
  

Isaac and Margaret Sharp House 
 

New Garden Township 
Chester County, PA 

The Isaac and Margaret Sharp House as it appeared in the early 20th Century 

 
Cynthia G. Falk 

 
1996 

(Revised 2004) 

Cynthia G. Falk completed research on the Isaac and Margaret Sharp House in 
1996 while a student in the Winterthur Program in Early American Culture.  The 
project was undertaken as part of a course in vernacular architecture at the Univer-
sity of Delaware taught by Bernard Herman, who suggested the building as the 
topic for study.  After finishing her master’s degree at Winterthur, Cindy completed 
a Ph.D. in the American Civilization Program at the University of Delaware.  She is 
currently Assistant Professor of Material Culture at the Cooperstown Graduate Pro-
gram, an M.A. program in history museum studies co-sponsored by the State Uni-
versity of New York College at Oneonta and the New York State Historical Asso-
ciation.  Today Cindy works with her students to document and preserve locally 
significant architectural resources.     



2 

When James Crossan described the house of the late Isaac Sharp as “nearly new” in 

1841,1 the core of the building had already stood for half a century.  Since its construction in 

1782, the dwelling had provided shelter for multiple generations of the Sharp family.  It had 

also undergone significant changes.  What began as a sizable but coarsely finished log structure 

had been enlarged and profoundly improved. 

The original appearance and subsequent transformation of the Isaac Sharp house raise 

numerous questions about the relationship between materials, scale, and finish in late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth-century domestic architecture.  The Sharp house is one of a limited number 

of eighteenth-century log structures in the Delaware Valley that still exist in the early twenty-

first century.  Beneath multiple layers of improvements, the building maintains a level of finish 

that, even if common in the eighteenth century, is an exceedingly rare survival two centuries 

Figure 1. Isaac and Margaret Sharp House (New Garden Township, Chester County, Pennsylvania, 1782) as it ap-
peared in September 2003.  The vine-covered frame structure (to the right) and the front porch are later additions. 
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later (figure 1 and 2). 

Because of its unique characteristics, the Sharp house provides a fascinating comparison 

with the area’s other surviving eighteenth-century houses, which are predominantly well-

finished, multi-storied, and stone.  As a sizable domestic structure that was associated with an 

established, prospering family, the Sharp house does not seem out of place.  However, when its 

un-hewn log shell and poorly finished interiors are considered, it is clear that the Sharp house 

did not conform to period notions of refinement.  Its original occupants, Isaac and Margaret 

Sharp, chose to live in a house that was unassuming and old fashioned.  Unlike other family 

Figure 2.  First-floor plan of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house as it existed in 1996. 
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members, they turned their backs on gentility as expressed through material possessions, as well 

as leadership roles in the community and occupations other than agricultural labor. 

The history of the Sharp house begins with the history of the land it occupies.  The 94 

acres associated with the house in 1841 were situated predominantly in New Garden Township, 

Chester County, Pennsylvania.  However, a small section of the “plantation” jutted into 

neighboring London Grove Township.  This portion of the property was originally part of a 

60,000-acre tract that was granted to the London Company in 1699.2  The remainder of the 

acreage was part of William Penn, Jr.’s portion of the Penn family’s Stenning Manor.3  Al-

Figure 3.  Detail from “Lands Around London Grove Meeting, 1700-1730,” map drawn by Gilbert Cope, 1914.  
Based in part on early eighteenth-century survey of New Garden Township.  On the map, Joseph Sharp’s three 
tracts in New Garden and London Grove Townships are clearly delineated.  Cope’s map and the original survey 
are currently in the collection of the Chester County Historical Society library, map file for New Garden Town-
ship. 
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though the London Company and William Penn, Jr. were the first owners of the land, Joseph 

Sharp was probably the first European occupant.  In 1714, Sharp purchased two separate 200 

acre tracts from William Penn, Jr.’s share of Stenning Manor.  The western-most of these two 

tracts included a portion of the White Clay Creek.  Joseph Sharp later acquired an additional 

100 acres, which adjoined the 

western side of this White Clay 

Creek tract (figure 3). 

     Until 1723, Joseph Sharp was 

taxed as a landholder in New 

Garden Township, Chester 

County.  In that year, however, 

Sharp was one of 22 petitioners 

to request the formation of a new 

township, to be known as Lon-

don Grove.4  The line that would divide London Grove from New Garden Township also di-

vided Sharp’s 100 acre tract to the west of the White Clay Creek from the 200 acre tracts he 

bought from Penn.  Since Joseph Sharp was subsequently 

taxed as a landholder in London Grove, and was made an 

Overseer of the Poor in that township,5 it can be assumed 

that he was residing on his London Grove property.   

Joseph and his wife, Mary (Pyle) Sharp, con-

structed a large, two-story, stone house in London Grove 

Township in 17376 (figure 4 and 5).  When Joseph Sharp, 

Figure 4.  Joseph and Mary Sharp house (London Grove Township, 
Chester County, Pennsylvania).  The core of the building is dated 1737.  
The kitchen addition (to the left) dates to 1811. 

Figure 5.  Joseph and Mary Sharp house, 
datestone on main house. 
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“of the township of London Grove,” wrote his will in 1746, he bequeathed this house and “all 

this Plantation whereon I now Live Containing three hundred acres of Land with all the houses 

[,] out houses [,] Barn [, and] Tan yard Part thereof In the township of the said Newgarden and 

part In the township of London Grove” to his young son Samuel Sharp.  Because Samuel was 

not of age, his uncle Samuel Pyle was to “have the Care of him and Bring him up and give him 

Education and Put him to Some trade as he may think fitt.”7 

Samuel Sharp had reached the age of majority by the year 1757, when he married Mary 

Starr, widow of Isaac Starr and daughter of Richard and Abigail (Harlan) Flower.8  Like his fa-

ther, although Samuel Sharp owned land in both London Grove and New Garden townships, he 

was consistently taxed in London Grove until 1782.  In that year, Samuel Sharp’s name was 

added, out of alphabetical order, at 

the very end of the landholders por-

tion of the New Garden Township list 

for the Pennsylvania state tax.  Sam-

uel was assessed in New Garden for 

80 acres and an “improvement.”  This 

reference to an “improvement” is the 

first official record of the “nearly 

new” house described in 1841. 

    Samuel appears to have constructed 

the two-story, log house (figure 6) for 

his newly married son and daughter-

in-law, Isaac and Margaret (Johnson) 

Figure 6.  Isaac and Margaret Sharp house as it appeared in 1996. 
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Sharp.9  In 1783, while Samuel continued to be enumerated in London Grove Township, his son 

Isaac took his place in the New Garden Township tax records.  In New Garden, on the banks of 

the White Clay Creek, Isaac occupied 80 acres of land and a dwelling.  He lived there with two 

other individuals10–presumably his wife Margaret and his young daughter Lydia. 

Ten years after the Sharps were first taxed in New Garden Township, Samuel and his 

wife Mary were able to break the entail on Joseph Sharp’s will and sell a portion of their prop-

erty fee simple to their son Isaac.  Because Joseph’s will specified that his plantation was to be 

inherited by Samuel Sharp “and the heirs of his body Lawfully Begoten for Ever,”11 the Chester 

County Court of Common Pleas had to approve the division of the real estate for fee simple 

purchases.  In 1792, after the Court’s ruling, Samuel and Mary sold 100 acres to Isaac and 60 

acres to their son-in-law James Jones.12 

Isaac Sharp continued to reside on the property he purchased from his parents until his 

death in 1825.  At that time, according to Isaac’s will, his wife was given “use of the farm…

during her widowhood.”  In order to avoid the inheritance problem his parents faced, Isaac 

stipulated in his own will: 

I Give & bequeath unto my son Isaac Sharp all my farm situate part in New Garden & 
part in London Grove Townships, to him his heirs & Assigns to take possession of as 
soon as his mother[’]s right ends.  With privilege for my said son Isaac Sharp to sell so 
much of the land at anytime he may choose after my decease to pay the Just debts & to 
make a Deed or Deeds thereof….Provided my said son should die in possession of All 
or part of said farm without leaving lawful issue to survive him, to lawful age to heir it, 
then it is my will that the same by sold & equally divided among all my children or their 
representatives.13 
 
The second Isaac Sharp did not choose to divide or sell his father’s farm.  At the time of 

his death, in order to fulfill the requirements of the first Isaac Sharp’s will, the “plantation” was 

sold pursuant to an order of the Orphans’ Court of Chester County and the proceeds from the 

sale were divided between the surviving children and grandchildren of the first Isaac Sharp.14 
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 With this sale, the “nearly new” house and 94 acres of land did not immediately pass out 

of the Sharp family.  The estate was purchased in 1841 by the first Isaac Sharp’s unmarried 

brother, Joseph Sharp.  However, Joseph Sharp never occupied his brother and nephew’s log 

house.  Rather, he continued to live in the nearby 1737 stone house, which his grandfather, Jo-

seph, had built, and he had inherited from his father, Samuel. 

 When Joseph Sharp died in 1847, he bequeathed “all that tract of land which I pur-

chased at public sale of the administrator of Isaac Sharp” to his grandnephew Vincent Quarll.15  

In 1862, Quarll, who was “of Philadelphia,” sold 

the property, complete with a mortgage debt of 

$1000 and two other liabilities totaling $4500, to 

Kickwood and Clarkson Moore.16  The following 

year, the Moores sold the still heavily mortgaged 

estate to Pemberton Moore.  Pemberton Moore 

farmed the property until 1878, when he sold it to 

Philadelphia attorney, William J. Crowell17 

(figures 7 and 8).  Because of a heart condition, 

Crowell planned “to ‘retire’ and raise his family” 

on the rural Chester County property.  The origi-

nal Isaac and Margaret Sharp house and a portion 

of the surrounding acreage remained in the Crowell family until 1972.18 

 In 1996, when research for this paper was conducted, the Isaac and Margaret Sharp 

house stood unoccupied.  After the Crowell family sold the house in the 1970’s, new owners 

made plans to level the antiquated structure.  Although a complete demolition was never real-

Figure 7.  Detail from map of New Garden Town-
ship showing Pemberton Moore’s holdings.  From 
Atlas of Chester County, Pennsylvania, From Ac-
tual Survey by H. F. Bridgents, A. R. Witmer and 
Others (Safe Harbor, PA:  A. R. Witmer, 1874). 
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Figure 8.  Map of New Garden Township showing William J. Crowell’s holdings.  From Breou’s Official Series of 
Farm Maps, Chester County, Pennsylvania, Compiled, Drawn, and Published from Personal Examinations and 
Surveys (Philadelphia:  W. H. Kirk and Co., 1883). 
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ized, all of the stucco was removed from the exterior of the building and the rear half of a nine-

teenth-century addition was razed (figures 9).  Much of the original log structure and the fram-

ing of the surviving portion of the addition remained without windows or sheathing to protect 

them from the elements.  To the rear of the structure, where the removal of part of the addition 

left a gaping hole, damage had been catastrophic.  From the exterior, the interior spaces of all 

three stories of the addition and parts of both stories of the original log building were visible. 

 Because of the Sharp house’s poor condition, many of the original features of the struc-

ture, which were subsequently covered by layers of plaster and stucco, were discernable once 

again.  Limited destructive investigation, involving the removal of plaster and lath, as well as 

later floorboards, permitted other elements to be revealed19 (figure 10). 

Figure 9.  Rear view of Isaac and Margaret Sharp house with subsequent additions. 



11 

Figure 10.  Bernard Herman and Gabrielle 
Lanier removing plaster and lath in an attempt to 
find evidence of a staircase leading from the first 
to the second floor of the Isaac and Margaret 
Sharp house. 

Figure 11.  Detail from façade of the Isaac and 
Margaret Sharp house.  Shows both the round and 
the very roughly hewed logs used to construct the 
building. 

Figure 12.  View of 
visible gable end of the 
Isaac and Margaret 
Sharp house.  Alternat-
ing tiers and V-notch 
joinery are visible at 
the corner of the build-
ing. 
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 As originally constructed, the 

Isaac and Margaret Sharp house was a 

two-story structure, with a partial cellar 

below and a garret above.  The building 

was assembled of logs, many of which 

were left in the round (figure 11).  These 

logs were layered in alternating tiers and 

joined with V-notches (figure 12).  The 

ends of the logs, which were tapered to 

accommodate the notched joint, ex-

tended slightly beyond the ends of the 

building.  The spaces between the logs 

were chinked with a variety of materials 

including stones, strips of wood, and 

mud.  Later, bricks were used to refill 

some of the larger gaps between the logs 

(figure 13). 

 The first-floor façade of the original log portion of the Sharp house was composed of 

three asymmetrical bays (figure 14).  The middle bay housed a door, which was framed with 

heavy timber members that had been pegged into the ends of the surrounding logs (figure 15).  

The two outer bays were fitted with small, glazed sash windows.  To the left of the door, the 

lower edge of one window was situated a little over two and a half feet from the top of the stone 

foundation wall.  The window to the right of the door was significantly higher, commencing at 

Figure 13.  Detail of rear of Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  
Illustrates several chinking materials including wood, mud, 
and later brick. 
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roughly four feet from the top 

of the foundation wall (figure 

16).  Like the door opening, 

these window openings were 

probably cut into place after 

the building had been assem-

bled. 

 The rear wall of the 

Isaac and Margaret Sharp 

house also incorporated a door 

and at least one other first-floor 

window.  These were located 

side-by-side and roughly corre-

sponded to the door and one of 

the window openings on the 

front facade of the building 

(figure 17).  A second first-

floor window opening on the 

rear wall probably paralleled the second window opening on the front wall.  Unfortunately, the 

portion of the first-floor rear wall that would have accommodated this second rear window was 

missing when field work was conducted in 1996.  As a result, no physical evidence remained of 

the window’s existence. 

 One other original first-floor window opening did survive.  It was located on the one 

Figure 15.  Front door opening at Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  The 
vertical wooden member is pegged into the surrounding logs. 



15 

Figure 16.  Front 
door opening at 
Isaac and Margaret 
Sharp house.  Origi-
nal small window 
opening with later 
door and larger win-
dow openings to left 
and right.  The origi-
nal window was 
covered over when 
the new larger win-
dow was added. 

Figure 17.  Detail from rear of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  Originally, this area consisted of a 
door-window combination.  The window was located to the right and is still evidenced by a vertical 
piece of window framing.  The door was located to the left and is evidenced by the brick in-fill and a 
notched area in the lowest surviving log.  Both the door and window were later replaced by a single lar-
ger window. 
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visible gable-end wall.  This small, square 

window (figure 18) was located toward the 

back of the structure and was intended to illu-

minate a pantry situated to the rear side of the 

first-floor fireplace.  On the opposing gable-

end wall, because an addition was later added, 

it was difficult to know whether any original 

window opening still existed. 

 With the exception of the attic floor-

ing, which had been covered, all of the origi-

nal floorboards at the Sharp house were re-

moved.  Many of the joists that supported the 

first floor of the original portion of the Sharp 

house had also been replaced.  The one sur-

viving original first-floor joist 

was simply a large log, ap-

proximately a foot in diameter, 

which was installed without 

being hewn or even having the 

bark removed (figure 19).  This 

original joist contrasted with 

Figure 18.  Detail from visible gable-end of the Isaac 
and Margaret Sharp house.  Small window opening that 
would have provided light in a first-
floor pantry. 

Figure 19.  Surviving original joist in the cellar of the Isaac and Margaret 
Sharp house. 
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those that supported the second floor.  These joists, which initially would have been visible 

from the first floor, were hewn so that they were almost square and were spaced at approxi-

mately three-foot intervals.  They originally extended past the front of the building and sup-

ported a pent roof.  Rather than being replaced at a later date, smaller supplementary joists were 

simply installed between them (figure 20). 

 Evidence of the original floor plan suggests that the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house 

was of one of two schemes.  As first conceived, the building may have been only one room in 

plan.  However, evidence existed in 1996 to indicate that either initially, or during the very 

early history of the building, a board partition was added to divide the first floor of the dwelling 

into two rooms arranged side-to-side in a single pile (see figure 14).  The smaller of these two 

rooms, known during the period as a parlor, lodging room, or possibly inward room,20 was un-

heated and originally only accessible from the larger room.  The larger room, known as a com-

mon room or hall,21 was directly accessible from both the exterior front and rear of the house.  

Figure 20.  Detail of 
joists projecting 
through the façade of 
the Isaac and Margaret 
Sharp house.  The only 
original joist in this 
photograph is the 
square joist almost 
centered over the win-
dow.  The other joists 
were filled in later. 
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It incorporated an immense stone fireplace that was used for cooking and may have included a 

bake oven.  To the rear side of this fireplace, a portion of the larger room was partitioned off to 

be used as a pantry. 

 The second floor of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house may have been either one or 

two rooms in plan.  If a board partition did divide the space into two rooms, that partition was 

probably located directly over the one downstairs.  Whether one or two rooms, the entire second 

floor was heated by one small fireplace, which was situated above the larger fireplace down-

stairs (figure 21). 

 By the time of the first Isaac Sharp’s death in 1825, significant changes had already 

been made to the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  Primarily, cooking functions appear to have 

been relocated outside the main core of the building.  Surviving physical evidence suggested 

that the pantry had been removed from the larger of the two first-floor rooms.  Furthermore, 

Isaac Sharp’s probate inventory carefully divided cooking implements from other household 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 21.  Fireplace 
on the second floor of 
the Isaac and Margaret 
Sharp house.  This 
fireplace may date to 
1782, when the house 
was originally con-
structed. 
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items.  While the inventory began with objects such as 13 chairs and one table, then moved 

“upstairs” where eight pair of sheets and four pair of pillowcases were counted, items that 

would have been used in a kitchen, such as kettles and pitchers, were relegated to the end of the 

list.  The fact that “And irons[,] fire shovel & tongs” were included at the beginning of the in-

ventory, on the same line as “Cupboard & Contents” and “Table,” and that “two flat irons…

[and an] Old Stove” were listed with the cooking implements, suggests that two separate first-

floor flues, one for a formal fireplace and one for a cooking stove, existed by 1825.22 

 According to Chester County Triennial tax records, which begin in 1799, the first sig-

nificant increase in the value of Isaac and Margaret Sharp’s “buildings” occurred between the 

years 1820 and 1823.  This increase probably marked the construction of a one-story kitchen, 

which would have been attached to one of the gable ends of a hall-and-parlor house like the 

Sharps’.  In the Sharps’ case, this kitchen probably adjoined the unheated parlor.  This kitchen 

was eventually superseded by a larger addition on that end of the building. 

 The next noticeable increase in the value of the Sharps’ buildings came between 1835 

and 1838.  The improvements made in the late 1830s were the reason that, in 1841, the 59 year-

old house could be advertised as “nearly new.”  The most marked change was the construction 

of a two-story, two-

bay, braced-frame ad-

dition that succeeded 

the earlier kitchen 

(figures 22 and 23).  

Although this structure 

may have begun as a 

Figure 22.  
Isaac and 
Margaret 
Sharp house 
with frame 
addition built 
during the 
ownership of 
Isaac Sharp, 
son of the 
first Isaac 
Sharp.  Con-
crete and 
stone room 
(to the right) 
is a still later 
addition. 
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single-pile addition with a 

kitchen space on the first floor 

and one other room on the sec-

ond, it was later expanded to 

the rear to include two first-

floor and two second-floor 

rooms.23  As a double-pile 

structure, the addition more 

than doubled the size of the 

house. 

 At the time the addition was built, other changes were made to update the original log 

house.  The small windows to the front and rear of the house were replaced by larger windows.  

The gable-end pantry window, which was no longer 

needed, was closed off.  The rear door was removed, and 

a second door was added to the façade of the original 

house.  As a result of the new door arrangement, the old 

common room, the old parlor, and the new addition were 

all directly accessible from the front of the building.   

 On the inside of the log portion of the dwelling, 

the older random-width board partition that separated the 

parlor from the common room was removed.  A new 

paneled partition was installed as a replacement (figure 

24).  It was relocated so that the two rooms were more 

Figure 23.  Detail of area where the nineteenth-century frame addition 
was added to the original Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  Note braced-
frame construction.   

Figure 24.  Nineteenth-century partition 
between the two first-floor rooms in the 
original log portion of the Isaac and Mar-
garet Sharp house. 
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equal in size.  In the old common room, the large 

cooking fireplace was replaced by a smaller, more 

decorative fireplace (figure 25). 

 In order to unify the facades of the old log 

house and the new addition, a porch was added 

across the front of the entire structure (figure 26).  

Furthermore, a layer of stucco was applied over the 

front of the building, as well as over the rear and 

visible gable end of the log structure24 (figure 27).  

This stucco not only united the two parts of the 

building but also helped to conceal obsolete window 

openings. 

 On the new frame 

portion of the building, the 

lath that would hold the 

stucco could be applied di-

rectly over the framing 

members.  On the older log 

house, the lath had to be 

applied over vertical fur-

ring strips (figure 28).  In 

order to install the furring 

Figure 25.  Remodeled fireplace on the first 
floor of the original log portion of the Isaac and 
Margaret Sharp house. 

Figure 26.  Thomas Eakins photograph of the Crowell family on their porch, 
c. 1890.  The porch that is shown in this picture may date as early as the late 
1830s.  Photo from Eakins at Avondale, p. 12. 
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Figure 27.  Photograph of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house with its nineteenth century addition.  A 
coat of stucco united the log and frame facades.  Photo may date to the early twentieth century.  Photo 
from Eakins in Avondale, p. 17. 

Figure 28.  View of the rear of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  In order to facilitate the application 
of stucco, furring strips were applied over the log portion of the house. 
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strips, many of the round logs 

had to be trimmed. 

 After the Isaac and 

Margaret Sharp house left the 

Sharp family, still more 

changes were made to the 

structure.  During the owner-

ship of William J. and Frances 

(Eakins) Crowell, a studio was 

added to the “back of the third floor,” or gar-

ret level, of the frame addition25 (figure 29).  

This studio was intended for Frances’s 

brother, Thomas Eakins, who was a frequent 

guest of the Crowells from 1878 until 1897, 

when he was blamed for the suicide of the 

Crowells’ daughter Ella.26 

 Members of the Crowell family also 

constructed a one-story concrete and stone 

addition, which adjoined the free gable end 

of the frame addition (figure 30).  This sin-

gle-room structure, with its five large, con-

Figure 29.  View of the rear of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house and its 
subsequent additions.  The room that occupies the third floor (or garret) of 
the frame addition was designed to be Thomas Eakin’s studio. 

Figure 30.  View of the “sun room” that was added to 
the frame addition of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp 
house. 
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crete-mullioned, fixed-pane windows 

was probably designed as a “sun room.”  

It included a fireplace (figure 31), whose 

flue ran into the larger fireplace in the 

adjoining frame addition, and was in-

tended to incorporate skylights.  At some 

point, the Crowells also replaced the old 

porch that ran across the fronts of the log 

and frame parts of their house. 

 By the time of the Crowells’ ownership, the 

meager Isaac and Margaret Sharp house had been 

transformed to a fashionable country residence for 

a gentleman farmer.  On the first floor of the build-

ing, the Crowells designated a kitchen, a dining 

room, and a music room (complete with a grand 

piano).  The upstairs was divided into three sepa-

rate bedrooms—one for Mr. and Mrs. Crowell, one 

for their male children, and one for their female 

children—and a large family or play room.27  The 

interiors of all of these rooms were finished with 

smooth plaster walls and plaster ceilings (figure 

32).  The music room and the dining room were 

heated by stoves.  In the kitchen of the frame addi-

Figure 31.  Fireplace in the concrete and stone “sun room”—a 
very late addition to the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house. 

Figure 32.  Plaster walls and ceiling on the second 
floor of the original log portion of the Isaac and 
Margaret Sharp house.  The plaster on the walls 
and ceiling was laid over lath, which was applied 
to the logs and joists that first formed the visible 
walls and ceiling. 
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tion, although a large 

fireplace was included 

in the original design 

(figure 33), cooking 

was done on an iron 

range “that burned coal 

in the winter and wood 

in the summer.”28 

 This level of 

finish and comfort was 

quite different than 

what Isaac and Margaret Sharp had experienced 

when their log house was first constructed.  The 

interior walls of that house, for example, were 

not originally plastered.  The logs that formed 

the walls were simply white-washed on the inte-

rior—bark and all (figure 34).  The joints that 

formed the ceiling were also left exposed and 

either painted or white-washed.29 

 The Sharps were probably cooking and 

baking in their first-floor, common-room fireplace.  In this one room, with its two small win-

dows and two opposing doors, the Sharps and their twelve children did most of their living.  

Their other first-floor room, which measured only 10 by 18 feet, served as a bedroom.  Up-

Figure 33.  Fireplace in the first-floor front room of the nineteenth-century frame 
addition to the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  The masonry that projects into 
the back of the fireplace is part of the adjoining fireplace in the “sun room.” 

Figure 34.  Detail of the interior gable-end wall in the 
parlor of the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  Shows 
white-washed logs and bark. 
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stairs, the Sharps kept, among other things, several more beds and numerous spinning wheels.30 

 By the time of Isaac Sharp’s death in 1825, the Sharp house had already begun to be im-

proved.  Cooking functions, for instance, were removed from the common room and relocated 

to an adjoining structure.  The pantry was also 

removed from the common room, and the inte-

rior log walls were covered with plaster.  How-

ever, the thin plaster layer that rippled over and 

around each log still represented a substandard 

interior wall finish (figure 35).  It was not until 

the two-story frame addition was added and the 

old structure was remodeled in the late 1830s 

that the Isaac and Margaret Sharp house was 

converted into a “genteel” dwelling. 

 The question that begs to be answered is why Isaac and Margaret Sharp’s house was 

originally finished in such a meager manner.  Recent scholarly literature that focuses on log 

dwellings divides them into two specific groups—log cabins and log houses.  In making this 

distinction, cultural geographers Terry Jordan and Matti Kaups cite Thaddeus M. Harris’s ob-

servations from 1805, which they rephrase as follows: 

“the temporary buildings of the first settlers in the wilds are called Cabins,” character-
ized by “unhewn logs,” a roof “covered with a sort of thin staves…fastened on by heavy 
poles,” and rail chinking “daubed with mud.”  By contrast, “if the logs be hewed, if the 
interstices be stopped with stone and neatly plastered, and if the roof [be] composed of 
shingles nicely laid on, it is called a log-house.”31 
 

 The differentiation that Harris made, and Jordan and Kaups continue to make, is that 

eighteenth and early nineteenth-century log structures could be either coarsely or finely fin-

Figure 35.  Rear wall in the common room of the 
Isaac and Margaret Sharp house.  The undulating plas-
ter coat that is visible in this photograph represented a 
second stage of interior finish. 
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ished.  Coarser dwellings tended to belong to early settlers, who contemporaries typified as 

“Indian-like” and constantly on the move.   More refined “log houses” were viewed as 

“permanent” and associated with a later generation of settler. 

 Although Harris described what he termed “log cabins” and “log houses” in the territory 

northwest of the Allegheny Mountains, similar observations were made about houses and set-

tlers in the Delaware Valley.  In a “letter” that appeared in The Colombian Magazine, Benjamin 

Rush divided the inhabitants of Pennsylvania into three groups.  An individual who belonged to 

the first “species” Rush described was apt to live in “a small cabin of rough logs” with earthen 

floors and perhaps “a small window made of greased paper.”32  On the other hand, the most ele-

vated members of Rush’s hierarchy tended to reside in “large, convenient” houses “generally 

built of stone.”33 

 The Isaac and Margaret Sharp house does not fit conveniently into either of Rush’s two 

extreme categories.  Although the Sharp house was constructed of round logs and was very 

coarsely finished, the house itself was fairly large.  Unlike many “log cabins,” it sat on a partial 

cellar and contained a full second floor plus a garret.  It was actually similar in plan to the 

hewn-log houses of Rush’s “second species of settlers.”  According to Rush, these dwellings 

were usually “divided by two floors, on each of which are two rooms.”34 

 Just as the Sharp house defies easy categorization, its owners, Isaac and Margaret Sharp, 

also challenge conventional classifications.  Isaac and Margaret Sharp certainly did not repre-

sent the lawless, wandering settlers that both Harris and Rush associated with round-log 

“cabins.”  Isaac Sharp and his father were both born in London Grove Township, Chester 

County, Pennsylvania.  Isaac Sharp’s grandfather, Joseph Sharp, had come to America from 

Ireland in the very early eighteenth century.  During his lifetime, he acquired over 850 acres of 
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land in Chester and Lancaster counties and built himself a good-size stone house, a barn, and a 

tan yard.35 

 Isaac Sharp’s father, Samuel, seems to have been as prosperous as his grandfather.  

Samuel inherited the family’s stone house, barn and tan yard, and he followed his father’s call-

ing by becoming a tanner.36  Samuel even achieved a level of economic success that allowed 

him to keep servants.  When one, a hatter named Patrick Mullen, ran away in 1766 and again in 

1767, Samuel offered a 30 shilling reward in The Pennsylvania Gazette for his safe return.37 

 With the exception of Isaac, Samuel and Mary Sharp’s other children continued to share 

in the material prosperity of their parents.  Samuel left his father’s stone house to his unmarried 

son Joseph and his unmarried daughter Mary.  While Joseph inherited the house in a legal 

sense, Mary was to have “the Sole use” of a first-floor bedroom, “the Sole use of the Room 

above the s.d Bed Room and the Sole use of the Cellar under the said Bed Room Together with 

Liberty to go in and out of both the Cellar Doors at Pleasure.”  She also was granted “the use of 

the Garret, Kitchen and pump in Common and Equally” with her brother Joseph.38  When Jo-

seph died in 1847, he gave Mary the use of the es-

tate for the remainder of her life.39 

 Samuel and Mary’s other daughter, Abi-

gail, had already received her share of her parent’s 

estate when her father died in 1819.  Like Isaac 

and Margaret, she and her husband, James Jones, 

were actually sold a portion of the Sharp’s planta-

tion in 1792.40  There they built (or in some way 

acquired) a two-story stone house (figure 36).  

Figure 36.  James and Abigail Jones House 
(London Grove Township, Chester County, Penn-
sylvania).  The datestone on the gable-end of this 
building reads: 

I 
I       A 
1792 
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They occupied the dwelling for only two years before they sold all their property and relocated 

to Illinois.41 

 Isaac Sharp’s log house was a significant contrast to his brother’s and sisters’ dwellings.  

Although it shared many spatial characteristics, it lacked much of the solidity and refinement 

associated with well-finished masonry houses.  Yet the difference between Isaac’s house and 

other Sharp family dwellings does not seem to correspond to a notion that either Isaac’s occu-

pancy or the building itself was temporary.  Although it is nearly impossible to know what Isaac 

and Margaret Sharp intended when they first occupied the house, it is clear that the first Isaac 

and then his son, Isaac, resided in the log dwelling for the duration of their lives.  This sense of 

continuity in ownership paralleled that of the more substantial Joseph Sharp house, which was 

passed from Joseph to his son Samuel to his son Joseph.  It significantly contrasted with that of 

the James and Abigail Jones’ stone house, which was sold only two years after it was acquired. 

 Where there is a clearer divergence between Isaac and the remainder of this family is in 

the realm of ambition.  In terms of occupation for instance, Isaac did not become a tanner as his 

grandfather and father had.  Nor did he propose to better them.  Unlike James Jones, who turned 

his house into a tavern and planned to build a merchant or grist mill using water from the White 

Clay Creek,42 Isaac simply identified himself as a “yeoman” and his property as his “farm.”43  

Isaac was not remembered for being “an active member of New Garden Mo. M’t’g” like his 

brother Joseph.  In fact, Isaac was not even married at a Quaker meeting.  He and Margaret 

Johnson were wed at Old Swedes’ Church in Wilmington, Delaware.44 

 Isaac Sharp did not become a member of the Pennsylvania Assembly like his father or 

his brother Joseph.45  He did not purchase quarrying tools and begin mining feldspar like Jo-

seph.  Nor did he invest in surveying instruments, globes, and maps or found The Farmers’ Li-
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brary of London Grove as Joseph did.46  Isaac was much more content. 

 Isaac Sharp and his wife Margaret lived in a good-size, two-story log house that was 

constructed of un-hewn logs.  It was certainly not the worst house in New Garden Township.  

While Isaac Sharp’s house was assessed at $30 in 1802, other area houses were assessed as low 

as $15.  However, Isaac and Margaret’s house was not the best either.  Houses in New Garden 

Township could be valued as high as $65 or $75.  In neighboring London Grove Township, 

where dwellings tended to be assigned higher values, Samuel Sharp’s house and the house that 

once belonged to James and Abigail Jones were both assessed at $90.  On a continuum with one 

end defined by these large masonry dwellings and the other small “log cabins,” Isaac and Mar-

garet Sharp’s sizable log house was assigned a value that was only slightly below the midpoint. 

 The choices that Isaac and Margaret Sharp made in opting for a “middling” dwelling 

were echoed throughout their material world.  Isaac and Margaret did not own a barn; they 

owned a stable.47  They did not have an eight day clock or a desk and bookcase in their house, 

nor did they inherit the large dining table that had once belonged to Isaac’s grandfather Jo-

seph.48  However, Isaac and Margaret Sharp were not without comforts.  At Isaac’s death in 

1825, they owned five beds and bedsteads, a looking glass, and even carpet.49  The small win-

dow openings that lit the first-floor of their house were actually fitted with glazed sash win-

dows, and the interior walls, which were once only white-washed, had seen their first coat of 

plaster.  Although Isaac and Margaret’s house was not the “sylvan hideaway” it later was for 

the Crowells,50 it did serve as the setting for their unassuming and otherwise easily forgotten 

lives. 
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