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Family is key part of recipe at Tom’s Drive In

From Tilt-a-Whirl booths to the Tominator, goal is to create fun atmosphere for dining

By Kristin Stankewicz
kstankewicz@thebusinessnewsonline.com

Tom Grishaber can estimate your age based

on how many of his burgers you could buy for $1
“asakid.

“We have some people who remember seven
burgers for a dollar,” said the founder of the Tom’s
Drive In fast-food chain. “I say, ‘oh, you're that old,

huh?”

‘What started in 1960 as a lone burger shop on

" Appleton’s south side is now a seven-location
Fox Cities chain. The most recent addition, 501 N.
Westhill Blvd., Grand Chute, opened in December
with a camival decor theme. Other locations’
themes include local sports, music, and retro.

The unique themes provide variety for
customers who visit different locations frequently,

(44

We should have put in all Tilt-
a-Whirl seats. We expected it
(to be popular) for the kids,
but the adults want to sit in
them also.

— Tom Grishaber, founder of
Tom’s Drive In fast-food chain

29

said Scot Grishaber, Tom’s son and the company’s
director of market development.
“We want them to feel like they’re having a

different experience each time,” said Scot.

The Westhill Blvd. location, which cost the
family more than $2 million, includes four restored
Tilt-a-Whirl seats in the dining room and two old
Scrambler cars mounted on the walls.

“It’s a fun atmosphere,” said Scot.. “Everyone
has memories of the carnival and what it was like,
so we thought this theme would be popular”

The camival theme idea was Tom’s, said Scot.
“He had the idea of putting a carousel inside the
restaurant, but that wasn’t feasible because of the
seating you'd lose.”

Instead, Scot bought the Tilt-a-Whirl cars
from a farmer in northern Wisconsin for $250
each, then spent an additional $6,000 each to fix
them up and turn them into booths. Customers
sometimes wait in line to sit in them, he said.

“We should have put in all Tilt-a-Whirl

seats,” said Tom. “We expected it for the kids,
but the adults want to sit in them also.”

The new location includes the company’s
corporate offices upstairs, giving the management
team a centralized home base.

Tom credits Scot and his other two sons —
Dean, director of inventory management;
and Mark, director of purchasing — with
engineering the growth of the company
over the last several years.

“I started four stores, and my sons have
advanced the program. They’re the sole owners
now;” said Tom, who is “90 percent retired.”

All three started their fast-food careers in
junior high, “standing on a Coke box, putting out
hamburgers,” said Tom.

See Tom’s, PAGE 22
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