PRESS RELEASE
Fifty Years of Amish House Tours

The musical Plain & Fancy had opened on Broadway in 1955, and tourists started arriving in Lancaster County to see the Amish. In 1958, a gentleman named Walter Smith built a house and barn on Route 340, between Bird-in-Hand and Intercourse. Not surprisingly, he named the property after the Broadway show, which referred to the Plain people (such as the Amish and Mennonites) and the rest of the “fancy” local population.  

He was thinking of holding barn dances, giving Amish house tours, and opening a gift shop. Mr. Smith, however, had a health problem and was not able to finish his venture. At that time, Christ and Bob Lapp and another business associate, Frank Bevil, combined their resources and bought the property from Mr. Smith. Along with the Amish house tours, they decided to use the barn not for dances, but for the serving of traditional “family-style” meals. 

While ownership of the property changed, tours of the Amish house, now known as the Amish Country Homestead, continue to this day. Just as the Amish lifestyle has changed substantially since 1959, so has the Amish hour, both in furnishings and in tour content. 

Originally, there was a gift shop as soon as you walked in the door, not a very welcoming sight for visitors interested in learning about the Amish. The tour was only about 20-30 minutes in length. And over the years, many of the furnishings became outdated, even in the Amish world.

When the Amish Experience took over operation of the homestead in 1995, the first change was the removal of the gift shop, so that the entire house would appear as it should. Next some Amish were brought in for consultation. As they walked through the nine rooms, they indicated what should now be removed and what should be added to reflect how the Amish live today. This was the first Amish house tour to try and make changes to better reflect how the Amish live now, rather than 50 years ago. 
Some local Amish donated clothing and other items, trips were made to Amish stores to buy the items that the Amish would buy. The entire house was furnished to give a “lived in” feel, and not that of a museum. The rooms were decorated with the idea that the fictional Fisher family of the nearby Amish Experience Theater are the real life occupants. Thus, the rooms became those of the characters in “Jacob’s Choice” and, fittingly, some of the scenes from the production were filmed right in the house.   

The former gift shop rooms now became a bathroom and a washroom, two additions that were not found in other similar tours in the county. The main gift shop area became an orientation room, set up for church services. Visitors get to see how the church benches are joined together to create tables for lunch after the service, and hear samples of Amish singing and preaching. More recently, one-room school items have been added for the tours of the many student groups who go through the house.

The furnishings and decorations change yearly, sometimes season to season, to reflect changes in the local Amish community. A balance is struck between the more conservative and more liberal Amish homes, some of which are quite modern.
Clothes are hung out on the wash line daily, there is an Amish phone booth and windmill by the pond, and a local Amish family tends the garden, while mint tea sprouts up automatically every year just outside the kitchen door.
As to content, rather than give a superficial view of all aspects of Amish life, the tour script was designed to focus on the house itself, the church service, the furnishings, the clothing, and how the Amish live without electricity. Rather than just point things out, the guides now interpret and try to explain some of the meaning behind Plain clothing and the appliances used. For example, why is a propane gas refrigerator allowed, but not an electric one? Visitors thus come away with a deeper understanding since there is more time to focus on the specifics of the house itself.

Several years ago, the Amish Country Homestead became the first, and still the only, Amish house tour to have received the coveted “Heritage Site” status, a designation given by Lancaster County. To receive this status, the tour and the house needed to meet the authenticity and interpretation requirements set forth by the county. Many film, TV, and media companies have used the house for photo shoots and documentary programs for this reason.
 Perhaps most important of all, the house and property are completely surrounded by Amish farms, so that visitors will often see daily activities of the Amish neighbors, be it Amish scholar walking home from school, or Amish boys training horses just across the road. It thus becomes the ideal; starting point for Amish Country Tours, whose guides take visitors down the back roads, usually stopping at a real Amish farm while giving visitors extensive information on Amish culture, from one-room school education to weddings to farming. The tour company celebrates its 50th anniversary this year as well.
Perhaps one of the highest compliments paid the Amish Country Homestead over the years came from an Amish man who toured the house. “I feel I could move right in and feel at home.”

