although he also hopes to attend law
school and someday serve in public
office.

Arriving in America from Greece in
1968 at the age of 18, Leo
Stassinopoulos knew no English. But
he did know that he wanted to find a
way to earn a solid living in his new
homeland. His first step was to take a
job in a meat factory. His next step
was to go into business with his older
brother Peter.
Thirty-seven years later, the brothers
now speak English, having taught
themselves the language, and are the
proud owners of Leo’s Coney Island,
a business they built themselves.

Leo’s Coney Island began franchising
in 2004, and now has eight franchise
locations. Three to four new
restaurants
open
each
year,
according to Leo’s son John
Stassinopoulos,
who
handles
purchasing and distribution for the
company. In 2006, additional units
will open to fill out the Detroit metro
area, and the concept will make its
debut outside of Michigan, possibly
with locations opening in Chicago
and Phoenix.
“It wasn’t originally conceived as a
chain and I don’t think they ever saw
it going this large,” observes Leo
Stassinopoulos, Jr. “But the idea
caught on, and my father knew they
were onto something and created a
sound plan to grow it.” A student at
University of Michigan, Leo Jr.
intends to join the family business,

Indeed, the first location was a simple
business, selling Coney Island style
hot dogs--pork dogs topped with
chili. Seven years after the first, a
second location opened in 1979.
Having created a loyal following and
sensing Michigan natives’ intense
love of Coney style dogs, a third
location opened in 1982. The
restaurant was larger and offered an
expanded menu, serving as a
prototype for expansion.
“In the ‘70s, hot dogs were the
biggest seller at Leo’s Coney Island,”
says founder Leo Stassinopoulos.
“Not so today.” Greek salad is the hot
seller today, with 150,000 sold each
week. In fact, Leo’s locations use a
half-load of lettuce each week—350
cases!
Breakfast was added in 1990, and
omelets, such as the Feta and
Cheese ($5.15), are big winners with
Leo’s customers. Leo’s uses 300
cases of eggs weekly. Other favorites
include griddle items such as
pancakes
and
French
toast.
Breakfast items are served all day;
breakfast specialties such as
combination plates involving two
eggs any style, served with ham or
four bacon strips or four sausages
links or two sausage patties, toast

The 25-unit chain of restaurants is
famous in Michigan for serving Coney
Island fare – hot dogs, fries, burgers
and chili – as well as Greek
specialties such as Greek salads,
mousaka and gyros. Founded by the
brothers in 1972 and still family-run,
Leo’s Coney Island has evolved from
a quick-serve shop with five items on
the menu to a growing chain of fullservice, free-standing restaurants
offering traditional and Greek
favorites at breakfast, lunch and
dinner. Each restaurant generates an
average $1.3 million in sales a year,
and system-wide sales now exceed
$20 million annually.
Keating representative Jim Schulte, Leo
Stassinopoulos and his wife Joy Stassinopoulos of
Leo’s Coney Island, Eliza Keating, President, Keating
of Chicago, and Eliza Ann Keating, Keating of Chicago

“Serving Those Who Serve The Very Best”®

“We used to be known primarily for our
Greek salads and Coneys, but now
we’re known for our breakfast items and
dishes like the Chicken Stir Fry and Fish
and Chips,” says Stassinopoulos, who
offers that biscuits and gravy were
recently added to the menu. “We’ve
really gone into casual family dining.”

and jelly ($2.59) are served Monday
through Saturday until 11 a.m. and
Sundays until noon.
“Breakfast items have really been
growing over the last 15 years,” notes
John Stassinopoulos.
Coney dogs remain favorites among
the lunch and dinner crowd. The
original features chili, onions and
mustard ($1.85), while the Special
Coney also includes spiced ground
beef ($2.45). The Coney Hamburger-loose ground beef covering a Coney
dog topped with chili, mustard and
onions in a steamed bun ($2.05) ranks
high among the other Coney-style
fare.
Leo’s Famous Greek Salad, made
with lettuce, tomato, cucumber slices,
pepperoncini, Greek olives, beets,
chick peas, feta cheese and Leo's
famous Greek dressing (priced from
$2.90 for a mini and $6.90 for a large),
remains a top seller, although newer
additions to the menu such as Fish
and Chips ($6.95) and stir fry dishes
(Chicken or Beef, $6.85, vegetable,
$5.95) are also proving popular.

As Leo’s has grown its locations and
food offerings, so too has its reach and
reputation expanded. Locations can be
found in strip centers, shopping malls
and evening Comerica Park, home of
the Detroit Tigers. Reviews of the
concept typically rave about its
straightforward but satisfying fare and
value for the dollar—a family of four can
dine for under $25. John Horn
references the “beloved food” and
notes that “locals abound, as do the
hundreds of folks from surrounding
communities,” in reviewing the Leo’s
Coney Island in Royal Oak, Mich. for
AOL CityGuide.
John Stassinopoulos attributes Leo’s
success to the family’s hard work and
that of its 600 employees, as well as the
company’s operating partners and
franchisees. “They work so hard to
make sure that the quality is there and
that we are true to our roots,” he says.
Another factor in Leo’s success is its
equipment package, which enables the
chain to consistently deliver high-quality
product. The company’s relationship
with Keating of Chicago began more
than 20 years ago, when Keating
Miraclean® Griddles and Instant
Recovery® Fryers were first installed in
Leo’s locations. Today, each Leo’s
restaurant uses two gas Miraclean®
Griddles, one electric
model for hot dogs and
one fryer.

Keating Instant Recovery® Fryers and Keep Krisp® Warmers hard at
work at Leo’s Coney Island. Pictured is Jim Schulte, Keating of
Chicago, and Leo Stassinopoulos, Leo’s Coney Island.
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“Keating units hold up
very well to our highvolume usage,” says
John Stassinopoulos.
“The griddles hold their
temperature and stand
up to the omelets and
other items we do on
them. The fryers also
hold up and recover
quickly. We’re pumping
over a million pounds of
fries out each year, and
these fryers make it
possible. If it weren’t for

their quick recovery, we’d be in deep
trouble.”
Another Keating feature that helps
Leo’s maintain its speed of service
and high volume output is the ease of
cleaning. The Miraclean surface,
which needs only to be scraped,
washed and polished, enables Leo’s
staff to get on with the business of
producing great food.
“A dirty grill doesn’t cook well. With
Miraclean, food doesn’t stick and the
cooking surface is easy to keep
clean. Quality product is going out to
the dining room because it’s cooked
on quality equipment,” says John
Stassinopoulos, noting that the
reliability of the equipment has
allowed Leo’s to add new menu items
such as fish and chips with
confidence.
The expert service and knowledge of
Keating representative Jim Schulte is
another benefit for Leo’s Coney
Island. Leo Sr. turns to Schulte
regularly for insights on industry
trends, the latest equipment offerings
from Keating and consistent service.
To ensure quality food production
across the chain, Leo’s specs the
Keating equipment package for all
new franchise locations.
“The last three openings included the
latest equipment from Keating. Our
franchisees always go with it because
they understand that we know they’re
reliable products,” says John
Stassinopoulos.
Looking forward, the family is eager
to bring the Leo’s Coney Island
experience to hungry diners beyond
the Michigan borders, and confident
that with its strong franchisees and a
partner in Keating, they can do so
successfully.
Donna Hood Crecca specializes in writing about
the restaurant industry.
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