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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 are laid out in a grid pattern, with the east-west streets
generally more narrow than the north-south streets. MNearly all the streets
are tree-lined, and they retain their granite curbs and their brick or
stone slab sidewalks. The district is denmsely built up, primarily
containing two- and three-story townhouses set close together on narrow
lots. Brick and frame construction is used in nearly equal proportion
throughout the area.

While the district is noted chieflly for its many Federal and Greek Revival
townhouses, it is also interspersed with numerous post-Civil War and early-
twentieth-century structuras, JArchitecturally, the later structures are
gencrally compatible with the earlier ones and serve to unify the block

| facades.

Nearly all of the Federal and Greek Revival townhouses stand on high
English basements, with exterior access to the principal floor rained by a
long flight of wooden steps. This arrangement is a characteristic feature
of Portsmouth architecture, and it gives the district a distinctive quality

Although many individual structures have been restored in recent years,
the district has never beén in a state of serious decay. At presant it
is about to undergo a general redevelopment, with plans calling for the
closing of several streets, the creation of park-like malls and
neighborheood parking lots withip the blocks. b, i :
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Portsmouth was founded in 1752 when Colonel William Crawford set aszide
dpproximately sixty-five acres of his plantation on the Elizabeth River
to be laid off for a town. The new Lown was named in honor of the great
English naval port and dockyard city., The original western boundary of
Fortsmouth was Court Street, although in 1763 it was extended to Chestnut
Street, thus encompassing the entire area of "Olde Towne," Portsmouth
was occupied by the British four times during the Revolution, but it did
not suffer such extensive damage as Norfolk did. The town, however,
retains few structures that can be identified positively as colonial,
Most of "Olde Towne's'" early structures were built in the GCreck Revival
perind, though several date from the late-eighteenth century.

Predominate throughout "0lde Towne" is the so-called "basemcnt house, "
an carly-nineteenth-century architectural form characteristic of
Portsmouth. Because of Portsmouth's low-lying gituation, bascments

could not be dug, and on the town's small lots outside kitchens were not
feasible, so the serving and dining areas were located in an above-ground
"basement.' Perhaps the best cxample of the "basement house” is the

Hill House, built in the first half of the nincteenth century by Captain
John Thompson and now used as a house museum and as headquarters of the
Portsmouth Historical Association.

Other important houses in the area include the 1799 Watts House, in which
Chiel Black Hawk and Henry Clay were entertained: the Washington Reed
House and the Bain House, two excellent examples of Federal architecture;
the recently restored Grice-Neely louse, an important Greek Revival
fownhouse with cutstanding iron decoration; and the Nivison-Ball House,
an eighteenth-century gambrel roof house moved several blocks in 1869

to its present location on Middle Street, Probably the oldest house in
the area, the Nivison-Ball liouse received both the Marquis de Lafayette
and Andrew Jackson,

A significant assemblage of late-eighteenth and nineteenth-century urban
architecture, "Olde Towne" is also the only Barly townscape in the
historic Hampton Roads area. The efforts of interested citizens to
restore and develop this area to its fullest potential resulted in the
establishment in 1968 of the Clde Towne Conservation Project, the first

federally-assisted conservation project in Virginia.
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