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No matter "What the season. grab a jacket, a map and an appetite to take in the cultural 
cornucopia that is the City by the Bay. 

If you're alive, you can't be bored in San Francisco. If you're not alive, San Francisco will bring 
you to life. - William Saroyan 

"End of the line," snorts the bus driver, shooing us into the middle of a busy intersection. 
Troubled tourists look to disgruntled locals for directions. I shrug my shoulders and point to the 
street sign. Curso Cristoforo Columbo, North Beach, which, in my opinion, is one of the best 
spots for a bus breakdown. In the distance, Saints Peter and Paul Church's twin spires rise above 
Washington Square. Under the nose of the Gothic structure, Chinese men float through tai chi 
exercise. Somewhere in the glorious heavens, Cristoforo and Confucius are surely shaking hands 
over tea and tortellini. 

The rumble of drums and trumpets turns my attention from the square to the corner of Powell 
and Green streets. The Green Street Mortuary Band is rolling out of Capp's Corner bar. I 
recognize the city's leading trumpeter, John Coppola, decked in somber blues and sunglasses. 
Coppola tucks his instrument under his arm and saunters through the crowd into the mortuary. 

"A Mafiosi film?" whispers a crouching bystander.

"Not on your life," I retort.

"It's a Chinese funeral." 

"San Francisco is an ongoing floating stage, an alchemy of spirits," Coppola confided to me last 
summer at a more upbeat social event. 

I watched the grand send-off led by the man who once trumpeted alongside Woody Herman and 
Stan Kenton. Today's venue - Wishing You Happiness. 

"Stop by for dim sum and tea," invites Coppola, marching toward Chinatown. Dim sum and tea? 
No, thanks. I'm an espresso and literary soul, and in this part of town, I'm in grand company. 



In the city of literary giants and iconoclastic filmmakers you'd expect a little glitz and glory in 
North Beach. I find funk and family in the epicenter of the beat movement, where Francis Ford 
Coppola (no relation to the trumpeter) knocked off the movie script for The Godfather. 

"Coppola put his typewriter over there in the corner, jammed the opera jukebox with quarters, 
and, bingo, in three months, The Godfather," reminisces seventy-year-old Caffe-Trieste patriarch 
Papa Gianni. 

Vito Corleone might have been scripted to Verdi and Puccini, yet the real success story of the 
city's oldest coffeehouse isn't film, but unpretentious opera. Scrutinizing the faded photos 
covering the walls, I recognize the beaming face of Pavarotti embracing Papa Gianni. 

"Opera is a musical expression of love and family," says Papa, whose entire family continues a 
four-decade tradition of Saturday-afternoon cafe performances. 

Recently, over arias, an erudite European confided that American cities have fallen into a 
dreadful state of cultural decay. "Everywhere," he said, "except our little capricious cultural 
cornucopia here." 

It's true. There's something refreshing about marimba bands on Market Street and tenors and 
vendors in Union Square vying for dollars at the doorsteps of Macy's and Neiman-Marcus. For a 
more quixotic perspective on the city's contrasts, I perch atop one of the countless hills and chart 
her inconsistent routes - Japantown to Chinatown, Land's End to the Financial District, the 
Golden Gate Bridge to the top of Twin Peaks. Even the climate is incongruous. The sun warms 
the Mission District, while the fog's breath curls across the bay and hunkers over the outer 
Clement and Sunset districts. 

No matter what the season, bring a jacket and an appetite to these outer gems where Vietnamese, 
Burmese, and Russian restaurants border numerous gateways into Golden Gate Park. This 1,040-
acre bucolic retreat of botanical splendor, world-class museums, lakes, and nature trails sparkles 
like a diamond in a city of semiprecious stones. Amid the camellias and dahlias, melodious 
accents, and tiny treasured-statues, my spirit soars. But even for me, a peripatetic seeker, the park 
is far too large to tour on foot. Grab a map, or you'll miss the magnificent moon-gazing garden, 
hidden waterfalls, and buffalo herds. 

I confess, after ten years in the city, I've scaled the formidable steps to Coit Tower only once. 
Built as a tribute to San Francisco's volunteer firemen, it's an arduous climb rewarded by a 
sensational view and a remarkable collection of Depression-era murals.



Converging at the foot of the tower, East meets West. So diverse are the neighborhoods that I 
have the impression I'm straddling different continents. North Beach's European tempo contrasts 
with the frenetic pace of Fisherman's Wharf. The once-thriving working waterfront offers pricey 
shops, seafood grottos, and far fewer residents than tourists. 

For a more exotic shopping spree, head under Chinatown's Gateway Dragon on Grant Avenue 
and Bush Street. There, virtuous vegetable and Chinese tchotchkes compete with enigmatic 
scents and medicinal terrestrial concoctions. Maybe it has something to do with the proximity of 
ancient ancestral surroundings or earthquake faults, but I never fail to check my luck at the 
Chinese fortune-cookie factory in Ross Alley. 

For civilized gourmets, San Francisco is a fortuitous find. However, if your culinary preferences 
border on the bland, loosen up your tongue. Eating is San Francisco's legendary pastime. 
Indulge. Life will never be tastier. There are ginger-peach pancakes, terrific trendy cafes, and 
desserts to die for, all served with panache. Even on my roadside budget, my palate has never 
had it so good. 

Over focaccia and salami, I savor the city's newest showplace of art and architecture: Verba 
Buena Gardens. This poetic abstraction in the SoMa district (South of Market) is the pulse of the 
provocative art scene. Eavesdropping on the steps of the Museum of Modem Art, I hear an 
Argentine transplant extol San Francisco's boundless possibilities to an agitated tourist who has 
just experienced an unfortunate, but quintessential slice of city life - "a tow-job." 

Blame it on the forty-three hills, vertigo, or parking scarcity, but the forty-seven-square-mile City  
of Profound Joy takes its parking regulations seriously. Best to go by foot, certainly the most 
intimate way to enjoy San Francisco's charming views. 

Legs willing, scale one of the 300- hidden stairways. Stroll Saturday's Farmers Market at the 
Embarcadero, w here salacious salamis, crusty breads, and wheels of brie tempt the palate. Hop a 
ferry from Pier 43½ and sail to Alcatraz or Angel Island, or lunch with loquacious sea lions - the 
squatters of Pier 39. 

Given San Francisco's myriad angles, the best sights are aboard the clangorous cable cars. After 
all those rides, I still can't understand how the things stay on track. The cables travel three routes. 
The Powell-Mason and Powell-Hyde lines boast serendipitous hills, gentrified slopes, and noble 
tenants. The California line tracks a more sensible, but no less eccentric, ride past Grace 
Cathedral and grandiose hotels to Polk Street's gallimaufry. 

Admittedly, life in the city of Rothchild real estate and grueling gridlock can bristle even the 
most sanguine souls. Occasionally, I muse over less congested pastures - mellow Marin and 



picturesque Point Reyes, but in the end, my heart unabashedly returns to San Francisco. For my 
little urban fix, I climb Macondery Steps, sandwiched between North Beach and Nob Hill, and 
ponder William Saroyan's words. And it always happens - that unrivaled passion uncorks, a 
passion that not even seductive Rio or romantic Paris can match. I'm mesmerized by rows of 
Victorian "Painted Ladies" scalloping a pristine skyline, tiny sailboats dipping into a marmalade 
horizon, and dusk settling over the forest of finance and fame. Several cities within a city, a great 
place to call home.

25 Things to do and see in San Francisco

1. For active, interesting ways to probe the city, dial (IOI) 939- 1214, Dashiell Hammett Foot 
Tours, chock-full of hidden dimensions and mysterious intrigue. Or call (415) 557-4266 for 
City Guide's docent-led walks, which explore the roots of historical San Francisco to its 
hidden rooftop gardens. 

2. For examples of the city's old and new commercial architecture, art deco sculptures, and 
classical columns, meander through the Financial District and lunch in the gardens of the 
Transamerica Pyramid (600 Montgomery Street). 

3. No reservations needed at Caffe Trieste for Saturday Opera, dawn to midnight cappuccino, 
and nostalgia in North Beach (601 Vallejo). 

4. If you have a yen for Bohemia, Barbary Coast saloons, and wacky art, roam Grant Avenue, 
San Francisco's oldest street. 

5. Do you ever wonder where all those good • fortune cookies come from after a Chinese meal? 
Follow your nose to 56 Ross Alley (between Grant and Stockton) to the Golden Gate Fortune 
Cookie Factory. Open 10 a.m. to 7 p.m. daily. 

6. For a time-warp photo opportunity, stroll down Waverly Place (off Sacramento Street), the 
"Street of Painted Balconies," decorated with colorful hand-painted facades. 

7. The grand 1886 Haas-Lilienthal House is a treasure-trove of San Francisco's fascinating 
architectural legacy. 20b7 Franklin Street. It's open Wednesdays noon to 3 p.m. and Sundays 
11 a.m. to 4 p.m.; admission is $5. 

8. Art enthusiasts detour to the San Francisco Art Institute. One gallery houses Diego Rivera 
murals, and there is an inexpensive cafe that boasts views of Fisherman's Wharf, Telegraph 
Hill, and avant-garde sculptures. 800 Chestnut Street. Monday through Friday 9 a.m. to 5 
p.m.; free. 



9. Grace Cathedral, the largest Gothic structure in the West and built as a replica of Notre Dame 
in Paris, has added another French touch to its prestigious Nob Hill grounds - a labyrinth 
walk patterned after the cathedral in Chartres. 

10. In Golden Gate Park, the M.H. de Young Museum (415-863-3330) boasts impressive 
occidental masterpieces and the Asian Art Museum (415-668-892U houses the largest 
collection of sculptures, tapestries, and Eastern treasures in the world. Admission is free the 
first Wednesday of the month; other times it's $6. Open Wednesday through Sunday, 10 a.m. 
to 4:45 p.m.

11. Stargaze the indoor universe or buckle your seat belts for an evening of Laserium light and 
music shows at the Morrison Planetarium (415-751J-7138). Shows start at 7:30 p.m., 
Thursday through Sunday; admission is $7. 

12. Sip tea amid the serenity of the Japanese Tea Gardens. Entrance fee is $2.50, plus the cost of 
the tea. Daily, 8:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. 

13. Get a grip on life, including a miniature tornado, at the Exploratorium boasting 650 
interactive exhibits. Located at the Palace of Fine Arts in the Marina. Call (415) 563- 7331 
for hours and fees. 

14. For masterpieces, such as Matisse's "Woman with the Hat" to multimedia interactive videos, 
while away a day at SoMa's new Museum of Modern Art. Call (415) 357-4000 for hours; 
admission is $7 adults, $3.50 students and seniors. 

15. Pack your camera and ~ binoculars for a scenic walk along the three-mile Golden Gate 
Promenade, starting at Aquatic Park, passing Fort Mason, the Marina Green, and finishing at 
Fort Point near the base of the Golden Gate Bridge. Then drive or walk across the 1.7-mile 
bridge.

16. Give your brakes a break and walk down Lombard Street, "the crookedest street in the 
world," which is flanked by manicured flower beds and Victorian houses. It's on Russian Hill 
between Hyde and Leavenworth streets. 

17. No trip to San Francisco would be complete without a cable-car ride. For more than a ride, 
visit the Cable Car Barn & Museum and see the cables that pull the cars along the tracks. 
1201 Mason, (415) 414-1887. It's free; open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. in winter, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. in 
summer. 



18. From Pier 41, take a ferry to Alcatraz, where famous island residents have included 
"Machine Gun" Kelly, AI Capone, and the "Birdman." Bring a jacket and hiking shoes. Tours 
are 9:30 a.m. to 2:45 p.m. and cost $10. Make reservations for the ferry at (415} 546-2628. 

19. Angel Island, known as the "Ellis Island of the West Coast," is a one-hour ferry ride from 
Fisherman's Wharf and boasts views, hiking, mountain bikes, a cushy tram tour, and grassy 
picnic knolls. Superb on sunny days. 

20. Sausalito, the bayside community that was once the stomping ground of artists and misfits, 
still has charm, houseboats, near-vertical streets, exquisite bay views, and hundreds of shops. 
Best to ferry over from Fisherman's Wharf; looking for parking can ruin your day.

21. Visit Muir Woods National Monument and meander through the redwood forest. Travel the 
Panoramic Highway off Route 1 to Muir Beach and head inland. 

22. Wine dilettantes interested in a heady experience, head north to Highway 29 for a day or two 
sampling award-winning chardonnays and cabernets in Napa/Sonoma wine country. 

23. The longest-running musical review in U.S. history is Beach Blanket Babylon at Club Fugazi 
in North Beach. (415)421-4222. It's hilarious and reservations are essential. 

24. Leave your compass at home, but do stop by the Visitor Information Center at Hallidie Plaza, 
located at the junction of Market and Powell streets for city maps, restaurants, hotels, and 
questions. (415) 391-2000

Stephanie Levin-Gervasi is the author of the Back Pain Sourcebook, published by Lowell House.


