
 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

When the Amish came to the Hill Country 

By Elizabeth Dean and Gene Griffith 
 

Five years after we became the stewards of Wilkerson Mill in the early 1980’s it was alarming clear that the building 

was listing downstream. 

Sheets of metal roofing leaked or were missing, the 

main beam that supported the front of the building 

was rotted, the stairs had been removed, there was 

considerable termite and powder post beetle damage 

and in the process of a long ago thwarted theft a mill 

stone had been dragged to the middle of the floor and 

abandoned.  It was steadily sinking, taking half of the 

ground floor with it.  At the time we lived in Inman 

Park in Atlanta and our next door neighbors had 

employed an Amish family (the Brandenbergers) they 

knew from growing up in Michigan to work on the 

restoration of their 

1890’s house.  

 

Through their introduction we wrote to Jake Brandenberger (they didn’t have a 

phone), and via a series of letters arranged to have his family to come here to 

stabilize the mill.  

From Gene’s 1988 journal:  ‘Starting out on a wet Sunday evening at the end of 

January 1988, Elizabeth’s brother Tom and I drove a rented Econoline to the 

Brandenberger farm in Bronson, MI.  It was just after 5 PM Monday when we 

arrived.  Kerosene lamps and 3 wood stoves were burning.  We had missed dinner 

with the family.  After a short nap we came downstairs and were served what we 

came to learn was standard fare: great portions of hamburger, mashed potatoes, 

salad, coleslaw, corn, and homemade bread and butter, followed by cherry & 

raspberry pie with homemade ice cream.  
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Enter at your own risk. Photo from November, 1983. 
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There was talk of sleet overnight, heavier to the northwest where son-in-

law Alan and daughter Esther Yoder farmed.  They were coming on the 

trip south and were expected to arrive any time in their buggy.  Mrs. 

Brandenberger (Melinda) was lobbying for an early start Tuesday 

morning: 2:30, which made Jake laugh but became the truth.  Tom and I 

went back to bed while they loaded their tools and bags in the van.  At 

2:20 Jake called “Here!” at the bedroom door.  He passed on down the hall 

doing the same.  

We were on the road at 3:15.  In all we had Jake & Melinda, Jacob and 

Elma, Alan and Esther Yoder with their 8 month old baby, Marilyn, the 

Brandenbergers’ teen aged son James, and daughters Jo-Ann and Martha. 

The sleet never caught up with us but it rained all 700 miles back.  The 

non-stop trip was memorable, especially for the easy equanimity of the 

family. The baby never fussed.’ 

The entire experience with the Brandenbergers was memorable.  As we 

understood it, they were from a relatively liberal Amish community.  They 

had no electricity in their home but did in the wood working shop and had 

no resistance to using electricity when working outside their home.  

Melinda borrowed my sewing machine and made clothes for the family as 

they don’t buy ready- made clothing, nor use buttons.  Safety pins hold 

them together.  The fabrics were of a brighter range of colors than some 

communities allow. 

We found them to be adventurous and curious about the world.   While 

here they wanted to ride in Westin Hotel’s glass elevator downtown, to 

visit the airport and to go back to the DeKalb Farmers Market (where they 

were greeted by staff that recognized them from earlier visits). 

A family of 10 Amish in full regalia will turn heads.  At the airport it was 

still possible to wander the terminals to view planes taking off and 

landing.  Jake asked Gene if it would be possible to take a look inside an 

airplane.  A Delta Redcoat checked at the closest gate and found a nearby 

plane being cleaned and readied between flights.  If the ‘party’ could keep 

out of the way of the workers they would be welcome to take a tour of 

the plane. 

It was difficult to decide which was the greater show, the plane or the 

Brandenbergers.  They were shown into the cockpit and allowed to sit in 

the pilot’s seats, and shown down into the bowels of the plane from a 
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lifted trap door, all the while extra Delta staff kept peeking in to check out 

the guests.  Satisfaction all around. 

They were exotic to us.  They made us think.  They lived a close family 

life, individuals within a unit.  No one ever seemed to ask for ‘private 

space’.  That quiet seemed internal.  

The women baked, cooked, sewed.  There was always a snack at mid-

morning, sometimes homemade donuts. Dinner at mid-day was 2 or 3 

meats, several vegetable dishes, a couple of starches, homemade bread, 

and a least 2 desserts, usually more. 

All would gather at the table and at a call by Jacob there was silence.  

Grace in silence.  Silence. 

And then………the food!  Conversation, joking, planning, passing of dishes 

to and fro, clanking, the clatter of a meal followed at the end by silence 

again.  A real and intentional silence that framed the meal. 

Enough years have passed that we don’t remember if Jake opened and 

ended with prayer, but the impression of their communal silence 

remains.  

After dinner they returned to the work that had begun in the earliest 

hours of the morning and would continue until dark. 

Here is Gene’s account of starting the work on the Mill with the 

Brandenbergers. 

‘Next morning before I arrived at the mill, the four male family members 

(Jake, Jacob, Alan & James) were at work propping up the upper front 

with temporary braces and tearing out the rotted front sill and floor joists. 

I agreed to Jake’s suggestion to pour a low concrete foundation along the 

entire front with 3 pads just inside for the large beams that would carry 

the new floor joists to rest on. They set about building the forms. I called 

for ready-mix concrete and they poured the footer late Wednesday.  

Meanwhile Jake studied how to jack the front corners back up since the 

temporary braces certainly wouldn’t be sufficient. Someone suggested 

setting up scaffolding and jacking from the top of it. They set about 

setting it up. When finished they slowly raised the two front corners.  Jake 

estimated (he brought his transit along) the right front corner was 22” 
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down.  Once the front corners were raised into place and the footer had cured, the replacing of beams and sills went 

rapidly.  

These men worked together in their community all the time and it was seamless.  They had asked a friend here in 

Georgia, Bob Gosford, with whom Jake had worked before on visits south to come and help.  With five of them at 

work things went speedily.’   

Top to bottom, or rather  starting at the bottom and working their way up, they replaced or sistered every sill, post 

and beam that needed it.  They put in new flooring on the first floor and replaced the staircase.  A metal roof 

capped it all off.   

It took them 11 days. 
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Michael Vogt Memorial Service 

The Chattahoochee Hills’ Mayor and City Council request the honor of your presence at a memorial honoring the 

life and service of Lieutenant Mike Vogt. 

On February 15th, two thousand eleven, at ten o’clock in the morning, at Chattahoochee Hills’ City Hall, 6505 Rico 

Road, Chattahoochee Hills, Georgia.  Reception immediately following. 

=============== 
 

Chattahoochee Hills Charter School Student Enrollment Open House  
From Monica Olsen 

 
The Chattahoochee Hills Charter School would like to invite you to our first Student Enrollment Open House this 

Saturday, February 5th from 10 – 11:00 a.m. at Chattahoochee Hills City Hall, 6505 Rico Road, Chattahoochee Hills, 

GA 30268.  We will have updates on the school and facilities with the focus on the 2011-2012 Enrollment Process. 

Please join us and let your friends and neighbors know about this exciting event!! 

 Learn more about CHCS and the 2011 enrollment process  

 View a school presentation and get updated on the facilities  

 Talk with community leaders and school board members  

 Learn how you can get involved 

Applications will be available for students entering grades K - 5th  

Open Enrollment: February 5 – 28, 2011 | The enrollment process, applications and school information will also be 

available online starting February 5th with the re-launch of the CHCS website, www.chatthillscharter.org. 

http://www.chatthillscharter.org/



