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 Abraham and Christina Stouffer, the first of the Stouffer family to live on the farm located in 

Franklin Township in York County, Pennsylvania, moved there from the nearby religious community, the 

Ephrata Cloister founded by Conrad Beissel. Strong evidence suggests that they continued to follow a 

religious order very similar to the one they had left, but with less of the social restrictions imposed by 

Beissel. Because of the uniqueness of this village and the amount of commitment that demanded from 

each of its members, some of the characteristics from a life spent there would linger with anyone who 

decided to leave. By using evidence from the landscape, architecture, and artifacts found at Stouffer 

Farm combined with census records and other textual evidence, it is possible to explore the differences 

between life at Ephrata Cloister and Stouffer Farm along with how the Cloister influenced Abraham in 

the transition between the two lives and afterward in regards to architecture, the Stouffer family, and 

daily life.  

 When Conrad Beissel and his followers first built their living spaces in the Ephrata Cloister, they 

looked back at their homeland, Germany, for inspiration. The buildings are characterized by “’steep 

roofs…many-storied gable ends… and shed-roof dormers.’” Of the original eight buildings that were the 

first to be constructed in the new village between 1735 and 1746, only four remain intact today. 

Although we may assume today that it would be unusual to build a German-style building in the United 

States, Janet White, argues that it was very common for German immigrants to build in the type of 

architecture that they had grown up in, and therefore, there is nothing very significant about the fact 

that Beissel chose to emulate the construction of his youth.1  
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 Simply by looking at the surviving buildings scattered around the grounds of the Ephrata 

Cloister, one can see a wide range of stylistic choices on the exterior of each of Beissel’s buildings. They 

may have all followed the general pattern of an eighteenth century German house, but Beissel clearly 

put a lot of thought into the construction of each building. With so many small variations, it would seem 

likely, that the buildings on Stouffer Farm would have included some of these characteristics if they 

were built by Abraham, but unfortunately neither the outbuilding nor the main house carries any 

distinctive traces of Cloister architecture. Even the section of the main house which bears Abraham’s 

name and the date 1767 does not even follow the prescribed German architecture mentioned above, 

except for possibly a steep roof.  

 The characteristics of Beissel’s work that particularly stuck out to me were the construction of 

the doorways. On many of the remaining buildings, some of the doorways protrude from the side of the 

building and are topped with a triangular overhang. For this type of embellishment Abraham may have 

decided that it was not worth the time, effort, or money for one man to build for his small family. 

However, a clear indication that Abraham was not trying to emulate life in the Cloister in his own home 

was the size of the doorways that he built. At Ephrata, “the buildings… traditionally had low doorways 

and narrow cells and halls. Beissel purposely planned the tiny doors to teach members that “the door to 

heaven is small,” and the narrow corridors to show “the narrow way to paradise through ascetic 

living.””2 The doorways on Stouffer Farm are big enough for a typical person to walk through with plenty 

of space over their heads.  

 When you isolate the structures on Stouffer Farm, and are no longer comparing them to the 

Cloister, the west room of the outbuilding is becomes more distinctive. First of all, the window in the 

wall across from the chimney place is square, while the windows of the east room and the main house 
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are a more clearly rectangle.3 Also, these windows have all been fitted with glass, whereas we have yet 

to find evidence that there was ever glass in the window of the west room.  

 The distinction about the west room that can tell us most about the building is located where 

the walls meet on the exterior of the building. On the main house and all of the buildings at Ephrata 

have clean corners where the planks of wood line up and are then covered with two thin, vertical pieces 

of wood. On the outhouse, the planks of wood, that the exterior wall is made of, stagger as they 

intersect at the corners. The technique used here is called V-notching, and it is very common in log 

construction. This is when a “V” is cut into the top of the log at the end and then underneath that an 

inverted “V” is cut perpendicular to the first.4 It could be a clue as to the ethnic origin of the building or 

the date, but according to the National Park Service, “it is important not to draw conclusions based only 

on notching details.”5 Unfortunately, on its own, this fact cannot tell us much, but perhaps combined 

with future research at the site, it can contribute to a conclusion.  

 Apart from his home, Abraham Stouffer’s family may have also been influenced by his time at 

the Ephrata Cloister. On Ancestry.com, there are multiple family trees for an Abraham Stouffer 

(Stauffer) who is married to Christina Deardorff (Dierdorff), who lived in York County, Pennsylvania and 

was born in 1729, and they all differ with the numbers of children that he and his son John (born in 

1758, who owned Stouffer farm after Abraham’s death) had.6 Therefore, the only reliable sources at the 

moment that we have on this family are the census records from York County. Unfortunately, Ancestry’s 

records only reach back to the 1790 Census which would have been taken five years after Abraham’s 
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death. This means that the closest that I can get to finding information about Abraham is discovering the 

life of his son John.  

In York County in 1790 there is a John Staufer and a “Jno” Stoufer, both are accepted variations 

of Stouffer. John Staufer is listed to live in Paradise Township meaning he would not have been living at 

Stouffer Farm. However, Jno Stoufer is living in Monaghan Township. Modern day Franklin Township 

where Stouffer Farm is currently located, did not get its name until 1808; previously it had been a 

section of the larger Monaghan Township.7 This “Jno,” could very well be Abraham’s son. In his 

household, nine members are listed; four white males and four white females, and one “other free 

person,” most likely indicating a black servant.  

Ten years later in the 1800 census of Monaghan Township, the name John Stouffer appears. In 

his household there are a total of twelve members, five of which are under the age of fifteen, so may 

have been born since the last census. This number is comprised of 9 while males and 3 white females; 

there is no one listed under the “other” category in this census.  

After another ten years, in 1810, the area has been renamed Franklin Township, and John 

Stouffer is listed again. At this point there are only eight members of his household: six white males and 

two white females.  

In addition to the Stouffers, possibly members of Christina’s family, the Dierdorffs, were also 

living in Monaghan Township according to the 1790 census. Listed under Dierdorf, are Isaac, “Jno,” and 

another “Jno.” Isaac was the name of one of her brothers, and he would have still been alive until 1823, 

according to various Ancestry.com family trees.  

Abraham and Christina moved to York County around 1763.8 This would have been only five 

years after the birth of their oldest son John (John is the only child that shows up consistently 
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throughout the family trees on Ancestry.com and he is always listed as the oldest), which indicates 

something about their life in the Cloister. Conrad Beissel had very strong views towards celibacy, “From 

his reading of Böhme, Beissel developed the idea of a ladder of spirituality based on sexual behavior. 

The top rung of this ladder was occupied by the celibate, the next lower by those who were married but 

lived chastely, the third by those who married and had children in wedlock, and the bottom by those 

who ‘pursued sexual pleasures.’”9 Since they had had children after having been guided by Beissel, in 

addition to making up their own minds about the size of their doorways, they had apparently disagreed 

with him about his views of celibacy.  

It is worth noting, however, that they had a maximum of four children according to the family 

trees on Ancestry.com. In The Colonial Family in America, Rudy Ray Seward states, “The number of 

children per family was large, and when combined with the “extended” nature of the family, the total 

unit had a very large size. According to Calhoun, ‘Large families were the rule. Families of ten to twelve 

children were common. Families of from twenty to twenty-five children were not rare enough to call 

forth expression of wonder.’”10 Clearly, Abraham’s family was extremely small for the time period, and it 

may have had to do with the pressure that Beissel put on the residents of the Cloister to stay celibate. 

John, on the other hand, is thought to have had a maximum of nine children on some of his family trees; 

a more typical sized family for the time period especially for one living on a farm.  

For Abraham’s family, the change from life at the Cloister to life on the Farm would have been 

significant, but not impossible to adjust to. By the mid-18th-century, the community in Ephrata had 

grown to almost 80 celibate members and about 200 members living with their families. It was an 

extremely religious community; “[Beissel’s] theology, a hybrid of pietism and mysticism, encouraged 
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celibacy, Sabbath worship, Anabaptism, and the ascetic life, yet provided room for families, limited 

industry, and creative expression.”11 There were various mills, workshops, and bookmaking facilities on 

the grounds, and Beissel encouraged hard work, so reentering the outside world and looking for an 

occupation would not have been difficult after being trained in a trade while living in the community, 

especially since the Cloister needed to be self-sufficient, so they would have been skilled in necessary 

work. 

The Stouffer’s are recorded to have settled in York County around 1763, a mere five years 

before the death of Beissel caused the downward spiral of the Ephrata Cloister to begin. After a typhoid 

epidemic in 1777, with so many celibate members, the community was not able to recover.12 The 

Stouffers had moved to an area that had four total congregations including theirs of the Church of the 

Brethren; in York County there was Little Conewago, Codorus, Bermudian, and the Stouffer’s, ministered 

by George Adam Martin, Conewago. According to Otho Winger, in 1770, the membership of Martin’s 

flock was seventy-seven individuals strong.13  

Unfortunately, again, there are few records that are available today that trace back all the way 

to when Abraham was living, but through documents that pertain to his son John, it is possible to get an 

understanding of the kind of place York County was in the late 18th century. In 1810, John is listed as one 

of the 175 taxable inhabitants of the County and is recorded to have owned 300 acres of land. There are 

those around him who own more, but it is definitely more than the majority of people living in the area. 

For John Stouffer there is no occupation listed next to his name, but luckily many of his neighbors are 

associated with one. These occupations include justice of the peace, constable, inn-keepers, tannery 

workers, physicians, grist mill workers, saw mill workers, distillery workers, schoolmaster, weavers, 

lawyers, coopers, nailers, blacksmiths, storekeepers, shoemakers, joiners, millwright workers, tailors, 
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and wagon makers.14 There are many mill-related jobs which would not be able to confirm anything, but 

it may help the theory that there was once a mill on the Stouffer’s property. 

The biggest change that the family would have had to adjust to coming to the Farm would have 

been the strange schedule and the diet. At the Cloister they would have slept each night from 9 to 

midnight, then attended a small service, and then gone back to sleep again from 2am to 5am; Beissel 

believed that they should be awake at this time because if Christ returned it would be in the middle of 

the night. There is no way to prove through archaeological evidence whether the Stouffers observed this 

ritual, but based on how they changed the rest of their life after moving from Ephrata, it would be safe 

to assume that they did not.  

Also, Beissel insisted that the members follow a vegetarian diet with food grown on the 

premises. When they did eat, “the sparse meals generally consisted of bread, barley meal, and 

vegetables…. Members were only allowed to eat in the evening, after a day full of mending, gardening, 

cooking, and other laborious tasks.”15 Evidence of their diet that was found through excavation could 

arguably go either way for their diet. A total of three animal bones were found. Either this could indicate 

that they did eat meat, or it could be argued that there should have been evidence of more animals and 

different kinds of animals, therefore the bones must have been used for a different purpose. Only more 

excavation will be able to answer this question.  

Through examining evidence relating to Stouffer Farm that pertains to the architecture, the 

members of the Stouffer family, and the daily routine, it is possible to see where life at the Ephrata 

Cloister would have influenced Abraham and Christina Stouffer after their move and where they seemed 

to have welcomed the change.  
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