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Female Ancestor Number:  089 

Name:  Hoff, Justina Margaretha Schnertzel  

Dates:   B. 27 May 1743, Grunstadt, Pfalz, Germany   

               D. 16 Apr 1806, Lancaster, Lancaster Co., PA 

Colonial Society:    PA                                                                   Date added to ROA: 11-29-2023 

Service:  Woman of Distinction: Matriarch of the Hoff Clockmaking family in America, 

Starting c. 1769, Lancaster County. 

Authority:  Wood, Stacy B.C., Jr. "The Hoff Family: Master Clockmakers of Lancaster 
Borough." Journal of the Lancaster Historical Society, Vol. 81, No. 4, 1977, pp. 169-225; 
Storb, Christopher, "An Extraordinary Lancaster Clock Case," 8th in a series from 
incollect, an online publication of the Dietrich American Foundation, 
dietrichamericanfoundation.org. 

Biography: 
 Justina Margaretha Schnertzel was born in 1743 at Grunstadt, Germany into the clockmaking family of 
George Schnertzel. At the age of 18, she would marry her father’s apprentice, Johann Georg Hoff (age 36), 
on 26 May 1761. Growing up in a family craft business, Justina would be ready for what life had in store 
when she, her husband and a young daughter sailed to Pennsylvania for a new life, eventually traveling 
from Philadelphia to Lancaster. By the end of 1769, the Hoffs purchased a house and lot on King Street, 
the place they started their American clockmaking dynasty. Before the Revolution, her husband, now 
known as George Hoff, would assume the care of the Lancaster Court House clock (1770), and dominate 
the early clockmaking industry in the area. 

In all, Justina would give birth to fourteen children, including their first daughter who died in Germany 
and their third child who was born and died during the voyage to the American Colonies.  Son John (b. 
1776) would become a famous clockmaker in his own right, John Jacob (b. 1784) was a watchmaker, and 
John George (b. 1788) would also work in the trade. Their daughter Catharine Juliana (b. 1763), followed in 
her mother’s footsteps, by marrying one of her father’s own apprentices, Fredrick Heisely, who made a 
name for himself as a clockmaker, as well as a maker of Surveyor’s Instruments. Two of the Heisely sons 
would also become clockmakers. 

Scholars of the craft note Hoff’s unique “German” style of clockmaking, which was unusual by English 
standards. By following these maker’s traits, they have identified several men who were likely apprenticed 



                       FOUNDING FEMALES 
             Female Qualifying Ancestor Index 

 
 
to Hoff, beyond his own sons. Due to English Coverture Laws, proving Justina’s participation in running 
the family business through primary documentation is likely impossible. But a preponderance of evidence, 
reveals Justina’s incredible impact on establishing a family business, including the fact that the business 
on West King Street ran continuously for more than 37 years during Justina’s lifetime, through her 
daughter-in-law, it lasted 69 years. Common to the time, wives would handle shopkeeping, customers, and 
correspondence of the family business as part of their daily household responsibilities, especially as her 
husband George held many leadership positions outside of the clockmaking business. After Justina’s 
death, George did not continue alone, but invited his son John and daughter-in-law Ann Mary Boyer to 
purchase the house/ship and continue the business. Examples of Hoff clocks, watches, and surveying 
instruments can be found in many museums and archives, including the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

There would be no Hoff family clockmaking dynasty without the everyday efforts of Justina Margaretha 
Schnertzel Hoff, who lived her entire life in the world of clockmaking,  

 


