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Less than a mile northward from Media on the 
Providence Road, traversing the elevated ridge which 
forms the divide between Crum and Ridley Creeks, 
may be seen an old residence which was once the 

home of the Cassin family. It was here the child was 
born who afterward became the distinguished natu-
ralist John Cassin — a man known as an authority 
second to none wherever Ornithology was studied 
(Figure 1).

It is interesting to weigh the influences which pro-
duce men of his stamp. To the writer he once explained 
his love of nature by describing his delightful wander-
ings among the extended woods around his home, 
and his walks over the hills of Delaware County, in 
company with his father. “We discussed questions of 
philosophy together,” he said, “and I found my father 
more interesting to me than the younger persons of my 
acquaintance; I respected him not alone as my father, 
but I loved him as my companion and best friend.” 
When we remember that Dr. George Smith2 was one 
of the early and life-long friends of John Cassin, we 
can better understand the value of this testimony of 
the son concerning this father. His mother was a gentle 
quakeress [sic] belonging to the well known Sharpless 
family, and for her sake he held all [Quaker] women in 
profound reverence. He was descended from Scotch-
Irish and English ancestry some of whom came to this 
country with William Penn. His broader love of nature 
was founded on a deeply rooted filial affection, which 
led him to value the history and traditions of these 
ancestors as a priceless inheritance.

After reaching maturity, John Cassin resided 
in Philadelphia,3 where he died in 1869 (Figure 2). 
It was there he brought to such high perfection the 
lithographic art by which he illustrated a number of 
works on Natural History, mostly birds, in addition to 
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Figure 1. Portrait of John Cassin (1813–1869), curator of 
birds at the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia from 
1842–1869.

1Editor’s note: The following essay, published here for the first time, was written by Graceanna Lewis (1821–1912) shortly after 
the death of her mentor, John Cassin (1813–1869). A transcript was graciously provided by Kathy Hornberger, Curator of 
Botany at the Delaware County Institute of Science. The location in Delaware County was investigated by F. H. Shelton in Cas-
sinia vol. XXII (Shelton 1918), but otherwise relatively little is known about Cassin’s childhood home (Peck 1988). Figures, 
footnotes and bracketed annotations are those of the Editor.

2George Smith, M.D. (1804–1882) was, among his many titles, a Pennsylvania State Senator, author of History of Delaware 
County (1862) and co-founder (with Cassin) of the Delaware County Institute of Science.

3Cassin moved to Philadelphia in 1832 (see Shelton 1918).
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those of which he was himself the author. As a judge 
of the excellence of natural history representations, 
he has probably never been surpassed. He demanded 
truthfulness and sincerity in them, faithfulness of 
form, color and expression and his knowledge was 
such that he could detect at a glance the false from 
the true.

A younger brother, still living, became as distin-
guished as a Hydraulic machinist and Engineer, as 
the older was as a naturalist. Between the two broth-
ers there was a strong mutual sympathy, the success 
of each being the delight of the other, and both were 
united in an enduring love for this home of their 
childhood. The naturalist was buried at Laurel Hill, 
but those who knew and loved him best, believed 
they were obeying his dearest wishes when they had 
engraved on his tomb-stone “John Cassin of Delaware 
County Pennsylvania” (Figure 3). He belonged to the 
world, but he never forgot his home and his birth-
place.

From the present owners of the Cassin Homestead, 
I gladly accepted an invitation to visit the place. Enter-
ing an open gate way from the Providence Road, we 
find a cool looking dwelling partially hidden amongst 
trees (Figure 4). We ascend a terrace by a few steps and 
soon we are seated on a porch which extends along 
the whole front of the house, and from thence we look 
backwards over the approach to Media. Dwellings are 
creeping outward as though the human life of the 
town meant very soon to encroach on the retirement 
of the home, but at present, two or three fields isolate 
it from all others.

I learned that by each successive proprietor, changes 
and additions had been made. There is nothing worthy 
of note connected with the Cassin name, except the 
room in which the children of a numerous household 
were born. As it stands, the house is an airy, comfort-
able and inviting one, and forms a pretty feature in 
the landscape, in a region characterized by pleasant 
dwellings.

Looking westward we see that the broad level soon 
descends a hill side, at the foot of which is the Dairy 
with its cool spring of water, shaded by trees one of 
which is a large Buttonwood or Sycamore, the north 
west of Media. Throughout the course of the stream-
let, new springs enter, until at length it expands into a 
beautiful sheet of water forming a mill dam which at 

Figure 2. Physician’s “return of a death” certificate for John 
Cassin. The certificate lists his occupation as “Lithographer” 
and says that Cassin died of “remittent fever.” Courtesy of 
Albert Filemyr and the Philadelphia City Archive.

Figure 3. Grave marker of John Cassin, which reads “John 
Cassin / born in Delaware County / September 6, 1813 / died in 
Philadelphia / January 10, 1869 / aged 55 years.” The grave is in 
plot J97 at Laurel Hill Cemetery, Philadelphia, PA. Photograph 
by Albert Filemyr.
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one time, constituted the water supply of Media. Rid-
ley Creek has now been called into requisition, and it is 
probable that in addition Crum Creek may be needed 
in the future, to supply the growing town.

Sitting on the porch and looking down the meadow 
to the wood, I saw that the latter had never been cleared 
away, […] that if it was not the “forest primaeval” 
[sic], it was at least the natural successor of this, and 
some of the old trees might have been seedlings when 
William Penn visited this country our shores. At any 
rate, the very trees under which John Cassin discussed 
philosophy with his father and learned to love him as 
his companion and best friend, must still be there; and 
then came the question “How better could Delaware 
County honor her distinguished son, then by preserv-
ing this well watered woods for Media, her County 
seat, as Fairmount Park is preserved for Philadelphia.” 
Who knows what boys and girls now living might rise 
to eminence as naturalists under the shadow of those 
memorial groves. Those who truly love their native 

place can prove their devotion by wise foresight in 
matters concerning the prosperity and welfare of the 
community.

Every growing town should secure, while it is yet 
possible, a Park which will educate its youth in wood-
land lore. Few realize how much there is to be studied 
there, nor how much happiness is to be found in a taste 
properly cultivated for its enjoyment. Birds, insects, 
plants; the inhabitants of the water and the woods, 
what a world is there to be found, both for parents and 
their children, who might mutually benefit each other.

As in like situations elsewhere, the Wood Thrushes 
[Hylocichla mustelina] still inhabit the low wood [of] 
the Cassin farm, and are [to] be heard yearly in the 
season of their song. On the higher uplands, it cannot 
be long before the remnant of forty acres will be fur-
ther divided, and the eminences crowned with stately 
mansions such as the citizen delights in building. This 
is the natural course of improvement. Men, women 

Figure 4. Photograph of the Cassin homestead in the early 20th century (see Shelton 1918). The house is no longer standing.  
Photograph by F. H. Shelton.
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and children and the lovely homes they create, are bet-
ter than wild birds.  There are none to say nay to those 
who would further adorn an already beautiful land-
scape. Here are commanding views of the surround-
ing country taking in Media, Elwyn and the distant 
hills and intervales, until they fade away in cloudlets 
of faint blue. It is a fair prospect, and sons of the soil 
who have travelled far and have been in many lands, 
choose to return and live in the midst of its peaceful 
yet varied charms.

On the farm and around the dwelling are to be 
found nearly all of our common song birds (Figures 
5 and 6), none being conspicuously absent except the 
Jay Bird [Cyanocitta cristata]. The absence of this bird 
is the more remarkable since it is abundant at Elwyn 
and in the surrounding woods. Cat-birds [Dume-
tella carolinensis] are pre-eminently fond of trees and 
shrubbery around dwellings, and they form no excep-
tion here. Several kinds of Sparrows, may be heard, 
including that sweet singer the common Song Spar-
row [Melospiza melodia], which, I remember, was an 
especial favorite of our great ornithologist. Between 
the trees the barn swallows [Hirundo rustica] could be 
seen skimming the air in their wide circling flight after 

in search of their evening meal. A red-squirrel [Sciurus 
vulgaris] leaped from a maple to a conifer close by, and 
ran lightly up the trunk of the latter. The Humming 
Birds [Archilochus colubris] hovered on quivering 
wings above the honied flowers and then darted away 

too rapidly to be seen. The daugh-
ters of the house told me they nested 
on the honey-suckles near the door. 
Doves coo, and cuckoos are heard. 
The latter are the police appointed 
for the arrest of the Tent-caterpillar. 
Just after their hatching when [these] 
caterpillars are not over a twelfth of 
an inch long, I have seen the [Yellow-
billed] Cuckoo [Coccyzus americanus] 
eat swallow an entire nest of them at 
one meal. They are usually remarkably 
silent birds which glide among the 
branches, in the performance of their 
special duty, only occasionally uttering 
the cry which gives them the name of 
Keow-Birds; or, as they are frequently 
more vociferous before a change in 
the atmosphere, Rain-Crows. War-
blers, Wrens, Vireos, Flycatchers Ori-
oles, Meadow-larks [Sturnella magna] 
and Blackbirds are plentiful and with 
none of these species does the English 

Figure 5. Diorama made by Cassin in 1837, at the age of 24 years, and preserved at 
the Delaware County Institute of Science (Media, PA). These are among the oldest 
surviving specimens prepared by Cassin. Photograph by Matthew Halley.

Figure 6. Close-up of mounted specimen of Blue-gray Gnat-
catcher (Polioptila caerulea) made by Cassin and preserved at 
the Delaware County Institute of Science (Media, PA). Cassin’s 
hand-written label reads: “Muscicapa caerulea, Wils. / Blue gray 
Sylvia flycatcher / near Philada 4 mo. 1837.” Photograph by 
Matthew Halley.
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Sparrow [Passer domesticus] interfere. It flits amongst 
the branches too, but it does not injuriously prepon-
derate in numbers.4

The bird which is most numerous here is the 
Brown Thrush [Toxostoma rufum], a species which 
has given rise to much lamentation on account of its 
scarcity, and entire absence, from rejoins [sic] where it 
was once abundant.

The upland of this farm is now planted largely 
in fruit, and the fields are surrounded by a close set 
[of] osage orange hedges. In these hedges the Brown 
Thrushes nest and rear their young. They are now 
incubating their second broods, and there are few ani-
mals except snakes, which would venture to defy the 
sharp thorns of the osage orange. It must be admitted 
that the fruits are not equally well defended from the 
Brown Thrushes, but as there are fears of the extinc-
tion of the species in the near vicinity of the cities, it 
is well to know the conditions under which these birds 
flourish. They much prefer the association of man to 
the uncultivated forest. The orchard, the lawn, the gar-
den, and more especially the portions of land devoted 
to the culture of small fruits, are exactly to their taste. 
Add to a continuous supply of fruit, security for the 
eggs and young, and there is no danger of our losing 
our delightful Brown Thrushes.

The domestic cat and dog do not always contribute 
to the safety of young birds, although well trained and 
well fed animals of both species may live with entire 
friendliness amongst them. The dog or cat which can-
not be educated to this, ought to be sacrificed, as an 
animal of inferior grade.

The Brown Thrush or Thrasher, belongs to the 
group of the Curved-billed Thrushes [Family Mimi-
dae], of which the mocking bird [Mimus polyglottos], 
is a second well known species. These differ from the 
Wood Thrushes and their relative in several striking 
and easily observed points, chief of which is that in 
the former the wings are short and the tail long, while 

in the latter exactly the reverse is true. In its musical 
rapture the Brown Thrush throws remarkable expres-
sion into its tail, it keeping time with every variation, 
rising, falling waving to and fro or quivering with the 
strain. The bird is considerably larger and of a much 
lighter brown color than is the Wood Robin [H. mus-
telina]. The eggs of the latter are of an exquisite shade 
of pure greenish blue, somewhat similar to those of 
the Cat-bird and Common Robin [Turdus migrato-
rius]. The eggs of the Brown Thrush are sprinkled over 
with spots on a light ground in a manner more nearly 
resembling those of a Mocking-bird. There cannot 
be the slightest difficulty in distinguishing the Brown 
from the Wood Thrush.

As I recall our familiar Brown Thrushes in the 
orchards where I was best acquainted with them, the 
usual position was on the topmost branch of an apple 
tree which was one mass of fragrant pink bloom, in 
the dewy morning, at the rising of the sun, and then 
the bird would pour forth such a joyous and trium-
phant song as would be [an] inspiration for the whole 
day — nay a memory for a life-time. In variety and 
sustained richness, no singer of the middle states, sur-
passes the Brown Thrush. In liquid sweetness, the Cat-
bird sometimes approaches, but, I think, never equals 
the Brown Thrush.

In the evening, after sun-down, as the dimness 
of twilight drew on, our thrushes used to prefer the 
less densely foliaged walnut trees, and usually choose 
one of the lower branches of these. Here, they would 
sing in an entirely different strain from that of the 
morning.  Instead of joy, there was serenity; for [exu-
berance], solemnity; for triumph, pathos, the varied 
notes gradually falling into the low sweet tones which 
[preceded] the tremulous hushing of the close. The 
sympathy between the bird, and the morning and the 
evening hours, were a pleasure and a mystery to me, 
even greater the more I dwelt upon it. How much did 
the bird understand? When it pours forth its paeans 
of praise for the light or ends it, sing in silence as the 
night closes round and the stars one by one brighten 

4House Sparrow (Passer domesticus) was introduced to North America in the early 1850s. This quote (1869/70) confirms that 
the species was established in residential areas along the Delaware River by the late 1860s, more than a decade before Sweet-
apple (1874) observed “a flock of at least two dozen English sparrows” on Walnut Street in Philadelphia.
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on the background of the dusk, does it know it is in 
harmony with the Infinite? If we watch the sympa-
thetic movements of the muscles with the progress of 
the song, we will see that the whole bird sings. Possibly 
if we sit long enough …

The grandfather, Luke Cassin, is still remembered 
as a gentleman who continued to dress in the colonial 
style of ruffled shirts, after the fashion had generally 
disappeared; but that he was something else than an 
old style gentleman, is shown by the memory of his 
grandson, that escaping slaves used to be hidden in the 
deep woods surrounding his home. A warm and sym-
pathetic heart beat under the ruffles.

We also find the Cassin name with that of [seventy-
four] other citizens appended to a protest against the 

application for a tavern license by one William Spear 
who desired to open a public house near Providence 
Friend’s Meeting House, now within the limits of the 
town of Media. After giving their admirable reasons 
for their quaint protest, they intimate with delight-
ful humor, “that if William Spear could be obliged to 
decline his Prospect, it might prove a Singular Kind-
ness to him,” and then “with desires that Righteous-
ness, Temperance and Prosperity may increase and 
abound” they subscribe themselves as “Real Friends.” 
Since a later generation incorporated into the Char-
ter of Media, a provision to exclude forever, the sale 
of intoxicating beverages, and since the town in large 
measure, owes its prosperity to that circumstance, it 
is well to remember the “Righteousness and Temper-
ance” of the ancestors of its founders.
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