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Rhonda Otten, along with her husband and three sons, has worked to keep Spink Family Restaurant open for business.
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Spink restaurant emerges strong from
hardships brought by fire and pandemic

Billy Gibson
billy.gibson@sdrea.coop

Old Spink. New Spink.

That’s how Rhonda Otten
variously refers to her restaurant,
depending on whether she’s alluding
to the Spink Café that burned
down in 2019 or the Spink Family
restaurant that was throttled by the
pandemic but is thriving today.

For more than 20 years, the Spink
Café was a big draw in the township
located in Union County. The eatery
was known for its Friday night fish
fries during Lent, Sunday dinners
and its famous Spinkburger. The
80-year-old structure had recently
been re-decorated with a 50s theme,
featuring old LPs, vinyl album
covers on the wall and pictures of
Elvis Presley.

But life for Otten and her
husband Sam changed in November
0f 2019 when the area’s most

popular attraction was totally
consumed by fire.

The way the Ottens saw it, there
was no option but to rebuild.

But the planned resurrection of
the business wouldn’t occur in
the confines of Spink. The new
iteration, renamed Spink Family
Restaurant, would be located in
the old American Legion hall in
downtown Elk Point.

By all accounts, the “new Spink”
wasn’t so easy to bring forth from
the ashes. Two weeks after working
hard to get the new facility ready for
business in Elk Point, the pandemic
hit and threatened to dash the
Ottens” hopes for good.

“The fire was in November, we
made the decision to keep going
in December, and we re-opened in
March. We were open for two weeks
when the pandemic hit, Rhonda
said. “Those two weeks were very,
very busy. It was a madhouse in

here. We had a lot more space
and we were finally getting in the
groove.”

Facing the same problems as just
about every restaurant owner in
the state and nation, the Ottens
were forced to hit the pause button
and try to figure out the next step
to take. They closed for a month,
regrouped, and then returned to
offer carry-out service only.

Members of the community
rallied to support the restaurant,
including employees at Union
County Electric located just two
blocks away.

According to Union County
Electric General Manager Matt
Klein, the cooperative always strives
to support other local businesses
that help the community thrive.

“At lunchtime you're likely to
see some of our guys eating there,”
Klein said. “When they had carry-
out, we ordered food for meetings
and just did what we could to help —
just like we do with other members
of the community. We help

whenever and wherever we can.”
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Server Karisma Tripp tends to another satisfied customer at Spink Family Restaurant in Elk Point.

Rhonda said it was inspiring to see
the town pull together to face the
impact of the pandemic, and also to
help the business survive after the
back-to-back calamities.

Cody Olson, center, enjoys lunch with
his co-workers from Valley Ag Supply.

“The community really supported
us and we're very grateful for that,”
she said. “But we've seen this many
times before; people watching out
for each other and helping when
there’s a need. That’s what really
pushed us through.”

One regular patron who is happy
to see the new Spink succeeding
is Joyce Schermer. She occupied a
table in the restaurant one recent
lunch hour along with her son Brad
Johannsen and his wife Lori. The
Johannsens are regular visitors to the

area from Sedona, Ariz., and always
make a point to stop at Spink,

preferring the hot beef sandwich and

the prime rib sandwich.

“It’s always good every time you
come,” said Schermer, a resident
of Akron who opted for her
go-to French Dip. “You're never
disappointed in the food or the
service. It’s wonderful.”

Also enjoying a lunchtime meal
were several employees of Valley
Ag Supply. The company is located
a half mile from the old Spink
building that was destroyed by fire.

“We used to go there all the time
and we were disappointed when it
burned down. You could see our
fertilizer plant from there,” said
Cody Olson while noshing on
the French Dip. “Now there’s no
place to go. So, we just drive into
town because it’s so good. It’s great
that they came back and are still
operating.”

As for “old Spink,” the Ottens
are still trying to figure out what to
do with the heap left in the wake of
the conflagration. The building had
an upstairs apartment where several
members of the family lived at
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forced to lay off some
staff members during
the pandemic.

various times through the years.

“It’s going to have to be torn down
eventually, but we just don’t want to
let it go,” Rhonda said. “There are
so many memories attached to that
place; both of our parents were such
a big part of it.”

She emphasized that while the
restaurant is in a new location, the
food is the same as before. The
Ottens, who have always used family
recipes, depend on all three of their
sons — ages 17 through 23 — to
handle the cooking to maintain
consistency on a daily basis.

“The secret to our success is that
the five of us do all the cooking here.
We use time-proven family recipes
that have been popular for decades,”

Rhonda said.




