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ALL IN THE RESTAURANT FAMILY

Owners of Bali Hai, Tom Ham’s Lighthouse see the business passed on to them
insons’ future
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Susie and Larry Baumann

Restaurants: Bali Hai and Tom Ham’s Lighthouse

Age: Susie, 66; Larry, 64

Family: Four children, seven grandchildren

Career: Susie worked as an assistant to her father, Tom Ham, before taking over the business: Larry served in the Navy before joining the Bali Hai as a bartender and gradually rose through the ranks.

Education: Susie attended UC Berkeley

Hobbies: Larry: hunting and fishing

Susie Baumann was in her 20s when her father, Tom Ham, died suddenly, leaving behind two waterfront restaurants and a wife unschooled in the challenges of the hospitality industry.

Having worked in the family business since she was 12, Baumann knew at a young age she was destined for a lifelong career in the hospitality industry.

Fast forward 40 years, and Baumann and her husband, Larry, joined by three of her four children, are still at the helm of the Bali Hai and Tom Ham’s Lighthouse, which is about to undergo a $3.5 million face-lift.

The renovation is expected to raise revenues of the aging restaurant, just as it did after the $4.4 million overhaul of the Bali three years earlier.

“It was a very tough time,” Baumann recalled of the days following her dad’s death at age 54.

“My mom sat on the bed and said, ‘You’re going to have to help me. The last job I had was running an elevator during the war at May Co. and they don’t want me anymore.’ Tom Ham’s Lighthouse had been open just two years. Harbor Island was a no man’s land at the time, and sales didn’t take off like my dad had anticipated,” she said.

The restaurants obviously survived, and the Baumanns are now grooming a new generation to carry on Tom Ham’s legacy. They reflected recently on the current state of the local restaurant industry and where their own places are headed.

Q: Yours is very much a family business. Who else in your immediate family is helping run the restaurants?

Larry: All of our sons earned degrees in varied fields and had successful careers away from the restaurant. Our oldest, Grant, worked for the Department of Justice for a while. He’s been with us 15 years and is the GM at the Bali Hai. Tom is a marine engineer and recently joined us. He’s a dining room supervisor at the Bali Hai. And Andy, the youngest, was a pre-med major and after some soul-searching decided he’d rather work in the family business. He’s the bar manager at the Bali Hai.

Susie: The goal is for two of our sons to go to the Lighthouse after it’s finished.

Q: The Bali Hai, until recently, and Tom Ham’s have been known for years as restaurants caught in a time warp as San Diego’s dining scene has matured. What are you doing to assure they can hold their own against newer dining spots that are opening at a rather rapid pace?

Susie: The menus are constantly changing, and there is a lot of research and tasting that goes on. It’s not like the old days where the front of the house was the engine. We’ll search for a new chef at Tom Ham’s. We’re looking for someone who has a flair for seafood, but it will take a unique individual who can take on the challenge of a very large restaurant where 40 percent of the business is banquet business. We’re trying to find a young man or woman who wants to be a part of the family business for a while.

Q: How would you describe San Diego’s evolving dining scene, compared to higher-profile markets like Los Angeles and San Francisco?

Susie: I think our dining scene is ranking up there with them. We’ve attracted some wonderful talent and you see these great places opening up. At the heart of every chef is that goal, that they can open their own restaurant.

Larry: We talk to our customers and we’re blessed. We see a lot of locals who bring their out-of-town guests here to show off the city and they just think that San Diego is a rising star in the culinary world. If they’re here five nights, they wish they could be here longer to have more time to visit more restaurants.

Q: What are some of the top-of-mind issues that the San Diego chapter of the California Restaurant Association is pursuing?

Susie: Right now, it’s health care and how you prepare for that for 2014. The majority of our front-of-the-house staff — busers, servers — are working 30 hours, and under Obamacare, working 30 hours is considered full-time. So restaurants will have to establish whether they’ll keep them at 30 hours or reduce their hours. We’re taking a little different approach on that. We have people whose career is being a server or bartender. We’ll say, if you want to be a full-time employee you’ll need to work more than 30 hours, and for those where it’s a second job, they’ll have to go under 30 hours. We offer insurance now, but it’s very expensive and most employees don’t elect to take it. It will change the profile of our employee, but the goal for everyone is to get as many people covered with health insurance as possible.

Q: S.D. Restaurant Week, which started Sunday, has grown significantly over the years, but some restaurants say it doesn’t necessarily increase profits. Why do it?

Susie: For restaurants on the waterfront, January is our slowest month, so it’s a great boost for us. No, we’re not making as much, but it’s a promotion like taking out radio and TV ads. Our food costs are higher but we’re trying to get new people in who haven’t been here before with a $30 menu. It’s just a wonderful opportunity, especially for foodies, to show them exactly what you’re doing. We’re all in it to increase our revenues, and most restaurants have figured out this is the time to showcase what you do.

Q: Any plans on the horizon to open any other restaurants or expand outside San Diego County?

Susie: I think our sons certainly would look at expanding at some point, but I don’t see them expanding outside the county. They’re San Diego boys, so I don’t see them even leaving the Point. You wouldn’t open restaurants the size of ours these days. The Bali Hai is 25,000 square feet; Tom Ham’s, 28,000 square feet. They’d think of opening a casual dining restaurant more in the 9,000-square-foot size.

Q: When you’re not at your own restaurants, what are some of your favorite places to dine at?

Susie: We have a couple of favorites: Brooklyn Girl (in Mission Hills), and I’ve been going to Mona Lisa (in Little Italy) since I was in the 10th grade. If I feel I really need that comfort food, that’s where I head. And Blue Water Grill on India Street.

Larry: Ortega’s in Hillcrest is a favorite, but we like to see what the competition is doing, so we get out all over town.
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