Bill Johnson’s Big Apple
“Let’s Eat”

By Shamrock Foods


In an industry where longevity is sometimes measured in months, one Phoenix-area operation tracks its tenure by the decade. It’s now into its sixth decade!

Bill Johnson’s Big Apple passed the 50-year signpost last summer and now has its sights set on the second half of the century mark. With six locations and counting across the Valley of the Sun and an aggressive younger generation taking its turn at the wheel, the restaurant that helped Phoenix grow up will keep right on growing strong. After a 50-year test period, it seems safe to say that the Big Apple is here to stay.

It’s hard to talk about Bill Johnson’s Big Apple without talking about Bill himself, and a history that’s brightly colored with movie stars, cowboys, radio shows and dance halls. To be sure, Bill called Tom Mix “friend” and regularly shared a table with the likes of Roy Rogers and Wayne Newton. 
But as comfortable as that history is to recollect, it’s still history. The Bill Johnson’s Big Apple of today is focused on tomorrow. 
“Let’s talk about the next 50 years,” says Dena Cameron, president for over 20 years and daughter of the founders, Bill and Gene Johnson. “In order to survive you have to keep moving.” 
She’s seen the Valley restaurant industry evolve and is positioning the organization to take advantage of the next evolution of growth. Take a close look at some of the high-profile Phoenix events and you’ll see the distinct signature of the Big Apple in the background. The Barrett-Jackson auto auction is one example: It’s a safe bet that more people came home from that “shopping spree” with the taste of barbeque on their lips than with new car keys in their pockets.
Another example is Spring Training. The Brewers and Giants both regularly dine on Big Apple fare, and the City of Goodyear is also talking to the Big Apple about catering for the Cleveland Indians Cactus League activities. 
Then there is their loyal commitment to the community. Organizations like the Junior League, and the Leukemia and Lymphoma societies have benefited from Bill Johnson’s philosophy: “support your community and the community will in turn support you.” This belief runs through the foundation of the Big Apple. In addition to various promotions for the organization’s 50th anniversary last fall, Bill Johnson’s committed to a long-term partnership with the Boys and Girls Club of Metropolitan Phoenix by providing a significant cash donation and an internship program for teens interested in going on to college. 
For a restaurant organization that got its start pulling people into its single location for the tasty barbeque and high-energy entertainment, off-site catering is now a significant revenue generator. Its popularity is fueled by the loyalty of 2nd and 3rd generation customers who proselytize the flavor of good western-style cooking, and the end result is a whole host of new Bill Johnson’s customers. 
“That’s one of the best forms of marketing we can do,” explains Cameron. “We love to have new people try our food.”
Cameron recognizes that while the loyalty of their customers is responsible for the past 50 years of success, it’s planning and marketing that will take them through the next 50. In addition to grass-roots marketing which has been the company’s forte, the company recently implemented a highly-successful gift-card program and is using the internet more and more to promote operations. Spurred on by Marketing Director Danielle Hansen (Dena Cameron’s daughter), Bill Johnson’s Big Apple restaurants are poised to take advantage of the Valley’s explosive growth with a variety of marketing strategies and the likely addition of new locations or concepts. 
“The younger generation is definitely interested in opening new restaurants, and we want to support that,” said Cameron. “Having family members as part of the organization is a real pleasure; they’re so young and passionate about what we’re doing. They’ve grown up with the restaurant, it’s part of who they are. So, while we don’t always share the same ideas, we share the same goals. That’s a real pleasure.”
Even though they’ve had a 50-year run and can call the Valley “home,” no one in the organization is taking it easy. They recognize that the loyalty of both customers and employees (one-third of whom have been with the company for ten years or more) is what has made their success, and freely admit that they have to rebuild that loyalty every day. 
Shamrock Foods is proud to be their loyal supplier.
Locations:

3757 E. Van Buren Street

Phoenix, AZ 85008

(602) 275-2107

16810 N. 19th Avenue

Phoenix, AZ 85023

(602) 863-7921

1330 N. Dysart Road

Goodyear, AZ 85338

(623) 882-8288

3101 W. Indian School Road

Phoenix, AZ 85017

(602) 277-6291

950 E. Main Street

Mesa, AZ 85203

(480) 969-6504
7322 W. Bell Road

Glendale, AZ 85308

(623) 776-1900

Side Bar

Facts to Know About Bill Johnson’s Big Apple

· The original location at 37th Street and Van Buren opened in November, 1956. It still packs in the customers, and does the best breakfast business of any of the Big Apple locations. The 19th Avenue & Bell location is the busiest of the six.
· The operation employs nearly 500 people and serves 4,000 customers each day.
· Bill Johnson once worked as a trapeze catcher in the circus.

· Gene Johnson, Bill’s wife, is credited with developing the barbeque sauce that became so popular it launched a restaurant. She still participates in many company activities and is “the lifeline to our restaurants, to who we are as a company,” says Danielle Hansen. 
· Bill ran a “rebel” radio show six nights a week from a mock jail cell in the restaurant. You can now enjoy a grilled steak in the “Jail.”
· The radio show was broadcast by KPHO, KRIZ, KTAR and KJJJ stations.

· Tex Ritter, Gene Autrey, Roy Rogers and Dale Evans, Waylon Jennings, Wayne Newton, Johnny Cash and Rex Allen all appeared on Johnson’s radio show.
· The name “Big Apple” comes from Bill’s favorite 1920s dance.

· Fifteen Johnson family members daily participate in company activities.

· The four BBQ sauce flavors are: Original, Mesquite, Hickory, and Hot & Spicy.

· The catering division can accommodate groups up to 5,000. 

· The wait staff still packs the “heat” – replica six-shooters in tooled leather holsters that they all wear on their hips. Each set weighs seven pounds. 
