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Hearing Date: April 25, 2022 

 

BUDDHA LOUNGE, INC. 
 
Application No.:  LBR-2021-22-18 
Business Name:  Buddha Lounge, Inc. 
Business Address:  901 Grant Ave. 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   Shannon Kwan, CEO 
Nomination Letter Date: March 1, 2022 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
Buddha Lounge is a beloved local bar located at 901 Grant Avenue in San Francisco’s 
Chinatown neighborhood. Established by five partners – Walter F. Lee, Paul M. Kwan, Shut Chi 
Tse, Franklin M. Lan, and Charles F. Wong – in 1951, the bar was later purchased by William 
and Phillip Kwan in 1999. It has remained a family business ever since, and today Buddha 
Lounge is proudly co-owned by mother and daughter Arleen and Shannan Kwan. 
 
For the last 71 years, Buddha Lounge’s warm atmosphere and unique charm have welcomed 
generations of Chinatown residents, San Franciscans, and tourists. Outside the bar, Buddha 
Lounge’s bright neon sign proudly bears its name and illuminates Grant Avenue at night. To 
enter, customers pass through a brightly colored, vase-shaped opening that evokes the 
traditional clay vessels used to store Chinese rice wine. Once inside, patrons can enjoy “Lucky 
Buddha Beers” (beer in Buddha-shaped glass bottles) or Chinese Mai Tais, listen to music on 
the jukebox, or play Liars Dice with the bartender, all under the warm glow of paper lanterns. 
The bar also features a mural of Buddha, which was painted when it opened in 1951. 
 
Buddha Lounge has also contributed greatly to the Chinatown community. The bar is a 
generous supporter of BeChinatown, a coalition of neighborhood residents and merchants 
involved in community improvement projects. The group helped install Chinese lanterns in 
several neighborhood alleys, improving visibility and safety for pedestrians. Buddha Lounge is 
also a longtime sponsor of the Buddhist Temple of San Francisco. The bar has been featured 
in numerous media publications, and even landed on Anthony Bourdain’s list of favorite places 
in San Francisco. 
 
CRITERION 1 
Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years? 
 
Yes, Buddha Lounge has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years: 
 
901 Grant Ave., 1951 to Present (71 Years) 
 
  



 

CRITERION 2 
Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community? 
 
Yes, Buddha Lounge has contributed to the history and identity of the Chinatown neighborhood 
and San Francisco. 
 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the 
following ways the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community: 
 
• The business is known for serving “Lucky Buddha Beers,” which are imported from China 

and come in Buddha-shaped glass bottles. 
 
• Buddha Lounge is located within the boundaries of the National Register-eligible Chinatown 

Historic District. The district is culturally significant for its association with the Chinese and 
Chinese American communities in San Francisco, as well as architecturally significant for 
its unique masonry buildings constructed following the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. Although 
the site is not listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry, it has been 
surveyed several times. During the National Register Survey (1997), the property was 
identified as an eligible contributor to the National Register-eligible Chinatown Historic 
District and received a status code of “3D.” The property was also identified as a district 
contributor in the Chinatown Survey (1994), and it received a rating of “C” (Contextual 
Importance) in the Foundation for San Francisco Architectural Heritage Survey (1978). 

 
• Buddha Lounge has been featured in numerous travel blogs and local publications 

including the San Francisco Chronicle, KQED, and SF Gate. The business was even 
identified as one of Anthony Bourdain’s favorite businesses in San Francisco. 

 
CRITERION 3 
Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
Yes, Buddha Lounge is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that 
define the business. 
 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Buddha Lounge, Inc. qualifies for the 
Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends 
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions. 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Exterior neon sign 
• Vase-shaped entryway 
• Mural of Buddha. 
 
CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS 
Following is the core physical feature or tradition that defines the business that would be 
required for maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.  
• Bar. 
 
  



 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Buddha 
Lounge, Inc. currently located at 901 Grant Ave. in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy 
Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242. 
 
 
Richard Kurylo and Michelle Reynolds 
Legacy Business Program 
 



 

Small Business Commission 
Resolution No.  _______________ 

April 25, 2022 
 

BUDDHA LOUNGE, INC. 
 
Application No.:  LBR-2021-22-18 
Business Name:  Buddha Lounge, Inc. 
Business Address:  901 Grant Ave. 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   Shannon Kwan, CEO 
Nomination Letter Date: March 1, 2022 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
Adopting findings approving the Legacy Business Registry application for Buddha Lounge, 
Inc., currently located at 901 Grant Avenue. 
 
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small 
Business maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to 
recognize that longstanding, community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of 
the City and to be a tool for providing educational and promotional assistance to Legacy 
Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and 
 

WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no 
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years; or 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less 
than 30 years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has 
significantly contributed to the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, 
if not included on the Registry, faces a significant risk of displacement; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions 
that define the business; and 
 
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on April 25, 2022, the San Francisco Small 
Business Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on 
the Legacy Business Registry application; therefore 
 
BE IT RESOLVED, that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Buddha Lounge, Inc. in 
the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 
2A.242. 
 
  



 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding 
the below listed physical features and traditions at Buddha Lounge, Inc. 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Exterior neon sign 
• Vase-shaped entryway 
• Mural of Buddha. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the 
below listed core physical feature or tradition to maintain Buddha Lounge, Inc. on the Legacy 
Business Registry: 
• Bar. 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business 
Commission on April 25, 2022. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________ 
Katy Tang 
Director 
 
 
 
RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 
 
Ayes –  
Nays –  
Abstained –  
Absent –  
 



 

 
Application No.:  LBR-2021-22-18 
Business Name:   Buddha Lounge, Inc. 
Business Address:   901 Grant Ave. 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:    Shannon Kwan, CEO 
Nomination Letter Date:  March 1, 2022 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
 
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more 
years, with no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years? 
 X Yes   No 
 
901 Grant Ave., 1951 to Present (71 Years) 
 
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or 
the identity of a particular neighborhood or community? 
 X Yes   No 
 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or 
traditions that define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 X Yes   No 
 
NOTES: N/A 
 
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: March 9, 2022 
 
 
Richard Kurylo and Michelle Reynolds 
Legacy Business Program 
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BUDDHA LOUNGE 
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative 

CRITERION 1 

a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco 
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations, 
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the 
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all 
other locations. 

Buddha Lounge (“The Buddha”) was established on October 17, 1951. It is located on 901 Grant 
Avenue on the corner of Grant Avenue and Washington Street in the heart of San Francisco’s 
Chinatown. Buddha Lounge is a known as a local dive bar for many tourists and locals alike, who 
come for entertainment, cocktails, and games of dice and casual dive bar atmosphere. 

The Buddha was originally owned between five partners – Walter F. Lee, Paul M. Kwan, Shut 
Chi Tse, Franklin M. Lan, and Charles F. Wong. 

On December 27, 1976, the partners incorporated the business to an S Corp now legally known 
as Buddha Lounge, Inc. 

On April 7, 1999, Paul M. Kwan’s sons William Kwan and Philip Kwan purchased Buddha 
Lounge, Inc. from the five original partners.  

Upon William’s passing, his brother and sister-in-law, Philip and Arleen Kwan, purchased 
William’s 50% ownership on July 17, 2010. 

On July 20, 2011, Philip and Arleen Kwan’s daughter Shannan Kwan was elected to the Board of 
Directors to serve as Vice President. 

Upon Philip’s passing in 2016, Buddha Lounge, Inc. is now a female, minority-owned 
entertainment business owned and operated by Arleen Kwan and Shannan Kwan.  

b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco 
for more than six months? 

Buddha Lounge has not ceased operations for more than six months despite government 
mandated closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the 
business. 



The business has been family-owned since April 7, 1999. On that day, brothers William Kwan 
and Philip Kwan purchased Buddha Lounge, Inc. from five partners. When William died in 2010, 
ownership passed to Philip and his wife Arleen. Philip and Arleen’s daughter was elected to the 
Board of Directors in 2011. When Philip died in 2016, Arleen became the co-owner with her 
daughter Shannan Kwan. 

d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a 
family-owned business. 

The ownership history of Buddha Lounge is as follows: 

1951 to 1976:  Walter F. Lee, Paul M. Kwan, Shut Chi Tse, Franklin M. Lan, and 
Charles F. Wong 

1976 to 1999:  Buddha Lounge, Inc., co-owned by Walter F. Lee, Paul M. Kwan, 
Shut Chi Tse, Franklin M. Lan, and Charles F. Wong  

1999 to 2010:  Buddha Lounge, Inc., co-owned by William Kwan and Philip Kwan 
2010 to 2106:  Buddha Lounge, Inc., co-owned by Philip Kwan and Arleen Kwan 
2016 to Present: Buddha Lounge, Inc., co-owned by Arleen Kwan and Shannan Kwan 

e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the 
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please 
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the 
existence of the business prior to current ownership. 

Documentation of the existence of the business verifying it has been in operation for 70+ years 
at the same location is provided in this Legacy Business Registry application. 

f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated 
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry. 

The historic resource status of the building at 901 Grant Avenue is classified by the Planning 
Department as Category A, Historic Resource Present, with regard to the California 
Environmental Quality Act. The property was noted as having “Contextual Importance” in a 
1978 survey by the Foundation For San Francisco Architectural Heritage and “Contributory” in a 
1994 Chinatown survey. The property appears to be eligible for the National Registry as a 
contributor to a National Registry-eligible district through a 1997 survey evaluation. 

CRITERION 2 

a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood, 
community or San Francisco. 



Established in 1951, Buddha Lounge is a popular iconic spot in San Francisco’s Chinatown, both 
for locals and for visiting tourists. The exterior of the business is extremely photogenic, both 
during the day for its impressive doorway and at night for its bright neon sign, contributing to 
Chinatown’s nightlife. It’s also well known for being a friendly and inviting place where people 
can have a drink or learn new games.  

Buddha Lounge supports BeChinatown, a coalition of community leaders, residents, merchants, 
and property owners working together on a common vision to be part of the community. One 
neighborhood project included the installation of Chinese lanterns that light up Waverly Place 
and Ross Alley, making the street and alley safer and cleaner. Many locals and visitors have 
complimented on how beautiful and attractive Waverly Place and Ross Alley have become with 
the Chinese lanterns. 

b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the 
city, or the business industry? 

Buddha Lounge has been a very popular annual spot during Santa Con and especially during the 
Chinese New Year Parade celebrations and among community fairs such as the Flower Festival, 
the Ten-Ten Parade, and Moon Festival. 

c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade 
publication, media, or historical documents? 

Buddha Lounge has been mentioned on many media platforms such as Yelp, Airbnb, and 
Travelocity. Thrillist has named Buddha Lounge one of the top 30 dive bars in the United States. 
Buddha Lounge has also been prominently featured in online travel blogs. Following are some 
notable articles: 

● “‘Anyone Who Doesn't Have a Great Time in San Francisco is Pretty Much Dead to Me:’ 
Anthony Bourdain's Love Story With SF” 
By Riya Bhattacharjee 
NBC Bay Area 
June 8, 2018 
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/anyone-who-doesnt-have-a-great-time-in-
san-francisco-is-pretty-much-dead-to-me-remembering-anthony-bourdains-favorite-
spots-in-sf/176289/ 

● “Beloved San Francisco dive bars that are surviving” 
By Greg Keraghosian 
San Francisco Chronicle 
September 27, 2018 
https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-
surviving-185356.php 

https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/anyone-who-doesnt-have-a-great-time-in-san-francisco-is-pretty-much-dead-to-me-remembering-anthony-bourdains-favorite-spots-in-sf/176289/
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/anyone-who-doesnt-have-a-great-time-in-san-francisco-is-pretty-much-dead-to-me-remembering-anthony-bourdains-favorite-spots-in-sf/176289/
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/anyone-who-doesnt-have-a-great-time-in-san-francisco-is-pretty-much-dead-to-me-remembering-anthony-bourdains-favorite-spots-in-sf/176289/
https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php
https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php


● “Inside San Francisco's high stakes underground dice scene” 
By Dan Gentile 
San Francisco Chronicle 
July 27, 2019 
https://www.sfgate.com/local-donotuse/article/San-Francisco-underground-dice-scene-
exposed-14188244.php 

● “A Neon Sign Tour of San Francisco's Chinatown” 
By Samuel Getachew 
KQED 
Feb 11, 2021 
https://www.kqed.org/arts/13892619/a-neon-sign-tour-of-san-franciscos-chinatown 

● “Dive Bars, Dice Games & Karaoke in Chinatown” 
SF Date Night 
https://www.sfdatenight.com/dates/chinatown-dive-bar 

● “What Are the Coolest Must-Experience Bars Near Chinatown?” 
By SF Insider 
San Francisco Chronicle 
https://sfinsider.sfgate.com/what-are-the-coolest-must-experience-bars-near-
chinatown/ 

d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person? 

Not applicable. 

e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community? 

Buddha has donated to BeChinatown for their installation of Chinese lanterns that light up the 
streets for safety. The bar has also donated to the Buddhist Temple of San Francisco. 

f. Provide a description of the community the business serves. 

Buddha Lounge provides entertainment that enriches friendships, new and old. The bar is 
known for its unique entrance, authentic Chinese “3 Penis Whiskey,” Buddha beer, juke box, 
dice games, and colorful bartenders. Patrons range from tourists to local San Franciscans to 
hipsters. Buddha Lounge is a gathering hole and stopping place for friends, neighbors, locals 
and visitors, old and young alike. 

g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant 
building/structure/site/object/interior? 

https://www.sfgate.com/local-donotuse/article/San-Francisco-underground-dice-scene-exposed-14188244.php
https://www.sfgate.com/local-donotuse/article/San-Francisco-underground-dice-scene-exposed-14188244.php
https://www.kqed.org/arts/13892619/a-neon-sign-tour-of-san-franciscos-chinatown
https://www.sfdatenight.com/dates/chinatown-dive-bar
https://sfinsider.sfgate.com/what-are-the-coolest-must-experience-bars-near-chinatown/
https://sfinsider.sfgate.com/what-are-the-coolest-must-experience-bars-near-chinatown/


The Buddha Lounge boasts a distinctive sign that proudly displays the name of the bar with a 
cocktail in bright neon colors that illuminate Chinatown’s night. The outer exterior has a bright 
green façade with yellow detailing, which evokes traditional Chinese art patterns. The inviting 
doorway is shaped in a notable vase-like shape, which is reminiscent of a traditional clay vessel 
for Chinese rice wine.  

The interior has been noted as kitschy but warm and inviting. The area above the bar is 
decorated with paper lanterns for an endearing quality, while the walls are adorned with a 
more traditional painted mural.  

The mural of Buddha, however, triggered an international incident. According to a 1967 San 
Francisco Chronicle report, the Buddha Lounge’s mural of a cross-legged Buddha, which exists 
to this day, was such a source of protest in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), that the American 
ambassador to the island nation expressed “deep regret” about it. “That picture was painted in 
1951 when the bar opened,” said the bar’s owner at the time, Walter Lee. “We’ve never had 
any trouble about it.” Lee said the mural was copied from a picture in Life magazine.1 

h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut 
down, etc.? 

The Buddha Lounge patrons bring business not only to the establishment but also to the San 
Francisco Chinatown community by patronizing other neighboring businesses as well. If the 
business was sold, relocated, or shut down, it would displace a number of employees, many of 
whom patrons have come to see and call their friends. 

CRITERION 3 

a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character.  

Established in 1951, Buddha lounge has a distinguished entrance and a tile ceiling overhang. 
The bar is known as a friendly place where patrons can learn to play dice games with the 
bartenders. It is also known for its distinctive “Lucky Buddha Beer,” which is imported from 
China and comes in a glass Buddha shaped bottle. Buddha Lounge attracts tourists, San 
Francisco residents, and many hipsters from the financial district.  

Per the San Francisco Chronicle, “the bar is a delightful, dimly lit Chinatown classic with an 
eclectic mix of locals and curious tourists. Mark the bartender is known to play Liars Dice with 
anyone who dares challenge him, and you’ll want to stay on his good side. That’s because to 
access the restroom, you’ll need him to buzz you through a wire door which leads to a sketchy-
looking stairway to the basement. There are no draft beers at Buddha Lounge, but items to 

                                                           
1 San Francisco Chronicle, September 27, 2018, https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-
dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php 

https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php
https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php


order here are the Buddha Beer, which comes in a Buddha-shaped bottle, and the Chinese Mai 
Tai.”2 

b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions 
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to 
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft, 
culinary, or art forms) 

Buddha Lounge will not change the exterior or interior physical characteristics of the space, 
which are a critical component of the bar’s reputation. Many people love dive bars from the 
past, and Buddha Lounge is happy to fill that niche.  

c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical 
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical 
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural 
details, neon signs, etc.). 

Buddha Lounge is committed to maintaining the bright neon sign that proudly and loudly 
displays the name of the bar and a cocktail glass, the inviting doorway in the shape of a vase, 
and the mural of Buddha.  

d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the 
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business, 
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or 
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current 
ownership. 

Buddha Lounge has been family-owned for three generations. Documentation that 
demonstrates the business has been a bar for 30+ years is included in this Legacy Business 
Registry application. 

                                                           
2 San Francisco Chronicle, September 27, 2018, https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-
dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php 

https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php
https://www.sfgate.com/bars/slideshow/Beloved-San-Francisco-dive-bars-that-are-surviving-185356.php


















 

 

 

Despite all of San Francisco's changes, these dive bars are surviving and thriving 

decades after they arrived. 

 

When a dive bar can trigger an international incident, you know it belongs on this list. 
According to a 1967 Chronicle report, the Buddha Lounge’s mural of a cross-legged 
Buddha, which exists to this day, was such a source of protest in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), 
that the American ambassador to the island nation expressed “deep regret” about it. 



“That picture was painted in 1951 when the bar opened,” said the bar’s owner, Walter Lee, 
at the time. “We’ve never had any trouble about it.” Lee said the mural was copied from a 
picture in Life magazine. 
 

 

Today, the bar is a delightful, dimly lit Chinatown classic with an eclectic mix of locals and 
curious tourists. Mark the bartender is known to play Liars Dice with anyone who dares 
challenge him, and you’ll want to stay on his good side. That’s because to access the 
restroom, you’ll need him to buzz you through a wire door which leads to a sketchy-looking 
stairway to the basement. 

There are no draft beers at Buddha Lounge, but items to order here are the Buddha Beer, 
which comes in a Buddha-shaped bottle, and the Chinese Mai Tai. 
 



 

Legacy Business Registry 
Executive Summary 

HEARING DATE: April 6, 2022 

 
 
Filing Date: March 9, 2022 
Case No.: 2022-002232LBR 
Business Name: Buddha Lounge 
Business Address: 901 Grant Avenue 
Zoning: CVR (CHINATOWN- VISITOR RETAIL) Zoning District 
 50-N Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0193/011 
Applicant:  Shannan Kwan 
 901 Grant Avenue  
Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Located In: District 3 
Staff Contact: Alessandro Hall – (628) 652-7336 
 Alessandro.hall@sfgov.org 
  

Recommendation: Adopt a Resolution to Recommend Approval  

 
 
Business Description 

Buddha Lounge is a beloved local bar located at 901 Grant Avenue in San Francisco’s Chinatown neighborhood. 
Established by five partners - Walter F. Lee, Paul M. Kwan, Shut Chi Tse, Franklin M. Lan, and Charles F. Wong - in 
1951, the bar was later purchased by William and Phillip Kwan in 1999. It has remained a family business ever since 
and today Buddha Lounge is proudly co-owned by mother and daughter Arleen and Shannan Kwan. 
 
For the last 71 years, Buddha Lounge’s warm atmosphere and unique charm have welcomed generations of 
Chinatown residents, San Franciscans, and tourists. Outside the bar, Buddha Lounge’s bright neon sign proudly 
bears its name and illuminates Grant Avenue at night. To enter, customers pass through a brightly colored, vase-
shaped opening that evokes the traditional clay vessels used to store Chinese rice wine. Once inside, patrons can 
enjoy “Lucky Buddha Beers” (beer in Buddha-shaped glass bottles) or Chinese Mai Tais, listen to music on the 
jukebox, or play Liars Dice with the bartender, all under the warm glow of paper lanterns. The bar also features a 
mural of Buddha, which was painted when it opened in 1951.  
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Buddha Lounge has also contributed greatly to the Chinatown community. The bar is a generous supporter of 
BeChinatown, a coalition of neighborhood residents and merchants involved in community improvement 
projects. The group helped install Chinese lanterns in several neighborhood alleys, improving visibility and safety 
for pedestrians. Buddha Lounge is also a longtime sponsor of the Buddhist Temple of San Francisco. The bar has 
been featured in numerous media publications, and even landed on Anthony Bourdain’s list of favorite places in 
San Francisco.  
 
Buddha Lounge is located in a Category A (Historic Resource Present) structure on the northwest corner of Grant 
Avenue and Washington Street. It is within the CVR (Chinatown-Visitor Retail) zoning district, a 50-N Height and 
Bulk District, and the National Register-eligible Chinatown Historic District. Buddha Lounge is committed to 
maintaining the physical features and traditions that help define the business including its exterior neon sign, 
vase-shaped entryway, and mural of Buddha in the interior.  
 
 
Staff Analysis 

Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

The business was founded in 1951. 

2. Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how? 

Yes. Buddha Lounge qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of the eligibility 
Criteria: 

a. Buddha Lounge has operated continuously in San Francisco for 71 years. 

b. Buddha Lounge has contributed to the history and identity of the Chinatown neighborhood and San 
Francisco.  

c. Buddha Lounge is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the 
organization. 

3. Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition?  

Yes. The business is known for serving “Lucky Buddha Beers,” which are imported from China and come in 
Buddha-shaped glass bottles.  

4. Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture? 

Yes. Buddha Lounge is located within the boundaries of the National Register-eligible Chinatown Historic 
District. The district is culturally significant for its association with the Chinese and Chinese American 
communities in San Francisco, as well as architecturally significant for its unique masonry buildings 
constructed following the 1906 Earthquake and Fire.   
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5. Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?   

No. Although the site is not listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry, it has been surveyed 
several times. During the National Register Survey (1997), the property was identified as an eligible contributor 
to the National Register-eligible Chinatown Historic District and received a status code of “3D.” The property 
was also identified as a district contributor in the Chinatown Survey (1994), and it received a rating of “C” 
(Contextual Importance) in the Foundation for San Francisco Architectural Heritage Survey (1978). 

6. Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?   

No, not as of the date of this Executive Summary.  

7. Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.? 

Yes. Buddha Lounge has been featured in numerous travel blogs and local publications including the San 
Francisco Chronicle, KQED, and SF Gate. The business was even identified as one of Anthony Bourdain’s 
favorite businesses in San Francisco.  

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location associated with the business: 
 901 Grant Street (1951 – Present) 

 
Recommended by Applicant 
 Exterior neon sign 
 Vase-shaped entryway 
 Mural of Buddha 
 
Additional Recommended by Staff 
 None 

 
 
Basis for Recommendation  

The Department recommends the Historic Preservation Commission adopt a resolution recommending the 
business listed above be adopted by the Small Business Commission to the Legacy Business Registry. 
 

ATTACHMENTS 

Draft Resolution 
Legacy Business Registry Application: 
 Application Review Sheet 
 Section 1 – Business / Applicant Information 
 Section 2 – Business Location(s) 
 Section 3 – Disclosure Statement 
 Section 4 – Written Historical Narrative 

o Criterion 1 – History and Description of Business 
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o Criterion 2 – Contribution to Local History 
o Criterion 3 – Business Characteristics 

 Contextual Photographs and Background Documentation 
 



 

 

Historic Preservation Commission 
Resolution No. 1232 

HEARING DATE: APRIL 6, 2022 

 
Case No.: 2022-002232LBR 
Business Name: Buddha Lounge 
Business Address: 901 GRANT AVENUE 
Zoning: CVR (CHINATOWN- VISITOR RETAIL) Zoning District 
 50-N Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0193/011 
Applicant:  Shannan Kwan 
 901 Grant Avenue 
Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Located In: District 3 
Staff Contact: Alessandro Hall – (628) 652-7336  
  
 
 
ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY 
BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR BUDDHA LOUNGE CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 901 GRANT AVE, BLOCK/LOT 
0193/011 
 
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains a 
registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, community-serving 
businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and promotional 
assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco 
operations exceeding two years; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the City’s history and identity; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the traditions that define the business; and 
 
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on April 6, 2022, the Historic Preservation Commission reviewed 
documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business Registry nomination. 
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THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that Buddha 
Lounge qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) as it has 
operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the community. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends safeguarding of the 
below listed physical features and traditions for Buddha Lounge.  

Location(s):

• 901 Grant Avenue (1951 – Present)

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:

• Exterior neon sign

• Vase-shaped entryway

• Mural of Buddha

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and recommendations are made 
solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the Legacy Business Registry, and the 
Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject property or any of its features constitutes a 
historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.5(a). 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its Commission Secretary to 
transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2022-002232LBR to the Office of Small 
Business on April 6, 2022. 

Jonas P. Ionin 
Commission Secretary 

AYES: Wright, Black, Foley, Johns, So, Nageswaran, Matsuda 

NOES: None 

ABSENT: None 

ADOPTED: April 6, 2022 

http://www.sf-planning.org/info



