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produce respected creative content, 
retain its clients and build on the 
foundation Cranford built as he first 
recruited Johnson to become his part-
ner.

Cranford’s induction is “valida-
tion. It’s certainly recognition that 
is deserved,” David Martin, CJRW’s 
current CEO, said. “It’s an acknowl-
edgement of something we’ve known 
for some time: that this is a special 
place. And that [Cranford] accom-
plished things in Arkansas that just 
wouldn’t have happened if he hadn’t 
been here and had that philosophy 
and approach and commitment to 
make this agency work.”

Cranford’s commitment has also 
resulted in making the agency scene in 
Little Rock work and expand. Many 
of the ad men (and women) whose 
names appear on the business cards 
and doors of Arkansas’ agencies cut 
their teeth at Cranford’s agency.

At the Beginning
The agency opened its doors in 

October 1961 with only Cranford’s 
and Johnson’s names on the door. 
The story of their earliest partnership 
exhibits a pattern repeated through-
out CJRW’s history: Cranford recog-
nized talent and did what he could to 
recruit it.

Cranford had bounced around sev-
eral jobs and careers before landing 
in advertising at the defunct Tom C. 
Hockersmith Agency of Little Rock. 
Acting as a copy editor, Cranford 
recognized a budding creative talent 
at the University of Arkansas by the 
name of Jim Johnson.

After Johnson’s entry took first 
in a poster contest sponsored by the 
Arkansas Industrial Development 
Commission, Cranford made 
Hockersmith hire Johnson. At least, 
that’s how Cranford tells it.

That poster “would stand up 
today as really good commercial art,” 
Cranford said. The poster even topped 
that of Johnson’s instructor at the uni-
versity: The instructor’s poster took 
second, Johnson said.

“It’s very much about that partner-
ship,” Martin said. “What I really 
respect is that they are still friends. 
They watched each other’s back as it 
related to the agency.”

After a few years working for 
Hockersmith, the two took out a 
$4,000 loan from a local bank and 
started Cranford/Johnson.

“For a long time we had no one but 
you and me and that receptionist,” 
Cranford said during an interview at 
the Country Club of Little Rock with 
Johnson sitting to his left. Even today, 
the pair remains close. Cranford made 
sure to include Johnson in the inter-

view for this article. 
The pair repaid their original loan 

within months, Cranford said. And, 
armed with three clients — the number 
required to be considered an agency in 
those days — the two began building 
their firm.

The agency’s competition at the 
time did not give much respect to 
the 20-somethings attempting to build 
their names.

“Someone made the comment when 
we started that you look like two little 
boys playing at your daddies’ desk,” 
Johnson said.

One can tell the comment still irks 
Johnson, who has a more mercurial 
temperament than Cranford. The joke 
is on the competitor who made the 
comment, though: None of the pair’s 
original competition exists today.

And within five years, Cranford/
Johnson had the sought-after accounts 
of Arkansas Power & Light, First 
National Bank, Sen. William Fulbright 
and Oaklawn Park — an account the 
agency has held for 40-some-odd years 
with only a handshake deal.

‘The Word Guy’
Each man wore several hats in the 

early days, with Cranford overseeing 

the agency’s day-to-day business and 
writing copy, and Johnson overseeing 
the creative and also dabbling in copy 
writing.

“Wayne and I became a team. He 
was a word guy, and I was a picture 
guy,” Johnson said.

As the agency grew and each man 
settled into a family life, Jay Cranford, 
Wayne’s oldest son and CJRW’s cur-
rent creative director, said watching 
the duo and their employees work 
during the early years contributed to 
his love of advertising.

“That’s kind of what got me excited 
about advertising — the energy level 
there,” Jay said. “It just seemed like 
they were working on something dif-
ferent every time I came in the office.

“I kind of got little sneak peaks of 
the campaigns right before they made 
[a pitch] or after they made it,” Jay 
Cranford said.

And of his impressions of his father, 
Jay said, “He was just the ultimate 
classy businessman. He was always 
immaculately dressed — he wore a 
suit everywhere.”

In speaking of his father, Jay 
Cranford referred to the era captured 
in the current Emmy Award-winning 
TV series “Mad Men.” His father 
had more polish and fewer rough 
edges than the misogynistic and alco-
holic television characters, though, Jay 
Cranford said.

The lifestyle simply appealed to 
Jay Cranford — who shows a strik-
ing resemblance to his father — and 
apparently rubbed off on Wayne 
Cranford’s two other sons, Chris and 
Ross, both of whom currently hold 
jobs with CJRW. 

Maintaining Relationships
Many agencies have opened in 

Little Rock, but none has grown 
as consistently as CJRW. Even Jay 
Cranford gave opening an agency a 
try. Cranford/Douglass opened after 
Jay moved back to Arkansas from Los 
Angeles, where he’d spent 10 years 
“making a name for himself” without 
his father’s help.

The small agency plugged along for 
about a year and a half, Jay Cranford 
said, but “we just lost a couple key 
clients.” 

Keeping accounts has been a staple 
of CJRW’s business, and Cranford’s 
skill at building and maintaining rela-
tionships is often credited with setting 
the standard.

“So many agencies spend their time 
replacing business, and what we’ve 
been able to do is hold onto it and 
build those accounts,” Martin said, 
before knocking on a wooden confer-
ence table at the agency’s offices on 
Capitol Avenue.

The relationship with Oaklawn Park 
in Hot Springs is a good example. 

“We have always run on a hand-
shake and understanding that they’ll 
supply the best work possible and we’ll 
pay in a timely fashion,” Louis Cella, 
Oaklawn’s vice president and a mem-

ber of the owning family, said.
“It’s not because others haven’t 

knocked on our door,” said Eric 
Jackson, Oaklawn’s general manager.

The Cella family puts stock in 
relationships, Jackson said, and has 
also maintained a handshake deal 
with a Hot Springs printing com-
pany, Wheeler Printing Inc., since the 
1930s. The attention Cranford — and 
later Shelby Woods, CJRW’s current 
chairman — put into maintaining the 
relationship kept the Cellas from con-
sidering a change.

“If an issue ever came up, or a 
misunderstanding, [Cranford] made 
sure it was resolved before it became 
a problem,” Jackson said. “This is 
a unique industry, and particularly 
Shelby Woods has made sure people 
on their end have done the heavy lift-
ing to learn what we do.”

The Driving Force
While not a shouter, Cranford’s 

ambition could be felt by both his 
partners and the peons.

In the early days, “Wayne would 
say, ‘We can do this,’” Jim Johnson 
said. “And I would say, ‘We better be 
careful’. And then Wayne would say, 
‘We should do it because I know we 
can.’ So we would do it.”

Martin said even as a young 
researcher in the agency’s fledgling 
research department in the 1970s, he 
could sense Cranford’s expectations.

Martin joined the agency’s research 
division as an intern. He worked 
his way up in the division and was 
involved in political research that used 
psychology. “That wasn’t even widely 
being used nationally,” Martin said.

The agency later sold the research 
division to Alltel Corp.

“He was the first person in Arkansas 
to see the importance of research,” 
said Jay Cranford, who spent six years 
at Stone Ward of Little Rock before 
joining CJRW last year. “They really 
took the lead in consumer-focused 
research.”

From a research department to 
color TV ads, CJRW often hit on a 
trend first in Arkansas.

“I think that he was a leader and a 
trendsetter,” Jay Cranford said. “I was 
amazed at the number of firsts he was 
able to do at this agency.”

Not meeting Cranford’s expecta-
tions was not an option, Martin said.

“You did. We met those expecta-
tions time after time after time, and 
that’s why we have had many of the 
same clients for more than 40 years,” 
Martin said.

In his soft-spoken way, Martin said, 
Cranford made his feelings known 
when he did not approve of an employ-
ee’s efforts.

“It was not horrible, but you knew 
of his displeasure. He had no qualms 
about letting you know,” Martin said.

Cranford’s trademark show of dis-
pleasure is a gentle clearing of his 
throat, Jordan Johnson, CJRW’s direc-
tor of public policy, said.

Cranford: Arkansas’ 
Consummate Ad Man
(continued from  Page 1)

The First 47 Years 
CJRW Timeline (1961-2008)

1961 – Wayne Cranford and Jim Johnson opened 
Cranford/Johnson on October 15
1965 – Produced and placed first local TV spot 
in color
1967 – Area Market Research Associates added 
(sold to Alltel in 1989); The Woods Brothers Agency 
founded
1971 – CJRW placed first national network buy 
from Arkansas
1984 – Ron Robinson named President, name 
changed to CJR
1986 – Celebrated 25th anniversary
1990 – Merged with The Woods Brothers; name 
changed to CJRW; Shelby Woods named Chairman 
of the Executive Committee
1997 – CJRW becomes employee/shareholder-
owned company as ESOP
1998 – Merged with Blackwood-Martin in 
Fayetteville and opened Northwest Arkansas office
2003 – Wayne Woods named President
2006 – David Martin named CEO
2006 –  Acquired Jones Productions
2007 – Acquired Marcantel Crouch LeBlanc in 
Dallas and opened Dallas office
2008 – Wayne Cranford named to Inaugural Class of 
Southwest Advertising Hall of Fame; Shelby Woods 
received Maurice Lewis Lifetime Achievement 
Award by Arkansas Hospitality Association

Cranford and Johnson in 1986


