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John Dickinson
May 13, 1789

 To my surprise I soon found myself in the 

pleasantest spot I ever saw in New Castle 

County, below Appoquinimink Creek ....  

The land rises into gentle eminences, is  

very good, and affords situations that  

appear to be healthy.”

“““



Although the 4-room 
Collins-Sharp house, 
shown on the cover, does 
not seem large, it was 
substantial for the early 
1700’s when it was built. 
In fact, during that era, 
the locals would have 
appropriately called it a 
plantation house. In its 
current setting, within the 
town of Odessa, Delaware, 
it appears to have been 
there since the day it was 
built. On the contrary, this 
house is a relative newcomer to Odessa. 

Originally located several miles east 
of Odessa near Collins Beach, the quaint 
house overlooked the Delaware River 
and Bay. In 1962, in an effort to save and 
preserve one of Delaware’s earliest build-
ings, the house, then known as the Collins-
Johnson House, was transported over 
sixteen miles of back roads, narrow bridges, 
busy Route 13, cautiously eased under 
many utility lines all the way, (Photo #1) and 
through the old streets of Odessa to its cur-
rent resting spot where it underwent a scru-
pulous restoration. For a house that old, 
it is amazing that almost all of the original 
exterior and interior 
fabric and structure 
was still in place; in 
need of a whole lot of 
tender loving restora-
tion, but present just 
the same.

Fast forward about 
twenty-five years. 
“The exterior of the 
Collins-Sharp house, 
like the interior, is 
structurally sound. 
The most serious 
problem, that of water 
damage caused by a 
leaking roof, has already been detailed. Additional prob-
lems include chewed weatherboards and door shutters 
and peeling paint, two fascia boards on the south end 
and one on the north end with holes drilled by carpen-
ter bees and enlarged by woodpeckers, and decaying 
weather boards and framing members at the base of the 
east passage door.”

That assess-
ment, from a Historic 
Structures Report 
dated 1988, twenty-five 
years after its initial 
restoration, could be 
read almost verbatim 
from Gary’s and Don’s 
assessment of the 
structure just last year. 
Funny how things come 
full circle. 

Actually, this whole 
thing started when our 

dear friend, Donnan, invited us to visit Odessa to tour 
the buildings. So, the three of us “tourists” plus Donnan 
(She’s been there many, many times over and is consid-
ered part of the Odessa “family”) took an excursion to 
Odessa, and what a delight it turned out to be. For those 
of you who have never visited Odessa, we urge you to do 
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so. You’ll find information 
at the end of this story.

Donnan introduced 
us to Deborah Buckson, 
Director of the Historic 
Odessa Foundation which 
owns and operates five of 
the historic properties in 
the town of Odessa. It was 
during this private guided 
tour that Deborah got to 
know what we do and 
asked if we would be willing 
to travel that far to work in Odessa. 

Eventually, Deborah did contact us because the 
Collins-Sharp House was on schedule for needed repairs 
and maintenance. Gary and Don visited the site once 

again, this time with ladders 
and tape measures to assess 
the building’s situation. At first 
glance it didn’t appear to have 
too many issues other than 
some broken sash and the life 
of the wood shingle roof was 
reaching a premature end. 
(Photo #2) On closer inspec-
tion, it read more like the 1988 
assessment. Yes, there were 
broken sash. (Photo #3) But it 
went further than that. Eight 
of the lower sash and window frames and trims on the 
dormers were rotted or damaged. The wood shingle roof-
ing was covered with damaging moss, albeit bright and 
vibrant multi-colored moss; evidence that the shingles 
were constantly wet. The flashings were deteriorated. 

Rot was evident 
on sidings, crown 
moldings, and 
barge boards. And 
the ever-present 
damp conditions 
created a heyday 
for carpenter ants.

When Dennis 
and the crew 
arrived on the 
site and started 
removing the old 

roofing, carpenter ants were everywhere! The underside 
of the roofing had been eaten by the ants, as well as por-
tions of the gable siding. Pesky carpenter bees also had 
been drilling their nest holes everywhere. Woodpeckers 

naturally frequented the building to peck for ants or 
bees, leaving further damage.

It didn’t take long before the park-like setting 
at the rear of the house looked more like a lumber 
supplier’s yard (Photo #4); three skids of taper-sawn 
cedar shingles, rolls and rolls of Cedar Breather, 
more rolls of copper flashing, boxes upon boxes of 
stainless steel nails, ladders, stages and planks, the 
aluminum brake, power tools here and there, the 
truck, and plenty of water coolers. 

The gambrel roof on the original part of the 
house is punctuated by four dormers front and rear, 
which means, other than the uppermost part of the 
roof, there are no straight runs to apply shingles. 
(Photo #5) So, Dennis assigned one carpenter to each 
section to install new flashings, lay down Cedar 

Breather (this allows air to 
circulate underneath the 
shingles, thus permitting 
them to dry out which in 
turns deters the ants), and 
apply the new shingles. 
(Photo #6)

Shingling a roof isn’t 
easy, and shingling a gam-
brel roof is trickier yet. 
Besides the fact that you 
have two different pitches 
on each side; the upper, 
flatter roof surface and the 
lower, steep-pitched sur-

face which, in this case, has dormers kind of getting in 
the way. So many intersecting lines must be flashed, the 
two different roof pitches must come together just right, 
and the horizontal runs must align perfectly despite the 
many dormers. (Photo #7) Now mix into that recipe the 
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many large crape myrtle bushes (trees) that grow up 
against the building that needed to be tied back so that 
our carpenters could get the materials, the equipment, 
and themselves into position. It was tricky business, 
indeed.

The wood siding on one gable end (Photo #8) had 
been so entirely 
destroyed by ants 
and bees that 
Dennis had to 
remove everything 
down to the fram-
ing. The pieces 
were so rotted that 
they just splintered 
apart. (Photo #9) 
Salvaging the best 
of the original 
boards, they were 

able to re-side up to the roofline with original fabric. The 
rest of the gable end was sided with new random-width 
cypress – a wood that can withstand moisture and also 
repels insects – applied in a fashion that mimics the 
original siding. (Photo #10) At the same time, he also 
replaced rotted crown moldings and barge boards. Some 
of the barge boards weren’t original and didn’t match the 
profiles of the other known original barge boards, so he 
milled replacement pieces to duplicate the true originals.

Beside all the roofing and siding replacements, 
and window and dormer repairs, the old front and 
rear door shutters were in dire need of repairs. 
Don made repairs and replacement parts and basi-
cally rebuilt the door shutters.

With all that done (Photo #11), the Collins-
Sharp House remains a stunning example of a past 
time, place, and culture in Delaware’s history, and 
should remain so for many years to come.
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Odessa is located 
along Route 13, 23 miles south of 

Wilmington, Delaware. 
The Historic Houses of Odessa, of which 
the Collins-Sharp House is one, are open  

to visitors March thru December,  
Thursday – Saturday, 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

and Sunday from 1 to 4:30 p.m.  
There is an admission fee.
www.historicodessa.org
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Gary’s Exceptional Excerpts
From Appoquinimink to Odessa

In the spring of 1775 Robert Honyman, a Scottish doc-
tor traveling from Virginia to Rhode Island, noted in his 
journal his impressions of lower New Castle County [DE] 
and nearby Maryland: “The Country still pretty open & 
well cultivated, fine large, level fields of Wheat, & here & 
there divided with skirts of woods, tall, stout timber. On 
this side of the Bay one sees none of the grand Palaces 
that are so frequent in Maryland on the other side, but the 
houses are of a more inferior sort, much more numerous, 
neat enough, & the fields round them, the stock & every-
thing else in good order, & the people themselves look well 
& hearty.”

Situated amid these prosperous Delaware farm 
lands, 22 miles south of Wilmington, is the town of 
Odessa. Originally called Appoquinimink – sometimes 
Appoquinimink Bridge – and later Cantwell’s Bridge, it is 
now known to motorists only as a crossroads on the Du 
Pont Parkway [Route 13]. Yet in and around Odessa are 
preserved some of the outstanding examples of eighteenth-
century Delaware architecture...

The Appoquinimink, like the other streams that twist 
their way from the center of the peninsula through the 
marshes into the Delaware River or Bay, provided high 
land sites that could be developed as small ports, safe 
from storms and pirates. At the bridge the Creek curves 
around a hill, forming a sort of promontory; here store-
houses were built and wharves constructed. To this 
landing, shallow-draft vessels made their way up the 
Appoquinimink, thus establishing a link between the inland 
farms and the broader avenue of transportation, the river. 
Being only a few miles from the deep-water points on the 
Bohemia and Sassafras Rivers, Appoquinimink Bridge, as 
it was first known, became an important stop on one of 
the routes between the Chesapeake Bay and Philadelphia. 
“Herman’s cart road,” connecting Bohemia Manor in Cecil 
County with the Appoquinimink, had been laid out as early 
as 1660. Danckaerts described this as a broad cart road, 
eight miles long, over which “the goods which go from the 
South [Delaware] River to Maryland by land, are carried, 
and also those which pass inland from Maryland to the 
South River.”

This path was supplemented in 1762, when a branch of 
the King’s Highway leading from Wilmington via Christiana 
and Red Lion to Dover crossed the little bridge. The 
more direct route used by travelers from Philadelphia 
to Annapolis led from Christiana to Head of Elk or from 
Red Lion through Middletown to the Sassafras River; and 
therefore it would seem that the traffic to Appoquinimink 
was composed of local farmers using the landing and store-
houses. Over these trails came wagons loaded with wheat, 
corn, oats, and barley to be transferred to the shallops at 
the wharf and carried down the Creek to the Delaware and 
thence to Philadelphia. At this time the wheat of the pen-

insula possessed “an uncommon softness and whiteness, 
very favourable to the manufacture of superfine flour,” and 
was prized by colonial millers and in foreign markets as 
well. At least a part of the wealth of the Brandywine millers 
and the Philadelphia merchants who traded extensively 
with the West Indies was thus channeled through the rising 
port on the Appoquinimink....

Bridge, wharf, and store were factors which brought 
economic importance to the Appoquinimink. There can 
be no doubt that the surrounding country was good farm 
land. William Guthrie wrote in 1795 that “the soil along the 
Delaware river, and from eight to ten miles into the interior 
country, is generally a rich clay, producing large timber, 
and well adapted to the various purposes of agriculture.” 

Records of the trade at Cantwell’s Bridge are not avail-
able, but the shipments from Duck Creek, 12 miles away, 
are indicative. Seventy-five thousand bushels of wheat, 
50,000 bushels of corn, 2,000 bushels of oats, 8,000 bushels 
of barley, 3,000 barrels of flaxseed, 1,000 barrels of pork, 
and 20,000 staves sent abroad annually from Duck Creek 
provide adequate proof of the agricultural prosperity of 
this region in the years preceding the Revolution.

Grandeur on the Appoquinimink: The House of William Corbit at Odessa, Delaware, 2nd Edition,  
by John A. H. Sweeney, Associated University Presses, 1989, pp. 3, 5-6
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This is a story about a young couple, Steve & Mary 
Ellen, and their friends.

Married in 1997, Steve & Mary Ellen share a love of 
history; the history of the Pennsylvania-Germans, the 
Civil War, and early New England architecture. Wasting 
no time, they bought a building lot in 1998 with the 
intentions of building — what else? — a historic look-
ing new house. And, being a typical couple, she wanted 
a new and small house. He wanted old and large. Isn’t 
that typical? Of course, it is!

By 1999, they 
hired a “custom 
builder” who built 
their new house 
using plans from 
a historic style 
house book. What 
they got was new 
and large; none of 
the “old.” It wasn’t 
long into the con-
struction process 
that Steve realized 
that the builder 
was not capable 
of doing what 
they had hoped 
for. So, they had 
the builder finish 
the house “bare 
bones;” all the 
walls were paint-
ed the same color 
throughout the 
house, ditto for 
the trims. All the 
doors that were 
installed were typ-
ical hollow-core 
doors; nothing 
vintage or repro-
duction about them at all.

Once they got the builder out of there, they resigned 
themselves to picking at it over the years to get the 
house to where they had originally envisioned it, adding 
details and personal preferences that reflect their love 
of history. And they have done that. But sometimes life 
throws you a curve ball. And sometimes life hands you 
625 pounds of hounds.

Shortly after their almost-dream house was built, 
Mary Ellen was diagnosed with a serious illness, under-
went surgery and treatment, and then spent a good 
year recovering. No sooner had she recovered from her 
first go-around, but other health problems occurred. 

But, once Mary Ellen’s health was on the mend, they 
adopted their first dog, a rescued Irish Wolfhound – a 
monster-sized dog! – who soon demonstrated a need for 
the companionship of another four-footed friend. Steve 
& Mary Ellen eventually adopted not one, but three 
more companions. After all, if you have one wolfhound, 
you may as well have four!! (Did I really say that they 
are a “typical” couple?)

By the time Steve & Mary Ellen were finally ready to 
transition from the bare bones construction, they had 

acquired a good deal of custom, handmade, 
colonial style furniture and they wanted the 
house to reflect their style. Steve talked to a 
number of local contractors. Unfortunately, 
he felt uncomfortable about their capabilities 
or knew they just didn’t understand what it 
was he wanted. Finally, in 2007, via the inter-
net, Steve discovered the Restore ‘N More 
website and liked what he saw. He and Gary 
met, and he soon realized that Gary not only 
understood what they wanted but knew how 
to accomplish it technically.

This latest project was driven by the dogs 
(Remember the dogs? Four 
wolfhounds, each measur-
ing about four feet tall!) 
often running pell-mell in 
and out of the hallway on 
their way to the door. “The 
door” was a side entrance 
from the driveway which 
opened into an unfinished 
portion of the garage. 
However, because this 
door, unlike the nice front 
entry, was so convenient 
to the driveway, it quickly 
became the primary entry 
for everyone: Steve, Mary 
Ellen, the dogs, as well as 
guests. Not very inviting.

So, this became their next project: Transform this 
utilitarian space and the adjoining hallway into a pleas-
ant entry, but one that could withstand the repeated 
abuses thrown at it by the dogs. They needed a floor 
surface that the dogs couldn’t destroy, as well as wall 
surfaces (at least the lower 4’) that could stand up to 
the exuberant rush of dogs. But they wanted the new 
area to look historic, with a touch of Shaker style to it.

The first order of business was to partition this area 
off from the garage. Fortunately, this area had high ceil-
ings. Building codes require that attached garages be 
partitioned off from the main living area by fire-rated 
walls and doors, which was originally accomplished 

625 Pounds of Hounds
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with the wall and metal 
door in the center of the 
photo. (Photo #1) Code also 
requires that garage floors be 
lower than that of the living 
area. In this case, the cement 
floor was 7” lower than the 
rest of the house. That, too, 
was a bonus for converting 
this into a very nice entry.

The new floor would have 
to be built up to the same 
level as the living area. In 
doing so, we used that 7” 
space to work in mechanicals, 
including heat and air condi-
tioning, as well as insulation. 
The original exterior door (at 
the right in the photo) had rusted out. Besides, 
the only statement it was making was, “Behold, 
a rusty door.” So, taking advantage of those 
high ceilings, we enlarged the door opening 
and installed a door with a transom above. 
(Photo #2) The combination of the transom, 
which allows abundant natural light into an 
otherwise dark space, and the beaded-board 
door make a positive statement of what’s 
beyond. And the beauty of this old-world door 
is that it is thoroughly modern: It appears to 
be a vintage, vertical beaded-board door when 
in fact it is 100% insulated fiberglass! 

Real tongue-&-groove wood wainscoting 
on the walls and random-width boards on the 
ceiling complete the area. Also, all the lighting 
and security controls were moved to this new 
area to make them readily accessible when 
entering or leaving the house. The original 
door between the garage and the living area was now 
removed and an open doorway was trimmed out.  
(Photo #3) The newly elevated floor was sheathed with 

random-width hickory flooring which 
matched the flooring in the living area. 
This flooring material was actually 
leftovers from one of Steve’s previous 
projects after the house was built, and 
makes the perfect transition from new 
entry into the living area. Of course, 
that new flooring was kept under 
wraps (red rosin paper) until Steve 
applied the finishes himself. (This was 
a client-participation project.)

Through the doorway, the adjoin-
ing powder room and laundry room 
were also getting a face-lift. (Photo #4) 
New cherry doors replaced hollow-

core Masonite doors. 
Steve & Mary Ellen 
wanted something to 
really set off the area. 
We heightened the door 
openings and installed 
4-panel cherry doors 
with transoms above, 
with old wavy glass. 
(Photo #5) These new 
doorways now comple-
ment the new entry 
door configuration. The 
doors were installed 
with custom-made, 
hand-wrought, H-&-L 
hinges and solid-brass 
mortise locks and door-
knobs. The doors were 
stained and finished 
with a low-luster clear 
finish and the wainscot-

ing was painted with highly resilient paint (Remember, 
four very large and rambunctious dogs!).

Steve wanted to get in on the fun, so he finished the 
wood flooring in the new entry, which was fitting since 
he installed and finished the same flooring in the hall-
way. As a testament to his abilities, learned while “pick-
ing at it” over the years, one cannot determine where 
the new and old flooring meet.

In the end, you know a project has been a success 
when both the homeowners and the contractor are 
happy with the end results. But this project was more 
than successful: The dogs are happy! 
625 pounds of hounds, plus their humans. From 
left to right: Rodeo, the clown & the youngest; 
Mary Ellen; Tierney, the sweetest & biggest (170 
pounds!); Piper, the watchdog; Steve; and, Finn, 
the curmudgeon, beer-drinking male & the oldest.
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251 W. Stiegel St.
P.O. Box 128

Manheim, PA 17545

return service requested

I saw a most amazing sight a few weeks ago while driving home from the 
office; geese on the wing flying straight into a brutal west wind. And not just a few 

geese, or a few “V” formations; but rather, geese beyond number, in a hundred or 
more overlapping V-formations. I first spotted the leading V north of Shaefferstown (I 

was heading northeast while they were heading southwest) and they just kept coming, 
wave after wave, until I finally saw the rear guard over Womelsdorf; a distance of about 

6 miles. It was truly an awesome sight. What is more awesome is trying to comprehend 
how these creatures do it: What informs them of the right time to migrate or where to fly; who 

taught them to fly in formation which creates “lift” for each succeeding bird; how do they know 
to take turns relieving the leader; where did they learn to honk in flight which helps coordinate the 

movements of family groups and the flock as a whole, as well as to communicate the status of individuals 
in the flock, but also seems to encourage the bird in front of them; where is the map that shows them all the 
stops along the way, from north to south and back again, that provides them with food, water, and nesting 
places. Geese on the wing, both spring and fall, stirs up great optimism. Their exuberant honking seems to 
be proof that they do it with great joy and high hopes of where they’re going and what they’ll find.

Kind of like the song birds at our feeders at home. We have a few cats. (That’s an understatement.) And 
the birds know that all too well. So, with much jostling and twittering, they descend on those feeders with 
high hopes of filling their bellies during the cold months, and now during the migrating season, when seed 
and insect are still scarce. But there is always a coterie of sentinels perched in the limbs above, impatiently 
waiting their turn at the feeders, but ready to sound the raucous alarm of an approaching cat. Mindful of the 
situation, but always optimistic. (The cat is just plain optimistic.)

After this past “winter of our discontent” (since the stock market and everything else hit the skids in 
October ’08), maybe we should take our cue, not so much from government or industry, but from the birds; 
Mindful of the situation, honking our neighbor onward and upward, and remaining optimistic of where we’re 
going and what we’ll find.

The 
Birds 
of the 
Air

“ 
Look at the birds of the air; 
they do not sow or reap or 
store away in barns, and yet 
your heavenly Father feeds 
them. Are you not much 
more valuable than they?”

—Matthew 6:26

Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances…
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