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Here's a breezy rundown of John-
son’s progress so far:

While gondola-ing for a living, he
attended — following his early
education at Nages Elemen-
tary School — , Wilson
and Cal State Long Beach,
triple-majoring in sports manage-
ment, marketing and mass com-
munication.

His oarsmanship took him to
Venice, Italy, on several ocea-
sions between 1994 and 2001 to
compete in the annual Vegalon-
ga gondola regatta. In 1997, he
left Naples and started his own
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years, moved the company to San
Diego, where he took locals and
tourists out of Loews Coronado
Bay Resort through the beauti-
ful Coronado Cays.

The tall, almost frighteningly
friendly and clearly energetic
Johnson made a major career
change a couple of years ago
when he bought into Naples’ Lim-
ericks tavern and restaurant.

“I wanted to get back to Long
Beach,” he recalls. “And I wanted to
get into the restaurant business.”
Already in the restaurant hiz was

L

land).

“Every time I saw Dave, I'd bug
him about letting me buy a piece
of the place,” says Johnson, Even-
tually, Copley relented and John-
son was in the restaurant busi-
ness, back in Long Beach and,
soon, married to his girlfriend,
Staci, who he'd known since the
Naples school days.

In November, Johnson and Cop-
ley sold their shares of Limericks
and set about opening a new
place, which brings us to right
now: the eve of the grand opening
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specs in Ireland, and the decora-
tive knickknacks — accordions,
farm equipment, books —were all
purchased in the auld country. It’s
a warm ambience, not one goofily
decorated with merty pipe-smok-
ing leprechauns or dancing sham-

rocks.

You wonder about the food. How
many ways can you prepare cab-
bage and boiled potatoes? In fact,
the chef is one of the most
respected in Southern California:
Mike Hewitt, formerly of
Christy’s.

“We went to high school together,”

says Johnson. “He shared our
vision of what we wanted the
restaurant to be, so we put him on
the payroll almost immediately
when we decided to build the place,
and he started learning everything
about Irish cuisine and how it's
changed over the last 20 years.”
The result is an impressive and
ecléctic mix of trad (yes, they
gerve corned beef and cabbage)
and haute (try the wilted spinach
salad: apples and bacon sauteed
with honey mustard dressing over
a bed of fresh spinach and topped
with goat cheese), And, of course,
there’s the bar, stocked with
Guinness stout, Harp and lots
mote on tap, eight kinds of Irish
whiskey and what we'd call & per-
fectly serviceable wine selection.
Johnson is understandably excit-
ed about the opening, and under-
standably confident about this
roll of the dice.

“There’s a lot of great places to eat
down here. We're wedged between
PF. Chang’s and the California
Pizza Kitchen, and more are
coming, like Gladstone’s, but
we're the best.”

What's next for the 30-year-old?
Obviously, it depends to some
extent on how the Auld Dubliner
does.

“I'd like to mayhe open some more
locations, but who knows?”

One thing you can believe is
Johnson's general prediction
regarding his future:

“Pm not through yet.”



