PRESS RELEASE
Dutchland Tours Celebrates 50 Years of Amish Country Tours

Lancaster County’s oldest continually operating tours through the Amish farmlands have reached the half century mark of operation, a milestone that only a handful of other local tourism related businesses have achieved.

Dutchland Tours began with Christ Lapp, who with brother Robert, had founded Plain & Fancy Farm, also celebrating its 50th anniversary. They had been giving tours through the house located at the restaurant, which was furnished as an “Old Order Amish” house. But they wanted to give visitors to the area an inside view into the lives of the “Plain people” who live here, without interfering directly in their lives. They also thought there might be some interest in touring the Lancaster County countryside, dotted with beautiful Amish farms. 

So they bought a brand new Volkswagen bus in 1959, but soon found out they needed to get P.U.C. rights to “haul” people around Lancaster County. Christ gathered 14 of his friends to go with him to Harrisburg to testify that this was a “needed service.”  He was awarded the license and “Dutchland Tours” was open for business in a small building along Route 30. 

The nearby motels in the area began sending guests to the tour office to start their tours.  Soon, however, motel owners asked Christ if he could pick the people up at their motels, take them on the tour, and bring them back again. With another trip to Harrisburg for “pick-up rights” from the P.U.C., he was able to provide “pick-up service.”

Back in the early 1960’s, there wasn’t a lot written about the Amish, but Christ’s grandparents were Amish, and a lot of information given in the four-hour bus tour was from his personal experience with them. Christ gave many of the tours himself but, as business increased, he employed up to 40 full and part-time guides. 

As the company grew along with the increase in tourism, guests were soon being picked up at about 50 motels along Routes 30, 340, 23, and even along Route 222 at the Pennsylvania Turnpike exit. At its peak, an average of 300 to 400 people per day toured the Lancaster countryside on Dutchland Tour buses, with as many as 600 on very busy days. 

Volkswagen buses and Dodge mini-vans were used along with a brand new school bus purchased in 1967.  Eventually, two motorcoaches were added to the fleet.  At one time, Christ had 14 vehicles taking tours twice a day Monday through Saturday. They stopped at Ressler’s Mill and at Moses Stoltzfus’s for a homemade ice cream cone, and went to Ebersol’s Chair Shop in Intercourse, stops that may be familiar to some who remember the early days of tourism in the county. 

Christ and Dolly Lapp owned Dutchland Tours from 1959 to 1979. At that time, a business colleague and Bette Ranck, who had worked as a tour guide and dispatcher for the company, purchased the company from them. 
Dutchland Tours continued to provide bus tours of the Amish Farmland area, along with tours to Hershey various days of the week.  There were various changes to the ownership,  with each change expanding the scope of the business.  A Group Tours element was added in the mid 1980’s and was called Penn Dutch Adventures.  A business that was managed by one person and a group of tour guides now expanded with additional staff in sales and administration.  The Group Tour segment grew rapidly, and the tours conducted for individuals visiting the area continued to be strong.  
In 1995, owners Chuck Romito and Bette Ranck expanded Dutchland Tours even further. Under the name of the Amish Experience, the current owners continue to provide tours of the Amish Country Homestead, the only Amish house tour designated a Heritage Site by Lancaster County, as well as operate the Amish Experience Theater, showing “Jacob’s Choice” in only the third experiential theater built in North America.

Today’s Amish Experience group tour division continues to provide step-on guide service for bus groups and schools visiting the area, as well as special interactive and experiential theme tours it has created over the years, such as the Amish Wedding Celebration, Old & Moo Tour, From One Room to Rumspringa, and the Amish Country Cookin’ Tour. Amish Country Tours is the only local company to have a certified guide program and In Service Days to keep abreast at the many changes in Amish culture over the years.

Now under the name Amish Country Tours, the company continues to operate two-hour Amish Farmland Tours twice daily Monday through Saturday, and once a day on Sundays from their offices at Plain & Fancy Farm on Route 340. Shorter one-hour tours are also offered daily from the Pennsylvania Dutch Convention & Visitors Bureau. One day tours to Philadelphia on Wednesdays remain on the schedule.
 In the last couple years, company president Brad Igou developed the exclusive V.I.P. (Visit-In-Person) Tours that offer unprecedented opportunities to meet and talk personally with the Amish. These evening tours are limited to 14 people and stop at a farm to observe milking, visit an Amish “cottage Industry” for a tour or demonstration, and then sit and chat with a family in their home. The goal is for visitors to see the Amish as “real people.”  

While Lancaster County tourism has changed over the years, the interest in the ever-changing Amish culture remains strong, with thousands of visitors from around the world continuing to come to the world’s oldest Amish settlement to learn about the Amish. And that’s exactly what Amish Country Tours continues to do. 
 
