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The secret menus of 36 Bay Area restaurants
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Psst.

How about a gummi bear smoothie, a kamikaze burrito or Maui Wowie Korean steak-kimchee lettuce cups?

You won't find them on the printed menu at the restaurants that serve them. But if you're savvy enough to know about
them, you can order them.

They're a few of many "secret" menu items that exist on the sly. In-N-Out may boast the most famous - and least 
clandestine - example with its secret burger menu that's now even posted on its Web site. But it's not just fast-food 
chains that have gotten in on the game. Many of the toniest white-tablecloth restaurants have a dish or drink or 
condiment or two that have underground status.

After all, secret menu items are alluring to both diners and restaurants. Restaurants use them to reward valued
regulars with a little extra pleasure. Diners love the inherent one-upmanship of knowing about something not everyone 
else does, and of biting into something few others get to eat. It's like being a member of an exclusive club.

"The only thing better than having your name on a plaque on the end booth is saying to the waiter, `Can I have the
lobster the way you know I like it?' " says Clark Wolf, a New York- and Sonoma-based restaurant consultant. 

Here, we reveal the hush-hush items at three dozen venues to enjoy the next time you dine out. By no means is it a
comprehensive list. But there's more than enough to get you started on your secret hunt.

Just remember, none of these items is on the menu; you have to ask for them specifically.

Wink, wink.

SOUTH BAY

• Arcadia: If you call in advance, executive chef Daniel Patino will prepare a decadent butter-poached, bone-in,
American Kobe rib-eye for two. It's cooked sous vide - vacuum-sealed in a bag that's simmered in water at a low 
temperature for two hours to tenderize and seal in the flavors - and served with truffled mac 'n' cheese, peas and 
carrots, and a pinot noir Bordelaise. Price is $75. 301 S. Market St. in the Marriott Hotel, San Jose, 
www.sanjosemarriott.com/dining.html, (408) 280-1300.

• Asia Village: Here's a twist on the Chinese restaurant menu. Yes, there is a regular printed menu for diners at the 
table. There's also a white-board with specials written only in Chinese. Then there's a take-out menu with your basic
kung pao shrimp and mu shu pork dishes. What you want - whether you eat in or pick up - is the one at the tables, 
the "$5.35 menu." That bargain menu features old-school home-style Chinese comfort food you don't see in many 
restaurants, such as steamed salted fish with minced pork. And yes, every one of those dishes is only $5.35. If you 
can somehow finagle a copy of that menu to take home, you can use it when calling for take-out. Just be sure to say 
you're ordering off the $5.35 menu. 747 S. Wolfe Road, Sunnyvale, (408) 773-8988.

• Grill on the Alley: Only regulars know to ask for shrimp alfredo ($17.95) or a niçoise salad with seared ahi ($24.95).
But the chef will make them for anyone who desires them. 172 S. Market St. in the Fairmont Hotel, San Jose, 
www.thegrill.com, (408) 294-2244.

• Pizza Antica: Tots can choose french fries off the kids menu. But what you might not know is that anyone of any 
age can order them, too. The staff swears they're some of the best fries around. They're $3.50. Big appetites also 
can enjoy the staff's favorite sandwich, which is not on the regular menu: thick focaccia piled with chicken, aioli, 
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caramelized onions and arugula. It's $9 and comes with a side of those fabulous fries. Enjoy all this at the Santana 
Row location, 334 Santana Row, Suite 1065, San Jose, (408) 557-8373; as well as the Lafayette, Mill Valley and 
Granite Bay locations; see www.pizzaantica.com.

• Restaurant James Randall: Owner Brenda Hammond is the "mom." Her son, Ross Hanson, is the chef. Because 
Hammond is at the restaurant so much, she tries to watch her weight amid all that tempting food. So for dinner, she'll 
order a "Mom's Plate" - grilled fish or a lean piece of meat or poultry, served with no sauce or starch on the plate, just 
sauteed vegetables. Customers who overhear her ordering it have come to want it themselves. It's $25. 303 N. Santa 
Cruz Ave., Los Gatos, www.restaurantjamesrandall.com., (408) 395-4441.

• Sent Sovi: Grand tasting menu, starting at $145 per person, and available with 48 hours' notice and consultation
with the chef. Yes, that is actually listed on the menu. But what prospective diners might not know is how detailed 
chef-owner Josiah Sloan gets with it. He will send you a questionnaire asking about likes and dislikes, and then build 
a completely personalized menu to suit your tastes. It can be as many as 23 courses and as exotic and extravagant 
as you wish. Regulars also know that Sloan will make any dish from any past menu, if given a couple of days' notice. 
14583 Big Basin Way, Saratoga, www.sentsovi.com., (408) 867-3110.

• Taco Bravo: Hungry? Ask for a "boneyard," a two-tortilla-long burrito with your choice of filling for $8. Really hungry? 
Then dare to ask for the "kamikaze." It's a three-tortilla-long burrito made with everything on hand for $10. You don't 
get a choice of what goes inside; you'll be lucky if the staff can even roll it up. Both mega burritos are available 
usually only after 7:30 p.m., unless you happen to get an employee in the daytime who knows how to make them. 
1950 S. Bascom Ave., Campbell, (408) 371-5611; and 43472 Grimmer Blvd., Fremont, (510) 438-9355.

• Tanglewood: "Surf & Turf" was on the opening menu last year. Regulars who remember it still ask for the $40 dish of 
a mini Kobe burger, poached lobster tail and corn succotash. 334 Santana Row, Suite 1000, San Jose, 
www.tanglewood.com., (408) 244-0464.

PENINSULA

• La Strada Ristorante Italiano: Chef-owner Donato Scotti doles out small glasses of his precious homemade 
limoncello to regulars. For free. But you have to be a regular at his restaurant to get any. Even those of you who read 
it here first can't just go in and ask for it. Sorry. Now, that's a secret menu item. 335 University Ave., Palo Alto, 
www.lastradapaloalto.com., (650) 324-8300.

• Tamarine: Got a hankering for a dish you had a year ago there? Don't fret. Diners can request favorite dishes from 
past menus even if they aren't listed on the current one. 546 University Ave., Palo Alto, 
www.tamarinerestaurant.com.; (650) 325-8500.

SAN FRANCISCO

• Balboa Cafe: It's not advertised on the menu, but on Wednesday evenings, diners can order the popular chicken
paillard (pan-fried and breaded, served with Marsala sauce) for $16.50. At lunchtime on Fridays, customers can enjoy 
halibut fish & chips ($9.50). 3199 Fillmore St., San Francisco, www.plumpjack.com., (415) 921-3944.

• Bong Su Restaurant & Lounge: Some like it hot. After the standard Southeast Asian sriracha sauce started tasting 
too tame to his crew, the executive sous chef whipped up a secret hot sauce made with habaneros to light their fire. 
Customers can enjoy it gratis upon request. 311 Third St., San Francisco, www.bongsu.com., (415) 536-5800.

• Eureka Restaurant-Lounge: Because finding a parking space can be a true challenge, the restaurant will pay the 
cost of your taxi ride to the restaurant if you turn in the slip when paying your tab. You'll be reimbursed for one taxi 
ride per table, up to $12, any day of the week. 4063 18th St., San Francisco, www.eurekarestaurant.com., (415) 
431-6000.

• Home: Inspired by his culinary stint in Hawaii, chef Scott Peacock does a secret dish of lettuce cups with Korean 
marinated steak and kimchee. He serves the $15 "Maui Wowie" to VIPs or those who know about it. OK, so maybe it's 
not so hush-hush, as half a dozen people each week ask for it. 2100 Market St., San Francisco, www.home-sf.com, 
(415) 503-0333.

• Incanto: There's one dish that never leaves the menu: handkerchief pasta with rustic pork ragu ($15). Chef Chris 
Cosentino also likes it for his own late-night snack. However, he adds a sizzled egg on top. When the runny yolk 
mixes with the warm pasta, it creates an even richer and more satisfying dish. Regulars who have seen the chef 
enjoying it now crave the $18 rendition, too. 1550 Church St., San Francisco, www.incanto.biz., (415) 641-4500.
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• Jones: Jonesing for a Philly cheese steak? You can get an upscale version for $17, even though it is not on the 
regular menu of roadhouse comfort dishes. It's prime beef filet strips sauteed with roasted red and green peppers, and 
served on a soft homemade roll with melted Provolone. 2400 Lombard St., San Francisco, (415) 440-2000.

• Maverick: At weekend brunch, cognoscenti order the "Nudge, Nudge" fried chicken served family-style - $12 for two 
pieces, $16 for three pieces, or $20 for four pieces; all come with sides of coleslaw and grits. Or the "Big Kahuna 
Burger" ($14). It's the restaurant's classic burger (with mustard, mayonnaise, lettuce, tomato and caramelized onions), 
but this version also is topped with a fried egg, cheddar cheese, bacon and hot sauce. Speaking of hot, regulars also 
ask for dishes to be made "Youkie-style" - extra fiery with Youk's Hot Sauce (a house-made hot sauce created by 
chef Scott Youkilis that is available for purchase to take home, too). 3316 17th St., San Francisco, 
www.sfmaverick.com., (415) 863-3061.

• PlumpJack Cafe: The chef will create a tasting menu based on the fresh, seasonal ingredients on hand. Though not 
listed, the tasting menu is always available at $75 to $100 per person, based on number of courses. 3127 Fillmore St., 
San Francisco, www.plumpjack.com., (415) 563-4755.

• Poleng Lounge: Executive chef Tim Luym, who is of Filipino heritage, offers a variety of offal and traditional Filipino 
dishes if you know to ask your waiter about them. Luym doesn't list them on the regular menu because he fears he 
might scare off less adventurous palates. Depending on the day, those dishes may include skewered chicken 
gizzards grilled with Philippine sea salt and lime ($3), super crispy Yakitori-style chicken-skin skewers ($3), kare kare 
(Filipino oxtail stew with shrimp paste and peanut butter, $11), and sizzling sisig (crispy diced pieces of pig's head 
with Philippine calamansi lime, $9). 1751 Fulton Ave., San Francisco, www.polenglounge.com., (415) 441-1751.

• Presidio Social Club: The closest thing to a burger on the menu is the Kobe beef sloppy Joe. But those hankering 
for a real burger need only ask for the "Bunker Buster Buffalo Burger" ($16), so named because this building once was 
the barracks for the famous Buffalo Army soldiers. The burger is a mix of ground buffalo and beef chuck. And yes, it 
comes with fries. Sweet tooths should follow up with the "Dirty Dozen" - 12 tiny brioche beignets filled with gooey 
chocolate ($9). Building 563 Ruger St., the Presidio, San Francisco, www.presidiosocialclub.com., (415) 885-1888.

• Seasons Restaurant: Upscale comfort food can be had here if you ask for it. Mac and cheese goes posh with fresh 
peas, white cheddar and fried bread crumbs. Fish sticks won't have you thinking Mrs. Paul's, not when it's mahi mahi 
tempura with lemon-shallot aioli. Both entrees are $23 each. 757 Market St. in the Four Seasons Hotel, San Francisco, 
www.fourseasons.com/sanfrancisco/dining.html., (415) 633-3000.

• Swan Oyster Depot: This landmark 1912 seafood counter with all of 20 stools is justly famous for its New England 
clam chowder, fresh-cracked crab and oysters on the half shell. But you also can get a sashimi plate with all the 
accouterments - chopsticks, soy sauce, wasabi and pickled ginger. It's not listed on the menu painted on the wall, but 
one of the counter guys or gals will be happy to make it if you ask. An assortment of ahi, salmon and scallops - about 
18 slices total - is $18. 1517 Polk St., San Francisco, (415) 673-1101.

• Tres Agaves: Why settle for just regular fries when you can have fries cooked in pork fat? "Manteca fries" are 
available only at lunch for $3. 130 Townsend St., San Francisco, www.tresagaves.com., (415) 227-0500.

EAST BAY

• Levende East: Splurge on a house-ground sirloin burger topped with truffle cheese, caramelized onion jam and foie 
gras torchon. It's served with roasted garlic and Parmesan fries. Or feast on Surf & Turf - a five-ounce boneless lamb 
loin with a Dijon horseradish crust alongside four sugarcane-skewered shrimp with mint-caper gremolata. Each dish is 
$30. 827 Washington St., Oakland, www.levende.com., (510) 835-5585.

ON THE COAST

• Navio: A six-course vegetarian tasting menu for $105 is offered only upon request for now. But in the fall, the word 
will be out when this option becomes part of the official printed menu. 1 Miramontes Point Road in the Ritz-Carlton Half 
Moon Bay, www.ritzcarlton.com/hmb., (650) 712-7000.

• Sam's Chowder House: Gaze out at the ocean waves while snacking on house-made tortilla chips and salsa for 
$3.95. Executive chef-partner Lewis Rossman also likes to make crudos for those who ask. These Italian-style raw 
fish preparations have included hamachi with fresh melon and mint or ahi with apple and toasted pinenuts. They're 
$10.50 each. 4210 N. Cabrillo Highway, Half Moon Bay, www.samschowderhouse.com., (650) 712-0245.
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• Tusca Ristorante: Juliet Marshall, pastry chef from the Cayman Islands, just started working here. But word already 
is spreading that she makes a mean sticky toffee pudding. You can ask for it, too, for $8. 1 Old Golf Course Road in 
the Hyatt Regency Monterey, monterey.hyatt.com/hyatt/hotels., (831) 372-1234.

CARMEL VALLEY

• Bernardus Lodge: The annual December Truffle Dinner here starts off with a bang - a luxurious black truffle-infused 
Grey Goose vodka martini. Cal Stamenov, chef and culinary director, keeps a stash of the infused vodka magnums in 
the freezer in case someone asks for one at another time of the year. When available, the cocktail is sometimes 
garnished with a tiny black truffle, too. You'll want to drink every drop - it's $50.

Alongside, nibble on a dish created by accident when some guests devoured all their croutons and started dipping
french fries instead into paté de foie blond (foie gras mousse). The chef now duplicates this rich concoction for
guests he thinks will appreciate it. Price varies depending upon the size of the order. 415 Carmel Valley Road, Carmel 
Valley, www.bernardus.com., (888) 648-9463.

WINE COUNTRY

• Atalon Winery: Enjoy the winery's cabs and merlots paired with a gourmet barbecue feast. It's usually available with 
advance notice to those on the winery's mailing list. But the winery actually will prepare it for anyone who asks. It's 
$75 per person. 3299 Bennett Lane, Calistoga, www.atalon.com., ask for Aaron Robertson at (707) 942-3602.

• Bistro Don Giovanni: Sometimes they're on the menu; sometimes they're not. Regardless, you always can ask for 
the addictive olive fritte (fried olives, $8.75). 4110 Howard Lane, Napa, www.bistrodongiovanni.com., (707) 224-3300.

• Dry Creek Kitchen: Chef Michael Ellis has a lot of local regulars. So he likes to keep special treats around, including 
a block of toro in the freezer to do a toro sashimi appetizer ($21). He also whips up rare tuna atop seared foie gras 
($21 as an appetizer, $36 as an entree). 317 Healdsburg Ave. in the Hotel Healdsburg in Healdsburg, 
www.hotelhealdsburg.com., (707) 431-0330.

• Pearl Restaurant: Flank steak with salsa verde and lime cream wrapped in house-made soft tortillas is a popular 
appetizer on the menu. But vegetarians may want to know they can order them veggie-style instead - with fresh grilled 
vegetables in place of the beef. Both versions are $7.50. 1339 Pearl St., Napa, www.therestaurantpearl.com., (707) 
224-9161.

• Ubuntu Restaurant & Yoga Studio: When chef Jeremy Fox worked the vegetable station in the kitchen at Manresa in 
Los Gatos, he created the "rock out." When vegetarians came in, they usually requested three courses. For the 
entree, Fox would "rock out" and give them every vegetable in the kitchen on one big plate with purees, oils, spices 
and herbs. He's now offering this at his new restaurant for those who know to ask. It's $15. 1140 Main St., Napa, 
www.ubuntunapa.com., (707) 251-5656.

BIG CHAINS

• Chipotle Mexican Grill: Quesadillas, nachos, double-decker tacos or a simple bowl of black beans with salsa - you 
name it from the ingredients available and you can have it. Price is at the discretion of the manager. 
www.chipotle.com.

• In-N-Out: This is the best-known secret menu around. For those who haven't caught on, options include a grilled 
cheese sandwich on a freshly baked bun, or a burger "animal style" (mustard, extra spread and grilled onions). To see 
others, go to www.in-n-out.com, click on "menu," then click the "secret menu" icon.

• Jamba Juice: Over the years, customers have concocted their own smoothies that have grown to legendary status. 
Those include the gummi bear, strawberry shortcake, and peanut butter and jelly smoothies. Any customer can order 
them. And if you happen upon a salesperson who's never heard of one, just tell them what's in it, and they'll be glad 
to whip it up, says publicist Kara Burke. Prices are comparable to any other smoothies. www.jambajuice.com.

Contact Carolyn Jung at cjung@mercurynews.com or (408) 920-5451. Fax (408) 271-3786.
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