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LOCATION 
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The Olde Towne Conservation Project encompasses nearly twenty blocks in 
the northeastern section of Portsmouth overlooking Crawford Bay . The dis
trict's streets arc laid out in a grid pattern, with the east-west streets 
generally more narrow than the north-souttJ streets . Nearly all the streets 
arc tree-linen, and they retain their granite curbs and their brick or 
stone slab sidewalks. The district is densely built up, primarily 
containing two- and three-story townhouses set close together on narrow 
lots . Brick and frame construction is used i n nearly equal proportion 
throughout the area. 

While the district i s noted chiefly fo,: its many Federal and Greek Reviva l 
townhouses, it . i s also intersp!'rsed with numerous post-Civil War and early
twentieth-century structures. ,L\rchitecturally, the later structures are 
generally compatible with the earlier ones and serve to unify the block 
facades, 

Nearly "ll of the Federal and Greek Reviva l townhouses stand on high 
English basemen ts, with exterior access to the principal floor gained by a 
long flight of wooden steps . This arrangement is a characteristic feature 
of Portsmouth architecture, and it gives the district a distinctive quality 

Al though many ind ividua 1 s true tu res have been res to red in recent years, 
the district has never been in a state of serious decay. At present it 
is about to undergo a general redevelopment, with plans calling for the 
clus ing of several streets , the creation of park- like malls anti 
ne ighborl\ood parking lots . wi.thin the blocks. , . 
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!'orLsmouth was founded i.n 1752 when Colonel Will°iam Crawford set aside 
approximately sixty-five acres of his plantation on the Elizabeth River 
to be laid off for a town. The new Lown was namco in honor of the great 
English naval port and dockyard city, The original western boundary of 
Po rUsmo uth was Courl Street, although in 1763 it was extended to Ches l nut 
S treet, thus encompassin11, the entire area of "Olde Towne ." Portsmouth 
was ol!cupied by the Br it ish four times du ring the Rcvolu tion, but it did 
not suffer such extensive damage as Norfolk did. The town, however, 
retains few structures Lhat can be identified positively as colonial, 
Most of "Olde Towne 's" early structures were built in the Creek Revival 
period, though several date fre>m the lace -eightP.enth century. 

Preclominate throughout "Olde Towne" is the so-catlP.d ''basement house," 
.:in carly-niue l eenth-century architeclural form characteristic of 
Portsmouth. Because of Po r tsmouth's low- lying siLuation, b.:iscmencs 
could· not be dug, and on the town's stnal l lots outside kitchens were · not 
feasiblP., so the serving and dining are.:is were lucatP.d i n an above-ground 
"basement." Perhaps the best example of LhP. "basement house " is t he 
Hill HousP., huilt in the first half of the nineceenlh century by Captain 
.John Thompson and now used as a house museum and as headquarters of the 
Portsmouth Historical Association. 

Other imporcaul houses in the area includP. the 1799 Watts House, in which 
Chief Black llawk and Henry Clay were entertained; thP. Washin11,ton Reed 
House and the Bain House , two excellent examples of Federal architecture; 
the recenlly restored Grice-Neely llouse, an important Greek Revival 
townhouse with ouLsLanrling iron decoration; a nd the Nivison - Rall House, 
an eighteenth-century gambral roof house moved several blocks in 186<r 
co its presenl location on Middle Street. Probably the oldest house in 
Lhe area, the Nivison-Rall House r eceived both the H,:irquis de Lafayette 
and /\ndrew Jackson. 

A significant assemblage of lace-eigbteP.nth and nineteenth- century urban 
archilecture, "Olde Towne" is also the only early townscape in the 
historic H.lmpton Roads area, The efforts of interested ci.tizens to 
res Lore and develop this area to its fulles L potential resulted in the 
establishment in 1968 of the Olde Towne Conservation Project, the first 
fe.derally-assistcd conservation project in Virginia. 
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