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By Symone C. Skrzycki

Family at Center of Historic Operations

TRADITION 
TRIUMPHS

FEATURE STORY

Out with the old and in with the new? Not always. Adapting and 
evolving is certainly vital to any business. But there are other 
factors to standing the test of time. Tradition. Reputation. A sense 
of family. 

Recently, I experienced firsthand that what’s “old” truly is new 
when learning about four longtime Hoosier businesses and 
traditions.

Historic stops (the first two in person):
• Gardner-Brockman Funeral Home (oldest funeral 

home in Indiana; founded in 1816)
• The Log Inn (oldest restaurant in Indiana; 

established in 1825)
• Danner’s Hardware (once the oldest continuous 

business operating at its original site in Indiana; 
built in 1837)

• Indiana’s first State Fair (1852)
Come along as we (re)visit each.
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The Log Inn, 1869 (photo courtesy of Rick Brown).
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Constructed in 1842, the Bonner-Allen 
mansion currently hosts between 40 
to 50 funerals each year.

Gallons of paint (a top-selling 
product) surround A.V. Danner at his 
beloved hardware store.

Fairgrounds layout: 1852 (at what is now Military Park in 
downtown Indianapolis) (Indiana Historical Society, Bass 
Photo Co Collection)

Pre-1860s



Gardner-Brockman Funeral 
Home (Vincennes)

A historic, four-story mansion on Main 
Street houses centuries of memories. Ornate 
woodwork. Brilliant stain glass windows. A 
sense of serenity.

“They used to have horse-drawn 
carriages (leading funeral processions). We 
have a little model display in the corner,” 
shares Geoffrey Goodwin. He’s a third-
generation family member who is involved in 
operations at Goodwin Funeral Home (which 
owns Gardner-Brockman). “I believe white 
horses were used for females and black horses 
were used for males.”

A logbook of casket sales from the 1840s 
– worn, but well preserved – sits on a table.

Andrew Gardner, who ran a cabinet-
making shop and general store, sold his first 
casket in 1816. He typically charged between 
$2 to $10 per coffin.

The Bonner-Allen mansion has housed 
Gardner-Brockman since 1915 (always 
located in Vincennes, it had two previous 
homes).

“Let’s run upstairs to the Lincoln 
Room,” Goodwin remarks. “This is our 
showroom for caskets.”

Prior to the Civil War, homeowner 
Cyrus McCracken Allen welcomed pal 
Abraham Lincoln as a guest. When Lincoln 
quipped that he’d slept well – except for the 
guest bed being too short – Allen 
commissioned a larger bed for future stays.

Through the years, the business’ name 
and owners changed. Family-owned Goodwin 
Funeral Home purchased it in 2011. Today, it 
operates three locations – including one that 
opened in 2018.

And Gardner-Brockman boasts 200 years 
of success.

“Back in the day and still to this day, 
these are people you’re used to seeing out at 
your kids’ sporting events, your churches, 
your community events,” Goodwin 
comments. “They’re in the community with 
you. You kind of build a one-on-one 
relationship with them and that’s what we 
strive to do. That’s what we’ve always done.”

The Log Inn (Warrenton, 12 
miles north of Evansville)

The aroma is enticing. The hospitality is 
warm. Customers converse, laugh and eat.

Owner Kathy Holzmeyer lights up the 
room with her enthusiasm. The Log Inn is her 
second home; she’s grown up here watching 

her family at the helm. First her grandparents 
and then her parents. Today, she runs the 
business with her brother and sister.

The Log Inn also hosts banquets and 
events, with parties up to 200.

Her favorite part?
“Talking to the people. I work in the 

kitchen and I love to be able to come out and 
talk,” she exclaims.

In 1825, the Log Inn Restaurant was 
built as a stagecoach stop and trading post.

“This is the log cabin where the 
stagecoach was,” Holzmeyer declares with a 
smile as we sit down. All of the wood is 
original. In fact, the business is closed for 
most of January to care for it.

Among its famous visitors: Abraham 
Lincoln. He dined there in 1844.

Memorabilia displayed on the walls tell a 
story of their own. A picture of one of the 
stagecoach drivers, who started his job at age 
18 in 1837. Canvas oil paintings by his wife. 
Antique tools.

“This here is Henry Haub (the establishment’s 
fourth owner),” Holzmeyer says, pointing to 
a picture. “He founded the city (Haubstadt, in 
1855) that is right next to us.”

In 1867, a store was added onto the log 
portion of the building. The cabin was made 

In the 1800s, Abraham Lincoln 
was a guest and close friend of 
then-homeowner Cyrus 
McCracken Allen (affectionately 
dubbed “Red Top”).

Diners can feast their eyes on 
menus and memorabilia. 
Famous guests have included 
Tom Hanks and members of the 
A League of Their Own cast.



into living quarters. A full cellar with thick, 
stone walls runs beneath the building. During 
the Civil War, it was a hiding spot for 
runaway slaves.

Holzmeyer’s mother, Rita Elpers, comes 
to work every day. She’s 80 years old.

“I don’t know any different,” she says 
with a shrug. “That’s how I’ve done all of my 
life. When we came out here in 1947, I was 
seven years old and I took care of the grocery 
store. Of course my parents were right 
around (the corner). It wasn’t that I was by 
myself, but I used the cash register and the 
adding machine (as it was called) back then.”

At that time, the Log Inn (which never 
offered lodging) was a general store, dance 
hall and tavern.

“And we’ve always had food,” Rita adds.
Leaning forward, she confides that until 

1963, “We had no idea that this (log room) 
was here! One evening there was a storm and 
some weatherboards blew off and my dad 
discovered the logs. At that time, it was 
plasterboard. Everybody plastered their 
homes back then.

“It had been covered for 100 years. He 
redid the whole building, pulled everything 
off and had his grand opening in May 1965.”

Rita and her husband Gene took over the 

business in 1978.
Suddenly, dinner is served. It is 

delicious. Fried chicken. Mashed potatoes. 
Corn. Cole slaw. Rolls.

No appetite for dessert, but a variety of 
pies beckon.

Danner’s Hardware (Vevay)
Mike Danner was six years old when his 

grandfather A.V. died, but he vividly 
remembers him walking to the hardware 
store he owned.

“He’d walk there with a cane. Even into 
his 80s,” he shares.

Danner’s Hardware revolved around 
family – not only the Danners but generations 
of customers.

U.P. Schenck established the store in 
1837 along the Ohio River as Mammoth 
Hardware Building. A.V. joined the business 
in 1895 and acquired it two years later when 
Schenck passed away. He renamed it 
Danner’s Hardware and Implements.

“He was selling horse-drawn 
implements,” Mike recalls.

Son Emmett (Mike’s dad) later took 
over. Mike began working there as a high 
school student. When he retired in 2010, 
Danner’s Hardware had grown from one 

location to three buildings housing hardware, 
major appliances, furniture and a gift shop. 
The buildings were connected by walkways in 
downtown Vevay.

“People loved what we were doing and 
how we were doing it,” Mike remarks. “We 
were very diversified as a small business in a 
small town. We had housewares. A gift shop. 
We had things in a hardware store that 
women came to the store for. They didn’t 
come just for a hammer. Women would 
come for furniture. Carpet. We would match 
paint from the hardware. We carried 
wallpaper. We were carrying a lot of 
products. If we didn’t have it, we’d try to 
find it for people.”

Proudly, he adds, “From my grandfather 
to me, we had glass and screen wire we cut 
and repaired. And if you brought in your 
window frame, we would fix those. … We 
did the things manually that aren’t done in 
most businesses today.”

Mike’s wife, Anita, helped run the 
business and brought a fresh perspective.

“We sold a lot of stuff on credit,” he 
notes. “It used to be that customers would pay 
us once a year. When my wife came in from 
running a department store in Louisville, she 
said, ‘You‘ve got to be paid every month.’ ”

U.P. Schenck played a major role in Vevay’s Ohio River history. He 
shipped food items, clothing and other products from his store. 
Emmett (left), father A.V. and son Mike (not pictured) spent a 
collective 150-plus years operating Danner’s Hardware.
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The Danners retired in 2010 with a two-
day auction sale. Nearly all of the antiques 
(including tools from the early 1800s) and 
inventory in the hardware store sold.

The new owner closed the business in 2018.
Mike remains active in the community and 

follows another passion: art. He spends time 
painting and established an art gallery in downtown 
Vevay that showcases 40-some artists.

Nostalgically, he offers his take on what 
made Danner’s Hardware stand out and thrive.

“These people trusted us. We were very 
honest and very willing to help people. I grew 
up that way: You try to make things better than 
what it was before. We were always improving.”

First Indiana State Fair
In October 1852, the State Board of Agriculture 

held the inaugural Indiana State Fair in what’s 
currently known as Military Park in downtown 
Indianapolis. It was a three-day affair.

According to Indiana’s Best – An Illustrated 
Celebration of the Indiana State Fairgrounds – 1852-1992, it included: 
• Single admission tickets costing 20 cents
• 1,365 exhibit entries
• Livestock
• Crafts and items such as paintings, ottoman covers, cushions and “a 

lamp mat”
• Innovative products like plows and mowers

“It was a gathering place for sharing information,” observes Cindy 
Hoye, executive director of the Indiana State Fair Commission. “Maybe 

what’s changed from 1852 to where 
we are now is that the gathering place 
to share information at the beginning 
was from farmer to farmer – best 
practices, equipment. It was really 
the place to come and learn relevant 
information to apply back in your 
fields as you went back to the family 
farm.

“Spring ahead to 2020, which 
we’re preparing for, and I would say 
it is truly still a gathering place and 
still sharing of information. But today 
the information is shared from a 
farmer to a consumer.”

In 1852, approximately 15,000 
people attended the first day. Day 
two drew 25,000.

HistoricIndianapolis.com 
reports that “by the third day the fair 
crowds had overflowed to every 
corner of the city where a wide 

variety of sideshows were providing entertainment.”
Today, approximately 900,000 people visit each year.
“What was in the State Board of Agriculture’s mind in 1852 is 

still a part of our soul in 2020 ,” Hoye imparts. “We feel that it is our 
responsibility to cherish this treasure and to bring it back every year 
with maybe a little bit of tweaking to it and some bells and whistles 
that might be a little different. But the heart and the soul of this 
institution is still what those members thought about in 1852.”

“What is special is that we’ve 
retained the core (idea) of a 
gathering place where we 
highlight livestock and 
animals. We elevate food 
and it still goes back to telling 
the story of agriculture.” 

– Cindy Hoye
Indiana State Fair Commission 

Executive Director

Indiana State Fair: 1948 (Indiana Historical Society, P0569)

Courtesy of Indiana state archives




