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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is a Vietnamese sit-down restaurant first opened by Sai Vong in 
1982 at 491 Ellis Street in the Tenderloin. In 1987, the business moved to its current location at 
505 Washington Street near the base of the Transamerica Pyramid, and Vong sold the 
business to James and Nancy Tsan. First arriving to the United States from Vietnam in 1979, 
the Tsans worked hard to save money to buy a restaurant of their own and eventually were 
able to purchase the restaurant from Vong, maintaining the restaurant’s original name. Since 
initially opening 40 years ago, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has served a variety of authentic 
cuisine from Vietnam at reasonable prices for dine-in and to-go. The menu consistently offers 
various noodle soups, vermicelli bowls, grilled dishes, curries, rice plates, fried dishes, wok-stir 
fried dishes, clay pots, banh mi sandwiches, and different vegetarian and vegan options. The 
restaurant serves locals, businesspeople, workers, and tourists of all ages. 
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been family-owned and operated by the extended Tsan 
family since 1987. The business experienced such great success within the first years of the 
Tsan’s ownership that they expanded into the commercial space immediately next door at 503 
Washington Street, creating more space for customers and a new double storefront look. With 
business staying busy and the Tsans getting older, they made the decision to retire in 1996 and 
to hand the business over to their son, Henry. In 2017, Henry sought a career change and sold 
the restaurant to his cousins, Charles Vong, Avonne Suen, and Inmy Chi, who own the 
business today. Much of the extended Tsan family continues to be employed at Sai’s in some 
capacity, producing the same genuine Vietnamese food and experience by using the same 
recipes that have been used at the restaurant for the past four decades. 
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has maintained the same unique exterior look and design for the 
entirety of its duration at 503 and 505 Washington Street. Distinctive features include its low, 
one-story massing with large, divided 9-pane windows and shallow hipped roofs, yellow exterior 
sign with blue text in English reading “Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant” and red text in Chinese, 
large roof skylights, dual storefront, and teal paint accents. Sai’s location at the base of the 
Transamerica Pyramid, which diners can view through the restaurant’s skylights, has continued 
to draw in intrigued customers looking for an affordable meal with a great view. Sai’s main 
dining area features a mix of two and four-person table seating. Though beloved, Sai’s recently 
lost its lease and will remain in its current location until it can find a new location. 
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant donates to various charitable causes, most notably different San 
Francisco schools, the San Francisco and Marin Food Bank, and the Lymphoma and Leukemia 
Society. Sai’s has also donated meals to the homeless and to Fire Station No. 13 on Sansome 
Street. Lastly, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been a consistent employer of those of all 
backgrounds, especially of those from low-income families, for the past 40 years. 



 
 
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, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no 
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years: 
 
491 Ellis St. from 1982 to 1987 (5 Years) 
505 Washington St. from 1987 to Present (35 Years) 
503 Washington St. from 1994 to Present (28 Years) 
 
CRITERION 2 
Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community? 
 
Yes, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has contributed to the history and identity of the Financial 
District 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 associated with traditional cuisine from Vietnam. 
 
• The business’ primary location at 503-505 Washington Street is in a one-story commercial 

structure constructed at some point before 1950. The subject property has a Planning 
Department Historic Resource Status of ‘A’ (History Resource Present) due to the subject 
property sharing a parcel with the Harper Group Office Building at 545 Sansome Street, 
which is a Category A (History Resource Present) office building. The Harper Group Office 
Building was identified in the San Francisco Modern Architecture and Landscape Design 
1935-1970 Historic Context Statement for its association with landscape architect Ernest 
Wertheim. 

 
• There have been a number of local features, especially in local food blogs, on Sai’s 

Vietnamese Restaurant. The restaurant has been covered in local media, including articles 
in the San Francisco Chronicle, San Francisco Examiner, and a feature on KRON 4, 
pertaining to the restaurant’s near-eviction and subsequent negotiation to remain in their 
current space until they find a new one. 

 
CRITERION 3 
Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
Yes, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is committed to maintaining the physical features and 
traditions that define the business. 
 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant 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: 
• Vietnamese sit-down and to-go restaurant. 
• Authentic Vietnamese cuisine, including menu of various noodle soups, vermicelli bowls, 

grilled dishes, curries, rice plates, fried dishes, wok-stir fried dishes, clay pots, and banh mi 
sandwiches. 



 
• Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant yellow exterior sign with blue text in English and red text in 

Chinese. 
• Dual storefront. 
• Large 9-pane divided storefront windows. 
• Domed skylights. 
• Exterior color scheme with teal accents. 
 
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.  
• Restaurant featuring Vietnamese cuisine. 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Sai’s 
Vietnamese Restaurant currently located at 505 Washington St. 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 
 

SAI’S VIETNAMESE RESTAURANT 
 
Application No.:  LBR-2021-22-014 
Business Name:  Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant 
Business Address:  505 Washington St. 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   Charles Vong, President 
Nomination Letter Date: January 31, 2022 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
Adopting findings approving the Legacy Business Registry application for Sai’s 
Vietnamese Restaurant, currently located at 505 Washington St. 
 
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 Sai’s Vietnamese 
Restaurant 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 Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant. 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Vietnamese sit-down and to-go restaurant. 
• Authentic Vietnamese cuisine, including menu of various noodle soups, vermicelli bowls, 

grilled dishes, curries, rice plates, fried dishes, wok-stir fried dishes, clay pots, and banh mi 
sandwiches. 

• Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant yellow exterior sign with blue text in English and red text in 
Chinese. 

• Dual storefront. 
• Large 9-pane divided storefront windows. 
• Domed skylights. 
• Exterior color scheme with teal accents. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the 
below listed core physical feature or tradition to maintain Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant on the 
Legacy Business Registry: 
• Restaurant featuring Vietnamese cuisine. 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
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-2021-22-014 
Business Name:   Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant  
Business Address:   505 Washington St. 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:    Charles Vong, President 
Nomination Letter Date:  January 31, 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 
 
491 Ellis St. from 1982 to 1987 (5 Years) 
505 Washington St. from 1987 to Present (35 Years) 
503 Washington St. from 1994 to Present (28 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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Legacy Business Registry Application

1 DR.  CARLTON B.  GOO DLETT PLACE,  ROO M 140, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94102-46
(415)  554-6134 / www.s fos b.o rg  /  legacybus iness@sfgov . o rg

Section One:
Business / Applicant Information.
Please provide the following information: 

The name, mailing address and other contact information of the business;

The name of the person who owns the business. For businesses with multiple owners,
identify the person(s) with the highest ownership stake in the business;

The name, title and contact information of the applicant;

The business’s San Francisco Business Account Number and entity number with the
Secretary of State, if applicable.

NAME OF BUSINESS:

BUSINESS OWNER(S)
(Identify the person(s) with the highest ownership stake in the business):

CURRENT BUSINESS ADDRESS: TELEPHONE NUMBER:

EMAIL ADDRESS:

MAILING ADDRESS – STREET ADDRESS: MAILING ADDRESS – CITY AND STATE:

Same as Business Address

MAILING ADDRESS – ZIP CODE:

WEBSITE ADDRESS:

FACEBOOK PAGE:

TWITTER NAME:

APPLICANT’S NAME: APPLICANT’S TELEPHONE NUMBER:

APPLICANT’S TITLE: APPLICANT’S EMAIL ADDRESS:

SAN FRANCISCO BUSINESS ACCOUNT NUMBER:

SECRETARY OF STATE ENTITY NUMBER (If applicable):



Legacy Business Registry Application

1 DR.  CARLTON B.  GOO DLETT PLACE,  ROO M 140, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94102-46
(415)  554-6  / www.s fos b .org  / egacy us iness@sfgov. o rg

Section Two:
Business Location(s).
List the business address of the original San Francisco location, the start date of business and the 
dates of operation at the original location. Check the box indicating whether the original location of 
the business in San Francisco is the founding location of the business. If the business moved from 
its original location and has had additional addresses in San Francisco, identify all other addresses 
and the dates of operation at each address. For businesses with more than one location, list the 
additional locations in section three of the narrative. 

ORIGINAL SAN FRANCISCO ADDRESS ZIP CODE START DATE OF BUSINESS

IS THIS LOCATION THE FOUNDING LOCATION OF THE
BUSINESS?

DATES OF OPERATION AT THIS 
LOCATION

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 

OTHER ADDRESSES (If applicable) ZIP CODE DATES OF OPERATION
Start:  

End: 





SAI’S VIETNAMESE RESTAURANT 
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. 

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant, currently located at 505 Washington Street, opened in 1982 in the 
original location of 491 Ellis Street in the Tenderloin. The founder of the restaurant was 
Sai Vong. 

In 1987, the restaurant moved to its current location at 505 Washington Street at the foot of 
the Transamerica Pyramid in the Financial District. This was a prime location for the business. 

In 1987 after the restaurant moved, Sai Vong sold Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant to the Tsan 
family.  

James and Nancy Tsan and family escaped from communist Vietnam and emigrated to America 
in 1979. Since landing in San Francisco, Nancy started working in Vietnamese restaurants, which 
allowed her to continue her love for cooking. Business-minded James and Nancy decided to 
follow the American dream and start a business of their own. With all their savings and 
borrowing from relatives, James and Nancy were able to buy Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant. 

Their business started as a sole proprietorship in their oldest son name, Stanley Tsan. It was 
placed under Stanley’s name because he was the oldest, most senior child in the family. James 
and Nancy and Stanley worked hard to build the business. Nancy’s delicious recipes of 
traditional Vietnamese food built a foundation for the institution Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant 
has become today. Friendly and generous service also contributed to this very well-liked 
growing business. This was truly a family business where all the Tsan children had to work at 
the restaurant whenever they could, including James and Nancy’s sons Stanley and Henry, then 
later Stanley’s kids and Henry’s kids. 

In 1994, Sai’s was doing so well that the business expanded into the available space next door 
at 503 Washington Street. This allowed for the business to grow even more. Sai’s was becoming 
very popular in the Financial District neighborhood. There would be lines out the door every 
day at lunch.   

In 1996, the family decided to incorporate the business with son Henry Tsan as the President. 
The corporation’s name Justin & Terrence, Inc. was named after James and Nancy’s grandsons.  



Although James and Nancy had 30+ years of success and happiness at the restaurant, the wear 
and tear took a toll on them. They were pretty much retired in the last few years while their son 
Henry Tsan ran the business.  

In 2017, Henry also decided to move on to pursue a career in engineering. The family sold the 
business to Henry’s cousins Avonne Suen and Inmy Chi, and Charles Vong. Henry stipulated in 
the sale that they must keep the Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant name and that they must 
continue to operate with the same conviction. It was James and Nancy’s American dream that 
they successfully built, and it must go on, just with the cousins. Henry officially left the business 
ownership in 2018. 

In January 2022, Sai’s reached out to their landlord SHVO to offer a lease extension ahead of its 
February 28 end date. SHVO offered a lease extension, but eventually retracted the offer and 
asked the business to leave. After extensive press coverage and attention from Supervisor 
Aaron Peskin, the landlord allowed Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant to remain in its current space 
until the owner finds a new location. As of March 2022, the restaurant is still seeking a new 
space. 

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

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has not ceased operations in San Francisco except for 2-1/2 
months during the coronavirus pandemic in 2020. 

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

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been family owned since 1987. Many family members have 
worked and/or still work at Sai’s to this day. Ever since the Tsan family took over the business, 
the parents, four sons and daughter, and their children have worked at the restaurant. When it 
was sold to Charles Vong and Avonne Suen, cousins of the Tsan family, their two sisters, older 
brother, cousin, nieces, and aunt have been working at Sai’s. This also includes the still 
employed cousin, Stanley Tsan, who has been working at this restaurant for over 35 years.  

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

The ownership history of Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is as follows: 

1982 to 1987:   Sai Vong 
1987 to 1996:   Stanley Tsan 
1996 to 2017:   Henry Tsan 
2017 to 2018:   Henry Tsan, Charles Vong, Avonne Suen and Inmy Chi 
2018 to Present: Charles Vong and Avonne Suen and Inmy Chi 

Inmy Chi is a silent owner of the business. She is not listed on the business registration. 



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. 

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is listed in the White Pages of the 1982 SF City Directory at the 
491 Ellis Street location, and the 1988 SF City Directory at its current location at 
505 Washington Street. 

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 505 Washington Street (also 545 Sansome Street) 
is classified by the Planning Department as Category A, Historic Resource Present, with regard 
to the California Environmental Quality Act. The property has been identified for its association 
with modern architecture and landscape design (1935-1970), with Ernest Wertheim as the 
landscape architect.  

CRITERION 2 

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

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been serving its community with affordable, healthy, and 
delicious food since 1982 for working class people and the neighborhood. It is a destination for 
tourists who are looking for authentic Vietnamese food that is off the beaten path of 
Chinatown and North Beach. Sai’s food made such an impression to so many people that many 
customers who had moved away from the city would purposely come back to just enjoy and 
reminisce on their favorite dishes. Many tourists and out of town customers find the restaurant 
through great reviews on Google, and they always are surprised by the off the beaten path 
location with a single-story restaurant in an area with skyscrapers. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant 
is also the go-to place for many flight attendants and pilots during their layovers. 

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

Before the coronavirus pandemic, Sai’s was a member of the San Francisco Chamber of 
Commerce and attended and participated in many of their events and networked with many 
different businesses and customers. 

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

Sai’s has been serving the public since 1982 and has been known as a San Francisco institution. 
The little single-story place where you can find various bowls of noodle soups, grilled meats, 



and stir fry has been called everything from charming to unique. It truly stands out from its 
neighbors with turquoise paint and large yellow sign. 

Sai’s has been featured on food blogs, YouTube channels, and in newspaper articles throughout 
the years. Most recently, it was featured on KRON4 news because the new landlord, SHVO, 
tried to end the business by giving it a short notice to vacate the property in 30 days. Some 
notable recent articles include the following: 

• “Family-owned Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant saved from possible closure” 
San Francisco Chronicle 
January 31, 2022 
https://www.sfgate.com/restaurants/article/Sai-s-Vietnamese-Restaurant-vacate-40-
years-SF-16820209.php 

• “Vietnamese restaurant in San Francisco to close after nearly 4 decades” 
KRON 4 
January 30, 2022 
https://www.kron4.com/news/bay-area/vietnamese-restaurant-in-san-francisco-to-
close-after-nearly-4-decades/ 

• “Beloved Vietnamese restaurant rescued from eviction” 
San Francisco Examiner 
February 1, 2022 
https://www.sfexaminer.com/fixes/super-supe-to-the-rescue-peskin-saves-beloved-
vietnamese-restaurant-from-eviction/ 

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

A number of well-known people have dined at Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant over the years 
including Martin Yan, Hong Kong actors and actresses, several Miss Chinatown winners 
throughout the years, local actors, Japanese comedians, doctors, lawyers, news reporters, and 
more. 

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

Sai’s has always stayed true to its core business values. The restaurant serves affordable, hot, 
and healthy home cooked meals to the working-class community. Sai’s is an immigrant- and 
woman-owned business, and the business supports and serves all communities. 

Sai’s has donated to San Francisco schools, SF/Marin Food Bank, and the Lymphoma and 
Leukemia Society consistently for many years. The business also participated in school events 
offering meals to students. And on occasions, Sai’s has provided meals to the homeless 
community. They have also provided hot meals to the fire station that is adjacent to Sai’s 
restaurant. 

Throughout the years, Sai’s has employed students and people of all ethnicities and genders.  

https://www.sfgate.com/restaurants/article/Sai-s-Vietnamese-Restaurant-vacate-40-years-SF-16820209.php
https://www.sfgate.com/restaurants/article/Sai-s-Vietnamese-Restaurant-vacate-40-years-SF-16820209.php
https://www.kron4.com/news/bay-area/vietnamese-restaurant-in-san-francisco-to-close-after-nearly-4-decades/
https://www.kron4.com/news/bay-area/vietnamese-restaurant-in-san-francisco-to-close-after-nearly-4-decades/
https://www.sfexaminer.com/fixes/super-supe-to-the-rescue-peskin-saves-beloved-vietnamese-restaurant-from-eviction/
https://www.sfexaminer.com/fixes/super-supe-to-the-rescue-peskin-saves-beloved-vietnamese-restaurant-from-eviction/


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

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant serves meals to everyone in the community. They serve working-
class workers, office workers, security guards, lawyers, dentists, doctors, nurses, hospital 
employees, realtors, construction workers, and immigrants waiting for the U.S. Immigration 
office that is across the street. They serve all races and genders. Many customers eat at Sai’s 
almost daily or 3-4 times a week, sometimes for years. Customers also come from out-of-town. 
Former customers who have moved away drop by for a meal at Sai’s when they are back in 
San Francisco.  

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is very popular not just in the Financial District, but from all 
directions as far as South of Market. For lunch, Sai’s provides a quick and affordable delicious 
meal even if there are people lined up out the door. For dinner, Sai’s provides a no-rush dining 
experience in addition to many takeout orders. Sai’s is very grateful for all the loyal regulars 
that have been patronizing the business for years. Customers saw the owners’ kids grow up at 
the restaurant, and the owners saw the many regulars grow old. That was a saying among the 
owners’ family and many regulars. 

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

Sai’s is in the heart of the Financial District next to the iconic Transamerica Pyramid. The 
business is adjacent to Redwood Park and is near the Ferry Building, Chinatown, and North 
Beach. The building is unique as a single-story building surrounded by skyscrapers. The building 
has domed clear skylights that have a perfect view of the Transamerica building. Most 
customers are in awe of the skylights, as they always mention its uniqueness as a one-of-a-kind 
feature in San Francisco. The windows in the front of the building are also unique. Each of the 8 
windows are made up of 9 glass panes. These are the original design from 40 years ago, and 
Sai’s has not changed its design since day one. The owners love the distinct look of the 
windows, which are unlike others in the city. In addition, the original teal exterior color with 
yellow sign with red letters truly makes Sai’s restaurant stand out. Many people that would 
otherwise walk by would often comment about the “cute, charming, unique restaurant.” 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the restaurant’s windows and doors were boarded up with 
plywood to protect them from the potential damage from looting. A couple of local artists, 
Ribity and LengMuiOGM, offered to put some color onto the boards. They painted a beautiful 
beach with palm trees with pigs and their signature frog and lady of power. Many customers 
loved the artists’ work, and the artwork contributed greatly to Sai’s outdoor dining experience. 

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

If Sai’s were to be forced to close, many working-class customers would lose their go-to 
restaurant for affordable hot, healthy, and delicious meals that they can eat on a multi-daily 
basis. Most restaurants in the financial district close after lunch, and Sai’s still serves dine-in or 
takeout until 9 p.m. seven days a week. Many customers praise the restaurant and are thankful 



they are open so that they have an option without having to venture off too far. Also, over the 
decades, customers have developed a love for Sai’s dishes such as the variety of healthy noodle 
soups from pho to curries, vermicelli bowls, chicken and shrimp clay pot, and fresh dishes stir-
fried in a wok. Not only does Sai’s provide people with a dining option in the area, but they also 
provide many different types of dishes, so customers have many selections and don’t get bored 
eating the same dishes. 

The restaurant is located across the street from the S.F. Immigration Office. Every morning, 
there are long lines of people, and as soon as Sai’s open its doors, people come to Sai’s for a 
place to rest and have a good meal. The restaurant is a draw because unlike most restaurants in 
the city where the exhaust is vented many stories up, they are a single story, so the aromas of 
their grilled items permeates the air and attracts people waiting in the Immigration Office line 
as well as passersby.   

Sai’s closing would also directly affect 16 employees and their families. The employees are from 
households that are considered low income, so losing their job at Sai’s could be detrimental to 
their livelihood. They have already been laid off once because of the coronavirus pandemic. 
Some employees have been working at Sai’s for 10-20 years. 

Companies/offices would no longer be able to get catering from Sai’s. The business has been a 
fan favorite for many companies, and if the restaurant were to close, they would be faced with 
losing another downtown San Francisco business. 

Lastly, Sai’s vendors would miss the business if it were to close. Sai’s orders from over 15 
vendors. They would be impacted by losing another business. 

CRITERION 3 

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

Sai’s is a Vietnamese restaurant that serves noodle soups, grilled dishes, fried dishes, wok stir-
fried dishes, vegetarian/vegan dishes, clay pots, and banh mi sandwiches. Currently, Sai’s is the 
only restaurant and has been the only restaurant that serves this variety of dishes in the 
financial district.  

Nancy Tsan’s vision was not just about having her own family’s business, she also cherished the 
opportunity to make amazing food for everyone to enjoy. All the sauces and marinades are well 
measured. The soups take hours to make, especially the beef pho that takes about 16 hours 
slow cooking overnight on the stove. All the sautés must be done with a strong enough burner 
to have enough “wok hay” or flavor. The consistency and quality of the food, along with great 
service, were very important to James and Nancy. It was natural that by word-of-mouth 
advertising, their business prospered for many years. 

Sai’s is a family-owned and family-operated business. As such, they know their customers by a 
first and last name basis. They’ve built their relationships with their customers and even have 
dishes named after them. For example, “Joel’s Classic” is a crispy noodle dish with 



shrimp/chicken, string beans, and gravy that is soaked up by the noodles. It was named after a 
top attorney based in San Francisco’s Financial District, Joel Zeldin, who is a long-time dedicated 
customer to this day. It is his favorite dish. 

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) 

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is committed to maintaining consistency and authenticity of their 
food by preserving their recipes. It is important they don’t stray from their identity of serving 
affordable and healthy meals to working class people.   

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.). 

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has kept the exterior look and feel the same throughout the years.  
They have maintained the glass mirrors, doors, signage, original color scheme, and domed 
skylights. The skylights allow customers to see the iconic Transamerica building as well as the 
redwoods in the adjacent Redwood Park. For the interior, they have kept the same look but 
have updated the paint due to wear and tear. One of the walls still has the original wallpaper 
from the beginning. Sai’s looks the same today as it did almost 40 years ago. 

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. 

Documentation that demonstrates the business has been a Vietnamese restaurant for 30+ 
years is included in this Legacy Business Registry application. 

















 

 

Longtime Vietnamese restaurant Sai’s has a lease expiring this month after almost four 
decades in the Financial District, jeopardizing its survival. The restaurant’s landlord is 
offering to help find the 37-year-old, family-owned business a new permanent location 
after reports that the owners were scrambling to find an alternative. 

KRON first reported the restaurant’s potential closure and that owner Inmy Chi was 
blindsided after being offered a renewal earlier this year, but then being ordered to 
vacate. 

Landlord Shvo, which bought the nearby Transamerica Pyramid, said the restaurant 
can’t stay in the 505 Washington St. building because the company is planning to 
redevelop the property. 

“We have been in touch with the family’s representatives to let them know that the 
restaurant can continue to operate while we provide resources to help find a new 

https://www.kron4.com/news/bay-area/vietnamese-restaurant-in-san-francisco-to-close-after-nearly-4-decades/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sf/article/A-members-only-luxury-club-with-fees-up-to-16799906.php


permanent space. We regret the miscommunication that occurred and remain 
committed to helping ensure a seamless transition,” the New York company said in a 
statement. “Shvo has been proud to work with Sai’s Restaurant throughout the 
pandemic to help the restaurant remain open, amending the family’s lease and forgiving 
rent on multiple occasions.” 

An employee at Sai’s said the owners weren’t available for comment on Tuesday. 

Shvo founder Michael Shvo told The Chronicle last month that an office building is 
planned at 545 Sansome St., which is attached to Sai’s one-story space. Details haven’t 
been finalized but a City Planning filing calls for the demolition of the restaurant space. 

Sai’s departure is one of numerous changes for the block. The 1972 Pyramid will 
welcome a high-end Core club next year with three private restaurants, and Shvo said 
another three public restaurants are interested in opening at the pyramid. The tower is 
also being renovated. 

A dearth of office workers has threatened the livelihood of numerous downtown 
restaurants — and created new vacancies where Sai’s could move. 

“Sadly there are a number of potential opportunities within two blocks,” said 
Supervisor Aaron Peskin, who represents the area. 

Peskin said he plans to nominate Sai’s to the city’s Legacy Business registry, which 
makes it eligible for city aid. He said the restaurant owners spent hundreds of 
thousands of dollars over the years to build out the restaurant. 

Peskin said the restaurant is “beloved” and sits in a unique spot where the Financial 
District, Jackson Square and Chinatown come together. 

The restaurant owners have raised more than $4,000 on GoFundMe to help support the 
relocation. 

Roland Li is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. 
Email: roland.li@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @rolandlisf 

https://twitter.com/AaronPeskin/status/1488316557553913856
https://www.gofundme.com/f/save-sais-vietnamese-restaurant
mailto:roland.li@sfchronicle.com
https://twitter.com/rolandlisf
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January 31, 2022 
 
 
Re: Letter of Support for Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant  
  
Dear SF Small Business Commission and Director Tang, 
  
On behalf of the Board of Directors of the Downtown Community Benefit District 
Nonprofit Corporation, I am proud to express our support for Sai’s Vietnamese 
Restaurant to become a registered San Francisco Legacy Business.  
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been a family-owned stable in downtown for nearly 
40 years. Unfortunately, Sai’s was given 30-day notice to vacate the building by their 
landlord. Their lease is set to expire on February 28, 2022. Many restaurants have 
shuttered due to the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in downtown San Francisco, and 
it would be devastating for a restaurant to be forced out of business.  
 
We need to keep Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant in downtown! 
 
I am urging the SF Small Business Commission to approve the Legacy Business status 
for Sai’s. 
 
Thank you in advance for your consideration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Robbie Silver 
Executive Director   
 

 

DowntownSF.org



 

 

Legacy Business Registry 
Executive Summary 

HEARING DATE: APRIL 6, 2022 

 
 
Filing Date: March 9, 2022 
Case No.: 2022-002362LBR 
Business Name: Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant  
Business Address: 503-505 Washington Street 
Zoning: C-3-O (Downtown- Office) Zoning District 
 200-S Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0207/035 
Applicant:  Charles Koong Vong 
 505 Washington Street 
Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Located In: District 3 
Staff Contact: Gretel Gunther - 628-652-7607 
 gretel.gunther@sfgov.org 

Recommendation: Adopt a Resolution to Recommend Approval  

 
 
Business Description 

Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant is a Vietnamese sit-down restaurant, first opened by Sai Vong in 1982 at 491 Ellis 
Street. In 1987, Vong sold his business to James and Nancy Tsan. First arriving to the United States from Vietnam 
in 1979, the Tsans worked hard to save money to buy a restaurant of their own and eventually were able to 
purchase the restaurant from Vong, maintaining the restaurant’s original name. Since initially opening 40 years 
ago, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has served a variety of authentic cuisine from Vietnam for dine-in and to-go. Sai’s 
Vietnamese Restaurant’s menu consistently offers various noodle soups, vermicelli bowls, grilled dishes, curries, 
rice plates, fried dishes, wok-stir fried dishes, clay pots, banh mi sandwiches, and different vegetarian and vegan 
options. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been family-owned and operated by the extended Tsan family since 
1987.  
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant first opened in 1982 at 491 Ellis Street in the Tenderloin, where it remained until 1987, 
when it moved to its current location at 505 Washington Street near the base of the Transamerica Pyramid. Sai’s 
Vietnamese Restaurant experienced such great success within the first years of the Tsan’s ownership that they 
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expanded into the commercial space immediately next door at 503 Washington Street, creating more space for 
customers and a new double storefront look. With business staying busy and the Tsans getting older, they made 
the decision to retire in 1996 and to hand the business over to their son, Henry. In 2017, Henry sought a career 
change and sold the restaurant to his cousins, Charles Vong, Avonne Suen, and Inmy Chi, who own the business 
today. Much of the extended Tsan family continues to be employed at Sai’s in some capacity, producing the same 
genuine Vietnamese food and experience by using the same recipes that have been used at the restaurant for the 
past four decades.  
 
Distinctive features of the restaurant include its low, one-story massing with large, divided 9-pane windows and 
shallow hipped roofs, yellow exterior sign with blue text in English reading “Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant” and red 
text in Chinese, large roof skylights, dual storefront, and teal paint accents. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has 
maintained the same unique exterior look and design for the entirety of its duration at 503 and 505 Washington 
Street. Sai’s distinct look and its ideal location at the base of the Transamerica Pyramid, which diners can view 
through the restaurant’s skylights, has continued to draw in intrigued customers looking for an affordable meal 
with a great view. Sai’s main dining area features a mix of two and four-person table seating.  
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been a culinary staple and gathering spot, particularly for lunch, in the Financial 
District since first moving to 505 Washington Street in 1987, serving locals, businesspeople, workers, and tourists 
of all ages its menu of authentic Vietnamese dishes at a reasonable price. Sai’s prides itself on the ability to offer 
individuals of all means and backgrounds a place to sit down and have a healthy, warm, and reasonably priced 
meal. Sai’s offers a unique and affordable dining experience within the Financial District, and its warm staff and 
continued authenticity has built up Sai’s reputation as a go-to spot to eat Downtown. Though beloved, Sai’s 
recently lost its lease and will remain in its current location until it can find a new location.  
 
Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has continuously given back to San Francisco as a whole and to various charitable 
causes, most notably donating to different San Francisco schools, the San Francisco and Marin Food Bank, and 
the Lymphoma and Leukemia Society. Sai’s has also donated meals to the homeless and to Fire Station No. 13 on 
Sansome Street. Lastly, Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has been a consistent employer of those of all backgrounds, 
especially of those from low-income families, for the past 40 years.  
 
The business’s primary location, 503-505 Washington Street, is a Category A (Historic Resource Present) one-story 
commercial structure on the south side of Washington Street between Sansome Street and Montgomery Street in 
the Financial District. It is within the C-3-O (Downtown- Office) Zoning District and a 200-S Height and Bulk District. 
It is also within the Downtown Planning Area and the Downtown Community Benefit District.  
 
 
 
Staff Analysis 

Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

The business was founded in 1982.  

2. Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how? 
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Yes. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of 
the eligibility Criteria: 

a. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has operated continuously in San Francisco for 40 years. 

b. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant has contributed to the history and identity of the Financial District 
neighborhood and San Francisco.  

c. Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant 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 associated with traditional cuisine from Vietnam.  

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

No. The subject building is a one-story commercial structure that was constructed at some point before 1950. 
The subject property, however, is on the same parcel as a property (545 Sansome Street – Harper Group Office) 
identified in the San Francisco Modern Architecture and Landscape Design 1935-1970 Historic Context Statement 
for its association with landscape architect Ernest Wertheim. 

5. Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?   

No. The business’ primary location at 503-505 Washington Street, is in a one-story commercial structure 
constructed at some point before 1950. The subject property has a Planning Department Historic Resource 
Status of ‘A’ (History Resource Present) due to the subject property sharing a parcel with the Harper Group 
Office Building at 545 Sansome Street, which is a Category A (History Resource Present) office building.  

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. There have been a number of local features, especially in local food blogs, on Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant. 
The restaurant has been covered in local media, including articles in the San Francisco Chronicle, San Francisco 
Examiner, and a feature on KRON 4, pertaining to the restaurant’s near-eviction and subsequent negotiation to 
remain in their current space until they find a new one.  

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 
Current Locations:  
• 505 Washington Street (1987 – Present) 
• 503 Washington Street (1994 – Present) 
 
Previous (No Longer Extant) Locations: 
• 491 Ellis Street (1982 - 1987)  
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Recommended by Applicant 
 
• Vietnamese sit-down and to-go restaurant. 

• Authentic Vietnamese cuisine, including menu of various noodle soups, vermicelli bowls, grilled dishes, 
curries, rice plates, fried dishes, wok-stir fried dishes, clay pots, and banh mi sandwiches.  

• Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant yellow exterior sign with blue text in English and red text in Chinese.  

• Dual storefront. 

• Large 9-pane divided storefront windows.  

• Domed skylights. 

• Exterior color scheme with teal accents.  

 
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 
o Criterion 2 – Contribution to Local History 
o Criterion 3 – Business Characteristics 

• Contextual Photographs and Background Documentation 
 



 

 

Historic Preservation Commission 
Resolution No. 1235 

HEARING DATE: APRIL 6, 2022 

 
Case No.: 2022-002362LBR 
Business Name: Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant 
Business Address: 503-505 Washington Street 
Zoning: C-3-O (Downtown- Office) Zoning District 
 200-S Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0207/035 
Applicant:  Charles Vong 
 505 Washington Street 
Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Located In: District 3 
Staff Contact: Gretel Gunther - 628-652-7607 
 Gretel.Gunther@sfgov.org 
 
 
ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY 
BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR 503-505 WASHINGTON STREET CURRENTLY L OCATED AT 503-505 
WASHINGTON STREET BLOCK/LOT 0207/035. 
 
 
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. 

mailto:shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
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THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that Sai’s 
Vietnamese Restaurant 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 Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant.  

Location(s): 

Current Locations: 
• 505 Washington Street (1987 – Present)
• 503 Washington Street (1994 – Present)

Previous (No Longer Extant) Locations: 
• 491 Ellis Street (1982 - 1987)

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 

• Vietnamese sit-down and to-go restaurant.

• Authentic Vietnamese cuisine, including menu of various noodle soups, vermicelli bowls, grilled dishes,
curries, rice plates, fried dishes, wok-stir fried dishes, clay pots, and banh mi sandwiches. 

• Sai’s Vietnamese Restaurant yellow exterior sign with blue text in English and red text in Chinese.

• Dual storefront.

• Large 9-pane divided storefront windows. 

• Domed skylights.

• Exterior color scheme with teal accents.

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). 

http://www.sf-planning.org/info
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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 2022-002362LBR 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



