NOMINATION FORM – MAINE PRESERVATION

Maine’s Most Endangered Properties of 2003

Portland Street, South Berwick, Maine
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1) Please describe the site, its historic significance, original and current use:

For over 200 years, a village road rounding a spring-fed hill by the state border in South Berwick has been America’s earliest overland route to Maine.  Situated midway between Boston and Portland 70 miles distant, Portland Street today is also State Route 4, and one of the main streets of South Berwick’s historic village.


In 1821 when Sarah Orne Jewett’s grandfather, the sea captain, opened a West Indies store here to catch the overland trade, the house he bought across the street, now the 1774 Jewett House, a national historic landmark, had already stood there for a generation.  The Jewett family then operated a shipbuilding and trading enterprise on the Salmon Falls River that leads to Portsmouth, NH, and the sea.  But with inland Maine opening up, Capt. Theodore Jewett also wanted to be positioned on the highway.  


Throughout the young United States at that time, the turnpike movement led by Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin had spread the development of better roads.  In 1805 the Boston to Portland Turnpike had pushed across the farm fields of New Hampshire, over the Quamphegan bridge, and on through the center of today’s South Berwick.  Where a rider from Boston in 1797 needed 30 hours to reach Portland, now a Boston stagecoach could cut this time in half.  By 1809 an “Eastern Mail Stage” was running a route described as follows in Low’s Almanac: 


Eaftern mail ftage, through Salem, Newburyport, Portfmouth, Portland, Wifcaffet, to Camden -- (leaving Boston) from Lamphear’s, Hanover ftreet, every day (exc. Sun.) in winter, at 5, and in fummer, at 10, a.m.


Dr. Nathanael Low, the almanac writer, had built a house on Portland Street in 1786.  It still stands, recently restored.


Not far away, about 1810, attorney William Burleigh built a large home and carriage house in the Greek Revival style.  In 1823, after Maine became a state, Burleigh was the first Congressman elected from the First Congressional District, and served three terms, and his son John Holmes Burleigh, born in the house in 1822, later served in his father’s Congressional seat in the 1870s.  This house too still stands.


All of Portland Street, where Sarah Orne Jewett was born in 1849 and lived her entire life, including 33 years in the house next door to her grandfather’s, became both inspiration and setting for some of Maine’s greatest literature.  At least four buildings still here were once owned by close Jewett family members.  The street, whether fact or fiction, got woven into many a Jewett story, like “The White Rose Road,” 1890, where in a typical passage she writes of a lumberman from her memory:


...I suppose he has hauled many a stick of timber pine down for the ship-yards, and gone through the village so early in the winter morning that I, waking in my warm bed, only heard the sleds creak through the frozen snow as the slow oxen plodded by. 

In 2003, Portland Street is in part zoned for business (close to the town center), part residential, and includes mixed uses encompassing single-family homes and multi-plexes, low-income apartments, the town library, retail business, a long-term care facility, professional offices and the Jewett museum house.  


Its importance is due not only to its proximity to the heart of South Berwick’s historic village, but also because of intrinsic historic value.  If Jewett were here today, she would recognize nearly every building.  On the entire street, only one or two structures are less than 80 years old.


Of the approximately 40 Portland Street buildings shown on a map of 1872, most remain today.   Sixteen date to before the Civil War.  In a 1998 survey by an architectural historian, 15 Portland Street buildings were judged potentially eligible for National Register listing individually, and 37 as part of a National Register district.

Among the most significant older structures:


-- Sarah Orne Jewett House, 1774, museum house owned by the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities (SPNEA) and a National Historic Landmark.  Includes detached Jewett barn 
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Oddfellows Building


-- Oddfellows Building, c. 1850, on the site of Capt. Jewett’s earlier store.  His son William, Sarah Orne Jewett’s uncle, operated a West Indies store here till 1870.  Now thought to be one of the oldest brick commercial buildings in York County, it contains an upstairs hall for the fraternal organization with retail use downstairs, and many original features inside and out.

-- Jewett Eastman House, 1854, the author’s home for more than half her life, formerly owned by SPNEA, and a community center much of the twentieth century, now South Berwick Public Library.  It is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.


-- Dr. Theodore Jewett’s office, early 1800s, now a private home
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Burleigh House


-- Burleigh House, c. 1810, built by Rep. William Burleigh, the first to represent Maine’s First Congressional District, and birthplace of Rep. John H. Burleigh, a sea captain and mill owner who was one of South Berwick’s most important figures, and whose late 19th century estate became part of the campus of Berwick Academy.  Burleigh House is now a group home for elderly persons with special needs.  Includes carriage house with a cupola that has been removed and needs repair.
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Low House


-- Dr. Nathanael Low House, 1786, once home to an 18th century astronomer and contemporary of Benjamin Franklin who practiced medicine and wrote an almanac in his own “snug retreat,” built on a one-acre parcel of land that remains the property boundaries of this private home. Includes barn.


-- Colcord House, c. 1830, occupied in the 1870s by cabinetmaker Leonard Colcord.  Most recently a private residence, now slated for demolition by York Hospital (see below).


-- Engine House, c. 1870, a fire station in 1872, now a private residence in the business zone, and for sale.
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Elisha Jewett Farm
-- Elisha Jewett Farm, c. 1850, once the home of Sarah Orne Jewett’s uncle. Jewett wrote that she used to play there explore a nearby church with “small, whispering friends” and cousins.  This property has been converted to low-income apartments.


-- Civil War Monument, late 1800s, scene of many memorial gatherings.


-- South Berwick Hospital, c.1790, used as a hospital through the mid-1900s, it is now a private home.

2) Describe the threat to the property including any known urgency, and a timetable, if known:

Tall elms arching over a sleepy Portland Street were removed in the 1960s and the street widened as Route 4.  Now over 10,000 vehicles a day pass by, including many heavy trucks evading tolls on the Maine Turnpike.  Sitting on the edge of the greater Boston metropolitan area now served by Amtrak, South Berwick village faces some of the most intense development pressures in Maine.  The village’s proximity to tax-free New Hampshire, a location that for decades has deterred economic development, seems unlikely to shelter the town any longer from being a magnet for suburban construction patterns and sprawl.


The 2000 census showed a 14 percent increase in South Berwick’s population in the previous ten years, faster than that for the rest of York County and compared with only 3.8% for Maine overall.  Added to an even faster growth rate the previous decade, it means that South Berwick’s population grew over 60 percent during the past 20 years. Now at just under 7000, it is expected to reach about 9500 in the next two decades, and growth pressures are expected to continue.


This year the unbroken line of historic Portland Street buildings will be breached, if York Hospital removes the c. 1830 Colcord House to construct a large medical facility three doors from the Jewett House.  Despite the fact that most village stores and houses are small and town planners recently recommended, and assumed, any new construction be limited to a footprint of 2500 sq. ft., York Hospital proposes a 6000 sq. ft. footprint with a large parking lot.  South Berwick Planning Board members now either seem unwilling to press the hospital for a less intrusive plan, or believe they have no authority to do so, because in February 2003, zoning ordinances containing a 2500 sq. ft. restriction and requiring a review of any building demolition were found to have not been properly promulgated in 2000.  
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Colcord House

In March the South Berwick Town Council declined to reconsider the recommended protections.  By not rectifying this situation, they leave South Berwick with no safeguards against inappropriate demolition or new construction outside of a small historic district at the central Portland and Main Streets intersection.  In November 2002, Portland Street from the center line of Colcord Street northward was rezoned from business to residential by initiative from the Town Council. 


A public hearing before the South Berwick Planning Board has been scheduled for May 14 on York Hospital’s application.  Our understanding is the hospital hopes to proceed with demolition and new construction as early as possible in 2003. Once the historic integrity of Portland Street is punctured, this precedent has the ability to threaten other historic structures.  It is also important to note that the zoning ordinance proposed in 2000, and assumed law since August 2000, was developed in direct response to a major scare.  Six years ago a developer for Rite Aid stores approached several Main Street homeowners, asking them to sell their historic properties.  The Town Council and Planning Board at the time showed initiative to protect the historic integrity of South Berwick. The current Town Council's failure to rectify the intent of their predecessors is disappointing. 

3) Describe the demonstrated support available from individuals, organizations or government:


York Hospital’s plans were met with a public outcry in early 2003. Townspeople wrote to and spoke by telephone with hospital officials, and converged on public meetings and a Town Manager-facilitated workshop, calling for a medical facility that would integrate Colcord House rather than demolish it.   These were vibrant and inclusive discussions. Then the failure of the 2000 zoning ordinance emerged. Citizens continued to ask officials to pass safeguards against inappropriate development in the village and to discourage demolition of historic buildings.  Though the Town Council and Planning Board have not responded as a whole, individual members of these two bodies have been outspoken in their call for greater protection for the village.


Over eighty individuals, business people and local, state, regional and national organizations have demonstrated their support for naming Portland Street one of Maine’s Most Endangered Historic Properties for 2003. 
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Supporters as of 4/18/03

Friends of South Berwick Village

The Society for the Preservation of New England 

Antiquities

The Maine Downtown Center

South Berwick Historic District Commission

Old Berwick Historical Society

Harland and Peary Goodwin

Jean Demetracopoulous
Wes Kennedy

Hap Ridgway

William Schummrick

James and Mary Vaughn

Kristine Roberge

Joyce Borkowski

Aime and Jennifer Duclos

Susan Webster

William and Arlene Hodgdon

David and Marylyn Flores

Tim Benoit

Preservation Timber Framing

William Hart and Constance Eaton

Northeast Office, National Trust for Historic 


Preservation

Jane Cowen-Fletcher

Darrell Fife

Dick Currier, South Berwick Pharmacy

Marc Alterio and Virginia Smith Alterio

Richard and Linda Becker, Becker Antiques

Paul and Lee Fopeano, Academy Street Inn

Catherine Woodard, former town councilor

Billy Evans

Ernie Wood, president, Old Berwick Historical 


Society

Paul Colburn, former president, Old Berwick 


Historical Society

Nora Irvine

Sheryll Johnson, Rideout's Hardware

Jewett Eastman Memorial Committee

Tom Johnson, Advisory Trustee, Me. Preservation

Dr. Emerson Baker, Maine Historic Preservation 


Commission

Rick Coughlin, Great Works Engineering

Nicholson Baker and Margaret Brentano

Jim and Dianne Dean

Andrea Strassner

Gary and Nancy Wetzel

Norma Keim

Terry Johnson

Sarah Hoeksema and Dan Boyle

Chuck Hugo 

Jeff and Joanne Hoerth 

Wendy Pirsig

Bill Fletcher

Greta Hanson

Howard and Priscilla Pelletier

Jay and Kate Doherty

Margie Turner

Susan Thorner

Kathy Gunst

Amory Mansfield

Nicole St. Pierre

Liz and Bruce Wilson

Nina Maurer

Rick Stevens

Sandy Agrafiotis

Elizabeth Williams

Philip Jay Hughes

Craig S. Lawrence

Shane Russell

John Klossner

Beth Glidden

Jean Graunke

