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SMALL BUSINESS / WRAPPED UP IN PASTRY / Long wait for a dream / Restaurateur wouldn't take no for an answer when it came to reviving a family business 

By JENALIA MORENO
Staff

NEARLY two decades ago, the kitchen of Marini's Empanada House on Westheimer Road caught fire. 

Facing expensive renovations and upgrades of a restaurant located in what was then a dicey area, the Marini family shuttered the eatery. 

It was a heartbreaking decision for Argentina-born Marcello and Pelusa Marini and their five children, who spent the previous 12 years frying up more than 100 varieties of empanadas, including pineapple, gooseberry and chicken curry, at the Montrose-area restaurant. 

But by then, Marcello Marini was busy with his Spanish- 

language broadcast career. 

Passionate about the Argentine-style empanadas, the family always planned to return to serving the hot pastries to Houstonians, who considered the restaurant a local institution. 

In April, a new Original Marini's Empanada House returned from its long hiatus, in a new area and under the direction of one of the couple's two sons, Alex Marini. 

For the past 19 years, he had time to contemplate his parents' success in the restaurant business, as well as some of their mistakes, such as expanding the business too fast and partnering with investors. During that time, he worked his way up from a hotel room service waiter to management, learning more about the food service business. 

"It's always been my dream to reopen the restaurant," Alex Marini said as he sat at a table he made for his Cinco Ranch-area restaurant. 

Good times past 

The South Mason Road restaurant evokes memories. He's decorated it with yellowing newspaper articles, photographs and the sign from his parents' business. And he made replicas of chairs crafted by his grandfather for the original establishment. 

"I wanted to keep going a little bit of what my dad had done," said Alex Marini, who added cedar woodwork to his restaurant, just like in the Westheimer location. He even employs some of the original restaurant's employees: family members. 

Every morning his mother makes sweets like traditional Argentine alfajores, a kind of cookie, and her signature dough for the empanadas. And his older brother Manuel, who is now a chef, helped organize the kitchen and worked during the restaurant's opening. 

But Alex Marini decided against strictly following the family's first business model. 

He scaled back the menu to 34 types of empanadas, including the old favorites of cheese, spinach and beef gaucho, which includes a hard-boiled egg and olives. And he promised himself if the new restaurant proved successful, he wouldn't expand the business too fast or partner with people outside the family. 

That's where his parents' venture stumbled. 

Coming to America 

It was 1967 when TV reporter Marcello Marini left the wine-producing city of Mendoza, Argentina. With a group of friends, he headed for Houston to see if he liked it. 

"You came to the country of opportunities," explained Alex Marini. 

A year later, Marcello Marini brought his family. Once here, he worked at several restaurants while Pelusa Marini made empanadas at home. 

Eventually Pelusa Marini's passion turned into a business that the family started with about $200, said Marcello Marini, now programming and public relations director for Telemundo. 

"We had an oven we bought from a firehouse," Marcello Marini recalled. 

The couple opened their first restaurant near Rice Village, then relocated the business to the Montrose area, where University of St. Thomas and Rice University students and downtown office workers crowded into the restaurant with its tables made out of wooden barrels that used to store nails. 

The venture was so successful, despite some problems with neighborhood crime, that the family opened more locations. 

Then some investors convinced the Marinis to go into business with them and expand. With their new partners, they opened a restaurant called Marini's Gaucho House . But friction developed. 

"Our partners couldn't understand us," Marcello Marini said. "We are an opinionated family." 

Eventually the family split from their partners and closed the other empanada houses. 

"We ended up keeping the Westheimer location, which was always the heart of the business," Alex Marini said. 

But then the heart of the business caught fire. 

After the blaze and another failed business partnership in an empanada house on Richmond Avenue, the Marini siblings sought their own careers. 

"Because we grew up in the business, I always figured the business was going to take care of us forever," Alex Marini said. 

Early rejections 

Alex Marini went to work as a room service waiter in a Galleria-area hotel, ultimately becoming assistant banquet manager. He worked there for 17 years but spent the last few years thinking about reopening Marini's and decided to look for a location and a bank. 

Despite his experience, Alex Marini was rejected by his bank. Another dozen or so rejected him before he sought help from the Small Business Administration and the University of Houston Small Business Development Center. 

"It's a risky business for a bank. They shy away from restaurants," said Orlando Saldaña, a consultant with the center, who helped Alex Marini improve his business plan. "The mortality rate is high." 

With his updated business plan in hand and an estimated startup cost of about $250,000, Alex Marini met with Nasrullah Khan, senior vice president of United Central Bank. 

The location of his new venture received nods of approval from Khan because it's an upper-income area. 

Business is going so well that they are considering opening more restaurants, but, "let's not rush into it," said Alex Marini. "After a year I'd say, `OK, I feel comfortable and I'm ready to try.' " 

. . . 

THE ORIGINAL MARINI'S EMPANADA HOUSE 
What's an empanada ?: A pastry eaten as a snack or meal in Latin America 

Varieties: 34 including spinach, cheese, beef, apple and banana with dulce de leche 

Cost: $1.75 to $2.75 each 

