PRESS RELEASE

Plain & Fancy --- Farm to Table for 50 Years
In 1958, a gentleman named Walter Smith built a barn on Route 340 in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. He named it “Plain & Fancy,” after a successful Broadway musical that enjoyed a long run when it opened in 1955. He was thinking of holding barn dances, giving Amish house tours, and opening a gift shop. But Smith was not able to finish his venture. That’s when Christ and Bob Lapp and another business associate, Frank Bevil, combined their resources and bought the property. The Lapp’s grandparents were of the Amish faith and worked a farm near New Holland. A brief history of the property indicates that “since the two brothers had lots of ambition and very little money, the early buildings at Plain & Fancy were completed as a family project with them doing most of the work.
Visitors started arriving to enjoy tours of the Amish house when the property opened for business in 1959, and Christ started Dutchland Tours to provide visitors a chance to explore the surrounding Amish Country.  Now known as Amish Country Tours, its home is also on the Plain & Fancy property today, 50 years later.  

But rather than hold dances, they were getting ready to open a restaurant in the barn, where they planned on serving “family-style” meals. The idea was simple --- guests would sit on benches at long tables for twelve and eat together, passing the food around just as you would at a large family gathering. They would be served good homemade food until they could eat no more. But when their wives told them that ladies in high heels and dresses would not appreciate crawling over benches, chairs were substituted.

And so the dining room area at Plain & Fancy served its first meals in a space designed for perhaps  125 people. Christ’s wife Dolly, Bob’s wife Ruth, and their sister Ruth (married to Bob Byler) were waitresses. None of them had ever worked in that capacity before. There weren’t many tourists around in January, but the local folks came out in force. The Lapps had to call on additional family members to help. They ran out of food and closed their doors for several hours in order to get more for the evening meal. The cost of a dinner was about $1.50 for adults.

It was clear that Plain & Fancy was going to be a success, and in a couple years Bob and Christ got out of what had now become a side business of selling cars to concentrate on the restaurant and Dutchland Tours full time. Plain & Fancy was on its way to becoming a nationally known Lancaster County attraction. 

The family atmosphere continued as Robert’s wife, daughters, and sisters all worked on the property. Bob’s mother “Grammy” Lapp was seen cooking in the restaurant kitchen into her 70’s. In time the employee roster grew to 250. On busy days, there might be 15 buses in the parking lot at any given time. An addition was built onto the restaurant, and meals were soon served both upstairs and down, with a capacity of about 700 guests.

After about ten years, Christ Lapp went on to start his own restaurant nearby, while Bob Lapp continued to own and operate Plain and Fancy. Over the years, other buildings on the property housed the bakery, a doll museum, coin shop, Gay Nineties Museum, Talbot Outlet, furniture shop, the Clay Distelfink, print shop, and the a la carte Country Farm Restaurant, among others. Events such as craft fairs and antique car shows were held. 
In 1994, the owners of Miller’s Smorgasbord purchased the Plain & Fancy property. Lancaster’s original Amish farm feast continued to be served, with the focus on the traditional Pennsylvania Dutch menu items that made the area famous, such as golden fried chicken, top eye round of beef, real mashed potatoes, hand-made noodles, shoofly pie, baked sausage, chow chow, chicken pot pie, dried corn, and apple dumplings. And “farm to table” remains important, with many food purchased from local Amish farmers when the crops are in season, such as sweet corn, tomatoes, watermelon, cabbage, broccoli, squash, peppers and onions. 

When USA Today picked one representative signature food for each of our fifty states, shoofly pie was chosen for Pennsylvania. In each case, a restaurant was chosen as the recommendation for where to sample that dish. Whose shoofly was chosen? The honor was bestowed on Plain & Fancy. 

But the new owners also recognized changing trends among visitors, and the desire for more options besides the big family-style feast. They introduced other dining options, including a new a la carte menu, still focused on local specialties, but also offering different twists to familiar items. Beer and wine became available. For groups, a value menu, cold cut buffet, box lunch, and express lunch were added. Now visitors can enjoy either a sampling or the all-you-can-eat feast of foods the area is famous for.
Improving and expanding the options followed outside of the restaurant as well. Over the past fifteen years, a brand new open-beam Country Store was built, using traditional barn techniques. In 1995, the Amish Experience Theater made the property its home, presenting “Jacob’s Choice,” an emotional story of the Amish in only the third experiential theater in North America. More recently, a beautiful upscale hotel opened, the Amish View Inn & Suites, offering striking views of the countryside. 

 Along with Amish Country Tours and the Amish Country Homestead, the property is also home to Aaron & Jessica’s Buggy Rides, Bird-in-Hand Junction, and Sarah Mae’s Handmade Soft Pretzels. Perhaps most importantly, the activities are further enhanced by the setting, surrounded by Amish farmland along Route 340, a designated AAA cultural scenic byway.

So whether visitors plan to stay the night, bring a bus group, take a tour, or enjoy Penn Dutch cooking, Plain & Fancy remains a Lancaster original, the one-stop destination “where visitors can find it all.”
