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John Cessna was born on January 26, 1726, in Shippensburg, Cumberland Co, 
Pennsylvania. He was the eldest of eleven children of Colonel John Cessna and his 
wife, Agnes. His father had immigrated from Ireland in 1718, and quickly became a 
respected figure among the Scotch-Irish settlers, serving as county coroner by 1723. 
Growing up on the untamed frontier, young John demonstrated early his qualities of 
leadership and adventure that would define his long life of service.

In 1747, at age 21, John was already serving his community as an ensign in the 
Associated Regiment of Lancaster County. In 1758, during the French and Indian 
War, General John Forbes’ campaign to capture Fort Duquesne brought 6,500 British 
troops and colonials to the area. Needing to build roads wide enough for the Army to 
travel, they put out the call for wagons and horses from local settlers. While many 
settlers begrudgingly offered only broken wagons or weak horses, John volunteered 
eleven strong pack horses and with his brother Charles, joined the British and 
colonial forces as they built the military road westward through Bedford County. His 
willingness to shoulder hardship alongside soldiers earned him respect among his 
neighbors and marked him as a man committed to the security of the young colony.

Two years later, on Jan 26, 1760 (John’s 34th birthday), he married Sarah Rose of 
Cumberland Co. Along with some of John’s siblings, they became early pioneers of 
Friends Cove in Bedford Co, where they would raise seven children and farm their 
homestead together. 

John’s standing in the community continued to grow. In 1771, he was appointed one 
of the first Justices of the Peace in Bedford Co. Three years later, in 1774, he served 
as a delegate to the Pennsylvania Constitutional Convention, chaired by Benjamin 
Franklin. In 1776, John became a signer of Pennsylvania’s first State Constitution. 
The same year, he also served on the Frontier Safety Committee, where he was 
tasked with gathering arms and supplies for the militia. This sometimes required the 
forcible seizure of supplies from reluctant citizens, an unpopular duty for which he 
was brought up on charges. He was later vindicated and reimbursed by the State of 
Pennsylvania for his legal costs. 

When the Revolutionary War begins, John again answers the call and becomes 
Major John Cessna, of the 1st Battalion, Bedford County Militia, serving under 
Captain Jacob Hendershot. John would serve as a field officer and wagonmaster. 
The 1st Battalion was a group of sharp shooters willing to march long distances. 
John was no exception. In 1777, he added justice and court-martial man to his 
service record.

Although all seven of John’s brothers served with him, some as officers, it was 
“Major John,” who was emerging as one of the most prominent of his father’s eight 
sons, serving in both civil and military capacities. Beyond the battlefield, from 
1777-1781, John served 3 terms as the Sheriff of Bedford Co. In 1780, he was the 
collector of excise. His landholdings grew from 250 improved acres in 1772, to 400 
acres and livestock in 1779.

Sarah died on July 1, 1788, at the age of 48. Later that year, John married his second 
wife, Elizabeth Hall. Elizabeth was much younger, and they would have five children 
together. John died on March 31, 1802, in Bedford Co, at the age of 76. Elizabeth 
survived him just one year, passing in 1803. 

Despite the hardships of frontier life and wartime upheaval, Major John Cessna 
remained a respected figure in Bedford Co, remembered for his courage, civil service, 
and steadfast devotion to the new nation.

Bonus Fact – PA Militia of Bedford Co, 1st Battalion, Captain Jacob Hendershot, 
Muster Rolls show Major John Cessna serving alongside Lieutenant Levi Linn, 
also of Bedford Co, who is the Patriot of two other chapter members.


