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ANNIVERSARY

The phone is ringing off the hook.
“Hello, Sw-a-a-a-n,” says Steve Sancimino, exaggerating the 

words in his best British accent as he repeatedly answers 
calls in the back of Swan Oyster Depot.

At the counter, his younger brother, Tommy, is slicing  
smoked salmon so thin you could read a newspaper 
through it.

“Hey, hey! You, you! Get off of my cloud,” he sings as Mick 
Jagger’s voice blares out of a boom box overhead.

Competing with the cacophony, customers can also hear 
crab shells cracking at this small Nob Hill shop on Polk Street.

The show behind the counter is one reason this place is 
one of the most popular seafood shops in the Bay Area.

While other restaurants have come and gone, Swan’s 
been in business for a hundred years. It’s in elite company. 
Only six other century-old restaurants in San Francisco 
remain in business today — Tadich Grill, The Old Clam House, 
the Cliff House, Schroeder’s Restaurant, Fior d’Italia and 
John’s Grill.

In 1912, the year Swan opened, the Bay to Breakers race 
burst onto the San Francisco scene, William Howard Taft was 
president and the Titanic sunk.

Celebrating 
100 Years 
of Fresh
Sancimino family  
continues tradition at  
Swan Oyster Depot
By Ashley Goldsmith • Photographs by Noël Hamlin

Seafood on display in the front window.

Sliced Ahi tuna with capers.

A dozen mixed oysters.
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 That year, the Lausten brothers, immi-
grants from Denmark, opened Swan 
Oyster Depot at its current location. 

The hole -in-the-wall delivery-service-
turned-restaurant has packed customers 
in like sardines ever since.

Nine years earlier, the Laustens’ Cable 
Oyster shop delivered fresh fish from a 
horse-drawn cart throughout Nob Hill. 
They were forced to suspend their business 
when the neighborhood was dynamited to 
prevent the spread of fire caused by the 1906 
earthquake.

In the days following the disaster, the 
Lausten brothers purchased flour and water  
to give away to earthquake refugees in 
Golden Gate Park. A sign at their stand 
read, “Free flour and water from Swan  
Oyster Depot. Remember us.”

They did. To this day, people line up down 
the block all day long to get a seat.

swan oyster depot was named after the 
national bird of Denmark. Sal Sancimino 
kept the name when he bought the business 
in 1946, despite his Italian heritage.

“There was simply no reason to change the 
name,” says Sal’s son, Steve, 61. “Even when 
my dad bought the place in 1946, it was still 
a really well-known restaurant and had a 
following then. So he thought it’d be crazy 
to change the name just because he was the 
new owner.”

In the ’60s, when their father was still  
running things, Steve and Vince attended 
City College. They enrolled in courses to 
avoid being drafted into the Vietnam War.

A few semesters turned into a bachelor’s 
degree in history at San Francisco State 
University for Steve and a law degree from 

UC Berkeley for Vince. By the time Steve 
graduated, he had a wife and kids, so he 
began working in the shop to help his aging 
father. Vince practiced law for 15 years 
before returning to the family business.

While peeling and chopping hard-boiled 
eggs for Louie sauce, Vince, 62, nods his 
head toward a black and white photo on the 
wall next to him.

“The guys in the picture hanging over there, 
the original owners, were getting a little old 
and decrepit, like I’m feeling now,” he says.

“So my dad and a few of his cousins bought 
the place and ran it until they started feeling 
that way too. Then my brothers and I started 
working here around 1974. And now it’s ours.”

on a recent friday morning, the first 
customers trickle in. A middle-aged woman 
dressed in a pink polo shirt with a sweater 
around her shoulders announces, “We’re 
visiting from Los Gatos. It’s my husband’s 
birthday and he won’t eat crab Louie 
anywhere else.”

A woman visiting from Austin wrote on 
Yelp: “We went at noon and of course there 
was a line … We waited for 40 minutes, 
but it was worth the wait! Just don’t come 
hungry.

“The only thing I don’t like about this place 
is that they don’t take credit cards and that 
surprised us considering that seafood is 
never cheap.”

Below Swan’s bright blue awning, which 
protrudes over the sidewalk, the storefront 
window showcases the day’s fresh offerings.

To keep the seafood cold, one of the four 
Sancimino brothers pack crushed ice into the 
window display with a plastic snow shovel.

At Swan, family members run the place 
from the dishwasher to the delivery truck.

Behind the counter four of the six 
Sancimino brothers slice sourdough, shuck 
oysters and seal the day’s takeout orders 
with butcher tape bearing the blue and 
white Swan logo.

The Sancimino brothers — Vince, Steve, 
Jimmy and Tommy — are all of average 
height. Some have a full head of hair, some 
don’t. They wear white butcher aprons over 

The original owners, the Lausten brothers, in November 1934. Cans of cocktail sauce line the wall.

Vince Sancimino (front) cuts salmon into  
perfectly portioned fillets.

‘Every time I come to  
San Francisco, even if  
I’m eating on camera  
like every 10 minutes,  
I try to find a moment  
to sneakin here and  
shove food in my face.’

– Anthony Bourdain, 
food critic
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polo shirts and blue jeans, though Jimmy 
prefers shorts. No nametags or printed logos.
The focus is on the product. 

A marble countertop — the only seating 
area — stretches the length of the narrow 
restaurant and is crowded with bowls of 
lemon wedges, homemade horseradish and 
oyster crackers. The 18-seat counter is lined 
with small and rickety wooden bar stools.

Giants and 49ers memorabilia share the 
walls with vintage photos of San Francisco 
and poster-sized charts that showcase 
varieties of shrimp, crab and fish from 
around the world.

While pandemonium reigns below, a 
British World War II propaganda poster 
above the counter shouts: “Keep Calm 
And Carry On.”

Above the old-fashioned cash register 
Swan’s hand-painted menu is nailed to 
the wall: smoked fish, raw oysters, bowls 
of Boston clam chowder, Louie salads, 
seafood cocktail and fresh cracked crab.

every morning at 6:30 a.m. a truck 
delivers East Coast oysters and special 
request items like Ahi tuna and scallops.

By 7, one of the brothers drives down to 
Fisherman’s Wharf for oysters, Dungeness 
crab and local sole.

Only a few dishes are actually cooked at 
Swan. Patrons can order cooked crab, chow-
der and shrimp. And that’s it. The rest of the 
items on the menu are served raw — oysters, 
clams and sometimes sea urchin.

There’s no chef at Swan. Some shuck 
oysters faster than others. Some slice 
smoked salmon thinner than the rest.

For a century now, Swan has delivered 
fresh fish to neighborhood customers. 
Closed on Sundays, they’re open for take- 
out from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Ever since chef-author-TV personality 
Anthony Bourdain endorsed Swan in 
January on “The Layover,” his culinary- 
cultural-adventure program, business 
has skyrocketed.

“Swan Oyster Depot is both a local land-
mark and a personal one,” Bourdain 
told his audience.

“(It’s) really like a station of the cross for 
me. Every time I come to San Francisco, 
even if I’m eating on camera like every 10 
minutes, I try to find a moment to sneak in 
here and shove food in my face. In a lot of 
ways, for me, it’s the perfect restaurant …  
this is one of my favorite places to eat in 
America.”

When the show aired, telling people to 
come early for a seat, crowds started arriving 
as early as 6:30 a.m. Busy enough already, the 
Sancimino brothers decided to turn people 
away in order to get their deliveries done.

“I mean, we don’t even open until 8 o’clock 
anyway,” says Steve while thumbing through 
a pile of invoices.

As a result, Swan has postponed opening 
counter service from 8 a.m. until 10:30 a.m.

late one afternoon, Jimmy snips open  
a spiny sea urchin with scissors to reveal its 
silky roe to customers who want a taste of 

“what Bourdain ate.”
Bourdain has eaten at Swan so many 

times that he knows all of the available 
off-the-menu items.

He educated his viewers about crab butter 
and raved about sea urchin — both special 
request items at Swan.

Regular patrons, like Bourdain, have 
developed long-lasting relationships with 
the Sanciminos.

“A lot of our customers have standing 
orders that they don’t even call in,” says Erik 
Wideman, 28, a Swan employee.

“Some people like eating Petrale sole every 
Tuesday night or salmon every Friday night 
and so we’ll package that up and deliver it to 
them every week.”

‘We run our store the way 
they did it 100 years ago, 
way before my dad took 
over and we just never 
changed anything. I think 
that’s probably part of 
what makes it work.’

– Tommy Sancimino

One of the Sancimino brothers cuts into a spiny sea urchin, one of Swan’s off-the-menu options.
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They even deliver meals to longtime 
customers who can’t quite balance on a 
counter stool the way they used to.

All deliveries reach their destinations 
via “The Clam” and “Mr. Squid” — two red 
pick-up trucks decorated with the Swan 
logo that often can be seen parked outside 
of the restaurant.

jimmy, 54, motions toward a balding man 
in suspenders, with thick bifocal lenses.

 “That guy over there is Jerry,” he says. 
“He retired recently and comes by in the 
morning for a crab Louie salad after running 
errands. I guess he doesn’t really like to have 
pancakes for breakfast.”

Jerry isn’t the only one who cozies up to 
the counter for a seafood breakfast.

Many regulars — who range from cabbies 
to cops and nurses to doctors — like to finish 
their night shifts with pints of beer and 
Louie salads. It just so happens that their 
shifts end by 10 a.m., a time of day when 
most people are enjoying bacon and eggs.

Nothing has changed about this neighbor-
hood shop in the last century.

“We run our store the way they did it 100 
years ago, way before my dad took over and 

we just never changed anything. I think 
that’s probably part of what makes it work. 
People like it that way,” says Tommy, 52.

“Swan is a great old-school San Francisco 
place. Family owned and run,” says John Law, 
special projects manager at Laughing Squid 
and a frequent early morning customer. 

“It’s always the same guys behind the 
counter and they all seem to really enjoy 
their jobs.”

Jimmy thinks it would be bad luck to 
throw a party for Swan’s 100th anniversary. 
He worries about jinxing the business, but 
his older brother Steve disagrees.

“We haven’t set a date for our celebration 
since we don’t know the exact day in 1912 
that the store opened,” Steve says. “So we’ll 
probably have a small celebration with 
family about halfway through the year and 
say a little prayer to the next century of Swan.”

repeat patrons receive a warm greeting, 
usually by name, anytime they drop in.

“It’s my neighborhood seafood joint and 
I eat there regularly to this day,” says Heather 
Hal, a Swan regular and local food blogger.

The seafood is impeccably fresh, simply 
prepared and served in its best condition, 
she says.

“Everyone waits in line — no exceptions … 
Going there is like going home. I hope they 
continue on for another 100 years, or at least 
until I am too aged to sit at the counter.”

It’s just about noon and the counter space 
has filled up with locals, tourists and regu-
lars. A line of anxious patrons starts snaking 
down Polk Street. Everyone waits patiently 
for their turn to feast.

A passerby stops mid-stride and peers in 
the window at the display of fresh seafood. 
He looks down at his brown box of prepared 
lunch from Whole Foods and then back 
again at the spread of plump Dungeness crab, 
glistening fresh fish and rosy, bite-sized bay 
shrimp, confirming he may have made the 
wrong decision for lunch today.

Email Ashley Goldsmith 
ashgoldsmith@gmail.com

A recent Wednesday morning just before noon, the counter is full and a line has formed out the door. 
Behind the counter: Vince Croon (front), and Brian Dwyer, boyfriend of a Sancimino daughter.
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