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* \When the Restaurant Meets the Road:

‘Monsieur Benjamin
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As | was driving down Gough Street, the bright red neon fox of the
upscale bistro known as Monsieur Benjamin beckoned... until one
day | succumbed to the siren call of floor-to-ceiling glass, marble
countertops, and light bulbs dangling from thick black cords. At
night, Monsieur Benjamin glows with a warm festiveness that en-
tices commuters lumbering by the cozy charms of the inviting and
highly visible interior.

The storefront is almost perfectly clear, held in place by a slim
black frame of steel that disappears into the surrounding night,
silhouetting the interior of the restaurant. Streetfront banquettes
of dark red leather line the Gough side, with a back support fash-
ioned from a single piece of heavy, rough timber, held far enough
away from the glass to ensure privacy and warmth for the chatting
couple cozied up for a late-night bite and craft cocktail. Materials
amble from inside to outside with an ease of detailing that con-
flates the two. A dark brick plinth secures the base, while the sand-
blasted glass awning floats above, fusing sidewalk and interior as
one.

The restaurant is located in the ground floor retail of 300 Grove
Street, one of the many new housing complexes populating Hayes
Valley. The Market and Octavia Neighborhood Plan, developed
by the San Francisco Planning Department, has strict guidelines
requiring retail spaces along main corridors, with the intent of
promoting a lively street life, with commerce and activity day and

night. This has been more and less successful, depending on the
quality of project, but here, the base building by David Baker Ar-
chitects did much to set the proper stage for Aidlin Darling De-
sign’s award-winning interior.

The design of the actual storefront is also regulated by city plan-
ning: the “Standards for Storefront Transparency” are meant to
ensure visibility and percentage of glass, as well as quality of mate-
rials. And Monsieur Benjamin gets it right: the storefront windows
come straight to the sidewalk, allowing for them to slide complete-
ly out of the way when the weather is warm and the wind is still.

(However, it is all too easy to miss the mark instead. Just look at
Avalon Hayes Valley on the corner of Oak and Octavia, or the one
directly across the street. Or even the famed 8 Octavia designed
by Stanley Saitowitz | Natoma Architects. Just use a dark glass that
is difficult to see through and no one is curious to know more. Set
the windows flush against the wall with little indentation, add a
touch of mirror reflectivity, and people will walk right past without
hesitation. Make the entry challenging to find and without signifi-
cation highlight, or worse yet, leave the space to leftovers, too
narrow for significant use on the least desirable corner, and the
opportunity is quickly lost. 55 Page Street was built in 2007 and
there are still vacancy signs even in this extremely popular neigh-
borhood. Why?)



Monsieur Benjamin is set on the corner of Gough and lvy; while
Gough is too busy, vy is perhaps too quiet, one of the quaint al-
leys that adds much to the unique character of the neighborhood.
Envisioning a lively café, David Baker Architects turned this liability
into an asset by developing a rich landscape along the alley, cre-
ating a desirable spot for sidewalk eating. Bright orange chairs liv-
en up the lunchtime scene, emulating the sidewalk cafés of Paris.
Planters break down the scale, and trees provide shade and lessen
noise levels.

(The Market Octavia Living Alleys Program was created by the San
Francisco Planning Commission specifically to encourage this kind
of greening and development of pedestrian spaces in alleys. In-
centives were provided for developers to improve the experience
of these smaller-scale streets and mitigate the increase in density
to the area. This includes green space, but also murals, lighting,
and traffic-calming efforts.)

As | settle into one of the stools along the long bar encircling the
visible activity of the kitchen, | take a sip of my tasty cocktail. Gin
and rosemary? | forget. The night is raining hard. | meet my friend,

Allfphotos by Matthew Mallman, coutesy of Monsieur Benjamin.

having made a reservation several weeks in advance. (Yes, it is just
that popular!) The french fries are quite delicious, as are the mus-
sels; best of all, my curiosity is now fully satiated. This 90-seat café
will always have a spot for me (and | for it), no matter what the
weather.
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