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Elmer S. Zehnder 

 
 
Elmer S. Zehnder, founder of Zehnder Sales and Service, was born December 25, 1898.  He was 
the first son of John M. and Caroline (Weber) Zehnder.  As boys, Elmer and his brother Edmund 
gained their first mechanical experience from repairing stationary engines, tractors and 
automobiles for their neighbors.  Although neither boy had much formal mechanical training, 
both were quite successful and are especially remembered for their ability to repair engines and 
equipment.  When demand for this kind of work declined, the brothers concentrated more and 
more on automotive work. 
 
 
The building at 618 S. Main was originally built for a garage in 1917 and was first rented to John 
Rick until 1919, then to Chase and Radeischak.  In 1922 Elmer purchased the building and 
started his business.  It served as the location of Elmer S. Zehnder Sales and Service and later 
Baker Sales and Service until 1978.  Immediately to the south of this property was the Rummel 
residence, across the street was the Waldo Vanek residence and Kern’s Commercial House Hotel, 
and behind the dealership was the William and Carl Stromer residence.  The former dealership 
building currently houses The Curiosity Shop, Hansel and Gretel’s and the Frankenmuth Fudge 
Kitchen. 
 
 
Edmund Zehnder worked for his brother Elmer as a mechanic.  Initially he worked on the family 
farm during summers and for Elmer winters.  During the early 1930’s Edmund, along with Gus 
Baker and George Maurer, went to Florida to do some cash crop farming.  In 1934 Edmund 
joined the business full time, and he became a partner in 1936.   
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 Elmer Zehnder & Emma Frank 
 
 
Elmer married Emma A. Frank on August 8, 1926.  They had two daughters – Marie (b. 1927) 
and Mildred (b. 1929), and two sons – Waldo (b. 1931) and Martin (b. 1937).  As a young 
woman, Marie helped keep the books for the family business, working on them after school, 
Saturdays, and during the summers.  She is now a retired Lutheran school teacher, residing in 
Milwaukee.  Mildred is a hospitality supervisor at Frankenmuth Bavarian Inn, recognized for 
thirty years of service in January of 1993.  Waldo worked for his father, first as a mechanic and 
then as office manager/bookkeeper.  He stayed on with his uncle Edmund when his father passed 
away, and in 1957 became general manager for Stan Baker, Sr.  In 1984 Waldo left Baker Sales 
and Service to go into real estate.  In 1987 he moved to Florida where he continues in the real 
estate business.   
 
 
Participating in the life of the church was important to Elmer.  He was confirmed March 16, 
1913 and served as an elder at St. Lorenz from 1944 to 1951.  Martin says regular attendance at 
church services was the norm for the Zehnder family when he was growing up.   
 
 
In addition to the auto dealership, Elmer farmed the 80 acre Ranzenberger farm at the 
intersection of M-83 and Rathbun.  His father, John M. Zehnder, had purchased the farm from 
Ranzenberger, but due to hard times was unable to pay off his debt.  Elmer borrowed some 
money and paid Ranzenberger so his dad wouldn’t lose the farm.  Martin remembers raising 
beans, pigs, cattle, and horses on the farm.  He did lots of hoeing and threshing of wheat and oats 
with help from neighbors and friends.  When the farm was sold to Henry Ranke the proceeds 
went to Elmer’s brothers and sisters.   
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Over the years Elmer handled several lines of cars and trucks.  Starting with Chevrolet, 
Studebaker and Dodge in 1923, he added Buick in 1927.  The dealership also sold Pure oil and 
gas as well as United States, Yale and Goodyear tires. 
 
 
Providing service to his customers was important to Elmer Zehnder.  Before the days of modern 
wrecker service, if a customer’s car quit on the side of the road, Elmer would take his toolbox 
and an assortment of parts, drive to where the car had broken down and service it on the spot.  
He charged the owner only for whatever parts were needed and $5.00 for labor, regardless of the 
distance traveled or the amount of time spent on the job.  Usually Elmer got the stranded vehicle 
started; however, if he couldn’t, he would chain the car to his truck and tow it back to the shop. 
 
 

 
 
 
During the evening the dealership often served as a popular informal gathering spot in 
Frankenmuth.  The business was open every night, and its proximity to the Family Bar made it 
convenient for bar patrons to refresh themselves, then cross the street to chat with Elmer and the 
mechanics.  In 1941 the regular staff consisted of Elmer Zehnder – owner/sales; Frank Nefe, 
Edmund Zehnder, and Ervin Honold – mechanics; and Leo French – body man.  Frequent 
visitors who stopped by to tell stories and reminisce were Bill Schlegel, and Sohny and Winny 
Rau. 
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Top, pictured left to right: 
Frank Nefe, Edmund Zehnder, Ervin Honold, and Leo French, April 1941. 
Bottom: 
Elmer Zehnder (seated) and unknown (standing) pose with a 1922 Studebaker special speedster with a tow 
dolly. 
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Zehnder Sales and Service boasted of the town’s first wrecker.  Sometime during the late 20’s or 
early 30’s Elmer and the body man decided that a towing vehicle would be advantageous, so 
they cut the roof and back out of a 1929 Studebaker passenger car in order to install a hand-
operated winch and pulley system.  Zehnder Sales and Service was the first company in town to 
offer twenty-four-hour wrecker service. 
 
 
The wrecker also proved a valuable asset each year at flood time.  Without fail, many cars would 
get stranded in the parking lot of Zehnder’s Hotel when the Cass River annually overflowed its 
banks.  Each year, Elmer and Edmund would put on their hip boots and take the wrecker down to 
pull the stranded cars out of the water and dry them out.  They would also regularly move 
“Darb” Schreiner’s house trailer, usually parked along the Cass River east of the Bartlett 
residence, to a spot behind the dealership until the flood waters subsided. 
 
 
During the years before the dike was constructed, the location at 618 S. Main put Zehnder Sales 
and Service right at the edge of the high water mark during flood season.  Martin remembers the 
water coming within one half inch of flooding the dealership.   
 
 

 
 
Front of dealership looking south towards hotels, March 24-26, 1942. 
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In 1943 Elmer bought the Oliver franchise and also sold farm equipment for the next 10 or 12 
years.  The 36 x 100 aluminum warehouse building along Edgewater Street [renamed Rosstal 
Street] was built in 1947 for assembly and storage of farm equipment.  Martin remembers 
accompanying his dad on a service call for a combine which wouldn’t work.  After determining 
that the mechanism was damaged beyond repair, Elmer made note of the needed parts, and 
accompanied by his family, made the trip to Battle Creek after supper to obtain them.  Arriving 
home at 2:00 a.m., Elmer was back in the field at 7:00 a.m. the next day to replace the parts.  
Once again Elmer only charged the customer for parts and labor.  There was no charge for the 
trip to Battle Creek. 
 
 
In 1948 Elmer Zehnder helped Al Zink, a local high school teacher, obtain a Chevrolet with dual 
controls for the first driver’s training course taught by the Frankenmuth High School.  He also 
sold school buses to the Frankenmuth School District.  
 
 

 
 
Elmer Zehnder delivers keys to Driver Training Instructor, Alfred Zink. 
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In the 40’s and 50’s cars were delivered to the dealerships by railroad.  Martin remembers going 
to Saginaw or Vassar to pick up new cars.  Eight or nine cars would be shipped in one boxcar 
stacked one on top of the other, using pulleys and chains.  Five or six dealers, each with a couple 
of assistants, would meet to unload the boxcars.  This operation entailed a lot of lifting and 
skidding by hand since the stacked cars had to be unloaded one at a time through the side door of 
the boxcar. 
 
 
Buicks, which were made in Flint, were the exception to this rule.  Buicks destined for 
Frankenmuth were driven to Garber Buick in Saginaw where they would be cleaned up.  Then 
someone from Zehnder would pick them up and drive them back to Frankenmuth.  This service 
was unique to the area.  Dealers south of Flint received their Buicks from the factory by truck or 
rail. 
 
 
Garber Buick in Saginaw had the only distributorship in Michigan and controlled all of the 
territory north of Flint.  Garber had been one of the early dealers in the 20’s.  The story circulates 
that at this time GM wanted to add dealerships, but most folks didn’t have the financial resources 
needed to start up a business.  Garber supposedly provided backing for a number of the early 
dealerships and then kept them under his wing.  GM went along with this arrangement since they 
too found it beneficial. 
 
 
In the 50’s, 60’s and 70’s there was a real advantage for customers buying new automobiles in 
Michigan.  The proximity of Flint resulted in low freight or destination charges ranging from $35 
to $45 dollars.  Out of state freight charges were from $600 to $800 dollars depending upon the 
destination.  Rail delivery ended in the early 60’s, and now all dealers receive shipment direct 
from the factory by truck at the universal freight charge of approximately $485. 
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Many changes have taken place in the automobile industry since Elmer Zehnder founded 
Zehnder Sales and Service.  In the early days most parts could be repaired and adjusted with 
simple hand tools.  Today sophisticated machinery is required to analyze problems, and 
components such as starters, alternators, and carburetors, which formerly were overhauled, are 
now replaced as whole units.  Many options and safety devices taken for granted today, 
including heater, mirrors, radios, back up lights and turn signals, were custom installations in the 
past.   
 
 
Elmer S. Zehnder died on February 21, 1952.  After Elmer passed away, Edmund kept the 
business going under the name of Zehnder Sales and Service until 1957.  In that year he sold the 
company to Stan Baker Sr. of Clio, who had joined the dealership in 1953 as a new and used car 
salesman.  Baker renamed it Baker Sales and Service, but retained Waldo Zehnder as assistant 
manager and Martin as a salesman.  After his retirement, Edmund worked for St. Lorenz Church 
as custodian and school bus driver. 
 
 
Martin grew up in the house at 992 S. Main Street, on the NW corner of Main and Jefferson 
where Kern’s Sausage is now located, and lived there until he married Norma R. Geyer in 1959.  
His mother stayed in the house until the mid-1970’s when she moved to Franconian Drive East.  
The home on Jefferson was rented for a few years and then purchased by Kern’s. 
 
 
Martin attended grades 1-3 at R.M. Moentmann Middle District School, grades 4-8 at St. Lorenz 
[Consolidated School], grades 9-10 at Frankenmuth High School, and graduated from Arthur 
Hill High School in 1955.  As a youth, Martin remembers helping his next door neighbor Henry 
Reichle repair lawn mowers after school in the shop behind Reichle’s house.  He also spent 
many hours working at his father’s dealership washing cars, doing lube jobs, changing oil and 
making minor repairs. 
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Stan Baker, Sr. and an unidentified Chevrolet District Manager look on as Martin Zehnder received the title 
to a new Chevy Impala from “Bucky” Morrison, Chevrolet’s Flint Zone Manager. 
 
 
Following high school, Martin attended General Motors Institute for two years, successfully 
completing their dealer training course in 1957.  That same year he was hired as a salesman by 
Zehnder Sales and Service, and in 1958 won first prize, a new Chevy Impala, for being the top 
salesman in the Flint Zone Sale Area.  From 1961 to 1963, Martin served in the U.S. Army 
Signal Corps, stationed at Fort Huachuca, Arizona.  During this time he was trained to operate an 
IBM 709 computer which was programmed to calculate compensating adjustments in trajectory 
for artillery fire. 

 
Martin Zehnder seated at the console of an 
IBM 709 computer, Ft. Huachuca, Arizona. 
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Following his return to civilian life, Martin was made Service Manager at Baker Sales and 
Service in 1963.  Problems had developed resulting from improper management of the service 
department, and the dealership was losing customers and business.  Because of his service 
experience and keen interest in the auto business in general, Martin was asked to take over the 
Baker service department and restore it to previous levels of profit on sales and customer 
satisfaction.  The understanding was that the shift would only be a temporary one and that Martin 
would return to sales after he got the service department reorganized and build up.  However, 
largely because of the excellent job he was doing, Martin remained Service Manager at Baker 
Sales until he left the dealership in November in 1980. 
 
 
As the dealership grew, the routine movement of vehicles through the building became more and 
more difficult.  The original entrance for Zehnder Sales and Service was on Main Street.  When 
Baker enlarged the showroom (c. 1959) this entrance was closed, leaving only the entrance on 
the north side of the building to accommodate both the service department and the showroom.  
Since the service stalls were between the showroom and the side entrance, they had to be 
emptied every time access to the showroom was needed.  The series of maneuvers required 
whenever a car was moved in or out of the showroom became quite complicated.  Also, frequent 
abuse of the new and used car lot across Cass Street by tourists desperately seeking parking 
during the Bavarian Festival and at other times, demonstrated the need to relocate the dealership.  
In 1978 Stan Baker moved north and built a new building at 511 North Main. 
 
 

 
 
Overhead view of Baker Sales and Service at North Main location. 
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Although Martin was successful at Baker Sales and Service, he had always wanted to be in 
business for himself.  He tried to keep aware of possible opportunities and didn’t limit his 
prospects to auto dealerships.  He considered purchasing a gas station or operating a used car lot.  
At one point he mentioned his interest in becoming a dealer to a Chevrolet representative and 
asked how to go about this.  He was told that an individual could approach an established dealer, 
or that the Chevrolet Company sometimes helped make the contacts.  When the representative 
asked Martin how soon he thought he would be ready to make a move, Martin said perhaps in a 
year or two.  Three weeks later the representative called Martin back to inform him that the Ray 
MacGillivray Motor Sales in Vassar was relocating to the Swartz Creek area. Chevrolet would 
be glad to make the introductions if Martin was interested in buying them out.  Negotiations 
began in February, 1980 and on November 1, Martin took over the dealership renaming it 
Zehnder Motor Sales, Inc. 
 
 
 

 
 

Overhead view of Zehnder Motor Sales in Vassar. 
 
 
During the time he owned the Vassar dealership, Martin increased the staff from 10 to 26 people, 
added a body shop, and expanded the size of the service area.  His best year was 1986 when 
Zehnder Motor Sales sold 1,150 vehicles.  Martin’s son, Steve, joined the Vassar dealership in 
the mid-1980’s after college.  He became secretary of Zehnder Motor Sales Corporation in 1987 
and currently manages the used car lot in Bridgeport which opened in January of 1992. 
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When he left Baker Sales and Service, Martin had decided that if he couldn’t have a business in 
Frankenmuth, he would settle for one in Vassar which was still close to his home town.  But he 
felt that owning a business in Frankenmuth someday was still an option, and always hoped that 
he would be able to reestablish the Frankenmuth dealership under the family name.  In 1986, 
Martin approached the Baker Brothers to let them know that he would be interested if they ever 
wanted to sell the dealership – an offer which he repeated on several occasions.  Several years 
later Baker Brothers initiated negotiations with Martin which were completed March 23, 1990.  
On this day Martin became owner of the dealership founded by his father 67 years earlier. 
 
 
Upon returning to the Frankenmuth dealership, Martin expanded the showroom to hold eight cars 
for display, instead of three, and provided the sales men with private sales offices for a more 
professional atmosphere.  This remodeling was completed in May, 1991.  Martin also added 
three new car hoists and purchased modern equipment for a state of the art service department. 
 
 
Eventually Martin found that running two dealerships was quite a burden.  He was especially 
concerned about retaining customer satisfaction.  On November 6, 1991 he sold the Vassar 
dealership to Steve Cook. 
 
 
Future needs will call for expansion of the service department and the body shop.  Service is 
growing at a rapid pace, and the building is slowly getting more crowded.  Martin also hopes to 
involve his son more and more with some of the management duties, so that Martin can spend 
more time with the customers. 
 
 
During his seventeen years as a service manager Martin has won many awards for outstanding 
management of his department.  He served as President of the Flint Zone Service Managers’ 
Club for many years and has won several trips and many merchandise awards in recognition of 
his outstanding performance.  Martin was a charter member of the Frankenmuth Jaycees and 
served as President in 1969.  He served as a member of the St. Lorenz Board of Trustees from 
1972-78 and was Secretary of the Board during that time.  While in Vassar, Martin was a 
member of the Vassar Lions Club.  He also served as President three of the five years he was on 
the Vassar Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors.  Martin presently belongs to the 
Frankenmuth Rotary Club and is also a member of the St. Lorenz Male Choir. 
 
Today Martin is proud that his Chevy and Buick dealership has one of the highest Customer 
Service Index ratings in the Detroit Branch.  Martin attributes this, both to a continuation of his 
father’s philosophy of service which included roadside repairs, and to an appreciation of the 
customer’s needs developed during his years as service manager for Baker Sales and Service. 
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Martin says:  My philosophy of running my dealership is by “hands on” operation.  I like to be 
available on a day to day basis for my customers, to sell them cars or trucks or to discuss any 
business or service problems they may have.  This goes back to the days I remember spending 
with my dad when he did business with his customers.  He told me on many occasions. “You take 
care of the customers’ service problems, and sales will take care of themselves as a result.”  He 
also always put a lot of trust in his customers when it came to selling cars and sometimes 
allowed them to pay off their purchases over time.  Sooner or later, they always paid him for 
them. 
 
 
I appreciate all the customers that have done business with me over the past twelve years and I 
hope to be of service to many more for many years to come. 
 
 
A heartfelt thank you to every one.   
 

 
 
(Martin H. Zehnder) 
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(Top) Marty & Norma Zehnder 1993 
(Bottom) SALES STAFF 
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(Top to bottom) 
1. Bridgeport Sales 
2. Bridgeport Sales Staff 
3. Service Manager (right), Service Advisor (left) 
4. New Car Clean-Up 
5. Parts Runners 
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(Top to bottom)  
1. Office Staff 
2. Parts Dept. Staff 
3. Service Technicians 
4. Service Technicians 
5. Body Shop Technicians 
 

	  


