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During the 1800s boarding houses were in high demand in Frankenmuth, as they provided housing for the lumbering industry and were popular for traveling businessmen. One such respite for Michigan’s early lodgers was the Union House, built in 1888 by Theodore Fischer, a German immigrant from Saxony. The Union House was operated for 62 years by three generations of Fischers under that name and also as Fischer’s Hotel.  
Second generation owners Herman and Lydia Fischer are recognized for serving Frankenmuth’s first “All you can eat family-style chicken dinners,” which became popular and drew hungry crowds from around the region.  During the Fischer family ownership, several remodeling projects were completed, including expansion of the main dining room and the building’s elevation due to flooding of the Cass River.  During their 60-plus years in business, the Fischers weathered the Great Depression, yearly flooding, fickle weather, two World Wars and other challenges of business ownership.
Following the 1949 Thanksgiving Day blizzard, third generation owner Elmer Fischer sold his family’s business to the William Zehnder Sr. family on Feb. 4, 1950.  Son Tiny and his wife Dorothy were installed to manage the restaurant across the street from Zehnder’s Hotel. Despite making many improvements to the facility, Fischer’s Frankenmuth Hotel struggled during the national recession in 1956 and 1957. Rather than close the restaurant Tiny and his siblings took a risk and launched a major expansion in 1958 that included a 200-seat dining room, 50-seat coffee shop, and lower lobby. The new addition boasted a Bavarian theme central to its new identity and in honor of the local heritage. The restaurant was renamed the Frankenmuth Bavarian Inn and in 1959 celebrated its grand opening which thereafter became the annual Bavarian Festival in June.   During the 1970s and 1980s Tiny and Dorothy were joined by the third generation - daughter Judy, her husband Don Keller, son Bill and his wife Karen Zehnder.  This management team continued the growth in business and facilities.
Bavarian Inn Restaurant has become one of the largest and oldest eateries in the country, celebrating 125 years of service this year. It is also a top employer in mid-Michigan and one of the largest consumers of Michigan agricultural products. Family unity, perseverance and hard work – and having fun along the way – are the hallmarks of the Bavarian Inn family, now in its fourth generation of management.  As Dorothy’s family celebrates this anniversary, they fondly remember Tiny, a founding father of Frankenmuth’s “Little Bavaria”, a visionary and a man who believed, “Family is everything.”
