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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
Cliff’s Variety is a neighborhood hardware and variety store serving the Castro District since 1936. Founded 
by Hilario DeBaca, a former merchant and school teacher from New Mexico, the business was originally run 
solely by Hilario with help from his granddaughter, Lorraine, after school. The store was named after Hilario’s 
youngest son, Clifford, but it was Hilario’s oldest son, Ernie, who joined the business and eventually assumed 
ownership. 
 
Ernie had previously operated his own repair shop in the Tenderloin during the 1930s. After suffering from a 
bad accident that forced him to close his shop in the Tenderloin, he began to work for his father, bringing his 
superior repair skills to the variety store where he carried out electronic, lock, clock, electrical, plumbing and 
mechanical repairs. Ernie also designed several space-saving machines that came to characterize the store. 
These included a ribbon machine, two button machines and rolling ladders. Ernie started the store’s tradition 
of creating elaborate window displays, especially during holidays like Halloween, and was responsible for 
launching the first Halloween street party on Castro Street. The event was family-focused and centered on a 
children’s costume contest from the 1950s through the 1970s until adult Halloween parties took over. 
 
The store has offered hardware, home goods, fabrics, candy, and other everyday items for neighborhood 
residents for over 80 years. Its offerings range from home improvement, to textiles and toys, to art and 
cooking supplies. It is the Castro’s longest-running retailer and has long been known as the place to go for 
repairs and knowledgeable advice on decorating, costuming, cooking, sewing, and entertaining. 
 
Cliff’s Variety greatly expanded from the 1970s to the 1990s, changing locations several times and modifying 
inventory to reflect changing tastes and needs of the neighborhood over the years. Now operated by fourth 
generation family member Terry Asten Bennett, the business serves over 700 people daily and helps attracts 
foot traffic to surrounding businesses. The business gives to neighborhood schools such as the Harvey Milk 
Civil Rights Academy and to nonprofits like AIDS LifeCycle. 
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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, the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco 
operations exceeding two years: 
 
545 Castro Street from 1936 to 1942 (6 years) 
515 Castro Street from 1942 to 1960 (18 years) 
495 Castro Street from 1960 to 1971 (11 years) 
479 Castro Street from 1971 to Present (46 years) 
 
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 Castro 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: 
 
• Cliff’s Variety is associated with the tradition of operating small neighborhood-serving variety and 

hardware stores with knowledgeable and helpful staff. 
 
• Cliff’s Variety has contributed to the history and identity of the Castro by serving as a neighborhood 

hardware and variety shop, and a reliable source of repair assistance and homeware advice, since 1936. 
 
• The property has not been evaluated for historical or architectural significance on its own, however it is 

located within the California Register-eligible Castro Street Historic District and formerly housed the 
original Castro Theater. 

 
• Cliff’s Variety is mentioned in the LGBTQ Historic Context Statement which references how “run-down 

Victorians were restored by new residents who shopped for paint, hammers, and other tools and supplies 
at Cliff’s Variety Store” in the 1970s (p. 170). 
 

• The business has been cited in the following publications: 
 Armistead Maupin’s Tales of The City. 
 San Francisco Chronicle, 2/13/2015, “Hardware stores hammer out creative Valentine’s Day 

displays,” by Steve Rubenstein. 
 Hoodline, 5/28/2016, “80 Years and counting: Castro’s Cliff’s Variety Recognized as Best Small 

Business in California,” by Shane Downing. 
 Hardware Retailing, 9/8/2017, “Diverse San Francisco Retailers Collaborate on Training,” by Renee 

Changnon. 
 Hoodline, 3/28/2017, “Neighborhood Shops See Poster Board, Art Supply Sales Soar In the Time of 

Trump,” by Shane Downing. 
 SF Gate, 6/11/2011, “Cliff’s Variety Store – 75 and going strong,” by Sarah Adler. 

 
• Cliff’s Variety has also been the recipient of numerous awards and accolades, including: 

 2009 Best Small Business Owner, 25 or More Employees, San Francisco Small Business Network. 
 2014 Small Business of the Year, Council of District Merchants. 
 2016 Best Small Business in California award, California State Legislature. 
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 2015 Certificate of Honor, San Francisco Mayor Ed Lee. 
 2015 Certificate of Honor, City and County of San Francisco Office of the Assessor-Recorder. 
 Cliff’s Variety Day, June 2, 2016, City and County of San Francisco Proclamation. 

 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
Yes, Cliff’s Variety is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the 
neighborhood hardware store and variety shop, including its eclectic retail that respond to the needs of its 
customer base, its practice of offering knowledgeable advice, its use of space-saving inventions, and its long 
tradition of creating interesting and expressive window displays. 
 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Cliff’s Variety 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: 
• Eclectic variety of goods. 
• Knowledgeable customer service. 
• Tradition of creating specially themed and creative window displays. 
• High arched ceiling. 
• Rolling ladders. 
• Ribbon machine. 
 
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.  
• Hardware store. 
 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Cliff’s Variety currently 
located at 479 Castro 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 NOVEMBER 27, 2017 

 
CLIFF’S VARIETY 

 
LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 

 
 

Application No.:  LBR-2017-18-019 
Business Name:  Cliff’s Variety 
Business Address:  479 Castro Street 
District:   District 8 
Applicant:   Terry Asten Bennett, General Manager/President 
Nomination Date:  October 2, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Jeff Sheehy 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
 
ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR CLIFF’S 
VARIETY, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 479 CASTRO 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 November 27, 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 Cliff’s Variety 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 Cliff’s Variety: 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Eclectic variety of goods. 
• Knowledgeable customer service. 
• Tradition of creating specially themed and creative window displays. 
• High arched ceiling. 
• Rolling ladders. 
• Ribbon machine. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed 
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Cliff’s Variety on the Legacy Business Registry: 
• Hardware store. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on 
November 27, 2017. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
Regina Dick-Endrizzi 
Director 

 
 
 
RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 
 
Ayes –  
Nays –  
Abstained –  
Absent –  
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Application No.:  LBR-2017-18-019 
Business Name:   Cliff’s Variety 
Business Address:   479 Castro Street 
District:   District 8 
Applicant:    Terry Asten Bennett, General Manager/President 
Nomination Date:   October 2, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Jeff Sheehy 
 
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 
 
545 Castro Street from 1936 to 1942 (6 years) 
515 Castro Street from 1942 to 1960 (18 years) 
495 Castro Street from 1960 to 1971 (11 years) 
479 Castro Street from 1971 to Present (46 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: NA 
 
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: October 19, 2017 
 
 
Richard Kurylo 
Manager, Legacy Business Program 
 

Legacy  
Business  
Registry 

Application Review 
Sheet 
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Fax (415) 554-6909  TDD/TTY (415) 554-5227  E-mail: Jeff.Sheehy@sfgov.org  

Member, Board of Supervisors 

District 8 

 

City and County of San Francisco 

 
 

JEFF SHEEHY 
 

 

October 2, 2017 

 

Dear Director Regina Dick Endrizzi: 

 

I’m writing to nominate Cliff’s Variety Hardware Store for the Legacy Business Registry. A San 

Francisco landmark in the Castro District, Cliff’s Variety’s first store has been open since the 

mid 1930’s. Opened by a former merchant and school teacher, Hilario DeBaca, he has provided 

multiple goods such as home hardware, magazines, sewing notions, and candy.  

 

Cliff’s Variety Hardware Store has been a place for the neighborhood to come together, and has 

provided a sense of community for over 80 years. I strongly believe the business would benefit 

greatly from being a part of San Francisco’s Legacy Business Registry, and thank you for your 

consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Jeff Sheehy 

Member, San Francisco Board of Supervisors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Legacy Business Registry Application 

  

Section One: 
Business I Applicant Information. 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: 

DeBaca Corp. dba Cliffs Variety 
BUSINESS OWNER(S) (identify the person(s) with the highest ownership stake in the business) 

Ernest Asten 

CURRENT BUSINESS ADDRESS: TELEPHONE: 

479 Castro Street San Francisco, CA 94114 (415) 431-5365 
EMAIL: 

terryasten@cs.com  
WEBSITE: FACEBOOK PAGE: YELP PAGE 

Cliffsvariety.com  Cliffs Variety Cliffs Variety 

APPLICANT'S NAME 

Terry Asten Bennett Same as Business 

APPLICANT'S TITLE 

General Manager / President 
APPLICANT'S ADDRESS: TELEPHONE: 

479 Castro Street SF CA 94114 (415)) 431-5365 
EMAIL: 

terryasten@cs.com  

SAN FRANCISCO BUSINESS ACCOUNT NUMBER: 
	

SECRETARY OF STATE ENTITY NUMBER (if applicable): 

0080170 
	

C0685322 

-4aFfeiAL. USE: Cotiibleflifilidatf§tanir,  1-SiC ..-',L _-_,, 	A -•: 	_. 	:1Z7CXL/7'17-F14-14.. 	-   
NAME OF NOMINATOR: DATE OF NOMINATION: 

V.5- 6/17/2016 



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 

  

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 

545 Castro Street SF CA 94114 94114 1936 
IS THIS LOCATION THE FOUNDING LOCATION OF THE BUSINESS? DATES OF OPERATION AT THIS LOCATON 

No 	0  Yes 1936-1942 

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION 

515 Castro Street SF CA 94114 94114 
Start:1942  

End:
May 1960 

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION 

495 Castro Street SF CA 94114 94114 
start:

May 1960 
End:Aug 1971 

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: DATES OF OPERATION 

479 Castro Street SF CA 94114 94114 
start:

Aug 1971 

End:
current 

4 V.5- 6/17/2016 



Legacy Business Registry Application 

  

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 and a business deemed not current in 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 the Business Assistance Grant. 

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. 

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

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

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

11 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. 

li 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. 

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

1.1 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. 

Terry Asten Bennett 0  8/0 1 / 1 7 	--64?),,,,i ---, 
Name (Print): 	 Date: 	 Signature: 

, 
5 	 V.5- 6/17/2016 



CLIFF’S VARIETY 
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. 

Cliff's Variety Store and Hardware is a hardware, home goods, variety and fabric store located in the 
Castro neighborhood of San Francisco, California since 1936. It has been in business for over 80 years, 
is considered a neighborhood institution, and predates the neighborhood becoming the first widely 
recognized gay mecca starting in the 1960s. It is one of the oldest family-run stores in the city. 

Cliff’s Variety has operated in San Francisco for more than 80 years and should be considered for listing 
on the Legacy Business Registry. The history of the business is as follows: 
 
Cliff’s Variety was founded by Hilario DeBaca, a former merchant and schoolteacher from New Mexico, 
who came out of retirement to open the business at 545 Castro Street. The shop was mostly a one-
man operation with Hilario's granddaughter, Lorraine, helping out after school. Hilario named the store 
after his youngest son, Clifford. The store sold a variety of goods including magazines, cigars, sewing 
notions, greeting cards, toys, and candy. 

Besides his son Cliff, Hilario and his wife Lena had four other children: Irene, Ernie, Eloy, and Estelle. It 
would be his oldest son Ernie, not the store's namesake Cliff, who would join in the business with his 
father. 

Ernie was born in 1903. From his earliest days Ernie was an entrepreneur. At the age of 14 he operated 
a horse-drawn popcorn wagon at baseball games in Arizona. At the age of 15 he entered an 
apprenticeship on the Santa Fe Railroad to be a boilermaker. In the early 1920s he worked on steam 
locomotives at the Santa Fe yard in Richmond, California. Ernie DeBaca went on to start a taxi service 
in San Rafael with four limousines. In 1921 he married Alice and later they moved to San Francisco, 
where he bell-hopped at the Wiltshire Hotel (now the Drake near Union Square). At this time he also 
formed a dance band called the Spanish Don's with his brother Cliff on tenor saxophone. Ernie played 
banjo in the five-piece band. 

In the 1930s Ernie DeBaca operated Ernie's Repair Shop in San Francisco's Tenderloin. His business 
offered radio sales and service, lock repair, electrical and plumbing repair, welding, sheet metal work, 
and mechanical repairs. In 1933, in the midst of the Depression, Ernie and Alice bought a used 
Studebaker President, which they converted into a motor home. They closed the repair shop and with 
their daughter Lorraine they headed to the Chicago World's Fair. Ernie loaded the caravan with radio 
parts and in every town they stopped in along the way he would ask if anyone needed a radio fixed. In 
some of the small towns people brought him radios that hadn't worked in years. 



After seeing the fair and a good slice of the country, Ernie and his family landed in Los Angeles and, 
without missing a beat, he started up a small candy factory. In 1936 they returned to San Francisco to 
open another repair shop. This was about the same time Ernie's father was opening Cliff's at 545 
Castro Street.  

In 1942 Hilario DeBaca moved his store a few doors closer to 18th Street to 515 Castro Street. This 
shop, though still quite small, had double the space of the first Cliff's. In 1946, Ernie DeBaca had a 
motorcycle accident that crushed his ankle. He was laid up for several months recuperating. He had to 
close his repair shop and he set up a workbench in the back of Cliff's Variety where he could repair 
small appliances. 

Cliff's at 515 Castro Street became the birthplace of many of Ernie 
DeBaca's innovations in merchandising. To take advantage of the only 
space left in the store, the ceiling, he created a candy machine that 
consisted of metal trays full of candy bars. The trays were suspended 
between two loops of a bicycle chain, which ran in tracks. The customer 
could throw a switch to start a motor to move the chain. The trays at 
counter level would rise up to the ceiling as the higher trays descended 
to the customer's reach. This allowed a large selection of candy to be displayed in a small counter 
space. Later he built a similar device for spools of sewing ribbon (this machine is still operational and 
can be seen in the Sewing Department of our Annex). More machines followed: two machines for 
sewing buttons which took cards of buttons for a ride up to the ceiling and the length of the store and 
back, and similar machines for key blanks, greeting cards, and fabric dyes. 

On July 19, 1952, Hilario DeBaca passed away and Ernie DeBaca took over ownership of Cliff’s Variety.  

In May of 1960, Cliff's Variety Store moved to 495 Castro Street. Three of the space-saving machines 
were set up in the new space: the ribbon machine and two button machines. Ernie DeBaca was a 
native genius and was able to fix almost anything. People brought in nearly everything to be repaired: 
televisions, radios, toasters, lamps, locks, clocks, windows, and the kitchen sink.  

Alice DeBaca, Ernie's wife, worked the store and took care of their grandson, Ernie Asten. In 1963, she 
suffered a stroke. It took more than a year for her to recover to the point where she could visit the 
store in her wheelchair and later with her walker. Ernie and Alice DeBaca's daughter, Lorraine, 
returned to help run the store in Alice's absence. However, Lorraine's husband was in the Navy 
stationed on the East Coast, and she needed to be with him. Ernie Asten was by this time old enough 
to help out at the store after school. He would mind the store while his grandfather went home for 
dinner, but more help was necessary and a few other employees were hired. One of these was Lena 
Sozzi, who worked for Cliff's from 1964 until her death in May of 1989. Martha Sullivan, Ernie Asten's 
girlfriend, started helping out at Halloween and Christmas. In the summer of 1968, Martha started full 
time. Ernie and Martha married in 1969 and they have been at Cliff's ever since. 

In early 1971, the landlord of 495 Castro Street told Ernie DeBaca that his rent would triple when his 
lease expired later that year. Fortune smiled on Ernie and Cliff's when the Bon Omi store (a five and 
dime) went out of business. The day it closed, Ernie made an offer on the building and purchased 479 
Castro Street in August of 1971. 



In September of 1971, Alice DeBaca passed away. She had been working along with Ernie, her husband 
of 49 years, to get the store moved, but she never got to see it open in the new location. After Alice 
passed away Cliff’s was incorporated, and Ernie Asten took over the ownership. 

In October of 1971, Cliff's opened at 479 Castro Street. The building was erected in 1910 as the Castro 
Theater. It was remodeled into a retail store in the mid 1920s after the larger Castro Theater was built. 
This store was much larger than the previous one, and it seemed that it would be impossible to fill the 
place up. The merchandise was spread out to make the store look full, however, it was not long before 
the shelves started going higher up the walls. Ernie Asten, who had grown up at his grandfather's side, 
had learned many skills. It was his idea to add the rolling ladders. As new counters were needed, he 
found it easier to build them himself than to find just what was needed to fill a particular spot. Product 
lines were added and expanded to meet the needs of people restoring their Victorians, and lines were 
also added to accommodate people putting their drag costumes together. So, you could get a plaster 
ceiling medallion, a feather boa, a toilet fill valve, a rhinestone tiara, and toys for the nieces and 
nephews all in one place! 

The 70s not only witnessed the expansion of the business, it also saw the birth of Ernie and Martha's 
two daughters. After growing up in the city, the youngest daughter Marian decided to forgo city life as 
an adult and moved north for a life in the country. The older daughter, Terry, spent her high school 
years working at the store in the family tradition before going away to college. 

The 80s were a time of rapid growth for Cliff's. The property value in the neighborhood experienced a 
steady climb as gay people the world over flocked to live in the new gay mecca. As the energy in the 
neighborhood increased so did the business at Cliff's. It became a neighborhood hub where old friends 
would meet and new friends were made. 

As the business flourished, so did the need for more space. Even though a decade earlier an entire 
basement had been excavated beneath the floor of the store, Cliff's was still quickly running out of 
room. The counters grew taller and more creative ways were devised to display and store the ever-
growing number of items needed to satisfy the growing demands of the neighborhood. 

It was in the late 80s that relief would come to an overloaded Cliff's Variety. The store adjacent to 
Cliff's, a Hallmark Card shop (formerly Work Wonders, a furniture store, and before that Square Deal 
Paints), became available to lease. Ernie and Martha quickly jumped at the opportunity and it was 
decided the space would become the new home of Cliff's fabric and linens as well as bedding and bath 
accessories now referred to as “The Annex.” 

The store would go through many changes during the early 90s, and it would be the dot com boom of 
the late 90s that would shape the product selection that is Cliff's Annex today. The rapid influx of 
money into the city and a mantra of "money is no object" allowed Cliff's to break away from its 5 & 10 
reputation and move into the world of upscale marketing. 

It was in the height of this boom that another opportunity for expansion would arise. After many years 
trying to convince the building owner at 471 Castro (The Annex) to sell, she finally conceded. Cliff's 
quickly bought the property. This created many possibilities for the future growth of a booming 
business. Plans were soon devised to remodel the existing structure creating more floor space as well 



as desperately needed storage. In July of 2004, the parcels at 479 and 471 Castro Street were merged 
into one parcel. Cliff's today is a larger structure comprised of the two stores combined creating a 
larger overall retail space while maintaining the better-best offering our customers have grown to 
expect. 

The late 90s also saw the return from college of Terry, Martha and Ernie's eldest daughter. It was 
during this period of growth that Terry chose to carry on the family tradition and began her rite of 
passage to becoming the latest generation to take over operations of Cliff's Variety. In 2003, Terry 
herself had a daughter who is growing up in her grandfather’s footsteps and may one day be the next 
generation to carry on the history of one of the oldest family owned stores in San Francisco. 

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

Cliff’s Variety has been in continuous operation since its founding in 1936 - always in San Francisco and 
always on the same two blocks of Castro Street. 

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

Yes, Cliff’s Variety is a family-owned business. Cliff’s was founded in 1936 by Hilario DeBaca. Hillario’s 
son Ernie DeBaca took over the business in July of 1952 when his father died. Ernie Asten, Ernie 
DeBaca’s grandson, took over ownership of the business when it was incorporated in 1971. This is also 
when Cliff’s moved into its current location at 479 Castro Street.  

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

Not applicable. 

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. 

Not applicable. Cliff’s Variety has been owned by the same family since it was founded in 1936. 

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. 

Cliff’s Variety’s current location, 479 Castro Street, is the site of the original Castro Theatre, which was 
built in 1910. This reflects the historical significance of the building to Eureka Valley. The building was 
erected in 1910 as the Castro Theater but was remodeled into a retail store in the mid 1920s after the 
larger Castro Theater was built. The original architecture of the theater can still be seen in the high 
arched ceilings. The building is classified as a Category A building (historical resources present) with 
regard to the California Environmental Quality Act. 



CRITERION 2 

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

Cliff’s Variety has been at the center of the identity and history of San Francisco especially in the gay 
rights movement. Cliff’s Variety has served the Eureka Valley community since it was founded. Eureka 
Valley was a sleepy neighborhood in the early 1960s, then the Haight-Ashbury "happened" and San 
Francisco had an incredible influx of people. When the apartments in the Haight filled up, some of the 
overflow came to Eureka Valley. The weather was nice and the flats were spacious and cheap, so 
groups of "hippies" moved in. After the Summer of Love, many of the hippies drifted away to 
communes in Oregon and other destinations. By the mid-60s, there were already a few gay owned 
businesses on Castro Street: a gift shop, a record store, and an antique shop; and there was a bar, The 
Missouri Mule, on Market Street. Gay men and lesbians were becoming more visible on Castro Street. 
Gays started buying the old houses recognizing the potential of these neglected Victorians. As the 
property values rose, families were selling and moving to the suburbs. As gays moved in, gay bars 
replaced the straight bars and the sleepy neighborhood took on a new and different life. Other 
businesses in the area were changing. Property values were rising and it was inevitable that 
commercial rents would increase. 

There were rapid changes in the neighborhood during the 70s. As the gay population exploded, the 
street was constantly bustling with people. In 1971, Cliff's had three employees who were not family. 
As the business grew, the number of workers increased to 42. Cliff's was the first straight-owned 
business on the block to hire openly gay employees. As the neighborhood changed, so did the skills 
required of sales clerks. In addition to a knowledge of hardware, electrical and plumbing, people were 
needed who could advise with decorating, costuming, cooking, sewing and entertaining. 

Further, Ernie DeBaca had a long tradition of elaborate window displays, especially at Halloween and 
Christmas. As new people were hired, they were encouraged to share their talents and creativity. Over 
the years, Jay Jebens, Paul Ellis, Larry Bair, A.J. Powell, Erik Morales, Franc Robles and many others 
have contributed to the innovative window displays that the customers have come to love. 

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

On Halloween in 1946, Ernie DeBaca produced the first Halloween street party on Castro Street. It 
started very small as a children's costume contest. The first year, a stool served as a stage. Each child 
would stand on the stool and the crowd would applaud. The child with the loudest applause won. The 
tradition grew over the years with a flatbed truck serving as a stage with lights and a P.A. system. In 
addition to the costume contest, there were musicians, clowns, jugglers and other types of 
entertainment; and there was an ice cream eating contest and a parade. This tradition of a children's 
Halloween party continued through the 50s, 60s, and 70s. It came to a sad end in 1979 when instead of 
hosting hundreds of local children, Castro Street had crowds of tens of thousands of rowdy adults 
fighting and breaking windows. Ernie DeBaca realized that his Halloween tradition had ended. 



As the neighborhood changed so did the flavor of Halloween, transitioning Halloween from a holiday 
only for children into the adult event it remains today. Although Cliff’s no longer hosts the children’s 
event, they still sponsor the Children’s Halloween Costume Contest now hosted by The Sisters of 
Perpetual Indulgence.   

In 2009, Cliff’s was honored by the Small Business Network as Best Small Business Owner with more 
than 25 employees of the year. In 2014, Cliff’s was honored by the Council of District Merchants as 
Small Business of the year. In 2016, Cliff’s was honored as one of the Best Small Businesses in California 
by the State Legislature. Cliff’s has countless accolades from Mark Leno, David Chui, Mayor Ed Lee, 
Scott Weiner and a multitude of other politicians. 

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

Cliff’s Variety is referenced in Armistead Maupin’s Tales of The City. Cliff’s is frequently featured on the 
news around Halloween, Christmas, Gay Pride or whenever anything is going on in the Castro. There 
are several articles about Cliff’s in the BAR, SF Bay Times and Hoodline. Cliff’s has been featured in 7x7 
Magazine, Where Magazine and Hardware Retailing Magazine. 

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

While none of the Cliff’s family is historically significant, several historic figures have frequented Cliff’s 
including: Harvey Milk, Cleve Jones, Marga Gomez, Armistead Maupin, Donna Sachet, Benjamin Bratt, 
Tracy Chapman, Randy Schiller, Robin Williams, Sylvester and Divine.  

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

Cliff’s believes in giving back to the community that supports us. Through endless donations of 
products and gift cards, the business supports the neighborhood schools and city-wide nonprofits.   

Cliff’s Variety hosts an annual fundraiser to support Harvey Milk Civil Rights Academy, the public 
elementary school located 3 blocks away. Over the years, Cliff’s has raised more than $50,000 for the 
school. Cliff’s also sponsors the annual “Inscribe” event held annually on World AIDS Day by providing 
the supplies needed. Cliff’s also donates a portion of their profits that day to support the AIDS 
LifeCycle. 

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

The Castro is known for being the Gay Mecca of San Francisco and tourist destination. However, the 
reality of the Castro is that it is a mix of gay, straight, singles, families, home-owners, renters, natives 
and transplants. The physical makeup of the Castro is a residential neighborhood, with a thriving 
business corridor and transportation hub. 

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

Cliff’s Variety’s current location, 479 Castro Street, is the site of the original Castro Theatre, which was 
built in 1910. This reflects the historical significance of the building to Eureka Valley. The building was 



erected in 1910 as the Castro Theater but was remodeled into a retail store in the mid 1920s after the 
larger Castro Theater was built. The original architecture of the theater can still be seen in the high 
arched ceilings. The building is classified as a Category A building (historical resources present) with 
regard to the California Environmental Quality Act. 

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

If sold, relocated or shut down, the community would lose on one of the oldest family stores in San 
Francisco with Ernie’s roots going back to the 1930s. The absence of Cliff’s Variety would result in the 
loss of a robust store that has served San Francisco and helped the gay community. Cliff’s is the anchor 
retail business in the Castro driving foot steps to all of its neighbor businesses. Without Cliff’s in the 
Castro to serve its over 700 customers per day, the Castro would be less of a neighborhood and more 
of an entertainment district. 

CRITERION 3 

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

Cliff’s mission has always been to serve the needs of the community. Cliff’s has accomplished that with 
its every changing variety of goods and knowledgeable customer service. As the make-up of the 
neighborhood changes, the business adjusts to continue serving its needs. 

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 characteristics that have defined Cliff’s through the years are its eclectic variety of goods and its 
knowledgeable customer service. While the product mix changes frequently to meet the needs of the 
community, these two things remain consistent. 

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.). 

Cliff’s most defining characteristics are the high arched ceiling, rolling ladders, ribbon machine and 
amazing window displays. These are features that the Cliff’s family holds dear and has maintained 
through the decades. 

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. 

Not applicable. 
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Cliff’s Discovered the Castro Before We Did 

Long before the Castro was a queer enclave, Cliff’s Variety was up and running in the neighborhood. 
It’s now been in business for 78 years, and is one of the oldest family-run businesses in all of San 
Francisco. Like the items it sells, Cliff’s was built to last and is still going strong. Let’s take a look 
back at some key moments in its still-evolving incredible history. 

 

1936– Hilario DeBaca, a former merchant and schoolteacher from New Mexico, comes out of 
retirement to open Cliff’s Variety at 545 Castro Street. DeBaca names the store after his youngest 
son, Clifford. The store sells a variety of goods including magazines, cigars, sewing notions, greeting 
cards, toys and candy. 

1942– DeBaca moves his store to 515 Castro Street, providing him with double the original space. 
Gay men begin to move into the area as the U.S. military dishonorably discharges thousands of 
homosexual servicemen during World War II. 

1946– DeBaca’s oldest son Ernie sets up a workbench in the back of Cliff’s Variety so that he can 
repair small appliances there for customers. Later that same year, Ernie produces the first Halloween 
street party on Castro Street. 

1952– DeBaca dies. Ernie continues to work at the store, helped by other family members. 

 

http://sfbaytimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/cliff2.jpg


 

1960– Cliff’s moves again, this time to 495 Castro Street. Ernie’s amazing repair skills gain him 
fame. Customers bring in televisions, radios, toasters, lamps, locks, clocks, windows and even the 
proverbial kitchen sink. Ernie fixes all with ease. 

1960s– Throughout the 60s, the Castro’s LGBT population steadily climbs. Many purchase formerly 
neglected Victorians, outfitting them with goods purchased at Cliff’s. 

1967– The Summer of Love happens, bringing as many as 100,000 new young people to San 
Francisco. They converge upon the Haight-Ashbury, but also gather in other neighborhoods too. 

1971– The landlord of 495 Castro Street tells Ernie DeBaca that his rent will triple. That same year, 
the five and dime store Bon Omi goes out of business and Ernie purchases it in August. The re-
located Cliff’s is now at 479 Castro Street. Product lines are expanded to meet the needs and desires 
of the still-growing LGBT population. From then on, shoppers can get a plaster ceiling medallion, a 
feather boa, a toilet fill valve, a rhinestone tiara, and toys for the nieces and nephews all in one place! 

1970s– Ernie and his wife Martha’s two daughters—Marian and Terry—are born. Marian later 
moves north for a life in the country. Terry spends her high school years working at the store. 

1980s– Cliff’s popularity continues to rise. As the business flourishes, so does its need for more 
space. In the late 80s, a Hallmark Card shop adjacent to Cliff’s becomes available for lease. Ernie and 
Martha quickly jump at the opportunity, making 471 Castro Street their new home for Cliff’s fabric 
and linens, as well as bedding and bath accessories. 

http://sfbaytimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/cliff.jpg


1990s– Cliff’s becomes the owner of its retail space, leading to remodeling and even more goods. 
471 Castro Street is now called “Cliff’s Annex.” In the late 1990s, Terry returns home from college 
and chooses to carry on the family tradition by taking over operations at the store. 

2003– Terry has a daughter who may one day be the next generation to carry on the family history 
of Cliff’s Variety. 

2014– Terry and her husband Rich Bennett have a blast posing for San Francisco Bay Times 
photographer and designer Abby Zimberg, and wish you all a joy-filled holiday season! 

Holiday Magic Happens Every Day of the Year at Cliff’s Variety 

 

Rumor has it that some of Santa’s LGBT elves left the North Pole for sunnier San Francisco and set 
up shop at Cliff’s Variety, where kids of all ages can experience glowing queer holiday magic all year 
long. Even general manager Terry Asten Bennett, whose family owns the Castro-based landmark, 
lights up thinking about the store’s latest toys and housewares. 

http://sfbaytimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/cliff4.jpg


“The new Breville appliances are very well made,” she said, “and RC cars (which perform stunts, pop 
wheelies, light up, and more) are hard to resist. Last year’s must-have item for kids, loom bands, are 
still popular, but we have new building and science sets too.” When asked what newly arrived 
offerings are her faves, she replied: “I think most of us want one of everything.” 

Cliff’s visitors can peruse the store’s full line of Fuller O’Brien paints for home improvement projects, 
gorgeous Victorian and Art Deco doorknobs and lock plates for restoration needs, snazzy doorbell 
buttons, colorful housewares, fabrics and crafts galore, tiaras and boas to make anyone feel like a star 
and, of course, one of the best selections of holiday items. This is only just scratching the surface of 
what’s available in the literally packed-to-the-rafters store. 

 

“We have four head buyers,” Asten Bennett said, helping to explain how Cliff’s manages to stock such 
an astounding array of fabulous items. “They travel to shows in Chicago, Las Vegas, Atlanta and 
other cities,” she added. 

http://sfbaytimes.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/cliff3.jpg


In addition to being a shopping paradise, Cliff’s has also been a work saver for us, with one or more 
San Francisco Bay Times staff members running there for zip ties (to hold up banners on parade 
vehicles), office supplies, and goodness knows what else. The store is a true treasure in our 
neighborhood, and we don’t know what we’d do without it. 

Cliff’s is fully integrated into our LGBT community, giving back whenever possible. For example, 
from Friday, November 28, through Sunday, November 30, if you give $5 or more to the School 
Support Fund via Cliff’s, you’ll receive 20% off your transaction and the raised money will go to 
support the Harvey Milk Civil Rights Academy. If you do the math, and depending on what you 
purchase, the savings will quickly start to add up, all while you contribute to a great cause. 

Cliff’s is at 479 Castro Street. San Francisco, CA 94114, telephone 415-431-5365, 
http://www.cliffsvariety.com/index.html 
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Hardware stores hammer out 
creative Valentine’s Day displays 
By Steve Rubenstein 

February 13, 2015 

Selling a toilet seat in San Francisco has never been more exciting than right 
now, when hardware stores are engaged in a quirky battle of display windows 
in honor of Valentine’s Day. 

It’s all for love. Also art and good plumbing. 

For years, San Francisco hardware stores have tried to outdo one another with 
oddball, arty, hardware-inspired displays in their front windows. If Macy’s can 
put live puppies in its front window for Christmas, the thinking goes, why 
can’t Cole Fox Hardware put a toilet seat in its front window for Valentine’s 
Day? 

So there’s a toilet seat in the window at Cole’s. And there are four flexible toilet 
supply pipes in the window of Brownies Hardware, twisted into the shape of a 
heart. There is a glowing heart in the window of Cliff’s Variety hardware store, 
illuminated by the amazing $50 remote-controlled lightbulb being offered for 
sale inside. 

And there are antique tools in the windows at Papenhausen and Roberts, all 
designed to set a certain kind of throbbing heart to flutter on this day of days. 
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“Just because someone is looking for a toilet seat does not mean he has left 
behind his sense of humor,” said Frank Robles, who has been designing the 
three display windows at Cliff’s on Castro Street for eight years. The main 
window has a white plastic heart that glows red, blue, green and yellow in 
rotation, and it’s adorned with the words of Martin Luther King Jr: 

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that. Hate cannot drive 
out hate, only love can do that.” 

The Rev. King and St. Valentine, along with the amazing $50 remote-
controlled lightbulb, all joining forces to fight prejudice, spread love and move 
the merchandise. 

 
Image 1 of 6  
Brownies Hardware on Polk Street celebrates Valentine’s Day by achieving extraordinary results with 
ordinary objects. 
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle  



Robles changes the windows every few months, whenever the muse strikes. 
His windows have featured drag queen mannequins puking glitter, along with 
more sedate concepts involving an old-fashioned washtub on a rotating 
pedestal. The idea, he said, is to get people to come inside. 

“We’re on Castro Street — we have to put on a show,” Robles said. “We have 
an amazing canvas here to work with.” 

His boss, store owner Ernie Astin, agreed. The more glitter-puking 
mannequins, the better. 

“Boring windows don’t sell anything,” he said. 

 
Image 2 of 6  
Imaginative window displays have resulted in design awards at Cole Fox Hardware on Fourth Street. 
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle  

 



Potential distraction 

The windows are so distracting that they might be why a motorist crashed his 
Mercedes-Benz through one of Cliff’s windows last summer, seriously 
damaging the glitter-puking mannequin as well as the Mercedes. 

The store is still restoring that window to its former glory. Robles cradled the 
mannequin in his arms, carried her to his upstairs workshop and performed 
major surgery, saving her life. She’ll be back in action for his top-secret Easter 
window, he vowed. 

At Papenhausen Hardware on West Portal Avenue, owner Matt Rogers said 
the store’s windows are designed to put at ease passersby who are all thumbs 
and who might otherwise be “intimidated” by a hardware store. 

 
Image 3 of 6  
Cliff's Variety on Castro Street observes Valentine’s Day with colorful windows. 
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle  



 
Image 4 of 6  
Cliff's Variety on Castro Street celebrates Valentine’s Day with an imaginative display. 
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle  

In search of art 

The current window features antique saws and wood planes abandoned in 
mid-job, as if the carpenter had just set aside her tools for a Valentine’s Day 
tryst. Past windows have included a whimsical 4-foot-high wooden iPod that 
Rogers called an “iPod Macro.” That one got people talking. The store doesn’t 
sell iPods. The customers came in anyway and bought screwdrivers. 

“Whimsy is OK, sometimes,” Rogers said. “It’s not our core product.” 

Which brings up the key question in the arty hardware window war — isn’t the 
nuts and bolts of hardware stores nuts and bolts? Are customers in search of a 
toilet seat searching for fine art?  



Yes, said Will Schindler, floor manager at Cole’s Fox Hardware on Fourth 
Street, they are. The Cole’s windows, which have been scooping up design 
awards the way Cole’s shovels scoop up other things, are a masterwork. 

In one window, a smooth toilet seat is juxtaposed next to a smooth giant chess 
piece. Is the lavatory a giant game? Are bathroom users but pawns, with the 
player moving the pieces unknown? 

In another window, dozens of keys, screwdrivers and scissors hang suspended 
in midair on invisible fishing lines. 

“We’re trying to say something,” Schindler said. “I don’t know what. We’re 
trying to draw people in.” 

 
Image 5 of 6  
A window vividly marks Valentine’s Day at Cliff’s Variety on Castro Street in San Francisco. 
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle  



Burning Man 

At Roberts Hardware on Haight Street, the front window changes against a 
background display of 50-year-old hand tools. Owner Bruce Smith said the 
tools were owned by his father, the original Robert for whom the store was 
named. 

At Burning Man time, Smith said, the tool display is augmented by a slew of 
artfully arranged Burning Man supplies. On the Fourth of July, there’s a 
barbecue grill with glowing red lights to represent the coals. 

At Brownies on Polk Street, there are giant hearts in the window. One is made 
from a bike cable, its ends secured with a red padlock. Another is made with 
four flexible pipes that are commonly seen supplying water to toilet tanks. 

 
Image 6 of 6  
A creative display at Cole Fox Hardware on Fourth Street celebrates Valentine’s Day. 
Photo: Scott Strazzante / The Chronicle  



Battling big-box stores 

Owners of small hardware stores, one and all, said there is a big reason to do 
something to stand out. The big reason is the existence of big-box hardware 
stores. 

The real battle is not between local hardware stores. The real battle is between 
local hardware stores and the behemoths. There’s nothing whimsical about 
that one. 

“Many of the people who come in here come from places where local hardware 
stores have been wiped out by Home Depot,” Schindler said. “These people 
just don’t have their old hardware store anymore. So they look at our window, 
and they come in here laughing. You don’t do that at Home Depot.” 

Steve Rubenstein is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. E-mail: 
srubenstein@sfchronicle.com 
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80 Years And Counting: Castro's Cliff's Variety 
Recognized As Best Small Business In California 
 

General manager Terry Asten Bennett (center) surrounded by some of her employees at Cliff's 
Variety. (Photo courtesy of Cliff's Variety). 
 
Sat. May 28, 2016, 8:55am 
by Shane Downing  
 
Location 
479 Castro St, San Francisco, CA  
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“We have what you want.” That’s the slogan of Castro Street’s very own Cliff’s Variety, which 
come the first week of June, will celebrate its 80th anniversary in the neighborhood.  

In the spirit of Small Business Week, not to mention the fact that the store was recently named 
the 2016 Small Business of the Year by the California Small Business Association just a few 
days ago, we caught up with Terry Asten Bennett, Cliff’s general manager and the great, great 
grand-daughter of store founder Hilario DeBaca.  

 

Photo: Shane Downing/Hoodline 
 

Founded in 1936 and named for Hilario's youngest son, Clifford, the variety store has had a rich 
history over the decades — although Asten Bennett admitted that they’re not exactly sure of 
when Cliff’s set up shop. “When we were getting ready to celebrate our 75th anniversary, we 
could not find the day we actually opened,” Asten Bennett said. “We know it was the year 1936, 
and so we picked June 6th as our anniversary date because that was grandpa Ernie’s birthday.” 

Asten Bennett is more confident about the store’s formula for success. “I think the best thing 
we’ve done is we’ve changed with the neighborhood and we’ve catered to what the 
neighborhood needs and is looking for,” Asten Bennett said. “Because we have such a variety of 
stuff, when one area is not doing well, we’re able to change it up with something different.” 

http://www.cliffsvariety.com/products.html
http://ebar.com/blogs/assemblyman-chiu-honors-sf-castro-mainstay-cliffs-variety/
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Terry Asten Bennett is the general manager at Cliff's and grew up in the store. Photo: Shane 
Downing/Hoodline 
 

Cliff’s sells exactly what its name implies: a variety of goods. From its home improvement 
selection to its cooking department, its art department to its selection of fabrics and textiles, the 
store is truly a catchall shop. “I think the most important thing we’ve done,” said Asten Bennett, 
“is we’ve given a lot of ownership to what we carry to our employees. We let our employees 
make a lot of choices about what’s going on in the store. They participate in the buying, they 
participate in the merchandising.”  

Asten Bennett, who was born and raised in the Castro and who grew up around the store, worked 
at Cliff’s throughout high school and returned after college in 1997. “I don’t remember what year 
we promoted me,” she laughed. She and her family now live near the Cow Palace in the city. “I 
wasn’t able to afford to buy in the Castro,” she said.  



A snapshot of Cliff's Variety's... of goods. Photo: Shane Downing/Hoodline 

 

Regardless of where she calls home, Asten Bennett still maintains a good sense of how the 
Castro has changed over the years. “Some things in the neighborhood are exactly the same, and 
some things are completely different. Rossi’s Delicatessen is still there,” she said, “and a lot of 
the flavor of the neighborhood is still the same. A lot has changed.” 

“The biggest challenge is dealing with city politics and city regulations,” Asten Bennett said. 
“We’ve always worked really hard to take care of our employees, and every time the city or the 
state mandates a benefit, they’ve actually mandated it in such a way that it’s taken away from 
what we’ve been offering.” 

She provided the example of the store’s sick pay policy. “Long before that law was ever put in, 
we paid our employees; they had a week of paid sick leave and if they didn’t use it, we paid it 
out at time and a half the following year,” explained Asten Bennett. “The sick pay law requires it 
be rolled over and that we can’t pay it out.” 

http://hoodline.com/2016/05/rossis-deli-40-years-on-castro-street?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories


Asten Bennett (left) pictured with Marian (right), an employee at Cliff's. Photo: Shane 
Downing/Hoodline 
 

 

“The city wide policy changes, I understand that on a big scale, they may think they look good, 
but they aren’t actually looking at the entire picture.” 

Cliff’s has always cared about the well-being of its employees. Although she was quite young 
during the AIDS epidemic, Asten Bennett remembers the fear and uncertainty of those times. 
“Our store felt it acutely. We watched our customers walk in healthy one week and gaunt and 
diminished the following week.” 

“When our first employee was diagnosed with AIDS,” said Asten Bennett, “we brought in a 
long-term disability plan to make sure that our employees would have a continuing quality of life 
whether they could only work part time or not work at all. We’ve always been supportive of all 
the fundraisers going on, but really it was about being humans and being there for the people.”  



Cliff's has been a longtime ally to the neighborhood's LGBTQ community. Photo: Shane 
Downing/Hoodline 
 

The store currently employs 41 employees, including Franc, who has been decorating the 
storefront windows for over 10 years. In Asten Bennett’s opinion, Cliff’s “fabulous windows” 
are what the variety store is best known for. “We have incredibly talented and creative people 
with really twisted, quirky senses of humor — we let them loose.” 

Along with her employees, Asten Bennett is joined in the store on a daily basis by her parents, 
Ernie and Martha, and husband, Richard. Interestingly enough, the man whose name the store is 
named after, founder and retired school teacher Hilario DeBaca’s youngest son, Cliff, never 
worked a day in the store. According to Asten Bennett, “he named it after his son Cliff, who was 
a saxophone player. He wanted Cliff to get a ‘real job,’ so Cliff never worked here. It was Cliff’s 
brother, Ernie, who took over the store and [the store] came down the family on that side.”  

http://www.cliffsvariety.com/about.html


Cliff's infamous window displays. Photo: Shane Downing/Hoodline 
 

Whether it’s the window displays or the range of offerings, Cliff’s has never really struggled to 
attract a crowd. “We have customers that have been here my entire life and before,” Asten 
Bennett said. Besides welcoming a large, loyal contingent of neighborhood patrons to the store, 
Cliff’s also sees its fair share of tourists.  

“You can feel the ebb and flow of the F-Market. Every time the F-Market stops, there’s a wave 
of tourists coming in, and it seems like whole countries go on vacation at the same time,” Asten 
Bennett laughed. “One week we’ll hear nothing but French, and the next week it will be your 
Japanese tourists and then your German tourists.” 



A customer checks out at Cliff's. Photo: Shane Downing/Hoodline 
 

In light of the Castro’s recent string of burglaries, Cliff’s general manager said that although the 
store hasn’t been the victim of a burglary, another genre of crime has become a particularly 
annoying thorn in the store’s side. “Shoplifting has run rampant with our special friends on the 
street,” Asten Bennett said. “It really picked up when the sidewalk widening started. That 
seemed to attract a new breed of traveler. It’s been an ongoing challenge.” 

Whereas a number of neighborhood businesses have been subjected to rent hikes, Cliff’s general 
manager was quick to add that her store is lucky to own the building it operates in. “We bought 
the main building in 1971, and then in the late ’80s, we were fortunate enough to be able to buy 
the Annex side.” 

http://hoodline.com/2016/05/smoke-plus-burglarized-for-3rd-time-in-a-month-as-castro-break-ins-continue?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories
http://hoodline.com/2015/04/more-upgrades-hit-castro-street-s-renovated-sidewalks?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories
http://hoodline.com/2016/03/castro-books-inc-loses-lease-will-close-in-mid-june?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories


A shot of Cliff's Variety, moments after walking through the front doors. Photo: Shane 
Downing/Hoodline 
 

She did, however, have advice for newer neighborhood businesses that are trying to get off the 
ground. “Get out there and be vocal. Find your niche. Make your business inviting. Do things to 
draw people in. Get them talking, and if you’re struggling, talk to your employees,” said Asten 
Bennett. “They’re the most amazing source of advice. They’re down there listening to what the 
customers want and are looking for.” 

It’s this kind of mindset and approach that has elevated Cliff’s Variety to statewide recognition. 
This past Wednesday, the Castro’s very own Cliff’s was recognized by the California Small 
Business Association 2016 Small Business of the Year.  

http://www.csba.com/
http://www.csba.com/


From left to right: Asten Bennett's husband Richard, daughter Camille, Asten Bennett, 
Assemblymember David Chiu, Ernie and Martha Asten. (Photo courtesy of Cliff's Variety) 
 

“Last month, I received a phone call from Assemblyman Chiu saying that he wanted to nominate 
us as the best small business in California from his assembly district. [Earlier this week], we 
went up to Sacramento and were honored with that award. It’s really exciting to be seen on a 
statewide level,” Asten Bennett said.  

Upon asking her what the award meant to her and to Cliff’s, the general manager said “The thing 
we’re most grateful for is the community that supports us. I dedicated my life to being here for 
the community and the store and I intend to keep that. My 12-year-old, Camille, was raised in the 
store and thus far, she thinks it’s a good idea to keep it going.” 



Cliff's Variety carries an array of goods. Photo: Shane Downing/Hoodline 
 

Only time will tell whether or not Cliff’s has another 80 years in it; however, for now, diehard 
Cliff’s patrons can look forward to 80th anniversary sales sometime in July, although Asten 
Bennett said that “we don’t limit celebrating small businesses to just one week a year.” 

“San Francisco and the Castro have been an ever changing scene, I think anyone who’s been 
here for any amount of time will know that good stuff happens, bad stuff happens, and we just 
keep on ticking. When it gets really bad, we pray for an earthquake,” she joked.  

“We’re gonna keep doing what we’re doing,” Asten Bennett said. “I mean obviously we’re doing 
something right.” 

That concludes our coverage of Small Business Week in the Castro. In case you missed it, we 
caught with Rossi's Deli and Pioneer Renewer earlier in the week. Like Asten Bennett said, 
however, we also don't limit celebrating small businesses to just one week a year. We like to 
cover businesses not just when they open or close, or when they're burglarized or burned. If you 
have a small business that you would like to see Hoodline feature, send us a tip or leave a 
comment below. 

 

http://hoodline.com/2016/05/rossis-deli-40-years-on-castro-street?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories
http://hoodline.com/2016/05/pioneer-renewer-25-years-shoe-repair-castro?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories
http://hoodline.com/tips/new?utm_source=story&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=stories








City and County of San Francisco 
Office of the Assessor-Recorder 

The Office of Assessor-Recorder of the City and County of San Francisco hereby issues and 
authorizes the execution of the Certificate of-Honor in beholden public recognition 

of distinction and excellence for esteemed service to a significant portion of 
the people of the City and County o f San Francisco by: 

TERRY ASTEN BENNET 
Castro Merchants Association 

On the auspicious day of the San Francisco Council of District Merchants Association's 
2015 Gala Celebration and Awards Dinner, I am pleased to honor Terry 

Asten Bennet for her dedication to serve and support the 
business community in San Francisco. The Office 

of the Assessor-Recorder extends 
best wishes on all of your 

future endeavors. 

Carmen Chu 
Assessor-Recorder of San Francisco 

February 5, 2015 
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tim.frye @sfgov.org 
 

BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
 
Cliff’s Variety is a neighborhood hardware and variety store serving the Castro District since 1936. 
Founded by Hilario DeBaca, a former merchant and school teacher from New Mexico, the business was 
run solely by Hilario with help from his granddaughter, Lorraine, after school. The store has offered 
hardware, home goods, fabrics, candy, and other everyday items for neighborhood residents for over 80 
years. Its offerings range from home improvement, to textiles and toys, to art and cooking supplies. It is 
the Castro’s longest-running retailer and has long been known as the place to go for repairs and 
knowledgeable advice on decorating, costuming, cooking, sewing, and entertaining. 

While the store was named after Hilario’s youngest son, Clifford, it was Hilario and Lena’s oldest son, 
Ernie, who joined the business and eventually assumed ownership. Ernie had previously operated his 
own repair shop in the Tenderloin during the 1930s. After suffering from a bad accident that forced him 
to close his shop in the Tenderloin, he began to work for his father, bringing his superior repair skills to 
the variety store where he carried out electronic, lock, clock, electrical, plumbing, and mechanical repairs. 
Ernie also designed several space-saving machines that came to characterize the store. These included a 
ribbon machine, two button machines, and rolling ladders. Ernie started the store’s tradition of creating 
elaborate window displays, especially during holidays like Halloween, and was responsible for 
launching the first Halloween street party on Castro Street. The event was family-focused and centered 
on a children’s costume contest from the 1950s through the 1970s until adult Halloween parties took over.  
 
Cliff’s Variety greatly expanded from the 1970s to the 1990s, changing locations several times and 
modifying inventory to reflect changing tastes and needs of the neighborhood over the years. Now 
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operated by fourth generation family member, Terry Asten Bennett, the business serves over 700 people 
daily and helps attracts foot traffic to surrounding businesses. The business gives to neighborhood 
schools such as the Harvey Milk Civil Rights Academy and to nonprofits like AIDS LifeCycle. 

Located on the east side of Castro Street between 17th and 18th streets, Cliff’s Variety is within the NCD 
(Castro Street Neighborhood Commercial Zoning District and a 40-X Height and Bulk District.  

 
STAFF ANALYSIS 
Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

The business was founded in 1936.  

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

Yes, Cliff’s Variety qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of the 
eligibility Criteria: 

i. Cliff’s Variety has operated for 81 years. 

ii. Cliff’s Variety has contributed to the history and identity of the Castro District by 
serving as a neighborhood hardware and variety shop, and reliable source of repair 
assistance and homeware advice, since 1936.  

iii. Cliff’s Variety is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that 
define the neighborhood hardware store and variety shop, including its eclectic retail 
that respond to the needs of its customer base, its practice of offering knowledgeable 
advice, its use of space-saving inventions, and its long tradition of creating 
interesting and expressive window displays. 

3. Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition? 

The business is associated with the tradition of operating small neighborhood-serving variety and 
hardware stores with knowledgeable and helpful staff. 

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

The property has not been evaluated for historical or architectural significance on its own, 
however it is located within the California Register-eligible Castro Street Historic District and 
formerly housed the original Castro Theater.  

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

No, however it is located within the California Register-eligible Castro Street Historic District. 

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

Yes. It is mentioned in the LGBTQ Historic Context Statement which references how “run-down 
Victorians were restored by new residents who shopped for paint, hammers, and other tools and 
supplies at Cliff’s Variety Store” in the 1970s (p. 170). 

7. Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.? 
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The business has been cited in a number of publications, including but not limited to: Armistead 
Maupin’s Tales of The City; San Francisco Chronicle, 2/13/2015, “Hardware stores hammer out 
creative Valentine’s Day displays,” by Steve Rubenstein; Hoodline, 5/28/2016, “80 Years and 
counting: Castro’s Cliff’s Variety Recognized as Best Small Business in California,” by Shane 
Downing; Hardware Retailing, 9/8/2017, “Diverse San Francisco Retailers Collaborate on 
Training,” by Renee Changnon; Hoodline, 3/28/2017, “Neighborhood Shops See Poster Board, 
Art Supply Sales Soar In the Time of Trump,” by Shane Downing; and SF Gate, 6/11/2011, “Cliff’s 
Variety Store – 75 and going strong,” by Sarah Adler. 

Cliff’s Variety has also been the recipient of numerous awards and accolades, including: 

• 2009 Best Small Business Owner, 25 or More Employees, San Francisco Small Business 
Network  

• 2014 Small Business of the Year, Council of District Merchants 

• 2016 Best Small Business in California award, California State Legislature 

• 2015 Certificate of Honor, San Francisco Mayor Ed Lee 

• 2015 Certificate of Honor, City and County of San Francisco Office of the Assessor-
Recorder 

• Cliff’s Variety Day, June 2, 2016, City and County of San Francisco Proclamation 

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 
• 479 Castro Street 

 
Recommended by Applicant 

• Eclectic variety of goods 
• Knowledgeable customer service 
• Tradition of creating specially themed and creative window displays 
• High arched ceiling 
• Rolling ladders 
• Ribbon machine 

 
Additional Recommended by Staff 
No additional recommendations 
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ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION 
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR CLIFF’S VARIETY, 
CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 479 CASTRO STREET (BLOCK/LOT 3582/103).   
 
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 Castro 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 November 15, 2017, the Historic Preservation 
Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry nomination. 
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CASE NO. 2017-013491LBR 

Cliff’s Variety 

 

 
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that 
Cliff’s Variety qualifies 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 Cliff’s Variety. 
 
Location: 

• 479 Castro Street   
 

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 
• Eclectic variety of goods 
• Knowledgeable customer service 
• Tradition of creating specially themed and creative window displays 
• High arched ceiling 
• Rolling ladders 
• Ribbon machine 

 
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-
013491LBR to the Office of Small Business.  
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Historic Preservation Commission 
on November 15, 2017. 
 

 

Jonas P. Ionin 

Commission Secretary 

AYES:    
 
NOES:   
 
ABSENT:   
 
ADOPTED:   


