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Ruth Fertel: The Person


Ruth Ann Udstad, the daughter of an insurance salesman and a kindergarten teacher, was born on February 5, 1927 in New Orleans.  She was very bright and graduated from high school at age 15 and began attending Louisiana State University, graduating at age 19 with degrees in chemistry and physics.  Upon graduation, Ruth taught briefly at McNeese Junior College for two semesters.


In 1948 Ruth married Rodney Fertel, with whom she had two children – Jerome and Randy.  Ruth’s hobbies included hunting, fishing, reading and horseback riding.  Together with husband Rodney, Ruth opened a racing stable in Baton Rouge and earned a thoroughbred trainer’s license, making her the first female horse trainer in Louisiana.


Her life changed dramatically upon the divorce of her husband in 1958.  Ruth was left with the responsibility of caring for her two teenage sons, so she took up a low-paying position as a lab technician at Tulane Medical School.  She soon realized that she would not be able to afford putting her two sons through college without getting a higher-paying job.  In 1965, while browsing the classifieds, Ruth came across an ad that said “Steak house for sale.”  She mortgaged her home for $18,000, the cost of the restaurant, and another $4,000 for supplies.  The rest is history.

Ruth Fertel: The Restaurateur


Ruth had never owned a restaurant before that fateful day, May 24, 1965.  Even though the Chris Steak House failed six times under the previous owner, Chris Matulich, before Ruth taking over, “It never entered [her] mind that [she] would fail.”  She ensured her success by learning about the entire business from being a hostess to a server, cooking, bookkeeping, and even butchering.  She attributes some of her success to the fact that her clientele could see her working, she got to know them personally, and she and the staff always “spoiled them.”  


Ruth is revered as the The First Lady of American Restaurants and no doubt has been asked countless times what is has been like being a woman in a male-dominated industry.  Fertel would answer assertively, “It’s not whether you’re a man or a woman.  It’s whether you try or not.  It’s in the individual to succeed or not.  I just have great drive.  I don’t mind taking a chance.”  And succeed she has.  The building originally bought by Ruth in 1965 was named Chris Steak House.  Due to Hurricane Betsy in September 1965, much of New Orleans was destroyed with approximately $1.4 billion in damage.  Chris Steak House was able to reopen in less than a week.  However, during that week, the restaurant was without electricity and had no way to refrigerate the steaks.  In an effort that allowed her to build new relationships with customers and help the local community, Ruth supplied victims and relief workers of the hurricane with free steak meals.  When Chris Steak House reopened, the restaurant was able to open for the first time on Fridays at the behest of the bishop putting a temporary suspension on meatless Fridays because of the effect the storm had on local fishing.  With the new customers and a diminished supply of fish, Ruth had so many customers that she was forced to turn some away.  “The construction companies that were in the area helping rebuild the city found [her].”  Ruth realized she would need to open another restaurant.  The move came sooner than expected when in 1976 the original location of Chris Steak House burned down, causing her to not only to change locations, but also to change the name of the restaurant.  Legally, Ruth could only keep the name Chris Steak House if the restaurant was in the original location.  Because of the move, Ruth changed the name to tongue-twisting Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse.  By remaining focused on an excellent product and maintaining a high level of quality in customer service, food, and atmosphere, Ruth Fertel has ensured the success of her chain of upscale steakhouses.  


Ruth’s product consists mainly of steaks that are cooked in specially designed broilers, an invention for which Ruth can take credit, and are then topped with butter.  All of her employees are trained for a minimum of a week.  Chefs and managers complete an eight-week program.  Also, Ruth is viewed as a role model for women and is known for employing single mothers in her restaurants, showing support and recognition of their drive to work hard.  Most importantly, though, is that everyone that is employed by Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse should operate under the Golden Rule – “Treat customers and associates the way [you] would want to be treated.”


Ruth has battled with all the typical (as well as atypical) restaurant ailments: a demand for healthier fare, an increase in the price of beef, fires, and hurricanes, yet has been able to persevere through all of the above.  For her efforts as a successful entrepreneur and philanthropist, Ruth Fertel has been recognized with numerous awards including but not limited to:  Inc. Magazine Regional Entrepreneur of the Year, the Ella Brennan Savoir Faire Award, Executive of the Year from Restaurants and Institutions Magazine, and the Horatio Alger Award.

Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse Now


The first franchise was opened in 1976 by a loyal customer who moved too far away to be able to enjoy a buttery steak from Ruth’s Chris regularly, so he asked Fertel about the possibility of opening up another restaurant in Baton Rouge.  That was just the beginning.  Now there are 110 locations worldwide including locations in the United States, Canada, Puerto Rico, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, with discussion underway to open in Europe, Australia, and Dubai.  Approximately half of the restaurants are company-owned and half are franchisee-owned. (Figure 1)


Marketing has come a long way from being one of the first restaurants to advertise in in-flight magazines to now using television, radio, outdoor advertising, and online marketing.  Ruth’s Chris competes with companies like Morton’s with 74 restaurants, Fleming’s with 51, and the Capital Grille with 28.  Although the menu has evolved to include seafood, the restaurant has still managed to retain a majority sales of meat (42%) with appetizers/non-seafood sides/dessert (17.9%) and their award-winning wine list (17.3%) in a close second. (Figure 2)  

The Ruth’s Chris company is able to maintain high levels of service and quality closely monitoring its franchised and own restaurants.  There are core recipes that are followed closely by chefs at all outlets, all receive the same raw products, kitchen layouts are similar throughout, restaurant sizes run between 8,500 and 10,000 square-feet, and all staff participate in a training program.  Ruth’s Chris does, however, like to maintain a certain amount of uniqueness in the look and design of its restaurants.  The reason behind this is that they want customers to view the restaurant as a unique experience and not as part of a chain.


In 1992 Fertel sold Ruth’s Chris to a private equity firm for $160 million and on August 9, 2005, the company completed its initial public offering.  Shortly after the IPO, Craig Miller, President and CEO, was forced to contend with Hurricane Katrina and all of Ruth’s Chris’ New Orleans supporters.  Due to the damage caused by the hurricane and Miller’s new responsibility to shareholders, Miller and his management team decided it best to leave the area and set up shop in Orlando.  They concluded it was best not to return to New Orleans and this caused an uproar among the citizens of New Orleans who felt as though Ruth’s Chris was turning its back on them at a moment when aid was most needed.  While the company offered employees in New Orleans $1000 and the option of working in a different location as long as they would be willing to relocate, this was not enough to keep people from questioning whether Ruth Fertel would have made the same decision to move out of New Orleans.


The decision came as such a shock to the residents of New Orleans because of Fertel’s philanthropic efforts in the past.  A perfect example was the relief she provided when Hurricane Betsey hit.  Fertel was also a large supporter of Junior Acheivement and started the Fertel Foundation which “…seeks to foster projects related to the arts and education [and] is especially interested in initiatives from which new communities and new insights may emerge, and those that challenge entrenched communities of power.”  Even after she was diagnosed with lung cancer, after having smoked for over 50 years, Ruth Fertel still showed how much she cared about the people of New Orleans by educating them about the dangers of smoking.  It was a huge loss to the restaurant world when Ruth Fertel passed away on April 16, 2002.

The Future of Ruth’s Chris Steak House


In contrast to the damage that was caused by Hurricane Katrina, Ruth’s Chris seems to have a promising future ahead of it.  Ruth’s Chris appeals to both men and women and across a variety of ages. (Figure 3)  The company is introducing the ‘luxury lounge’ as bar where their hope is to provide all customers, but especially business customers, a place to feel comfortable when dining alone.  This year the company will also be experimenting with the ‘power lunch’ concept, remaining open for lunch on Fridays in some locations.  Short term expansion includes 12-14 new restaurants this year and up to 250 locations domestically in the long term.  Ruth’s Chris will continue to focus on their core concept, but is “examining the possibility of a second brand in the future.”
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