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There’s no more expensive gamble than opening a 
restaurant.  Around 60 percent of new restaurant 
ventures fail within the first year, and 80 percent fail 

within five years, according to Business Insider. The costs, 
too, for opening a restaurant are astronomical. Indeed, 
many restaurants fail because their owners do not take into 
account the amount of capital they’ll need—often around 
$500,000 to $1 million for a fine dining establishment, 
according to Forbes. 
 For the past 10 years—five or six since they’ve gained 
true popularity in Utah—the “cost effective” alternative for 
would-be restaurateurs has been the food truck. But a food 
truck can still cost between $50,000 and $200,000, says 
Forbes. What can a person do if they’re passionate about food 
but don’t have that kind of capital? 
 Many who have a dream, recipes, an entrepreneurial 
spirit—and no cash—turn to another option: food stands. 
Food stands, or booths, can appear for relatively little cost 
in local farmers markets and festivals, and turn a once-
unknown business into a recognized local brand. For some, 
that’s enough—but for others, it’s a stepping stone into 
getting their own restaurant. 
 
Going to market
Ana Valdemoros had no formal training in cooking when 
she began Argentina’s Best Empanadas. Coming out of 
college, all she had was a desire to make empanadas, a classic 
stuffed bread or pastry from many Latin Europe and Latin 
American countries. Valdemoros’ empanadas are all made 
from scratch and by hand, using as many local, seasonal 
products as possible. 
 “I’m not professionally trained in the food business, but I 
thought there was an opportunity to show empanadas in Salt 

Lake City at the farmers market. For those who are new to it, 
we wanted to show them a product from a different country,” 
says Valdemoros. “And for the Argentines, we wanted to 
show a piece of Argentina, where it’s a staple, to give them 
happiness or a good memory.”
 Valdemoros borrowed a mere $1,000 from her mother for 
pots, pans, supplies—her entire setup. She says that when she 
opened in 2006, costs to buy a canopy and register to show at 
the farmers market were much cheaper than they are today. 
And while her first foray into the market saw her selling only 
six empanadas per day, she now sells 400 – 600 empanadas 
any given Saturday. That doesn’t even take into account the 
catering orders she gets, which she now has to stipulate a 48-
hour turnaround time on. 
 “We’ve catered a wedding, and we made 1,200 empanadas 
for it. That’s all they wanted. We catered church conferences, 
funerals, mission reunions, tango parties, Argentinean style 
parties—a lot of our customers order large quantities,” she 
says. “We need 48-hours notice. We don’t keep anything 
frozen. We prepare them to order.”
 The success of her food stand has given Valdemoros 
the desire to help other small food entrepreneurs through 
the creation of Square Kitchen, a new culinary incubator, 
where patrons can reserve space online, cook, clean up and 
store their food. Valdemoros and her partner in the project, 
Tham Soekotjo, also hope to offer business resources to 
the budding food entrepreneurs who use the space. Square 
Kitchen, which was given a $350,000 grant by the city to 
speed its development, will be opening in July. 
 After a decade of running her food stand, Valdemoros 
has finally been able to afford a storefront, which she hopes 
to have up and running this summer. Having experienced so 
much success since she’s started her business, Valdemoros 
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says she means to ramp down her presence at the farmers 
market. 
 “We want to focus our efforts on the storefront now. And 
I have to give the opportunity to newer businesses as well. 
The farmers market is great in the sense that they will, if 
you’re in, keep you until you want to leave. They won’t kick 
you out or let other vendors that sell the same thing come 
in. It’s a great venue for businesses like us that have been 
there for a long time,” she says. “There are people who have 
great products who need it as an outlet, like it was for us. 
I’m happy that I’ll give my space to someone that is new. It’s 
awesome to be able to.”

Firing up a business
For Todd Hailstone, head chef and co-owner of Dixie Pizza 
Wagon, opening his wildly successful pizza wagon (it can 
hardly even be called a stand!) had little to do with making 
money. All Hailstone wanted was a way to teach his 10 
homeschooled children the practical aspects of running a 
business while engaging with oven- and pizza-making, two 
hobbies he picked up while studying law in Italy. 
 “When you study the law in Italy, you learn about pizza. 
In their code, they say what you can put in your dough, in 
your sauce—they tell you how to make pizza if you read 
the law,” says Hailstone. “That was how I got introduced to 
Italian pizza with wood-fired ovens.”
 Hailstone built his setup—basically a pizza oven atop a 
trailer, with a canopy over it—and tried to open the wagon 
in St. George, but was unable to do so because the city 
wouldn’t allow outdoor vendors to operate on an ongoing 
basis. He moved Dixie Pizza Wagon to Hurricane, instead. 
And while Hailstone wasn’t particularly looking for success, 
success found the wagon in a big way. Dixie Pizza Wagon 

is currently open three days a week, and the wait during 
dinner time can reach one or two hours, he says. 
 “Over the years, we didn’t look at it as a big business 
opportunity. If we’d sold one pizza at the beginning, we’d 
have thought it was great. But it just took off,” he says. “Our 
business model has been not to worry about making money, 
but rather making a great quality pizza and the experience 
for our kids. We haven’t worried about it. We look at it as 
an art.”
 Health codes standards and up-front costs, says 
Hailstone, were the hardest part of getting Dixie Pizza 
Wagon off the ground. The entire setup cost $5,000 – 6,000 
out of pocket, far less than the food truck vendors he 
knows that had to pony up several times more than that 
to get off the ground. He says that starting a food booth 
(or any sort of setup that primarily deals in prepping and 
serving outdoors) has its own challenges, but they’re easier 
to navigate than paying the extra money that food trucks 
require. 
 “It depends on your food and what you’re doing, and the 
health department and how they look at you. They’re going 
to require certain things from you,” Hailstone says. “With 
a truck or trailer it’s easier to meet those requirements, but 
your up-front cost is much higher. It’s at least twice. For us, 
very minimally, we were able to start and get it going.”
 Although Dixie Pizza Wagon has gotten offers from 
various customers to move into a brick-and-mortar 
location—as well as offers to cater weddings, join festivals, 
or a multitude of other platforms—Hailstone remains set 
on his original plan for his business. Five of his children 
have so far learned from working in various aspects of 
the business, and his second-oldest daughter is interested 
in expanding Dixie Pizza Wagon’s hours, now that she’s 
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returned from her LDS mission. Whether the wagon expands its hours, 
locations, or moves into a brick-and-mortar, Hailstone says, is up to his 
children. 
 “We love where we’re at,” says Hailstone. “We believe in the philosophy 
that you live where you want and you make your work fit with your 
lifestyle.”

Building a community
Erin Hawker and her husband, Freddy Neufeld, always wanted to try their 
hands at a food business. Hawker, who is a quarter Sioux, got the idea 
to start selling American Indian tacos when she took her children to a 
festival and was unable to find the food offered anywhere. She took her 
grandmother’s fry bread recipe, researched what she would need, and finally 
settled on opening a food booth. The food truck craze, she says, had not yet 
really taken off in Utah, and restaurant costs were out of the question. 
 “Most food trucks would have to purchase the vehicle and then design 
the inside of the truck. Gut the truck, custom build, and get a rack for the 
truck… I think the bulk of the cost is the fact that it’s a one-and-done thing. 
You have to come up with $80,000 at once,” says Hawker. “For us, we were 
able to piece it together. We started planning it and knew we could buy the 
tent, then wait and buy the tables. Then we could go and buy the chafing 
dishes or the hot holding. So the equipment, we could piece together. That’s 
the difference in investment. We paid off our investment in a year of being 
in business.”
 From there, Hawker began to apply for space at local festivals. Through 
trial and error, Hawker says she realized which festivals were the best run 
and the best experiences for food booth vendors. Because of the sheer 
amount of effort that takes place in setting up Native Spin—both the tent 
space, and the fact that every part of the taco, from the fry bread to the salsa, 
is prepped by hand—Hawker says she can only commit to festivals that will 
let the booth stand for at least two days. Today, Native Spin is active in four 
festivals a year: Utah Arts Festival, Craft Lake City, Utah Pride and Logan 
Summer Fest. 
 Hawker says she has enjoyed being part of the food booth community. 
She says the best part of seeing booths—rather than trucks—at festivals 
is the specialization. Native Spin offers their tacos, a ground buffalo 
alternative, a vegetarian alternative and wojape, a native berry compote 
dish. Hawker says she doesn’t want to expand Native Spin’s menu too much, 
to allow her and her husband to focus on perfecting their main dish. 
 Still, Hawker says she sees trouble on the horizon for food booths. While 
festivals used to be a bastion of specialized food vendors, many of whom 
only came out for the event, food trucks are slowly staking their claim in 
that space. And food booths can’t compete, she says, with food trucks that 
have gotten their names and brands out day-in and day-out. Slowly, food 
trucks could completely push food booths out of existence by taking over 
that space. 
 “[Food trucks] have acquired more of a following. If people don’t 
recognize you, they go to the food trucks they do recognize. We’re at a 
disadvantage financially,” says Hawker. “A lot of us just come out for the 
summers. It’s a side business. We’re feeling a bit of a burn on having to move 
over to let the food trucks in that get to be open all the time.”
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Turning up the heat
Cathy Tshilombo-Lokemba says that her restaurant, Mama Africa, was 
born from her long and international history. She was born in Africa, but at 
five years old came to the United States with her family. In her teen years, 
she moved to Europe, where she would stay for several decades and study 
in Belgium and France. Eventually, she moved back to the Congo, but the 
outbreak of war sent her back to the United States as a refugee.  Twelve years 
ago, she married her husband and moved to Utah. 
 At first, Tshilombo-Lokemba wanted to continue her previous business, 
Beautiful Events and Weddings, where she would create event décor. But 
it wasn’t long before her skill in cooking took center stage and turned the 
company into primarily a catering company and food stand. 
  “Mama Africa was born from a vision that I had. I lived a long time in 
Europe, so I really loved the African food and the European food,” says 
Tshilombo-Lokemba. “I started remembering all the dishes and f lavors 
my mother cooked. … I was well known for my African cuisine, so people 
started calling me Mama Africa.”
 She changed the name of her company from Beautiful Events and 
Weddings to Mama Africa. Tshilombo-Lokemba set up Mama Africa at 
festivals and fairs and farmers markets, where her brand, products and 
menu brought her more catering work and more renown. Still, as her 
business grew, Tshilombo-Lokemba says she knew that she would not always 
be content as a food stand and a catering company.
 “When I was cooking at the farmers market, people would say ‘where 
is your restaurant?’ I was so embarrassed to say I don’t have one. It was 
everyone! I went to festivals, I did catering, but I didn’t have a location,” says 
Tshilombo-Lokemba. “That was embarrassing for me! So I decided in my 
heart that I needed to open a restaurant.”
  Furthermore, Tshilombo-Lokemba wanted to be self-sufficient. 
Previously, she used kitchen space from Spice Kitchen Incubator in order to 
prep and make some of her popular products, such as her best-selling Pili-
Pili hot sauce. But while she credits Spice Kitchen Incubator as helping her 
achieve her entrepreneurial dream, she knew that she needed her own space 
to create and develop her products. 
 “I decided to go ahead and get a location of my own. I had to rent two 
storages; I had to pay for the kitchen, the transportation, all of that stuff. It 
was just getting too heavy,” she says. “I thought, if I had my own location, I 
could manage it in one spot.”
 Recently, Tshilombo-Lokemba found a place where she can focus on her 
production line for her ginger sauce, peanut sauce, BBQ sauce, hot sauce and 
hibiscus juice. She sells her products through several small local markets, 
like Tony Caputo’s Market and Deli. 
  “The focus wasn’t to just open the restaurant. It was to make a whole 
network. It’s cooking in the back, bottling my sauces—a little factory—and 
then serving my customers who want to pick up some beignets or samosas 
to go,” says Tshilombo-Lokemba. “[I have a few tables] if they want to sit and 
enjoy and we can connect. I still go do festivals, I still do catering. The focus 
wasn’t just a restaurant. It was to f lesh my products out and be present in 
the market.”
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