was special. “We always had 

something totally different here every night,” he says. “I know I work here, but that really is 

unique in this city.” 



In reference to the bar’s dealings with the block association, he says, “It wasn’t fun. They 

make you feel like you’re doing something wrong, when really you’re just doing your job… I 

don’t know why people would live here [in the East Village] if they don’t like this environment.” 

Zamsky, who has lived on East 5th Street for 30 years and owns a small furniture store on 

the block called White Trash, puts it differently. “We are not teetotalers. We live in the East 

Village, and we are the most tolerant people in the U.S., maybe even the world,” he argues. “We 

are not gunning for bars. We don’t care what people do; we just don’t want to be disturbed, and 

if bars run their operations in ways that make the neighborhood uninhabitable, then we will take 

action.” 

When asked about the future of the venue, Zamsky responds, “I have no idea what 

they’re planning to do. Whatever it is, if it’s the same ownership, it’s no good by us.”  

 

Even as the neighbors are rejoicing about Sin Sin closing, the bar will be missed by those 

who have come to call the place home. “At the end of the day, it’s just a venue, but it’s a venue 

that we love,” Kangas sighs. “I’m over-sentimentalizing it right now… but those walls are where 

I have all these memories.” 

 
 


