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lIt CIty
The legendary City 
Lights bookstore and 
the Transamerica  
Pyramid define the 
city’s creative and 
commercial impulses.
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geniuses, rebels and dreamers have  
always been the lifeblood of the city by the bay.  

david knowles traces their footprints
 PhotogrAPhs By Alex frADkin
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a
t the top of a weathered 

staircase climbing what 

feels like an impossibly 

steep hill, a cobblestone 

path leads to a lush, two-

block-long oasis in the 

heart of San Francisco’s Russian Hill neigh-

borhood. Like a well-kept secret, those lucky 

enough to call Macondray Lane home look 

out onto a stunning view of Alcatraz Island 

and the Bay, and tend the flower boxes and 

lavish gardens that line the walkway.

The hideaway — a beacon in a town popu-

lated with those searching for what lies off 

beaten paths — remains every bit as inspir-

ing a destination as when Armistead Maupin 

recast it as Barbary Lane for his serialized

sf moment
Clockwise from top 
left:  A gallery in the 
San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art; the 
chapel at Mission  
Dolores, the city’s old-
est building and hub 
of the trendy Mission 
district; Yerba Buena 
Center for the Arts.
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hIGh anD loW
Clockwise from top:  
The interior of SF-
MOMA, designed by 
Mario Botta; Vesuvio 
Cafe, once a Beat hang-
out; Macondray Lane, 
a green enclave above 
the city.

novel “Tales of the City.” Unlike Maupin’s lane, how-
ever, where Anna Madrigal presided over a cast of misfit 
émigrés, one rarely sees another soul along the real-life 
version, making it feel that much more like a discovery  
all one’s own.

While San Francisco has, over the past couple of decades, 
built up an impressive collection of world-class art muse-
ums, an equally sure bet for those in search of artistic 
stimuli remains the city’s streets, back alleys and watering 
holes — where so many writers and filmmakers have lived 
and, like Maupin, found a fitting home for their characters.

Stepping into the old chapel at Mission Dolores (3321 
16th St.), a visitor is greeted by the juxtaposition of an 
ornate European altar set beneath a wood-beamed ceil-
ing painted with a jagged Native American motif. In 
the stillness, one can almost hear the echoes of Kim 
Novak’s heels clicking along the Spanish tiles when she 
led Jimmy Stewart on a vexing tour of San Francisco 
in Alfred Hitchcock’s 1958 film “Vertigo.” The oldest 
surviving structure in the city, the building dates back to 
1776, when the nascent town went by the name of Yerba 
Buena, after the herb (a member of the mint family) that 
once grew abundantly on the untamed hills. Like Novak’s 
character, the church and its adjacent graveyard still seem 
haunted by a past just out of reach. The mission is the 

former anchor of a Hispanic neighborhood undergoing 
rapid gentrification — once relegated to bodegas, dollar 
stores and taquerias, now teeming with art galleries and 
upscale restaurants.

Maybe it’s because so many of the city’s residents have 
landed here to escape their pasts and start anew, but San 
Francisco has always proved a good place to set a mys-
tery. In fact, despite Hitchcock’s Technicolor forays, an 
unmistakable film noir sensibility, dense and palpable, 
hangs over the city. Sitting at the oak-paneled, six-stool 
bar at John’s Grill (63 Ellis St.) with a martini at one’s 
fingertips, one can easily envision detective Sam Spade 
in one of the restaurant’s tiny booths, devouring a plate 
of chops before setting out to try to solve the case of “The 
Maltese Falcon.” A replica of the famous bird and a signed 
portrait of Dashiell Hammett himself hang above the bar, 
while an impressive collection of black-and-white photo-
graphs lines the walls of the restaurant. From images of 
the ruin caused by the 1906 earthquake to simple head 
shots of celebrities like Humphrey Bogart (who played 
Spade in the film version of Hammett’s book), politicians 
and former chiefs of police, John’s is an eatery-turned-
San Francisco museum of history. Outside, the streets 
are crowded with shoppers hitting the upscale depart-
ment stores that fan out around Union Square, but inside 



John’s, it’s easy to forget the present, or at least in what 
decade it might actually be located.

The blur of the decades is underscored by a guiding ethos 
among San Franciscans: the belief that the city’s transplants — 
from Gold Rush fortune-seekers to hippies — have come here 
for a reason. No single figure has better embodied that personal 
manifest destiny than slain activist Harvey Milk, who led the 
charge for gay rights in San Francisco. Considered a cradle of 
the gay rights movement, Milk’s modest camera shop, housed 
in a blue 1894 Victorian at 575 Castro St., was also headquar-
ters for his successful campaign to become the first openly gay 
politician elected to public office in the United States. The only 
physical reminder of the building’s history is a tiny brass plaque 
embedded in the sidewalk that praises Milk as “an inspiration 
to all people committed to equal opportunity and an end to big-
otry.” Dutifully restored for the Oscar-winning biopic that bears 
his name, the building lives on in a neighborhood where one 
now finds the occasional straight couple pushing a baby stroller 
along what remains Main Street for gay America.

The after-party for the 2008 world premiere of “Milk” 
took place in another part of town, at one of the city’s most 
fabled nightspots: Tosca Café (242 Columbus Ave.). For the 
past three decades, current owner Jeannette Etheredge has 
greeted customers from her corner perch at the end of a long 
mahogany bar. When asked to describe her conversations 

with some of her more famous clientele — Sean Penn, Francis 
Ford Coppola, Lauren Hutton and Bono among them — 
Etheredge smiles, looks over her glasses and says, “I never kiss 
and tell.” Beneath a smoke-stained mural of Venice, a jukebox 
offers up a selection of 45s that includes the likes of Enrico 
Caruso, Patti Page and Maria Callas. Though cigarettes are no 
longer allowed in the city’s bars and restaurants, the smoky 
vibe remains, and every night a festive crowd fills the spacious 
red-leather booths and legendary back card room to drink 
house cappuccinos, the signature cocktail of brandy and hot 
cocoa. Immortalized as a cop hangout in the Michael Douglas 
thriller “Basic Instinct,” it’s hard to find a San Franciscan who 
wouldn’t place Tosca on his or her top-five bar list.

If Tosca is the ultimate in ambience, City Lights Bookstore 
(261 Columbus Ave.), just across the street, is San Francisco’s 
literary mecca. Opened in 1953 by poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti, 
it was in this odd-angled, three-story temple of literature that 
the Beat Generation made its clubhouse. The first all-paper-
back shop in the U.S., City Lights hopped into the publishing 
business shortly after opening, releasing its most famous 
volume, Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl and Other Poems,” in 1956. 
Up a creaking flight of stairs, the Beat literature and poetry 
room still plays host to an impressive reading series, and the 
awe-inspiring City Lights catalog fills an entire wall. Packed 
with customers from 10 a.m. to midnight seven days a week, 
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maybe it’s because so many  
landed here to escape  

their pasts and start anew,  
but san francisco has  

always proved a good place  
to set a mystery.



notorIous
From left:  The ever-
fabulous Tosca Cafe; 
the Legion of Honor, 
featured in Alfred 
Hitchcock’s “Vertigo”; 
artist Chor Boogie  
in front of his mural 
in Clarion Alley in the 
Mission; Jack Kerouac’s 
former house at 29 
Russell St.

the store is a magnet for countercultural intellectuals, poets 
and those who simply relish a journey of the mind.

Hiking from City Lights back toward Russian Hill, over 
topography that has since been featured in countless chassis-
grinding, cinematic car chases (from “Bullitt” to “Foul Play” 
to “What’s Up, Doc?”), one can’t help fantasizing about taking 
up residence in the Victorians, Edwardians and prewar apart-
ments whose bay windows bask in postcard-caliber views. 
On hiatus from his peripatetic wanderings, Jack Kerouac, 
the patron saint of the Beat movement, did just that in 1952, 
bunking with his old friend Neal Cassady — Dean Moriarty 
of “On the Road” fame — at a humble wooden home at 
29 Russell St. The unassuming brown structure with an 
A-frame roof is not marked with a brass plaque, and as a Hyde 
Street cable car packed with tourists heading for Fisherman’s 
Wharf rumbles by, it’s easy to wonder if you’re standing at 
the right spot. But it was from this doorway that Kerouac 
set out one night and came upon a film crew at the corner 
of Greenwich and Hyde shooting the Joan Crawford thriller 
“Sudden Fear.” After watching several takes of a scene, 
Kerouac, a passionate advocate of spontaneous artistic expres-
sion, grew disgusted. As chronicled in “Visions of Cody,” 
Kerouac finally lost his patience and shouted out “Blow, baby, 
blow!” before storming off in search of truer inspiration on 
some other San Francisco street.
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notes from the ConCIerGe

DAy triPs from  
sAn frAncisco

Napa Valley Wine Country: Only  
90 minutes from the ritz-carlton,  
san francisco, wine country is the most 
popular out-of-town destination, with 
magnificent scenery, renowned vineyards 
and world-famous restaurants. Many 
guests find the drive over the golden 
gate Bridge a highlight; those who wish 
to indulge in the finest food and wine may 
have their concierge book them a private 
car and guide.

The Monterey Peninsula: for the quint-
essential northern california experience, 
a visit to Monterey and carmel is ideal. 
the three-hour drive along the dramatic 
coastline on highway 1 is spectacular. 
Once there, children are delighted by  
the Monterey Bay aquarium and the  
carnival atmosphere of cannery row,  
golf enthusiasts head to Pebble Beach,  
and shoppers take pleasure in the pictur-
esque town of carmel.

Mendocino: Most visitors would not  
expect to see a quaint new england–style 
village on the west coast, but Mendocino  
is just that. known for its victorian 
charm, artistic shops, dramatic ocean 
bluffs and delightful epicurean options, 
this coastal town is a four-hour drive 
north of san francisco.

Filoli House and Garden: filoli is a 
beautiful country estate 30 miles south of 
san francisco, in the town of woodside. 
guests enjoy the tours of its formal garden 
and stately georgian mansion, which may 
look familiar — many hollywood movies 
have been filmed here, as well as the tele-
vision series “dynasty.”

robert sPInraD 
CHIEF CONCIERGE 
THE RITz-CARLTON, SAN FRANCISCO
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