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INTRODUCTION
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San Francisco is the golden nugget of California and has historically attracted creative, open-minded people who value lifestyle over status. It’s small, but bursting with culture, nature, progressive politics, and quirk. From Japantown to the Irish populations of the Outerlands, the people of San Francisco are diverse and proud. The Mission is not just the birthplace of the super burrito, but a thriving Mexican community that’s been around since before America’s westward expansion. Chinatown isn’t just a tourist attraction, but an enclave of Chinese descendants who staked their claim during the Gold Rush era. San Francisco’s diverse residents have collectively pulled through disasters, pushed for progress in human rights, and continue to make strides in the fields of food, booze, and technology. Come here to ride cable cars down California Street, eat sourdough at Boudin, and ponder escape from Alcatraz, but once you’ve scratched the surface, we hope you leave with a little more substance under your nails.

This city has a lot to offer at every price point and is in constant flux: The rents are high; so many businesses share space in the form of pop-ups; there are food truck parks and one-night parties. While we sought out the best of the underground, know that many temporary businesses either fizzle out or establish brick-and-mortars. Our guide isn’t traditional, because we’re not in the business of spoon-feeding you information. The following section includes a few tips on how to get the most out of this book.

PREDEPARTURE

We created this section to give you the basics of what you’ll need to know before you go. This includes general information about the weather, necessary paperwork like visas, available accommodations, transportation, and money-related issues. The biggest takeaway from this section is that transportation in San Francisco is going to be overwhelming at first, but you’ll soon begin to see the web of wheels as a useful tool. Oh, and bring a sweater.

NEIGHBORHOODS

San Francisco is not only split into neighborhoods, but also microhoods, some with realtor-created names. It’s possible for one city block to fall under several classifications and locals will argue with you until death about which neighborhood is which. For the purposes of this guide, we grouped some places together because they share similar vibes. For instance, downtown is broken up into the Tenderloin/Civic Center/Union Square and FiDi/Embarcadero chapters. On the other hand, we got as microscopic as was reasonable without driving you nuts, dedicating whole chapters to smaller neighborhoods like Bernal Heights and Hayes Valley. When in doubt about where something lies, look to hashtags for further classification of specific items, especially in the Richmond and Sunset chapters.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Every bar in San Francisco has excellent food and every café serves beer and wine. We explored San Francisco from all angles. Within each neighborhood, you’ll find sections on cafés and bakeries, eateries, shopping options, things to see and do, and places to drink and party. The nonfunctional hashtags we threw in sum things up for those of you with little patience for full sentences; some are navigational cues and others are just plain silly. Keep in mind that prices for tickets, passes, festivals, and the like are subject to change as well, but are current as of the publication date of this guide.

HIPPIES

Northern California is known for its hippie population, and, sure, there are all kinds of hippies in San Francisco. Some of these hippies are filthy rich; others choose to live a simpler, dirtier life on the lawns of Golden Gate Park, on streets in the Haight, or across the bay in Berkeley. When you come here, don’t be too quick to judge: You have the hippies to thank for being able to smoke weed freely on the street, talk about whatever the fuck crazy theories you want, and make out with the same sex without any sideways looks.

THINGS CHANGE

New businesses open and close in the same month. There are one-off parties, pop-up bars and markets, and seasonal events. We did our best to cover what’s current. If a listing in this guide no longer exists once you get there, don’t fret; something will open down the street to fill the void.

Use this guide as a starting point to uncover the hidden treasures of this beautiful city. We encourage you to try every burrito in the Mission and every cocktail in SOMA. Talk to the hippies in the Haight, and pop a few historic mochi in Japantown. Hike up every hill to give yourself a new perspective on the city and let it make you fall in love with life.


A BRIEF HISTORY

San Franciscans, as mellow and earth-loving as they seem, don’t take any shit; not from the government, not in the face of human inequality, not even from natural disasters. As a culturally and monetarily rich city, San Francisco’s story revolves around innovation and the criminals, hippies, and tech nerds who made it all happen.

San Francisco did not begin with the Gold Rush. Native Americans occupied the Bay Area until conquistadors “discovered” the land. In 1769, Gaspar de Portola established the Presidio and announced that there was whaling and seafood wrangling to be done. The native Ohlone tribe was used to build structures for the Spanish, including the Misíon de San Francisco de Asís, until they died out from disease brought over by Spain and were subsequently buried under that mission (now called Mission Dolores, aka “Mission of Pain”). With the natives dead, the Spanish struggled to develop this newfound land, were grossed out by the rats and fleas, and left it in Mexico’s care when the country gained its independence from Spain in 1821. Mexico made the best of the land and it flourished.

Around 1826, Jedediah Smith and company started poking around over the Sierra Nevadas, illegally entering California to look for beaver. Claiming it was their “manifest destiny,” Americans planned for westward expansion, forcing Mexico to sell the land after the Mexican-American War.

Newly renamed, San Francisco had potential, but James Marshall’s discovery of gold in 1848 at Sutter’s Mill in Coloma started a mad rush for money. The influx of greedy gold diggers in 1849 (the ’49ers) ballooned the city’s population from 800 to 25,000 within one year. But the city itself (a few miles up from Sutter’s Mill) was a ghost town when the mines were hot. Once personal fortunes were made, miners went back to the city to wait for their ships at the ports. What happens when a bunch of young, money-hungry, horny dudes overrun a place?
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The Barbary Coast (present-day Fisherman’s Wharf and North Beach) was an area full of miners, hookers, drunks, gamblers, and criminals, who made their living gold digging (and later stealing). The area became an intoxicated playground with a formidable red-light district. Boatloads of international opportunists came from Ireland, Australia, Japan, and China. Once the gold was sucked dry, those with nuggets became targets. The (pretty racist) term shanghaied came from this era where “crimpers” would slip a little poison into drinks at saloons, load people on ships, and rob them blind before tossing them into the bay.

While some took to the mines, others (like the Chinese) accepted low-wage jobs to serve the booming population. When the gold was gone and the Chinese were left standing, profiting quietly on the sidelines of the Gold Rush, resentment from those who busted quickly grew.

Then Henry Comstock discovered silver ore in 1859 and a new rush was ignited. The now-hated Chinese were hired to build the Transcontinental Railroad, completed in 1869, to facilitate faster greedy travel. The Chinese Exclusion Acts were put into effect to deny further Chinese immigration, exclude Chinese residents from jobs, and bar them from housing.

The influx of new money turned into a land grab. Residential mansions, historic buildings, fancy restaurants, and bars were built to serve the pompous new community, and cable cars were set up in 1873 to cart them around the hills. Activists strived to preserve the natural beauty of the area and public projects were built, notably Buena Vista Park in 1894 and the failed Sutro Baths. But Mother Nature had different plans for the city’s restructuring.

Disaster struck in 1906 when a massive 8.0 earthquake wiped out most of the city’s structures, caused widespread fires for three days, and left a third of San Francisco’s population homeless, and countless dead. All the riches burned and the city crumbled.

But it made a quick comeback and people began to rebuild and restore. New structures included the Great American Music Hall (1907), Coit Tower (1933), and the Golden Gate Bridge (1937). The Barbary Coast was burned down and a new tourist-attracting port, called Fisherman’s Wharf, was built in its place. Alcatraz Island floated in the distance, housing Al Capone from 1934 until 1938.

San Francisco began gaining popularity as the major port of the West, and then came the 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. While many Japanese citizens were ordered to internment camps elsewhere in the country, in San Francisco the JACL (Japanese American Citizens League) was formed in resistance and successfully retained for Japanese Americans in SF their rights to live freely.

San Francisco was quickly turning into a place of respite for those who thought differently, had antiauthoritarian values, and felt free to explore their sexuality. Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957) described the westward journey of freethinkers, and the Beat movement grew, settling in North Beach, where they sipped coffee at Trieste, wrote poetry, wore black, and rhythmically snapped their fingers.


 




FUN FACT




Alcatraz appears on every list of the most haunted places on Earth. Whenever people go looking for ghosts on the desolate island, they tend to find them.




 



All this weirdness drove the government’s search for communists to the Bay Area in the late ’50s. But San Franciscans weren’t having it. UC Berkeley students organized a famous protest against blacklisting and the police turned hoses on them; this ignited a fire within the souls of peace-seeking residents. When the ’60s hit, hippies arose from the watery streets.

How did beatniks turn into hippies? It was called the acid test. The author of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ken Kesey, threw LSD parties, soundtracked by the Grateful Dead, that expanded the up-for-anything minds of the Beat population to create swirly, colorful hippies. The Vietnam War was on the horizon and the laid-back hippies of SF were going to fight it with love (and a bunch of drugs). In 1967, the Summer of Love, with its slogan “Make love, not war,” turned into a citywide peaceful protest of free music, food, and humping concentrated in the Haight. All was groovy until people’s free love turned into widespread disease, the Hell’s Angels broke loose, and demented killers, like Charles Manson, broke up the party.

The Haight went to shit during the ’70s, and while some old hippies stayed, many dispersed to other parts of the city. The gays moved over to the Castro, with proud rainbow flags and wild disco parties that attracted others who wanted to be “out and proud.” The Castro was a haven for those normally persecuted elsewhere. Gay government officials were elected, most notably Harvey Milk, whose assassination bound the neighborhood together in both mourning and a united push toward progress. While the AIDS epidemic hit the Castro hard, united residents quickly rallied for better health care and the development of vaccinations.

Business-minded hippies moved to Silicon Valley when the Haight fell apart. By the ’80s, those with cash started thinking about ways to reinvigorate industry, and clunky, expensive computers were born to serve businesses. Others, like Steve Jobs, started tinkering with mind-bending projects in their garages, with the goal of bringing free information to the masses. Investors eventually caught on and tech boomed. Young developers suddenly had cash and moved into places like SOMA and the Mission, and real estate developers followed. Eventually, the price of information created a conflict between investors and tech developers and the bubble burst in 2000, leaving young tech junkies jobless. The population of San Francisco dropped drastically.

The development of Web 2.0 created new tech opportunities and reinvigorated Silicon Valley, drawing new entrepreneurs from all over the world, looking to strike it rich. But this nouveau Gold Rush did not come without consequences.

As evidenced by the 2013 Google Bus riots, residents (especially in the Mission) are currently worried that they will be displaced, and SF’s distinct cultural pockets will be wiped out if real estate developers continue to serve the whims of new money.

History seems to repeat itself in San Francisco, and there is nothing more dangerous than a twenty-two-year-old with a million dollars in his pocket. But given the city’s hard-fighting history, San Franciscans will be sure to pull through victorious, adding a new layer to their kaleidoscope of culture.

PREDEPARTURE

It may be small, but San Francisco can be overwhelming at first with its BART, rails, buses, streetcars, and cable cars. We’re here to give you some pointers on transportation, general health and safety, and accommodations, and a little insight into SF’s liberal—but loud—culture and politics so you can navigate these hills with ease.

VISAS AND DOCS

VISAS

For short visits (ninety days or less), the residents of thirty-seven countries fall under the “visa waiver program” and do not need to obtain a visa to enter the United States. Beginning in 2006, the passports from these countries came with an integrated chip that permits entrance without the need for additional documentation. Check the U.S. Department of State’s website to see if your country is on the list.

If you happen to be from, say, Mexico, consider yourself fucked. To get into the United States for any period of time, you’ll need to apply for a visa. You first have to fill out Form DS-160, upload a photo, and arrange an interview with your local U.S. embassy (to which you’ll need to bring the confirmation page of Form DS-160, a $160 application fee, and an additional issuance fee, if applicable).

Longer visits require travelers to apply for certain visas based on their intended purpose in the United States. For all work visas with a known departure time, your prospective employer must submit a petition for your work visa and go through the process with you.

To study in the States, you must obtain an F-1 or M-1 visa prior to your arrival. Generally, once you are accepted into a U.S. school, you will be entered into SEVIS (Student and Exchange Visitor Information System) and will need to fill out several forms and pay the I-901 SEVIS fee of $200 (which you can pay online). To obtain your student visa, you have to fill out all applicable forms, pay fees, and go through an interview. All student visa information can be found on the U.S. Department of State’s website.

DOCUMENTS

Regardless of your destination, always travel with copies of your passport, prescriptions, and birth certificate. Emailing these to yourself is also a good safety precaution.

TRANSPORTATION

FROM THE AIRPORT

The two major airports that service the East Bay are San Francisco International (SFO) and Oakland International (OAK). At SFO, hopping on the terminal stop of the BART will get you to any part of the city in thirty to forty minutes and the cost of the ticket is calculated based on distance ($8–$10 to get downtown). From OAK, you’ll need to board the BART to OAK shuttle ($6) and ride it out to the Coliseum BART station and then proceed to San Francisco BART stations. A cab ride will cost you about $60 from SFO to downtown SF and there’s always Uber and Lyft if you’re lazy.

San Jose Mineta International (SJC) sits at the bottom of the peninsula. If you fly into this airport, the VTA Airport Flyer (a free shuttle) takes you to the CalTrain station. From there, you can ride the train into the city.

CALTRAIN

The Caltrain station is at Fourth and King Streets, near AT&T Park, and the route is divided into six zones, connecting the small counties of the Bay Area. Tickets must be purchased at the station prior to boarding, and fares are calculated based on distance.
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BART

BART is a funny little train and “Take BART . . . and you’re there” is its funny little slogan. BART (Bay Area Rapid Transit) is SF’s version of a subway and feels like the airtrain at Disneyland. It’s clunky and confusing at first, but it will get you around the major parts of the city (and the East Bay) relatively fast. There are five rainbow-colored lines, each with only a handful of stops. Each line is named after its terminal station (which will appear on the arrival screens when the train is pulling in).

The kiosks (which will accept cash or credit) at BART stations have the following options: You can either buy a $20 card or add (or subtract) $1 or $0.05 in value until you reach the amount you’d like to load on your card. You swipe your new card in and fares are calculated based on the distance once you swipe out at your destination. It’s cumbersome, but it’ll work out after a few tries. But what if you swipe in and don’t have enough to get out? To avoid the mass panic of people being stuck in the station, there are add fare machines (that often only take small denominations of cash) to help you get out of the red. Also, attendants are usually on duty on one side of the station.
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OTP Tip: BART shuts down at midnight, so if you’re partying far from home, prepare to pay for an expensive cab ride to your bed or spend an awkward night in someone else’s. There is an all-night OWL bus, but it’s more of a homeless cruise than anything else.

MUNI

The MUNI system consists of buses, Metro light rail, streetcars, and cable cars. This system crisscrosses all of San Francisco, obviating the need to use your feet.

BUSES

Almost every intersection in SF has at least one bus stop. Some are fancy, with digital displays indicating the arrival time of the next bus (tip: They’re not always right), while others are just yellow strips with numbers written on telephone poles. Fare is $2.25 and you must have exact change. You’ll be handed a transfer that’s good for ninety minutes, which means you can take another bus (or five) for the next hour and a half.

METRO LIGHT RAIL

This part of the system consists of six rail lines. They are: J (Church), KT (Ingleside), L (Taraval), M (Ocean), N (Judah), and S (Castro Shuttle). Fares and transfers work the same way as buses. Metro stations are underground along Market Street but then pop outside for the remainder of their routes. You can check arrival times on the SFMTA site.

OTP Tip: Many bus, rail, and cable car stops are positioned right in the middle of the street. Don’t be afraid to stand in traffic.
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STREETCARS

MUNI puts different vintage streetcars on one route (the F line that runs from Fisherman’s Wharf to Embarcadero, down Market, and up to the Castro). It’ll look like there are twenty different routes and lines because each car is different but, no, there’s just one line. They rotate streetcars from all over the world on the line. It costs $6 to ride and exact change is required. Visit Streetcar.org to see which cars are currently out, and to learn about the rest of the fleet.

CABLE CARS

The most iconic form of SF transportation, cable cars were invented in 1873 by Andrew Hallidie, a British man who witnessed a horrible horse accident back in England and thought he could use the hilly landscape in San Francisco to create a safer mode of transport. While twenty-three trolleys were established between 1873 and 1890, only three remain: the Powell-Mason, Powell-Hyde, and California Street lines. It’s $6 for a single ride and a lot safer than it looks. While there are faster ways to get around town, a cable car ride is way more fun than a bus. Don’t dangle.

OTP Tip: Don’t ever get on at Powell and Market. It is like a horde of headless chickens with confused tourists running in every direction. To board from downtown, walk a block or two up to O’Farrell or Geary.

CLIPPER CARDS

A clipper card ($3) is a storage card that encodes all your prepurchased passes and allows you to load cash onto it for circumstances that aren’t covered by passes. This makes travel easier, more efficient, and cheaper. For instance, you can load a month of unlimited BART and MUNI rides within SF ($80) and $20 in cash (in case you want to sneak off to Oakland). This will free you from dealing with the add-fare machines inside BART stations and will alleviate the headache of needing exact change for the bus. Check the SFMTA site (or ask an attendant at the Civic Center station) for the passes and discounts that apply to you.

CARS

SF is the city of start-ups, so every carshare app was either invented here or thrives in its environment. In addition to traditional cabs, you have Uber, Lyft, Freewheel, and InstantCab at your disposal. For rentals, you’ll find Zipcar lots everywhere, and FlightCar—like the AirBnB of parked airport cars—operates out of SFO.
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BIKES

Bike rental shops are scattered all around the city, and our favorite is City Ride Bikes in Hayes Valley, where they’ll rent you less clunky bikes for a fair price. Wait, biking uphill? San Franciscans don’t possess superhuman quads that propel them up giant bitch hills with minimal effort. They do the Wiggle, a zigzagging, flat bike path that will get you from Market Street (at Duboce) to Golden Gate Park (via the Haight). The path is a series of left and right turns that take you through some beautiful scenery. You can follow the signs; just make sure to wear a helmet because the fixies go apeshit crazy on there.
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FEET

Walking in San Francisco is a workout, but doable. The walk from Fisherman’s Wharf down to the Ferry building along the Embarcadero is a popular tourist route that’s flat and scenic. Getting from downtown to the Haight and then Golden Gate Park is a bit of a trek. Walking up from the Mission to Noe Valley and over to the Castro can count as your daily cardio workout. Wear your chucks or hop on a bus when things get too vertical.
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ACCOMMODATIONS

San Francisco is tiny, and each residential building is densely packed. Many people compromise their living rooms to create another bedroom and will often share a room with a stranger to save on rent. But finding a temporary place to stay is actually not so hard if you’re flexible with the arrangements.

HOSTELS

There are a handful of top-notch hostels in San Francisco, and a bunch of really shitty ones (usually in the Tenderloin). Be wary of SRO (single-room occupancy) units; they advertise as hotels but tend to be homeless shelters.

Adelaide Hostel

5 Isadora Duncan Lane

$31–$33, dorms; $89–$159, private

Adelaide is located in a really nice part of the Tenderloin; search for the gorgeous mural to guide the way to the hostel, located deep in an alley. Hippies from all over the world hang outside in their garden patio and the bunk beds here feel like you’re on an old train with curtains that you can draw for extra privacy. The décor here is arty and homey, with vintage furniture and quirky touches. They serve free breakfast, throw dinner parties, and put on bar crawls. Everyone here is welcoming and the whole place has a certain vintage charm.

Green Tortoise Hostel

494 Broadway Street

$30–$60, dorms; $85–$90, private

The Green Tortoise is a hippie hostel with an open atrium, a pool table, a fully stocked kitchen, and views of downtown. It’s located in North Beach, right at the bottom of the slope, on the Kearny Street steps, and walking distance from cool bars and restaurants. The place is clean, with laundry on site, and the rooms are well maintained. They put on pub crawls, game nights, and free dinners in the ballroom.
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HI International

Fort Mason, Building 240

$30–$42, dorms; $75–$109, private

Upholding the Hostelling International (HI) hostels standard, this location (one of three in the city) is an old military barracks right by Fisherman’s Wharf. You’ll be elbow to elbow with all the other tourists, but you’ll have easy access to the rest of the city. The buildings are situated right on the water with gorgeous views of the bay (and the bridge!) and manicured landscaping all around. There’s a café, a big kitchen, and an outdoor deck. This hostel feels like a lodge, with wooden bunks and a fireplace in the common area. The perk of being on federal land is that you never have to pay taxes. The HI downtown location (312 Mason Street) is legit and situated between a liquor store and Café Mason and across the street from Go-Cart tours. The Tenderloin location is shit.

BED-AND-BREAKFASTS AND HOTELS

Bed-and-breakfasts in San Francisco give you a chance to temporarily live inside exquisite architecture. Many homes are old Victorians or Edwardians and come with beautiful bay windows and intricate architectural details.

Dolores Place

3842 25th Street

$139 (plus tax), 3–4 night minimum

A studio in a great location, Dolores Place sits right in Noe Valley, a block from the main 24th Street drag, and a walkable distance from the Mission and the Castro. It features a queen bed, private bath, and a little deck. If you’re traveling as a pair, this works out well, as double occupancy is the same rate. It’s a little fancier than we’re used to, but it makes for a romantic getaway.

Moffatt House Bed & Breakfast

1401 7th Avenue

$84–$114, rooms; $148–$158, suite

It may be located away from the city center in the Inner Sunset, but you’ll be right near Golden Gate Park, some excellent cheap restaurants, and the N Judah line that’ll get you downtown fast. This B&B is composed of three different rooms, all with windows and a suite on the ground floor with a kitchen, bath, and sitting area. Shoot for room D, which has its own terrace and comfortably accommodates two (but can fit three). The guests here range in age, but it generally attracts older people and families.

IN-LAWS/CRAIGSLIST/AIRBNB

What the fuck’s an “in-law”? It’s essentially a guesthouse where your in-laws would stay if they came for a visit. Many homes in San Francisco were built with family in mind, and people fortunate enough to own a house will rent out that extra space to temporary visitors. These listings often appear on Craigslist and AirBnB, are usually in nicer areas (like Pacific Heights, Russian Hill, the Marina, Noe Valley, Bernal Heights, and the Castro), and are priced cheaper per night (or week) than hotel rooms.
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COUCHSURFING/CO-OPS

The great thing about this city is that everyone has a crash space for a friend who missed the last BART across the bay, and they’ll often put that couch up for rent when it’s not in use. To save on rent (and because they’re lovable hippies), people will often live in co-op communes, or larger groups of people who share a house. You can get in on all this action via Couchsurfing (or Craigslist).

MONEY

San Francisco is split between pay-with-the-tap-of-tech and cash-only. The Gold Rush happened here, and in many neighborhoods people are still counting coins and scoffing at credit. The most notorious cash-only places are North Beach dive bars, Irish pubs in the Sunset and Richmond districts, Castro bars, and Mission taco places. Since SF has such a thriving food truck culture, having cash on hand to pay for street treats is always a good idea. If you’re not planning to buy a clipper card, you must have exact change for the bus ($2.25) and cash when exiting the BART station, just in case. Corner stores usually have a $5–$10 credit card minimum.

HEALTH AND SAFETY

HEALTH

Northern California is one of the healthiest places in the country. You’ll find an abundance of organic food, fresh air, and water you can drink from the tap, but as with anywhere, your body may decide to be a jerk anyway. Lucky for you, there are fresh-pressed juice places on every block and over-the-counter meds at drugstores to nurse you back to health.

San Francisco is very sex-positive and should anything funky go down, you have many resources. Planned Parenthood has two Mission locations, a clean clinic at 1650 Valencia Street, and a medical center at 1294 Potrero Avenue. There are community clinics in every neighborhood and over-the-counter morning-after pills are available at drugstores like CVS and Walgreens. AIDS has always been a concern, both medically and politically. Wrap it up, then slap it with a leather whip.
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SAFETY

Homeless people are friendlier than your average store clerk, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t crazies on the streets. You will see some insane things on the MUNI. But drunken old pimps, screaming obscenities with a gold cane in one hand and a Bud Light in the other, are no reason for alarm. People shit on the streets in broad daylight and dress up as fluorescent forest creatures when Halloween is nowhere in sight. This is the norm.

This place is hilly as fuck. We’re not going to mother you on how to ride your bike around SF, but bombing down a hill equals a faceplant, which equals a concussion pretty quickly. Keep your ego in check, your brakes well lubed, and wear a helmet.

SF is as lax as it gets about drugs. The quality and availability of marijuana is unparalleled and there’s no need to buy it on the street anymore. Go to a clinic, tell them you can’t sleep or see, and they’ll hook you up with a member card. Dispensaries are everywhere and you can buy top-notch shit, including edibles, for cheap. If you do buy it on the streets, especially near the Haight, you risk getting robbed by a crackhead. As for harder things, the whole city moves to EDM and often with the assistance of Molly and coke. Just about every club and festival has a “guy.”

Earthquakes: They happen. What to do? Don’t die.

CLIMATE

Northern California is known for fog and the Bay Area attracts the thickest of cloudy murkiness. This means that, even during the peak of summer, the morning starts with a gloomy, humid mess that eventually either burns off into sunny skies or turns to rain. You’ll have to stay flexible and wear layers or change a couple times a day. There are also microclimates, a term that refers to how markedly different the weather can be, depending on which neighborhood you’re in. For instance, in the Mission, the sun shines much more brightly, since the flat ’hood doesn’t collect much fog. Luckily, the winters aren’t very harsh. You’ll need to bundle up a bit, but it never dips low enough to freeze your snot. Bring a sweatshirt no matter what time of year you’re here.
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CULTURE AND POLITICS

CULTURE

Food and Drink

San Franciscans are innovators in all matters when it comes to food. Using the wealth of produce available in northern California, chefs across the city focus on local, seasonal, and sustainable food. This city has a close bond with its food history as well, with century-old restaurants like Boudin and Tadich Grill still holding their ground. Known for their sourdough, fresh seafood, and organic produce, San Franciscans savor a range of good food, available here from the street level up to $300 chef’s tasting menus. Food entrepreneurship, in the form of food trucks and pop-ups, has always been embraced, and farmers’ markets are big productions. The multitude of cultures that inhabit San Francisco make it a master of fusion, from Mexi-Chinese to Franco-Italian to Jap-Korean.

The city’s love for food is only equaled by its dedication to booze, and the pairing of the two. Places like Bourbon & Branch, Local Edition, Third Rail, and the Alchemist set the standard for mixologists worldwide. San Francisco bar masters use unheard-of ingredients, extract flavors from unlikely sources, and then blend them to create unique taste profiles. Plus, there’s more craft beer here than at a Belgian monastery.
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Old-timers like Anchor Brewery are still respected, but newer microbreweries like 21st Amendment and Cellarmaker are popping up everywhere, rethinking brewing methods, turning out amazing seasonal brews, and making eye-catching labels. Then there’s wine. You know about Napa, right? If taking a tour of wineries is too rich for your budget, you can pick up a tasty bottle of local wine at a corner store for under $10. Everyone also inexplicably loves to take shots of funky-ass Fernet.

Environment

San Francisco has a thriving environmentalist culture. California has made many advances in the field of conservation and preservation. Plastic bags were banned and it’s second nature to bring a spare bag with you wherever you go. Advertisements on public transportation encourage residents to use less water, compost more, and eat less meat and dairy. Nobody dares to litter.

Festivals

Whether they’re congregating for music, art, film, food, sex, community development, or a giant mash-up of everything, people in San Francisco love their festivals. You’ll find die-hard fest-goers smoking weed, wearing flower wreaths, and sporting booty shorts well into old age. Open-air markets here come with legit DJs, and EDM bumps in the oddest of places (like the California Academy of Sciences). From the free expression of kinky sex at the Folsom Street Fair, to the celebration of Japanese culture at the Cherry Blossom Festival, San Franciscans love to gather in large groups to dance, eat, and sometimes spank each other. Burning Man started here. Enough said.

Entrepreneurship

San Francisco is the start-up epicenter of the world, and entrepreneurship has a huge impact on the city’s culture. People find wealth in their twenties, which has the same awkward social implications experienced by a genius who starts college before puberty. Young millionaires don’t want to live in single-family homes in the boonies (where they tend to work). They want to party, eat well, own the best gadgets, and reside in the happening spots around town. This creates certain cultural tensions between them and people who actually go to dive bars and eat street food because that’s all they can afford.


 




FUN FACT




Cupertino, the Silicon Valley headquarters of Apple, is the eleventh wealthiest city in the United States.






POLITICS

Gentrification

As a side effect of its entrepreneurial culture, San Francisco is experiencing a big boom in realtor-driven gentrification. As is the case everywhere, when new money comes into a neighborhood, realtors follow to snatch up and develop as much property as possible, stepping over whoever may already live or work there. As a result, many small businesses are bought out and replaced with eyesore condos with units that are astronomically more expensive than a typical resident can afford. This has been the case with small music venues. Cocomo’s and Sound Factory already closed their doors and places like the Chapel, Elbo Room, Slim’s, and the Independent are barely hanging on. Gentrification also undermines the preservation of cultural identity in places like the Mission, where Latino-owned businesses are in decline.


[image: ]



Sexuality

Whether you’re gay, straight, or somewhere in between, San Francisco’s freedom of expression extends to sexuality. The Castro (the largest community of openly gay people in the country) and the Pride Parade here is a huge deal. While the assassination of beloved city supervisor Harvey Milk will forever be ingrained in the collective psyche here, this area continues to make advancements toward equal rights, with openly gay and transgendered people holding high government positions, and the legalization of gay marriage.

Political Awareness

San Francisco has always been a liberal, open-minded place, and residents pride themselves on being up on their politics. Advancements in equal rights for the LGBTQ communities, women, and minorities, and the legalization of medical marijuana, have all been made possible because people here vote, protest, and unionize.

FASHION

San Francisco is Birkenstock-chic, and what people are wearing changes from morning to lunch. You must dress like a transformer. The heavy fog lingers in the morning but turns into sweltering heat by noon, which means you’ll need to layer and peel on the go. People often wear billowy fabrics over their intended outfits to keep the moisture away, with a thin layer that’ll easily fit into a bag come midday.

Each neighborhood has its own microclimate and microfashion to match. Downtown it’s all business; Nob Hill, Russian Hill, Hayes Valley, and Noe Valley are sprinkled with spa moms in yoga pants; SOMA is all about design and buttoned-up hipster; the Mission is eclectic, with some stuck-in-the-’90s fashions making their way on the streets; the Castro runs wild and many men choose to forgo the confines of clothing altogether; and the Haight burns strong with that hippie look that seems to never get old.

San Franciscans are into working out, and many people wear their spandex throughout the day. People here ride bikes, and often fashion meets function on this front as well; one-leg pant rolls for all.

Nighttime fashion is mostly daywear with glitter, and unless you’re a mountain goat, going up the side of steep hills in flashy footwear will be a bitch. Until you figure out the transportation system, commit to chucks.

When it comes to festival-wear, anything goes, no matter how little function it serves, as long as it’s utterly absurd.
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