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Introduction 

 The Stouffer Farm is a historic site located in York County, Pennsylvania. We know that 

the family was Pennsylvania Dutch, which describes the Pennsylvania population of German and 

Swiss decent. This is significant because this means that the Stouffers would likely have been 

culturally distinct from their non-German contemporaries. The mass culture we see today is a 

much more recent development, and in the time that Abraham Stouffer moved to this location in 

1767,
1
 different types of communities would have been more distinct from others. Especially 

since the Stouffers were part of a religious sect that separated themselves from the rest of 

society. Understanding the cultural heritage of the Stouffers helps us to understand what their life 

was like and how the material culture of their farm may differ from other farmsteads in the 

region. People’s cultural identity and customs influence domestic and agricultural practices.
2
 

From my research it is clear that the Stouffer family has shown signs of distinctly German 

cultural influence. This can help us to understand the meaning behind the arrangement of farm 

buildings, agricultural traditions, and family practices. Additionally I chose this topic of research 

because it similarly reflects my own heritage. I come from a mostly German family and I know 

that some of my ancestors were farmers in central Pennsylvania. So when I embarked on my 

journey to learn about what life was like for the Stouffers, I was also hoping to learn something 

about my own family’s past. 
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The Germans Come to York County 

 From Ancestry records of the Stouffer family, 

we know that Abraham Stouffer was originally born 

in Montgomery County.
3
 Eventually he ended up in 

Franklin Township (previously called Monaghan 

Township) in York County, where the Stouffer Farm 

is located. Figure 1 shows 1860 map of the township 

and the location of the Stouffer farm.
4
 Textual evidence shows that over the years many German 

families moved out west from Germantown to the counties of Montgomery, Lancaster, and 

Berks. As land became used up they went on to create settlements in York and Cumberland 

County.
5
 So the Stouffer family immigration pattern followed a similar route to other German 

families of their time period. Another very vague record references a Stauffer family whose sons 

pulled their mother and their belongings in a wagon to the river to catch a boat to Philadelphia, 

and eventually settled in Lancaster.
6
 It is unclear where this record came from and it cannot be 

assumed that this is the same family. However, it is a possibility that this could be a relation to 

Abraham Stouffer. 

 Germans in York County were part of a various religious congregations. One of these 

was the Bermudian Church, which the Stouffers were part of. This group broke off of the 

Ephrata Cloister and moved their church to York County in 1738.
7
 The Stouffers likely chose 

this location in order to be part of this religious community. Several founding members of the 
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Bermudian church can be found buried at the Asper cemetery, along with members of the 

Stouffer family.
8
 Germans in Pennsylvania had the religious freedom to practice their faith 

however they wanted to, and members of different sects often chose to separate themselves from 

the rest of the world.
9
 By limiting influence from the rest of society does a particularly good job 

at preserving culture and traditions. 

Making Sense of the Farm 

  German farmers chose to settle in central Pennsylvania because the soil and climate were 

good. They looked for land that reminded them of home, which they found in the hardwood 

forests and limestone filled soil of central Pennsylvania. Though often these German immigrants 

were poor, they also were extremely skilled. Coming to the New World they had the opportunity 

to be land owners and sought out a life of self-sufficiency; this was so that they could have 

something for themselves, but also to pass on to their children.
10

 The Stouffers did just that by 

passing along the ownership of the farm for several generations. All family members usually 

helped out on the farm starting from a young age, so farming practices were taught to children as 

they grew up.
11

 

 There are specific features of German farms in Pennsylvania. The buildings were usually 

very simple and durable. The house itself was fairly important to farm functioning, but was 

mostly only used for eating and resting in.
12

 However it was often the center of all activity 

because many people would be going back and forth from the house. It was usually located away 
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from the road to keep it away from excess noise and dust.
13

 At the Stouffer Farm the house is 

placed away from the road behind trees and past the barn. Outbuildings were common, 

particularly for domestic or farming activities.
14

 The West room on Stouffer Farm is of particular 

interest since it is the oldest building on the farm. It is speculated that this room was used for 

blacksmithing because of its prominent furnace; this would fall under the farming category of 

outbuildings. It was not uncommon for farmers to practice metalworking on their farms. They 

did this to make iron items for themselves, such as nails, but also to sell to other households to 

supplement their income in the winter months when crops were insufficient.
15

 This may explain 

significant amount of nails found during excavations on the farm. However we have yet to 

process these artifacts to determine for sure if any have been handmade on the farm.  

 Germans also built their farms in wooded areas with springs.
16

 The Stouffer plot is 

located right near a stream and would have likely had plenty trees in the surrounding area when 

it was built. This plot would have been considered an excellent location because of its access to a 

water sources and sloping hills for water drainage. Those are the kinds of landscape features that 

German farmers were looking for.
17

 They also had expertly adapted architecture for this type of 

sloping landscape, which is what anyone would expect from a people originating from a much 

steeper landscape than Pennsylvania. Many buildings on German farmsteads were built into 

sloping banks, including houses, barns, and sometimes outbuildings as well.
18

 The Stouffer farm 

also features banked buildings, including the farmhouse and the barn. The banked structure as 

well as the long forebay of the Stouffer barn links it to the Pennsylvania style barn that was 
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created by German and Swiss settlers.
19

 
20

 See Figure 

2 for an example of what this style looks like.
21

 

 On your typical North American farmstead, 

primary consumption artifacts are the most telling of 

cultural traditions because they tend to be very 

abundant. They often indicate domestic activities and 

foodways.
22

 Types of primary consumption artifacts 

found on the Stouffer farm include, ceramics, glass, and fragments of a tobacco pipe. Redware 

vessels, which made up a significant portion of the ceramics fragments at the farm, were 

common on farms between the 1500’s and 1800’s, and often had lead glazing on the inside of the 

vessel. They were common on farms because farmers used them to process and story milk and 

other dairy products.
23

 This could indicate that much of the redware ceramic fragments found on 

the farm were potentially used for both domestic and farming activities. 

Conclusion 

 In Archaeology our interpretations are often just interpretations. A more in depth 

investigation of the farm and its relation to German cultural tradition would be beneficial. 

However, our most logical conclusion with the evidence we have now is that the Stouffers were 

prime examples of Pennsylvania German farmers. Understanding how the Germans came to 

settle in the York County area and figuring out the farming practices and the structure of typical 

German Farms is significant to the Stouffer family history as well. 

                                                 
 19

 Ibid., 338. 

 
20

 Smith. “Agriculture in Pennsylvania” Historic Pennsylvania Leaflet No. 44. 

 
21

 Picture of a Berks County barn retrieved from "Barn Types: Pennsylvania Barn." Pennsylvania Historical 

and Museum Commission. Accessed December 15, 2014. 

http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/barn_types/21170/pennsylvania_barn/1260124. 

 
22

 Groover. The Archaeology of North American Farmsteads, 37. 

 
23

 Ibid., 41. 



Bibliography 

 

 

“Abraham Stouffer.” Ancestry Library Edition. Accessed December 6, 2014. 

 http://trees.ancestrylibrary.com/tree/27845817/person/5079771435.   

 

“Barn Types: Pennsylvania Barn.” Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission. Accessed 

 December 15, 2014. http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/barn_ 

 types/21170/pennsylvania_barn/1260124. 

 

Glatfelter, Charles H. The Pennsylvania Germans: A Brief Account of Their Influence on 

 Pennsylvania. University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania Historical Association, 1990. 

 

Groover, Mark D. The Archaeology of North American Farmsteads. Gainesville: University 

 Press of Florida, 2008. 

 

Holsinger, Henry R. History of the Tunkers and The Brethren Church. North Manchester, IN: 

 L.W. Schultz, 1962. 

 

Kuhns, Oscar. The German and Swiss Settlements of Colonial Pennsylvania. New York: AMS 

 Press, 1971. 

 

Long, Amos. The Pennsylvania German Family Farm: A Regional Architectural and Folk 

 Cultural Study of an American Agricultural Community. Breinigsville, Pa.: Pennsylvania 

 German Society, 1972. 

 

Prowell, George R. History of York County, Pennsylvania. Chicago: J.H. Beers, 1907. 

 

Smith, Eric L. “Agriculture in Pennsylvania” Historic Pennsylvania Leaflet No. 44. Harrisburg:  

 Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission, 2001. 

 

York County; Map #44, 1860. Illustration. Accessed December 16, 2014. 

 http://www.phmc.state.pa.us/bah/dam/mg/di/m011/Map0044Interface.html#Map0044.   

 

 

 

 

 


