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INTRODUCTION 

“Compelled to Write a Few Lines” 

The following is an excerpt from a 

letter written sometime between 1851 

and 1868: 

 

A greeting to you, dear brother 

Christian Güngerich and your dear 

wife, with a wish for all that's good 

for body and soul. . . . I have felt 

compelled to write a few lines to you 

out of love and affectionate disposi-

tion, so I hope you will receive it in 

love. We spoke with each other last 

Sunday and I found that you are ra-

ther regressed in the foundation of 

your faith. . . . So I am giving you 

this counsel to diligently read the 

faith article and to not be slack in 

prayer and to seek to bring your life-

style into order. . . . Do not let the 

world hinder you. If you cannot do it 

regularly, do not give it up entirely. It 

is the food of your soul. So take the 

booklet and read diligently what the 

Savior has done for our souls – for 

me and you, having bought our souls 
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with his blood. If you lack motiva-

tion for it, write it off to laziness. . . .  

And if it is the case, which I hope 

not, that you read the newspaper on 

Sunday, lay it aside for another day 

and take God's books so that Sunday 

is correctly kept holy. . . . Receive 

this as given in love from the heart, 

from me to you and your dear wife. I 

remain your . . . minister, seeking 

your salvation. Jacob 

Schwarzendruber. . . . This stays 

between me and you.1 

Obviously, Swartzendruber did not 

expect the interest of future readers to 
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be piqued by his writing. Despite his 

wishes expressed at the end of this 

letter, the object of the following 

study will be to look over the shoul-

ders and into the papers of this fore-

gone writer. 

A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY 

“A Great Future in Store” 

Jacob Swartzendruber was born in 

Waldeck, Germany (a principality of 

Prussia, at the time) March 18, 1801,2 

only one month and one day after Thom-

as Jefferson's election as president of the 

United States.3 He grew up and worked 

Letter to Christian Guengerich (side 1) 



 

 

in the Galgenmühle, or "Gallows Mill." 

Here, Swartzendruber became a mill-

wright, able to build mills and water-

wheels.4 This property still exists today as 

a restaurant and inn.5 

In 1820, Swartzendruber married 

Barbara Güngerich, nee Barbara Oesch, 

the widow of Peter Güngerich. Barbara 

was already mother to two young boys, 

Jacob, age 9, and Daniel, age 7, who then 

lived with Jacob at the Gallows Mill. 

During the years 1821-1830, Jacob and 

Barbara became very busy as they had 

seven children, although two died in early 

childhood. In 1826, Swartzendruber was 

ordained as a minister in the Amish 

church.6 

 By 1833, Swartzendruber's step-

sons were of the age for military service, 

and he began making preparations for the 

trip to America. They packed several 

items, such as a wooden clock, a pewter 

plate, Jacob's Bible (that included five 

German translations in parallel columns), 

a metal box, and a velvet box, all of 
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which are on display at the Iowa Men-

nonite archives.7 

August 12th, 1833, Swartzendruber 

had arrived in the Port of Baltimore and 

later was naturalized as an American citi-

zen.8 At that time, Andrew Jackson was 

president of the United States.9 The Jacob 

Swartzendruber family then traveled to 

Somerset County, Pennsylvania, where 

they settled near Berlin at the Glades set-

tlement. There Swartzendruber lived for 

seven years.10 In 1840, while Martin Van 

Buren was in the White House,11 the fam-

ily moved to the Casselman River area 

near Grantsville, Maryland.12 

After Swartzendruber's son, Joseph, 

and stepson, Daniel, settled in Johnson 

County, Iowa in 1846,  Jacob visited them 

that summer,13 the same year that thou-

sands of Mormons began their own 

march West,14 the Mexican-American 

War began,15 and Iowa was admitted to 

the union.16 Unfortunately, Daniel's 

youngest daughter Christena died that 

August. Swartzendruber preached his 

step-granddaughter's funeral, the first 

Amish sermon in Johnson County.17 

Despite these discouragements, 

Swartzendruber was hopeful about the 

Iowa prairie and he wrote a brief descrip-

tion of the land in his notebook: "If I mis-

take not that country has a great future in 

store. The soil is very rich black loam, 

and has no stones or gravel on the fields. . 

. . It raises enormous crops . . . the first 

year, without any fertilizers. . . . Cattle 

feed on the prairies all winter, unless there 

is too much snow on the ground."18 Alt-

hough Swartzendruber's grandson, 

through whom historians have access to 

this quotation, defends his grandfather, he 

Jacob's German Bible 

 
Jacob's Wall Clock 

Timeline of Jacob's Life 

Iowa Counties in 1846 

Jacob Swartzendruber's Naturalization 

Papers 



 

 

also must admit, "Grandfather was con-

sidered a very truthful and conservative 

man; yet these reports were too good to 

be fully believed."19 

Swartzendruber returned from his 

visit to Iowa, but did not make the move 

himself until 1851, when eleven other 

Amish families settled as well20 (this was 

the same year that Iowa's Fort Des 

Moines was incorporated).21 After arriv-

ing, Swartzendruber helped organize the 

first Amish church in the county,22 and 

was ordained as bishop two years later.23  

Although Barbara survived a serious 

illness soon after arriving in Iowa, 
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Swartzendruber wrote, "she had the mis-

fortune to break a bone in her right ankle, 

as she stepped out at the door at my 

workshop." When the swelling had sub-

sided, it was clear that it had not healed 

correctly. She never returned to full 

health, eventually becoming sick and 

passing away on January 24, 1856 

around the age of 69.24 

Four years later, Swartzendruber 

remarried to one Mary Miller, the widow 

of a deacon. He died on June 5, 1868,25 

the year Ulysses S. Grant was elected to 

office.26 

 

THE SIGNIFANCE OF BISHOP 

SWARTZENDRUBER 

"“Their First Pastor” 

Swartzendruber is a notable histori-

cal figure for the following reasons: Fore-

most, he was a significant and respected 

leader in the American Amish church at 

the time, as will be shown throughout this 

article. Secondly, he was the first Amish 

minister in Johnson County. In the 1894 

publication, Historical Lectures upon 

Early Leaders in the Professions in the 

Territory of Iowa, there are only two sen-

tences regarding the Amish Mennonites, 

 

  Writings Extant in Full Writings Extant in 

Part 
Writings No Longer Extant 

On 

Nation-

al Mat-

ters 

An Amish Bishop’s Conference Epistle of 1865 Notebook containing 

description of Iowa as 

referred to in J.F. 

Swartzendruber's 

"Mother's Story" 

essay
32 

A Letter to Minister's       

Meeting in 1862 in Wayne 

County
33 

Notes for the Greeting or Introduction of the 1865 Letter…   Letter to Shem Zook or Solo-

mon Beiler prior to Feb 7, 

1861
34 

A Discourse Repeating and Amplifying the Ideas Ex-

pressed…Above 
  Letter to David Beiler prior to 

July 1861 asking for copies of 

Amish Minister Manuals
35 

Some Points from Christian Yoder     

An Essay Composed Before Pentecost, 1865     

Concerning Weddings     

Concerning Bundling     

About Hiring Substitutes to Escape Service in the Army     

Conclusion of the Letter to the Amish Minister’s Meeting     

On 

Local 

Church 

Matters 

A Letter Written to Ministers Jonas and Joel Bitsche     

A Letter of October 18, 1866 to Jonathan Jodder and to Andrew 

and Christian Rup 
    

On 

Person-

al / Fa-

milial 

Matters 

Undated Letter to Christian Guengerich     

Swartzendruber to Daniel Gingerich (April 1858)     

Dream of December 1857     

Account of Dreams on June 4, 1858, April 27, 1858, and Jan 21, 

1860. 
    

On the Death of Barbara Schwartzendruber, 1860     

On the Death of Barbara Schwartzendruber, 1856     

The Parting Message from Jacob Schwarzendruber     
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but apparently Swartzendruber had 

enough of a reputation to be the only 

minister mentioned specifically. He was 

named as "Elder Jacob Swartzendruber," 

"their first pastor."27 Today, the Amish 

community near Kalona, Iowa, in John-

son County is considered the largest west 

of the Mississippi.28 

Thirdly, Jacob Swartzendruber pro-

vided a spiritual heritage to his family. In 

1959, Elmer G. Swartzendruber (himself 

a great-grandson of Jacob and a bishop) 

wrote that Jacob's descendants included 

eight bishops and five ministers.29 Thirty-

five years later, Katie Yoder Lind updat-

ed Elmer's count and according to her 

report, the progeny of Jacob 

Swartzendruber, as of 1994, included 

nineteen bishops, seventeen ministers, 

and three deacons.30 Last, it should also 

be noted that Swartzendruber's writings 

are valuable resources in historical re-

search into the American Amish Men-

nonite church of the time.31 Historians 

have noted Swartzendruber's clear man-

ner of argumentation, and that he appears 

to have been better educated than the 

average Amish minister of the time. 

These writings are the main resource of 

this study. 

 

THE WRITINGS OF JACOB 

SWARTZENDRUBER 

“One of the Most Assiduous” 

In an article of the July 1946 issue of 

the Mennonite Quarterly Review, John 

Umble described Swartzendruber as "one 

of the most assiduous collectors of Amish 

manuscript materials."36 Swartzendruber's 

writings include several letters, essays on 

church practice, and even records of 

dreams. Each one of these documents 

roughly fall into one of three categories: 

1) those on matters related to the national 

Amish church, 2) those related to local 

church matters, and 3) those related to 

personal and familial matters.  

 

 

 

SWARTZENDRUBER'S WRIT-

ING ON NATIONAL CHURCH 

MATTERS 

“From a Concerned Fellow-

Minister” 

The Amish church of the 1800's was 

in conflict over specific doctrines and 

practices. 

Swartzendruber's writings regarding 

the national Amish church consist of his 

two letters sent to the annual ministers’ 

meeting of 1862 and the meeting of 1865.  

There are many specific issues regarding 

the doctrine and practice of the Amish 

church to be pointed out in 

Swartzendruber's letters, but the first issue 

to be discussed here is that the 19th centu-

ry Amish church was in conflict over 

specific doctrines and practices. 

Paton Yoder, in his book, Tradition 

and Transition, estimates that the Amish 

Mennonite population in the United 

States by the year 1800 was most likely 

less than one thousand individuals.37 It 

wasn't until 1816 to 1860 that what is 

considered the second wave of Amish 

Mennonites, numbering around three 

thousand, arrived on American shores.38 

Prior to the 19th century immigration, the 

Amish Mennonites in America were of-

ten isolated families with itinerant bishops 

available only to conduct marriages, bap-

tisms, and communion. This inevitably 

made church discipline and regulation 

difficult.39 When large-scale immigration 

finally took place, it allowed for Amish 

Mennonite communities to have resident 

bishops and eventually hold the occasion-

al conference of ministers for discussion 

of pertinent issues.40 At that time the na-

tional Amish church had no organization-

al conference and also no formal denomi-

national divisions. It was, more or less, 

one fellowship of independent Amish 

congregations.41 

In America there was also the new-

found Amish Mennonite prosperity that 

allowed for "conspicuous consumption" 

and individuality in home decoration and 

personal attire.42 Amish leadership re-

sponded by enforcing new regulations 

and reinforcing old regulations.43 These 

regulations, however, failed to stop the 

fifty percent or more of the Amish that 

chose to depart from the old "Ordnung" 

practices in the 1850's and the following 

decades.44 

As the "change-minded" advocated 

alterations from the "Ordnung," conflicts 

ensued in many of the major Amish set-

tlements, sometimes ending in church 

schisms.  Debates in various churches 

involved any of several issues including 

holding public office, wearing worldly 

clothing, and the issue of stream baptism 

(rather than the traditional baptism during 

a church service within an Amish home), 

which became the issue symbolic of the 

change-minded agenda.45 

It was under these conditions that a 

church-wide conference was proposed to 

settle doctrinal disputes and to possibly 

reconcile local church conflicts.46 The 

change-minded factions organized the 

first of the annual "Diener-

Versammlungen," or "ministers’ meet-

ings," in 1862. Although it appeared the 

change-minded had the best of intentions, 

conservatives took notice of the one-sided 

perspective among those planning the 

Timeline of Major 19th Century American Amish Developments 
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conference, and, it left them suspicious 

of the meetings from the start.47 Some 

conservatives boycotted the meetings 

from the beginning, and conservative 

attendance was usually lower than that 

of the change-minded.48 Nevertheless, 

Jacob Swartzendruber and his son, 

Frederick, participated as they could 

during the early conferences (when con-

servatives still attended), before the full 

realization of what would come to be 

called, "The Great Schism."49 

In 1862, the first Diener-

Versammlung met in Wayne County, 

OH.50 Although Jacob Swartzendruber 

could not attend, he sent a letter that one 

minister described as "[expressing] his 

view better than he could say it him-

self." Although this letter is no longer 

extant,51 the minutes for the 1862 meet-

ing report:  

[H]e was minded to stay with 

the articles of faith as they are rec-

orded in the prayer booklet [the 

Dordrecht Confession]; he is 

against all innovation. He is against 

recommending the office of full 

deacon for a [regular] deacon right 

at the beginning [before he has 

tian order [Ordnung] then it is my 

desire that it shall be read before the 

Conference . . . 

  

This letter is composed of four previ-

ously-separate documents or drafts: 1) the 

introduction to the letter, 2) a document 

on nonresistance (which also had a previ-

ous draft), 3) a document compiled from 

an essay on weddings and an essay most-

ly about bundling (which itself was com-

piled from two sources), and 4) the con-

clusion to the letter.54 

It is hard to overemphasize how con-

vergent Swartzendruber's 1865 letter was 

with what was to eventually be known as 

"the Great Schism" between the Amish 

who favored the "old order" and those 

referred to as "change-minded." At the 

1864 meeting, the conservatives were 

encouraged to return the following year 

to deal with the conflict more thorough-

ly.55 The conservatives arrived in 1865 

with higher numbers than at any other 

conference.56 

They also prepared by meeting pri-

vately, prior to the beginning of the con-

ference that year, and by writing a paper 

that expressed their non-negotiable posi-

tions, while refraining from taking a posi-

tion on the question of baptism.57 Unfor-

tunately, the change-minded gave this 

letter little heed.58 What is most interest-

ing is that, in the 1865 minutes, immedi-

ately prior to the entry on the conserva-

tive's position paper, is the mention of 

"[a] letter from an old and experienced 

minister from Iowa . . ." The minutes 

report that they did not vote on the entire 

content of the 1865 letter, but did respond 

by unanimously affirming a resolution to 

forbid bed-courtship and to admonish 

parents who did not forbid it them-

selves.59 

Despite the victory regarding bed-

courtship, much of Swartzendruber's let-

ter seems to have been given the same 

treatment as the aforementioned rebuffed 

conservative position paper.60 Only two 

conservatives attended the following 

year61 and, by 1873, conservatives no 

longer attended the meetings.62 It be-

comes proper to refer to conservatives 

gone through a probationary period 

of some years]. [He] speaks strongly 

against outsiders [unbaptized young 

people] sitting in a [congregational] 

council meeting, and against the 

marriage of near relatives, such as 

grandchildren [first cousins]. He 

wants to be patient concerning bap-

tism in water if that is what the as-

sembled ministers approve.52 

 

Jacob's letter to the 1865 conference 

three years later is the most enduring of 

Swartzendruber's works and certainly the 

longest. This 1865 letter was a compila-

tion of nearly all his work on the issues 

facing the Amish church, leading Umble 

to refer to it as "a sort of super-

document."53 It begins: 

 

Beloved brethren and fellow 

ministers . . . With anxious and trou-

bled heart I write this to you in my 

weakness . . . . Receive it in love as 

from the hands of a concerned fel-

low-minister . . . . Test this writing 

with the Word of God and if it agrees 

with the same and points to a Chris-

Flow of Jacob's Writings into his 1865 Epistle.  
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like Jacob Swartzendruber after 1865 as 

Old Order Amish, and the change-

minded who continued to attend, as 

Amish Mennonite.63 It has been said of 

the 1865 gathering: "[O]f all sixteen con-

ferences, this one was undoubtedly the 

most critical for the Amish church. It 

would be a gross over-simplification to 

say that the Great Schism occurred dur-

ing this conference. Nevertheless, if one 

is to choose a time and place, then it 

must be June 5-7, 1865 in Wayne Coun-

ty, Ohio."64 

Many of the Mennonite groups that 

continue today have roots in these annu-

al conferences, including the Old Order 

Amish, the General Conference Men-

nonite Church (now Mennonite Church 

USA and Mennonite Church Canada),65 

the Conservative Mennonite Church, 

and the Beachy Amish, among others.66 

 

This article will be continued in the 

next issue of The Historian. 
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Notes 

1. Jacob Swartzendruber, "Letter to Christian Gin-

gerich," n.d., trans. David I. Miller, Dec 2006. 

(Handwritten Letter, Folder 2: "Pre-1891 Letters 

to/from Church Leaders," Jonas B. Miller Papers, 

David I. Miller Collection, Casselman Historians 

Archives, Grantsville, MD). 

2. Hugh F. Gingerich and Rachel W. Kreider, 

Amish and Amish Mennonite Genealogies 

(Gordonville, PA: Pequea Publishers, 1986), 448. 

http://books.google.com/books/about/Amish_and_

Amish_Mennonite_Genealogies.html. Most 

sources report Jacob's birth as having occurred in 

1800. This was most likely concluded based on his 

gravestone in the Peter B. Miller cemetery in John-

son County which only reports that he died at 68-

years-old on June 5, 1868. The best explanation for 

the discrepancy seems to be that the grave marker's 

date was an estimate, and that Gingerich and 

Kreider report the correct date. Swartzendruber's 

age listed on the passenger list of the ship upon 

which he emigrated in 1833 (thirty-six-years-old) 

must have been an estimate by the recorder ("1833 

Passenger List" [Digital Scan; Roll: 2; Series: 

M596; Records of the US Customs Service, RG36; 

National Archives and Records Administration 

(NARA) Washington, DC].). Global Anabaptist 

Mennonite Encyclopedia Online (GAMEO) seems 

to have an error of a different sort when it reports his 

name as "Jacob J. Swartzendruber," although there 

is no other indication that Jacob had a middle initial. 

This could possibly have been mistaken with the 

name of Jacob's son, Joseph J. Swartzendruber 

(Elmer G. Swartzendruber, "Swartzendruber, Jacob 
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Announcement -- Annual Histo-

rians Meeting Next Year 2015  
The annual historical meeting of the Cas-

selman Historians is scheduled for Friday 

evening and Saturday, September 18,19, 

2015, at the Maple Glen church, 

Grantsville, Maryland. The theme select-

ed by the planners: “In Seasons of Dis-

tress: the response of early Amish settlers 

in the Casselman River Area when faced 

with difficulty.” This will be a time of 

telling and seeking to understand stories 

of difficult events and issues faced by 

individuals and/or the church, especially 

in the nineteenth century. Selection is in 

process of specific stories to be treated.  

Readers are invited to submit stories for 

consideration by the planners for inclu-

sion in the program. Contact Kenton 

Yoder at 690 St. Paul Rd., Meyersdale, 

PA 15552 or at k.e.yoder@comcast.net 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflections – Annual Casselman 

Historians Meeting 2014  
At the annual meeting of the Casselman 

Historians at Grantsville, Md., Sept. 19 & 

20, 2014, James L. Yoder addressed the 

topic, "Emigrants from the Casselman Val-

ley  to Johnson County, Iowa – Who were 

They?"  In addition to his input at the meet-

ing, Yoder also made available the infor-

mation in a new booklet, From the Cassel-

man Valley to Iowa Territory. With dimen-

sions of 8 ½ X 11 inches and plastic bound, 

the booklet consists of 40 pages, more than 

70 pictures accompanied by explanatory 

captions, and an index of about 380 names.  

As indicated in the title, the people and plac-

es shown in this work represent the families 

who emigrated from the Casselman Valley 

of the counties of Somerset in Pennsylvania 

and Garrett in Maryland in the early days of 

the Amish settlement in Johnson County, 

Iowa.  To order From the Casselman Valley 

to Iowa Territory 1845-1870, send $15, plus 

$3 S & H to The Casselman Historians, P. 

O. 591, Grantsville, MD 21536. 

 

Membership and Subscription 

Offered Now for 2015 
Subscriptions to The Historian and 

membership with the Casselman Historians 

are available now for the calendar year of 

2015. Readers who attended the annual 

meeting in September may already have 

taken membership for next year. Others are 

invited to give special attention to the en-

closed Membership/Subscription card. You 

will note two options: (1.) Membership 

includes subscription to The Historian ($15 

value) and subscription to the quarterly 

Mennonite Family History ($25 retail val-

ue). Rate: $30/year (2.) Subscription without 

membership brings The Historian to your 

mailbox quarterly. Rate: $15/yr. (3.) Sub-

scription and membership also can be taken 

on-line, payable by credit card at 

www.amishmennonitehistorians.com, in-

cluding discounted two or three-year op-

tions. Fill out the enclosed card, and send 

with your check to The Casselman Histori-

ans P.O. Box 591, Grantsville, MD 21536. 

Thanks for your support!  

 

The Historian    


