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  Introduction




  Iremember the famous Tony Bennett song running through in my head as I crossed the Bay Bridge for what I thought would be the last time for a long time nearly 20 years ago. It was the late 1990s, and I was moving away after living in “The City” with a close friend following college. We’d had a marvelous year, and even though we were young at the time, we somehow knew then how special and rare it was to be able to have an experience like we’d had. Childhood friends sharing a gorgeous, bay-window-fronted apartment at the intersection of Haight and Ashbury, a historic street corner that was bustling with activity day and night, all in one of the greatest cities in the world. The time felt full of possibility, in an era before tech-fueled skyrocketing rents, and we were confident, unencumbered by real responsibility, and happy the way you are when you feel like you’re on the edge of your future. The chapter was ending—I was going on to a job in another city—and even though it was by my own choosing, I felt nostalgic for the experience we’d just had.




  As I hummed about leaving my heart in San Francisco, I looked back at the tightly packed buildings that make up the urban dollhouse-like skyline of the City by the Bay. I suddenly felt like I understood the sentiment of the song that I’d heard so much, but never really thought about before.




  Working on this book has revived these feelings, as I live in the area once again, just across the water in Oakland, proud of my new East Bay roots but rediscovering what I’ve always loved about San Francisco. It’s a city of hippies, artists, activists, and great thinkers. It has seen a tech boom—twice. It’s the home of countless immigrants from Mexico, Italy, Germany, Greece, Japan, China, and so many other places, and has been the center of important movements, for gay rights, against war, and in celebration of sexual freedom. It is the home of the rich and the poor, the young and the old, the criminal and the law-abiding, and has survived natural disasters of gargantuan size. And it is a place of sheer physical beauty—from its architecture to its hills and glorious sea-surrounded location.




  Over the last year, I’ve learned that the proprietors of each of the vintage establishments featured in this book represent that striking diversity and color, the vivid history, and the ability to survive, and they seem to hold Bennett’s song in their own hearts, even if subconsciously.




  They are family people, entrepreneurs, and pursuers of the American dream. They are movers and shakers in a city that measures just 7-by-7 miles but is one of the most densely populated in the country. They love business, many of them inheriting their own from family. They are engaged civically and philanthropically, their genuine care for the city apparent in their many extracurricular activities.




  Their businesses are at least 50 years old, many of them much older than that. There are a few exceptions, purposely selected to represent some important newer eras that helped define the city. All of these businesses are old by modern standards—even those founded in the 1970s—but still thriving, managing to preserve the past while staying relevant and appealing for modern society. And they are not only a part of the community but they helped shape the way it looks today.




  And they are, in some cases, an endangered species. Faced with skyrocketing rents or the lack of a next generation that will take over—and in some cases, both—these special little spots may not be available to visit forever.




  What is included in the following pages is not an exhaustive list. There are other San Francisco vintage spots that are just as fascinating and worthy of your attention (check out sfheritage.org/legacy/ for more). But a book forces decision making to fit word counts—not every interesting, old spot could be included—and, therefore, it is by nature subjective. I endeavored for a solid assortment, representing various neighborhoods, communities, and types of business. The list is heaviest on restaurants, as they have the strongest draw for me personally, but there are also bars, retailers, hole-in-the-wall spots, and cultural institutions as well.




  And like your children, it’s impossible to pick favorites. I’ve fallen for them all, their passion, their longevity, their ability to transport customers back in time, and their wonderful products—whether those are amazing sandwiches, fiercely potent cocktails, or bespoke suits. They all offer a unique taste of the City by the Bay, the city that holds so many departed hearts. Do yourself a favor and visit them before they are gone. And keep Tony Bennett’s words close as you do so.




  [image: frn_fig_007.jpg]




  [image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]




  ALFRED’S STEAKHOUSE




  659 MERCHANT ST., SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94111


  (415) 781-7058 • ALFREDSSTEAKHOUSE.COM
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  Join the Club




  The smell of meat and char wafting into the alley may be your only indication of the classic steakhouse in your midst when you walk down Merchant Street. There is a sign—two, in fact—for Alfred’s, but no windows and barely a door, the typical symbols of an inviting restaurant. Frankly, you would never guess the place was there if you didn’t know it. Outside and in, it has the feeling of a private club, one you quickly realize you definitely want to become a member of. (It actually does have a real membership club as well—more on that later.)




  Established in 1928 by a San Francisco waiter named Alfredo Bacchini, the steakhouse that was formed mid-Prohibition has thrived through numerous threats to its business—including two major labor strikes, two tech “bubbles,” World War II, and the invasion of hypermodern food. It keeps it real in the 21st century as a classic, clubby restaurant that specializes in rich meats, richer vegetables, and stiff drinks to wash it all down.




  The restaurant has only moved once, in the late 1990s, from its first address on Broadway to the current unassuming spot on Merchant Street. Here, it is sandwiched between a Chinese elementary school and a Chinese restaurant, in a fire escape–adorned building that hunkers in the shadow of the towering Hilton Financial District hotel across the alley. That alley is the deserted sort of lane that is actually open at either end but somehow feels blocked and secluded, the kind that feels like a dead end but isn’t. People could see you, should see you, but don’t. There might be a guy speaking Russian in a black SUV parked up at the top of the alley, ominously ignoring you but, I’m sure, keenly aware of your every move. He doesn’t care about you or the steak that you’re about to order—but it feels like he does. The whole walk up to the restaurant feels all about you and drama and danger, that last bit quickly dispelled once you step inside.
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  It may be server John Deamicis—his last name is Italian for “friends,” he’s quick to point out—who opens the wrought-iron gate to greet you or jokes with you warmly once you’re seated. A 15-year veteran of the place, John is the kind of waiter who makes you feel right at home, no matter if it’s your first or your 50th visit to the restaurant. He’s representative of the sort of person who works at Alfred’s—professional, swift, and fun—providing expert service that’s always there when you need it without being intrusive. Whether in the front of the house or behind the scenes, all employees benefit from an 18 percent service charge the restaurant instituted in 2007 to bring parity between tipped and non-tipped staff. Some people may balk at this sort of forced gratuity, but I appreciate it, keeping in mind that the hard work of operating a restaurant doesn’t end with waiters and bartenders. (You are welcome to tip above the automatic gratuity level as well.)




  Outfitted in bordello-style red, the interior envelops the diner in a color that matches a good medium-rare steak—or the maraschino cherry in your manhattan. Pintuck red-leather booths are separated from each other by etched glass and provide a super-comfy spot for sinking in and luxuriating in a stereotypically manly meal. There are lots of mirrors and images of old San Francisco on the walls, with massive crystal chandeliers making the ceilings sparkle and jazz of the Artie Shaw variety playing in the background. Service is top-notch and familiar; waiters greet regulars by name and vice versa, quickly making newcomers feel like part of the Alfred’s family. Since the 1970s, that family has been Petri—first Art and son Al, the latter’s son Marco becoming manager in 2000. The three generations have maintained Alfred’s classic look and menu while also adding a few of their own traditions—such as the wonderful Buckaroo Luncheon Club.




  A true dinner house from Tuesday through Saturday, Alfred’s is open for lunch only on Thursday, and a few decades they ago made that day feel even more exclusive with the institution of the Buckaroo club. Induction involves being bestowed a pin—pink indicates modern membership and yellow denotes old-schoolers (those who’ve been members since the original Broadway location). Wearing the pink button to Thursday lunch today gets you one free drink, while the yellow scores two—and people are not shy about advertising their membership. Diners secretly still committed to the three-martini lunch pour in on Thursday, many of them proudly displaying their Buckaroo buttons. The ritual itself feels timeless and very squarely from a certain time period simultaneously, a perfect representation of the Alfred’s sensibility.




  Alfred’s menu highlights the meat, naturally, but also offers classic steakhouse favorites, such as oysters Rockefeller, to start. A bright and bracing Caesar salad is my preferred first course, deliciously vinegary with lots of finely grated cheese on top—or an equally delectable classic wedge salad. When it comes to the steak, the Alfred’s cut is a bone-in New York strip with marbled fat that almost pops when you bite into it. Super seared on the outside, a tender medium rare on the inside, the meat is a piece of carnivorous loveliness, especially when served with a generous helping of creamed spinach on the side. Steaks range in size from a petite, grass-fed filet mignon—5 ounces, and notably, the only completely grass-fed cut on the menu (all others are finished with corn)—to a massive 32-ounce slab of beef, the Chicago bone-in rib eye. Most are aged 28 days and then grilled over mesquite charcoal from Mexico, described on the menu as “the Iron Wood of the West.” And if you’re still hungry after all that meat, classic desserts like cheesecake, bread pudding, and ice cream sundaes are available.




  “Last night I had oysters Rockefeller, wedge salad, rib eye steak—perfectly medium rare—and creamed spinach, ice cream sundae,” former owner Al Petri shared with me, divulging that he alternates between the wedge and Caesar salads. “Sharing a Chicago rib steak is a wonderful experience. In my younger days, I could devour the behemoth by myself.”




  A retired math professor, Petri is still involved in the business that his son now runs, helping with the books at tax time. Obviously proud of the family business and the third generation of ownership, he describes the place after 87 years “like an old shoe that fits great.”




  “We are neighborly in a downtown sort of way,” he says. I completely agree. And even though it’s not in my neighborhood, I am now officially part of the club. You should be, too.
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  ANCHOR BREWING COMPANY




  1705 MARIPOSA ST., SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94107


  (415) 863-8350 • ANCHORBREWING.COM
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  Steamy History




  You don’t have to like beer to appreciate the place Anchor Brewing Company holds in San Francisco’s history, or in the history of American beer itself, for that matter. And a tour of the brewery, situated on Mariposa Street in Potrero Hill, just may make you a convert.




  Founded in 1896 in San Francisco by Germans Ernst Baruth, Otto Schnikel Jr., and brewmaster Gottlieb Brekle, Anchor remained an independent brewery when nearly every other one in the country closed after Prohibition. Later, in the 20th century, along with Sam Adams, which is a baby compared to Anchor, it became the guiding light of the craft brewing movement in the United States. Throughout it all—the 1906 earthquake, Prohibition, and the start of the craft revolution—Anchor has maintained its independence and traditional brewing methods, even in an era of machine-driven systems and automation.




  Giant, gleaming copper kettle-like vessels are at the heart of the brewery, which is where the magic happens. All Anchor beer is still brewed in these 60-plus-year-old structures daily by dedicated brewmasters. Just beyond is the tasting room, which has a wall of windows onto the kettle room, where the tour really starts, and where you learn that there is still no computer automation in this process—humans are still in charge of beer making here. They make an average of six different brews a day in this space, with six hours for each brew in the 125-barrel vessels. And they are all about tradition—even still using Hetch Hetchy reservoir water in the steam beer process.




  [image: chpt_fig_004.jpg]




  After a visit to the kettles, the tour continues downward through a maze of stainless-steel machinery and damp floors into the bowels of the multistoried brewery, through each part of the operation, all the way down into the cellar. There’s lots of talk of sugars, hops, ancient yeast—they’ve been using the same strain, similar to a sourdough starter, since 1896, “like the Olympic torch”—and hospital-sounding things, such as “clean rooms” where there’s no risk of “infecting” the beer. Large barrels filled with hops line the hallways, and an entire room is full of old burlap sacks dedicated to these dried flowers that give beer its bitterness and fill the air with their piney scent. You’ll also see the canning operation, a newer part of the brewery that is slated to grow.




  Anchor is best known for its steam beer, which is really simply a San Francisco–style lager (meaning, it uses lager yeast, as opposed to an ale yeast), and most people think the place itself is called Anchor Steam. The steam concept dates back to the Gold Rush and a hot liquid called wort.




  “Just a fancy way of saying sugar water,” explains tour guide Stephen Ruddy of wort, describing how the boiling liquid needs to be brought down to cooling temperature, around 60°F, to make beer. “The way these old pioneers used to do it is that they would brew, and ferment, up on their roofs in these open vessels, basically shallow swimming pools. You’d have these cold San Francisco night skies, and then this boiling hot wort, which together would create billowy plumes of steam coming off of the buildings.”




  Hence, “steam beer.” The name was “just a nickname,” Ruddy says, and “kind of a joke,” but it stuck. So there were about 35 steam breweries in the city from 1872 to 1920, all brewing beer the same way. Then came Prohibition, “the dark ages of American history,” Ruddy laughs, for which there is no record of Anchor’s activity.




  “I don’t have any cool stories about bootlegging or any boring stories about making root beer,” Ruddy says. “But what I can tell you—and you can draw your own conclusions from this—is that in 1933 we picked back up like nothing happened, and those other 34 breweries all failed. Not a single brewery came back in 1933 making steam beer, except for Anchor Brewing.”




  The company did fairly well after Prohibition for a few decades, until it was saved after hard times in the early 1960s by Fritz Maytag, heir to the appliance and blue-cheese fortunes, a young, beer-loving recent college grad at the time of his purchase. This is also when the brewery’s iconic bottle came about: Maytag bought up a bunch of old bottles “for pennies on the dollar” from another brewery that was going under, eventually buying the stout, short-necked mold, too.
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  Though steam beer is what made the brewery famous, Anchor very successfully makes other styles as well—a good sampling of which is included in the generous tasting session with the tour. Five nearly full medium-size glasses feature some popular beers and others that aren’t even available in a store. Reminiscent of a wine tasting, this session feels a bit looser but is quite educational. Ruddy, who is a fairly recent college graduate and one of the newer employees at Anchor, imparts a wealth of knowledge throughout the tour and into the tasting, like any beer nerd both proudly and sort of dismissively sharing his passion.




  His knowledge of and passion for the product is representative of the commitment all Anchor employees seem to have to the company, and they—like others at many of these vintage establishments—stay for decades.




  Director of operations Phil Longenecker, one of these longtime employees, also describes having “a lot of pride” in working at Anchor.




  His history with Anchor, like most of the employees you meet on the tour, goes back to when he first tasted the beer, in his case, around 1990 in his small Pennsylvania hometown. “The bartender said, ‘Try this! This is the best f***ing beer!’ ” he remembers. Naturally, he still agrees.




  And after a tour and tasting at Anchor Brewery, I can say I’ve joined the ranks of beer drinkers in this country. My favorite that day was the Brekle’s Brown—an ale light on hops and heavy on malt, and a very different beer than Anchor’s most famous. But I can credit this original steam brewery, named Anchor by Germans purportedly because “it sounded very American,” with converting me to one of the country’s favorite pastimes. And the beer, well, it’s a real San Francisco original.
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  AUB ZAM ZAM




  1633 HAIGHT ST., SAN FRANCISCO, CA • (415) 861-2545


  FACEBOOK.COM/PAGES/ZAM-ZAM/103365049704534?RF=466120273409194




  [image: chpt_fig_002.png]




  Exotic Drinkery




  She made me the perfect martini. The coldest one you could imagine. Artist and bartender extraordinaire Genevieve Coleman is one of a handful of employees at Aub Zam Zam in 2015, and she represents the history and spirit of the 74-year-old Persian theme bar beautifully.




  The place has art—a gorgeous, original mural based on a famous Persian fairy tale, with a storyline similar to Romeo and Juliet, provides the backdrop for the intimate, half-moon-shaped bar. And it sits in a neighborhood populated by many artists, like Coleman.




  It has sass—former proprietor Bruno Mooshei, who passed away of prostate cancer in 2000 and whose Assyrian parents founded the bar in 1941, was known for his rigid ways and fervent commitment to process, and he’s still a spiritual presence here. You’d better have known what drink you wanted and be prepared to order it upon entry, or you’d be commanded to never return. A 30-year regular, Ed reminisced of an early encounter, where he’d prepped his friend, in vain, for entry into the bar: “You gotta know what you want to drink, ’cause he gets in a mood!” After his friend stumbled through “I’ll just have a beer,” he was asked not to come back.




  Even so, the place has conviviality—it is a neighborhood bar in the best way, all about community, chatting with strangers, and building a circle of confidants. It’s where the bartenders bring their friends and bargoers become friends with the bartenders. And it’s always been this way.
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  Finally, it has the iconic drink—the martini is still made the way Bruno insisted, with Boord’s (a London dry gin) and a whisper of dry vermouth (rumor has it the ratio is 1,000 to 1). Legendary, late San Francisco columnist Herb Caen immortalized the place as “the Holy Shrine of the Dry Martini.” It still is, I can attest.




  The neighborhood in which it sits—and has for its entire existence—is the Haight, best known for hippies and street kids and said artists, and if you didn’t know the bar was there, you probably wouldn’t notice it, even with its striking front entry and minaret-topped roof that looks like it belongs in the Middle East. Tourists seek it out—Anthony Bourdain has been there, after all—but the place is mostly for regulars, many of whom live in the neighborhood and have for decades.




  Inside, the bar looks straight out of central casting for a ’40s-era movie set in old Persia (modern day Iraq), with narrow, painted cutouts in the walls that look like windows peeking onto an old bazaar and another artfully shaped cubby that today houses a jukebox; in Bruno’s day, it was a cigarette machine. Next to it is a mysterious door that opened onto a phone booth until the old proprietor discovered a sailor and a woman having sex inside, at which point he scrapped the booth and locked the door (it’s now used for storage). The whole room of the bar—and it’s quite a small one—is bathed in red, making you feeling almost as if you’re stepping into the chambers of a heart. Barstools are original, still maintained by a couple that lives in the neighborhood. Mounted prominently behind the bar is an ancient cash register that is still used for the cash-only tabs. There are no taps, beer comes in bottles only, and no molecular mixology—they specialize in the classics (like the martini) and are very good at them. There still hangs a curved curtain rod just inside the front door that dates back to the war-era curfew, when it was used to shut out the light and make it appear like revelry had concluded. There is, of course, no television; it’s proudly one of few bars in the city that remains without one.




  Coleman has worked here for just two years but has been a customer for seven, and she has an impressive passion for and knowledge of the history of the place and the city overall. She also seems to love the hospitality part of the industry.




  “Lemon cheesecake, anyone?” she asks, offering her birthday dessert from the previous day to her customers (who are all, it’s clear, also now her friends). After dispensing delicious wedges of cheesecake on cocktail napkins, a cutting board full of cheese and sliced baguette appears.




  The dark-haired Austin native with a 1940s-style curvy gleam in her eye spent time in Chicago and LA before arriving in San Francisco. She explains that Sundays are now for “noshing.” The Zam Zam team—which she describes as being “like a family”—has also decided to resurrect an old tradition of Bruno’s: They’ll go out for periodic Sunday night dinners at the Gold Mirror, an old Italian restaurant in the Inner Sunset district, just staff and regulars. Their first dinner in the new age was “really cool,” she says, and involved several of the regulars who used to go with Bruno.




  “It was really special for the old guys,” she shares. “They went back in the kitchen and talked with the chef.”




  The bar is now owned by a former regular—Robert Clarke—who used to live upstairs. In addition to serving as a beloved watering hole for all these years, it actually has seen on the silver screen: It was featured in the movie Blue Jasmine. “But they didn’t shoot toward the bar!” Coleman marvels, surprised they’d miss the most iconic-looking part of the place.




  “[Bruno was] very notorious for only letting people sit at the bar, only letting people drink gin martinis, tables were always closed, he didn’t like hippies—if he didn’t like you, he’d tell you to go down the street,” recounting the tales she’s heard about the owner who died before she reached the city, the longtime regulars in the midst confirming her stories.




  But to me, it seems he was really kind of a softie at heart. Responsible for creating a space where people felt comfortable and wanted to talk to others, instituting a communal dinner-out ritual, he’s left a legacy of togetherness that in some ways is uncommon now. So what if he wanted you to be prepared to place your order? He knew a good drink and insisted you experience things his way. Like any proper proprietor, he was confident in his vision. That vision can still be experienced in a touristy neighborhood that belies the fact that it’s truly a neighborhood-neighborhood. Just look for the minarets.
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  BENKYODO COMPANY




  1747 BUCHANAN ST., SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94115


  (415) 922-1244 • BENKYODOCOMPANY.COM
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  Pillowy Perfection




  Warm, pillowy dough like a cloud of rice essence, wrapped around a plump, fresh strawberry. I’d never had anything like it before my visit to Benkyodo, a little Japanese confectionery and time-warp deli counter hatched in 1906 and still going strong.




  The mochi—a traditional Japanese confection made of glutinous rice, pounded into a paste, and molded into shape—at this Japantown shop is unlike any I’ve ever known. It’s a far cry from what you can buy at many groceries these days, for mochi seems to be everywhere (even Trader Joe’s sells mochi ice cream). The confection’s typical description as a “rice cake” seems off to me, as the little nonsweet sweet seems to be of its own special breed, and Benkyodo’s version illustrates that in a truly lovely way. The phenomenal strawberry flavor has a filling made of fresh strawberries and lima beans—a fact that shocks me, but I soon learn that the surprising variety of ingredients is not unusual for Benkyodo’s little gems. The care owners Ricky and Bobby Okamura take in their mochi production, gingerly but swiftly forming each piece by hand, and the family history behind this learned art are what makes it so special. Their other specialty is manju, a confection with an outer pastry made of rice flour that is steamed, enclosing a filling of boiled, sweetened beans—adzuki are traditional, but Benkyodo makes varieties with other legumes and even comfort-food classics such as peanut butter as well.




  Benkyodo is a funny little place—a true gem in the realm of vintage establishments. Serving its regulars daily at the slender, classic deli counter, it seems to be the Japantown neighborhood meeting place for hot coffee and a white-bread sandwich (like your mom made if you were a kid of the ’70s), and a guaranteed warm greeting from one of the owners or longtime family friend and part-time employee Benh Nakajo, who admittedly behaves like the shop is his own.
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  “It drives me crazy if they close during a big festival in the neighborhood,” Nakajo confessed. “All the business we’re missing!” He also has a firm idea about how the mochi should be presented in the pastry case, fastidiously instructing the Okamura brothers if he sees something he deems in disarray.




  Nakajo’s commitment to the place is a great example of the extended family bond that has kept the business going for so long. Its original owner—the Okamura brothers’ grandfather Suyeichi Okamura—first opened the business in 1906, having to close the shop when the family was detained for four years during World War II’s paranoia-fueled forcible evacuation of tens of thousands of Japanese Americans from the West Coast. Not to be deterred, Okamura eventually reopened the business once the family was released. In the late 1950s, his son, Hirofumi “Hippo” Okamura, took over, eventually passing along the business to the boys in 1990.
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  “Benkyodo is a gathering place,” Nakajo explains, and most of its customers are “neighborhood or ex-neighborhood people.” Having a home away from home is important in a neighborhood whose native businesses are in rapid decline. Benkyodo is one of the last remaining original businesses in Japantown, its staying power likely due in large part to the comfort people feel when they walk through the door—as well as those incredible little sweets.




  

    Vintage Spot


    PALACE OF FINE ARTS: EST. 1915




    With 2015 being the publication date of this book, it is important to note that the year also marks the centennial anniversary of an event that physically transformed the city, leaving a vintage legacy today. That event was the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, which purportedly honored the discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the completion of the Panama Canal, but it also put San Francisco in the spotlight after the earthquake that forced the city to rebuild itself from the ground up. Buildings were erected and neighborhoods were born at this world’s fair, leaving behind just a few remnants—the Marina District, included—as evidence of the event today. One of the only structural parts of the exposition itself that remains is the Palace of Fine Arts, a glorious building, theater, and landmark.




    The background of wedding pictures, postcards, and movie sets, the Palace of Fine Arts joins the Golden Gate Bridge as one of the city’s most iconic and most photographed structures. Designed in the style of a Roman ruin and built expressly to show art during the exposition, the theater today hosts concerts, dance performances, and cultural events—not unlike the original vision for the space. With its columns stemming from a majestic dome, filtering the sun and the fog and all of the serene natural surroundings, it’s a glorious piece of architecture, situated on a lagoon and surrounded by cypress trees on the edge of the Marina District and abutting the woodsy land of the also historic Presidio, a former military base on the northern tip of the city. Visit this San Francisco gem, photograph it, or just sit near it and feel as though you’re a part of a postcard.




    3301 Lyon St., San Francisco, CA 94123; (415) 563-6504; palaceoffinearts.org


  




  Lines form around the building at the holidays, when regular customers await pickup of their preordered confections. If you’re interested in partaking, be sure to order in advance—they sell out for New Year’s, when mochi is a traditional treat, leaving none available for purchase on the spot. The quaint shop is cash only, which one could guess upon entry into what feels like a blast back to the past. But the amount of cash required shouldn’t be of concern when you consider the meaning of the shop’s name.




  “Benkyodo roughly translates to ‘bargain’ or ‘good price,’ ” Nakajo explains, after consulting some of the elderly regulars in the vicinity. “Really it means when you come to buy something, we will give you a good deal. You’re getting your money’s worth.” I’d say so, when you can take home petite, edible works of art, freshly made by hand daily on the premises, for little more than a dollar apiece.




  It is unclear who will take over the art of mochi and manju making at Benkyodo when this generation of Okamura brothers decides to retire. The lack of an obvious successor makes me fear that this special little spot is imperiled, like so many other businesses in San Francisco’s Japantown, or, when it comes to historic businesses that have been family-run for more than a century and require a lot of daily work, really in Anytown, USA. For this reason—and simply because a visit results in guaranteed cultural deliciousness—I urge you: Go as soon as you can. A tender, delicate little sweet awaits.
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  BUENA VISTA CAFE




  2765 HYDE ST., SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94109


  (415) 474-5044 • THEBUENAVISTA.COM
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  A Little Coffee in My Whiskey




  Don’t stir it—you won’t hear the end of it!” one enthusiastic patron yells to another on the Saturday before Christmas. It is noon at the Buena Vista Cafe, and it seems as though not another body could squeeze into the famous bar-restaurant on the corner of Hyde and Beach Streets in Fisherman’s Wharf. The place is boisterous and festive—and seems so regardless of the season.




  The advice giver is referring to the bar’s famous Irish coffee—an enticing blend of hot coffee, two sugar cubes, and about an ounce and a third of Tullamore Dew Irish whiskey, with a dollop of whipped cream atop—and the bartender’s exacting expectations for how the drink should be enjoyed. Never stirred, the finished cocktail is served in a dedicated glass that resembles half an hourglass figure, and it should be sipped (or gulped, depending on your predilection) as presented, its layers intact. If the drink sits for any length of time, those layers gradually bleed into one another, heightening the creamy, buttery, booziness of the whole thing. Dare I say, it’s the perfect writer’s drink—coffee to invigorate and whiskey to soften the edges, together opening up the senses in a delightful way.




  Romanticizing a drink like this feels natural and makes one understand the mind-set in 1952 of then cafe owner Jack Koeppler. He wanted to recreate the Irish coffee served at Ireland’s Shannon Airport and enlisted travel writer Stanton Delaplane to help him do it. After much trial and error, a subsequent visit by Koeppler to Ireland, and work with San Francisco’s mayor—who happened to own a dairy also—to find the secret to getting the cream to float properly (they determined it required aging for 48 hours before frothing), the Buena Vista finally found success. And the team behind it isn’t secretive about how they do it. Here is the famous recipe, which remains unchanged to this day, from the restaurant’s website:
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