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he roads that snake around Lake
Minnetonka have a hypnotic quality. In fact, they might even be
considered just slightly dangerous, given their
surroundings. It’s impossible to not stare at
the glossy blue expanse ringed in lush greens
and to steal glances at all of the homes, which
range from charming cottages to regal estates;
but the curvy roads demand caution. When
you can finally come to a stop, get out of the
car and take a deep breath of the sweet, watery
air, it’s instant relaxation. That is precisely why
people flock to the lake—and it’s what life is all
about for Daryl and Merritt Geyen, the owners of Al and Alma’s in Mound.
Merritt Geyen looks to her left and to her
right before taking a few quick hops across the
two-lane road that separates her home from
her business. She’s the picture of summer with
tanned skin and a bright skirt, and her greet-
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ing is appropriately warm and sunny. She’s
soft-spoken, as is Daryl, in the classic way of
Minnesota natives. They are one of those couples who finish each others’ sentences, weaving stories together as they speak. Together,
they have dedicated themselves to upholding
the local tradition of Al and Alma’s restaurant
and boat tours; it’s the perfect convergence of
their upbringing, dreams and ambitions.
Though Al and Alma’s—the institution—
is celebrating 51 years on the lake, the
Geyens have owned it since the early ’80s.
“September 6, 1983,” Daryl says without hesitation. That day marked the turning point in
the couple’s lives, and it is the starting point
from which they have charted their course.
They both say the wheels of fate had been set
in motion long before that, though.
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ON DECK > Merritt and Daryl Geyen
have steered a course that allows them
to live and work just steps from the shore
of Lake Minnetonka.
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A COMMUNITY FIXTURE > For more than 50 years, people from around Minnesota
have come to Al & Alma’s to experience Lake Minnetonka.

Daryl has lived on Lake Minnetonka his
entire life, and Merritt’s family moved to
the lake when she was in sixth grade. They
grew up near each other—right across the
bay from where they now live—and went
to Mound schools together. They met
each other between eighth and ninth
grades, and have been together ever
since, even going to the same college
at the University of Wisconsin– Stout,
where they took complementary courses
of study—accounting and business for
him, restaurant management for her.
“We had planned that we someday wanted to own a restaurant together,” Merritt
says. “We went to school planning our
careers that way.”
The couple was living in Maple Plain
with their two sons, Christopher and
Nathan, then 3 and less than 1 year old,
when they got wind of changes at Al and
Alma’s. “Merritt’s parents found out that
it was going to be available,” Daryl says.
The couple saw in it the place that they
always had imagined and dove headlong
into the new venture. “Three weeks later,
we were signing the deal,” Daryl says.
Dreams and reality made for an interesting combination, at first. Included
in the purchase were four boats—two
new and two ageing—and the restaurant
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building, which had been falling slowly
into disrepair. When they decided to buy
it, the couple went to Daryl’s sister, who
had long been a waitress in the restaurant,
to get her opinion. She was a little hestitant. “She said, ‘Are you sure you want to
do that?’” Merritt says. “We said, ‘We’re
sure.’” And that they were, though their
confidence faltered a bit through the first
months post-purchase—it was winter,
and nothing much was happening. The
previous owners, Bud and Eileen Nolan,
knowing the ups and downs of a business so dependent on clement weather,
had arranged payments for the warmer
months, but Merritt says that they were
rattled enough to consider picking up
extra work. As the snow melted and the

ice thawed, they began to see their vision
more clearly again.
Merritt had been a manager at the
Lafayette Club, and Daryl had been a
bartender in college, but that didn’t
quite prepare them for the logistics
of running their own business. They
worked to cover all the bases—they
traded shifts of watching their young
children and working in the restaurant
and on the boats. They updated many
of the functions of the business as they
learned the ropes—the daily planner that
once held all of the boat cruise schedules,
with menus jotted in the margins, was
converted to computers, and they gave
the restaurant a thorough remodeling.
Bud Nolan passed away during the reno-

“IT’S VERY IMPORTANT TO US TO KEEP IN

TOUCH WITH ALL OF THE PEOPLE THAT ARE
ASSOCIATED WITH AL AND ALMA’S.
IT’S GREAT TO HAVE THEM KEEP
COMING IN, [SHARING] THEIR MEMORIES
AND FUNNY STORIES.”
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LIFETIME ON THE LAKE > Merritt and Daryl Geyen’s lives
revolve around the lake, where they both grew up.

vations, and his wife, Eileen, asked the
Geyens to include a tribute to him in the
restaurant. They were happy to oblige,
and they hung a ship’s wheel on the wall
in honor of Bud, who initiated the idea of
offering cruises on the lake.
That kind of connection to the past
is very strong for the Geyens, just as it is
for many lake residents. “We get people
coming in who are in their 90s,” Merritt
says. “They remember it as Chester Park
Grocery, and they remember when Al
and Alma Quist came in and started making burgers and ribs.” The eponymous
Alma still comes in from time to time,
and her daughter works as a waitress.
“It’s very important to us to keep in
touch with all of the people that are associated with Al and Alma’s,” Merritt says.
“It’s great to have them keep coming in,
[sharing] their memories and funny stories.” She raises an eyebrow and says with
a sly smile, “The older waitresses tell us a
lot of stories.”

The Geyens’ business has come to
define their lives. That might be a problem for some people, but their hands-on
approach is just part of their nature. They
want to talk to the people who come in,
and it’s hard to argue that they could
spend too much time on the lake. They
don’t go out on the boats much themselves, but it happens from time to time.
“I always ask [Daryl] to take me to the
other side of the lake, because I never get
to go there,” Merritt says with a laugh.
Because the business always demands so
much of their time, the couple makes
an effort to decompress a bit. “You put
your 40 hours in between Friday and
Sunday,” Daryl says. “So we try to schedule half a day each week when we can do
something together.” Even their sons,
who are now 23 and 26, are involved.
They started out on the lowest rungs,
doing dishes and cleaning up, eventually
graduating to what Daryl calls the more
“glamorous” job of driving the boats and

management. “In this business, you have
to learn all of the areas,” Daryl says.
In saying “areas,” Daryl is clearly
referring to aspects of running a business—the area of the lake is second
nature to the Geyens. They are locals,
through and through, always knowing
that this would be their forever home.
“We wanted to be close, but we never
thought we’d end up living right in
Mound, across the bay from where we
grew up,” Merritt says. “We’re happy
that we did though, because we’ve got
a lot of friends here. And our kids are
staying close, too.” Their oldest son lives
down the street, and the youngest is
getting married soon and has bought a
house in Excelsior. “When you see that
lake, and you’re used to being around it,
it’s fun—even if you don’t live on it—just
to be around it,” Merritt says. “We’re a
little spoiled that way.” n
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