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This Is The Real Story

    
While it is accurate to say we “did not know what we were doing” when we decided to open a Cheese-
burger Restaurant in Lahaina called Cheeseburger In Paradise in the fall of 1989, the real story is practi-
cally beyond belief. The small picture framing company we ran in Southern California was more than a 
hobby but less than a successful, (not to mention profitable) well run business. We built the pictures that 
you would call “sofa art” during the week and sold them at the Orange County Swap Meet on the week-
ends….every weekend, rain or shine. Then we started all over again on Monday. We worked seven days 
a week for 11 years and if I knew then what I know now, I would have been too scared to ever dream of 
starting a new career in the restaurant business where 90% of first year restaurants fail and 60% of sec-
ond year restaurants fail and the rest of them hardly make it at all. I thought we would build the Lahaina 
unit, save the profit from it and build a second unit and save the profit from those two units and so on 
until we had 10 units which we would sell to WR Grace for the FOREVER MONEY. Story closed.

I could not have been more wrong or more right it turns out. As Edna points out in her Looking Back ar-
ticle, we began the first day with absolutely no experience and no money. I had picked the noisiest of the 
applicants to head each department (the first time we ever had departments) and hoped for the best. Af-
ter all it was just a Cheeseburger, how hard could that be? It turned out that actually cooking and serving a 
Cheeseburger was the least of it. There was ordering the food and where to put it once it came in since the 
kitchen was 12 X 24 and had only two residential refrigerators. And who knew you had to lock those with 
a large chain to keep the food from going down the stairs while you weren’t looking? The tomatoes were 
stacked in boxes to the ceiling as was the bread.  We had purchased an interesting piece of machinery and 
to this day I cannot fathom what we were thinking. This thing was called a Holly-O-Matic Patty Maker and 
I swear to God that at the time we thought the cow went in it and the patty came out. All good intentions 
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aside, we abandoned it immediately and it still resides somewhere in the Someday We Will Write A Book 
Warehouse. We learned that nothing, and I mean nothing is grown or manufactured in Hawaii. Every-
thing is shipped in by boat or plane and is therefore, EXPENSIVE TO THE MAX. I had purchased a book 
on running a restaurant and there was something in there about “food cost”. I tried to explain the theory 
of running a profitable enterprise to our accountants who specialized in taxes not restaurants. You added 
up your theoretical cost of goods ( I was now using restaurant and accounting phrases) and then divided 
the retail price of the item into the cost of goods…..divide the big number ($6.95) into the little number 
(something like $1.56 at the time) and you should get your food cost percentage! Our food cost should be 
22%. Of course it was 43% and no one could figure out why. We did our inventories like good girls. We 
counted the straws. We measured the liquor (we had not taken the class yet where you learn the bartend-
ers add water to the vodka), we figured out the yields, we converted lbs to ozs, we reconciled the sales, we 
weighed the cheese and we tracked the waste. And at the end of the first quarter our food cost was no-
where near its theoretical food cost of 22% and we owed $12,000 in taxes.

 BUT, but we had done the impossible…we had, despite every mistake in the book, created one of the most 
successful restaurants concepts in the world. AND we did it despite a three year fight over the name that 
cost us precious time and was an enormous distraction. You can review all that by pulling out your old 
copies of PEOPLE MAGAZINE, April 14, 1997. We did look cute in that full page picture, I must say. Legally, 
I am forbidden to discuss how we chose the name Cheeseburger In Paradise, so here is how I can say it 
without going to jail. I heard a song called HOTEL CALIFORNIA and opened a restaurant called CHEESE-
BURGER IN PARADISE. Read between the lines.

Today, we have opened 14 restaurants, some did not make it but we remember them fondly nonetheless 
(except maybe Mexico and that would take a whole book of its own). Aloha Cantina was our first effort 
at expansion and while we loved its food and ate there everyday, it was not the hit we expected and we 
reopened it as Woody’s and then there was a fire….so we thought we might open another Cheeseburger 
In Paradise and we chose Waikiki, it is still a fantastic success….then because we did not learn our les-
son and got too big for our britches, we opened a highly regarded fine dining concept in our hometown of 
Orange, California. We sold it because we could not figure out how to give the guests the proper amount 
of expensive wine….just kidding. It was beginning to dawn on us that we should stay with what we knew 
best; Cheeseburgers. So of course, we opened a Cheeseburger In Paradise in Puerto Vallarta. I mean really, 
what were we thinking. We finally high tailed it out of Mexico after our attorney in Guadalajara (who spe-
cialized in consulting us on the amount of bribes we should pay) informed us our CPA in Puerta Vallarta 
had stolen 100K that was meant for taxes in Mexico….meanwhile, we took over a TGIFridays in Monterey, 
California that made it only 6 months before we pulled the plug. Lesser folks might have stopped expand-
ing, but oh no, not us. We opened a huge unit in Las Vegas that has done well despite the ups and downs 
of that city and the economy, another unit in Wailea that does really well, and then, why not open in Key 
West and Miami? We sold Miami (too dangerous) and Key West sill hangs on even in the aftermath of Ka-
trina and the other hurricanes that ravaged it….oh, we also opened another unit in Waikiki and then one 
more for good measure, Cheeseburger Beachwalk, all on track and ready for the positive economic future 
growth we are hoping for. And then, just when you think we might settle down, we opened Cheeseburger 
Island Style spectacularly in Reno last month. 
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So now we have 8 Cheeseburger Restaurants and run a company that employs over 600 fine folks who 
raise their families and make a living from our dream way back in 1989. We have served millions of guests 
and currently serve 6000 folks each day grossing over 30 million dollars annually. We figured out the 
proper food costs and fixed most of those early problems that seemed impossible at the time. October 24, 
1989, the night before we opened in Lahaina, I recall hearing a conversation between Edna’s Dad, Bill and 
one of our early investors. Bill said “ These girls did a really fine job but you do understand, don’t you, that 
we are going to lose all our money?”. Well Bill, thanks for your money and your pride in us and it turns out 
we did just fine. 

I do some public speaking about the adventure of creating this world famous brand and Edna and I assist 
our Executive Vice President, Robert Kaskie and Doug Rainey, Vice President in constantly reinventing 
our Cheeseburger Concept and keeping the dream alive and fresh. This has been the ride of a lifetime and 
it gets better and better. We live in the Sierra Nevadas on an eighty acre ranch with lots of family, horses, 
dogs, goats, an occasional bear or two, scores of deer and other wildlife. Our daughter, Leah, has given us 
two beautiful grandchildren, Finn and Maple and we are all healthy and happy. And we are grateful ev-
eryday for the blessings that Cheeseburger In Paradise and all the other Cheeseburger Restaurants have 
given to us and the Cheeseburger Family.

Thank you for joining us on our 20th Anniversary and sharing this ride with us.

Aloha no,

Laren McShane Gartner

Co-Founder of Cheeseburger In Paradise, Lahaina

CEO Cheeseburger Restaurants

Our Beloved Cheeseburger In Paradise in the morning before the crowd lines up.




