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 Lyndon Johnson has done one thing in his 
career.
 His entire life has been dedicated to the grocery 
industry and the customers it serves. And it all 
started nearly 28 years ago with a decision that 
drew the ire of his parents.
 The issue at hand: Johnson’s choice to leave 
college after one semester to begin a full-time 
career in the grocery business.
 “Boy was my mom (furious). God she was mad 
because I quit school and then I told her,” Johnson 
said. “Dad was upset, too, but I remember mom 
being really mad.”
 At the time, it was not what everyone else would 
have wanted Johnson to do. But, if Johnson did 
anything other than what he wanted felt passionate 
about, it may not have led him to becoming one of 
the top independent grocery chain owners in Iowa. 
And he probably would not have been named the 
2010 Iowa Grocery Industry Association Retailer 
of the Year.
 “That was one of those crossroads in life,” 
Johnson said.
 Johnson picked his path late in 1982 at the raw 
age of 18 years old. He was attending Muscatine 
Community College – with expectations of 
transferring to the University of Northern Iowa – 
but also wanted to work full-time at SunMart Food 
Stores. Having worked for the Muscatine retailer 
the two previous years while in high school, 
Johnson was eager to take on more responsibility.
 Unfortunately for Johnson, Nash Finch 
Company Personnel Director Norm Allen wouldn’t 
allow him to work full-time if he was also a full-
time student.
 “He said, ‘as long as you’re going to school 
full-time you can’t be full-time working for us 
because we feel your education is more important 
than your job and you really need to focus on your 
education,’” Johnson said of his conversation with 
Allen.
 But even after being urged to stay in school, 
Johnson chose the grocery business and became a 
full-time employee of SunMart in May 1983.
 It didn’t take long for SunMart manager Gary 
Pieper, who was a strong mentor of Johnson’s, to 
see his potential. A strong work ethic and desire 
to do more led to Johnson placing orders for 
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the store’s second aisle (considered the 
toughest since it dealt with soups and 
Macaroni and Cheese) as well as being 
the night-time supervisor responsible for 
locking up the store at close.
 This was challenging for Johnson and 
all those he worked with because he 
was the youngest full-time employee at 
the store. The responsibilities bestowed 
upon him meant he was in charge in most 
situations. It left him seeking guidance 
from Pieper on more than a few occasions 
to become a better leader, grocer and 
person.
 “Without him, I would not be where I’m 
at. I know that for sure. He’s probably the 
one person who really mentored me when 
I was younger,” said Johnson about Pieper. 
“When (I was) called about the award, 
that was the first person I thought of and 
I really wish he was here. I guarantee 
you I don’t go a couple of weeks without 
thinking of him at least once.”
 With the support and tutelage of Pieper, 
Johnson began to excel so well in his 
position at SunMart that he was placed 
in and completed Nash Finch Company’s 
Sponsorship Management Program by the 
end of 1983. This propelled his career into 
managerial roles within the Nash Finch 
retail division.
 Johnson was first promoted to assistant 
store manager of the Economart in 
Columbus Junction in February 1984, 
which was followed by the assistant store 
manager position back with SunMart 
in the spring of 1985. In March 1988, 
Johnson became the assistant store 
manager of the Econofoods in Dubuque. 
Three years later, in July 1991, he was 
assigned his first store manager position at 
the Econofoods in Ottumwa.
 Johnson spent four years as a 
store manager before starting to feel 
disconnected from certain aspects of the 
business he cared about most. He found 
himself behind a desk more than on 
the floor of the store, where he enjoyed 
interacting with employees and customers.
 “I ended up sitting behind a desk all 
day long because of the size stores I was 
managing,” Johnson said. “I just ended 
up sitting, interviewing, labor scheduling, 
justify things, ‘reply to me’ on that. I 
thought, ‘how about this? I want to sell 
groceries. Let’s not over complicate 
things.’”
 Even moving back into an assistant 
manager position in August 1995 at the 
Econofoods in Iowa City couldn’t shake 
that feeling. This left Johnson searching 
for alternatives outside the umbrella cast 
down by Nash Finch Company. As he 
weighed his options, Johnson found an 

intriguing opportunity and challenge to 
buy and operate his very own store.
 Eventually, Johnson and his wife, Joani, 
decided to settle in Conrad, Iowa and 
purchased the communities independent 
grocery store (Conrad Foods) in 1996.
 “I know how to work in a grocery store,” 
Johnson said. “I’m not afraid of working 
in a grocery store. I’m not afraid of long 
hours. I knew Joani and I would make 
it work because we both had history in 
grocery stores.”
 However, what started as a simple idea 
to own one store quickly morphed into 
a successful chain that now includes six 
stores known as Hometown Foods.
 Four years after buying the store in 
Conrad, Johnson was asked if he was 
interested in the Gladbrook Family 
Market. He and Joani chose to buy it in 
May 2000, which was followed by the 
old Adams Grocery in Waterloo in March 
2003.
 The Johnsons then bought a closed 
store in Hubbard in August 2005. Within 
another two years, they added a second 
store in Waterloo, which has since been 
closed, and another in State Center. Their 
most recent acquisition was Brannen’s 
Food Center in Baxter at the end of 
August.
 Looking back at how things have 
progressed, Johnson remembers a 
conversation he had with his banker as 
he was contemplating buying the store in 
Conrad that started it all. Johnson’s banker, 
Shane Tiernan, asked an innocent question 
about what might happen if things go well 
for him at Conrad Foods.
  “When he asked that question, I hadn’t 
even given that a thought,” Johnson said. 

“‘I don’t see that happening anytime soon, 
if ever,’ I think was my comment. Now, 
here we are.”
 Johnson attributes a large majority of his 
success to the employees he has working 
with him at Hometown Foods. And he 
emphasizes the word ‘with’ and not ‘for’ 
because he believes every employee is a 
valuable member of the store chain, all of 
which are working together for the greater 
good of it.
 “I’ve got great staff. Without them, 
there’s no way we’d be where we’re at,” 
Johnson said. “The loyalty my managers 
have for what we do and the respect they 
have for what we do is just second to none. 
They do an incredible job.”
 That’s what makes the Retailer of 
the Year award so gratifying. Johnson 
acknowledged he’d be lying if he didn’t 
admit he hoped to receive an honor 
like this some day. And, as great as it is 
to be mentioned in the same breath as 
previous award winners, he almost feels 
undeserving of the recognition because of 
how much he appreciates the Hometown 
Foods employees.
 “I almost feel like it’s not even fair that 
I’m named Retailer of the Year because 
(my staff does) all the work,” Johnson 
said. “I mean really. I’m looking at all the 
names of (people listed on the Retailer of 
the Year plaque) from our big competitors 
and thinking, ‘I’m on the same plaque as 
those guys.’
 “That doesn’t seem quite right but I’m 
sure it is.”
 Then again, his decision 28 years ago 
didn’t seem quite right to some people. Yet 
it was.
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