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1.

Home: The Center of Amish Life
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In Amish society all church-related functions—worship services, weddings, and funerals—occur in the home. Many Amish people also prefer that both birth and death take place at home.

The Old Order Amish have no church buildings, no recreation halls, no nursing homes, and no funeral parlors. All the functions of these facilities normally take place in their homes. The Amish world revolves around the home.

Although hospitals and modern medicine are used by the Amish people when needed, many Amish women also prefer the warm, familiar surroundings of home for giving birth. Registered midwives and doctors who agree to make home deliveries are patronized. In some Amish communities doctors provide rural, home-like birthing centers for their Amish clients.

Most Amish people also prefer to spend their last days in the familiar home environment. Every effort is made to preserve life (although not artificially prolong it), but when death seems imminent an Amish person will usually choose to be with the family at home. While the deceased person is taken to a mortuary for preparation, the body comes back to the home for the viewing and funeral.

Togetherness At All Costs

As the institution of the home crumbles in North America the Amish take great effort to preserve it. Many of the radical nonconformist practices of Amish life were instituted to nurture family cohesiveness. The whole idea of restricting mobility by forbidding the ownership of cars is an endeavor to preserve home life. Amish people argue that fast, easy transportation draws family members away from the home.
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Limited technology in Amish homes is conducive to family togetherness. Space heaters draw family members together. The ban on cars also helps to keep people at home.
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In Amish society three or more generations of a family often live on the same farmstead. The Dawdy Haus (grandfather house) makes the elderly an integral part of the family unit.

Limited technology within the home further draws the family together and discourages the isolation of individual members. The lack of central heating promotes family togetherness in the few heated rooms in the house. Prohibiting electricity and restricting the number of light sources encourages family life by fostering a central place where all family members spend time reading, working on hobbies, or playing gams.

The Elderly: Needed and Wanted

The Amish also try to keep the elderly involved in the life of the home. Typically, a small separate house or an addition to the larger house will be built for the grandparents after their children have families of their own. This is the classic Dawdy Haus (grandfather house). In wisdom these quarters have their own kitchens and the grandparents usually do all of their own food preparation. The Amish realize that parent-child relationships can be strained by the continual presence of grandparents. However, the aged are highly respected and made to feel useful around the farm and home.

While an Amish farmer generally hands over responsibility for the farm to the younger generation earlier than normal retirement age, he does not really retire. His help around the farm is both essential and welcome. Often the older family will start a small cottage industry to occupy their time and provide some extra income.

[image: images]

As farmland has become scarce and expensive in the larger Amish communities, many families have turned to a variety of cottage industries. Like farming, members of the family can work together. Some of these home businesses provide for the unique needs of the Amish while others cater to outsiders.

Home: The Place of Work

Younger families have also increasingly turned to cottage industries as farmland has become scarce and expensive. These home businesses make it possible for young Amish men to stay at home with their families. They work together with their wives and children in much the same way as they would on a farm. Buggy shops, harness shops, woodworking shops, dry goods stores, and many other businesses typically involve the labor of many members of the family. Many Amish mothers also supplement the family income by producing quilts and other crafts in the home. With the exception of occasional help from Grossmommy next-door, no day care is needed.

Home: The Place of Worship

Individual Amish families are directly involved with the life of the church because they take turns hosting worship services in their homes. Each Amish congregation consists of a geographical unit called a district which typically includes from twenty to forty family units. Worship services are held every other Sunday in most Amish communities; thus, a turn comes around no more than once or twice a year. By focusing on the home as the place of worship, the church in Amish society is thought of as a body of believers rather than a building or a place. Each family contributes to the life of the church by providing both a place for meeting and the food for a fellowship meal after the services.
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Each family in an Amish church district takes its turn hosting a church service. Specially designed wagons transport the church benches from one home to the next. In warm weather church services are often held in barns.

Much preparation precedes an Amish church service. The family spends many hours cleaning the house, sprucing up the farmstead, and preparing food. The furniture is removed from several rooms in the house and simple, backless benches are arranged in closely spaced rows. Some of these same benches are transformed into dinner tables after the church service.

Home: The Place of Recreation

On a different level, the home is also the scene of evening social activities among Amish young people. Traditionally, unmarried young folks have gathered around tables in living rooms and kitchens to sing hymns on Sunday evenings. Depending on the mind-set of the particular youth group, the gatherings occasionally are not so docile.

Courtship also takes place at home. A young Amish man typically has a date at his girlfriend’s home after the Sunday evening singing. In some communities Saturday night is also a time for dating. Although the dating couples meet in the home, they are normally secluded from other members of the family, spending their time together in the formal parlor after the rest of the family has gone to bed.

One of the few major functions of life that does not take place in the home is school. However, even in this case the schools are small, one-room buildings maintained and managed by the Amish community. They are usually within walking distance of every student’s home.



2.

Amish Architecture
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The absence of electric lines and the presence of a long washline and horse barn indicate Amish ownership of this Lancaster County home even though the house appears quite modern.

When traveling through Amish communities, one may notice certain distinctive architectural features. In addition, individual Amish communities sometimes also have their own unique architectural styles. For example, Amish farmsteads in LaGrange County, Indiana, have some features which distinguish them quite clearly from Amish farmsteads in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.

However, uniformity in architectural styles holds far less importance in the Amish world than uniformity in dress and vehicle styles. Through the years building styles appear to have changed more than most other areas of Amish life. In addition to terrain and available materials, the lack of complete uniformity in building styles is affected by the fact that Amish people moving into new communities often buy houses built by non-Amish people. While they usually modify the building to suit their needs, the core structures remain. These hybrid structures sometimes influence later new structures on Amish homesteads. This has especially been true in recent years when many Amish carpenters have been employed as homebuilders for the larger society. Ideas picked up while building houses for non-Amish people are sometimes used when constructing homes for themselves.
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Although architecture is not as uniform as many areas of Amish life, each community has developed some unique building styles. The farm in the top photograph shows a multi-generation house and large white barn characteristic of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. The farm in the bottom photograph shows a distinctively simple house and unpainted barn particular to the “white top” Amish of central Pennsylvania.

The Amish have been accused of overemphasizing externals, but where architectural styles are concerned, outward appearances in some respects appear unimportant. Many older houses especially lack any semblance of exterior symmetry. Even when Amish people move into houses built along classic Georgian lines, the original form is eventually obscured by numerous additions jutting from all sides of the structure. It appears many Amish families give little thought to presenting a unified architectural facade to passersby. In fact, it is often difficult to tell which door represents the main entrance to an Amish house.
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This Amish home near Aylmer, Ontario, demonstrates the Amish emphasis on simplicity and the disregard for symmetry in respect to the placement of windows.
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Kitchens in many Amish homes look surprisingly modern. This Lancaster County example shows how a family can live quite comfortably without electricity. There is hot and cold running water, a gas stove, and a gas refrigerator. A gas mantle lamp hangs over the table.
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Ornamentation is kept to a minimum inside Amish homes. A cupboard filled with fancy dishes and a bookcase containing a few knickknacks are permissible in many communities. Paintings or photographs on the walls are generally forbidden unless accompanied by a calendar.

Appearance of Amish Homes

When designing new homes or additions to an existing structure, the practicality of the interior arrangement is valued above outward form. Stories are told of houses being built from plans drawn on the back of used envelopes. Windows of various sizes are placed here and there, depending on where they are needed without regard to exterior balance.

The interiors of many Amish homes look quite modern. Most kitchens in the Lancaster County Amish community, for example, have finely made kitchen cabinets and hot and cold running water. Pumps operate with compressed air and water heaters use propane gas. Conventional looking refrigerators and kitchen ranges also operate on propane gas. One obvious absence in Amish homes is electric lights. In their place are various kinds of kerosene or gasoline burning lamps. Space heaters which burn wood, coal, kerosene, or propane replace central heating units. Linoleum floors are typical, but wall-to-wall carpet is rare. Indeed, without vacuum sweepers, carpeting is quite impractical. Old-fashioned rag carpets are still produced in some Amish communities, including Lancaster County.

There is a general lack of decoration in Amish homes but a Schank (cupboard) with glass doors may display fancy dishes and knickknacks. Framed pictures are taboo, especially those showing people, but calendars with pictures are usually acceptable.

Because of the autonomous nature of church government in Amish congregations, rules regarding the appearances of homes vary considerably from one Amish community to the next and even from one congregation to the next in the same community. The most conservative Amish communities and groups have more definite standards on matters pertaining to houses than do the moderate majority of Amish people. The ultra-conservative Amish often require very spartan living quarters. Indoor bathrooms, hot water heaters, and modern-style kitchen cabinets are proscribed by these groups. Cookstoves usually must be black and burn wood or coal only. No patterned material of any kind may be used on the walls and floors. In a few Amish groups no rugs or carpets are used at all.
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Amish pioneers in the 18th century probably lived in houses similar to this one. The fireplace was near the center of early Pennsylvania German houses rather than on a gable end like those of English speaking people. The interior featured a traditional three-room plan. (Landis Valley Museum)
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The 1719 Herr house is a classic example of the Flürkuchenhaus. It was built by Mennonite pioneers in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.

Among these more conservative groups, exterior appearances are often also regulated more carefully. For example, siding on the houses must be white and shingles may not be two-toned. The Swartzentruber Amish of Holmes and Wayne Counties in Ohio, one of the most conservative groups, specify that windows shall have six panes in each sash. Some slightly less conservative midwestern Amish communities specify that windows should have four panes in each half or six panes in one part and two in the other. Since windows with large panes of glass are a fairly recent innovation, these rules are probably meant to keep the houses from appearing too modern. For the same reason, doors and storm doors with large panes of glass are not permitted in some communities. Most Amish churches make no specifications about window panes. However, most do discourage the use of large picture windows which cannot be opened. Two windows beside each other create nearly the same effect on some Amish homes, but these “twin windows” are also prohibited in some communities.

Practices relating to curtains vary a great deal from one community to the next. In Lancaster County dark green window blinds are the general rule. In Holmes County the more conservative districts insist on simple one-piece curtains (not divided in the middle) made of dark blue or black cloth. In Geauga County, Ohio, and Lawrence County, Pennsylvania, white curtains are the norm.

Pioneer Pennsylvania German Houses

It is apparent that Amish people today live in homes quite different than those they built on their arrival in North America in the 1700s. During the first three-quarters of the 18th century, Pennsylvania German settlers employed a distinctive architectural style which was probably also common among the Amish. This house type has been known as the Continental-style house (because of its supposed origin in Europe), the Pennsylvania German central chimney house or the corridor-kitchen house, a term which describes one of its architectural features. Their German term for corridor-kitchen house, Flürkuchenhaus, is the generally accepted nomenclature used by many current architectural historians. The most famous and one of the few surviving examples of this house style is the 1719 Herr House built by some of the first Mennonite settlers in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.
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The pervasive English Georgian-style house eventually was adopted by many Pennsylvania Germans. A derivative of this style was known as a “four over four” house because of its eight-room arrangement with a central hallway. Many Amish homes are modified Georgian types.

The first floor of a typical 18th century Pennsylvania German house featured a central fireplace with three or four rooms situated around it. The open area of the large fireplace naturally was in the Küch (kitchen). The main, and often only, entrance to the house opened into the Küch. The closed stairways to the second floor and the basement usually were also entered from the Küch.

Unlike the early settlers from the British Isles, the Pennsylvania Germans did not eat and socialize around the hearth. The practical Germans sacrificed the romance of the open fire for the efficiency of stoves long before Ben Franklin. An early Pennsylvania German stove consisted of a brick or cast-iron box extending from the fireplace into the opposite room. A fire built in this stove provided even heat with low fuel consumption to the room opposite the fireplace. This was known as the Stube in High German or Schtupp in Pennsylvania German, which originally meant “stove room.” The real life of the family took place in this room—eating, visiting, domestic crafts and, occasionally, even sleeping.

A downstairs bedroom was called a Kammer (chamber) and was usually reserved for the father and mother of the house. Sometimes part of the stove in the Schtupp was shared with the Kammer. The Kammerli was a smaller room found in some houses which served as a bedroom, storage room, or pantry.

The distinctive style of this Pennsylvania German house was gradually replaced by a roomier Georgian style of English origin. Georgian houses featured four nearly equal-sized rooms divided by a central hallway containing stairs to the upper floor which also had four rooms. The classic Georgian-style house found in Pennsylvania had a symmetrical facade with two windows on either side of a central door and five corresponding windows on the second floor. Each gable end had a built-in chimney in the center, two windows on the first floor and two corresponding windows on the second floor.
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