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THE SUNDAY PROFILE: RESTAURANT CHAIN OWNER PETER CHRISTOPOULOS

MR, BURGER
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Flipping burgers: Peter Christopoulos takes a turn behind the grill in this 2003 photo at his Mr. Burger store on Lake Michigan Drive NW, one of
seven restaurants he operates in the Grand Rapids area — six Mr. Burger eateries and The Filling Station.
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eter Christopoulos spells success with a W.

Generations of Grand Rapidians who regularly
sink their teeth into a freshly cooked Mr. Burger
will understand where he’s coming from.

“Success, it doesn’t start with S. It starts with W — as
in work,” Christopoulos explains in a lively voice tinged
in a distinctive Greek accent.

The W word is one that has long driven Christopoulos
— a self-made man with an all-American immigrant
success story.

The 75-year-old started Mr. Burger in 1970 after buying
the old Dog n Suds Drive-In on Lake Michigan Drive
NW three years earlier.

He drew up the bow-tie-clad burger logo, adapted the
menu and molded the concept to fit the local market.

He doesn’t just own the place. He is Mr. Burger.

Christopoulos arrived for an inter-
view at the latest addition to his fam-
ily’s 43-year-old restaurant empire,
The Filling Station at 4750 Alpine Ave.

NW, offered a cup of coffee and intro-
duced his wife and business partner,
Maria.

“Where should we sit? Here?” He

guides us to a booth not far from the
cash register, and Maria nestles in
next to him. It’s immediately clear
Christopoulos may drink coffee, but
he doesn’t need it.

It’s also clear Mr. Burger and Mrs.
Burger go together like a hamburger
and a bun.

The couple talk about the trials of
taking over this latest restaurant, a
former Red Hot Inn that had been
converted to the popular, but fatigued
and money-losing Filling Station. The
previous owner had some good ideas
but little restaurant experience, the
Christopouloses said, often complet-
ing one another’s sentences.

On the advice of loyal customers,
they didn’t make many changes to
the menu — at least not yet. But there
are plenty of Mr. Burger touches here
and there.

It works like a Mr. Burger (which
works a lot like the old Red Hot Inn)
with its cafeteria-style line that allows
you to pick up a piece of pie, order,
grab a drink and grab a seat while
your meal is made.

The investments are in less-obvious
places — there’s a new hood in the
kitchen, the new roof and the thor-
ough cleaning the place received.

There’s more discipline among em-
ployees, better management and Ma-
ria’s homemade soup recipes.

Now, the place is making money.

Success — there’s that W word
again.

“Business is like a marriage,” he
said. “You've got to put your time in
and be on top of it. You can’t let go.”

The path to the vinyl restaurant
booth where they’re talking wasn’t
an easy one.

Fleeing communism

Pete Christopoulos fled Greece in
1955. Communist revolutionaries had
taken most of his family’s possessions
as part of a post World War II insur-
gency that nearly tore the country
apart.

He arrived in America with “less
than nothing” he likes to say. His only
possessions were in a small suitcase
his father made by hand — an item he
has to this day.

‘Working the night shift behind the
grill, behind the mop and behind the
register at Red Lion, he learned the
restaurant business from the bottom
up, picking up fluent English along
the way.
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Five things to know
about Peter
Christopoulos:

New in town: When
Peter Christopoulos,
center, arrived from
Greece in 1955, he
lived with relatives
in Grand Rapids and
shared a room with
cousins Deno Fotieo,
left, and Themis
Fotieo.

= Christopoulos came
to America in 1955
owing an uncle, Red
Lion restaurants owner
Sam Koukios, $385 for
the boat ticket from
Greece.

= He changed the name
and concept of his
original Dog n Suds to
Mr. Burger because,
he says, “l knew more
than they did.”

= Homemade soups
at Mr. Burger are
from recipes of
Christopoulos’ wife,
Maria.

= Christopoulos once
taught his cousins the
importance of drinking
milk by flexing his arm
muscles with a stick
in his elbow joint and
challenging them to
pull it out.

= His favorite thing at Mr.
Burger after all these
years: A burger.

Success,

— Peter Christopoulos







