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A visit to an American museum made 
me decide to create a diorama 
depicting a British carriage works in 

the 1890s. 
 
BUGGY  TOWN
Inspiration came from a visit to the Mif-
flinburg Buggy Museum in Pennsylvania. 

The editor cracks the whip to convince James 
H. Hillestad to give readers a peek at his detailed 
and animated carriage works diorama

Text and Photos: James H. Hillestad

ABOVE, LEFT: The buggy factory 
diorama measures 45 inches by 23 inches. 
 
LEFT: Customers discuss their 
requirements with the manager in the  
factory sales office.
 
TOP, RIGHT: After an order is placed for 
a buggy, the blacksmith’s shop gets to work 
on the metal undercarriage and wheels. 
 
INSET, LEFT: Wheels and other parts are 
fabricated in the blacksmith’s shop.
 
INSET, RIGHT: Forging buggy parts in the 
blacksmith’s shop. 
 
RIGHT: Sawdust flies as buggy bodies are 
constructed and assembled in the carpen-
try shop.

    George Swentzel set up the first buggy-
making business in Mifflinburg in 1845. 
Other manufacturers soon followed. With 
a population of just 800, Mifflinburg was 
home to 13 buggy, wagon and sleigh mak-
ers by 1855. 
    More than 50 carriage-related factories 
operated in the town by the 1880s. Mif-

flinburg became known as “Buggy Town” 
because its workshops turned out more 
horse-drawn vehicles per capita than any-
where else in the state. 
    Mifflinburg vehicle makers became 
known for the high quality of their work 
and their ability to fulfill customers’ requests 
in an economical fashion. Railroad con-
nections made it possible for them to sell 
buggies throughout Pennsylvania, all over 
the East Coast and as far away as Kansas. 
    One of the local businessmen was 
William Heiss, who operated a successful 
buggy factory from 1883 to 1920. As a re-
sult of a community volunteer project dat-
ing to 1978, his former Heiss Coach Works 
became the Mifflinburg Buggy Museum. 
 
MAKING A BUGGY
Visiting the museum and subsequent 
research inspired me to create a diorama 
detailing all aspects of the making of a 
buggy during the late 19th century. 
    In the first step, customers would visit 
the factory sales office and discuss their 
requirements with the manager. 
    An order was then passed to the black-
smith’s shop, where work would begin on 
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the metal undercarriage and wheels. 
    From there, the carpentry shop would 
construct and assemble the wooden body of 
the buggy. 
    The unit was then taken outside and 
pulled up a ramp to the finishing room. 
    In the adjoining trim shop, seamstresses 
tailored the material for the canopies 
and seat upholstery. These would then be 
installed in the unit while painters put their 
skills to work. 
    Painters were usually the highest paid 
employees in the factory. A buggy could 
be assembled in two or three days, but the 
painting required nine to 12 days. Buggies 
needed more than nine coats of hand-
brushed paint, with each taking a full day 
to dry. 
    The buggy would then be moved to the 
outside deck where, in the fresh, dust-free 
air, two coats of clear varnish were applied. 
    The finished buggy would be delivered 
to its proud new owner in the yard behind 
the factory. 
 
YEARS IN THE MAKING
The buggy factory project was 6 years in 
the making. Despite my many years of 
experience in making dioramas, this was the 
first building that I tried to construct. The 
roof alone is made up of more than 1,200 
individual cedar shingles stained antique 
walnut.  
    Overall the diorama measures 45 inches 
by 23 inches. The main building is 12 
inches high and it has interior lighting. The 

drop cloths in the paint room were spares 
from British Army ambulance wagons 
made by Trophy Miniatures of Wales Ltd. 
    Items from a number of 54-mm figure 
makers helped bring the buggy factory dis-
play to life. They included John Eden, Jack 
Updyke, Bill Speer, Brian Starling, Harold 
Pestana, Martin Ritchie, Bob Shoulberg 
and John Gittins. 
    John L. Booth, for whom the coach 
works was named, is a good friend and col-
lector who lives in Michigan. The complex 
depicts a Victorian Age buggy factory in 

Winchester, England, complete with the 
Royal Warrant of HRH The Prince of 
Wales. Production of the diorama took 
about two months to complete. ◊

about the writer
 
James H. Hillestad is the proprie-
tor of The Toy Soldier Museum and 
shop in Cresco, Pa., USA.

“Painters were usually the highest paid 
employees in the factory. A buggy could 
be assembled in two or three days, but the 
painting required nine to 12 days.”

LEFT: Painters hard at work in the finish-
ing room. Due to multiple coats and drying 
time, painting took up to a dozen days. 
 
INSET, LEFT: After carpentry work was 
completed downstairs, units were taken 
outside and hauled up a ramp to the  
finishing room.
 
INSET, RIGHT: Clear varnish is applied to 
a buggy on an outdoors deck.

LEFT: The finishing room adjoins the trim 
shop, where seamstresses tailor materials 
for the canopies and seats. 
 
INSET, LEFT: A photographer docu-
ments delivery of a finished buggy to its 
proud new owners.  
 
INSET, RIGHT: Wagon assembly under 
way in the work yard.

TOP: A satisfied customer drives his new 
carriage away from the factory. 
 
INSET, ABOVE: Set in Winchester, 
England, the coach works is named after a 
collector and boasts a Royal Warrant. 
 
ABOVE: The factory’s work yard.
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