Steaking his claim

Paul Avery went from Middlesex County College to running more than 1,300 Outback restaurants

Home News Tribune Online 05/21/06

By RICK MALWITZ
STAFF WRITER
rmalwitz@thnt.com 

When Paul Avery was attending Colonia High School in the mid-1970s, he worked at Le Petit Gourmet in the Woodbridge Center Mall, and in two ways the job would map his future. 
Avery took an immediate liking to the restaurant business. "I enjoyed the challenge of keeping it clean, efficient and safe," he said. 

He made a career of restaurant management, and today is Chief Operating Officer of Outback Steakhouse Inc. (OSI), which has 1,339 theme restaurants in the United States. 

On Tuesday, Avery was honored as the Alumnus of the Year by Middlesex County College, where he obtained an Associate Degree in Hotel, Restaurant and Institution Management in 1979. 

In addition to setting his career path, that job at the Woodbridge Center Mall is where he met Suzanne Koke of Carteret, the woman he would marry. 

"I made pizza and she made subs," he recalled. 

His business career actually preceded his working at the mall. From his parents — Nelson, a machinist, and Sally, a nurse — he and his four siblings inherited a strong work ethic. Before he was a teenager, Avery was mowing lawns and delivering The News Tribune of Woodbridge. 

Attending MCC allowed him to keep his job at the mall and afford to pay his own way into college. He would earn a bachelor's degree from Kean University in Union in 1982. 

He recalled how, when the manager of Le Petit Gourmet was fired, he offered to handle the job of two people, becoming its manager and associate manager. 

After graduating from Kean, he was recruited by Don Linn of San Diego, the owner of Le Petit Gourmet. "All (Linn) knew was I was making him good money (in Woodbridge) and caused no trouble," said Avery. 

Linn offered him a job managing a Steak 'N Ale in Melbourne, Fla., and he remained with that chain for nearly eight years, when he decided to open his own restaurant in Atlanta. His idea had advanced "99 yards," he recalled. "I had the design, the manager, a SBA (Small Business Administration) loan, all lined up." 

Then he had dinner with men who had opened the first Outback in Tampa, and had designs for a modest chain of about a dozen restaurants in Florida. Avery was hired to manage its seventh restaurant, in Palm Harbor, Fla. 

Today Outback owns 1,339 restaurants, including 928 Outback Steakhouses, 207 Carrabba's Italian Grills and 106 Bonefish Grills. Its newest chain is Cheeseburger in Paradise, a company it owns in a partnership with Jimmy Buffett. 

Avery explained how he and Outback executives were having dinner with Buffett following a Tampa concert, and Buffett mentioned a lone Cheeseburger in Paradise restaurant in Hawaii. "How could you not fall in love with the name?" said Avery. 

As the COO of a large restaurant chain, Avery explained the difference between his job now and his role as manager of a lone restaurant in Woodbridge. "It's not hands on, it's minds on," he said. 

Among the ideas to expand the chain are plans to return Avery to his roots. Outback has purchased several former Chi Chi's Restaurants, including its property across Route 1 from the Woodbridge mall. There Outback plans to build a combination Bonefish Grill and Cheeseburger in Paradise at the site. 

"It's my coming home," he said. 
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