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neW constructIon
More dramatically than additions, new construction within 
a Historic District can dramatically alter the appearance of 
the individual property, the District and the surrounding 
landscapes.  All new construction should be compatible 
within the property’s surrounding context.  As a result, those 
areas that are highly cohesive with strong historical integrity, 
will likely be more limited that those areas with a variety of  
building types, scales, materials and designs such as those 
found in some of Portsmouth’s commercial corridors.

When considering a new construction or development 
project, exact reproduction of historic buildings is 
discouraged, while both traditional design or contemporary 
design compatible to the context of the historic resources and 
their surroundings is encouraged.  Because of the sensitivity 
of the area, the property owner should take great care when 
proposing new construction  or a new development within a 
Historic District or to a designated Landmark.

The HDC encourages:
• Preservation of the cohesive ambiance of historic 

resources with compatible, sympathetic and contemporary 
construction

• Compatible siting, proportion, scale, form, materials, 
fenestration, roof configuration, details and finishes

• Referencing the Guidelines for Small Scale New 
Construction & Additions

• Referencing the Guidelines for Commercial Storefronts & 
Infill Development

archaeoLoGy & excavatIon
Given the area’s early settlement, there are numerous 
archaeological sites identified and protected throughout the 
City, and identified areas where there is the potential for 
archaeological discovery.  Once an archaeological site has 
been disturbed by untrained lay persons, the ability to reveal 
the site through professional interpretation might be lost 
forever.  As a result, archaeological sites are best preserved 
in-situ, or “in-place”, until they can be professionally 
investigated.  As stated in “An Architectural Survey of the 
Historic District of Portsmouth, New Hampshire - Application 
for Certification of the Portsmouth N. H. Historic District”:

archaeology
The former Vaughan Street Urban Renewal Area has 
proven to be one of the best urban historic archaeology 
sites in the region. Testing in 1981 by professional 
archaeologists at Strawbery Banke led to controlled salvage 
of several important sites in 1982.  While this work still 
continues, the artifactual evidence for understanding the 
material culture of this area from its development c. 1700 
through the 19th century had proven to be of substantial 
importance. This material is part of ongoing investigation 
of sites throughout the city. A private dig in conjunction 
with the moving of the Fernald House in 1980 discovered 
the well and trash pit of the Revolutionary doctor, Hall 
Jackson.  The ceramic material alone established new 
evidence of Portsmouth’s material culture in the 18th 
century, including forms documented nowhere else in 
the United States to date.  Within Strawbery Banke itself, 
public archaeology programs have tested several areas 
under professional direction in the past two years. This 
supplements the work of Daniel Ingersol in the 1960 ‘s 
in a test of Puddle Dock and the excavations by Stephen 
Pendery which include the earliest excavated pottery kiln 
site in the area.

Since the publication of the Architectural Survey in 1982, 
additional archeological sites have been investigated, 
including the African Burying Ground on Court Street.  The 
New Hampshire Division of  Historical Resources is available 
to provide technical assistance for archaeological projects.

New construction, particularly large-scale commercial projects, 
can provide a substantial economic impact as well as a physical 
impact on the surrounding streetscape.  Careful design of 
large-scale development projects, especially at the street level, 
is required to ensure compatibility within the context of the 
Portsmouth Historic District.

Not all archaeological remains are as clearly marked as this 
cemetery.  Care should be taken to minimize disruption of remains 
during construction projects.
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FrequentLy asked questIons
Q: Where should I begin the process?
a: It is often helpful to begin by understanding what makes 
your property historically or architecturally significant (see 
below.)  Contact the City’s Planning Department at (603) 610-
7216 for a review of your property’s significance.  Obtain the 
Guidelines section applicable to your proposed project and 
consider whether the proposed changes are appropriate for 
the property.  (Refer to page 5.)

Q: How can I find out about the history of my neighborhood 
or property?
a: The Portsmouth Public Library and the Portsmouth 
Atheneum are the best resources for local history (refer to 
Page 4), including historic photographs, National Register 
Nominations and survey forms on historic buildings.  Links 
to information on local history are also available on the City 
of Portsmouth’s website.  Additional information regarding 
historic properties is available from the New Hampshire 
Division of Historical Resources, and on its website.  There 
are also numerous reference organizations and resources, a 
few of which are listed on pages 01-15 and 01-16.

Q: How do I make it more likely that my project is approved?
a: It is helpful to have an understanding of what makes 
your property architecturally or culturally significant 
when considering a project.  This will allow you to make 
informed decisions about the proposed project with an 
understanding of some of the issues considered by the HDC.  
Each section of the Guidelines outlines what is and is not 
likely to be approved by the HDC.  If considering a complex 
application, particularly those that include an addition or 
new construction, it is often helpful to engage in HDC Work 
Session reviews process prior to submission of a Certificate 
of Approval application.  The Work Session process can 
provide feedback to guide an application towards a design 
that may be approved by the HDC prior to expending a lot 
of time and money in the development of detailed plans or 
Construction Documents.

Q: Is the review process expensive?  Do I need to hire an 
outside professional?
a: The HDC charges a fee for a reviews and other City 
departments assess fees based on the nature of the 
project.  Carefully review of the applicable Guidelines and 
the application requirements for an approval prior to hiring 
a design professional or contractor can assist in the early 
planning stages of your project.  If not required by Code 
to receive a building permit, you are welcome to submit 
applications for work without the assistance of a design 
professional.  However, for complex proposals or those that 
requires the submission of scaled drawings, consultation 
with a professional may be required and may expedite 
the review process.  If you are retaining the services of a 
professional, it is helpful to work with architects, contractors 
and others familiar with the requirements of working with 
the HDC.  Before submitting your application, confirm that it 
is complete with the Planning Department.

Q: I am planning a complex project.  When is the best time 
to talk to the HDC?
a: If your project is complex or requires review from multiple 
land use Commissions and Boards, the best time to talk to 
the HDC is as early in the project as possible, before you 
invest significant time and money into the design process.  
This initial informal informational review can help move a 
project more quickly through the review process.  Please 
contact the City’s Planning Department at (603) 610-7216 
for an appointment.

Q: Is there a way to expedite the review process?
a: It is important to thoroughly complete the application 
and submit all required materials to the HDC for review.  
It is recommended that you contact the City’s Planning 
Department directly to understand what submission 
materials are required for your project; whether Commission 
review is required or Work Session review recommended; 
and the specific submission deadlines and meeting dates.  
Contact the City’s Planning Department to determine what 
other reviews are required; if multiple reviews are necessary 
they can often be pursued simultaneously.

Q: Does my project require HDC review?
a: Proposed changes to any building, site or structure within 
the boundaries of the Portsmouth Historic District are 
required to receive an approval.  This includes all work that 
might be considered ordinary maintenance and repair with 
the exception of repainting.  Refer to applicable Guidelines 
sections for clarifications regarding Staff review.  Most 
applications for maintenance and repair are reviewed at the 
Staff level within 7 to 10 days of a completed application 
filing.

Q: How do I apply for HDC review?
a: The specific submission requirements for HDC review 
will vary based upon whether the submission is for a Work 
Session or a Certificate of Approval.  In most instances, the 
submission materials are typically similar to those required 
for a building permit review.  For specific information 
regarding the submission requirements for your proposed 
project please refer to the applications available on the 
City of Portsmouth website at www.planportsmouth.com/
historicdistrictcommission or contact the City’s Planning 
Department at (603) 610-7216.

Q: Can I begin construction immediately after I get the HDC 
approval?
a: The HDC review is not necessarily sufficient for the 
granting of a building permit.  Each project is also subject 
to review by all departments having jurisdiction over 
compliance with zoning, building and safety codes.  HDC 
review is just one step in obtaining a building permit.  You 
must complete all necessary reviews and obtain all necessary 
permits applicable to your project prior to proceeding with 
any work.  However, you cannot receive a building permit 
without obtaining an approval from the HDC.
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Pendery, Steven R. “Urban Process in Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire: an Archeological Perspective,” in New 
England Historical Archeology. Dublin Seminar for New 
England Folklife Annual Proceedings 1977. Boston: Boston 
University, 1978.

Sturgis, R. Clipston. “Architecture,” The Portsmouth Book. 
Boston: George Ellis [1899].

historic maps & deeds
Portsmouth Athenaeum (search for titles, photographic 

images or manuscript archives)
http://www.portsmouthathenaeum.org/

Special Collections, Portsmouth Public Library
Sanborn Insurance Maps

https://libarchive.dartmouth.edu/cdm/search/collection/
sanborn/searchterm/Portsmouth/field/all/mode/all/
conn/and/order/title 

New Hampshire Deeds
http://www.nhdeeds.com/rockingham/RoHome.html
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The North Church 
of Portsmouth is 
a visual anchor to 
Market Square and 
its steeple is a focal 
point of the City’s 
skyline.

saFety precautIons
Repair and maintenance of a building can potentially be 
dangerous work.  It is recommended that all manufacturers’ 
recommendations be followed and appropriate safety 
precautions with ladders, tools, materials and processes 
be taken.  Property owners should consult a professional 
for work that is unfamiliar or potentially unsafe.  Work on 
older buildings can uncover hazardous materials such as 
asbestos, lead, radon and mold.  Property owners should 
familiarize themselves with these materials and their 
building’s conditions prior to beginning work.  Property 
owners who are unfamiliar with how to properly handle or 
work around potentially hazardous materials are strongly 
encouraged to consult with a trained or certified contractor.

Information about common hazardous materials can be 
found on national and state organizations web sites:

asbestos
US Environmental Protection Agency Hotline

(800) 368-5888     www.epa.gov/asbestos

Lead
National Lead Information Clearinghouse

(800) 424-LEAD     www.epa.gov/lead

radon
The National Safety Council’s Radon Hotline

(800) SOS-RADON     www.epa.gov/radon

mold
Indoor Air Quality Information Clearinghouse:

(800) 483-4318     www.epa.gov/iaq/molds/index

preservatIon orGanIzatIons
Local Organizations
City of Portsmouth Planning Department

City Hall; 1 Junkins Avenue, Portsmouth, NH 03801; 
www.planportsmouth.com/historicdistrictcommission

Portsmouth Historical Society
10 Middle Street; Portsmouth, NH 
(603) 436-8433; www.portsmouthhistory.org

Portsmouth Athenaeum
9 Market Square; Portsmouth, NH 
(603) 431-2538; www.portsmouthathenaeum.org

Strawbery Banke Museum
14 Hancock Street; Portsmouth, NH
(603) 433-1100; http://www.strawberybanke.org/

State and Regional Organizations
New Hampshire Division of Historical Resources

19 Pillsbury Street; Concord, NH 03302
(603) 271-3483; preservation@dcr.nh.gov

New Hampshire Preservation Alliance
7 Eagle Square; Concord NH 03302
(603) 224-2281; www.nhpreservation.org

Historic New England
Otis House; 141 Cambridge Street; Boston, MA 02114
(617) 227-3956; www.historicnewengland.org


