Der Deutsch Wagen

The finst known reference to a “Conestoga wagon” was vecorded by James Logan of
Philadelphia in his account book under Decembier 31, 1717. Altheugh the wagen that Logan
was wefeving to was fnown in the cemmunity in which it was built as a “Deutsch wagen”
o1 Gevman wagon, the English settlens had come to assaciate it with the locality of the
Gewnan cammunity- the Cenestoga River Valley of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Jbhus
a Native Umerican teun weuld evennare be assaociated with a wagen that had its exigins in
the Rhineland of the Palatinate, present day Gevmany.

The Conestoga River Valley and Lancaster County with their sizabile Gevman communities
finst fonmed the identity of the new Umexican icen, but Conestega wagaens were built acress
the eastern seabivard colonies where ever there were subistantial enough Gevman communities
te suppant blacksmiths and wagen makens skilled in the constuuction of the wagons they
fiad known in the “ Motherland”. These artisans, thriough leng apprenticeships to Master
T he emigration of Gevman faunens, mewchants and craftsmen te the colonies, particularly
Pennsylvania, transfevied centuries ef wagoen censtuiction techinelogy te the New Waorkd as
well.

puchasern and the depth of their pocketliack. Varying types of transportation duties
sequired different approaches to fow the wagen was designed. Twe major types of wagens
developed aver time, fnown as the freighter and the faun Conestega wagens. Jhe freighter
wagens wee built fou the freighting of goods from paint-te-peint under contract. Jhe owner
and wagenex, ox teamster, made their principal livelifiood from the freighting of goods,
many times cver long distances. These wagens typically had high wheels creating an easier
pull for the team and greater ground clearance for poer weads. Since the vast majoxity of
finisted gaods were transported in casks on bawels in the 18% and 19% Centuries, freightens
nounally incovporated deeply cuwed box beds te stabilize bayers of wound-sided casks and
barels stacked sideways within the wagon.

The other major form of Cenestega wagens wexe the farm wagons. Jhese were designed for
emphasis was placed en manewveralility, adaptability, and the ease of leading and
unloading the wagon. Wheels tended te be shonter neducing the lifting distance te the bed
from the ground, and creating a shoxter turning radius for maneuverability in small faun
fields. The box beds typically had enly a slight cuwature of the floox to improve boading
and unleading of the wagon from the lowered wear gate, and te better suit the wagon for
fauling goods ex items not centained in casks e bawels. Still, some cuwature was etained
for thase times when the awner might be transporting cashs on baels.

Conestoga wagons were also designed to accommadate the numbex and type of draft
animals that would be hitched to the completed wagon. Oxen nequired a different tengue



design than did forses on mules due to the manner in which they wexe hitched to the wagon.
The numbiern of draft animals being hitched alse detevmined the maximum load weight te be
transpoxted, and thus the propentions of the wagon itself. Ul one forse wagon did not need
to be built to the same carvwying capacity and strength wequirements as a six fiorse wagon.
Then as now, “fiorse power” was a defining element of proper design and constuuction.

The wagon used in intexpretive programs by membens of Histevic Musewn Pragrarms is a
patially westored original six-fionse favm Conestoga wagon cwned by Mr. (it Snyder of
Fainfield, Pennsylvania. The wagen was previously awned by a Mr. Henvy Foke, a
neighbior wha had fept it stored away in his bank barn disassembled until his death. Jhe
wagen fad been placed in the hay mow sometime in the past for geod feeping by a previous
unfnewn cwner, who never wetreved it. Mr. Sam Osbourne and Mr. Snyder purchased the
wagen pads at a favm sale in 1975 and restored it to working onder for the Umerican
Bicentennial Wagen Tuain in 1976.

The wagen teday consists ef approximately 85 peucent of the oniginal faliric that emerged
fram Mx. Fofke’s bank barn in 197 5. Jtems such as the wagen tengue, feed trough, bows
and teol box are weplacements of the eriginals that wexe eithex toe damaged to vewse, o
were missing. Jhe Puussian blue painted wagen box and veddish-erange wnning gear and
sidelicards are matched te the original paint colons on the wagon, and axe typical for
Conestega wagens and in Geunan culture. Jhe oxiginal linen canvas top that was used to
caver the load is long since missing, but is intended to be neplicated and replaced.

During restoration, no identification marks were discovered te disclose eitfier the ariginal
wagen maker ex its date of constwuction. This is typical of early wagons, especially faun
wagens; that were viewed duting the time as a teel for accomplishing wesk and earning a
livelifiaod. The anly method of dating the wagen is thuough its unique censtuuction details,
which possilily dates it sometime to the secand half of the 18% Century.

Fallowing the Umerican Bicentennial, the wagen was used infrequently for local
celetnations and programs by Mr. Snyder. My. Mark Dubiin, a state histerical intexpreter,
avianged for Mn. Snyder te provide an histesical intexpretation of the wagon as part of a
larger pubilic program at Fout Frederick State Park near Big Pool, Mayland. This
proved the humbile beginning of a partnenship that would eventually create Histeric
Musewrn Pragrarms, a dedicated group of living histerians previding civilian historic
intexpretative programs thuoughout the Mid-Utlantic xegion for federal, state and local
histoxic sites and organizations.

The wagon you see before you today was likely specifically ordered by a maderately
wealthy landewner, ox a group of neighlioning landowners, from a small private Geunan
wagen maker’s shop. Larger than the average favm wagens of the period, it nepresented a
considenalile investment of time and money. Jhough intended for work, the wagen design
inconponated practical constuuction elements embellishied with details which were added to
cieate a defining statement of the puichasen(s ) status and wexth. We may never fnow the



exact whae and when, but it still sewes as a living ambassader of a time long past and cur
shared ancestral wunal heritage.
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