
Big Boys, Filet-O-Fish, and burger joints

As lunch spots and burger shops became popular with the urban working class, our region (extending
to Lexington, KY; Columbus and Dayton, OH; and Indianapolis, IN) contributed many firsts to the 

national fast-food scene. 
The invention of fast food started in 1921 with White Castle in Wichita, KS, around the time that 

Cincinnati chili parlors established their formulas for success. Cincinnati’s burger innovations began 
in 1939 when William “Big Bill” Johnson and Bill Goodman opened Country Kitchen in Downtown 
Cincinnati, selling 5-cent hamburgers and 10-cent steakburgers. By 1942, Country Kitchen operated 
around-the-clock, seven days a week, with an expanded menu in Dayton and Springfield, OH. When 
the “eat in your car” craze arrived, Country Kitchen offered curbside service with telecom systems for 
ordering and parking canopies. The company began franchising in 1958, and today, Country Kitchen has 
170 locations in 26 states. 

Also in 1939, Dave Frisch opened the Fairfax Mainliner, the first year-round drive-in restaurant in 
the country. In 1946, Frisch signed a $1, four-state franchise agreement with Bob Wian in California to 
introduce the Big Boy double-decker hamburger on Frisch’s menu. Soon other burger-based restaurants 
copied these concepts, including Parkmoor’s in Dayton, OH; Burger Chef in Indianapolis, IN; Carter’s in 
Hamilton, OH; and Sixty Second Shops and Bailer’s Big Mama here in Cincinnati. 

Due to rationing during World War II, Cincinnati White Castles invented half-and-half (mixing 2 quarts 
of cream with 1 quart of whole milk). In 1947, local White Castle operator Earl Howell introduced the 
five-holed burger patty to stretch their meat further; it was adopted companywide in 1951. Also, in the 
1950s, White Castle started purchasing coffee from Cincinnati-based roaster Wallingford Coffee & Tea 
and still does today. 

In 1955, Ray Kroc opened the first Midwest McDonald’s outside Chicago. By 1959, Lou Groen 
opened his first McDonald’s franchise in Monfort Heights. In 1961, Groen pioneered the Filet-O-Fish to 
challenge Frisch’s dominance of the Roman Catholic community’s tradition of abstaining from meat on 
Fridays. Kroc bet Groen that his Hula Burger (cheese on pineapple) would outsell the Filet-O-Fish. Kroc 
was mistaken, and the Filet-O-Fish was adopted nationwide by McDonald’s. Groen went on to open 43 
McDonald’s locations in the Tri-State. 

Other noteworthy fast-food firsts in the region include Indianapolis’s Burger Chef (established 
1954), which pioneered the combo value meal and the kids’ meal, and Red Barn (a Springfield burger 
chain founded in 1961), which introduced the self-serve salad bar. Dave Thomas opened Wendy’s in 
Columbus, OH, in 1969; that same year, fast-food fish restaurant Squire Jack’s was started in Cincinnati 
by Harold and Chris Wehling, and Long John Silver’s was founded in Lexington, KY. 

In 1970, Dave Frisch passed away, leaving a $30 million dollar-per-year empire. In 2015, Frisch’s 
was sold to an Atlanta private equity fund for $175 million. By 2020, Frisch’s had 118 locations in Ohio, 
Kentucky, and Indiana.
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Samuel Frisch opened the Frisch Cafe in Cincinnati 
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year-round drive-in restaurant; Bill Johnson and 
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Frisch's operates 20 locations and starts sub-
franchising Big Boys to IN and Cleveland 
(1954); First McDonald’s opens in Cincinnati 
by Lou Groen (1959)

L. Groen (McDonald's franchisee) invents the Filet-O-Fish 
to cater to Cincinnati’s Roman Catholic community at his 
Monfort Heights store; Frisch's has over 150 drive–ins (1961); 

McDonald’s Corporate launches the Fish-O-Filet campaign 
to compete with Frisch's (1963)
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Wendy's is founded by Dave Thomas in Columbus, 
OH; Long John Silvers is established in Lexington, 
KY; Squire Jacks (fast food fish and chips) is 
founded by Hal and Chris Wehling, eventually 
growing to 7 stores in the Cincinnati area

Arthur's in Hyde Park is established; D. Frisch passes away, 
leaving a company with $30 million in annual sales (1970); 
Wendy’s opens its 1,000th restaurant in Tennessee (1978)

Frisch's adds drive-through service

Terry’s Turf Club is founded by Terry Carter, former owner 
of Neon’s Nightclub, embracing the gourmet burger trend

Wendy's has 6,711 locations, making it the third-largest burger 
chain following Burger King and McDonald's (2018); by 2020, 
Frisch’s has eight Big Boy hamburgers: the original, Super Boy, 
Farmhouse Boy, Bad Boy, Deluxe Big Boy, Impossible Big Boy, 
California Big Boy, and the Breakfast Boy
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