
Whether you relish breakfast as the most important meal 
of the day or routinely skimp on it, the images and smells 
of eggs, pancakes, bacon, sausage, toast, and coffee excite 
our senses.

Fort Collins locals who get their breakfast fix at the 
iconic Silver Grill Cafe in Old Town can expect more 
competition for seating now that the restaurant has 
reopened for sit-down dining.

In December 2020, Esquire magazine named the Silver 
Grill one of the “100 Restaurants America Can’t Afford 
to Lose” to the COVID-19 pandemic because “if we lose 
them, we lose who we are.”

Food editor and author, Jeff Gordinier, who penned the 
entry for Esquire, wrote: “I have been around the world, 
people, and I am here to tell you that I firmly believe 
that the Silver Grill, founded in 1933, cooks up the best 
breakfast in America.”

“Unbelievable!” said John Arnolfo (B.S., ’74), owner of 
the Silver Grill Cafe. “I couldn’t believe we were picked. I 
looked it up, and there are more than 660,000 restaurants 
in the United States, so to be chosen as the best breakfast 
restaurant is overwhelming,” he exclaimed. “It’s not only 
great for me, it’s also great for the city.”

Arnolfo learned about making the list on Dec. 31 from 
a friend who sent him a link to the article in a text message 

that read, “I’m sure you’ve seen this, but congratulations.” 
In fact, Arnolfo had not seen the article, but as he said, 
“to find that out on New Year’s Eve was pretty fun after a 
pretty lousy year.”

BREAKFAST IS SERVED
Arnolfo reached out to Gordinier, who helped compile 
the list and asked him how the Silver Grill made the 
cut. Gordinier, also the author of a book titled Hungry: 
Eating, Road-Tripping, and Risking It All with the Greatest 
Chef in the World, was a speaker at the 2019 Fort Collins 
Book Festival and ate at the Silver Grill one morning 
during his October visit. Arnolfo didn’t even know he 
had eaten at the restaurant, which is the oldest restaurant 
in Northern Colorado and one of the top five oldest in 
the state.

The historic beginnings of the Silver Grill Cafe can be 
traced back to 1912 when a family-run restaurant named 
UNEEDA-Lunch Cafe opened at the present location at 
218 Walnut St. As the story goes, a window-sign painter 
came by and offered to paint the restaurant a new sign 
– and give it a better name – in exchange for lunch. The 
unknown painter christened it the Silver Grill Cafe. The 
restaurant closed a few years later. Then in October 1933, 
Leonidas “Flossie” Widger, one of the partners from the 
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original restaurant, leased the building and the Silver Grill 
Cafe reopened.

Members of the Widger family continued to operate the 
restaurant for the next 46 years. In 1979, several years after 
graduating from CSU, Arnolfo and his college roommate 
and then-business partner, Mike Gress (B.A., ’74), wanted to 
own a restaurant and walked into the Silver Grill one day. The 
place was run down, so they asked a server why things were 
in such disarray, and she told them the owner wanted to sell 
the business. Arnolfo and Gress bought it that afternoon.

Six years later, Arnolfo expanded the size of the 
restaurant by purchasing the building next door, which 
was the first of four adjoining buildings he eventually 
purchased. The ambiance that diners enjoy today was 
produced by removing drywall to reveal the brickwork 
and refinishing the original wood floors. “As we were 
renovating, we designed the Old Town look we have 
today.” After owning the restaurant for more than 42 years, 
Arnolfo says, “what you see at the Silver Grill today was a 
combination of luck and tenacity.”

FROM SAN FRANCISCO TO FORT COLLINS
Some of that entrepreneurial spirit came from Arnolfo’s 
family and upbringing. He was born and raised in San 
Francisco, California, where his parents owned a grocery 
store. Arnolfo’s father immigrated from Italy where his 
family grew grapes. “He had a pull-yourself-up-by-the-
bootstraps attitude,” Arnolfo said.

In his senior year of high school, Arnolfo started 
considering universities to attend in Colorado, Arizona, 
Idaho, and Wyoming because he wanted a more rural way 
of life and outdoor activities. One day, he was looking at 
a map of the country and just put his finger down on Fort 
Collins and said “CSU.” It was the only school he applied 
to. He hadn’t been to Colorado or Fort Collins until 
arriving on campus in the summer of 1969. “I came here 
and never went home.”

Arnolfo believes his business degree gave him a strong 
foundation to open and operate a restaurant. “I’m so 
thankful to CSU for what they’ve done for me. I’ve gotten 
more involved with the University through Athletics and 
the College of Business, and the community connections 
I’ve made through the years helped grow my business.”

In 2016, he established the John F. Arnolfo Scholarship 
in the College of Business. “It is my way of starting to 
give back.”

SURVIVING THE PANDEMIC
In early 2020, Arnolfo and his staff had growing concerns 
about COVID-19 that soon became a stark reality.

“We never anticipated it would get to this level,” 
Arnolfo said. “We went from hearing about it in late 
February, to getting pretty concerned about it in early 
March, to receiving notice on March 16 that we were 
closing down the next day. The business owners I knew 
were all in shock.” That news was followed by a lot of 

Left: Silver Grill Cafe in 1933. Below: 
John Arnolfo in 1979, the year he and 
former business partner Mike Gress 
purchased the Silver Grill Cafe.

internal emergency meetings about how to 
manage the situation.

Thanks to solid financial planning and loans 
through the Paycheck Protection Program 
coordinated by the U.S. Small Business 
Administration, the Silver Grill weathered the 
first wave of closures. But they didn’t know what 
to expect next.

“We started considering things that we never 
thought we’d do, like takeout, delivery, and online 
ordering,” Arnolfo said. “It truly was an evolution; 
all those things were brand new to us. After we 
opted into doing them, we had to buy software 
to allow online ordering and had to develop 
relationships with delivery companies. It was 
almost like opening a new business.”

Those new ventures were successful. “To my 
surprise, we’re doing much more take-out and 
delivery breakfast than I ever thought we would,” 
remarked Arnolfo. For those who love their 
famous cinnamon rolls, it’s no surprise they have 
been a popular take-out item. And, thanks to 
Esquire’s review, a lot more people are ordering 
their homemade hash browns too.

LIVING UP TO THE HYPE
Being named the No. 1 breakfast restaurant in 
America is a high honor, but Arnolfo knows 
they’re not out of the woods just yet. “Those of us 
in the restaurant business – certainly in a dine-in 
restaurant like mine – we’re all looking for this 
pandemic to be over and have started welcoming 
our customers back.”

The Grill had almost 50 employees when 2020 
began. But a year later, when they reopened for 
in-person dining on March 1, that number had 
dropped to 35.

During the downtime, the restaurant has 
upgraded computer systems and processes. 
“We’re going to be leaner and more efficient, and 
when the community fully reopens, I think we’re 
going to hit the ground running and be as busy  
as ever.”

“We’ve been voted the best; now, we have to 
be the best,” said Arnolfo. “It’s got everyone’s 
attention at the restaurant. I think our food is 
better now than it’s ever been.”  Th
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Old Town Room, location 
of the original 1933 Silver 
Grill restaurant.

The Silver Grill Cafe’s 
famous cinnamon rolls.
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