Buying and selling a home is a

major financial — and emotional
— undertaking. Selecting the
right Realtor can make all the
difference when it comes to
getting the best deal with the

least amount of stress.

But with so many agents vying
for your commission — there
are more than 50,000 Realtors

in Arizona, according to the
National Association of Realtors
— how do you know who to
choose?

For 7§ years, one real estate firm
has stood out as a leader in sales
and customer satisfaction: Russ >
Lyon Sotheby’s International | = / - g . '
Realty. < / me left owner!fmrmf:r 'I?fn Loc;atl
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Jim Lyon is Russ Lyon Realty
founder Russ Lyon's grandson.

There’s a tagline that
Jim [Lyon] uses, and
it’s always stuck with
me. IUs ‘building on a
legacy of trust.’ That's
really what we're
doing. We're carrying
it on from his father
and grandfather, and
that’s pretty cool.
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AN ACCIDENTAL SUCCESS

The story of how one man transformed Arizona’s
homebuying market and built an eponymous real estate
empire begins in 1947.

Like many Americans following World War II, Russ Lyon
St. decided to migrate to the West Coast to further his
career. An accomplished saxophone player in New York
City — he had formed Russ Lyon and His Orchestra
in the 1930s — Russ wanted to relocate his family to
Hollywood, California. They almost made it to their
destination, when misfortune — or perhaps, in the end,

fortune — struck.

While traveling through Arizona, Russ’s son Rusty became ill with valley fever, so the family wintered in Mesa

while Rusty recuperated.

“While they were hunkered down, they fell in love with the area,” says Russ’s grandson, Jim Lyon. “So they

decided to stay.”

The family moved into an authentic old adobe home on Cattletrack Drive in Scottsdale. The house still stands, tucked
away behind an adobe wall, at the northeast corner of Macdonald Drive and Cattletrack; it is known as the Stable Galleria.
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At the time, that area of the Valley was
open fields and farmland. Ranchers
drove their cattle up and down the dirt
road that ran past the Lyon’s home.

The music scene was nonexistent.

“He was looking for something to
do,” Jim recalls. “Back then, you
could just sign up and get a real estate
license. So he just started sending
letters to his friends back East, telling
them to come out and buy Arizona

real estate.”

Russ started his own company,
Russ Lyon Realty, with only three
employees. The firm became known
for treating its clients fairly, with
dignity, respect and professionalism.
One such client was William Wrigley
Jr., founder of the Wrigley chewing
gum company and owner of Wrigley
Mansion in Phoenix.

Russ’s sons Dennis and Rusty
followed in their father’s footsteps.
Dennis continued to grow the firm,
while Rusty went into the commercial
side of the industry. He founded the
development company Westcor, which
built shopping malls throughout
the Southwest — including 17 in
Arizona, such as Scottsdale Fashion
Square, Flagstaff Mall and Phoenix’s
Metrocenter Mall.

“My father stayed in the residential
side of the business,” Jim notes. “Then
I came along in the late 1980s. 1
started in the commercial division and
then branched off into the residential
division. In 2004, 1 called my
childhood friend, Todd Gillenwater,
and we opened up operations in
Sedona and Flagstaff.”
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Russ Lyon Sotheby's International
Realty CEO Todd Gillenwater
believes that buying a home is one
of the most important financial
decisions a person will make.



Four years later, the duo purchased Russ Lyon Realty
and merged it with the Sotheby’s brand. They also were
joined in 2012 by Tom Locati. Today, Jim serves as
the company’s chairman, Gillenwater is the CEO, and

Locati is an owner/partner.

BUILDING A LEGACY OF TRUST

As the only Sotheby’s affiliate in Arizona, Russ
Lyon Sotheby’s International Realty has 13 offices
throughout the state.

“We’re one of the few Sotheby’s companies that has an
entire state,” Gillenwater points out. “And we’re always
one of the top five largest in production and sales
numbers. In fact, Sotheby’s International Realty just
releases a list of the top 100 of all its global real estate
salespeople. This includes Realtors in New York, Palm
Beach, Paris, Zurich — everywhere in the world. Seven
of the top 100 agents are ours in Arizona.”

According to a press release, in 2021, Russ Lyon
Sotheby’s had its best year on record, closing more than
7,000 successful transactions that totaled more than $7
billion dollars in Arizona real estate.

While the firm receives more than its fair share of press
for selling some of the most expensive real estate in the
Grand Canyon State, it’s also renowned for the white-
glove service it provides to all its clients — no matter
what the budget may be.

“Luxury is not a number,” Gillenwater says. “It’s a level
of service. There’s a tagline that Jim uses, and it’s always
stuck with me. It’s ‘building on a legacy of trust.” That’s
really what we’re doing. We’re carrying it on from his
father and grandfather, and that’s pretty cool.”

“We’re here to service everybody,” Jim adds. “We
serve a2 $200,000 home just as much as we serve a

$10 million home.”

Cionne McCarthy has been a real estate agent with Russ
Lyon Sotheby’s since the 1980s. She specializes in the
Scottsdale and Paradise Valley markets.

“I was hired by Jim’s father when Russ Lyon was still
a family-owned boutique real estate company,” she

TONTO =

BAR & GRILL AT RANCHO OANANA

American Southwest cuisine at
the historic Rancho Mariana

in Cave Creek, AZ

Serving Daily
11 AM - 8:30 PM

RESTAURANT
CATERING
WEDDINGS

TontoBarAndGrill.com
480.488.0698 @ () @

imagesarizona.com %f-ﬂoﬁﬁ;f,ﬁﬁw 2023 69
v



70

says. “Dennis was the ultimate in relationship building. He fostered a real family-like atmosphere. But it was because of his

affiliations and development and entrepreneurial backgrounds that he built a luxury brand. It was natural and innate for him.”

Although Russ Lyon Sotheby’s has more than 900 agents in Arizona, the company maintains a family feel, with core

values that include fairness, respect and a solid work ethic.
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Tom Locati joined
Russ Lyon Sotheby's
International Realty in
2012.

“At the end of the day, this is a people
business,” Jim says. “We’re advisors on what is
probably most people’s biggest asset purchase

in their life.”

Gillenwater adds that buying a home is one
of the most important financial decisions a

person will make.

“They’re going to do business with people
they like and who they trust,” he says. “Our
agents are interested in taking care of their
clients. This is a career, not a hobby.”

For McCarthy, her relationships with her clients
are first and foremost in her everyday acumen.

“That’s how I am, and it’s what I believe in,”
she notes. “And Russ Lyon has always fostered
and supported that, because that’s who they

are, as well.”

While the pastfew years have seen unprecedented
growth in Arizona’s residential real estate
market, with record-demand and skyrocketing
prices, the industry remains a challenging one.
In fact, according to NAR, more than 80% of
agents leave the business after only five years.
So for a brokerage to survive — and thrive —
for 75 years is a testament to the foundation on
which it was built.

“When I bought the company, [ was just trying
to survive in 2008, so continuing its success
means a lot,” Jim concludes. “I mean, it’s
tough, tough shoes to follow. I have so much
respect for my father and my grandfather, and
I wanted to show them that I could carry this
thing forward. And I think we’ve done a pretty
darn good job with it.”

russlyon.com



The Valley’s Begst. ..

Since 1947

The sun was just starting to beat down merciiessly on the

dusty streets, but already a line was forming in front of a
small adobe building in a dilapidated neighborhood in Agua
Prieta, Mexico, just across the border from Douglas, Arizona.

Men in straw cowboy hats, women with baby strollers and
kids of all ages patiently waited while agents from Russ
Lyon Sotheby’s International Realty helped volunteers
from Vecinos Dignos Sin Fronteras, a Mexican association
dedicated to providing educational, housing and food
support to those in need, prepare bags filled with fresh
produce, beans, eggs and other supplies.

The Realtors had traveled from as far away as Flagstaff and
Sedona as part of the Russ Lyon Foundation, a charitable
organization founded by the brokerage in 2014.

“We started the foundation because we realized that so
many of our agents and offices were involved in charitable
endeavors, but there was no community effort or support,”
explains Todd Gillenwater, CEO of Russ Lyon Sotheby’s. “We
wanted to harness the efforts that were already happening.”

The company seeds the foundation each year, and agents
add to the donations. Each office selects what to invest in or
participate in. For example, Tucson offices support causes
in Tucson, and Flagstaff offices pick causes in Flagstaff.

“So we’re able to really support and magnify the efforts
across the company,” Gillenwater adds.

Russ Lyon Sotheby’s provides charitable services in Agua
Prieta through Rancho Feliz, a nonprofit foundation
founded by Gillenwater’s brothers, Gil and Troy. The

brokerage offers an annual trip for its agents to volunteer
in the town, provides monetary support, and sponsors
education for local children.

“Gil calls [giving back] reciprocal giving,” Gillenwater
says. “The point is that whatever you give, you get way
more back in return in ways you can’t even imagine. And
after supporting [Rancho Feliz] for 36 years and our own
foundation for eight years, I've found that it’s absolutely true.

Vecinos Dignos Sin Fronteras is one part of Rancho
Feliz. Its Vecinos neighborhood is unlike anything found
even in the U.S. A large campus on the southern side
of town, it includes state-of-the-art childcare centers,
educational centers, community gardens, playgrounds and
42 petite homes designed to promote ownership among
underprivileged families.

After distributing food to the residents of Agua Prieta, the
Realtors headed to the Vecinos campus to tour the facilities
and meet with some of their sponsored children. They
shared snacks of fresh mangoes with Tajin powder, and the
children received goody bags filled with fun gifts.
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“It’s really eye-opening,” Gillenwater explains. “You
realize that just three to four hours away from your house
in Paradise Valley, people are living like this. It’s a shot
of cold water in the face, and you think, ‘Wait a minute,

something’s not right here.”

Russ Lyon Sotheby’s may have been built on a foundation
of brokering some of the most expensive real estate deals in
Arizona, but it’s the company’s corporate philanthropy and
volunteerism that is its heart.
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