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By Stacy Finz
CHRONICLE STAFF WRITER

Christine and Lenny Mendonca
wanted to make beer, give back to
their community and create a place
where people could come, eat, listen
to music and let their hair down.

It was sort of a tall order for a
couple who had never been pro-
fessional brewers or restaurateurs. 

Nevertheless, in 2000 they purchased an
old restaurant in Princeton-by-the-Sea —
the well-known Shore Bird — with hopes of
turning it into a neighborhood staple.

Ten years later, Half Moon Bay Brewing
Co. has weathered 9/11; a mudslide that for
months closed Highway 1, the road leading

to and from the restaurant; and an
abysmal economy. The restaurant
has also managed to generate close
to $500,000 in donations for chari-
ty and college scholarships.

“They have one whole section of
the brewery known as the fund-
raising area,” says Half Moon Bay

Mayor Marina Fraser. “Christine and Lenny
are very giving people, and we’re so grateful
to have them here on the coast.”

Last week, hundreds of locals, friends,
family and supporters showed their love by
attending a celebration of the restaurant’s 
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Beer, good cheer
Brewmaster Kirk Hillyard tests recently brewed creations at the Half Moon Bay Brewing Co., top. The restaurant’s patio overlooks
Pillar Point Harbor and the Pacific, and dishes include linguine with clams, center. Some beers are bottled and sold at stores.
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On a recent summer
day in San Francisco, the
Tamale Lady celebrated
her 57th birthday at Zeit-
geist bar.

For the past 17 years,
the Patron Saint of the
Tamale — otherwise
known as Virginia Ramos
— has peddled her home-
made tamales and moth-
erly advice late into the
night at bars in the Mis-
sion and South of Market.

A rockumentary, “Our
Lady of Tamale,” has been
made about her, not to
mention a 50-song tribute
CD. “I (Heart) The Tamale
Lady” stickers adorn Crit-
ical Mass bikes and dive
bars throughout the city.

What gave you the idea
to start selling tamales?
I needed to put seven kids
through college, and I
wasn’t making enough
cleaning houses.

Was the extra income
enough?
Five went to college, and
one is in the military, so I
did all right.

How did you learn to
make tamales?
The church ladies in my
little Mexican town, in
Nayarit.

How did you get to San
Francisco?
I had a hard life, no par-
ents to buy me food or
anything. I married at 14
because I had no place to
go. Then he started with
alcohol, so my brother

helped me move to Cali-
fornia. I worked cleaning
houses until one by one I
could bring my kids here.

How has your life
changed since you’ve
been in the newspaper
and a film?
People give me a lot of
congratulations, and com-
panies like Dolby and
Lucasfilm ask me to bring
tamales.

Is it still a surprise
when you show up in a
bar, or can people fol-
low you on Twitter
now?
I am all kind of places on
the Internet. Face … Face
… what’s that Face thing? I
don’t know it, but my son
put me on there, yeah. He 
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Virginia Ramos (left), also known as the Tamale Lady, receives a birthday hug
from Rama Kangas-Kent during Ramos’ recent birthday party at Zeitgeist. 

CATCHING UP With Virginia Ramos, the Tamale Lady 

House cleaner cooked up a delicious side gig to earn extra dough

Ramos continues on E2

By David Wiegand
CHRONICLE STAFF WRITER

The Kinsey Sicks have
been “America’s Favorite
Dragapella Beauty Shop
Quartet” for 16 astonish-
ing years — astonishing
because you can’t help
wondering, not to mention
hoping, do these guys have
day jobs?

But I kid. Really. 
The truth is that Amer-

ica’s appetite for bad taste
knows no bounds, for
which the Sicks must get
down on their knees every
day.

And they’re probably
thankful, too!

The quartet opened its
first gig at the Rrazz Room
on Tuesday night, regaling
the packed house with
their new 12-song touring
revue. The show’s title
could be written out with-
out offending anyone,
because the words are all
totally clean, like “hit” and
“each.” The problem
comes when you say the
title aloud, so in a family-
newspaper curtsey to good
taste, we’ll omit the show’s
full title. 

Dressed in frocks that
look as if they were run up
from the upholstery at
Tara after Carol Burnett
snagged the drapes, the
foursome includes Jeff
Manabat as Trixie (a dead
ringer for Connie Chung
— shh, don’t tell Maury),
Ben Schatz as Rachel,
Spencer Brown as the
dim-bulb Trampolina and
Irwin Keller as Winnie, a
master of deadpan — or
mistress, depending on
how good your eyesight is.

OK, so let’s describe
what the songs were
about, shall we? 

Hmm, well, they open
with “All Boy Singer,” to
the tune of Beyoncé’s (and
Liza’s) “Single Ladies,”
which includes the line
“He’ll never want to put 

Raunchy,
ribald and
in perfect
harmony

CABARET
REVIEW

Kinsey continues on E2

The Kinsey Sicks: 8 p.m.
today-Sat., Tues.-July 17;
7 p.m. Sun. and July 18. The
Rrazz Room, Hotel Nikko,
222 Mason St., S.F. $35-
$40. (866) 468-3399.
www.therazzroom.com. 

Brewing continues on E2
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anniversary.
“I’m pretty sure we

had about 12 (San Mateo
County) sheriff ’s depu-
ties in here,” says Chris-
tine Mendonca while
eating lunch on the patio
as the sun shone over
the Pacific at Pillar Point
Harbor. “They were
off-duty, of course, and
had a designated driver.”

Local hangout
Over the years the

restaurant has become a
hangout for local digni-
taries, residents and
tourists. The Lions Club
holds its meetings in the
back dining room. Dur-
ing the big Mavericks
surf competition, contes-
tants, media and fans
cram into the bar. And
on the first Thursday of

every month, it’s Brews
& Views night, a free
political lecture and
discussion. Last week,
Mike McCurry, former
press secretary for Presi-
dent Bill Clinton, spoke.

“My husband grew up
on a dairy farm in Tur-
lock,” says Mendonca,
who was also raised in
the small Central Valley
town. “While milking
the cows he would listen
to the Commonwealth
Club on the radio and
wanted to do something
similar here.”

Lenny Mendonca,
who is a director and
senior partner in the San
Francisco office of
McKinsey & Co., also
wanted to turn his week-
end home-brew hobby
into something larger. So

the couple and a handful
of other investors built a
brewery on the premises
in 2003. Now, brew-
master Kirk Hillyard
makes ales, stouts and
wheat beers named after
local landmarks and surf
terminology such as
Mavericks Amber Ale,
Sandy Beach Blonde
Hefeweizen and Wipe
Out Imperial Stout.

During the presi-

dential election, the
brewery made special
Barack Obama and John
McCain ales. The Men-
doncas brought the Oba-
ma beer to the Demo-
cratic National Conven-
tion in Denver and later
got a call from the-now
president complimenting
the ale and thanking
them for the donation.

The brewery makes
about 1,200 barrels a
year. All the brews can
be had at the restaurant,
and some are sold at
stores in the Bay Area. 

Chef Gaston Alfaro
has created a seafood-
inspired menu that in-
cludes an adaptation of
Lenny Mendonca’s Por-
tuguese family recipe for
fisherman’s stew. On
Friday nights and week-

ends, bands set up in the
bar, the patio doors are
flung open and diners
take to the dance floor. 

“The place gets so
packed,” says Wayne
Meyer, the restaurant’s
director of sales and
marketing. “People bring
their kids and their dogs
and hang out on the
patio. It’s totally un-
pretentious — a real
family atmosphere.”

Community support
Meyer and the Men-

doncas appreciate the
community’s support.
Even in bad times, the
locals have rallied to
keep the restaurant go-
ing. In return, the res-
taurant employs lots of
local high school stu-
dents and sends them off
to college with $1,000
scholarships. Restaurant
fundraisers support local
charities, and the beer

donated to the annual
Half Moon Bay Pump-
kin Festival helps gener-
ate funds for senior
programs.

“They’ve always been
very responsive to the
needs of the communi-
ty,” says Fraser.
“Whether it’s the local
Little League team or
anyone else that needs
something they’re
there.”

For Christine Men-
donca, it’s been a labor
of love.

“Ten years later, this
is everything we want-
ed,” she says. “And it’s
still going strong.”

Half Moon Bay Brew-
ing Co., 390 Capistrano
Road, Half Moon Bay;
(650) 728-2739 or
hmbbrewingco.com. Lunch
and dinner daily.

E-mail Stacy Finz at
sfinz@sfchronicle.com.

Half Moon Bay brewery builds community
Brewing from page E1

Beers line the wall at the Half Moon Bay Brewing
Co., left. Above: The menu includes an adaptation
of Lenny Mendonca’s Portuguese family recipe for
fisherman’s stew.

“They have one
whole section of
the brewery
known as the
fundraising area.”
Mayor Marina Fraser
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FROM THE COVER

Some of the songs turn
a bit desperately on a
one-note joke, milking a
bad pun to groan-worthy
depths. Trampolina’s
homage to caffeine, “De-
caf,” just kind of lies
there. And even with a
crowd just aching to
show its love for the quar-
tet, the audience partici-
pation aspect of “Things
You Shouldn’t Say” fell
kind of flat on opening
night and was quickly
put out of its misery once
the girls remembered
they were better punsters
than the audience. Well,
one guy did get off a good
one to the question of
what GOP Chairman
Michael Steele shouldn’t
say: “Anything!”

But the truth is that
there are bound to be
some slow moments in a
Kinsey Sicks show be-
cause they take chances.
They’re willing to make
the most outrageous and

his dingaling in it.” Then
there’s Winnie singing
“Tranny Boy” (“From
Gwen to Glen, you’ve
joined the other side”)
and “I Kissed a Gull,” to
Katy Perry’s “I Kissed a
Girl,” but with plumage
(“I feel so gullible, is that
fowl play?”).

And the rest of the
lyrics can’t be quoted, for
the most part. Trixie
wails a falsetto confes-
sional about gonorrhea,
to the tune of ABBA’s
“Mamma Mia,” and Ra-
chel rewords “Mein
Herr” from “Cabaret” to
sing about, um, her hair.

appalling puns out of
anything. At times, their
mangling of hit songs hits
genius level, as in the
giddy finale, “Sheepf—
Guy,” a bestial remake of

the Chiffons’ “Sweet
Talking Guy.”

The show is raunchy,
it’s over the top and, for
much of the way, it’s fun.

If you’re looking for

Noël Coward, he went
thataway.

E-mail David Wiegand at
dwiegand@sf
chronicle.com.

Simply mad about the boys, er, girls
Kinsey from page E1

Courtesy Kinsey Sicks

Dragapella beauty shop quartet the Kinsey Sicks settles into the Rrazz Room. 

does the Twitter, too.

Have you expanded
your menu?
I still make chicken mole,
pork, and vegetable, but I
added bean and sweet
potato, and bell pepper
with cheese. Chicken
mole is still the best seller.

How many do you sell?
I get up early in the
morning, and make 100. I
have a couple helpers. I
clean houses, then take a
nap and start selling at 6
p.m. until the bars close.

Do you ever get any
free time?
If I do, I like to go to

church. To thank God. I
go to St. Charles or St.
Peter’s. I have saints at
home, I do a little San-
teria.

Do you have a pet?
Josephine. She’s a Lab
mix/pit bull whatever.

Where do you live?
In the Mission, honey!

What would you buy if
you could?
Maybe one day I will get
enough money to open
my own place. Everybody
could come in and I could
join them in one place. I
could hug my people and
make sure they don’t go
to sleep hungry. And tell
them not to break them-
selves doing drugs.

E-mail Meredith May at
mmay@sfchronicle.com.

Tamales sent kids to college
Ramos from page E1
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JULY 9 & 10 • THETT DUCK • SALMON CREEK RANCHRR
This Friday and Saturday, our four-course Salmon
Creek Ranch Muscovy Duck menu includesDuck

Liver Mousse Terrine, Muscovy Duck Salad, Roasted
Duck Breast with Roasted Plums, and Duck Egg

Doughnuts with Fresh Berry Jam and Crème Brûlée
Butter. All for just $45. With a three-wine

pairing for $18. (Our full menu is also available.)
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