
 
WESTFIELD SAN FRANCISCO CENTRE  
Long-awaited grand opening draws huge crowds downtown  
Urban mall's gala celebrates arrival of shopping mecca  
- Victoria Colliver, Marni Leff Kottle, Wyatt Buchanan, Chronicle Staff Writers 
Friday, September 29, 2006  

 

The much-trumpeted Westfield San Francisco Centre opened Thursday with all the subtlety of a brass band.  

The official ribbon cutting started as vocal artist Kim Nalley sang the jazz classic "At Last." An aerial dancer harnessed by 
climbing ropes rappelled 98 feet from a 13-inch hole at the top of the center's historic dome, unfurling a red length of fabric. 
Cheerleaders chanted "Shop at Bloomies" in front of the complex's Bloomingdale's store.  

"This is my first mall opening. If they're all like this, I'm going to come to all mall openings," quipped California first lady Maria 
Shriver, who joined San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom and top executives from the Westfield Group and developer 
Forest City for the festivities.  

Civic leaders heralded the 1.5 million-square-foot urban shopping center -- a $460 million expansion of the center -- as not 
just a mall opening but a historic event.  

"There's no place that has the phenomenal historical associations and elements this place has," said Forest City President 
James Ratner. "You almost never get a chance in life to take on an old building and bring it back to life like this."  

The 338,550-square-foot Bloomingdale's, the largest outside New York's flagship 59th Street store, anchors the new portion 
of the mall, which adds 110 stores to the center's 60 tenants.  

At the heart of the center, which is connected to the older portion of the mall anchored by Nordstrom, is the Emporium's 98-
year-old dome, a 102-foot-wide structure that is three stories high and weighs 500,000 pounds.  

"They have melded the best of the old building and added to the facade amazingly," said Donald Fisher, founder of Gap 
Inc., the San Francisco retailer that operates Gap, Old Navy, Banana Republic and the new Forth & Towne stores. "I predict 
this will be the largest-volume specialty shopping center in the country."  

Newsom said the complex, which employs 3,350 workers, will bring an additional $17.5 million in annual revenue to the city. 
The mayor said he remembered looking up at the dome as a child and recalled the day the Emporium closed.  

By noon, more than 16,000 people had streamed into the complex. Some were drawn by curiosity or a sense of nostalgia, 
while others were lured by the dizzying array of things to buy.  

Dolores Aragon of San Francisco used to take her granddaughter on regular shopping trips to the Emporium. On Thursday, 
Aragon -- who sang with her high school choir under the dome in 1948 -- revisited the building with her granddaughter.  

"We've been waiting for this for a long time," Aragon said.  

"It's beautiful. I'm in awe," said her granddaughter, Rita Brown.  

Matt and Mary Regan, who were visiting San Francisco from Ireland, had just arrived in the city Thursday morning.  

"This is amazing," Mary Regan said, as she and her husband gazed across the expansive building from a second floor 
landing. "I've never seen anything on this scale before. We don't do things this big in Ireland."  



"We don't need to," her husband added with a smile.  

Bloomingdale's was the main draw for some shoppers, like Kimberly Karvo, a student at the Fashion Institute of Design and 
Merchandising in San Francisco.  

"This was my first time ever going into a Bloomingdale's," she said, holding a yellow-and-black umbrella that the store gave 
away to people who signed up for a credit card. "I've seen it on TV and I've always wanted to go to one."  

Susan Meyer, whose first job out of college was working in the men's department at the Emporium, came from Orinda to 
check out the new department store. She was looking for a dress and a pair of shoes to celebrate her 50th birthday.  

Bloomingdale's would not release total sales figures, but general manager Alan Svensen said the store was selling up to 
$100,000 worth of merchandise an hour at times on Wednesday during a preview.  

While the mall officially opened at 10 a.m., shoppers were allowed into the center at 8 a.m. to avoid long lines in the streets.  

But there were still some lines. By 8:45 a.m., the queue outside of H&M, the Swedish clothing chain, was more than 20 
people deep. The retailer, which has two other San Francisco stores, offered gift cards worth $10 to $300 to the first 100 
people who arrived.  

Chiedza Kundidzora, a student at Laney College in Oakland, and two friends were first in line, taking BART to San 
Francisco and arriving at 6 a.m. to ensure a shot at the $300 prize.  

By the time the store opened at 10 a.m., 200 people had lined up, said Gerald Luna, media coordinator for H&M. The first 
100 got the gift cards and others received T-shirts and other prizes, he said.  

Not every line involved giveaways. Picket lines formed at both the Market Street and Mission Street entrances to the center 
Thursday morning, as members of the United Food & Commercial Workers Local 648 in San Francisco urged visitors to 
boycott the upscale Bristol Farms food store on the concourse level.  

Michael Sharpe, the local president, said the union had asked Bristol Farms to allow workers to indicate whether they 
wanted union representation by signing cards instead of holding an election.  

Bristol Farms refused. "That said, we are engaged in ongoing discussions with Local 648 in a sincere effort to achieve labor 
peace," Kevin Davis, Bristol Farms' chief executive, said in a written statement.  

Employees for several retailers worked all night, scrambling to finish before Thursday's opening.  

At Tom's Cookies, it was down to the wire.  

"I sat on Santa's lap here 40 years ago, and now I'm sitting in front of my own store," said owner Tom Roach, a San 
Francisco native.  

A few retailers missed the deadline.  

CocoaBella, a San Francisco chocolate retailer with one location on Union Street, rushed to finish on time and would have 
made it except for one detail -- a safety device for the store's roll-down doors.  

Owner Michael Freeman said the device didn't arrive on time and the store wouldn't meet fire-safety regulations. "Once it 
arrives, our doors will open and we will start selling chocolates to the world," he said.  

Around 11 a.m., Beard Papa, a Japanese cream puff store, was still waiting for its water to be hooked up. The owners 
brought in cream puffs from their Mission Street store and said they hoped to begin baking at the new location later in the 
day.  

All the hoopla next door meant a slow day for some retailers in the older part of the mall, said Dan Hauta, assistant manager 
for the Aldo shoe store.  

"It's very dead," he said, before noon on Thursday. "People want to see the new mall. They're curious. Hopefully, later today 
when they're done sightseeing, they'll come to shop."  

Chronicle staff writer George Raine contributed to this report. 


