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D
ick Johnson, chairman of Johnson Ventures, founded a chain of Bigfoot
Convenience Stores in the 1980s that grew to include 200 outlets in Indiana,
Illinois and northern Kentucky. 

That investment was among many from Johnson that have created jobs
and brought visibility to Columbus. In 2000, he was named Entrepreneur of
the Year in the prestigious Ernst & Young awards competition.

Johnson now heads Johnson Ventures, a family investment company. Each company it
owns, which includes suppliers of limestone and restaurant products, operates independently.

He strives to enhance community opportunities – educational, professional and quality of
life. Previously president of the Columbus Economic Development Board, he currently serves on
its board of directors. In addition, he volunteers with the Indiana University Foundation as
chairman of its real estate committee.

Johnson also collaborates with fellow community leaders on the city’s Vision 2020 plan,
which revolves around downtown revitalization efforts.

BBiizzVVooiiccee®®:: Describe your early career experiences as founder of the Bigfoot chain.

DDiicckk  JJoohhnnssoonn:: “We grew that gasoline/convenience store from nothing. I borrowed $10,000
when I got out of college and drove a delivery truck for 10 years.

“We sold our chain to a company in Canada five years ago. They were the largest convenience store
chain in Canada. They wanted their first platform in the United States, and they chose us as that platform.”

BBVV:: How did that business lead to the formation of Johnson Ventures?

DDJJ::  “We wanted to get re-engaged in commercial growth. So we started to look for companies
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we could buy or be a part of, and Indiana Limestone
Company (located in Bedford) was the first of those
companies. It’s the largest of the limestone quarry and
fabrication companies in North America.”

BBVV:: With what types of companies does Johnson
Ventures collaborate?

DDJJ::  “The Indiana Stone Center is located in Indianapolis.
It’s a retail/wholesale (business) – not just limestone,
but all kinds of building stones. We (also) have a small
company in the global market called Johnson Construction
Materials. It’s a sand and gravel operation. We extract
sand and gravel in Bethlehem, Indiana and take it to the
Louisville market.

“The latest thing we’re doing is Central Restaurant Products in
Indianapolis; that’s in Park 100 (on the city’s northwest side).
It has a national customer base. It’s directed to independent
restaurant operators.”

BBVV::  What was the impetus for establishing the Johnson Center
for Entrepreneurship and Innovation?

DDJJ::  “The Johnson Center for Entrepreneurship and Innovation
is located in the Kelly School of Business (at Indiana University)
in Bloomington. Its purpose is to be an advocate for entrepreneurship
and innovation for students going
through the Kelley School of Business,
as well as a campus-wide mission to
be an advocate for entrepreneurship.
You can major in entrepreneurship at
Kelly, minor in it, be a part of the
academy. It’s been highly rated
across the country among academic
entrepreneurial centers.”

BBVV::  How do you envision the potential
of another resource that will foster
entrepreneurism: the IU Johnson
Center for Entrepreneurship &
Innovation for Arts and Science?

DDJJ:: “It’s being constructed on Third
Street (in what) everyone calls the
Simon building. The point of activity
there is that as scientists in biology
and chemistry make discoveries, the
next thing is, ‘How do you commercialize
that? How do you take those ideas to
market?’ so to speak.

“This center will be a place where
you can take (your ideas) and there
will be resources. There would be people there to give you
ideas on what to do next.”

BBVV::  The Columbus Community Education Coalition led efforts
to build the Columbus Learning Center. Why was creating the
learning center so important?

DDJJ:: “The Columbus Community Education Coalition (which
Johnson chairs) is industry and business in Columbus working
with those (K-12, postsecondary and higher education) institutions
to raise the quality of the education system here. (Another goal
is) for our educators to be proactive, find efficiencies, better
work together to look at the needs of the community and react
to them so that students can get the educations they should have
to find good jobs in Columbus.

“The learning center was constructed to be a way for those
institutions of higher and postsecondary education to work

together and offer new higher-tech
classrooms, as well as the Center for
Teaching and Learning where teachers
could be re-educated and get certificates.
It’s also for students. Classrooms
have all the high-tech advantages.”

BBVV::  Maximizing the value and
availability of education in Columbus
is one of your priorities. Talk about
your role on the Indiana Commission
for Higher Education.

DDJJ:: “The purpose of the Commission
for Higher Education is (overseeing)
state-funded colleges. It sets agendas
those institutions should be thinking
about in terms of the future of
education and degree programs.”

BBVV:: What information would a
university need to provide to the
commission if it proposed to add a
course?

DDJJ:: “How can it boost the job market
for these graduates? How much will

it cost to produce this? Who’s going to teach (the classes)? Is it
for two kids or 2,000?”
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Awards and recognition are nothing new for Dick Johnson
(cover reprinted courtesy of Indiana Business Magazine).

The Columbus Learning Center, connecting three major state 
colleges and universities, has attracted nearly 5,000 students.



BBVV:: Encouraging international business relations with Columbus
was one of your goals on previous trips to Europe. Share how
you are working with the community on other economic
development initiatives.

DDJJ::  “It’s changed over the years to some extent. We used to be
looking for companies that would hire 500 people, but we really
don’t have enough workforce here to do that again. We’re looking
more for high-tech, technology companies for the most part.”

BBVV:: Your experience in Columbus – both as a businessman
and community leader – has introduced you to a variety of
programs. What impresses you most about the city?

DDJJ::  “I think what’s special about all the activities taking
place is that Columbus is genuinely a quality place to live.
One of the big reasons is Cummins Engine Company is here,
and its origins are in Columbus. They have been a driver and
leader to different people in different times. They’ve asked
the best people around the world to come here to live. If
you’re going to do that, you better have great schools, parks,
music and art, and all the great pieces of a community that
make sense.

“The president of Cummins is a member of our (economic
development) board. You wouldn’t get that everywhere, but
they (Cummins’ leaders) see being in Columbus and education
reform as the answer to success in this community and across
the country and the world. We could really plow some new
ground, create a model that has really not been done before.”

BBVV:: What advice would you give to an aspiring entrepreneur?

DDJJ:: “Number one, you need to have passion for what you’re
doing. The ingredients of success are just doing the basics and
doing them right – that’s things like building relationships;
being part of peer groups across the country to see what other
folks are doing in the industry you’re in; building relationships
with bankers, accountants, suppliers. Making every day’s
activities better than the day’s before.

“It’s not like there’s a prescription. It’s getting a great idea and
building a reputation with people around you.”
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Resource: Dick Johnson, Johnson Ventures, at (812) 390-0403
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