
 

A Heart's Delight: Savoring Dim Sum 
in San Francisco 
by Robin Donovan 

 
Ask any true San Franciscan to list the 
most important things in life, and they’re 
bound to put “good food” at the top of 
the list. Food is such a part of our culture 
that we can’t imagine a life that didn’t 
involve regular discussions about where 
to get the best sushi or which taqueria 
grills, rather than steams, their tortillas. 

The culture of food is close to our hearts. It is fitting, then, that 
one of the cuisines San Francisco is most noted for is called

 or “a little bit of heart.”
Dim 

Sum

  

Dating back to the 10 
th century on 
Canton’s famous Silk 
Road, Dim Sum 
originated in the 
“yum cha” (tea-
drinking) 
establishments that 
catered to weary 
travelers and rural 
farmers. As the 
digestive qualities of 
tea became known, proprietors began to offer 
their customers selections of snacks to go along 
with the invigorating brew, and the art of dim 
sum was born. Today there are more than 2,000 
varieties of dim sum—from pillowy buns stuffed 
with tender barbecued pork to delicate dumpling 
wrappers filled with chunks of juicy shrimp, to 
lettuce cups folded around spicy minced squab.

  

Traditionally served from 
first thing in the morning 
into the early afternoon, 
some believe the cuisine 
inspired the western 

concept of “brunch.” And, really, what could be 
better on a lazy Sunday morning than a never-
ending stream of tantalizing treats wheeled by 

Visit Our Sponsors

San Francisco Ferry Building 
Marketplace

Sally's Tours

U2 Tickets

The Skunk Train

Mendocino, CA
MacCallum House Specials

Miami Heat Tickets

Free Dating & Personals

Mendocino, CA
Joshua Grindle Inn

Cheap Premium Tickets

AmeriPlan

MacCallum House
Mendocino Luxury Inn

Prescription Pharmacy

Discount Dental Plans

Dating Singles Personals

Finance Search

Great gift idea! Professional 
cooking classes in your own 
home (if you live in the San 

Francisco Bay Area).

Private Cooking Classes

[ ]advertise with us!

Pat Neisser shares her favorite 
wintertime vacation spot and shares 
some cookie recipes for your very 

Celebrate Christmas in Germany! 

Get some bread-
baking secrets from a 
real pro -- click .here

11/18/04 3:54 PMSan Francisco Dim Sum

Page 1 of 5http://www.sallys-place.com/food/single-articles/sf_dim_sum.htm



your table where you can pick and choose 
among them with simple points and nods. There 
are no menus, and you don't need to decide what 
you’ll have at the beginning of the meal. Simply 
sit back and wait for waiters to pass by with their 
varied offerings—the kitchen sends out new 
varieties every few minutes—and feel free to ask 
if you’re unsure of what a particular dish is. At 
the end of the meal, your plates will be tallied to 
determine the amount of your bill.

  

San Francisco is home to 
dozens of top-notch dim sum 
restaurants. Lingering in places 
with names like Good Luck 
Dim Sum, Dol Ho and Hang 
Ah its easy to become enthralled by the drama of 
these teahouses—the clatter of dumpling-laden 
trolleys trundling over linoleum floors, the exotic 
sounds of spoken Chinese, unusual treats 
glistening in threes and fours on little plates and 
nestled in tiny bamboo steamers. The scene is 
mesmerizing, but the spicy, meaty aromas will 
invariably rouse you from your trance at least 
long enough to point out your selections of 
steamed, baked, pan-fried, deep-fried savory and 
sweet delectables. 

  

Finding good dim sum in San Francisco is hardly 
a challenge—from the financial district to 
Chinatown to the outer Richmond, the Sunset 
district and even SOMA, this city is virtually 
bursting with tasty dumplings. Your best bet for 
stumbling on a prime dim sum spot is simply to 
wander through Chinatown or down Clement 
Street, where storefronts filled with eye-catching 
displays of the tasty treats—from lofty steamed 
buns stuffed with pork, vegetables or chicken to 
deep-fried delicacies like crab claws stuffed with 
shrimp—beckon on every block. Here are five of 
the best spots to try:

  

own German Christmas.

Diana Rosen tells us what an 
enterprising chef can do with fine 
tea, besides brewing up a fine cup. 

Cooking With Tea 

A compendium of compelling 
comestibles, available via mail or 
phone order. Compiled by Kristin 
D. Lahmeyer. 

Interesting Mail Order Food 
Products

A "berry" detailed article by Dana 
Schwartz, with helpful hints, 
recipes, history and the various 
types available. 

It's Berry Season

"Latins live to eat," says Mother 
Sosa -- daughter Elaine has lunch in 
Miami's Little Havana District and 
shares some of Mom's recipes.

La Cocina Cubana

Stephanie Curtis delves into the 
Paris Chocolate scene. Everyone 
from Louis XIV to Robert Linxe is 
covered here. 

Mad About Chocolate

Paula Lambert loved mozzarella so 
much that she made a career out of 
it! She shares many of the steps 
involved to make this popular 
pizza topping. 

Mozzarella

Kristin D. Lahmeyer recalls past 
excursions to Uncle's Farm, gives 
practical advice on eating 
persimmons, and reveals the family 
recipe for Grandma's Persimmon 
Pudding. 

My Family History is Filled with 
Persimmons

Take a look into Sally's own recipe 
file for her version of this classic 
Spanish dish. 

Paella Recipe

Everything you ever wanted to 
Proven?al Olives

11/18/04 3:54 PMSan Francisco Dim Sum

Page 2 of 5http://www.sallys-place.com/food/single-articles/sf_dim_sum.htm



Ton Kiang 
5821 Geary Blvd., San Francisco, (415) 752-
4440, (415) 387-8273

This large, bustling restaurant in the outer 
Richmond district is widely considered to serve 
the very best dim sum in town. Near-perfect 
renditions of standards like barbecued pork buns 
and Siu Mai (pork dumplings) hold their own 
alongside well-loved house specialties like 
delicate Pea Tip and Shrimp Dumplings and 
juicy and addictive Foil-Wrapped Chicken. The 
prices are considerably higher here than at 
storefront counterparts, but the extra cost is 
justified by the superior ambience, service, 
cleanliness and, above all, quality.

  

Yank Sing
One Rincon Center, 101 Spear St., San 
Francisco, (415) 957.9300

or

49 Stevenson St, San Francisco, (415) 541-4949 

Since 1958, Yank Sing has established itself as a 
true San Francisco institution. Another on the 
spendy end of the spectrum, business people 
flock here from nearby offices for weekday 
lunches, and on weekends the elegant dining 
room fills up with tourists and locals alike. Once 
you’ve scored a seat and are happily devouring 
an impressive variety of dishes you won’t 
wonder why. Don’t miss their famous minced 
squab, Peking duck, and custard tarts. Woo Gok 
(deep-fried, pork-filled taro dumplings) are crisp, 
flavorful and not at all greasy, putting all others 
to shame. The Har Gao (shrimp dumplings) are 
some of the best you’ll find—plump, briny, 
sweet shrimp wrapped in a disarmingly tender 
rice noodle wrapper.

  

know about olives and includes 
some olive-related recipes. 
Stephanie Curtis reports. 

Sally shares her favorite wintertime 
dessert recipe.

Pumpkin Walnut Cheesecake

Kitty Morse takes you on a journey 
into the customs and flavors of 
Morocco. Includes a couscous 
recipe you won't want to miss!

Savoring Morocco 

It's a good question, so Myra 
Chanin and Ethel Hofman came up 
with some good answers. 

What's Kosher?
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Good Luck Dim Sum
736 Clement St., San Franciso, (415) 386-3388

This bustling storefront bakery makes up in taste 
what it lacks in ambience. Designed primarily for 
take-out business, the narrow space is barely big 
enough to contain the hordes of mostly Chinese 
customers who knowingly call orders across the 
counter to crabby ladies briskly packing assorted 
delicacies into pink pastry boxes. If you can’t 
wait until you get home to dive into your 
dumplings, there are several tables in the back. 
Prices here are unbelievably cheap (ranging from 
$1 for three-piece servings of many items to a 
high of $1.70 for a lotus leaf filled with pork). 
These aren’t the most delicate dumplings you’ll 
ever savor, but you’ll definitely get good bang 
for your buck here. Try the Fun Kor (steamed 
rice paper-wrapped dumplings filled with pork, 
water chestnuts, and peanuts) or crispy steamed-
then-pan-fried Turnip Cake. 

  

Hang Ah Tea House
1 Hang Ah Alley (near Stockton and 
Sacramento), San Francisco, (415) 982-5686

Opened in 1920, this Chinatown stalwart claims 
to be the oldest Chinese restaurant in the city. To 
find it, climb the steep half block up Sacramento 
from Grant toward Stockton and duck into the 
alley next to the playground. Dingy, dark and a 
bit greasy all over, this is an unlikely place to 
discover unforgettable culinary delights. But 
alas, one bite into one of their airy buns filled 
with succulent, sweet, salty and tender 
barbecued pork and you’ll forget all about the 
low-ceilinged, slightly sticky decor. Despite the 
fact that this spot has been “discovered” by 
tourists in recent years, the quality remains high 
and the prices low.

 

Dol Ho
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808 Pacific Ave., San Francisco, (415) 392-2828

This true hole-in-the-wall with a reassuringly 
mostly Chinese clientele churns out a wide 
variety of tasty dim sum at extremely reasonable 
prices. The dumplings are meaty and fresh, even 
if the service can be a bit unfriendly. Try the 
Chive and Shrimp Dumplings—tender, sweet 
shrimp punctuated by brightly flavored chives 
inside a delicate rice noodle wrapper. Where 
many other superb dumpling houses have been 
overrun by swarms of tourists, Dol Ho somehow 
manages to maintain an aura of the “real” 
Chinatown.

 

 is a San Francisco-based 
freelance journalist and a seasoned book 
publishing industry professional. She is writing 
her first cookbook. 

Robin Donovan
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