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The Amish of Lancaster County
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These girls are carrying homemade meadow tea to family members baling alfalfa hay on a hot day.


Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, has enjoyed the reputation of being the Garden Spot of the World for many years. The Amish of the Lancaster area have contributed to the county's fine agricultural reputation. Their distinction as one of America's most colorful and interesting religious groups extends far beyond eastern Pennsylvania. Indeed, many of the 8.3 million tourists who travel to Lancaster County each year come to catch a glimpse of Amish life.

Although Amish people live in thirty-four Pennsylvania counties, about half of Pennsylvania's 57,000 Amish reside in Lancaster County, which hosts North America's oldest and most densely populated Amish settlement. The Holmes County, Ohio, area is America's largest Amish settlement, followed by Lancaster, with nearly 27,000 children and adults. About half of that number are under eighteen years of age.

In the early 1900s, Lancaster's Amish numbered only about 500. A century later, their population had grown to 27,000, with an additional 10,000 offspring living in Amish settlements outside the Lancaster area. The expansion of the Lancaster settlement mirrors Amish growth nationally. Now scattered in twenty-seven states and Ontario, the national population of children and adults numbers about 220,000. More than half of America's Amish live in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Indiana, with some 1,600 congregations located in 370 geographic settlements.

Different Amish communities have different customs. Some non-Lancaster Amish forbid automatic milking machines, which are common in the Lancaster community. Amish in some other areas drive buggies with different color tops—black, yellow, or white—whereas the Lancaster carriages are gray. Many of the Lancaster Amish do not use power lawn mowers or ride bicycles, but these items are accepted by some other Amish groups. The Lancaster Amish have indoor plumbing and contemporary bathrooms. In sharp contrast, some of the more traditional Amish in other settlements use outdoor toilets. In general, the Lancaster Amish are one of the more progressive subgroups in their use of technology.

Despite the diversity, several common badges of identity unite Old Order Amish across North America: horse-and-buggy transportation, the use of horses to pull machinery, plain dress in many variations, a beard and shaven upper lip for men, a prayer cap for women, the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect, worship in homes, private one-room schools, and taboos on public electricity. These symbols of solidarity unite the Amish world and also mark its boundaries with the larger society.
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Alfalfa is a major crop raised for hay to feed cows on traditional dairy farms. This farmer is raking dried alfalfa into rows to prepare for baling it the next day. Mules pull the rake.

Sprawling to the east and south of Lancaster City, the Amish community is organized into some 160 church districts, or congregations. Twenty to forty family units totaling, on average, about 165 adults and children constitute each district. Streams, fence rows, and roads form the boundaries of each district, the basic social and religious unit of the community.

Families participate in the church district that encircles their homes. The geographic size of districts varies with the density of the Amish population. In small districts, families often walk to the church services, which meet every other Sunday and rotate from home to home. As districts increase in members, they divide. A bishop, two or three preachers, and a deacon, without formal pay or education, share leadership responsibilities in each district. The district is church, club, family, and precinct all wrapped up in a neighborhood parish.
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The Lancaster Amish settlement, concentrated in the dark areas on the map, includes western Chester County.


The Amish own private property and live side by side with non-Amish neighbors on farms, along country roads, and in small villages. U.S. Route 30 runs east and west through the county and divides the settlement physically as well as socially. Many of the church districts south of this route have a higher proportion of farmers and tend to be more conservative than those to the north.

Nestled in southeastern Pennsylvania, sixty-five miles west of Philadelphia, Lancaster's fertile acres face the steady press of urbanization. Indeed, the county has lost hundreds of farms in recent years. One of the fastest-growing counties in Pennsylvania, Lancaster is projected to gain 190,000 people between 1970 and 2010, swelling its population to 510,000. High land costs, growing suburbanization, and the continuing expansion of the Amish community have prodded some Amish families to head for other parts of Pennsylvania, Kentucky, Indiana, Wisconsin, and other states in search of cheaper farmland and rural isolation.

The Secrets of Amish Population Growth

Amish immigrants settled in neighboring Berks County before coming to the Lancaster area about 1749. Several more Amish congregations took root in Lancaster County during the nineteenth century, but they never flourished. Amish adults numbered fewer than 500 by 1900. The settlement prospered in the twentieth century, however, doubling every twenty years as well as planting new colonies in other areas of Pennsylvania. Since 1950, the national Amish population also has doubled about every twenty years. What are the secrets that propel their growth?

The Amish do not actively evangelize. They do welcome outsiders, but few are able to leap across the large cultural gap. Instead, growth is fueled by a robust birth rate that averages seven children per family, and about 95 percent of them join the church. In the Lancaster settlement, the dropout rate—adults who leave the Amish community or youth who choose not to be baptized—is less than 10 percent. Sizable families and the strong retention rate are two factors that propel Amish growth.
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Children develop a strong sense of Amish identity at an early age by wearing distinctive clothing and speaking the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect.

Two other factors also have contributed to the growth of the Lancaster settlement: cultural resistance and cultural compromise. The Amish have resisted modern life by constructing cultural fences around their community. Badges of ethnicity, such as horse, buggy, lantern, and dress, draw sharp boundaries between Amish and modern life. Daily use of these symbols reminds insiders and outsiders alike of the cultural divide between the two worlds.

The Amish have resisted the forces of modernization in other ways as well. Cultural ties to the outside world are curbed by speaking the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect, marrying within the group, spurning television, prohibiting higher education, and limiting social interaction with outsiders. Amish schools insulate youth from the influence of worldly peers and reinforce Amish values. From birth to death, members are embedded in a thick web of ethnicity. These cultural fences fortify Amish identity and help abate the lure of modernity.

Cultural compromises also have enhanced growth. The Amish are not a calcified relic of bygone days. They are changing continually. Their willingness to compromise, to negotiate with modern life, often results in fascinating mixtures of tradition and progress. For example, Amish members are allowed to ride in cars but not own them; they can use phones but not install them in their homes.

In the context of Amish culture, these negotiated compromises are reasonable, indeed ingenious, ways of achieving community goals. Hardly foolish contradictions, they preserve core values while permitting selective modernization. The cultural compromises bolster Amish identity while reaping many benefits. Such flexibility boosts the economic vitality of the community and also retains the allegiance of Amish youth.

Thus in the final analysis, a combination of biological reproduction, cultural resistance, and cultural compromise has enabled the Amish to flourish and grow as a distinctive people in the midst of modern life.

Myths and Realities

Romantic images of the Amish abound in the American imagination. Popular myths portray them clinging to frontier ways—washing clothes by hand and cooking over open hearths. The Lancaster Amish do diverge from modern ways, but they also sip sodas, bounce on trampolines, and use in-line skates. Amish life offers a peaceful pace and pleasant satisfaction, but it's not idyllic. The sweat of toil and earnest struggles to harness social change lace their daily world.

Some popular images of the Amish are fiction; others reflect outdated Amish practices. This book seeks to replace the misperceptions with realities of contemporary Amish life. Consider some of the following myths.

Myth: The Amish are isolated from the outside world. They rarely interact with outsiders, whom they call “the English.” Fact: Most Amish people in Lancaster County have non-Amish friends and interact with outsiders on a daily basis. The Amish often refer to outsiders as (the) English because they speak English rather than the Pennsylvania Dutch dialect spoken by the Amish.

Myth: The Amish do not change. They live like our ancestors did three or four generations ago. Fact: Amish society is continually changing. It changes more slowly than American society in general, but it is not a social museum. Windmills, for example, used for pumping water for many decades, have been replaced by other types of pumps on many Amish homesteads.

Myth: All the Amish are farmers. Fact: It is true that some Amish are farmers and that most Amish live in rural areas. Since 1980, however, many Amish people have earned their living from nonfarm occupations. Indeed, nearly two-thirds of Lancaster's Amish households rely primarily on income from various types of nonfarm employment.
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As occupations have shifted away from farming, many families live in newer homes with adjacent shops rather than on traditional farmsteads.

Myth: The Amish are ignorant and backward. Fact: The Amish do terminate formal education at the eighth grade and forbid high school and college attendance. They emphasize practical, vocational, and self-directed education. Though formal schooling ends with eighth grade, vocational training continues through apprenticeships. Hundreds of self-trained Amish entrepreneurs have developed some 2,000 successful small businesses in Lancaster County.

Myth: The Amish reject modern technology like the Luddites of nineteenth-century England. Fact: The Amish selectively use technology that is compatible with their values. They reject some things, such as television, but they have adopted other forms of modern technology, such as in-line skates, indoor plumbing, and gas barbecue grills.

Myth: The Amish are hypocrites because they use technology inconsistently. They refuse to own cars but will ride in those belonging to others, they have tractors at their barns but do not use them in the field, they use telephones but not in their homes, and so on. Fact: In order to survive in the modern world, the Amish have made many cultural compromises. These may look like inconsistencies to outsiders, but from the Amish perspective, such practices are logical adaptations as they seek to preserve their community in the face of the strong tides of modernization.

Myth: Amish women are oppressed by men, who control the rigid patriarchal society. Fact: It is true that women do not serve as ordained leaders in their church, but they do have a voice and vote in church business meetings. Many women operate small businesses and have freedom for creative expression as artisans in their homes and shops.

Myth: Amish youth are encouraged to leave home, live in cities, and explore the outside world during a period of Rumspringa, or “running around.” Fact: Around the age of sixteen, young people join a youth group, but they do not leave home. They continue to live with their parents but participate in youth activities with their friends on weekends, when they do have new opportunities to explore the outside world.

Myth: Because the Amish are so old-fashioned, their communities are slowly dying out. Fact: The Amish population of Lancaster County grew rapidly during the twentieth century, doubling about every twenty years.


Myth: The Amish are self-righteous religious people who condemn the outside world. Fact: The Amish do not judge people of other religious persuasions. They believe that only God judges people. Moreover, they have a remarkable respect for other churches and do not believe that the Amish are the only people headed for heaven. In a spirit of humility, they seek to be faithful to the teachings of Jesus and the Amish church, knowing that God will be a merciful and just judge of their lives.

Religious Roots

Amish roots stretch back to the time of the Protestant Reformation in sixteenth-century Europe. In January 1525, youthful religious reformers in Zurich, Switzerland, outraged authorities by rebaptizing one another as adults. These dissenters declared that the New Testament had more authority over religious matters than the Zurich City Council, which insisted on the practice of infant baptism. In fact, rebaptizing adults was punishable by death at that time. The dissenters believed that baptism was appropriate only for adults who made a voluntary confession of faith. The radicals were dubbed Anabaptists, or rebaptizers, by their opponents, because they had been baptized as infants in the Catholic Church. The Anabaptist movement, sometimes called the Radical Reformation, quickly spread through the cantons of Switzerland and into Germany and the Netherlands, as well as other nearby areas.

Threatened by the rapid spread of Anabaptist groups, civil and religious authorities commissioned “Anabaptist hunters” to stalk the land. Not surprisingly, the first martyr was killed in 1527 by drowning. Over several decades, nearly 2,500 Anabaptists burned at the stake, drowned in rivers, starved in prisons, or lost their heads to the executioner's sword. The 1,100-page Martyrs Mirror, first published in Dutch in 1660 and later in German and English, records the carnage of the bloody theater.

The Swiss Anabaptists sought to follow the teachings of Jesus in daily life by loving their enemies, forgiving insults, and turning the other cheek. Some Anabaptist groups resorted to violence, but most of them resolved to live peaceably, even with their adversaries. The constant threat of execution, however, tested their simple faith in the power of suffering love. Some recanted, but many died for their faith. Obedient to the words of Jesus, they yielded themselves to God's will, even in the face of torture. Martyr stories continue to undergird Amish values today.
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Two important books in Amish faith, in addition to the Bible, are the 1,100-page Martyrs Mirror and the Ausbund, the Amish hymnbook.

Harsh persecution pushed many Anabaptists underground and into rural hideaways. The sting of persecution reinforced the biblical teaching about a cleavage between the church and the larger society. In their eyes, the kingdoms of this world, which used coercion, clashed with the peaceable kingdom of God. The vision of creating a community unstained by worldly affections has animated Anabaptist hopes over the generations.


Many Anabaptists gradually assumed the name Mennonite, derived from a Dutch Anabaptist leader, Menno Simons, a prominent preacher and writer who converted to Anabaptism in 1536. About 150 years later, Jacob Amman, also a convert, became a leader in the Swiss Anabaptist church. Born in Switzerland, he moved to the Alsatian region of present-day France as part of a wave of Anabaptist emigration to avoid Swiss persecution. In 1693, Amman sought to revitalize the Anabaptist movement. He proposed holding communion twice a year rather than once, as was the typical Swiss practice. Influenced by Dutch Anabaptists, he argued that Christians, in obedience to Christ, should wash one another's feet in the communion service. To promote doctrinal purity and spiritual discipline, Amman forbade trimming beards and wearing fashionable dress. He administered a strict discipline in his congregations. Appealing to New Testament teaching and the practice of Dutch Anabaptists, Amman also advocated shunning excommunicated members. This issue drove a divisive wedge between his followers and other Anabaptists living in Switzerland and Alsace—a division that widened into a breach beyond repair.

Amman's followers, eventually known as Amish, developed their own identity in the Anabaptist family. As religious cousins, the Amish and Mennonites share a common Anabaptist heritage. Since the division in 1693, however, they have remained distinctive communities. When Amish and Mennonites arrived in North America in the 1700s, they often settled in similar geographical areas.
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