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Who's our #1?
(hint: It's a smash with consumers.)

The top restaurant chains, people, trends and technologies shaping the fast casual segment.
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31 The Habit Burger Grill
 Irvine, Calif. / No. of units: 50

When Brent Reichard first started work-
ing at The Habit in 1969, little did he know 
he would take on the restaurant’s owner-
ship four years later. In 1973, Brent and his 
brother Bruce borrowed some money from 
their parents to purchase The Habit, and 
43 years later, have grown the company 
to 50 locations. In addition to locations 
throughout California and three in Arizona, 
The Habit has deployed a state-of-the-
art truck to cater parties and events for 
100-500 people. The restaurant chain also 
paid homage to the sweet potato in 2011, 
launching sweet potato fries in December. 

Fourteen years and 16 locations later, the 
Richards’ have turned their dream vacation 
into an everyday reality. 

33 Tender Greens
 Los Angeles / No. of units: 7

Tender Greens was launched based on the 
idea of creating a conscious connection 
between what diners eat and the source of  
that sustenance. The majority of Tender  
Greens’ produce comes from Scarborough 
Farms in Oxnard, Calif. and is picked daily. 
Interiors are designed to reflect the natu-
ral elements of the outdoors, creating an 
open, airy and comfortable ‘third place’ 
for guests to unwind. Each location also 
opens with its own executive chef, who 
is given room to explore his or her foodie 
passions. Tender Greens is the brainchild of 
Erik Oberholtzer, co-owner and chef, who 
plans to grow the chain from 7 locations to 
30 over the next 10 years. 

34 grahamwich
 Chicago / No. of units: 1

From Graham Elliot, a judge on Fox’s Mas-
terChef, comes grahamwich, a sandwich 

and gourmet popcorn eatery located in 
downtown Chicago. Elliot builds on his 
reputation as the chef/owner of Michelin-
starred Graham Elliot to deliver an array 
of high-quality menu items. Homemade 
sodas on tap, popcorn topped with truffle  
oil and an herb blend and sandwiches such 
as the pastrami reuben are what makes 
this restaurant a success. And thanks to a 
partnership with Merlin Verrier, who serves 
as Elliot’s overseer of culinary operations, 
sandwiches never tasted so good. 

35 Garbanzo  
 Mediterranean Grill
 Denver / No. of units: 14

Alon Mor used his background as a Panera 
Bread franchisee to launch Garbanzo Med-
iterranean Grill. Mor opened the first loca-
tion in 2007 and has grown it to 14 units 
throughout the Denver region. Moving for-
ward, Mor has plans to expand Garbanzo 
beyond Colorado, turning his focus to the 
East Coast. And he has the financial back-
ing to do it. Garbanzo was co-founded by 
Panera Bread/St. Louis Bread founder Ken 
Rosenthal, and the company has formed a 
growth partnership with Gemini Investors, 
a private equity firm that provides equity 
capital to middle-market businesses. Ad-
ditionally, the company’s first franchise 
market is expected to open later this year.

Taziki’s Mediterranean Grill

Tender Greens

grahamwich

32 Taziki’s  
 Mediterranean Grill
 Birmingham, Ala. / No. of units: 16

When Keith and Amy Richards landed on 
the island of Greece in 1998, they were 
set to embark on the vacation of a life-
time. However, that vacation turned into 
a business plan for success. As the couple 
explored the sites and cuisine of Greece, 
they wondered how they could bring the 
fresh flavors and healthy ingredients back 
to their hometown of Birmingham, Ala. 
The answer: Taziki’s Mediterranean Grill. 
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17 Kevin Reddy
 CEO and chairman, Noodles & Company

Make a quick search for Reddy at FastCa-
sual.com and the results look more like a 
military campaign than a set of business 
stories: Noodles & Company growing in 
Virginia and expanding in Chicago, Utah, 
Iowa, Nashville and Knoxville. General 
Sherman didn’t blitz through as many plac-
es when he took his famous stroll through 

the South. No wonder Technomic named 
the chain one of the Top 10 fastest-grow-
ing in the U.S. in 2011, and ditto for the 
fact that numerous trade publications have 
named him as an executive to watch and 
entrepreneur of the year.

18 Erik Oberholtzer
 Co-owner, Tender Greens

The aim of Tender Greens’ founders, Ober-
holtzer said in an interview last year, was 
to “fill the gap between the expensive-
restaurant world we worked in and the 
cheap-restaurant world we could afford.” 
Although it started with humble begin-
nings, the company now has restaurants 
open in seven cities, with Oberholtzer be-
coming a leader in using Pinterest to pro-
mote his business. He says the hot social 
media tool is useful not only for reaching 
out to potential patrons, but also to gather 
inspiration on what meals to serve, how to 
display food and what art would look good 
in restaurants.

19 Geoff Alexander
 Vice president and managing partner,  
 Wow Bao

Part of Chicago-based Lettuce Entertain 
You Enterprises, Wow Bao has emerged as 
one of the coolest, most addictive of the 
group’s 43 concepts. With the tagline “hot 
asian buns” (never mind, they’ve already 
heard the jokes), they offer a mixture of 
baos (dumplings of a sort), potstickers and 
bowls featuring multiple styles of chicken, 
beef and vegetables. Breakfast mixes are 
available in the morning, and if you’re stout 
of heart, try the homemade ginger ale. It’s 
definitely not the stuff from Canada. Alex-

Kevin Reddy

Erik Oberholtzer

ander himself also is becoming a big wig in 
the industry with his election to the Fast 
Casual Industry Council’s steering commit-
tee.

20 Phil Friedman
 CEO, Salsarita’s

Former McAlister’s CEO Phil Friedman pur-
chased Salsarita’s Fresh Cantina in 2011, 
bringing on board Larry Reinstein, the for-
mer Fresh City president and CEO, as his 
operating partner. Salsarita’s has 80 stores 
open across 19 states, and Friedman hopes 
to make the same mark there he did at 
McAlister’s  — growing the sandwich chain 
from 27 units to 300 before his 2010 depar-
ture. After he left McAlister’s, he was in 
search of something new. Friedman found 
his calling in the form of the fresh-Mex 
chain that specializes in made-to-order 
burritos, tacos, enchiladas and salads, and 
he has spent the last six months on the road 
visiting the chain’s large franchisee base. In 
2012, we expect Friedman will continue his 
quest to make Salsarita’s a success.
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