
A
t first glance, Roanoke appears to be the perfect example of

idyllic small town life. Conveniently located less than 10 miles

from the Fort Wayne International Airport but comfortably

situated along U.S. 24 in Huntington County, the town offers

a blend of practicality and quiet, quality living. But before the

freshly painted buildings were renovated and new street

lamps were installed, the community of approximately 1,500

people was on the verge of decay.

Standing at the window of his original office at American Specialty, founder and CEO Pete

Eshelman reflects on how his view outside has changed from crumbling sidewalks and littered

streets into the orderly and proud town he sees today. Before Roanoke’s

renaissance, businesses were either dead or dying, with meager sales or

boarded-up storefronts. Business managers had lost motivation and many

had all but given up, says Eshelman as he described the town’s former

condition. “But we’ve seen it come back to life.”

Both Eshelman and his company have contributed significantly to the

revival. In a day of business scandals, American Specialty serves as a role

model of what a company can accomplish by giving back to the community. 

Company base
A former minor league pitcher in the New York Yankee farm system,

Eshelman’s original goal was not the renovation seen today. He says he

knew he wanted to do something good for the town, but there was no

master plan. “It’s been a 14-year effort that has evolved year after year.”

Eshelman brought American Specialty to Roanoke after starting the company

in the basement of his rural home. It is the largest private firm in the world devoted

exclusively to risk management services for the sports and entertainment industries, serving

30 major league baseball teams and nearly 200 minor league affiliates. Auto racing and entertainment

venues are also among the specialties, along with longtime work with the NCAA and the

Olympic Games in Atlanta (1996) and Salt Lake City (2002).

While the company has grown dramatically, so has its presence in Roanoke. American Specialty,

with its 142 employees and gross revenue of $80 million in 2002, now owns 17 buildings that

have been seamlessly integrated into a corporate headquarters. 

Clients come in from all over the world. While many are accustomed to the fast pace of

New York, London or Paris, Roanoke offers an escape. Comfortable company suites are set up to

accommodate guests for however long they wish to remain in town. The

company’s fitness facilities and personal trainers are available to the guests.

“It’s a relaxing, small town and people want to stay,” Eshelman says. 

Then and now
History is everywhere in Roanoke. From the artfully restored turn-

of-the-century buildings to the one-man barbershop – without a phone – the

town is a pleasing blend of memoirs from the past and the progressiveness

of the 21st century. 

American Specialty was successful in integrating Roanoke’s history

and architectural charm with the corporate culture that has made the town

successful. The theme has not been the construction of new buildings, but

rather the repair of what already exists. 
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A former minor league

pitcher, Pete Eshelman’s

business card is presented

in a baseball card format.

Pete Eshelman lived and

worked in cities including New

Orleans, New York and Boston

before coming to Indiana.
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“It was more than just a cosmetic enhancement,” Eshelman

explains. “There were infrastructure, water and sewage problems –

entire buildings had to be gutted.”

Although the transformation of the downtown is largely

Eshelman’s vision, he gives credit to the people of the town for

the success of the beautification campaign he has promoted.

Property owners helped foot the bill for sidewalks and trees;

lampposts and decorative bricks were purchased privately.

“It’s been catchy – the repairs going on around this town,”

says the local barber, Rex Ottinger, who went into business in

1962 when a haircut was a dollar. Neighbors observing a house

or building being restored start focusing on their own property,

Ottinger notes. “It’s better than it’s ever been.”

“Obvious results are very inspirational in a small town,”

adds Alice Eshelman, Pete’s wife. “If you fix up one house or

one building, it makes the whole street look better.”

Not everyone immediately welcomed the change, however.

“I think people here thought the Eshelman’s would rename the

town ‘Petersville,’ “ Ottinger claims with a laugh and smile.

Judge Bobby Turpin, who has lived in the town for 25

years and encouraged Eshelman to come to Roanoke, is proud

that the community has

regained the historic charm

it once possessed.

“Change and growth is

always painful, and people

are initially going to be

resistant of change,” he says.

“But when that change is

good, they have nothing

but good things to say.” 

Bringing the community

together is an important

focus for the Eshelmans.

Staffed by an active all-

volunteer organization, the

Roanoke Area Heritage Center

serves as the repository of

historical information about the town and the surrounding

area. The museum features changing themed exhibits.

American Specialty also hosts the annual Independence

Day concert. One evening every July, Main Street is transformed

into an outdoor concert hall. This year, Edvard Tchivzhel and

the Fort Wayne Philharmonic

will present the music. All proceeds

from this concert will be used

toward Phase 2 of Roanoke’s

downtown beautification project.

A fine dining experience
Alice Eshelman has brought

a touch of elegance and charm

to Roanoke’s revitalization. Over

the past 10 years, she has been

in charge of the restoration and

aesthetic design of American

Specialty’s corporate campus, of

which her restaurant is a major

ingredient. 

The Joseph Decuis restaurant

began life as Café Creole in 2000,

a corporate entertainment facility across Main Street from

American Specialty. It later opened to the public, serving lunch

and dinner five days a week. Valet parking, carriage rides and

live jazz on the weekends are certainly not

the norm for a community of this size.

“While American Specialty has revitalized

the town, Joseph Decuis brings people here

to see it,” Pete Eshelman points out.

The restaurant revives “gourmet dining in

the Creole tradition,” and Alice is responsible

for it’s unique ambiance and character. The

restaurant is named in honor of the Creole

ancestor, Joseph Decuis (1752-1822), a

descendant of one of Louisiana’s

earliest families. 

Alice started the restaurant

as an alternative to entertaining

corporate guests in her home.

“Pete started his company in the

basement, and I was cooking for

all the corporate visitors,” she

says. “They were eating in my

dining room. We decided to be more professional about the

entertaining – and I started a restaurant in a bank building.”

Her little endeavor expanded into the next building – and

eventually became the elegant establishment it is

today. “We’ve had the advantage of growing a little at

a time,” she says. She reminisces about the beginning

when she was hostess, waitress and busboy – all in

one. “But what started out as a little project turned

into a full-time job.”

The restaurant uses only fresh, organically grown

vegetables and herbs, as well as fresh seafood flown

in from the coasts. The two main dining rooms are

located in a former bank and a

former auto parts store, respectively,

but have been decorated as

tastefully as the cuisine. Warm

American Specialty’s home

in downtown Roanoke.

The Eshelmans are refurbishing this

historic home – soon to be a bed and

breakfast named The Inn at Joseph Decuis.

This downtown mural is

one of many aesthetic

improvements in

recent years.
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and rich colors dominate and numerous bright, bold oil paintings from local artist Tim

Johnson hang in each room. A walk-in humidor occupies the former bank safe and the

extensive wine cellar is in what was the bank vault. 

In warm weather, guests can dine outside in L’Orangerie, a Victorian-style conservatory,

or in La Cour, an elegant Creole courtyard surrounded by formal gardens. A small piece of

Roanoke’s Main Street has been transformed into a portion of New Orleans’ French Quarter.

“I see people from out of town and different states,” says Lisa Williams, the restaurant’s

executive chef. The restaurant maintains a personal feel by keeping a file on each guest,

including seating preference, food choices and wine selection. “We want to create an atmosphere

that makes people feel like they’ve been someplace special,” Alice comments.

Alice remembers a business meeting when several corporate visitors came to Roanoke from

Los Angeles. As they were eating in the restaurant, Pete mentioned “next year’s meeting in L.A.

All the guests said ‘no, we’re coming back here,’ “ Alice laughed. “And

what do we have to offer that L.A. or New York doesn’t? Maybe their

buildings are taller and the restaurants are bigger, but we offer a

quaint, cute, yet first-class environment.”

Expansion and growth
The Eshelmans’ goal is to continue to improve the town wherever

needed – and to bring more white-collar and retail business to Roanoke

to promote controlled growth and add community entertainment options.

Alice’s next project is completing renovation of a historic house that

she plans to open as a bed-and-breakfast inn.

Pete hopes to see community-minded business owners come to

the town – and become actively involved. “Absentee ownership in a

small town is somewhat like a kiss of death,” he says. 

New businesses have been attracted by

the success. Realtors, a local grocery store,

a law firm and respected sports agent Eugene

Parker are among those who have set up

their businesses in the downtown area.

Scott Bushnell, vice president and chief

communications officer for American Specialty,

says Pete Eshelman was motivated by

Roanoke’s needs. 

“It’s been a good fit,” Bushnell says.

“Roanoke was ready for something positive to

happen, and Pete was ready to do something

positive for Roanoke.”

Pete says, “I saw Roanoke for what it

could be, not what it was. Now it’s a national

model. Bringing Roanoke back to the way

it was is like a labor of love for me. And it

brings out the good in the people here:

family values, patriotism and hard work.”

Alice adds, “I see a community that

the children will grow up in and be proud

of. A place they can say they are from.”

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resource: Pete Eshelman, American

Specialty, at (800) 245-2744 or

www.amerspec.com

Alice Eshelman, Joseph Decuis, at (260)

672-1715 or www.josephdecuis.com

Joseph Decuis delivers fine food

and a unique dining experience.

Rex Ottinger says Roanoke

is now “better than ever.”


