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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
John’s Grill is an American and Italian sit-down restaurant and bar first opened by Wilfred 
Girard in 1908 at 63 Ellis Street in the wake of the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. The menu offers 
traditional steakhouse and seafood items such as steak, lamb chops, clam chowder, pasta, 
salad, specialty cocktails, and more. The business has been family-owned and operated by the 
Konstin family since taking over the restaurant from Girard in 1950. John’s Grill is currently 
owned by John Konstin, Sr. 
 
John’s Grill has been a culinary staple and gathering spot of Union Square and the greater 
downtown area throughout its history, serving local and national patrons its menu of classic 
American, Italian-influenced food. John’s Grill is a particularly popular spot with businesspeople 
and tourists due to its proximity to dozens of hotels, shops, and office buildings, and for its 
association with The Maltese Falcon. Diners are able order the same meal that Detective Sam 
Spade ordered in the novel – “chops, baked potato, and sliced tomatoes.” John’s Grill has 
served patrons of political and cultural significance to San Francisco including actor Robin 
Williams; politicians Nancy Pelosi, Dianne Feinstein, Kamala Harris, London Breed, Willie 
Brown, and numerous other well-known politicians; and athletes and musicians including Joe 
Montana, Steve Young, and Willie McCovey. 
 
While John’s Grill has served countless well-known individuals, it also has continuously given 
back to the city, regularly donating food, time, and resources to Glide Memorial Church, SFPD, 
and other local organizations. The business also consistently hosts Election Day parties for 
local and national elections during which members of the public who have voted may enjoy 
complimentary food and fare at the restaurant. During the COVID-19 Pandemic, John’s Grill 
also helped organize and host two large outdoor events, including a ballet show on Ellis Street 
in partnership with Smuin Ballet, and an outdoor fashion show featuring local designers. In 
addition to hosting numerous events, John’s Grill has been a longtime local employer, with 
many of its employees having worked at the restaurant for more than five years. The current 
owner, John Konstin Sr., is a board member of the Golden Gate Restaurant Association. 
 
Distinctive features of the restaurant include its exterior green awning reading “John’s Grill” and 
its historic projecting neon sign. The main dining area features an intact historic interior of 
paneled mahogany walls covered in framed photos of the restaurant’s well-known and lesser-
known patrons. Other interior elements include spacious green booths, period furnishings, and 
a bar. John’s Grill’s dining area is spread across three floors, including one basement dining 
area and three private dining rooms at the top floor. At the upper floor is a display case with 
various pieces of memorabilia related to The Maltese Falcon, a nod to the famous 1930 novel’s 
reference to the restaurant. 



 
 

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, John’s Grill has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years: 
 
63 Ellis Street from 1908 to Present (114 years) 
 

CRITERION 2 
Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community? 
 
Yes, John’s Grill has contributed to the history and identity of the Union Square 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’ primary location, located at 63 Ellis Street, is in a two-story over basement 

brick masonry Category A (History Resource Present) commercial building. The subject 
building is a contributing resource to the Article 11 Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter 
Conservation District and has a rating of IV (Contributing Building, Within Conservation 
District). The subject property was also included in the Foundation For San Francisco 
Architectural Heritage Historic Survey (1978) where it received a survey rating of ‘C’ and 
was determined to be of contextual importance. 
 
According to the San Francisco Public Information Map, “The Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter 
Conservation District's pattern of development is one of small-scaled, light- colored 
buildings predominantly four to eight stories in height…This dense area is the heart of San 
Francisco's retail and tourist sectors, containing a concentration of fine shops, department 
stores, theaters, hotels, and restaurants. As such, it is one of the main attractions to tourists 
from around the country and world, as well as the prime retail district in the Bay Area. The 
District is further defined by the location of Union Square in its heart. This square is, in 
many ways, the premier public open space in the City, as well as a primary public forum.” 
63 Ellis Street was also designated as a National Literary Landmark in 1997 for its 
association with Dashiell Hammett’s 1930 detective novel The Maltese Falcon. In the novel, 
the main character, Detective Sam Spade, dines at John’s Grill and has a meal of “chops, a 
baked potato, and sliced tomatoes”. 

 
• John’s Grill is most famously cited in the 1930 novel The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell 

Hammett, which was then adapted into the 1941 film of the same name, starring Humphrey 
Bogart. There have been a number of local features and articles on John’s Grill as well. 
The restaurant has been covered in local media, including articles in the San Francisco 
Chronicle, San Francisco Examiner, and Eater SF. John’s Grill has also been written about 
in several other local and national magazines. 

 

CRITERION 3 
Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
John’s Grill is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the 
business. 
 



 

HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that John’s Grill 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: 
• American sit-down restaurant and bar. 
• Historic interior with paneled mahogany walls. 
• The Maltese Falcon memorabilia display case on the second floor. 
• Chandelier above staircase leading to private rooms. 
• Exterior neon restaurant sign. 
• Menu of American and Italian cuisine and cocktails (including but not limited to steak, 

seafood, clam chowder, pasta, salad, and the dinner combination from The Maltese Falcon 
of “chops, a baked potato, and sliced tomatoes”). 

• Family-owned and operated. 
• Green dining booths and period furnishings. 
• Framed photos on interior walls of hundreds of various individuals, including many local, 

state, and national politicians and celebrities. 
• Exterior green awning reading “John’s Grill” and featuring an image of a falcon. 
• Election day parties. 
 

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 and bar. 
 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include John’s Grill 
currently located at 63 Ellis Street 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.  _______________ 

August 22, 2022 
 

JOHN’S GRILL 
 
Application No.:  LBR-2021-22-028 
Business Name:  John’s Grill 
Business Address:  63 Ellis Street 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   Sean Kulanet, Manager 
Nomination Letter Date: June 17, 2022 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo and Michelle Reynolds 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 

Adopting findings approving the Legacy Business Registry application for John’s Grill, 
currently located at 63 Ellis Street. 
 

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 August 22, 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 John’s Grill 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 John’s Grill. 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• American sit-down restaurant and bar. 
• Historic interior with paneled mahogany walls. 
• The Maltese Falcon memorabilia display case on the second floor. 
• Chandelier above staircase leading to private rooms. 
• Exterior neon restaurant sign. 
• Menu of American and Italian cuisine and cocktails (including but not limited to steak, 

seafood, clam chowder, pasta, salad, and the dinner combination from The Maltese Falcon 
of “chops, a baked potato, and sliced tomatoes”). 

• Family-owned and operated. 
• Green dining booths and period furnishings. 
• Framed photos on interior walls of hundreds of various individuals, including many local, 

state, and national politicians and celebrities. 
• Exterior green awning reading “John’s Grill” and featuring an image of a falcon. 
• Election day parties. 
 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the 
below listed core physical feature or tradition to maintain John’s Grill on the Legacy Business 
Registry: 
• Restaurant and bar. 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business 
Commission on August 22, 2022. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________ 
Katy Tang 
Director 
 
 
 
RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 
 
Ayes –  
Nays –  
Abstained –  
Absent –  
 



 

 
Application No.:  LBR-2021-22-028 
Business Name:   John’s Grill 
Business Address:   63 Ellis Street 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:    Sean Kulanet, Manager 
Nomination Letter Date:  June 17, 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 
 
63 Ellis Street from 1908 to Present (114 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: June 22, 2022 
 
 
Richard Kurylo and Michelle Reynolds 
Legacy Business Program 
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Legacy Business Registry Application

 DR.  CARLTON B.  GOODLETT PLACE,  ROOM 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: 



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 Three:
Disclosure Statement. 

San Francisco Taxes, Business Registration, Licenses, Labor Laws and Public 
Information Release.
This section is verification that all San Francisco taxes, business registration and licenses are 
current and complete, and there are no current violations of San Francisco labor laws. This 
information will be verified. A business deemed not current with all San Francisco taxes, business 
registration and licenses, or has current violations of San Francisco labor laws, will not be eligible 
to apply for grants through the Legacy Business Program.  

In addition, we are required to inform you that all information provided in the application will 
become subject to disclosure under the California Public Records Act.  

Please read the following statements and check each to indicate that you agree with the 
statement. Then sign below in the space provided.  

I am authorized to submit this application on behalf of the business.

I attest that the business is current on all of its San Francisco tax obligations. 

I attest that the business’s business registration and any applicable regulatory license(s) are 
current.

I attest that the Office of Labor Standards and Enforcement (OLSE) has not determined that 
the business is currently in violation of any of the City’s labor laws, and that the business 
does not owe any outstanding penalties or payments ordered by the OLSE.  

I understand that documents submitted with this application may be made available to the 
public for inspection and copying pursuant to the California Public Records Act and San 
Francisco Sunshine Ordinance.

I hereby acknowledge and authorize that all photographs and images submitted as part of 
the application may be used by the City without compensation.

I understand that the Small Business Commission may revoke the placement of the 
business on the Registry if it finds that the business no longer qualifies, and that placement 
on the Registry does not entitle the business to a grant of City funds.

Name (Print): Date: Signature: 



JOHN’S GRILL 
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. 

John’s Grill has been located at 63 Ellis Street since it opened in 1908. Nestled in a building two 
blocks from Union Square and not far from San Francisco’s big convention center and major 
hotels, John’s Grill has been hosting celebrities from all over the world for more than 100 years. 
It was created in 1908, only two years after San Francisco’s devastating earthquake. Indeed, 
John’s Grill was the first downtown restaurant to open after the quake.  

It quickly became a bustling anchor in the city’s multi-faceted life – hosting a beguiling and 
lively mixture of politicians, cops, journalists, entertainers, lawyers, business leaders, and the 
just plain curious who wanted to join in the fun, all while eating some of the best food on the 
West Coast.  

From the time when San Francisco was rebuilding itself and becoming the financial capital of 
the western United States, on through World War II (the city was the major embarkation point 
for troops heading to war in the Pacific) and into the heady hippie days of the Sixties and 
beyond, John’s Grill was – and still is – the downtown gathering place for those who ran the 
town and those who wanted to run the town. 

Wilfred Girard was the founder of John’s. In addition, Girard owned a French restaurant out of 
the same building, and went on to operate the Girard Brand of cooking sauces, salad dressings, 
and more. Gus and Sydna Konstin bought John’s Grill in 1950.  

John’s Grill became John’s Grill Inc. (filed the corporation on 9/25/2001) which is also when the 
Konstin’s son, John Konstin, Sr., became the owner of John’s Grill.  

Today, John Konstin, Sr. remains the owner, and is running the business together with his son, 
John Konstin, Jr. 

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

John’s Grill has operated continuously since 1908. 



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

John’s Grill has been family owned since 1950 when Gus and Sydna Konstin took over the 
business. They had four children who all worked in the restaurant at some point in their lives. 
Their son John Konstin, Sr. is the current proprietor and has been for the last couple decades. 
His son John Konstin, Jr. has been running the restaurant the last few years. He has been 
working his way to being the next generation proprietor of John’s Grill. 

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

The ownership history of John’s Grill is as follows: 

1908 to 1950:  Wilfred Girard 
1950 to 2000:  Gus Konstin and Sydna Konstin 
2000 to Present: John Konstin, Sr.  

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 30+ years 
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 that houses John’s Grill is classified by the Planning 
Department as Category A, Historic Resource Present, with regard to the California 
Environmental Quality Act.  

Constructed in 1908, the building is a two-part small commercial block with formal treatment of 
the upper story. It is a contributory building to the Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter Conservation 
District, and it appears to be eligible for listing on the California Register. The restaurant is also 
a literary landmark because of the novel The Maltese Falcon. 

CRITERION 2 

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



Historic John’s Grill, located in its original location 63 Ellis street, is an important contributor to 
the Union Square neighborhood. The distinctive exterior neon sign and interior dark wood 
paneling transports you back in time. Long-time patrons often remark how much they love that 
everything has stayed the same through over 100 years of business. 

John’s Grill is famous, in part, thanks to the novel The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell Hammett. On 
the climactic final night of the novel's plot, detective Sam Spade dines on chops, potatoes, and 
tomato at John's Grill after coming into possession of the falcon.1 The lamb chops are still the 
most popular item on the menu for good reason, as they are incredible! The restaurant also has 
one of the best clam chowders in San Francisco. Plenty of tourists stumble into the doors from 
New England. They have claimed the soup to be better than most in New England! it is the only 
soup on the menu for this reason. 

Gus and Sydna Konstin had the brilliant idea of connecting the history of John’s Grill with The 
Maltese Falcon. This has proven to be the greatest idea for the business and its legacy. On the 
second floor of the restaurant are memorabilia from The Maltese Falcon. There is also an exact 
replica of the Maltese falcon statue, all the books Hammett has written, and an Emmy award 
for a documentary that featured John’s Grill. John’s Grill is a national literary landmark because 
of its association with The Maltese Falcon. 

For local and national elections, John’s Grill throws the iconic Election Day party, giving free 
food and wine to everyone. This event brings all politicians, locals, and tourists together in one 
place to enjoy good food, good music, and good times. The walls of John’s Grill are covered 
with old and new photos of patrons.  

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

John’s Grill is associated with several events, the most popular being the Election Day party. 
The Konstin family donates hotel pans of Caesar salad, chicken dijonnaise, prawns, pasta, and 
wine to the public. People line up to be a part of the madness! The only thing required is that 
everyone in attendance has voted. There is a lot of leniency in this rule as the event is really for 
the public, but everyone gets brownie points from local and national politicians that always 
make an appearance. 

During the COVID pandemic lockdown, John Konstin, Sr. – who is very active in the community 
on the board of the Golden Gate Restaurant Association, Smuin Ballet, and once a building 
commissioner – reached out to all the organizations he is a part of to organize an event. 
Ultimately, John’s Grill partnered with the Smuin Ballet and brought live ballet entertainment 
and live music to the streets of San Francisco. They set up a large stage on Ellis Street and 
closed down the street for the event. This brought light to the community in a time of 
uncertainty. John’s Grill was closed for indoor dining at that time along with the rest of the city. 

                                                            
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John%27s_Grill 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John%27s_Grill


They wanted to bring some joy to the community, and the Smuin Ballet delivered! During the 
same time period, John’s Grill held a fashion show with local designers. Both events were sold 
out. Both events brought a lot of smiles to the guests and the community and the 
neighborhood. 

John’s Grill takes pride in creating a lasting memory at the restaurant. Whether they are serving 
their guests or curating events for the community, the thing that makes them happiest is when 
people take time out of their day to tell John’s Grill their stories and memories regarding the 
restaurant. Guests often ask when the next event will take place because they missed the last 
one, or they will show pictures of them dining with their grandparents dining at John’s Grill 
decades ago. These moments give the Konstin family the strength to keep going. The 
community gives them the will to stay open seven days a week. The people of San Francisco 
and beyond put smiles on the owners’ faces during the hardest times, and they are the reason 
the Konstin family continues to push John’s Grill and all of their events into the next century. 

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

John’s Grill is considered an icon in San Francisco due to author Dashiell Hammett and the 
inclusion of the restaurant in his novel The Maltese Falcon. 

John’s Grill has been featured in countless publications including the San Francisco Chronicle, 
Eater SF, and the San Francisco Examiner, among many others. The restaurant and the Konstin 
family have been mentioned in many local and national magazines as well. A recent notable 
article was a  review by the San Francisco Chronicle’s Restaurant Critic Soleil Ho on October 14, 
2021 titled, “Is the food at S.F.’s historic John’s Grill actually good? A Soleil Ho investigation.” 

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

Author Dashiell Hammett reputedly patronized the restaurant here in the 1920s. In Hammett's 
perennially popular novel The Maltese Falcon, the detective Sam Spade dines here: Spade went 
to John's Grill and asked the waiter to hurry his order of chops, baked potatoes, and sliced 
tomatoes. The novel was made into a classic movie in 1941 starring Humphrey Bogart. 
Hammett worked at the nearby Flood Building and for Albert Samuels Jewelers on Market 
Street in the 1920s, writing stories like “The Continental Op” and “The Dain Curse.” In 1997, 
John's Grill was designated a national literary landmark by the Friends of the Library USA on the 
strength of this association. A plaque has been placed over the entrance.2 

The restaurant is patronized by many significant and historical people, including: Vice President 
Al Gore, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Vice President Kamala Harris, 
Olympia Dukakis, Renee Zellweger, Jack Lalanne, Bill Gates, Joe Montana, Steve Young, Steve 

                                                            
2 San Francisco Property Information Map, https://sfplanninggis.org/PIM/ 
 

https://www.sfchronicle.com/food/restaurants/article/Is-the-food-at-S-F-s-historic-John-s-Grill-16533323.php
https://sfplanninggis.org/PIM/


Jobs, Senator Dianne Feinstein, George Lucas, Don Johnson, Robin Williams, Lauren Bacall,  Joe 
Montana, Truman Capote, Willie McCovey, Marlon Brando, Drew Brees, Derek Jeter, Sting 
(singer), Keanu Reeves, Chelsea Handler, Bill Blass, Geoffrey Beene, Andy Warhol, Alice Cooper, 
Senator Cory Booker, Mayor London Breed, and Mayor Willie Brown. 

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

John’s Grill has long standing and ever-expanding relationships with the community and various 
agencies. The Konstin family, who have owned the restaurant since 1950, have been 
philanthropists in San Francisco for decades. The family has close ties with Glide Memorial 
Church, where they donate their time, money, and resources. They also donated defibrillators 
to all police cars in the district. John Konstin, Sr. serves on many boards and organizations in the 
community. He was also a Commissioner with the San Francisco Building Inspection 
Commission from 2016 to 2020.  

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

John’s Grill serves a diverse group of people including locals, politicians, celebrities, and 
tourists. Union Square is one of San Francisco's top tourist attractions, particularly for 
American, South American, Canadian, and European tourists who want to have a classic food 
experience, unlike what they may have in their hometowns. The bustling neighborhood also 
attracts local tourists. With exposure on international media outlets, people are more aware of 
John’s Grill and all that it is. The large neon sign, mahogany walls, and green booths make the 
restaurant classic and enjoyable for all. With the help of websites like Yelp, Google, and a 
variety of food and restaurant mobile apps like Instagram and Twitter, restaurants like John’s 
Grill are being promoted by the public through word of mouth. 

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

Every inch of John's Grill is packed with historical morsels, down to the basement. That's where 
the original owner Wilfred Girard coined, crafted, and bottled Gerard's salad dressing. An 
upstairs glass case houses a shrine to Humphrey Bogart's 1941 film noir classic, The Maltese 
Falcon. It's based on Dashiell Hammett's novel of the same name, in which private eye Sam 
Space orders chops, a baked potato, and sliced tomatoes from John's Grill – a combo still 
available to diners today. 

Inside, today’s customers will find period furnishing and dark paneled walls framed with 
hundreds of photos of movers and shakers (and a sprinkling of the not-quite movers and 
shakers), most of them from the San Francisco Bay Area, but several from the world of state 
and national politics. On the robust menus, diners have their choice of great steaks, fresh 
seafood, and a variety of salads – try the famed seafood combo salad named for fitness guru 
Jack LaLanne. 



One of John’s Grill’s most significant attributes is the neon sign that hangs off the facade of the 
building, which transports people back into time. This kind of neon sign, protruding over the 
sidewalk is no longer allowed to be constructed in San Francisco, so having one is a treasure. 

A fire in 1983 led to remodeling.  

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

John’s Grill is a cornerstone within the community. Residents and tourists alike would miss its 
classic colored building as well as its delicious food if it were to close. Located on the corner of 
Powell and Ellis streets, the restaurant is a staple within the community and seen by thousands 
of people every day while walking, driving, or commuting. This restaurant is by far the best 
place to get great tasting steak, seafood, and clam chowder. The only other places that offer 
the variety of seafood dishes that John’s Grill does are on Fisherman's Wharf, and they are 
prepared very differently than John’s. John’s Grill’s consistency and classic fair makes it one of a 
kind. If John’s Grill were to close, then generations of memories would go with it. 

Many employees have been with John’s Grill for a very long time because they are made to feel 
as though they are part of the family. A few employees had worked for John’s for over 40 years, 
until they recently retired. Among current employees, five have worked more than 20 years. 
The majority of the rest of the staff has been a part of the family for five or more years.  

CRITERION 3 

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

John’s Grill is classic haunt. Reservations and walk-ins are accepted, and sometimes there is a 
long line of customers waiting outside the entrance and alongside the front of the restaurant. 
The long wait to get in makes people who are passing by think, "What's so great about this 
place? I think I should try it!" They are rarely disappointed. 

John’s classic cuisine has recipes that span decades. This restaurant is made from three 
generations of family recipes. The restaurant serves classic steakhouse cuisine, with a hint of 
Italian. There is a full-service bar mixing classic and specialty cocktails. 

John’s Grill is a three-story restaurant, with three private dining rooms on the third floor. It can 
serve more than 1,000 customers per day. The bright neon sign and green color awning make 
John’s very distinctive and adds to the brand and the character of the restaurant. 

Once upon a time, John’s Grill had a suit and tie dress code. During the turn of the century, with 
the tech boom in the area, the restaurant changed the dress code because of the demand for a 
more casual dining experience.  



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) 

The owners of John’s Grill take great pride in keeping the restaurant clean and making sure 
everything is well maintained. From the walls to the floors, they clean and polish regularly. The 
classic, historic feel of the mahogany walls transports guests back to a time long ago. The 
ornate exterior moldings give the facade the character the owners look for. John’s Grill is 
painted often to keep the place looking fresh and updated. 

Many people ask when the restaurant will be remodeled. “Never,” is generally the response to 
this question. The owners take pride in the fact that the building and interior have a historic, 
old, classic vibe. When you walk through John’s Grill’s doors, you are transported back to San 
Francisco circa 1908! This is something you can rarely find in a world that is every changing. 

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.). 

John’s Grill’s most significant attributes include the neon sign that hangs off the facade of the 
building, the mahogany walls, the Maltese Falcon case on the second floor, and the chandelier 
hanging over the staircase on your way up to your private room. 

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 restaurant for 30+ years is included 
in this Legacy Business Registry application. 

















 

 

 

It's the kind of spot that was made for three-martini lunches. 

Of course, after 100 years, John's Grill has been the kind of spot for a lot of things, including 
the theft of movie memorabilia, the clearing a young widow of murder and a brush with 
literary fame for being mentioned briefly in Dashiell Hammett's 1930 detective novel "The 
Maltese Falcon." 

The wood-paneled restaurant, which celebrates its centennial this year, has been a 
watering hole and meeting spot for retail barons, financiers, private investigators and 
newspaper types - and sometimes all of them at once - since it opened on Ellis Street off 
Union Square in 1908. 

https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Dashiell+Hammett%22


These days it gets its share of tourists, but evolution is common if a restaurant lasts 100 
years, said John Briscoe, an amateur restaurant historian and author of "Tadich Grill: The 
Story of San Francisco's Oldest Restaurant." 

"It's really extraordinary," Briscoe said of the century mark. "Tastes change. Rent goes up. 
The ones that survive usually have done something smart." 

John's Grill has weathered at least four owners, the death of its namesake - the story is that 
he was struck and killed by a cable car in 1908 - a 1983 fire that closed the restaurant for 
about nine months, and the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake. 

Throughout, it has remained at the same site, unlike some of the city's oldest restaurants. 
And it's just coincidence that John Konstin - the current owner after his father, Gus, bought 
John's Grill more than 30 years ago - happens to be named John. 

Ellen Newman, daughter of mercantile magnate Cyril Magnin, is a regular who still remembers 
her first trip to John's Grill in the 1930s with her grandfather, Joseph Magnin, founder of the 
eponymous clothing store. 

"I was probably 5 or 6," said Newman, now a bit north of 75. "You could walk in there and 
meet the owner of every business in the area and the heads of all the financial institutions. 
There were a lot of politicos as well. ... It's becoming much more of a tourist destination 
these days." 

That draw is due in large part to the reference in Hammett's "The Maltese Falcon," later 
adapted for Humphrey Bogart's 1941 film noir classic, and John Konstin's unswerving 
promotion of all things related. 

In the book, private eye Sam Spade stops at the restaurant and orders "chops, baked 
potatoes, sliced tomatoes," which is on the current menu. 

Hammett, who had an on-and-off career at the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, worked 
next door in the Flood Building in the 1920s. He ate, and often drank, at John's Grill. 

"He modeled Sam Spade so much on himself," said Hammett's granddaughter, Julie Rivett. 
"It's the kind of place he would have liked." 

https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22John+Konstin%22
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Ellen+Newman%22
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Cyril+Magnin%22
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Joseph+Magnin%22
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Humphrey+Bogart%22
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Pinkerton+National+Detective+Agency%22
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Julie+Rivett%22


While the first-floor walls of John's Grill are lined with photos of politicians, police chiefs 
and others who have tucked into a steak there, the second floor is a "Falcon" shrine, with 
movie stills, foreign translations of the novel and a falcon replica kept in a locked case. An 
earlier version was, of course, stolen. 

The heisted bird, a plaster replica that was not actually used in the film, was lifted in 
February 2007 and remains missing. 

In the story, the solid gold falcon statuette is crusted with jewels beneath a black enamel 
coating. People get murdered as the figurine keeps getting stolen, but the falcon they're all 
pursuing turns out to be a fake. 

Konstin, after getting no response to an offer of a $25,000 reward for his stolen plaster 
falcon, commissioned a new one of lead and bronze from the San Francisco Academy of 
Art University. While the falcon theft mystery remains, others have been solved over 
cocktails at John's Grill, said Jack Immendorf, a private investigator who frequents the place. 

This one has an intro to make Hammett proud: A beautiful young widow who stood to get a 
big life insurance payout walks into Immendorf's office in the 1980s and asks him to find out 
who murdered her older husband. 

"I thought that only happened in detective movies," he said. 

Later at John's Grill, Immendorf said, he pieced together his theory of the case: An ex-wife 
hired a hit man in Mexico for $3,000 "to put two in the back of his head." 

While the cops never charged the ex-wife, they cleared Immendorf's client with the 
evidence he dug up, Immendorf said. 

"I think we all had martinis that night," he chuckled. "Vodka martinis, that is. I hate gin." 

That, in some ways, is John's Grill in a nutshell. 

"There's always a little bit of history," Newman said. "You go, 'Is Sam Spade going to walk 
in?' " 

https://www.sfgate.com/education-guide/
https://www.sfgate.com/search/?action=search&channel=restaurants&inlineLink=1&searchindex=solr&query=%22Jack+Immendorf%22


 
Oldest restaurants 

One hundred years is old for a restaurant, but San Francisco has at least a half-dozen that 
are older. There are qualifiers, however, including that some of these restaurants have 
moved multiple times or were rebuilt after burning down. 

1849: Tadich Grill, 240 California St. Seven previous locations. 

1858: Old Clam House, 299 Bayshore Blvd. It's been at the same spot the whole time. 

1864: Jack's (now Jeanty at Jack's), 615 Sacramento St. Closed in 2000, but reopened in 
2002. 

1867: Sam's Grill, 374 Bush St. Has been at several locations and even had a few different 
names since starting out as an oyster stall. 

1886: Fior d'Italia, 2237 Mason St. Six previous locations, seven if you include the tent used 
after the 1906 earthquake. 

1893: Schroeder's, 240 Front St. Four locations and several owners. 

Sources: "Tadich Grill: The Story of San Francisco's Oldest Restaurant" by John Briscoe, 
restaurant Web sites 

 



 

 

John's Grill is no stranger to turbulent times. The Union Square restaurant was 
underway when the 1906 earthquake hit, and was the first restaurant to debut 
downtown in the recovery, two years later. Today, it's thriving, despite a location right 
in the center of the pedestrian-unfriendly Central Subway construction. 

John's original wood walls, lined with portraits of past and present celebrity diners—
not to mention a hot Zagat review from last fall—attract a never-ending revolving 
door of locals and tourists, totaling around 500 patrons a night. 



Business may be great, but owner John Konstin knows he needs to keep up with the 
times to keep the three-story icon relevant. 

Customers span generations, from kids to "great-great grandparents," he says, which 
means walking up the stairs proves difficult for some-or impossible. As a result, he's 
installing an elevator in the back of the restaurant to transport patrons from the 
basement all the way up to the third-floor banquet room, which gets lots of corporate 
buyouts (Ford threw a party there recently). 

He's in the process of getting permits with the city and hopes to debut the elevator this 
year, complete with a retro look to blend in with the surroundings. A big part of his 
job involves preserving and adding to the original Titanic-era vibe, from buying older 
wood chairs to installing ceiling moldings that appear worn in. 

Every inch of John's is packed with historical morsels, down to the basement. That's 
where the original owner coined, crafted and bottled Gerard's salad dressing. An 
upstairs glass case houses a shrine to Humphrey Bogart's 1941 film noir classic, The 
Maltese Falcon. It's based on Dashiell Hammett's novel, in which private eye Sam 
Space orders chops, a baked potato and sliced tomatoes from John's—a combo still 
available to diners today. 

Being a longtime local business comes with certain perks. John works closely with the 
MTA and the higher-ups in charge of the Central Subway, so he got to hang John's 
Grill-branded banners along fences on Market Street to direct eaters. The construction 
hasn't hindered sales volume, he says, and business went "gangbusters" during the 
holiday shopping season. 

When he takes a look at how neighbors' rents in Union Square have skyrocketed, he 
thanks his lucky stars his dad, Gus, bought the restaurant and building about 40 years 
ago. (One restaurant space across the street commands $50,000 a month in rent, he 
says.) 

When Eater met John over lunch, he passed on bread and opted for some veggies and 
scallops. ("I'm on a diet," he reveals.) He gets his daily exercise walking downhill 
from his Russian Hill home, but going uphill is another story (he calls Uber). By the 
end of the day, however, he indulges in a deserved dessert; after all, he sometimes 
clocks 80-hour weeks. 

The seafood-infused Jack LaLanne salad is his favorite dish on the menu. It's named 
after the fitness guru who celebrated his golden years at the restaurant (a 90th 
birthday, he recalls), and drank a bottle of red wine a day until his death in 2011. 



John, also a big believer in wine, says he was way ahead of the farm-to-table trend 
"before it became hip to buy local." Meats come from Harris Ranch in California, and 
when John got into the business, he put a stop to the frozen vegetable craze, instead 
plucking from California's fresh assortment. (He does go out of town for oysters, since 
he prefers the meaty East Coast ones.) 

The dress code also got a makeover under his watch. Waiters were once required to 
wear tuxes, and John wouldn't dare step foot inside without sporting a tie. But when 
the 1996 Democratic National Convention rolled into town, jeans-wearing techies like 
Steve Wozniak helped downgrade the code to casual. 

One tradition kept consistent is "assigned seating," in which celebrities sit under their 
picture on the walls. Today, Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) and former Mayor Willie 
Brown are regularly seen chowing down beneath the watchful gaze of their own faces. 

Still, the scene is a stark contrast from the early days, when lunchtime marked the 
"end" of workdays (the 9-to-5 hadn't stuck yet). Back then, a three-martini meal and 
rooms clouded with cigar smoke were commonplace, he says. 

The family-owned business has personable touches other big corporate restaurants 
lack, he says, such as the ability to alter menu items like specialty drinks on a whim. 
One of the longest-tenured employees is a bartender who scoffs at measured pours, 
and has served what John calls some of the strongest drinks in town five nights a week 
for the past 37 years. 

Another longtime fixture is the fact there's no valet parking, which he thinks hasn't 
affected business one bit. After all, BART is 100 feet away. 

Konstin's "not sure" if the incoming Central Subway will give John's a boost, but 
either way, he doesn't plan on the business going anywhere. His 22-year-old son, 
who's coming up on the age John was when he took the reins, is currently learning the 
ropes at NYC's Culinary Institute, with plans to one day take over John's demanding 
job. "When you have a full restaurant, you can't just walk out on it," he says. "It's like 
a baby." 

 



 

 

This is the season for old favorites: the holidays, friends, good cheer, the classics. 
So we went to John’s Grill on Ellis Street just off Powell toward the end of last 
week to help celebrate the restaurant’s 110th birthday. 

The place was crowded. A lot of political bigwigs were on hand: the mayor, the 
police chief, the fire chief, the public defender, a city supervisor or two, Willie 
Brown shaking hands. State Sen. Scott Wiener brought a framed proclamation. 



Free drinks fore and aft, hors d’oeuvres the size of small lamb chops. Very old 
school. 

The new school was there, too — in the George Washington High School Eagle 
Marching Band playing outside. 

No drinks for them; they got a free lunch instead. 

There used to be a lot of places like John’s Grill in San Francisco, all dark 
mahogany, white tablecloths, the walls lined with pictures. John’s reminded 
David Gabriel, a Novato civic leader, of old San Francisco, the part that hasn’t 
changed much. It reminded Steven Adair MacDonald, an attorney, of the bars and 
restaurants of his youth in New York, the dark walls, the feel of the place. 

That’s one of the hallmarks of places like John’s Grill. There’s a touch of New York 
in them, Manhattan with petrale sole. San Francisco always fancied itself as New 
York with a better attitude. 

There’s a mix at John’s, regulars like MacDonald (a club sandwich for lunch, steak 
for dinner), and tourists from all over. Now you see high-powered lawyer types 
across the room from visiting yahoos who wear shorts and flip-flops to dinner 
downtown. 

It was a different world in 1908, when John’s first opened. The place has had only 
three owners and for the past 50 years has been run by the Konstin family. Gus 
Konstin, who died this year, was a Greek immigrant with an American success 
story. He came to this country with only $20, got a job clearing restaurant tables, 
was promoted to waiter, saved his money and bought his own place. 

He used to preside behind the bar at John’s wearing a white hat, like the captain 
of a cruise ship. He was a host who knew everybody’s name. 

Konstin was shrewd. He and his wife, Sydna, invested in real estate, and bought 
not only the restaurant but the three-story building as well. 

He also capitalized on John’s most celebrated customer, Dashiell Hammett, a 
sometime detective who became a writer of noir fiction. He ate at John’s Grill 



often and mentioned the place in his masterpiece, “The Maltese Falcon,” and Gus 
turned the place into a shrine to Hammett and Sam Spade, the dour hero of the 
tale. 

Gus’ son, John, now runs the restaurant and his own son, Johnny, and his 
daughter, Sydna, are learning the business. 

“Consistency is the key,” John Konstin said. “We don’t change the menu much, or 
the way the place runs. Other places change all the time, but we stay the same 
and we’re still here.” 

It’s a shrewd mixture of old San Francisco with a dash of the new. The family has 
been politically well connected. Konstin serves on the city Building Inspection 
Commission, and the family is generous with political and charity contributions. 

On election day, John’s Grill throws a big political bash, with Brown, the political 
guru and Chronicle columnist, presiding. Everyone in the city is invited for a free 
lunch and plenty of gossip. 

Mayor London Breed was there this year, and mentioned it — and Konstin’s 
generosity — at last week’s birthday party. “No one was turned away,” she said, 
“It is like a family.” 

John Cahill comes to the restaurant a couple of times a month. 

“I sit at table 11 right under my father’s picture,” he said. His father was Tom 
Cahill, who was chief of police for a dozen years, longer than anyone else in San 
Francisco history. The connection goes back a long way, to the days when Tom 
Cahill was a patrolman and Gus Konstin was a waiter. 

Not far away, Bill Scott, the city’s current police chief, stood at a small table, 
talking with anyone who came by. He spent most of his career in Los Angeles and 
has been a San Francisco cop for less than two years, an outsider by old-school 
standards. 

But there he was, the new police chief under the old chief’s picture. Despite all 
the changes, San Francisco is still a small town. 



Julie Rivett, Dashiell Hammett’s granddaughter, offered a toast toward the end of 
the party. 

“Here’s to John’s.” she said. “A classic.” 

Carl Nolte is a San Francisco Chronicle columnist. His column appears every 
Sunday. Email: cnolte@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @carlnoltesf 

 

mailto:cnolte@sfchronicle.com
https://twitter.com/carlnoltesf
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Recommendation: Adopt a Resolution to Recommend Approval  

 
Business Description 

John’s Grill is an American and Italian sit-down restaurant and bar, first opened by Wilfred Girard in 1908 at 63 Ellis 
Street. John’s Grill has served American food for dine-in since its opening 114 years ago. John’s Grill’s menu offers 
traditional steakhouse and seafood items such as steak, lamb chops, clam chowder, pasta, salad, specialty 
cocktails, and more. John’s Grill has been family-owned and operated by the Konstin family since taking over the 
restaurant from Girard in 1950. John’s Grill is currently owned by John Konstin, Sr. 
 
John’s Grill has called 63 Ellis Street in the Union Square neighborhood its home for the past 114 years since 
opening in 1908 in the wake of the 1906 Earthquake and Fire. Distinctive features of the restaurant include its 
exterior green awning reading “John’s Grill” and its historic projecting neon sign. John’s Grill’s main dining area 
features an intact historic interior of paneled mahogany walls covered in framed photos of the restaurant’s well-
known and not so well-known patrons. Other interior elements include spacious green booths, period furnishings, 
and a bar. John’s Grill’s dining area is spread across three floors, including one basement dining area, and three 
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private dining rooms at the top floor. At the upper floor is a display case with various pieces of memorabilia related 
to The Maltese Falcon, a nod to the famous 1930 novel’s reference to the restaurant. 
 
John’s Grill has been a culinary staple and gathering spot of the Union Square neighborhood and greater 
downtown area throughout its 114-year history, serving local and national patrons its menu of classic American, 
Italian-influenced food. John’s Grill is a particularly popular spot with businesspeople and tourists due to its 
proximity to dozens of hotels, shops, and office buildings, and for its association with The Maltese Falcon. Diners 
are able order the same meal that Detective Sam Spade ordered in the novel, a meal of “chops, a baked potato, 
and sliced tomatoes”. John’s Grill has served patrons of political and cultural significance to San Francisco, 
including actor Robin Williams, politicians Nancy Pelosi, Dianne Feinstein, Kamala Harris, London Breed, Willie 
Brown, and numerous other well-known politicians, athletes, and musicians including Joe Montana, Steve Young, 
and Willie McCovey.  
 
While John’s Grill has served countless well-known individuals, it also has continuously given back to the Union 
Square neighborhood, regularly donating food, time, and resources to Glide Memorial Church, SFPD, and other 
local organizations. John’s Grill also consistently hosts Election Day parties for local and national elections, where 
members of the public who have voted may enjoy complimentary food and fare at the restaurant. During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic, John’s Grill also helped organize and host two large outdoor events, including a ballet show 
on Ellis Street in partnership with Smuin Ballet, and an outdoor fashion show featuring local designers. In addition 
to hosting numerous events, John’s Grill has been a longtime local employer, with many of its employees having 
worked at the restaurant for more than five years. Lastly, John’s Grill’s current owner, John Konstin Sr., is a board 
member of the Golden Gate Restaurant Association.  
 
The business’s main location is located in a Category A (Historic Resource Present) structure on Ellis Street 
between Powell and Stockton Streets in the Union Square neighborhood. It is within a C-3-R (Downtown – Retail) 
Zoning District and an 80-130F Height and Bulk District. It is also located within Union Square Community Benefit 
District and Downtown Planning Area and is subject to the Downtown Streetscape Public Realm Plan.  
 
 
 
Staff Analysis 

Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

The business was founded in 1908.  

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

Yes. John’s Grill qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of the eligibility 
Criteria: 

a. John’s Grill has operated continuously in San Francisco for 114 years. 

b. John’s Grill has contributed to the history and identity of the Union Square neighborhood and San 
Francisco.  
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c. John’s Grill 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?  

No. 

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

Yes. The subject property is located within the Article 11 Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter Conservation District. 
According to the San Francisco Public Information Map, “The Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter Conservation 
District's pattern of development is one of small-scaled, light- colored buildings predominantly four to eight 
stories in height…This dense area is the heart of San Francisco's retail and tourist sectors, containing a 
concentration of fine shops, department stores, theaters, hotels, and restaurants. As such, it is one of the main 
attractions to tourists from around the country and world, as well as the prime retail district in the Bay Area. 
The District is further defined by the location of Union Square in its heart. This square is, in many ways, the 
premier public open space in the City, as well as a primary public forum.” 63 Ellis Street was also designated 
as a National Literary Landmark in 1997 for its association with Dashiell Hammett’s 1930 detective novel The 
Maltese Falcon. In the novel, the main character, Detective Sam Spade, dines at John’s Grill and has a meal of 
“chops, a baked potato, and sliced tomatoes”.   

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

Yes. The business’ primary location, located at 63 Ellis Street, is in a two-story over basement brick masonry 
Category A (History Resource Present) commercial building. The subject building is a contributing resource to 
the Article 11 Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter Conservation District and has a rating of IV (Contributing Building, 
Within Conservation District). The subject property was also included in the Foundation For San Francisco 
Architectural Heritage Historic Survey (1978) where it received a survey rating of ‘C’ and was determined to be 
of contextual importance.   

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. John’s Grill is most famously cited in the 1930 novel The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell Hammett, which was 
then adapted into the 1941 film of the same name, starring Humphrey Bogart. There have been a number of 
local features and articles on John’s Grill as well. The restaurant has been covered in local media, including 
articles in the San Francisco Chronicle, San Francisco Examiner, and Eater SF. John’s Grill has also been 
written about in several other local and national magazines.  

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 
Current Locations:  
• 63 Ellis Street (1908 – Present) 
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Recommended by Applicant 
 
• American sit-down restaurant and bar. 

• Historic interior with paneled mahogany walls.   

• The Maltese Falcon memorabilia display case on the second floor.  

• Chandelier above staircase leading to private rooms.  

• Exterior neon restaurant sign.   

 
Additional Recommended by Staff 
 
• Menu of American and Italian cuisine and cocktails (including but not limited to steak, seafood, clam 

chowder, pasta, salad, and the dinner combination from The Maltese Falcon of “chops, a baked potato, 
and sliced tomatoes”). 

• Family-owned and operated. 

• Green dining booths and period furnishings.  

• Framed photos on interior walls of hundreds of various individuals, including many local, state, and 
national politicians and celebrities.  

• Exterior green awning reading “John’s Grill” and featuring an image of a falcon.  

• Election day parties.  

 
 
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. 1253 

HEARING DATE: JULY 20, 2022 

 
Case No.: 2022-006116LBR 
Business Name: John’s Grill 
Business Address: 63 Ellis Street  
Zoning: C-3-R (Downtown - Retail) Zoning District 
 80-130F Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0329/006 
Applicant:  Sean Kulanet 
 63 Ellis 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 JOHN’S GRILL CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 63 ELLIS STREET, BLOCK/LOT 
0329/006. 
 
 
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 July 20, 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 John’s Grill 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 John’s Grill.  

Location(s):

Current Locations: 
• 63 Ellis Street (1908 – Present)

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:

• American sit-down restaurant and bar.

• Menu of American and Italian cuisine and cocktails (including but not limited to steak, seafood, clam
chowder, pasta, salad, and the dinner combination from The Maltese Falcon of “chops, a baked potato,
and sliced tomatoes”).

• Family-owned and operated.

• Historic interior with paneled mahogany walls.

• Green dining booths and period furnishings.

• The Maltese Falcon memorabilia display case on the second floor. 

• Framed photos on interior walls of hundreds of various individuals, including many local, state, and
national politicians and celebrities. 

• Chandelier above staircase leading to private rooms. 

• Exterior green awning reading “John’s Grill” and featuring an image of a falcon.

• Exterior neon restaurant sign.

• Election day parties. 

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 2022-006116LBR to the Office of Small 
Business on July 20, 2022. 
 
 
 
Jonas P. Ionin 
Commission Secretary 
 
 
AYES:   Wright, Black, Foley, Johns, So, Matsuda  

NOES:  None 

ABSENT: Nageswaran  

ADOPTED: July 20, 2022 

 

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