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On a roll; Texas restaurateurs drive

husiness with gourmet-food trailers

BY RON RUGGLESS

AUSTIN, TEXAS — Entrepre-
neurs in this laid-back Texas

nation, the number of food-
toting Airstream, Wells Car-
go and repurposed horse
trailers in Austin has ex-

Within the past few
months, Austin has seen a
half dozen new gourmet-

some observers thinking the
foodservice industry already
has suffered the worst of
this recession’s hits.

“While it would be prema-
ture to suggest that a full eco-
nomic recovery is imminent,”
said Benihana chief execu-
tive Richard C. Stockinger,
“we believe that overall guest

chilis
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Brinker International, parent
of the Chili’s chain, is among
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High- and low-
tech toys let

to gourmet-food trailers.
While trailers offering
gourmet foods are found in

on such advantages as lower
overhead, ability to follow
the crowds and the percep-

are among the newcomers
joining such long-established
trailer players as Flip Happy

from these levels as we move
into [the company’s April-
beginning fiscal 2010].”

in early April each indicated
that sales trends at their
chains have improved from
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customers even as they seize
opportunities to save.

modity costs have helped
them not only maintain food

line. Other chefs are adding
more menu options, especial-

types of equipment help cooks
SEE MASSAGING, PAGE 25

Proven brands bring
FRESH OPPORTUNITIES

Become a franchi
that's enjoyed 5

n award-winning company
sales growth since 2004!

Papa Wlarpliys

FAKE N BA

Handmade. Home baked."

PERIODICALS

Call 1-877-777-5062
or visit papamurphysfranchise.com



DTD
Page 1 of 1 - Print Pages

DTD
http://www.nationsrestaurantnews-digital.com/nationsrestaurantnews/20090420/templates/pageviewe...


Operators drive business with gourmet trailers

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 37

These entrepreneurs are find-
ing their mobile restaurants in a
variety of locations, even from eBay
or Craigslist, where they can be
purchased for as little as $5,000.

Such a Craigslist find became
Holy Cacao, which shares lot
space with [zzoz Tacos.

“We're in an old taco trailer that
we found on Craigslist,” said John
Spillyards, co-owner of Holy Cacao.
“We completely renovated it, down
to the granite countertops.”

Spillyards, who is in the machin-
ery business, opened Holy Cacao in
March with his partner, Ellen Kin-
sey, who has a master’s degree from
the Wharton School of Business.

“We could have gone the brick-
and-mortar direction, but for sig-
nificantly less overhead we were
able to open this,” Spillyards said.
To reflect their Austin style, they
hired local artist Claire Hughes to
paint murals on the trailer.

Holy Cacao offers gourmet hot
chocolates, frozen drinks and “cake
balls,” which are cold, chocolate-

dipped cakes on a stick for $1.50.

“We thought we would sell a
couple hundred cake balls a day
and a few chocolates and milk-
shakes,” said Spillyards. “We have
gone from 200 cake balls a day to
500 and then to over 1,000. The
response has blown us away.”

For culinary expertise, they
hired as executive chef Mary Mar-
garet Higdon, a Culinary Institute
of America graduate. They also
rely on advice from Spillyards’
sister, Cammie Spillyards, who is
director of culinary innovation at
the Chili’s Grill & Bar chain.

“We're always looking at new
menu items,” Kinsey said.

Spillyards said the recession
makes gourmet trailers a popular
alternative not only among
investors but consumers as well.

“In a day when economic times
are tight, a consumer may not be
able to go have a $9 piece of pie at
a restaurant,” he said. “But for a
buck and a half, I can have a real-
ly nice luxury dessert. People still
want those luxuries, but this is a

way it can be delivered at a signif-
icantly lower cost.”

Just a few blocks away on
Austin’s South Congress Avenue
is an entire block front of gourmet
trailers, offering six diverse menus
ranging from popcorn to Austin’s
popular Hey, Cupcake!

The Mighty Cone opened there
in March and touts its familial rela-
tionship to the esteemed Hudson’s
on the Bend fine-dining restaurant.
Mighty Cone is a creation of Hud-
son’s owner Jeff Blank and execu-
tive chef Robert Rhoades. The trail-
er offers chicken and shrimp “meat
cones” as well as sliders, giving cus-
tomers a chance to sample Hudson’s
fare for less than $10 a sitting.

The popularity of Austin’s
trailers is gaining the attention of
established multiunit operators,

Jeff Sinelli, founder and chief ex-
ecutive of the Dallas-based Which
Wich sandwich chain, said a fran-
chisee in College Station, Texas, is
investigating creating a satellite
trailer location because of the
seasonality of university business.

Hey, €

a location doesn’t work,
you have the mobility to
move it across the street,
. 50 to speak. And fun is an
g advantage: It's hip; it’s fun.
=45 Customers feel they are
! E supporting the little guy.”
<% Sinelli said the gourmet

ke! is among six

7
trailers on one block in Austin, Texas.

“We can use the original store as
a commissary and set up the trailer
as a mobile outpost with the ability
to move it to special events,” Sinelli
said. “We attach it to the actual
physical store. As a franchisor, we
love it because it grows our sales.

“We're still costing it out, but the
cost is a quarter of a what a brick-
and-mortar restaurant will cost,”
he said. Currently, he said he
projects a brand-new trailer, such
as a Wells Cargo, outfitted for
foodservice, to be $100,000, give or
take $25,000.

“Anytime you reduce your foot-
print, you can reduce your labor,”
Sinelli said. “You can capitalize on
large events with their high sales. If

trailers fit in well in
Austin, which has what he
calls an “artsy-entrepreneur feel.
The Airstream works well for that.
There’s a slogan there of ‘Keep
Austin Weird, and that works.”

Denney said those looking at
gourmet trailer foodservice should
consider a number of factors that
might impact operations. Among
them are dealing with inclement
weather, accommodating some
seating, ensuring foot traffic,
learning how to run an efficient
kitchen in such a small space
without harming quality, obtain-
ing adequate utilities, and creat-
ing a sense of permanence despite
the restaurant’s mobility. m

rruggles@nrn.com

Advancing Your Restaurant
Career Just Got Easier

Visit www.nrnjobplate.com today
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Nation’s Restaurant News announces the launch of www.nrnjobplate.com.

A foodservice-based recruitment website that will enable job candidates to connect quickly
and efficiently with operators who are currently searching for qualified employees.

= Timely postings

* Customizable job searches that let you search by keyword, title, location or category

= Tools to save searches and create search alerts that email you when the right jobs are posted

* Quick and easy creation and storage of CVs and cover letters

= Up to the minute application tracking to manage your search

= Updates on how often your CV is viewed by employers

= Insightful career-related editorial to guide and advise you

» Backed by Nation’s Restaurant News and nrn.com, the industry’s print and online news authority

Ranging from managers to c-level executives, from chefs to accountants, and posted by foodservice
companies of all types and sizes, the best jobs and the best candidates are always on the plate.

WWW.NRN.COM / NRNJoBPLATE.COM

For more information, contact Leslie Wolowitz at
212-756-5210, or wolowitz@nrn.com
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