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LEXINGTON, Va. — Reopening night at the Red Hen Restaurant in 

Lexington, Virginia was relatively quiet on Thursday, despite the presence 

of activists, mostly from out of state. 

 

The owner of the Red Hen, Stephanie Wilkinson, had asked White House 

Press Secretary Sarah Sanders to leave her restaurant on June 23 due to 

Sanders’s affiliation with President Trump. The move sparked a firestorm 

on social media and in front of the restaurant, where protesters and 

supporters clashed for several days. 

 

Hours before the restaurant reopened at 5 p.m., members of the Annapolis, 

Md.-based group Patriot Picket came to criticize Wilkinson’s decision. They 

carried signs which read, “Hey Red Hen, Go Cluck Yourself” and “No 

Civility, No Peas”. Another compared the Red Hen to Woolworth’s lunch 

counter, where African-Americans were refused service in the 1960s. 

 



Despite these provocative messages, for several hours the only sounds on 

the street were occasional honks from cars passing by and conversations 

among the activists and news crews. Signs on the restaurant’s front doors 

said that only guests with reservations would be served and should enter 

via the side patio door. Couples and small groups who’d come to dine 

walked through that door without fanfare and without taking questions from 

reporters, a frustrating scene for those who’d arrived before 3 p.m.         

  

The patio entrance became noisy, however, when Jeff Hulbert, founder of 

Patriot Picket, and Tom Cox, a Floridian who supported Wilkinson’s 

decision, started a heated debate. 

 

“[The Red Hen restaurant is] supposed to be a public accommodation, a 

business. It’s supposed to be accommodating to everyone who walks 

through the door,” Hulbert said. 

 

“The extreme right is judgmental of others more than anything,” said Cox. 

 

“Then tell me about the tolerance of the Left,” Hulbert replied. “Tell me 

about Maxine Waters calling all Democrats across America to do what this 

lady [Wilkinson, owner of the Red Hen] did in every town in America.” 

 

“To oppose…?” Cox interjected. 

 

“…to eject them from public places,” said Hulbert. 

 

“To oppose a sociopath, to oppose a misogynist, to oppose a liar?” 

 

“No, she didn’t say ‘oppose’. She said, ‘eject them’.” 

 

“…to oppose a bigot, to oppose a racist, to oppose Trump, a retrophile that 

should be in jail?” Cox continued, attracting the attention of passers-by and 

reporters who moved in closer with cameras and microphones. 

 



“Sir, you’re getting all wound up. Sir, why don’t you take a breath and let’s 

try this again,” said Hulbert. 

 

“I think he should be in jail,” Cox went on, “I think he should be impeached 

and put in jail. So if you want to be opposed to that, absolutely…” 

 

The debate continued even as a restaurant patron quietly exited through 

the patio door. He refused interviews, nudging past the news crews and 

recording equipment pointed toward him.  

 

When asked if he enjoyed his dinner, he responded, “Yeah, it was great.” 

 

And the experience of being inside the restaurant that has sparked 

nationwide debate on the Sanders controversy? 

 

“Oh, I loved it.” 

 

After waiting hours for comment from Red Hen patrons, reporters from 

Roanoke TV stations WSLS-10 and WFXR-27 looked vexed but relieved.   

 

“All right!” one of them said triumphantly. Others chuckled and put down 

their camera equipment. “We got something, finally.” 
 

 

More coverage of the Red Hen incident to follow in audio format. Recordings and report 

produced for WRIR 97.3 FM-LP (Richmond). 


