
It all seems to have begun with
Tiki bars.  In 1937, Elmer Gantt
opened the first Don the
Beachcomber restaurant 
in Los Angeles, California.
The décor was based on
things Gantt had observed
and adapted while living in
the South Pacific islands:
torches on bamboo poles,
stone masks of Polynesian
gods, and rum-based concoctions
like the Mai Tai and the Zombie
cocktail.  But behind the punched-
up Cantonese cuisine, pu-pu platters,
and Pacific map placemats was a marketing
strategy that still succeeds in destination-dining
establishments throughout the United States
and the world:  selling more than a meal –
selling an in-depth dining experience.   

Theme restaurants have grown rapidly 
in popularity since the days of Don the
Beachcomber.  Following trends and focusing
on core customer interests has resulted in such
themed topics as rock & roll (Hard Rock Café),
American nostalgia (Johnny Rockets and 
Ed Debevic’s), movie stars (Planet Hollywood),
sports (ESPN Zone) and even the environment
(Rainforest Café).  But no foodservice operation
is immune to the need to adapt to the times –
even if the restaurant itself is frozen in the past.

A Taste of Time Travel
“Medieval Times gives its visitors a true taste
of the past – even while we strive to stay
current,” says Marketing Manager Marla Hart.
In fact, Medieval Times is one of the earliest
and most comprehensive of the modern theme
restaurants.  Started in Majorca, Spain, in 1973
as a way of showcasing Andalusian horses, the

medieval Spanish experience has
translated well to nine locations

throughout North America.  

Marla describes the Medieval
Times meal as one-of-a-kind: 
“Our restaurant is an 11th
century castle, our serfs or
wenches [servers] are all 
in character all the time, 
and our show includes, 

among other things, a live
jousting tournament with real

weapons – and some of the finest
Andalusian horses in the world.  

To me, it’s more than just a theme
restaurant, and more than a Broadway show. 
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Picture this…
Nothing captures the immediacy of 
the moment as well as a photograph.  
The most commonplace snapshots speak
volumes about their subjects – even years
after they were taken.  We see people at 
a split-second in time.  We can read the
expressions on their faces; study the
fashions they are wearing; and, in the
background, get a glimpse of their world.  

I’ve been interested in photography since 
I was a teenager.  My Uncle Howard is 
a photographer and, when I was in high
school, I would live with him one month
every summer.  It was a tremendous
learning experience, and at home 
I set up a darkroom in the attic where 
I could develop my own pictures.  

As a result, I soon became the school
photographer and ended up being called
on to take photos of all the activities for
the school newspaper and the yearbook.  
It got so burdensome that, after graduation,
I put away my camera for a long while.  

Recently I rediscovered my enthusiasm 
in going through our family photographs.
Fortunately, enough of them were
preserved to provide a picture history 
of our relatives extending back to the 
late 1800s.

It is fascinating to see the changes in
technology from the old tintypes in which
the image is printed on metal through the
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Serving Up an Experience – And How It Can Help You











BRINGING A
SMILE TO
YOUR TABLE

• I put instant coffee in the microwave - 
and almost went back in time.

• Did you hear about the fight at 
the seafood restaurant?  Four fish 
got battered!

• Sign at a restaurant: “Eat here, 
diet home.”

• The (modern) four food groups: 
fast, frozen, instant, and dessert.

• Margarine is butter made from 
imitation cows.

• Did you hear about the 
new restaurant on the moon? 
Great food but no atmosphere. ■
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“Food for Thought” from page 1

heavy cardboard sepia photographs of the
early 1900s, to the glossy black & white
prints with elaborately curled edges from 
the ‘20s through the ‘40s, to the early
Kodachrome color prints of the ‘50s.  
Of special interest to me was my father’s
collection of color slides dating from the
early 1950s.  Projected on a glass bead
screen, their heroic size and vivid colors
bring a scene to life.  

As I grew to a greater appreciation of these
images, I became more aware of my personal
responsibility to preserve the past and
document the present.  Today, thanks to
video, we can capture much more than
photography.  We have voice and movement.

Recently, we took a trip with my wife’s
mother to her hometown.  I was able to
videotape her as she visited places that she
knew long ago, describe the people she grew
up with, and noted the changes that had
been made in the town.  The result is an
invaluable historical record and an emotional
document that will make her known to
generations far into the future.

If you’re fortunate enough to have access to
your family’s photographs, I would encourage
you to, first, identify the individuals and
locales (usually with the help of older
relatives) and, second, have them scanned
and recorded in a digital format.  

Make multiple copies so that you can share
your archive with other family members and
perhaps with local community historical

societies.  Also, keep several copies of the
disks in different places so that, in the event
of a fire or other disaster, you will not lose
the collection.  Every few years as you 
add more photos or video, ensure that all 
the images are re-recorded in the latest
technological format.  Twenty years from
now, the computer disk will no doubt be 
a collector’s item.  You’ll want to be sure 
that you can access the materials that 
have been so lovingly collected over 
so many generations.

We generally think of photographs as 
a window into the past, allowing us 
a limited communion with those who 
have gone before.  For example, we know
what Lincoln looked like, but how did his
voice sound?  What was his laugh like, and
were his movements graceful or clumsy?
Today, thanks to modern technology, we 
can bequeath a much more complete record
of ourselves and our times to our descendants.
Now, although our own time will eventually
become the past, we can personally address
the future.

Sincerely,

David Rolston

A theme only works 
in a restaurant if it’s 
a genuine interest of the
owners, operators, and – 
in a best-case scenario – 
its employees.”

Both Baum and Hart also
agree that most changes –
themed or otherwise – should
be inspired by the diners they
are intended to serve.  “Give
the audience what they want,”
Christine sums up, and they’ll
respond in kind.  “People go out to eat 
so that they can experience something
different,” Marla says.  Whether that means 
a 16' television screen, a knight on horseback,
or exotic Polynesian environs, “what will
keep them coming back again and again 
is if they have a great time and enjoy 
a delicious meal.” ■
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