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Legacy Business Registry Staff Report 
 

HEARING DATE MAY 8, 2017 
 
 

BRAINWASH, INC. 
 
 

Application No.:  LBR-2016-17-069 
Business Name:  BrainWash, Inc. 
Business Address:  1126 Folsom Street 
District:   District 6 
Applicant:   Jeffrey Zalles, President 
Nomination Date:  January 30, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Jane Kim 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
 
BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
BrainWash, Inc. is a combination laundromat, internet café, restaurant and entertainment venue in the South 
of Market neighborhood founded by Susan Schindler in 1989. Schindler had worked as a party planner and 
initially sought to open a nightclub but changed her mind after learning that the neighborhood lacked a 
laundromat. BrainWash offers over 30 high-tech washers and dryers, a 49-seat internet café and restaurant 
open daily until 2 a.m., electronic displays at the cafe indicating when clothes are ready, pinball machines, a 
juke box and live entertainment such as comedy, poetry readings and all-age music shows. Interior wall 
space is covered with art work by local artists to sell their work. A parklet allows customers to enjoy café 
beverages and food outside. 
 
BrainWash gives back to the community by serving as a gathering spot and venue for community meetings 
and by partnering with local government agencies to offer laundry services to homeless individuals at no 
charge. Through this partnership, City agencies provide homeless individuals with vouchers that can be 
redeemed at BrainWash for laundry services. The program was envisioned by Jeffry Zalles, the current 
owner of BrainWash. In addition to serving South of Market residents, BrainWash attracts customers from 
outside the neighborhood who enjoy the unique amenities or wish to attend an event onsite. Tourists are also 
drawn to the establishment, which has received a significant amount of national and international media 
attention over the years, including an article in Smithsonian Magazine, appearances in television shows on 
the Food Network and reviews of its café and restaurant by newspaper food critics. BrainWash is known for 
its stand-up comedy open mic, one of the oldest in the Bay Area. 
 
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years? 
 
No, the applicant has not operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years. 
 
1122 Folsom Street from 1989 to Present (28 years) 
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PER CRITERION 1: Has the business operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30 
years, had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, significantly contributed to the history 
or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, face a significant 
risk of displacement? 
 
Yes. BrainWash is currently at risk of closure or displacement. Ongoing construction of an adjacent six-story 
112-unit apartment building has resulted in declining business and revenues. The company is unlikely to 
sustain itself for much longer without assistance, and its lease expires in 2019 with negotiations for a new 
lease to begin soon. 
 
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community? 
 
Yes, the applicant has contributed to the South of Market neighborhood’s history and identity. 
 
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: 
 
• BrainWash is associated with tradition of serving as a neighborhood laundromat, café, restaurant and 

entertainment venue. It was one of the earliest documented business models of its kind. 
 
• BrainWash has contributed to the identity of the South of Market neighborhood by functioning as a 

neighborhood laundromat and combination café, restaurant, and entertainment venue. It was the first and 
only laundromat in the West SoMa neighborhood when it opened in 1989. It is unique in that it features 
high-tech washers and dryers, meals and beverages at its café, free internet Wi-Fi, and live 
entertainment programming, thus also promoting artistic and cultural expression in addition to providing a 
basic neighborhood service. 
 

• 1122-1126 Folsom Street is considered a “Category A Property,” indicating the presence of a historic 
resource. It is a contributor to the California Register-eligible Western SoMa Light Industrial and 
Residential Historic District. It was also identified on page 178 of the LGBTQ Historic Context Statement 
for its association with Clementina’s Baybrick Inn, a South of Market bar that welcomed lesbians of color. 
 

• The business has been cited in the following publications: 
 Smithsonian Magazine, 04/1997, “It all comes out in the wash,” by Chiori Santiago. 
 San Francisco Chronicle, 1/27/1990, “49 Reasons the City is Super,” by Pat Steger. 
 Time Out: London’s Weekly Guide, 10-13/1993, “Dispatches: San Francisco,” by Alix Sharkey. 
 America West Airlines Magazine, 3/1997, “A Clean Break,” by Wendy Neri. 
 Details: the music issue, 7/1993, “San Francisco: BrainWash.” 
 Arena: The British Magazine for Men, Summer/Autumn 1991, “A City on a Hill.” 
 Metropolitan Home, May 1990, “The Inside Track on Where to Eat, Stay, Play, and Shop: San 

Francisco.” 
 The Magazine of Design and Style, April 1990, “Wash N’ Nosh.” 
 Flipside, March/April 1991. 
 Prism Magazine, March 1990, “Brainwashed,” by M.M. 
 San Francisco Examiner, 12/11/1989, “South of Market laundry-case opens,” by Louis Trager. 
 San Jose Mercury News, June 28-July 4, 1991, “Rockin’ n’ washin’,” by David Plotnikoff. 
 San Francisco Focus, August 1991, Letter from the Editor: Recipes for Success,” by Mark K. 

Powelson. 
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 Food Arts, March 1990, “Spin Cycle Supper Club,” by Kelley Regan. 
 San Francisco Chronicle, 6/25/1990, “City Visions and a Laundromat,” by Pat Steger. 
 San Francisco Chronicle, 11/29/1989, “Bay City Beat,” by Herb Caen. 
 The Tribune, 3/24/1990, “The hip crowd comes clean at South-of-Market hot spot.” 
 San Francisco Focus, May 1997, “Bay Beat: BrainWash.” 
 San Francisco Examiner, 11/17/1992, “Sparky Takes off in ‘This Modern World,” by Tom Tomorrow 

and Bill Griffith. 
 Restaurants & Institutions, 8/8/1990, “Where It’s Funky.” 
 
BrainWash has also been featured in San Francisco Focus’ Best of the Bay Area: the Ultimate Insider’s 
Guide and Lonely Planet travel guides. 

 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
Yes, BrainWash is committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define its tradition as a 
neighborhood laundromat and combination café, restaurant and entertainment venue in the South of Market 
neighborhood. 
 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that BrainWash 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: 
• Laundry services. 
• Café function. 
• South of Market location 
• Entertainment function 
• Industrial interior design and signage 
• Company branding and logo 
• Juke box 
• Pinball machines 
• Practice of displaying artwork by local artists 
 
CORE PHYSICAL FEATURES OR TRADITIONS THAT DEFINE THE BUSINESS 
Following are the core physical features or traditions that define the business that would be required for 
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.  
• Laundromat and café. 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include BrainWash currently located 
at 1126 Folsom Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code 
Section 2A.242. 
 
 
Richard Kurylo, Manager 
Legacy Business Program 
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Small Business Commission 
Draft Resolution 

 
HEARING DATE MAY 8, 2017 

 
BRAINWASH, INC. 

 
LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 

 
 

Application No.:  LBR-2016-17-069 
Business Name:  BrainWash, Inc. 
Business Address:  1126 Folsom Street 
District:   District 6 
Applicant:   Jeffrey Zalles, President 
Nomination Date:  January 30, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Jane Kim 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
 
ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR 
BRAINWASH, INC. CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 1126 FOLSOM 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 in 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 May 8, 2017, the San Francisco Small Business 
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry application; therefore 
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes BrainWash, Inc. 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 BrainWash, Inc.: 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Laundry services. 
• Café function. 
• South of Market location 
• Entertainment function 
• Industrial interior design and signage 
• Company branding and logo 
• Juke box 
• Pinball machines 
• Practice of displaying artwork by local artists 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed 
core physical features or traditions to maintain BrainWash, Inc. on the Legacy Business Registry: 
• Laundromat and café. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on 
May 8, 2017. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
Regina Dick-Endrizzi 
Director 

 
 
 
RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 
 
Ayes –  
Nays –  
Abstained –  
Absent –  
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Application No.:  LBR-2016-17-069 
Business Name:   BrainWash, Inc. 
Business Address:   1126 Folsom Street 
District:   District 6 
Applicant:    Jeffrey Zalles, President 
Nomination Date:   January 30, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Jane Kim 
 
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?   Yes  X No 
 
1122 Folsom Street from 1989 to Present (28 years) 
 
PER CRITERION 1: Has the business operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less 
than 30 years, significantly contributed to the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or 
community and, if not included in the Registry, face a significant risk of displacement? 
 X Yes   No 
 
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: BrainWash is at risk of displacement or closing. Construction of a six-story, 112-unit 
apartment building directly adjacent has severely affected business. Revenues are down nearly 
20% and cashflow is negative. Without some form of assistance, BrainWash cannot sustain itself 
through what is likely to be a long construction period. In addition, the present lease expires in 
2019, and lease negotiations will begin prior to BrainWash’s 30th year of business. 
 
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: March 24, 2017 
 
 
Richard Kurylo 
Manager, Legacy Business Program 
 

Legacy  
Business  
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Application Review 
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BrainWash 
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. 

BrainWash opened in 1989 to much fanfare in the local media and in publications around the 
world. The combination of a coffee shop, a restaurant, an internet café, a laundromat and an 
entertainment venue was both new and different. 

If one were to summarize the history of BrainWash in one sentence, it would read something 
like this... BrainWash was an accident. 

It was a day in 1987, and Susan Schindler was searching for a location to house a nightclub she 
planned on opening in the South-of-Market neighborhood of San Francisco. As she describes it: 

“I was having a beer with the guy named Don who owned a store called the Balloon 
Lady on Howard Street between 8th and 9th. He - and the store - are no longer with us. 
Don had invited me for a beer at a building on 9th and Howard which housed a bar 
which the locals called 'lipps' because it had a big neon sign that spelled 'Phillips' but the 
'Phil' had burned out years ago, and all that was still lit on the old sign was 'lipps'. The 
building has since become the nightclub AsiaSF. Don wanted me to consider taking over 
the building for my intended nightclub location. It was a derelict bar, and he wanted to 
improve the neighborhood near his store. 

“In the course of conversation, out of the blue, Don said, ‘You know I love this space, 
but every time I look at that wall (it was the southern wall behind the bar), all I ever see 
is a line of washers and dryers.’ 

“‘Why?’ I asked, in response to what could only be considered a bizarre comment at 
best. 

“He replied, ‘Because there is no laundromat south of Market, and people are always 
coming into the store asking where they can go to wash their clothes.’ 

“‘Are you kidding?’ I asked. ‘There's no laundromat South of Market? Where do you 
send them?’ 



“He shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘I don't know - sometimes the Mission, sometimes 
the Tenderloin. Depends.’ 

“That was my ‘Ahaa!’ moment.” 

With a revised plan, Susan continued her search and eventually found the building on Folsom 
Street that would house the most unique laundromat on Earth — Café Laundré. 

BrainWash was an accident — Part 2 

It's been said that BrainWash got its name because it just happened to be located across the 
street from the building where Patty Hearst had been held captive in the 1970s. Don't believe 
everything you hear. As Susan tells it: 

“I was at my kitchen table reading the Sunday paper and looking at coupons (the only 
thing that would make it more Jewish is if I had been eating a bagel). I saw a coupon for 
Tide and suddenly, the letters of the word “Tide” on the cover of the box on the coupon 
swirled around and made the word 'Brainwash.' And no, I was NOT hung over or stoned. 
I phoned a few friends and they were unanimous in their preference for BrainWash over 
Café Laundré.” 

Looking for a new adventure, Susan sold her creation to Jeffrey Zalles in 1999. 

BrainWash is at risk of displacement or closing. Construction of a six-story, 112-unit apartment 
building directly adjacent has severely affected business. Revenues are down nearly 20% and 
cashflow is negative. Without some form of assistance, BrainWash cannot sustain itself through 
what is likely to be a long construction period. In addition, the present lease expires in 2019, 
and lease negotiations will begin prior to BrainWash’s 30th year of business. 

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

BrainWash has not ceased operation in San Francisco since its opening. 

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

BrainWash is not a family-owned business. 

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

The original owner of the business was Susan Schindler. Jeffrey Zalles purchased the business in 
1999 and remains the current owner. 



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. 

Included in the Legacy Business Registry application are magazine articles written about 
BrainWash at the time of its opening in 1989. 

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. 

None known. 

CRITERION 2 

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

BrainWash employs 17 people, most of whom are minorities and residents of San Francisco. It 
provides laundry facilities to its neighbors and those who travel from other areas because they 
enjoy getting their clothes clean in such a unique and fun environment. Thanks to many travel 
publications, BrainWash is a destination for tourists from around the globe. On top of all that, 
BrainWash hosts the longest running live stand-up comedy open mic in the Bay Area. Over the 
years, many successful comedians have dropped in on BrainWash's open mic events — 
performers such as Paul Mooney, Hannibal Buress, Faizon Love and the late Robin Williams. 
Some of today's favorite comedians got their starts at BrainWash, including Ali Wong, Louis 
Katz, Mo Mandel, Sheng Wang, Brent Weinbach and Al Madrigal, the "Senior Latino 
Correspondent" on the Daily Show. BrainWash is a regular stop for scores of comics who aspire 
to follow in their footsteps. 

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

BrainWash has been used as a backdrop for numerous films, documentaries and commercials, 
including three separate Food Network programs and the movie “Contagion.” It hosts the 
longest running stand-up comedy open mic in the Bay Area Mondays-Fridays. It is often used as 
a meeting place for community gatherings and business meetings. Founders of some of the 
most prominent businesses in the tech world, including Uber and Airbnb, could be seen 
regularly at BrainWash sitting with their laptops for hours developing their concepts. 

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



In 1997, BrainWash became the only laundromat to be featured in Smithsonian Magazine. In 
2004, Yahoo! awarded BrainWash with the distinction of being the “most unusual internet 
café” in the world. A glowing review in the San Francisco Chronicle described BrainWash as “a 
multi-tasker's Shangri-La.” In another Chronicle article, Pat Steger included BrainWash in her list 
of “49 Reasons the City is Super.” BrainWash has been featured in print ads and commercials, 
and has appeared on three separate Food Network programs. In the movie "Contagion," Jude 
Law can be seen doing his laundry at BrainWash. 

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

Many comedians, including the late Robin Williams, but no historic person I am aware of. 
Comedians Ali Wong, Louis Katz, Mo Mandel, Sheng Wang, Brent Weinbach and Al Madrigal, 
the "Senior Latino Correspondent" on the Daily Show, have all performed at BrainWash. Jude 
Law can be seen doing his laundry at BrainWash in the movie “Contagion.” 

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

BrainWash is proud of the work it does with local charities. Several years ago, owner Jeffrey 
Zalles was approached by a representative of one of the many agencies that work with the 
city's homeless population. She lamented that getting her clients to clean their clothes was a 
challenge. At the time, their policy was to provide money to be used at a local laundromat. 
However, as one might expect, too often that money ended up somewhere else. Jeff came up 
with the idea of a program whereby clients would be issued vouchers that could be redeemed 
at BrainWash. Rather than give them money, BrainWash staff would take their vouchers and 
start the machines for them. The program has been very successful and currently serves eight 
different agencies and hundreds of their grateful clients. 

In addition, the art wall at BrainWash provides local artists an opportunity to display and sell 
their wares at no cost. 

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

BrainWash serves the West SOMA community of residents and workers, providing food, 
entertainment, laundry and dry-cleaning services, and a place to “hang out.” Patrons range 
from high-tech workers to singles to neighborhood families. In addition, in cooperation with 
local agencies, the business provides laundry services to those who suffer from poverty and 
hard times. 

The construction of the first Parklet on Folsom Street has made BrainWash a gathering place for 
neighbors. 

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



No. 

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

BrainWash has been an important item on the list of things that make our city so unique. It is a 
destination for tourists who leave with a positive feeling for the business and the City that hosts 
it. At the neighborhood level, the loss of BrainWash would be a major blow to the people who 
either enjoy its ambiance or depend on it for essential services. The charitable agencies and 
their clients we serve would no longer be able to get the laundry services the badly need.  

CRITERION 3 

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

One could describe BrainWash as the quintessential neighborhood business. It is a coffee shop, 
a restaurant, a laundromat and an entertainment venue. With plenty of outdoor seating thanks 
to the first Parklet on Folsom Street, it’s an oasis for neighbors wishing to enjoy food and drink 
while soaking up the fresh air and sunshine. It’s a place to go that can make the everyday chore 
of doing laundry a pleasant experience. Add to that the synergy that exists between BrainWash 
staff and its customers and you have a business that fills many needs as a community anchor. 

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) 

BrainWash is essentially the same that it was when it first opened in 1989. The only change 
being its gradual evolution as a comedy venue and periodic changes to its menu. BrainWash is 
committed to maintaining its tradition of being a laundromat and café.  

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.). 

The industrial interior design and signage remains unchanged. BrainWash branding and special 
logos can be spotted everywhere, both inside and out. 

d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30years; 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. 
 
The Legacy Business Registry application includes numerous pictures of BrainWash beginning at 
its opening in 1989. 
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Legacy Business Registry Case Report 

HEARING DATE: APRIL 19, 2017 
Filing Date: March 24, 2017 
Case No.: 2017-003782LBR 
Business Name: BrainWash, Inc.  
Business Address: 1126 Folsom Street   
Zoning: NCT (Folsom Street Neighborhood Commercial Transit)/ 
 65-X Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 3730/014 
Applicant:  Jeffrey Zalles, President 

1126 Folsom Street 
San Francisco, CA 94103 

Nominated By: Supervisor Jane Kim, District 6 
Staff Contact: Desiree Smith - (415) 575-9093 

desiree.smith@sfgov.org 
Reviewed By: Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822 

tim.frye @sfgov.org 
  
BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
BrainWash, Inc. is a combination laundromat, internet café, restaurant, and entertainment venue founded 
by Susan Schindler in 1989 and located on Folsom Street between Rausch and Langton Streets in the 
South of Market. Schindler had worked as a party planner and initially sought to open a nightclub in the 
South of Market. She changed her mind after learning that the neighborhood lacked a laundromat. With 
the goal of making chores more fun, she opened BrainWash, the only laundromat in the neighborhood 
when it opened its doors in 1989. Nearly three decades old, it continues to offer over 30 high-tech 
washers and dryers, a 49-seat internet café and restaurant open daily until 2 a.m., electronic displays at 
the cafe indicating when clothes are ready, pinball machines, and a juke box, as well as live entertainment 
such as comedy standup, poetry readings, and all-age music shows.  
 
The combination laundromat and café features large windows, concrete floors, and high, beamed ceilings. 
Its industrial interior design, signage and logos with company branding, and a tilted diagonal glass-and-
metal wall separating the approximately 30 computerized washing machines from the café contribute to 
its “post-punk” aesthetic. Interior wall space is covered with art work by local artists to sell their work, 
signs on its all-gender restrooms read, “Readers,” and “Writers,” and a parklet on exterior allows 
customers to enjoy café beverages and food outside.  
 
BrainWash gives back to the community by serving as a gathering spot and venue for community 
meetings, and by partnering with local government agencies to offer laundry services to homeless 
individuals at no charge. Through this partnership, City agencies provide homeless individuals with 
vouchers that can be redeemed at BrainWash for laundry services. The program was envisioned by Jeffry 
Zalles, the current owner of BrainWash. In addition to serving South of Market residents, BrainWash 
attracts customers from outside the neighborhood who enjoy the unique amenities or wish to attend an 
event onsite. Tourists are also drawn to the establishment, which has received a significant amount of 



Legacy Business Registry 
April 19, 2017 Hearing  

 2 

Case Number 2017-003782LBR; 2017-003872LBR; 2017-003808LBR; 2017-
003825LBR; 2017-003815LBR  

BrainWash, Inc.; Cal’s Automotive Center; Chinese Historical Society 
of America; Gino and Carlo, Inc.; Noriega Produce  

national and international media attention over the years, including an article in Smithsonian Magazine, 
appearances in television shows on the Food Network, and reviews of its café and restaurant offerings by 
newspaper food critics. BrainWash is known for its stand-up comedy open mic, one of the oldest in the 
Bay Area; well-known comedians whose careers started at BrainWash include Ali Wong, Louis Katz, Mo 
Mandel, Sheng Wang, Brent Weinbach, and Al Madrigal, the “Senior Latino Correspondent” on the Daily 
Show. Other famous comedians such as Paul Mooney, Hannibal Burress, Faizon Love, and the late Robin 
Williams have also performed at BrainWash. 
 
BrainWash is currently at risk of closure or displacement. Ongoing construction of an adjacent six-story 
112-unit apartment building has resulted in declining business and revenues. The company is unlikely to 
sustain itself for much longer without assistance and it lease expires in 2019 with negotiations for a new 
lease to begin soon. 
 
 
STAFF ANALYSIS 
Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

1989. 

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

Yes, BrainWash qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of the 
eligibility Criteria: 

i. BrainWash has operated for 28 years, has made significant contributions to the 
neighborhood, and is at significant risk of displacement. 

ii. BrainWash has contributed to the identity of the West South of Market (SoMa) 
neighborhood by functioning as a neighborhood laundromat and combination café, 
restaurant, and entertainment venue. It was the first and only laundromat in the West 
SoMa neighborhood when it opened in 1989. It is unique in that it features high-tech 
washers and dryers, meals and beverages at its café, free internet Wi-Fi, and live 
entertainment programming, thus also promoting artistic and cultural expression in 
addition to providing a basic neighborhood service. 

iii. BrainWash is committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
its tradition as a neighborhood laundromat and combination café, restaurant, and 
entertainment venue in West South of Market. 

While BrainWash has been in operation less than 30 years (eligibility Criterion I), it is currently at 
risk of closure or displacement. Ongoing construction of an adjacent six-story 112-unit apartment 
building has led to declining business and revenue. BrainWash is unlikely to sustain itself for 
much longer without assistance. The present lease will expire in 2019 and the business is looking 
to start negotiations on its new lease soon.  
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3. Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition? 

The business is associated with tradition of serving as a neighborhood laundromat, café, 
restaurant, and entertainment venue. It was one of the earliest documented business models of its 
kind.  

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

1122-1126 Folsom Street is considered a “Category A Property,” indicating the presence of a 
historic resource. It is a contributor to the California Register-eligible Western SoMa Light 
Industrial and Residential Historic District. It was also identified on page 178 of the LGBTQ 
Historic Context Statement for its association with Clementina’s Baybrick Inn, a South of Market 
bar that welcomed lesbians of color.  

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

No. However, it has been identified as a contributor to a potential historic district: the California 
Register-eligible Western SoMa Light Industrial and Residential Historic District 

6. Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?   

Yes. The business is noted on page 178 of the LGBTQ Historic Context Statement for its association 
with Clementina’s Baybrick Inn, which welcomed lesbians of color. 

7. Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.? 

Yes. BrainWash has been cited in numerous publications including, but not limited to:  

Smithsonian Magazine, 04/1997, “It all comes out in the wash,” by Chiori Santiago; San Francisco 
Chronicle, 1/27/1990, “49 Reasons the City is Super,” by Pat Steger; Time Out: London’s Weekly 
Guide, 10-13/1993, “Dispatches: San Francisco,” by Alix Sharkey; America West Airlines 
Magazine, 3/1997, “A Clean Break,” by Wendy Neri; Details: the music issue, 7/1993, “San 
Francisco: BrainWash”; Arena: The British Magazine for Men, Summer/Autumn 1991, “A City on 
a Hill”; Metropolitan Home, May 1990, “The Inside Track on Where to Eat, Stay, Play, and Shop: 
San Francisco”; The Magazine of Design and Style, April 1990, “Wash N’ Nosh”; Flipside, 
March/April 1991; Prism Magazine, March 1990, “Brainwashed,” by M.M.; San Francisco 
Examiner, 12/11/1989, “South of Market laundry-case opens,” by Louis Trager; San Jose Mercury 
News, June 28-July 4, 1991, “Rockin’ n’ washin’,” by David Plotnikoff; San Francisco Focus, 
August 1991, Letter from the Editor: Recipes for Success,” by Mark K. Powelson; Food Arts, 
March 1990, “Spin Cycle Supper Club,” by Kelley Regan; San Francisco Chronicle, 6/25/1990, 
“City Visions and a Laundromat,”  by Pat Steger; San Francisco Chronicle, 11/29/1989, “Bay City 
Beat,” by Herb Caen; The Tribune, 3/24/1990, “The hip crowd comes clean at South-of-Market hot 
spot”; San Francisco Focus, May 1997, “Bay Beat: BrainWash”; San Francisco Examiner, 
11/17/1992, “Sparky Takes off in ‘This Modern World,” by Tom Tomorrow and Bill Griffith; 
Restaurants & Institutions, 8/8/1990, “Where It’s Funky.” BrainWash has also been featured in 
San Francisco Focus’ Best of the Bay Area: the Ultimate Insider’s Guide and Lonely Planet travel 
guides.  
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Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 
• 1126 Folsom Street   
 
Recommended by Applicant 
• Laundry services 
• Café function 

 
Additional Recommended by Staff 
• South of Market location 
• Entertainment function 
• Industrial interior design and signage 
• Company branding and logo 
• Juke box 
• Pinball machines 
• Practice of displaying artwork by local artists 

 



 

www.sfplanning.org 

 

 

 
 

Historic Preservation Commission 
Draft Resolution 
HEARING DATE APRIL 19, 2017 

 
Filing Date: March 24, 2017 
Case No.: 2017-003782LBR 
Business Name: BrainWash, Inc.  
Business Address: 1126 Folsom Street   
Zoning: NCT (Folsom Street Neighborhood Commercial Transit)/ 
 65-X Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 3730/014 
Applicant:  Jeffrey Zalles, President 

1126 Folsom Street 
San Francisco, CA 94103 

Nominated By: Supervisor Jane Kim, District 6 
Staff Contact: Desiree Smith - (415) 575-9093 

desiree.smith@sfgov.org 
Reviewed By: Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822 

tim.frye @sfgov.org 
 

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION 
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR BRAINWASH, INC., 
CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 1126 FOLSOM (BLOCK/LOT 3730/014).   
 
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 20 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years, and is at significant risk of displacement; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the identity of San Francisco’s West South of Market 
neighborhood; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that 
define the business; and 
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WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on April 19, 2017, the Historic Preservation 
Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry nomination. 

 
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that 
BrainWash, Inc. qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 
2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated for 20 or more years, has continued to contribute to the community, and is 
at significant risk of displacement. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends 
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for BrainWash, Inc.: 
 
Location (if applicable) 

• 1126 Folsom Street 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

• Laundry services 
• Café function 
• South of Market location 
• Entertainment function 
• Industrial interior design and signage 
• Company branding and logo 
• Juke box 
• Pinball machines 
• Practice of displaying artwork by local artists 

 
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). 
 
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 2017-
003782LBR to the Office of Small Business.  
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Historic Preservation Commission 
on April 19, 2017. 

 

Jonas P. Ionin 

Commission Secretary 

AYES:    
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NOES:   
 
ABSENT 
 
ADOPTED:  


