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			For my big brother Samuel Stoltzfus (1965–2013), 
who was always there when we needed him most

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION: 

			PUBLIC ENEMY

			What did I ever do to the governor? I had never even met the man. But the governor and his people had clearly been keeping a close eye on me. And now he had something important to reveal: Of all the thugs, criminals, miscreants and lowlifes in the state of Pennsylvania, I was Public Enemy Number One.

			Me, a community-spirited businessman from a large Amish family! Me, a laid-back thirty-five-year-old who happened to appear in a popular television show! Apparently, the whole state—excuse me, the whole country—needed to be protected from me.

			Okay, so maybe I’m not the perfect role model. I know some scruffy people. I do like to run around. When I was younger, I picked up a couple of DUIs, which I’m not proud of, okay? But other than those, the worst offense on my rap sheet is a measly dis-con, disorderly conduct, for mouthing off to a cop at the three-day Country Concert at Hickory Hill Lakes in Ohio. I wouldn’t tell him where my tent was. I didn’t want him watching me and my friends for the rest of our vacation. He found a nice holding cell for me instead. That might make me a bit of a hothead. It doesn’t mean I’m a twenty-first-century Al Capone.

			But there was Pennsylvania governor Tom Corbett in August of 2014, coming out of his hole in Harrisburg. His approval ratings were lower than poison ivy’s. He was about as popular with the voters as deer ticks. And now he was aiming a fat load of phony outrage straight at me. What can I tell you? Politicians at election time will grasp at anything. Someone must have told the governor about Amish Mafia, the Discovery Channel series that follows my unlikely adventures as an unsanctioned guardian of the Amish. He must have taken me for the black-hatted John Gotti of south-central Pennsylvania. And now he was ready to pounce.

			“Bigoted,” Governor Corbett thundered.

			“Negative, inaccurate and potentially damaging,” he fumed.

			“An affront to all people of faith,” he roared.

			The blustering governor signed a petition saying all of that and more. And he was demanding action, too. He wanted the TV show canceled. He wanted the sponsors to all pull out. He wanted the entire production, then entering its fourth successful season, packed up, shut down and bum-rushed out of the state.

			Can you believe this guy? How did he get elected in the first place? Was he the governor of Pennsylvania or a frustrated TV critic? Didn’t he have any real issues to worry about? If we were half as bad as he said we were, why had it taken him three years to speak up?

			In the governor’s hysterical view, our show was a stone-cold insult to the people of Lancaster County. “It changes the image of the county from one of pastoral beauty, where people are devoted to faith, family and friends,” he contended, “to one of banal ugliness.”

			Banal ugliness. I wasn’t even certain what that meant. But I was pretty sure it wasn’t a compliment.

			My name is Levi Stoltzfus, though most people know me as Lebanon Levi. Born and raised in a devout Amish family, I got tired of seeing Amish people pushed around by forces inside and outside the Amish community. I decided to do something that people from my background rarely do. I started speaking out and standing up. And I did it in public. I think everyone was surprised, me included, when our little TV show shot to the top of the Nielsen ratings, becoming the most watched show on the entire Discovery Channel. Suddenly, I was standing in the middle of this media tornado, semifamous, hugely controversial, wondering what exactly I had done to send the governor of Pennsylvania and his little lackeys around the bend.

			I’ll tell you what I did. I dared to start telling the truth about the Amish. The whole truth. The good and the bad. And that put a lot of people very much on edge. I went into the outside world, and I didn’t slavishly repeat the usual Amish propaganda from the Lancaster County Chamber of Commerce and Pennsylvania Dutch Convention & Visitors Bureau. You know the stuff I mean: the saintly country bumpkins driving their buggies, milking their cows and hiding their faces from photographs. That version is fine as far it goes. Some of it is even true. But it’s only a fraction of a much larger story, a small fraction. The rest of the story has been carefully hidden from most outsiders, and really it’s the most interesting part. I had the nerve to go on television and start telling the rest.

			The Amish are wonderful people. Don’t get me wrong. I love the Amish. My family has been Amish for centuries. The Amish have made me what I am today. But the Amish aren’t perfect. Nobody is. Not even me. The Amish are living, breathing human beings, not some tourist-brochure cartoons. The Amish have good and bad inside them and plenty in between. I’m sorry, Governor Corbett, but it’s disrespectful and dishonest and just plain dumb to run around pretending otherwise.

			I’m not sure what the penalty is for truth-telling in Pennsylvania. But I don’t believe it’s mandatory silence. So I’m not planning on piping down any time soon.

			As you might imagine, I wasn’t brought up knowing much about Nielsen ratings, political protests or reality TV. We were the plain and simple people. When I was a boy, we weren’t even allowed to have a radio—and that was the 1980s. But slowly we learned. My older brothers found a beat-up Panasonic AM/FM and hooked it up to a twelve-volt car battery. You should have heard that sucker wail! They put it in the back of the family buggy and cruised Lancaster County on Saturday nights like they were the Amish reincarnation of the Beach Boys. My parents were from a different generation and a different mind-set. One night, my brother Henry got home late and forgot to haul the radio up to his room. My stepfather found the forbidden device as he was leaving for church the next morning. He didn’t say anything to anyone. He just smashed the radio into many pieces in front of our house.

			Message delivered. Message received.

			But the lesson my older brothers learned from that wasn’t the one my stepdad intended. Henry, Sam and Christian quit wasting time on battery-powered radios. They went looking for a small TV.

			What can I say? Teenagers are teenagers everywhere, whether they’re wearing black hats and suspenders or backward baseball caps and board shorts. Those Stoltzfus boys sure had spirit, you had to admit that.

			Governor Corbett was half-right. The Amish are hardworking, God fearing, plain living, self-effacing, community oriented, suspicious of modern conveniences and all of that. But that’s not all they are. There’s a whole lot more to the Amish than that. There are Amish who go to the movies (I’ve loved action-adventure films since I was a teenager), drink alcohol (I’m a Captain Morgan–and–Sprite man), play in loud rock bands (bass guitar for me), follow the NFL ­(E-A-G-L-E-S, Eagles!), squabble with the neighbors, complain about the relatives, talk on cell phones, trade half-true gossip, judge one another harshly and flirt with the opposite sex—just like regular people do. Well, not just like regular people. In Amish Country, folks have their own unique ways of doing almost everything. Often, technicalities are cited. (“I only use the phone for business.” “I’m spying on my neighbors to protect my kids.”) Frequently, secrecy is involved. (“Why do you think God made tinted windows? So Amish drivers can relax at the red light!”) Sometimes, the rules make no sense at all. (“Snaps are forbidden, pins are fine.” “Electricity is the devil’s juice, diesel’s okay.”) And it isn’t just the laws of man the Amish have to worry about. Eternal damnation is an even bigger threat. From what I’ve heard, there’s no time off for good behavior down there.

			And yet these very same people are every good thing you’ve heard they are and more. The Amish are capable of extraordinary acts of kindness, forgiveness and decency. They’ll rebuild a neighbor’s barn after a fire. They’ll give food and shelter to a struggling local family without expecting any payback. They’ll go so far as to forgive a non-Amish milk-truck driver who commits mass murder inside a defenseless Amish school.

			That, right there, in the space between the two extremes of Amish living, is where many real Amish people are today, the younger generation especially. Pulled between the ancient and modern, a foot in either world, new opportunities colliding with centuries-old guilt. Generations are changing. Time is marching on. The farms are worth millions. The children are harder to control. And Old Order Amish families are still riding around in horse-and-buggies—at least some of the time.

			What the heck is going on here? People deserve answers. Real answers. That’s why I decided to write this book.

			We’ve addressed some of this on the TV show, far more than anyone ever expected us to. But there is so much more to tell. About the way the Amish treat one another when no one else is looking. About the bullying, the deceit, the conniving and the gossip. About the kindness and the generosity, too. About the face the Amish show to outsiders and the face they show to one another. Some days, it’s a wonder those two faces even recognize each other.

			The bishops won’t discuss it. The visitors bureau won’t, either. The professors and the pseudo-experts certainly won’t, if they even know it, which many of them do not. Do you hear me, Professor Kraybill, with your rose-colored pronouncements about the Amish? Do you hear me, Mary Haverstick, with your petitions to yank my show? Do you hear me, Governor Corbett, with your cheesy Amish pandering at election time?

			When you get right down to it, the Amish are a whole lot different from the fairy tale the world’s been fed over the years. But read on. The rest of the truth is ahead.

			You may be wondering how I can speak so freely about a society so closed. I will explain. My family connections and the power of the TV show give me some protection. But I draw even more from a technicality in the Ordnung, the code of conduct that all Amish people are expected to live by. Despite my solid Amish upbringing and my strong Amish roots, I had an eye-opening Rumspringa, the period when Amish teens get their first taste of real-world freedom. And I ultimately chose not to get baptized in the Old Order Amish church. I’m New Order Amish now, which is still pretty Amish. But there’s enough wiggle room between the two to drive a black Cadillac through. Believe me, my current car has a much smoother ride than my old horse-and-buggy.

			My traditional upbringing and my loving family taught me almost everything there is to know about being Amish. And for better or worse, this edgy TV show has turned me into the most famous Amish tough guy ever born. It’s handed me a powerful platform, and I intend to keep using it. I have decided to take that special role of mine somewhere no Amish insider has ever gone before. Wish me luck. I’m going to need it.

			I’m taking my marching orders from a higher authority, which is exactly what the Amish are taught to do. John 8:32: “And you will know the truth, and that truth will set you free.” Not the tourist version. Not a bunch of misty-eyed Amish clichés. Not the random imaginings of some dimwitted politicians or clueless outsider or pseudo-experts. The truth. This is my real-deal, up-close-and-­personal account of what it means to be Amish today. The inspirations and the contradictions. The soaring theory and the gritty practice. The many, many Amish realities that outsiders aren’t supposed to see. This is what goes on behind the buggies, the bonnets and the beards.

			So here’s my tell-all tour of real Amish life, the way I have lived it and witnessed it over the past thirty-five years. It’s an important story and a surprising one. I can promise you this much: Keep on reading, and you will never see the Amish the same way again. Hold on tight, now. The ride might be bumpy. But the fun has only begun. There is nothing plain and simple about the “plain and simple life.”

		

	
		
			PART I

			BEATING
MY PATH

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			BECOMING US

			You can’t get much more Amish than we were.

			When the actress Kelly McGillis was preparing for her role as a widowed Amish mother in the 1985 movie Witness with Harrison Ford, she moved into our house. She slept in the guest bedroom. She got up at four in the morning and had my brothers teach her to milk cows. “This is when I’m used to going to bed,” she said, laughing. She planted rows of potatoes by hand but had trouble keeping the rows straight. She stared for hours at my mother, herself an Amish widow, mimicking my mom’s hand gestures, learning her recipes, trying to get the Pennsylvania Dutch accent just right. That last one took some effort, but Kelly really nailed it. The boy in the film is called Samuel, my oldest brother’s name.

			When it came to being Amish, no one doubted the Stoltzfuses. Of course, we didn’t think we were special. Most of the people we knew were just about like we were.

			When I was little, we lived on a farm outside Quarryville in rural Lancaster County. That’s in south-central Pennsylvania, the very heart of Amish Country. We spoke a language called Pennsylvania Dutch, which isn’t Dutch at all. It has nothing to do with Holland or wooden shoes or legal pot in Amsterdam. Pennsylvania Dutch is actually a kind of German—or “Deutsch,” as the Germans say it, which the Americans heard as “Dutch,” thereby confusing generations of baffled Amish Country tourists. To this day, they still show up in Lebanon County, Pennsylvania, and Holmes County, Ohio, and other Amish strongholds, and ask: “Where are the tulips and the windmills?”

			On the farm, we grew corn and tobacco and raised dairy cows. My brothers and sisters and I were strictly forbidden to look at television, play video games or even listen to the radio. In fact, we had no electricity. Eating homemade ice cream after supper or reading Bible stories by kerosene lamp—that’s what passed for prime-time entertainment at our house. School, we knew, would end for each of us after eighth grade, and that was totally legal under a special agreement the Amish have with Washington. In 1972, seven years before I was born, the United States Supreme Court said that the freedom of religion enjoyed by Amish families outweighed the state laws that kept most children in school until at least the age of sixteen. With that decision, the court ended for the foreseeable future any prospect of Amish doctors, Amish lawyers or Amish college professors. It also obliterated the whole concept of Amish high school and, with it, the possibility of ever hearing a bashful Amish homecoming queen say: “Don’t take my picture! I’m wearing a very, very plain dress!”

			We were Old Order Amish, the most traditional kind. We had running water and a diesel tractor, but we didn’t have a telephone. If we had to make a call in an emergency, we went to a neighbor’s house. And we didn’t have a car. If somewhere was too far to walk, we rode in a black, horse-drawn buggy, which averaged five miles and one bucket of oats per hour. Our version of stepping on the gas was yelling at the horse.

			From the time I could walk, my parents dressed me in a black hat, black pants, black suspenders and a plain white shirt with hand-sewn buttons. I dreamed of having snaps. God, I wanted snaps! But snaps were considered too fancy in an Amish family as plain as ours was, same as barbershop haircuts. We were strictly bowl-and-­scissors kids. When the tourists stared at us or tried to take our pictures, we were taught to turn our heads away and look down.

			Like many Amish families, our heritage went back into the mists of Switzerland in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In those ancient days, a fiery group of students in Zurich had grown incensed that the Protestant Reformation was taking so long. It’s a story I’ve heard my whole life. These young Swiss students thought Martin Luther, John Calvin and the other “reformers” had done a solid job slamming the corrupt practices of the Catholic Church, but where was the actual reform?

			These complaints were not appreciated by Europe’s Protestant leaders or the monarchs they loyally supported. The authorities arrested the young rabble-rousers, jailed them, tortured them, drowned them and warned everyone else not to be like them. The critics did what they could to survive. They hid out, fled the cities, abandoned their various trades and moved to the sparsely populated Low Country near the Swiss-German border, where they cultivated small farms. To them, big cities, big government, big religion and new technology represented nothing but threat and danger, and they and their followers would carry this suspicion of modern life for centuries to come. They wanted to worship in their own way and mainly to be left alone.

			They called their faith Anabaptism, and they followed it fervently.

			Unlike many other Christians, who baptized their children soon after birth, the Anabaptists declared their faith in the Lord when they reached adulthood. In fact, that’s what Anabaptist means—“rebaptized” or “baptized again.” Infant baptism didn’t make sense, they believed, since a little child can’t possibly understand the real meaning of good and evil. “Believer’s baptism” was just one of many practices that set the Anabaptists apart from more conventional Christians.

			The Anabaptists of Switzerland and Germany led very tough lives. The farm work was backbreaking. The winters were harsh. The local Catholics and Lutherans had absolutely no use for them. Life pretty much sucked all around. And their religion asked a lot of them. The Anabaptists had rules. Many, many rules. Rules about who they could marry (only each other). Rules about how they should pray (frequently, piously and not just at church). Rules about how to speak (softly) and how to have fun (hardly at all). They had rules for almost everything. With all their rules, the Anabaptists made the rigid German Catholics, who hadn’t yet discovered guitar Masses or started calling the priests “Father Günther” and “Father Hans,” seem loosey-goosey by comparison. Even though everyone prayed to the same Jesus, the Anabaptists knew Him as a score-keeping God, someone who demanded constant proof of moral righteousness. This was sackcloth-and-ashes Christianity with some hellfire and brimstone on the side. Heaven was up, and hell was down—with a very slippery slope in between.

			Despite their move to the country, the Anabaptists were still being tormented by their old oppressors. The local authorities looked at the Anabaptists and thought: “Now, those are some people who are just begging for more persecution!” And so they got it. In 1526, the Zurich Council declared rebaptism punishable by drowning. “The third baptism,” the punishment would come to be known as. That next year, Felix Manz, cofounder of the original Swiss Brethren congregation, became the first Anabaptist martyr. Four months later, Michael Sattler, a former Benedictine monk who’d become an Anabaptist leader, was executed by Roman Catholic authorities for the crime of heresy. His sentence read: “Michael Sattler shall be committed to the executioner. The latter shall take him to the square and there first cut out his tongue, and then forge him fast to a wagon and there with glowing iron tongs twice tear pieces from his body, then on the way to the site of execution five times more as above and then burn his body to powder as an arch-heretic.”

			The Anabaptists were easy targets. They were dedicated pacifists. They actually believed the line in the Bible that said to “turn the other cheek.” Also there weren’t too many of them, and in their rugged isolation, they always seemed a little strange. England’s Edward VI and Elizabeth I were especially ardent persecutors, as was Spain’s King Ferdinand, who famously said that drowning was “the best antidote to Anabaptism.”

			And just when things couldn’t get any worse for the battered Anabaptists—well, they did. They had their very own schism. Now it wasn’t just the other Christian denominations they were fighting with. They were also squabbling among themselves over just how strict their religion should be. The more tolerant Anabaptists, influenced by the theologian Menno Simons, became known as Mennonites. They didn’t believe that every single word in the Bible had to be taken literally. Some parts, they thought, were more for general guidance. That sounded like blasphemy to the stricter Anabaptists, who followed the teachings of a stern-faced Jakob Ammann. He preached that true believers needed to “conform to the teachings of Christ and His apostles.” Ammann was dissatisfied with what he saw as a loosening of rules and an acceptance of things too modern. He believed in stricter and longer church discipline and thought the Mennonites had gone recklessly soft.

			“Forsake the world,” he told his followers, who came to be known as the Amish.

			Like his grandfather Ulrich and father, Michael, Jakob was a tailor. All the Ammanns were a little fixated on clothing. Jakob noticed that what a man wore was a good way to identify how successful he was. He also noted that stylish clothing allowed an individual to stand out. That’s when he decided that his followers should always dress as plainly as they possibly could.

			The Mennonites and Amish had much in common, but it was the narrow differences that everyone seemed to focus on. Jakob Ammann was a big believer in excommunication for anyone who didn’t strictly follow the Bible’s teachings, as interpreted by him, of course. The two groups also took sides over communion and foot washing. These were not gentle doctrinal discussions among people of largely similar beliefs. Anger ran hot and feelings were hurt.

			Things in Europe didn’t get any better for the Anabaptists. The grinding poverty, the relentless persecution, the internal strife—actually, it’s amazing they lasted so long. Some Anabaptists tried moving to other parts of the continent, and the hostility followed them there. Things couldn’t go on like this forever.

			Finally, many of them had had enough. In the late 1700s and early 1800s, they pulled up stakes in Europe. A massive wave of Anabaptists collected their meager belongings and set sail for America, that famous place of religious liberty. That promised land of possibility. That growing, young country far, far away. They had the dream that other pilgrims had. Anabaptists settled first in south central Pennsylvania, in the rolling fields of Lancaster County, where the land was plentiful and comparatively fertile—and there was no one in the neighborhood hell-bent on persecuting them. The other local farmers were busy enough raising their own crops. There were plenty of strange people already in America. As different as the Amish were, they blended without much fuss into the patchwork of new settlers.

			Lancaster wasn’t the most obvious place to settle. It was a two-day buggy ride from New York or Philadelphia. But that was actually a plus for people who wanted a little distance between their new homes and anything “modern” or “worldly.” Compared to the rigors of the Swiss-German border region, America appeared blessedly hospitable to them. They could live and farm and worship as they wanted, while mostly being left alone.

			Far more smoothly than they expected, the Amish newcomers began putting down roots in their adopted homeland. They built farmhouses, tilled the fertile land, and got busy having children. They avoided going into town. They didn’t build churches, not the physical kind. They didn’t believe special buildings were required to worship. They gathered in small congregations and held services every other Sunday—rather than every week—in one another’s homes. Each one of these congregations, twenty or thirty people, was its own Amish church.

			Quickly, some of them found the scattered settlements of Lancaster County a little close for comfort. They hadn’t come all the way to America to live on top of one another. Some Amish families migrated to eastern Ohio, settling on land that was deeded to them by President Thomas Jefferson. Others pressed into Indiana and beyond. And so the Amish fanned across the American countryside, finding new places where they could farm, live and worship as they chose.

			They were deeply suspicious of central church government, so they didn’t have any. Europe had been choked with that sort of thing, and it hadn’t worked well for the Amish. In the Anabaptist tradition, each small congregation was its own little universe, answerable to its own bishop, a couple of preachers, perhaps a deacon or two—and to God. This local bishop truly was the master of his own little domain. The bishop baptized and married church members, same as the bishops do today. He imposed church discipline. He ordained new ministers. He settled disputes. He upheld and interpreted the Ordnung.

			Ah, yes, the Ordnung.

			The word in German means “order,” “discipline,” “rule,” “arrangement” or “system.” The Ordnung is the set of rules, based on biblical teachings, that all baptized Amish are supposed to live by. Everything Amish traces back one way or the other to the Ordnung. Beards, marriage, divorce, shunning, pacifism, dressing plainly, avoiding modern technology—matters large and small, subtle and obvious, all reside somewhere in the Ordnung.

			I say “somewhere” because the Ordnung can be maddeningly difficult to pin down.

			It is said there are two Ordnungs—one that is written and one that is not. In all the years I’ve attended Amish church services, I have never once laid eyes on any written rules. And yet they define the very essence of Amish life. It’s the bishop’s job to declare what the Ordnung says and means. This is where the bishops get a lot of their power.

			Each local bishop gets to decide how the Ordnung applies to the issues of his congregation. He gets to decide when rules might have to change. He gets to decide who gets shunned and who doesn’t. He gets to decide whose clothing is plain enough and which colors are allowed. He gets to decide who can have a telephone or a television or an automobile and who cannot.

			Believe me, the list goes on.

			It’s an awful lot of power in the hands of one individual. But that’s what it means to interpret the Ordnung. And often the bishops don’t even agree among themselves, though they share the same core principles. Some are stricter than others. Some are quicker to change. Some consult closely with their congregations. Others are dictators.

			In a way, this whole mixed-up scenario is perfectly suited for the Amish in America. Yes, we are deeply wedded to our rules and traditions. But didn’t we travel across the ocean to the land of the free?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			HARD LESSONS

			I wasn’t born in a barn or a buggy or on my family’s back porch. I arrived on June 30, 1979, at Lancaster General Hospital in a gleaming delivery room. Despite our famous suspicion of modern advances, Amish people go to doctors and hospitals like other people do. For reasons I’ve never been sure of, medical technology is almost entirely exempt from Amish disapproval. I was the seventh child of Mary and Eli Stoltzfus. I had three brothers and three sisters—Mary, Christian, Sadie, Henry, Samuel and Katie—who ranged in age from two to fifteen when I was born. And I was the tie-breaker. My mother had her first three children at home with a midwife, then went to the hospital for the rest. “Both are fine, but home was cheaper” was all my mother would say about that. Amish women are taught to always try to save money and never, ever make a fuss.

			My full Christian name is Levi King Stoltzfus, though when I was little, I didn’t feel like the king of anything. No Amish boy does. I had to listen to my parents, to my teachers, to my older brothers and sisters, to my aunts and my uncles, to the neighbors, to the other adults in our community, to the deacons, to the preachers, to the bishop—I’m sure I’ve forgotten a few of the other people I was supposed to listen to. But I remember this much: All of them spoke to me as if every syllable that flew from their mouths was the handed-down, sacred word of God. You get used to that when you grow up Amish. People are always telling you what to do and how to do it and acting like Moses just handed them the tablets.

			I’m still looking for the place in the Bible where it says you aren’t allowed to listen to the radio or ride in a car or go to a barbershop and get a haircut that isn’t shaped like a porridge bowl. I haven’t found it yet, but I’m still looking. It’s got to be in there somewhere, since so many people I know believe it so fervently!

			The “Levi” part of my name comes from the Old Testament, like a lot of Amish names do. It’s right up there in Amish popularity with Eli and Jacob and Amos, or Sarah and Esther for a girl. In any Amish schoolroom, there will almost always be two or three Levis and no Justins or Taylors or Brittneys. I was Levi S. to my teachers long before I was Lebanon Levi to my friends. In the Bible, Levi is the third of Jacob’s twelve sons. The name means “attached” or “joined” in Hebrew. I guess they give you that name so you won’t get too many ideas about straying off as an individual and forgetting the group.

			I always liked stories. When I was young I wasn’t allowed to see movies like Terminator or Die Hard, but I had plenty of Bible stories, the wilder and bloodier the better, as far as I was concerned. Levi’s descendants became the priests of the Israelites. It’s all laid out in Genesis 34. When his sister Dinah is raped by Shechem the Hivite—­now there’s a frightening name—Levi seeks revenge, resulting in his tribe, the Levites, losing all their property. This seemed terrible but it turned out to be fortunate. When the Assyrians deported and effectively destroyed most of the Israelite tribes, the landless Levites found refuge with the powerful tribe of Judah—and survived.

			Go, Levites!

			I have a few dim memories of my very early years. Clomping across the grass outside our farmhouse when I’d just learned to walk. Bumping against the hay bales in the barn. My mother cooking dinner, my father sitting in his chair, my brothers and sisters chasing each other around the house while I sat on the floor in the living room playing with my little carved wooden toys. My favorites were the ones that were shaped like cows, sheep, horses and any other animals.

			I loved my father. He was a large man with big hands and large shoulders. He liked to have fun with his brothers, and he talked in a loud voice. He worked very hard on the farm. According to my mother, when I was really little, I liked to sit next to him while he ate. I’d put my little feet in his lap. “That’s the only way you would eat good,” my mother told me, “sitting right next to your father like that.”

			I don’t really remember that, but I’m sure it’s true.

			The last memory I have of my father is a September morning in 1981. I was two years old. He’d been out in the fields, early as usual, and had just come back in for a quick breakfast. Since he was just going to be inside for a few minutes, he left his hat on. He sat in the chair where he usually sat, and I climbed into his lap. I remember all of this like it was yesterday. I remember exactly how he looked that morning. I remember how he smelled like fresh-cut grass. I remember him keeping his hat on.

			I remember him hugging me as he got up from the chair and said good-bye.

			He was working in the barn that day with my brother Henry, who was fourteen at the time. They were filling the silo with chopped-up corn for the livestock to eat. My father was standing next to the tractor, feeding corn onto the cutter’s conveyor belt. As the corn was dumping in, the cutter got clogged somehow. My father reached to unclog it without turning the tractor off. Either he opened the cutter hood too quickly or the hood flew open—we never knew exactly. But somehow he got pulled into the cutter, where his leg was cut off clear up to the hip.

			Henry didn’t see it happen. But he certainly heard the grinding machinery and my father’s bloodcurdling screams. My brother spun around immediately and frantically shut the tractor off. There was so much racket in the silo, my mother could hear it in the house. She grabbed me in her arms and we went running, while someone ran to the house of a neighbor, a non-Amish neighbor with a telephone, to call an ambulance.

			We all stood beside the tractor and the cutter and my dad, waiting for help to come from downtown Lancaster. It was less than half an hour, but my dad was bleeding hard on the silo floor. It felt like fifteen years. By the time they got him to the hospital and tried to stitch him up, my dad had lost too much blood. There was nothing the doctors could do to save him. He held on for four long days, and then he died.

			The next thing I remember is when we were at the viewing, and all my uncles were really nice to me. I remember my aunts and all my cousins being there. I was so young, I didn’t know what it meant exactly to have my father be dead.

			There was a little stepstool, what we call a hassock, next to my father’s coffin. I remember standing on my hassock. I reached in and combed his hair. Isn’t it strange, the little details you remember from a time like that?

			Three weeks later, my brother Henry burned the barn down.

			It’s crazy, but I think he might have blamed himself for my father being killed. The Amish didn’t have anything like grief counseling back then. The neighbors did what the Amish do. They came right over and raised a new barn for us. I think it took two days.

			Amish people are warm and generous that way, always ready to help a neighbor in need.

			I was sad for a very long time. I didn’t want to play with the other children. I stayed alone in my quiet little world, passing the hours on the living room floor with my hand-carved wooden animals. I had a tiny cow and a tiny sheep and a tiny goat and three tiny horses—­perfect Amish toys. I would line them up in little rows, then knock them down with my hand. Somehow, this made me feel better. When I got tired of playing, I would put all the wooden animals into a wagon that I parked beside my mother’s chair. When friends and neighbors came to visit and console my mother, they also brought new wooden animals for me. I took them and mumbled, “Thank you,” barely looking up from the floor.

			The hours stretched on like days. I can only imagine how my mother and my older brothers and sisters felt. It would take a couple of years before I was totally comfortable leaving my mother’s side.

			My two oldest brothers, Sam and Henry, were a tremendous help to me. They were out of school already and stayed busy on the farm. Sam, who was sixteen at the time, was like a dad to me. He took me with him when he went places. He would always buy me candy. He wasn’t married yet, and he treated me like a son.

			My uncles came around a lot, my father’s and my mother’s brothers, making a genuine effort to look after us. They inquired about the farm work and constantly asked my mother if she needed anything. My uncle Eli Ebersole let me sit with him at church on Sunday so I wouldn’t always have to sit with my mother. Little boys sat with their mothers in the women’s pews, but older boys got to sit with the men.

			Slowly, I came out of my shell. Uncle Eli told me I was a lot like my father. “You’re active,” he said. “You’re talkative. I like seeing you happy.” I’m not sure if he was exaggerating—I know I didn’t feel too happy—or if he was just giving me a name to live up to. But eventually, life started feeling more normal.

			Some people said I looked like my father, but I didn’t really know. With the Amish ban on photography, I was working only from memory. To this day, I still wonder what my father would be like, what we would be doing together, where I’d be living, and how I would have grown up differently. As a child, you can’t lose a father like that and not have it affect everything.

			An Amish widow doesn’t have a lot of dating opportunities, especially not back then. To be fair about it, neither does an Amish widower.

			After my father died, you can imagine how busy my mother’s life became, and it wasn’t like she was just sitting around before. Now she was doing everything she and my father had done together, but she was doing it alone. Keeping the farm running, raising seven children as well as she could, doing it all with hardly any modern conveniences. Sure, my uncles and my brothers pitched in, but that wasn’t the same as having a husband, especially one as vibrant and energetic and competent as my dad.

			Without a car, she couldn’t travel far. With all those needy children and animals, she couldn’t be out long. And she was a decade or two older than most of the other single people who were Amish. By and large, the Amish marry early. They’re out of school in eighth grade. They aren’t supposed to have premarital sex. What’s there to do but get married? That’s what many conclude. So for a woman my mother’s age, there weren’t too many prospects around. About the only places she ever went were to church and to the store sometimes, and to see the relatives, who all lived a short buggy ride away.

			Really, who was my widowed mother going to meet?

			But my mom wasn’t the first Amish woman to lose her husband, and it turned out that the Amish had a system for situations like hers. The Amish have systems for a lot of things. This one had several moving parts.

			Friends introduced other friends. Widows and widowers wrote letters back and forth. Occasionally, two people would meet at church. But those were all hit-or-miss possibilities. You couldn’t really count on any of them. So the visiting began.

			Someone would get a bunch of widows together with a bunch of widowers. They’d go and visit one another’s houses. It was like group dating—group visiting, really, since the conversations weren’t known for being romantic. They’d bring food along, and people would sit and talk.

			It was at one of those group visits that my mother met an Amish deacon from Lebanon County, about an hour’s buggy ride from her farm in Lancaster County. He came to visit her house with a group. Later, she and a group visited his home. His name was David Peachey. Like my mother, he came from a well-known Amish family. Like my mother, he had a happy life that was marked by sudden tragedy.

			On September 20, 1984, three years after my father died, he had been out for a ride with members of his family. His wife, Melinda, was with him in the buggy. So were two of the couple’s nine children, Nancy, twenty-three, and Esther, age seven. They were on Route 419 about a quarter mile south of Newmanstown in Lebanon County. That’s not a very busy road.

			They had no idea what hit them.

			A pickup truck, driven by a man the authorities said had been drinking, slammed into the back of the Peachey family buggy. According to the felony criminal complaint, Jeffrey Linnette of Newmans­town kept driving after crashing into the buggy, then pulled over and got out of the truck and ran away.

			The buggy was totaled. The mother and the older daughter were killed. The father and the younger girl were badly hurt, but their injuries weren’t life-threatening. And the Pennsylvania state police put out word from the Jonestown Barracks to area hospitals, asking that everyone be on the lookout for an accident victim seeking treatment. When Linnette arrived at Reading Hospital with multiple cuts and a broken nose, the hospital staff quickly called the police.

			It took a while for the case to wind its way through the state courts of Pennsylvania. Ultimately, Linnette pled guilty to two counts of murder by vehicle and several other charges and headed off to prison.

			It’s hard to say exactly what drew the two of them together. I never asked, and they never volunteered. Was it the loneliness, the day-to-day hardship or the tragedy they obviously shared? Or was it just a lucky connection? Whatever it was, Deacon David Peachey and my mother, Mary, courted Amish-style. That meant additional visits to each other’s houses—eventually without the rolling widow-and-widower brigade. And I consider all of us blessed by what happened next. The two of them, David and Mary, married, and my mother’s new husband became my stepfather, the man who would truly raise me. From that day forward, I thought of him as and called him my father. His seven children became my stepbrothers and -sisters, and I am so grateful to have them in my life. We moved to his farm in Lebanon County, which was plainer and more rudimentary than ours in Lancaster County had been. When we moved to Lebanon County, I had to leave my friends behind. I had to go to a new one-room Amish school. I wasn’t upset about any of that. I was just thrilled to have a new dad. I didn’t really think of him as my stepdad. From the day he and my mother got married, he just became my dad. With our two families blended together, I guess you could say we were like the Amish Brady Bunch, though since we had no television, we had no idea who those people were. And there were way more of us.

			All together, my mom and stepdad had fifteen children, though Sam and Henry were around only some of the time and Katie, my oldest sister, got married around the same time my mother did. My oldest stepsister was also married. So we really only had ten or eleven children around the new house most nights. I say “only,” but it was still a lot of kids.

			We all got along right away. There was a big, long table where we’d all sit down to eat. The new house was a joyful place to be. I know it was tough for my new father. He had a lot of mouths to feed. But he never complained about anything. That’s how it was. We lived off the land. We had a big garden. And that’s how we survived. We’d butcher a steer and a couple of pigs every fall and then we were set for the winter. We had steaks and pork chops and bought some items at the store—but not too much. Mom did a lot of canning, which made the food taste better than freezing it. All considered, we ate really well.

			We didn’t live like cavemen. Like most Amish families of the era, we had some semimodern conveniences. We just didn’t push it too far. In the living areas, we had kerosene lights. In the bedrooms, it was strictly candles and oil lamps. A wick drew up the oil, and that’s how we could see at night. It’s a little brighter than a candle, and that’s what we used to read.

			We had diesel engines to run the milking machine and tractor. We ran our water with an air-pressure pump. My mother cooked with propane, and the refrigerators ran off propane, too. But the big deep-freezer needed electricity. To skirt the prohibition, we paid rent to keep a freezer over at a non-Amish neighbor’s house. We’d chop up some meat and freeze some sweet corn and keep it over there through the long Pennsylvania winters.

			Even in winter, it wasn’t cold in the house. We had some wood fires but mostly we used coal. The coal burned longer and hotter. We had little vents going up the wall to the ceiling so the heat would rise upstairs. Still, upstairs was always a little colder. My parents’ room was downstairs. The kids’ rooms were on the second level. I shared a bed with my brother Chris. There was another bed in the room that Sam and Henry slept in when they were at home. My three stepbrothers slept in another room—two double beds and a single. Same with the girls. They had two beds and four girls in a room.

			Today, this sounds almost crazy. But when I was growing up, I couldn’t imagine living any other way. What else did we know? We didn’t live any differently from most of our Amish relatives, neighbors and friends. Mostly, I remember it as fun.
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