Summer in the City
Photos by Lori Eanes

Includes image from the Fifth Floor Restaurant
 

Downtown

wine, dine, and shop ’til you drop 
Here’s the secret to a successful getaway in San Francisco’s colorful, vibrant downtown: Use the days for visiting the area’s art and shopping destinations and the nights for exploring the city’s inner beauties — its fabulous theater, music, and dining. 

While the rest of the world works, you play. It’s a simple formula — if you can get past the guilt. While the Financial District toils, you shop in the haute spots of Armani, Gucci, and Prada. But don’t forget that shopping here extends beyond the stores that front the recently renovated Union Square.

Make sure to slip down quiet Maiden Lane just off the square. Between the chic boutiques and outdoor cafés, you’ll find the only Frank Lloyd Wright architecture in the city, at 140 Maiden Lane. Now the Xanadu Tribal Arts Gallery, the space was Wright’s tune-up for the Guggenheim. A few blocks away is another spot perfect for a pause, the Crocker Galleria. Home to Versace, the Galleria also scores with a rooftop garden. Here one can soak up rays or watch the fingers of fog race in to the city.

If you just want to savor beauty without the temptation to buy, hop a cab to Civic Center. Or better yet, do the same trip up Market Street on one of MUNI’s vintage trolleys. Once there, head for the spectacular new Asian Art Museum on Larkin Street.

For years, the Asian was a wing of the distant de Young Museum in Golden Gate Park. But now, the world’s oldest known Buddha statue is a quick trip from downtown. Of course, you can get a taste of Asia that’s not in a glass case by heading four blocks from Union Square into Chinatown. On the other side of downtown, south of Market Street, SFMOMA offers a stunning collection of paintings and sculpture from the past hundred years, built in part by the legendary benefactor Phyllis Wattis, whose greatest contributions are on exhibit through June 24. 

Exquisite produce is on display at the new Ferry Plaza Farmers Market in the Ferry Building. Open Saturday, Sunday, and Tuesday mornings and Thursday afternoons, the market is loaded with edible masterpieces.

All of this activity is certain to work up your appetite. Put down those shopping bags and enjoy an elegant meal at Fifth Floor, a dining destination to die for. Chef Laurent Gras’s tasting menu offers six courses of ingenious creativity served in a dining room that’s tops on the sophistication charts.

You’ll find Fifth Floor’s playful leopard print carpet up on the ninth floor of the same building, in the luxurious suites of the Hotel Palomar. After dinner and a show, all that’s left to do is soak in the suite’s giant Jacuzzi tub. After your bath, slip into that wildly comfortable terry robe, call up some port from room service, and ruminate on the meaning of utter bliss before drifting off to sleep. 

There are an abundance of alternatives for a luxurious overnight, from the hip Clift Hotel on Geary to the old-Hollywood homage of Hotel Bijou in Union Square, with its own mini-cinema showing classic San Francisco flicks every evening. Here’s a tip: the Holiday Inn on Kearny offers spectacular bay and city views from serviceable rooms that can be booked on the Web for as low as $88. On top of the hotel’s building is the city’s only rooftop pool. Take a float here and you can watch the puffy clouds pass by the triangular tip-top of the Transamerica building. 

Another secret is the extraordinary Belden Place. There’s no pool here, but there is great food. Electric lights stretch from roof to roof over this European-style clutch of cafés and bistros. Within this block, you can indulge in the French feedings of Café Bastille, the fabulous mussels at seafood bistro Plouf, or the exotic Catalan cuisine of B44. Just a block west of Belden Place is another epicurean alley worth a peek — and a bite — Claude Lane.

For apr�s-dinner fun, take in a show in downtown’s entertainment district — a veritable West Coast Broadway. Catch the Tony-winning musical Urinetown, opening June 24 at A.C.T.’s Geary Theater, or stop by the TIX Bay Area booth in Union Square to see what else is running — and score half-price tickets.

For nightclub entertainment, don’t forget about The Punchline Comedy Club on Battery. Hidden away on the second floor of an office park next to the Embarcadero shopping center, the Punch books top comedians from across the nation.

Finally, the perfect nightcap, The Cosmopolitan Café on Spear Street seats for dinner until 10:30 p.m., with the cocktails and cuisine accompanied by live jazz until midnight. The dessert menu includes a banana-pecan galette (order early, it takes half an hour to bake), and the ultimate late-night snack — fresh-baked cookies with a Tahitian vanilla milkshake. Even if you can’t make a weekend out of it, those cookies alone are worth a hop across the bridge. 
—Peter Crooks
	where to go:

FOR SLEEP: Hotel Palomar, 12 Fourth St., 348-1111; Clift, 495 Geary St., 775-4700; Hotel Bijou, 111 Mason St., 771-1200; Holiday Inn, 750 Kearny St., 433-6600. FOR FOOD: Fifth Floor, 12 Fourth St., 348-1555; Belden Place, east of the Bush and Kearny intersection; Claude Lane, west of the Bush and Kearny intersection. FOR FUN: Union Square, Powell and Geary Sts.; Xanadu Gallery, 140 Maiden Lane, 392-9999; Crocker Galleria, 50 Post St., 393-1505; Asian Art Museum, 200 Larkin St., 581-3500; Chinatown, Grant Ave. and Bush St.; SFMOMA, 151 Third St., 357-4000; Farmers Market, Ferry Bldg., The Embarcadero; A.C.T., 415 Geary St., 749-2228; Punchline, 444 Battery St., 397-4337; Cosmopolitan Café, 121 Spear St., 543-4001. All numbers are 415.


