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BIO: 

Donald P. Johnson, President and Chief 

Executive Officer, was one of the original 

organizers and founders of American 

Business Bank, which is a commercial 

bank specializing in serving the middle 

market business community. In 2004 he 

was elected to the Board of the California 

Bankers Association. 

  

Mr. Johnson began his 37 year financial 

career as a stockbroker for Merrill Lynch 

where he discovered his interest in com-

mercial banking and he soon accepted a 

position with Union Bank. During his six 

year tenure at Union Bank, he was pro-

moted to Vice President and Manager of 

Corporate Banking and Business Devel-

opment in the headquarters office. Within 

the first 10 months of leadership, he was 

personally responsible for his team ob-

taining $13.2 million in business. This 

accomplishment resulted in his being 

twice elected to the President’s Club, an 

award for high achievement, for both 

individual production and group leader-

ship. 

  

Mr. Johnson left Union Bank after it was 

purchased by Standard Charter Bank of 

London to become Vice President of In-

vestments at Bear Stearns. He was at 

Bear Stearns for approximately one year 

before being presented with the opportu-

nity to join 1

st

 Business Bank, a newly 

established institution, as Vice President 

and Manager of Corporate Banking. Dur-

ing his 16 years at 1

st

 Business Bank, he 

opened de novo their San Fernando Val-

ley Regional Office. As the Regional Vice 

President, he was responsible for leading 

his staff to profitability within seven 

months. Within eight years, the office 

grew to $130 million in total assets. 

  

After Mellon Bank purchased 1

st

 Busi-

ness Bank in 1997, Mr. Johnson and four 

other senior banking officers left 1

st

 Busi-

ness Bank to form American Business 

Bank. Mr. Johnson realized that with the 

banking mergers occurring, there were 

few locally based business banks to serve 

the burgeoning small and mid-sized 

company market. Mr. Johnson and his 

partners personally raised the more than 

$14.2 million used to capitalize American 

Business Bank. This was the second larg-

est management driven capitalization in 

California history. 

  

Aside from his professional commitment, 

Mr. Johnson is active in numerous chari-

ties. In 2004, he served as the Chairman 

of the Board for the Pacific Lodge Boys 

Home, which provides residential, psy-

chological and educational care for trou-

bled young men. He has served as a board 

member for the Aliso-Pico Group, a pri-

vate group which assisted a disadvan-

taged community recreation area in East 

Los Angeles to establish programs and 

improve facilities. Mr. Johnson has also 

been a financial advisor to the Boy 

Scouts. 

  

Mr. Johnson obtained his undergraduate 

degree in 1968 from the University of 

North Carolina where he served as both 

the Junior and the Senior class President. 

After college, he was a full Lieutenant in 

the U.S. Navy and served a tour of duty in 

Vietnam. He earned his MBA from Pep-

perdine University in 1977. He is cur-

rently a member of Toastmasters where 

he has achieved the ATM Gold status. He 

is also a member of the Jonathan Club 

and Lakeside Golf Club where he has 

served in various executive capacities. 

 

Company Profile: 

American Business Bank provides busi-

ness banking services primarily in Cali-

fornia. Its deposit services include corpo-

rate checking, savings, money market, 

and certificates of deposit; zero balance 

accounts; controlled disbursement; wire 

transfers; automated clearing house proc-

essing; stop payments; account recon-



cilement; telephone notifications of return 

items, incoming wires, and maturing in-

vestments; tax deposits; and courier ser-

vice. The company’s loan portfolio com-

prises revolving lines of credit, asset-

based lending, commercial loans, equip-

ment financing, term lending, specialty 

lending, construction loans, and real es-

tate loans. Its international banking ser-

vices include import letters of credit, 

standby letters of credit, bankers accep-

tance financing, foreign exchange, export 

letters of credit, foreign collections, ex-

port financing programs, and interna-

tional money transfers. The company also 

offers online banking, business and in-

vestment advisory, and cash management 

services. American Business Bank was 

founded in 1998 and is head-

quartered in Los Angeles, Cali-

fornia. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFOinterviews.com 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. Johnson, will 

you bring us up to date, what 

has been going on this past year 

at American Business Bank? 

Mr. Johnson: We just issued a 

press release that through 9/30 

of this year, deposit growth was 

up 16%, and loan growth up 

7%. In addition, the bank had 

grown from $856 million to the 

$987 million in assets, and 

25% increase in earnings with 

no non-accruals or problem 

loans. 

 

CEOCFO: How do you do it so well? 

Mr. Johnson: You have to go back to the 

boom times pre-2007 and not do the 

things that everybody else did. That in-

cludes subprime lending, using brokered 

deposits to fund major construction loans 

or making real estate loans all over the 

country. By being conservative we ended 

up in the right place at the right time. 

 

CEOCFO: Who is your typical customer 

today? 

Mr. Johnson: A typical customer is a 

company with sales on the low end of $5 

to $10 million annually, and the high end 

of $150 to $200 million annually. Proba-

bly the sweet spot is $20 to $70 million in 

annual sales. These are companies of all 

types, construction, manufacturing, dis-

tribution, and professional. We really 

don’t have a specialty, just well-run com-

panies. 

 

CEOCFO: How are you attracting busi-

ness and why are they coming to you? 

Mr. Johnson: We are a high-touch busi-

ness. Relationship managers as well as 

senior management have been doing this 

for a long time and obviously know a lot 

of people. We continue to stay in touch 

with them. We have a one to five-year 

sales cycle. We stay in touch with the 

company over that time frame. We get to 

know them and to understand their busi-

ness. And at some point in time, if their 

bank lets them down or it is taken over or 

it is merged or has ten account officers 

assigned in four years, the owner will say, 

“Ok, you are the only constant; give me a 

proposal.” We do it and hopefully we get 

the business. 

 

CEOCFO: Do you find people are be-

coming more dissatisfied with their cur-

rent banking relationships? 

Mr. Johnson: I think that is true. Several 

driving forces are the countless problems 

coupled with many takeovers or mergers. 

Countrywide and Merrill Lynch going to 

Bank of America has to be a distraction. 

Many banks don’t have time to focus on 

customer service. They are trying to (A) 

right their ship with problems, or (B) 

absorb in some cases a shotgun wedding 

of mergers. So we stay in the game and 

end up with the accounts by avoiding 

those mergers or problems. 

 

CEOCFO: What do you look for in a 

client before you take them on? 

Mr. Johnson: We look for a well-run 

business, which is a simplification but the 

truth. Most of our businesses have been 

around for twenty to thirty years or more, 

have been through up and down business 

cycles, have made money in good and bad 

times, know when to cut, know when to 

hire back. We get to know these compa-

nies. They also appreciate the fact that we 

run our business the same as they do, 

with bottom line and with quality in 

mind. 

 

CEOCFO: Regarding your 

clients or perspective clients, 

does it take them a while to 

understand the advisory capac-

ity and what you can actually 

bring to the table, or do they 

immediately recognize the 

value? 

Mr. Johnson: That is why we 

have the long sales cylce. It is 

difficult because they say, “You 

know, I really don’t want to 

name names, but XYZ bank 

said that four years ago, and 

this bank said that ten years 

ago. ― A bank is a bank.” 

Over a period of time, as they 

get to know us they understand 

that all of our relationship 

managers are well-educated, 

big-bank trained, and have 

been in the middle market for ten years or 

more. There are those of us who have 

been around a lot longer and are stilling 

handling accounts and still make calls. 

The owners finally realize our depth of 

experience over time and begin to see us 

as “consultants with capital”. We are not 

vendors trying to sell the lowest price 

loans or the highest priced CDs. 

 

CEOCFO: Are there products and ser-

vices that you don’t offer now that you 

would like to make available? 

Mr. Johnson: We are always on the look 

out for new products and services, but 

they don’t fuel our growth. We are mar-

ket share driven company. We bring in 

In 1989, we had 14,000 banks; to date we have 

7,800. By all estimates of experts, with consoli-

dation and takeovers and not being able to 

make money with increased regulatory burdens, 

we are consolidating to 5,000 banks. With those 

problems and industries enormous problems of 

earnings and bad assets, you have an institution 

in American Business Bank that in 2009 grew 

$145 million in asset size, and had record earn-

ing even today with the problems of the econ-

omy. ABB in 2010 has a 25% growth of earn-

ings, and no write-offs. We will be well over $1 

billion by the year-end and then on to $2 billion 

in the 6 years. So if you like a bank that is well 

run with no write-offs, gains of 25-30% in earn-

ings in the worst market since 1930-1939, then 

we are certainly an “investment port in the 

storm” - Donald P. Johnson 



ten to sixteen new companies a month in 

our area of business. For me to go into 

other venues, whether it is investments, 

acquisitions or money management, 

American Business Bank would have to 

form a holding company, which would 

cost us with increased regulations, proba-

bly $750 thousand a year. American 

Business Bank would also have to con-

tribute capital to those different arenas, 

and then it would take management’s 

time from running a middle market bank 

into those different avenues. We have 

contracts with other specialists, whether 

it be investment managers or investment 

banking, and we refer business back and 

forth. We let the experts in other business 

areas handle it. We stick to middle mar-

ket banking. 

 

CEOCFO: Would you give me a con-

crete example of what you might have 

done with a client that would cause peo-

ple to say, “Wow that was really creative, 

or ingenious, or gee I wish my bank 

would do that?” 

Mr. Johnson: I can give you a personal 

example. I was banking a company for 

fifteen years, a manufacturing company 

with a textbook balance sheet, owners 

guaranteed the loans and they left a lot of 

money in the bank. It was somewhat one-

sided and to my advantage. Weeks before 

Christmas a number of years ago, they 

called me and said, “We have a chance to 

buy a $30 million a year competitor in 

Tennessee.” So we flew to Tennessee, 

figured out how to put together a stock 

and cash deal for the purchase. Five 

months later they called and said, “We 

have a chance to buy a $30 million sales 

company, a competitor of another product 

line in Ohio.” We went to Ohio, and 

structured a deal with a bank in Ohio plus 

us. They went from $85 million to $150 

million a year company in six months, 

and then ultimately built it to $285 mil-

lion and sold the company. I just believe 

in pay-back. In other words, you take care 

of each other. Nobody wins big all the 

time in business. For fifteen years I was 

actually on the winning side and in six 

months they got it all back in spades.  

 

CEOCFO: You recently issued a divi-

dend; would you tell us about that? 

Mr. Johnson: We maintained our capi-

tal, around 7%, which is good for us be-

cause of our low risk profile. But we do 

not want to diminish it or go much below 

that, so we do not do cash dividends. We 

do stock dividends and reward our long-

term stockholders. We are constantly 

looking at our stock price versus our re-

tained earnings to see when we can do 

another stock dividend. We have done 

several 5% dividends and then a 10% 

stock dividend and will continue to look 

to the time when we can do another one. 

 

CEOCFO: Given the uncertain eco-

nomic times, the government’s regulatory 

atmosphere, the healthcare bill; what do 

you tell your clients that come to you and 

say how do we plan; what do we do? 

Mr. Johnson: Although healthcare 

reaches everybody, all of our customers, 

with the exception of one or two accounts 

are privately held businesses. So they are 

really under other agencies like OSHA 

and all sorts of other regulatory bodies. I 

don’t think anybody in America knows 

what that impact of healthcare is going to 

be or increased regulation in general. In 

fact, we just had the FDIC here for three 

weeks; they just left last Friday, and it 

went well. So what we tell our clientele is 

not so much advising them on regulatory 

issues, but emphasizing that we will run a 

successful bank and run it well enough 

that regulatory issues won’t affect us in 

helping you.  

CEOCFO: What do you see ahead? 

Mr. Johnson: We are finalizing the 

budget for next year and there is actually 

good news/bad news. Some day when we 

get out of this economic morass, we will 

actually have head winds. Right now, if a 

company is slower in sales that means 

that the receivables are down, the inven-

tory is down, they are not buying new 

plans or equipment and there is more 

cash deposited in the bank. When their 

sales activity is increased, our customers’ 

cash will start going into receivables and 

inventory and equipment. Hopefully this 

will increase demand for loans. But, we 

will have to overcome that with market-

ing and new business as we see cash bal-

ances go back out into the business cycle. 

 

CEOCFO: In closing, make the case for 

potential investors; why American Busi-

ness Bank? 

Mr. Johnson: In 1989, we had 14,000 

banks; to date we have 7,800. By all es-

timates of experts, with consolidation and 

takeovers and not being able to make 

money with increased regulatory burdens, 

we are consolidating to 5,000 banks. 

With those problems and industries 

enormous problems of earnings and bad 

assets, you have an institution in Ameri-

can Business Bank that in 2009 grew 

$145 million in asset size, and had record 

earning even today with the problems of 

the economy. ABB in 2010 has a 25% 

growth of earnings, and no write-offs. We 

will be well over $1 billion by the year-

end and then on to $2 billion in the 6 

years. So if you like a bank that is well 

run with no write-offs, gains of 25-30% 

in earnings in the worst market since 

1930-1939, then we are certainly an “in-

vestment port in the storm”. 
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