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62 SHOPPING NEIGHBORHOODS

TOURISTY NEIGHBORHOODS
Union Square

Union Square is the most famous piece of real estate in San
Francisco—hmmm, well, maybe Haight-Ashbury is, but then,
that depends on how old you are. To me, Union Square is the
center of the world, although this is more for directional pur-
poses. Union Square is what we must consider “downtown”:
the heart of the action.

Emotionally, Union Square is not my favorite part of town,
even though this is where most of the big name and major brand
stores have their doors. In fact, I clearly recall standing on the
corner of Sutter Street and Grant Avenue (everybody now, sing
a chorus from Flower Drum Song) and thinking, as Bette
Davis once put it in one of her movies: “What a dump.” Talk
about ugly sprawl. Ouch. I was far from dazzled.

The neighborhood is not swank—even though many of the
stores are. The architecture is downright weird, in that there
are some fabulous-looking buildings (from the outside), but
the area, as a whole, has a low-built, urban-sprawl atmosphere
without ever coming together visually. It has no feeling of fun
or beauty, or even sense of place.

Nonetheless, Union Square is the major tourist and com-
mercial hub of the city. Most major hotels and department stores
are crammed into the area surrounding the actual square,
which was named for a series of pro-Union war demonstra-
tions at the outbreak of the Civil War (the “War between the
States,” as I was taught to say, growing up in the South). Few
remember any of the wars commemorated by the park and the
statue therein (for yet a different war). Today, Union Square
means “shopping” to most visitors. And, after all, why are we
here except to shop?

A plethora of upscale boutiques, restaurants, and galleries
occupy the spaces tucked between the larger buildings. Every
major department store in America is either on Union Square
(Saks, Macy’s, Neiman Marcus) or a block away on Market
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Street (Nordstrom, Bloomingdale’s). Most European brands
have stores within a credit card’s throw, as do all the major
off-pricers (two Loehmann’s stores, plus Marshalls and Ross
Dress for Less almost next door to each other on Market St.).
Don’t forget all the mass merchants (an excellent Banana
Republic), some of which are originally from San Francisco
(like home-style and cookware guru Williams-Sonoma).

Note that the area—as a shopping district—refers to more
than the four streets that frame the actual square called Union
Square. Perhaps the fanciest doors are on Geary Street, the south-
ern landmark street, but my favorite is Sutter Street, which 
doesn’t even pass the park directly. Post Street is another
goodie—this runs parallel along the north side of Union Square
Park, with more big names and the famous Gump’s, one of the
most important stores in American retail. And one of the best.

The pedestrian-only Maiden Lane moves east away from
Union Square for the length of a mere 2 blocks. It has a
national reputation as one of the most adorable (and upscale)
streets in America, partly because it is, indeed, a lane and not
a through street for vehicular traffic. It was cuter 20 years ago,
but is still home to many a high-end name (despite a some-
what constant turnover among the flavors of the month with
the must-have Maiden Lane address). Several local heroes
have been in the Union Square/Maiden Lane area for years,
like Britex, the fabric store, newly reopened after renovations.

Here’s an important tip: The lower part of Grant Avenue,
south of the entrance to Chinatown, is considered part of this
Union Square shopping district and offers rows of designer
shops. Do not assume that just because a store has a Grant
Avenue address, it must be in Chinatown. In fact, the Union
Square part of Grant Avenue is the hottest new address for
upmarket and international brands. The street begins with
Emporio Armani, at no. 1. And Lucky Brand Jeans has just
opened at no. 222. The numbering system is odd, but the
stores are not. 

Union Square is bordered by Powell Street on the Westin
St. Francis side of the square; this street reaches to Market
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Touristy Neighborhoods 65

Street—the distance of two large city blocks. Powell is an
excellent retail strip, with a mix of stores you might not know
about (such as Lush, the bath source from London), stores you
already know and love (Urban Outfitters, this one more like
Anthropologie than others), and big Euro chains, such as
Sephora, the French beauty supermarket. You’ll be passing this
way anyway, so leave enough time to slowly make your way
from Union Square to Market Street on Powell Street.

There’s many a hidden resource in the Union Square area,
so don’t think of it as one giant generic mall. You’ll note that
the “Bay Area Resources A to Z” chapter of this book, begin-
ning on p. 119, includes many, many listings in this area.

GETTING THERE

You can easily walk to Union Square from Market Street,
which has its own BART and Muni stops, as well as scads of
bus and streetcar routes. From Fisherman’s Wharf, you can hop
the Powell-Hyde cable car and get off at Union Square.

COFFEE, SNACKS & LUNCH

All of the department stores near Union Square have at least
one restaurant; some have a serious restaurant as well as a cafe.
Born to Shop news director Sarah Lahey likes the cafe at
Neiman Marcus for a quick curried-chicken salad. Salads,
sandwiches, and light entrees are mostly under $10.

CAFFE ARMANI

Emporio Armani, 1 Grant Ave., at Market St. 

Don’t snicker like that—it just so happens that the food here
is great. This isn’t your average cafe-in-a-store scene, and it’s
one of my favorite spots in San Francisco (though once you’re
inside, the place feels so swank and European that you could
be in any big city). Furthermore, the landmark building itself
is incredible. The location is good—right on Market Street, across
from the Four Seasons Hotel—and convenient for the start or
finish to a stroll among the fashion mavens and Euro-brand giants
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on Grant Avenue. Prices are in the moderate range: You can
eat well for $20 per person. The food is, duh, Italian. For reser-
vations, call & 415/677-9400.

DON’T MISS

BABETTE

361 Sutter St., near Stockton St.

Babette is representative of the movement in local designers.
She began in an outer burb, moved to upper Grant Avenue,
and is now situated in high-priced real estate right near Union
Square. Why? Because she’s not only good, but also offers a
vision. Babette’s clothes are made for easy living and for
travel—they are often prewrinkled or crinkled so you don’t have
to worry about ironing. Some are plissé pleated, much like the
Pleats Please line by Issey Miyake. The clothes have both
droop and drape, are easy to wear for all figure types, and,
while a tad pricey, are worth it for their versatility. Expect to
pay $200 to $400 for a dress. There are sales though (phew!).
& 415/837-1442. www.babettesf.com.

DIPTYQUE

171 Maiden Lane.

First, breathe deeply. Smell the air. I doubt you will sneeze—
this is no head shop. It is, in fact, one of the few U.S. stores
for this French fragrance brand that’s most famous for its can-
dles. These fancy candles, in glass jars featuring a label of jum-
bled alphabet soup, have become famous for their chic. Diptyque
also manufactures soaps and colognes in the same famous
scents as the candles. In addition, there’s a line of designer scents
specially created just for Diptyque, such as one by John Gal-
liano and a few by Eskandar, the French designer of cult fame
and expensive drapey clothes for the Neiman’s set.

Scent is fashion these days, so some whiffs are more “in”
than others (although the fashion set has been swearing by fig
for years). I happen to love the scent that smells like a wood
fireplace. Last spring, the hot new thing was called “sweet
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pea”—not like the flower, but the green pea. If you’re a Dip-
tyque regular, you can ask for what’s new. The cult-favorite
candles cost about $40, and, if you’re willing to spend that much,
are one of the all-time great gift items. & 415/402-0600. www.
diptyque.tm.fr.

GUMP’S
135 Post St., between Grant Ave. and Kearny St.

Call it a ritual, call it a celebration: Stand on tiptoe and shout
hallelujah! Gump’s is the stuff of legends. When I was a
teenager, my mother and I had a regular San Francisco ritual—
first we went to Gump’s, and then to the ladies’ room at
I. Magnin. Both were already icons in San Francisco. I. Magnin
has not survived (RIP), but Gump’s just keeps getting better.

Gump’s is simply, classically, what retail is all about. The
store has—and has always had—a very specific focus, which
is something lacking in most stores nowadays. That focus is
a Western eye toward the East, which suits the San Francisco
environment in particular but also serves the universal shop-
per, as Zen notions and Asian influences are felt in all walks
of design these days.

Now, the reason all this works is that Gump’s offers very
sophisticated looks and merchandise that successfully inte-
grate international style. This is not some version of the Chi-
nese arts-and-crafts store. In fact, it feels more like a museum
than anything else. Displays are sublime. Merchandise is hand-
picked. A bevy of international—and local—designers is rep-
resented, so we’re not talking “what I brought back from my
trip to Vietnam” here. Rather, think the best jade selection in
the city. Think hand-crafted necklaces that cost thousands of
dollars. Think Agraria scent, home fragrance from a local
firm made good with a cult standing. 

Whether you buy anything or not is secondary to the impor-
tance of absorbing all that Gump’s has to offer. This is what
you came to San Francisco to see, to feel, to experience. & 415/
982-1616. www.gumps.com.
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MIX

309 Sutter St., near Stockton St. 

This store is just a few doors down from Babette and is geared
toward the same shopper, although the merchandise is (as
they say in show business) the same, but different. Mix car-
ries a mix of designers, mostly European names that you prob-
ably haven’t heard of. The overall look is sleek, a tad droopy
or drapey, and much in the hand-crafted, artiste flavor. To sum
up, they make a statement without being overly bold. Prices
tend to be very high. I was tempted here, but didn’t really have
$1,000 to spend on a suit, no matter how chic or timeless. Sarah,
Born to Shop news director, almost bought the perfect black
cotton skirt (sans price tag), until she discovered it was $850—
and that’s without sales tax. Still, if you have the money,
they’ve got the goods. & 415/392-1742.

KNOW ABOUT

BORDERS

400 Post St., at Powell St. 

Everyone needs to know about a good bookstore with enor-
mous selection; this one is right at the edge of Union Square.
There is a secret to finding it, however: Look up! Yup, this Bor-
ders is upstairs (on what Americans call the second floor), with-
out a storefront on the street. It took me forever to find it. (This
is embarrassing to admit, but I hope to save you the aggrava-
tion.) Borders offers shipping, so you don’t have to schlep your
books around all day. This location is open until 11pm Sun-
day through Thursday, till midnight on Friday and Saturday.
It’s a great place to hang out; there’s even a cafe. & 415/399-
1633. www.bordersstores.com.

Fisherman’s Wharf

Perhaps even more famous than Union Square, Fisherman’s
Wharf is a no man’s land unto itself, a war zone of tourism
gone astray. Stop me before I freak out! Quick, taxi! Yo, cable
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