
Area Schedule
Feb. 16 —Ribbon Cutting at Heart & 
Home Realty, noon
Feb. 26 — Business After Hours at 
WKRV/WPMB
March 4 — Chamber members 
meeting at Ponderosa, noon
March 14 — Lions District 1L 
Convention, 10 a.m.
March 14— Barbara Fairchild concert 
at American Legion, 7 p.m.
March 19 — Business After Hours at 
Fayette County Real Estate

Officers
Todd Stapleton, President, WPMB/
WKRV radio
John Ashdown, Vice President, 
Family YMCA of Fayette County
Kelly Washburn, Secretary, Fayette 
County Real Estate
Joe Schaal Treasurer, National Bank 

Board of Directors
Jennifer Richards, First Bank
Dana Whiteman, Subway
Brock Brannon, Investment Centers 
of America
Ali Laack, First National Bank
Brian Stout, Stout Adjustment Service
Rick Myers, LeFevre, Oldfield, Myers, 
Apke & Payne Law Group
Sally Emerick, Holiday Inn Express
Sandy Michel, Heart & Home Realty
Bryan Hobbie, Hosick Motors 
Pat Click, McKellar, Robertson, 
McCarty & Click Insurance 
Ricky Gottman, Vandalia Mayor

By SETH WHITEHEAD
Chamber Director

It is difficult to imagine two community assets that deserve more attention 
than our area’s rich history and our many military veterans.

And it’s difficult to imagine two individuals devoting more time to those 
respective areas than the recipients of the Vandalia Chamber of Commerce’s 
2015 Abe Awards, Linda Hanabarger and Carl Rhodes.

Both recipients were genuinely surprised to receive the honors at the 
Chamber’s annual banquet on Jan. 29. But considering all they do for the 
community, they were the only ones among the crowd of just under 140 that 
seemed shocked.

Hanabarger thought she was going to be speaking about one of the many 
historical groups she is involved with in the area. Instead, she found herself 
making an impromptu acceptance speech.

“I was told I was coming tonight to talk just a little bit about the Friends (of 
the Statehouse) group,” Hanabarger said. “I had no idea that this was part of 
it. I thank you so much for this award. I don’t know what went into it to award 
it to me, but I thank you so much.”

Hanabarger has been active in the preservation, education and publishing 
of the history and genealogy of Fayette County the past 35 years. She has 
edited “Fayette Facts,” a genealogical bi-annual publication since 1992 and 
currently serves as president of the group. Hanabarger has also been involved 
with the Vandalia Historical Society, is a member of the Board of the National 
Road Association of Illinois, and is president of the Friends of the Vandalia 
Statehouse.

Many know Linda from her weekly “Fayette County History” column, 
a Leader-Union staple since 2002, and she has been writing for the paper 
since 1997. Others probably know Linda her lead role in developing annual 
scripted cemetery walks to tell the amazing history of Vandalia’s Old State 
Cemetery, where Vandalia’s connection to the underground railroad was first 
able to be told. She has organized eight performances with local talent and is 
working on scripts for an upcoming Cemetery Walk for the Abraham Lincoln 
Presenters National Conference to be held in Vandalia from April 16-19.

Hanabarger is also well known for her volunteer work at the Vandalia 
Statehouse, where she has been a fixture since 2010. It is because of Linda’s 
volunteering that the Statehouse is able to stay open when Site Superintendent 
Steve Riddle is away. Her willingness to volunteer has also proven to be huge 
as the state continues to cut funding for historical sites.

“Linda’s enthusiasm and knowledge about the Vandalia Statehouse is 
infectious,” Rep. John Cavaletto said while presenting Hanabarger the 
Chamber-member Abe Award. “Linda is a shining example of what a positive 

impact one person can have on a community when driven by compassion.”
Always an ambassador for the Statehouse and history first and foremost, 

Hanabarger talked mostly about Vandalia’s rich history, noting that the 
Statehouse’s second floor is one of the few areas where people can set foot 
where Lincoln actually walked.

“It’s so meaningful that I sometimes think we take it for granted,” said 
Cavaletto of the Vandalia Statehouse and its ties to Abraham Lincoln. “Gosh, 
you know, when you really think about that… I don’t know what can top it. 
I don’t think there is anything that can top it. The greatest  president that ever 
lived was right here in this town. I think we’ve got to push that more.”

Rhodes, a pastor at Northside Christian Church in Vandalia, thought his 
role in the banquet program was complete after delivering the invocation.

But as 2015 Chamber Secretary and Fayette County Real Estate owner 
Kelly Washburn started introducing the 2015 recipient of the Non-Chamber 

February Spotlight Business

Expert Service Automotive Repair 
   Expert Service Automotive Repair has made quite an impression in 
just three years in Vandalia.
   The Vandalia Chamber of Commerce Spotlight Business for Febru-
ary was voted the No. 1 auto repair center in the 2014 Leader-Union Best 
of Fayette County poll and has grown every year since it moved here from 
Altamont.
   Troy Poe, who co-owns the business along with Steve Stoldt, believes 
that honesty and dependability are qualities that have set his business 
apart from the competition. The staff’s 25 years of experience doing 
engine work, front end repairs, scheduled maintenance and heating and air 
conditioning work have been keys to success as well.
   Expert Service’s full-range of engine services includes new engine 
installation, rebuilds, repairs, computerized diagnostics, transmission 
replacement and transmission fluid service. Expert Service’s computerized 
diagnostic system allows their crew to accurately determine what’s wrong 
with your engine, and their ASE-certified mechanics work hard to get the 
issue resolved and get you back on the road in no time – all at an afford-
able price. Expert Service stands by its work and offers two-year, 24,000-
mile warranties on any engine service it provides.
   Expert Service also specializes in front-end repairs, including suspen-
sion, shocks, struts, brakes, mufflers, A/C and heating.
Expert Service Auto Care is a certified dealer of Audiovox products, so 
you can rest assured that you’re getting what you paid for. Enjoy quality 
products and installation services on backup camera systems, remote start-
ers and Audiovox stereo systems.
   Poe said that one of the factors that led to Expert Service moving to 
Vandalia was the fact that so many folks from the area were bringing their

2015 Abe Award winners Linda Hanabarger and Carl Rhodes pose for a 
picture during the annual Chamber banquet on Jan. 29.     Photo contributed
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Hanabarger, Rhodes honored for 
outstanding community service

Abe Awards Highlight Annual Banquet



By SETH WHITEHEAD
Chamber Executive Director

On a night the Vandalia Chamber of Commerce celebrated the conclusion of its 
100th year of existence with a Mardi Gras-themed banquet, outgoing president 
Brock Brannon offered up a Cajun-style recipe for success in 2015.

Brannon’s “Chamber gumbo” recipe included several ingredients and spices – 
represented metaphorically by the Chamber’s board of directors, 113 members and 
executive director  – but he noted that even the tastiest gumbo in the world is useless 
if nobody eats it.

“If you’re not eating your Chamber gumbo, you’re not going to get the full value the 
Chamber has to offer,” Brannon said.

Brannon encouraged members to take advantage of their member benefits in 2015, 
including the member-to-member benefits program, various Chamber events, monthly 
members meeting, as well as the Chamber website, Facebook, Chamber Chatter email 
updates and LED sign.

 “We can make all the gumbo we want, but if we don’t eat it, it will go to waste,” 
Brannon said. “We have to make sure we take advantage of the Chamber and the 
opportunities it presents.”

New Chamber president Todd Stapleton echoed Brannon’s sentiments after 
officially taking the reins following a passing-of-the-gavel ceremony that featured 15 
past presidents.

“As of tonight we’re at about 110 members,” Stapleton said. “One of our goals for 
this year is to be in the 140, 150 range by the time this year is over. That’s the first 
level – you’ve got to have members.”

With membership growing at a healthy pace, Stapleton called for members to get 
more involved.

“If you’re a Chamber member, that’s great – we want as many members as possible,” 
Stapleton said. “But we also want to see as many active members as possible. So one 
thing we do want see people do is try to take a little time this year to make it to a few 
meetings. If you don’t, make it to a few of the business after hours or ribbon cuttings.

“We’re all busy; making it to everything is nearly impossible,” Stapleton continued. 
“But try to get yourself involved because I guarantee you if you are involved and you 
are at these meetings, you are going to get back everything you put into it and more.”

One way Stapleton feels the Chamber can become a tighter-knit organization 
in 2015 is by participating the Chamber’s Business After Hours events as often as 
possible. Eight have already been scheduled for this year.

Stapleton believes a more unified community and larger Chamber will go a long way 
toward achieving one of his primary goals for 2015 a reality – economic development.

 “I believe the Chamber should have a role and needs to have a role in economic 
development going forward,” Stapleton said. “For whatever reason, it hasn’t happened 
(in recent years).”

Stapleton noted that a Chamber with 150 members would be more attractive to 
prospective developers.

“If we have 150 members, that’s a unified, louder voice, no question,” Stapleton said.
Vandalia Mayor Ricky Gottman said he is looking forward to working with 

Stapleton and the Chamber on economic development this year.
“Wow, my mission is exactly what Todd said tonight,” Gottman said. “I’ve asked for this 

for years and years, to have this kind of relationship (with the Chamber) and to continue to 
build our community. Todd knows that. Todd knows where I’ve been and what I’ve been 
trying to do to get people to come forth and help the city of Vandalia grow.”

The mayor hinted that some very positive economic developments are in the works.
On a broader level, Stapleton encouraged the community as a whole to make more of 

an effort to work together in 2015 to make Vandalia and Fayette County a better place.
“Let’s focus on what we do have,” Stapleton said. “Because when you focus on 

what you do have and you work together with what you have, I think that brings out a 
very good side and a very positive side going forward for anybody who comes to our 
community. 

“I think the best thing you can say about any community is, ‘Boy, they are really 
together, aren’t they?’ I think that’s something we need to do a better job at.”

Overall, Stapleton called on the community to be optimistic yet pragmatic going 
forward.

“Don’t focus on what you can’t do, focus on what you can,” Stapleton said. “We 
don’t have everything. We understand that. There are some things we can’t get in this 
community. But what we can focus on is who we are and what we do have. And quit 
focusing on the negatives. I think that does happen a little too often in our community.”

Thomas Perkins, Pinnacle Foods
Joe Schaal, National Bank
John Ashdown, Family YMCA of Fayette County
Ty McNary, First National Bank
Steve Henna, First National Bank
Ali Laack, First National Bank
Larry Cable, Cable’s Sewing Machine Services
Gary Manley, Assurance Home Inspection Services
Gail Lannom, Priority Staffing Group & Payroll Company
Rich Well, Vandalia Community School District 203

Kara Metzger, Priority Staffing Group & Payroll Company
Lindzey Barger, Priority Staffing Group & Payroll Co.
Chad Dane, Security Finance
Gary Durbin, Security Finance
Lucas Blumhorst, Priority Staffing Group & Payroll Co.
Beth Cox, Priority Staffing Group & Payroll Co.
Dana Whiteman, Subway
Kelly Washburn, Fayette County Real Estate
Kris Nalley, Fayette County Real Estate
Kelly Roberts, Fayette County Real Estate

Kelly Coker, Illinois Real Estate Services
Troy Poe, Expert Service Auto Repair
Rhonda Poe, Expert Service Auto Repair
Dan Stock, ADS Electric
Sherry Meador, John H. Crawford & Associates
Sally Emerick, Holiday Inn Express
Greg Starnes, Fayette County Hospital
Kim M. Taylor, FAYCO Enterprises
Mary Schulze, Kaskaskia College Vandalia Campus
Seth Whitehead, Vandalia Chamber of Commerce

Todd Stapleton, WPMB/WKRV
June Mahon, Vandalia Tourism Secretary
Walt Barenfanger, Kaskaskia Supply & Rental
Paula Barenfanger, Kaskaskia Supply & Rental
Gene Hebenstreit, Spin 2 Win
Alex Hebenstreit, Spin 2 Win
Brock Brannon, FNB Investment Centers of America
Pat Click, McKellar, Robertson, McCarty & Click

*Next meeting March 4 at noon 
Guest Speaker:Mosquito Authority

February Chamber Member Meeting Attendees

New Chamber President Shares Goals for 2015Small Town Treasures Holds Ribbon Cutting/Grand Opening

A ribbon cutting ceremony was held Tuesday at Small Town Treasures, a new consignment and resale shop 
located at 2515 Veterans Avenue in Vandalia.                    Submitted photo

2015 Vandalia Chamber of Commerce President Todd Stapleton speaks at the annual 
Chamber banquet on Jan. 29.       Seth Whitehead photo

2015 Chamber Members
ADS Electric Co.
Ameren IP
American Cancer Society
All Stressed Out
ApexNetwork Physical Therapy
ARAB Termite & Pest Control
Arthur Young, Inc.
Assurance Home Inspection Services
Bernhardt & Cain Appraisals, Inc.
Bond & Fayette County Shopper
Brookstone Estates
Burtschi Bros. & Co.
Cable’s Sewing Machine Service
Cain’s Drug Store, Inc.
State Rep. John Cavaletto
Central Illinois Materials
Champion Trophies & T’s
The Copper Penny Bar & Grille
Corrective Care Chiropractic
Days Inn
Diekemper Photography
Double-D Plumbing & Heating
Edward Jones Investments
Evans Public Library
Expert Service Auto Repair
Family YMCA of Fayette County
Farina Farms
FAYCO Enterprises, Inc.
Fayette County Farm Bureau
Fayette County Hospital & Long Term 
Care
Fayette County Real Estate
First Bank
First National Bank
Fulton & Dunn Dental, P.C.
Gallatin Street Grille
Gloria’s Christian Supply
Heart & Home Realty – Matt Hirtzel
Heart & Home Realty – Sandy Michel
H&H Computer Services
Holiday Inn Express & Suites
Hometown Phone Book – Eagle Publica-
tions
Hosick Motors

Illinois Real Estate Services
John H. Crawford & Associates
Kaskaskia College
Kaskaskia Supply & Rental
Laack Flooring Innovations
Land of Lincoln Credit Union
The Leader-Union 
Lefevre, Oldfield, Myers, Apke & Payne 
Law Group, Ltd.
Liberty Utilities
Lighthouse Pregnancy Center
Little Blue Eyes
Little Caesar’s 
Luallen, Cearlock, Barth & Burnam, Ltd.
Sen. Kyle McCarter
McKellar, Robertson, McCarty & Click
Midland States Bank
National Bank
Pine Ridge Homes
Ponderosa
Priority Staffing Group
Prowire
Roger Sanders/Emerick Farms
Rotary Club of Vandalia
The Schaufelberger Law Offices, Ltd.
Slack Glass Co.
Something Special Florist & Gift Shop
South Central FS
Southwestern Electric Cooperative, Inc.
Spin 2 Win
Stout Adjustment Service
Subway
Sweetbriar Retirement Home
Timmermann & Co., Ltd.
The Tourism Bureau of Illinois South
Vandalia CUSD #203
Vandalia Field of Dreams
Vandalia Mutual Insurance
Vandalia Sports Boosters
Who Says a Man Can’t Be a Creative Print 
Shop
Who Says a Man Can’t Clean
WPMB/WKRV
World Finance Corporation
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Welcome New  
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THANK YOU TO 
OUR MEMBERS!



vehicles to the former location in Altamont. With so 
many customers in Fayette County, a move east seemed 
logical, and it’s a move that Poe and company are glad 
they made.
   “The biggest thing for me is that people in this com-
munity are just so easy to get along with,” Poe said.
   Expert Service business manager Rhonda Poe said 
that word of mouth has also been a big key to the 
growth of the business, and Expert Service proudly 
displays a list of glowing testimonials on its website, 
expertserviceautorepair.com.
   Expert Service is located at 1710 A. Hillsboro in 
Vandalia and you can reach them at 618-431-2236.

SPOTLIGHT continued from Page 1

Member Abe Award – a 22-year Army veteran and veteran 
of the Vietnam War – it became clear to Rhodes that he 
had a much bigger role in the night’s program.

“Kelly, you got me. I am speechless,” Rhodes said. 
“For one of the few times in my life I don’t know what to 
say other than thank you.”

Rhodes was a Green Beret in the Special Forces and a 
paratrooper in the 101st Airborne Division while serving 
in the U.S. Army, and he has continued serving since 
returning to civilian life.

ABES continued from Page 1 After completing the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
Rural Clergy Training Program, Rhodes opened the Veterans 
Outreach Center in Vandalia last year.

After being called into the ministry in 2006, he became 
pastor at Northside Christian Church in 2007, and he has 
established an annual Veterans Day program at the church to 
recognize the sacrifice of our local veterans.

Carl also preaches to inmates at the Fayette County Jail 
on a weekly basis and preaches one Sunday each month 
at Fayette County Long Term Care and Brookstone 
Estates. He is an active member of the Vandalia 
Ministerial Alliance, the Vandalia American Legion and 

Brownstown VFW Post 9770.
“You spend 22 years in the military and you do 

develop a heart for people,” Rhodes said. “What 
I do in this community isn’t for awards, it’s not for 
recognition. 

“I light a match, that’s all. Then I watch the 
fires go. And that’s what it’s all about. And in this 
community, I’ll tell ya, of all the communities 
I’ve been in all over this world, this community 
has a heart for reaching out to the unreachable and 
bringing hope to the hopeless and bringing love to 
the unlovable.”

By SETH WHITEHEAD
Chamber Executive Director

One of Fayette County’s biggest employers is poised 
for even more growth in the near future. And Pinnacle 
Foods’ plans for expansion could prove to be very good 
news for Vandalia, or at the very least, very good news 
for the Vandalia area in general.

Director and plant 
manager Thomas Perkins 
spoke at the Feb. 4 Vandalia 
Chamber of Commerce 
members meeting and 
shared exciting details on 
his company’s future plans, 
which include starting to 
manufacture their own 
bottles for their various 
lines of food products. 

When asked if Pinnacle 
might be interested in the 
former Graham Packaging 
building – where bottles were 
manufactured for more than 30 years Vandalia before 
closing in 2012 – Perkins indicated it is at least a possibility.

“I want to make my own bottles,” Perkins said. 
“Whether I want to do it in Vandalia or on the site I 
have in St. Elmo is undetermined. All I know for sure 
is over the next couple of years I’ll figure out a way 
to bring blowing (bottle manufacturing) back to this 
community.”

Pinnacle currently buys bottles from all over the 
country, and the company bought from Graham before 
it closed its doors in Vandalia. But trucking in bottles 
from all over the country – especially with winter 
weather – has proven problematic. Perkins indicated 
there is currently enough property in St. Elmo to build a 
blowing plant, but that may change if the company adds 
another food brand, something it has done at a rapid 
pace recently. 

Perkins, who came to Fayette County from a Pepsi 
plant in Honolulu, Hawaii, said he’s always made all 
his own bottles at the plants he’s worked at before and 
prefers to do so at Pinnacle as well.

“I would hope in the next year or two that I would 
begin building another addition onto my facility and start 
making my own bottles,” Perkins said. “Of course, that 
would represent another skill set I’d need to bring on.”

Pinnacle recently doubled its workforce to 165 

employees and built on a 40,000 square foot extension 
in St. Elmo after purchasing Wishbone, the top salad 
dressing brand in the country. Wishbone was based in 
Independence, Mo., and Pinnacle is co-producing with 
the Independence plant at the moment as part of its 
transition strategy.

“We’re sharing production so that we can make a side-
by-side comparison,” Perkins said. “We’re going to make 
sure what we’re producing in St. Elmo is exactly what 
people have been buying for years from Independence.”

Once that process is complete, however, all production 
will move to the St. Elmo plant, which will likely add 
another shift.

“We’re not done expanding with this (Wishbone) 
brand,” Perkins said.

Perkins said that Pinnacle Foods is currently in about 
85 percent of the kitchens and cupboards throughout 
the U.S. The company is a national producer of brands 
most of us grew up with and trust. The company finds 
brands that the owners don’t want to invest in any longer 
and continues with the same name, striving to make 
production more cost-efficient while maintaining or 
exceeding the brand’s quality.

“What we’ve decided as a productivity-driven 
company is rather than see that brand’s price go up, 
we’ll buy it and we’ll figure out a way to produce it with 
exactly the same quality, but we’ll just produce it at a 
lesser expense,” Perkins said. “We don’t buy anything 
to sell it. We buy something that’s established, and we 
intend to hold onto it and make it better.”

Since 2001, Log Cabin Syrup, Mrs. Butterworth 
Syrup and Open Pit BBQ sauce have been made 
exclusively in St. Elmo.

“Those products are made by folks in our own 
community,” Perkins said.

Perkins’ revelation that he moved to Fayette County 
from Hawaii drew some laughter from the crowd of 38 
at the meeting, but he insists that the opportunity was too 
great to pass up. And so far, his decision has proven to 
be a wise one.

“I was privileged to move here, and I feel privileged to 
be here and live amongst this community,” Perkins said. “I 
don’t intend to slow down and neither does my company. 
And our shareholders certainly don’t expect us to slow 
down. I’m hoping the plant in St. Elmo will continue to 
be a big part of the growth in this county and this region.”

• Family YMCA of Fayette County CEO and 
Chamber Vice President John Ashdown announced that 

soccer signups are coming up soon. Grand Raffle tickets 
are also on sale. The Y will also be making 2-foot-by-
3-foot  signs that will be featured throughout the Y 
available for purchase soon.

• Priority Staffing Group’s Gail Lannom announced 
that her business is gearing up to hire more people with 
spring coming up. Most openings will be entry level, but 
there are also anticipated to be higher-level positions 
available in the area.

• Fayette County Hospital CEO Greg Starnes 
announced that construction is moving along nicely at the 
hospital, which is building a new lab and reception area.

• FAYCO Enterprises President Kim Taylor announced 
that FAYCO is celebrating its 40th anniversary this year 
and that details on events celebrating that milestone 
would be forthcoming.

• Chamber President Todd Stapleton encouraged 
members to host Business After Hours events this year, 
as several dates remain open.

• Chamber Director Seth Whitehead welcomed new 
2015 members Fulton & Dunn Dental, Central Illinois 
Materials, Sandy Michel of Heart & Home Realty, Matt 
Hirtzel of Heart & Home Realty and Gloria’s Christian 
Supply.

• Whitehead announced that the Chamber will be 
doing a scavenger hunt promotion later this year. Any 
businesses interested in participating are encouraged 
to call the Chamber office at 283-2728. The promotion 
will likely last 6-10 weeks and will hopefully involve 
up to 10 businesses, with clues on the scavenger hunt 
appearing in local media outlets on a weekly basis. The 
promotion would culminate in the awarding a grand 
prize. Details will be made available soon.

• Whitehead announced he will be delivering 2015 
membership stickers and 2015 member-to-member 
benefit cards to members this month.

• Whitehead reminded those in attendance that the 
Lincoln Victory Ball was coming up on Feb. 7 and 
that the annual Lincoln Birthday Observance Event was 
scheduled for Fe. 8 at the Vandalia Statehouse. He asked 
members interested in sponsoring door prizes at the 
Lincoln Ball to call Mary Truitt at 283-9380.

• Tourism Secretary June Mahon announced that the 
tourism center had 32 visitors in January representing 
eight states and Canada. 

• Ashdown announced that bids are being accepted for 
several construction projects at the Chamber office and 
tourism center. 

Chamber Meeting: Pinnacle Foods Plans More Expansion

Thomas Perkins
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Seth Whitehead 
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   Email:vandaliachamber@gmail.com
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