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THE FIRST TIME I VISITED SAN 
FRANCISCO as an adult, a college 
roommate who lived in the city 
picked me up from SFO, and we 
beelined it to Fisherman’s Wharf. It 
was winter, and finding something 
hot for lunch sounded right. 

My friend drove along Jeffer-
son Street and pulled up beside a 
wharfside clam chowder stand. I 
rolled down the passenger-  side 
window and handed cash to a 
vendor who, in return, passed me 
two plump sourdough bread 
bowls filled to their golden brims 

with hot clam chowder. I was 
instantly in love—with the food, 
with the experience and with the 
city of San Francisco. 

That was more than 25 years 
ago, and I’m a local now. When I 
head to Fisherman’s Wharf these 
days, it’s often still for the clam 
chowder, which to me tastes 
exactly, exquisitely, the same. 
Thank goodness. Consistent, 
timeless appeal is the hallmark of a 
truly classic experience, and there 
are many attractions of this sort in 
the San Francisco Bay Area. 

However, that’s not all that 
you’ll find here, because the Bay 
Area is also a place that thrives on 
perpetual reinvention. It’s famous 
for leading-edge technologies and 
culinary inventiveness, after all. 
And this combination of iconic, 
rich traditions and a passion to 
innovate is great news for visitors. 

Explore the sampler of time- 
honored and newer attractions 
that follow, located in several 
parts of the city and its surround-
ings. Then keep on exploring. 
Because no matter what part of 
town you’re in, you’re practically 
guaranteed to find a tried-and-
true classic experience right next 
to something destined to become 
classic. And this doubles your 
reasons to return, again and again.

( Fisherman’s Wharf/
Ghirardelli Square
The food stands are still there at 
the wharf, beckoning with sweet 
Dungeness crab pulled from the 
Pacific (when in season), as well as 
cauldrons of steaming clam chow-
der. It may no longer be possible 
to order chowder from the car like 
I did years ago, but you can watch 
as a server ladles your order into a 
hollowed-out loaf of sourdough. 

The wharf also features fine sit- 
down purveyors of San Francisco’s 
signature seafood stew, cioppino, 
as well as the area’s beloved clam 
chowder. On a recent wharf trip,  
I brought first-time San Francisco 
visitors to the Blue Mermaid 
Restaurant at the Argonaut Hotel. 
Here, chef Gary Jones whips up a 
hearty batch of cioppino and three 
types of chowder daily, including 
two with clams and one with crab 
and corn. All of these soups are 
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(  By Kimberley Lovato

Clam chowder, left, comes in a 
sourdough bread bowl or china 
at the wharfside Blue Mermaid 
Restaurant. The nearby Cheese 
School of San Francisco offers 
classes and fine cheeses, below, 
at a recently opened shop/cafe.
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food tour from the company 
Local Tastes of the City Tours.  
A guide told stories about the 
history- rich area as we sipped  
tea and tasted moon cakes under 
the bright-red lanterns of Grant 
Avenue. Then the scent of warm 
vanilla drew us down tiny Ross 
Alley to the Golden Gate Fortune 
Cookie Factory, a Chinatown 
mainstay since 1962. My fortune- 
style prediction is that this type of 
experience, exploring food and 
history with a friend, is a gift that 
will never go out of style.

More Chinatown Classics
• Hang Ah Tea Room (aka Hang 
Ah Dimsum Tea House), estab-
lished in 1920, bills itself as the 
city’s oldest continuously operat-
ing dim sum restaurant. Inside, 
you’ll find delicious and affordable 
food, surrounded by vintage 
photos on the walls.
• Climb four floors of steps to Tin 
How Temple, a Taoist/Buddhist 
temple founded in 1852 and now 
housed in a 1911 building on 

available in bread bowls that are 
baked on-site. 

After our meal, my friends and I 
strolled to Ghirardelli Square, best 
known for its namesake chocolate 
company that first arrived in San 
Francisco in the mid-1800s. The 
square’s old brick buildings house 
recent additions, too. Want cheese 
as well as chocolate? The Cheese 
School of San Francisco recently 
opened classy new digs at the 
square, drawing students, home 
chefs and food lovers to a vast  
roster of classes, as well as to a 
cheese case filled with gooey, 
creamy and often pungent variet-
ies from farms nearby and around 
the world. 

More Wharf-Area Classics
• Nostalgia for boardwalks and 
arcades of yore is alive and well at 
the Musée Mécanique, which 
showcases a large collection of 

mechanical musical 
instruments. 
• Warm up with a Bay 
Area institution: an Irish coffee at 
The Buena Vista Cafe, where 
nearly 2,000 of these drinks are 
made each day. 

More Emerging Classics near 
Fisherman’s Wharf
• Rev up with the Electric Tour 
Company’s safety-conscious, 
guided explorations on motorized 
scooters and Segways. Tour 
options include the wharf, a trip 
to the Golden Gate Bridge and 
other routes.
• The Flyer—San Francisco,  
a flight-simulating high-definition 
theater attraction, is now open 
on Pier 39. Guests experience the 
sense of soaring over iconic local 
landmarks, so this is a good bet 
to become a Bay Area classic for 
years to come.

• Detour from the wharf to Cow 
Hollow to savor elegant Japanese- 
Peruvian fare at Kaiyō, whose 

drinks spotlight sake, 
Japanese whisky and 

Peruvian pisco.

( Chinatown
For my best friend’s birthday this 
year, I gave her the gift of my 
company by signing us up for an 
afternoon in Chinatown with a 

The northeastern part of San 
Francisco features waterfront 
walks near Ghirardelli Square, 
left. Kaiyō restaurant, above, 
has stunning decor. The city’s 
Chinatown, below, is famous 
for its lively, vibrant scenes.
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Waverly Place. Its balcony has a 
good view out over Chinatown. 

More Emerging Classics  
in Chinatown
• When restaurateur Brandon Jew 
opened his now Michelin-starred 
Mister Jiu’s in the former Four 
Seas Restaurant building in 2016, it 
was something of a homecoming. 
As a young boy, he frequented the 
neighborhood markets with his 
grandmother. He also attended his 
uncle’s wedding in the building’s 
banquet hall, which Jew recently 
opened as Moon Gate Lounge, 
where you can enjoy conversa-
tions with friends along with 
modern dim sum at this stylish 
upstairs event space and bar.
• China Live, the creation of San 
Francisco chef George Chen, 
features a marketplace and bar on 
the bottom floor. Upstairs, acces-
sible only by way of a back-alley 
entrance, is Eight Tables—a 
gourmet Chinese restaurant also 
run by Chen.

( Nob Hill/Union Square
It was a classic scene: A few girl-
friends and I chatted at the kitchen 

table while our significant others 
huddled around the TV watching 
an afternoon football game. Then 
someone—I’m not sure who—
suddenly yelled the word “tiki!”

If you’ve never been to a tiki bar 
in San Francisco, you’re missing 
out on a local treasure. Tonga 
Room & Hurricane Bar is the 
grande dame of such establish-
ments. It has been pouring its 
Polynesian-themed cocktails at the 
Fairmont San Francisco since 1945, 
around its famed Lagoon (once 
the hotel’s terrace- level pool). 

My girlfriends and I also consid-
ered Pagan Idol, which opened in 

2016. With decor evoking a tropi-
cal paradise, as well as the hull of a 
ship, this bar makes me downright 
giddy. It isn’t open on Sundays, 
though, so our choice that after-
noon was obvious. We called a 
taxi and headed to the Fairmont 
before the guys could even say 
“mai tai.” 

More Nob Hill/ 
Union Square Classics
• Hop aboard a cable car at 
Powell and Market streets for a 
ride that’s as San Francisco as it 
gets. This moving national histori-
cal landmark pulls riders up and 

over the city’s famous hills, offer-
ing stunning views along the way.
• For morning pancakes, or after-
noon if you wish, the Swedish 
variety at Sears Fine Food can’t 
be beat. The perfectly griddled 
cakes, like the 80-plus-year-old 
restaurant, are a local institution. 

More Emerging Classics  
in Nob Hill/Union Square
• In 2017, the Marrakech Magic 
Theater became home to mental-
ist and magician Jay Alexander. 
He’ll thrill you with his sleight-of-
hand prowess and mind-bending 
illusions.

Attractions in Nob Hill and 
Union Square include cable- car 
rides, top; the Lagoon at Tonga 
Room & Hurricane Bar, right; 
and the Marrakech Magic 
Theater, above.
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• The new August Hall has a 
stage for live music acts and a 
restaurant-bar called Fifth Arrow 
that contains a bowling alley. 

( Lands End
The northwest corner of San 
Francisco is rugged and wind-
swept, and not frequented by as 
many visitors, which is why it has 
become a weekday serenity spot 
for me. I don’t know if it’s the 
damp marine air, the scent of 
eucalyptus trees or the unmatch-
able views of the Pacific Ocean 
and Golden Gate Bridge, but 
within minutes of arriving here, 
my jaw loosens; my shoulders 
relax; and gratitude pours in for 
getting to be in such a remarkable 
place.

More Lands End Classics
• Lace up for a memorable walk 
on the Coastal Trail, from Lands 
End to the Golden Gate Bridge. En 
route, there are numerous worthy 
detours, such as paths to Lands 
End Labyrinth and Baker Beach.
• Grab a sunset cocktail or coffee 
at the venerable Cliff House that 
overlooks Ocean Beach. Then visit 

the intriguing ruins of the Sutro 
Baths, a popular swimming com-
plex in the early 1900s.

More Emerging Classics in and 
near Lands End
• New attractions are always on 
display at the Legion of Honor 
Museum, including “The Future 
of the Past: Mummies and Medi-
cine” (through April 7). This 
exhibit details how modern scien-
tific tools were used to study two 
ancient Egyptian mummies from 
the museum’s collection.
• The Spanish Revival Beach 

Chalet at the western edge of 
Golden Gate Park has had many 
lives since opening in 1925, but sat 
shuttered for nearly two decades. 
It reopened in 1997, and now 
offers dining with ocean views. 

Kimberley Lovato is the author of 
Unique Eats and Eateries of San 
Francisco and co-author of 100 
Things to Do in San Francisco 
Before You Die.

To book Alaska Airlines flights to 
San Francisco, Oakland or San 
Jose, visit alaskaair.com.

Emerging in San Jose: 
Asian-American 
Attractions
San Jose is famed for high-tech 
headquarters, and also known 
for a diverse and booming 
Asian- American population 
supporting many attractions:
• Within a 20-minute drive of 
San Jose International Airport 
is Little Saigon, where tradi-
tional Vietnamese and Ameri-
can cultures blend. 
• The food court at Grand 
Century Mall features mouth-
watering flavors, including pho 
and rice flour crepes.
• The Viet Museum, which 
opened in 2007, tells of the 
journey of Vietnamese people 
to the United States. The 
intriguing Chinese American 
Historical Museum is nearby.
• Japantown immerses its 
visitors in rich history, culture 
and flavor.
• At the Japanese  American 
Museum of San Jose, exhibi-
tions chronicle more than a 
century of history. 
• Shuei-do Manju Shop 
makes Japanese treats, such as 
varied manjū and mochi. —K.L.FR
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Emerging  
in Oakland:  
Wine-Tasting
Exploring a wine scene 
is classically Californian. 

You could do a familiar 
oenophile thing and go 
to the Napa-Sonoma 
area, and you’d have a 
great time. You can also 

be a trendsetter in 
Oakland’s Jack London 
Square area: 
• The intimate space at 
Campovida Taste of 
Place, in Oakland, 
introduces visitors to 
the products of the 
company’s family-run 
farm and vineyard in 
Mendocino County. 
• Taste among barrels 
and tanks at Oakland’s 
Dashe Cellars winery, 
a Zinfandel specialist.

• Visit the tasting room 
at Urban Legend and 
enjoy Vermentino, Pinot 
Noir and more.
• Brooklyn West 
Winery proudly serves 
award-winning wine in 
an ultra-urban setting.
• The waterside tasting 
room at Rosenblum 
Cellars is, along with 
other places on this list, 
close to the dock where 
ferries arrive from San 
Francisco. —K.L.

Campovida  
Taste of Place.

Cliff House and 
Sutro Baths.


