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> BY MICHELLE DA SILVA 

O
n most weekends, a queue 
begins to form outside Café 
Medina shortly before it 
opens at 9 a.m. The popular 

brunch restaurant, notoriously, does 
not take reservations and operates 
on a first-come, first-served basis. 
Diners are seated only when the en-
tire party arrives and can expect to 
wait up to an hour for a table.

“When we first opened [on Beatty 
Street], seating was limited,” Café 
Medina owner Robbie Kane told the 
Georgia Straight in a recent phone 
interview. “To leave seats open 
while other people were standing 
outside, waiting and watching, was 
kind of unfair.”

Even after Café Medina relocated 
(780 Richards Street) in 2014, add-
ing 18 dining-room seats and 20 
barstools, Kane hesitated to change 
the restaurant’s seating policy even 
though he knows that some custom-
ers would prefer not to stand in line. 
Part of the reason why the restaurant 
still does not take reservations is be-
cause of the cost of using an online 
booking system such as OpenTable. 

“There’s a cost associated with the 
software. There’s also the cost associ-
ated with the labour to facilitate the 
software,” Kane explained. “When 
we’re serving breakfast, less than 
four percent of sales are alcohol. For 
us, it’s also a cost-effective way for 
keeping prices down.”

For Chad Clark, who once worked 
at Café Medina and is now the gener-
al manager of Hawksworth Restau-
rant (801 West Georgia Street), the 
cost of taking reservations is high, 
but for the 86-seat fine-dining res-
taurant, it’s worthwhile. 

“You’re securing your business 
and you can manage it down to the 
half-hour to ensure you’re being as 
efficient as possible,” Clark explained 
to the Straight by phone. “Reserva-
tion management is a huge ordeal. 
I have a full-time person just man-
aging the phone seven days a week, 
even above the hostesses.”

Hawksworth accepts bookings 
online—using OpenTable—and by 
phone. Clark said reservations typ-
ically fill up at least a week or two in 
advance. And even though walk-in 
customers are rare, the restaurant 
welcomes them. 

“Every single night, you lose a 
couple of reservations last-minute,” 
Clark said. “We do have the benefit of 
being in a hotel, so people are check-
ing in last-minute and they want to 
grab some dinner, but in fine din-
ing or high-end dining, people don’t 
usually just say, ‘Let’s go for tasting 
menu.’ We are 90 percent special oc-
casion, birthdays, and anniversaries.”

According to Tannis Ling, who 
owns Bao Bei Chinese Brasserie (163 
Keefer Street), not taking reservations 
is a way to maintain the neighbour-
hood feel of the Chinatown restaurant. 

“I wanted to keep it really cas-
ual. I didn’t want to deal with the 

strict format of reservations,” Ling 
said. “A lot of people from Port-
land, New York, Seattle, Chicago—
those kinds of food cities—they’re 

used to waiting. People from other 
parts of the world, some of them 
find waiting a little strange. We 
also find people who are older have 

some difficulty with that policy.”
When Ling dines at other res-

taurants without reservations, she  
arrives early and factors in the wait 

as part of the experience.
“If I want to go to Vij’s, for ex-

ample, I kind of have in my mind 
that I’m going to have to wait two 
hours, and then when I get there and 
they say half an hour to an hour, I’m 
pleasantly surprised. Usually, when 
you go somewhere and you’re not ex-
pecting a wait and you’re really hun-
gry, you get kind of anxious. I think 
that’s when the struggle comes.”

Just outside of downtown, the 
year-old Ask for Luigi (305 Alex-
ander Street) accepts limited reser-
vations between 5 p.m. and 6 p.m. 
and then operates on a first-come, 
first-served basis the rest of the 
night. Matthew Morgenstern, gen-
eral manager of the 34-seat Italian 
restaurant, said that saving a third 
of the room for walk-ins is a way to 
ensure that everyone has a chance to 
dine at the restaurant. 

“If we took reservations for every 
single seating that we did, we would 
be booked three weeks in advance,” 
Morgenstern told the Straight. “Tak-
ing a few reservations allows us to 
fill those earlier spaces. Plus, some 
people need that reservation—they 
need to know they’re getting in for 
a special occasion or mobility prob-
lems.”

On weekends, the wait time to 
dine at Ask for Luigi can run as long 
as three hours. Morgenstern said he 
always recommends customers come 
early to put their name down and 
then enjoy a drink at a neighbouring 
restaurant or bar before dinner.

“Make a night of it and be pre-
pared for the wait,” he advised. 
“Most restaurants that don’t take 
reservations are trying to make you 
as comfortable as possible. It’s not all 
about us. We still want to host you. 
We still want for everyone to have a 
great experience.” -

READERS’  CHOICES OF BEST...

OVERALL

1. CHAMBAR RESTAURANT
568 Beatty St.
604-879-7119

2. Hawksworth Restaurant
801 West Georgia St.
604-673-7000

3. Vij’s
1480 West 11th Ave.
604-736-6664

FINE DINING

1. HAWKSWORTH 
    RESTAURANT

801 West Georgia St.
604-673-7000

2. Chambar Restaurant
568 Beatty St.
604-879-7119

3. Le Crocodile (tie)
100–909 Burrard St.
604-669-4298

3. Bishop’s (tie)
2183 West 4th Ave.
604-738-2025

MIDPRICED

1. FABLE
1944 West 4th Ave.
604-732-1322

2. Les Faux Bourgeois
663 East 15th Ave.
604-873-9733

3. Burgoo
Various locations

BUDGET

1. WHITE SPOT
Various locations

2. La Taqueria, various locations
3. Hawker’s Delight

4127 Main St., 604-709-8188

HOTEL RESTAURANT

1. HAWKSWORTH 
    RESTAURANT

801 West Georgia St.
604-673-7000

2. YEW seafood + bar 
791 West Georgia St.
604-692-4939

3. Tableau Bar Bistro
1181 Melville St., 604-639-8692

HOTEL CAFÉ

1. BEL CAFÉ
801 West Georgia St.
604-673-7000

2. giovane cafe + eatery
1038 Canada Place
604-695-5300

3. Café Pacifica
300–999 Canada Place
604-895-2480

CHAIN

1. CACTUS CLUB CAFE
Various locations

2. Earls Restaurant, various locations
3. White Spot, various locations

SERVICE

1. HAWKSWORTH 
    RESTAURANT

801 West Georgia St.
604-673-7000

2. Bishop’s
2183 West 4th Ave.
604-738-2025

3. YEW seafood + bar 
791 West Georgia St.
604-692-4939

BREAKFAST

1. CAFÉ MEDINA
780 Richards St.
604-879-3114

2. Yolk’s Restaurant 
    & Commissary

1298 East Hastings St.
604-428-9655

3. Sophie’s Cosmic Cafe
2095 West 4th Ave.
604-732-6810

BRUNCH

1. CAFÉ MEDINA
780 Richards St.
604-879-3114

2. Fable
1944 West 4th Ave.
604-732-1322

3. Yolk’s Restaurant 
    & Commissary

1298 East Hastings St.
604-428-9655

GOLDEN PLATES

Tannis Ling (left) only accepts walk-in diners at Bao Bei to keep its neighbourhood feel, while Chad Clark says reservations help make Hawksworth run efficiently.

Restaurateurs tackle the reservation debate

OPEN 11 - 11 EVERYDAY • FREE PARKING AROUND BACK 
www.brewerycreekliquorstore.com • 604-872-3373 • 14th & MAIN • FIND US US

WE’RE PROUD TO BE YOUR 

GOLDEN PLATES WINNER
FOR:

 1st Place: BEST PRIVATE BEER STORE
 Runner Up: BEST PRIVATE LIQUOR STORE 

Thank You Vancouver!Thank You Vancouver!

CRAFT BEER IS OUR PASSION AND OUR SPECIALTY…
WITH OVER 1000 PREMIUM SELECTIONS TO CHOOSE FROM


