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Name, Location, Ownership
Historic name: Joshua Hill House

Street and number: 200 Portsmouth Ave.

City or town: Stratham

County: Rockingham
Current owner: Rebecca Mitchell and

Benjamin Harris - =
Function or Use . v i

e ——1
Current use(s): single dwelling i

Historic use(s): farm/residence/nursing

home

Architectural Information
Style: Georgian, Colonial Revival
Architect/builder: Joshua Hill

Source:

Construction date: ¢.1725

Source:

Alterations, with dates: ¢.1800, €.1933
interior and exterior renovations
Moved? no [X] yes [] date:

Exterior Features

Foundation: granite, fieldstone

Cladding: clapboard

Roof material: asphalt shingles
Chimney material: brick

Photo # 1 Direction: NW
Date: 3/22/22

Type of roof: hip

Chimney location: center ridge; rear
Number of stories: 2 Tax map/parcel: 21/83

ion: facade center .
Entry location: facade center Acreage: 1,94 acres
State Plane Feet (NAD83): X: 1187586.631490

Y: 195046.507866

Windows: 9/6 double hung
Replacement? no [] yes [X] date: ¢.1930
Site Features

Setting: developing mixed use road
Outbuildings: ¢.1933 garage; 2007

sauna/garden house

Form prepared by

Name: Andrew Cushing

Organization:
Landscape features: gardens, barn foundation,

Date of survey: March 2023
mature trees, stone walls
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41, Historical Background and Role in the Town or City’s Development

Stratham traces its origins to a 1709 petition to the Province of New Hampshire’s General Assembly by fifty men.
Before then, English settlers knew the area as Squamscott Patent, a piece of land between Portsmouth and
Exeter along the Squamscott River, which drains into Great Bay just north of Stratham, and the King’s Highway,
which was laid out in 1700 to connect Exeter and Portsmouth. Eventually, in 1716, the Town of Stratham was
granted and early town government worked to hire a minister, raise taxes for schools, and construct a

meetinghouse.!

Petitioners and early white settlers included many in the Wiggin Family, who largely inhabited the northwest
corner of town along the Squamscott River. Jonathan Wiggin (1683-1738) sold thirty acres of his land to Joshua

Hill (1698-1774), a “housecarpenter,” in 1722.2 Joshua was the second eldest of John and Sarah Hill and was

1 Charles Albert Hazlett, History of Rockingham County, NH (Chicago, IL: Richmond-Arnold Publishing Co.,
1915), 716-717.
2 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 2, Page 228.
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born in Greenland, NH. When John died in 1718, Joshua became the administrator for his father's estate —

potentially granting him enough inheritance to purchase the land.

In ¢.1724 Joshua married Rachel Goss (1697-1784). Around this time, Joshua likely built his own house. Hill's
carpentry is referenced in two other town accounts. Diary entries from Samuel Lane (1718-1806) show that
Joshua was responsible for shingling and building the chimneys at Lane’s house in 1742 — later replaced with the
Lane Homestead (STM0032) in 1807.% Joshua was also hired to build and install the furnishings at Stratham’s two

earliest schoolhouses in 1733, one of which was constructed just south of the Hill house.*

The Hills very likely farmed their property, too. In 1734 Hill purchased four more acres from Jonathan Wiggin (who
at that point was related by marriage — Jonathan’s daughter, Sarah, married Joshua’s younger brother, John, in
1726.)° Joshua and Rachel had six children: Joshua (1730-1774), Jane (1731-1767), Jonathan (1733-1776),
Jethro (1736-1792), Reuben (1737-1793), and Joseph Goss (1743-1797). As their children grew up, Joshua
purchased more land in 1750, 1753, 1754, and 1761.

In his late 60s, Joshua sold the farm to his youngest son, Joseph Goss Hill. The deed from 1766 stated Joshua
did so “for the parental love, good will and affection which | have and do bear towards my well beloved and dutiful
son...”® Several years after his service in the Revolutionary War ended in 1778, Joseph and Mary sold the 96-
acre property to yeoman John Hill (potentially a cousin) “together with my dwelling house and my barn and all
other edifices standing thereon.”” Joseph Goss Hill moved to Limerick or Cornish, Maine after leaving Stratham.

He went missing on a fishing trip in 1797.8

The property was not held onto much longer by the Hill family. In 1789 John Hill sold the house and 84 acres to
Walter Weeks, also a farmer.® Walter (1757-1825), his wife, Nancy Jewett (1766-?), and their two living children:
Sukey (1795-?) and Ira (1800-1880) lived on site until the death of Walter. It was likely the Weeks Family that
made interior renovations to the house, including the installation of Federal fireplace surrounds, trim, and doors.

The front staircase is attributed to Ebenezer Clifford (1746-1821), an architect-builder who began his career as a

3 Jerald E. Brown, The Years of the Life of Samuel Lane, 1718-1806: A New Hampshire Man and His World (
University Press of New England, 2000), 27.

4 Richard M. Scammon, “Down the King’'s Great Highway, A Sketch of Stratham,” The Granite Monthly Vol. 26,
No.3, March 1899, 151.

5 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 3, Page 213.

5 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 5, Page 79.

7 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 113, Page 268.

8 William Richard Cutter, New England Families, Genealogical and Memorial: A Record of the Achievements of
Her People in the Making of Commonwealths and the Founding of a Nation (NY: Lewis Historical Publishing
Company, 1913), 1034.

9 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 125, Page 153.
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joiner in Kensington. His commissions included houses and institutions in Kensington, Deerfield, Exeter, Atkinson,

and Portsmouth.10

Ira Weeks sold the farm to Joseph Taylor for $2,000 in 1829.1 Joseph (c.1792-18577?) may have been Walter's
son-in-law. Genealogical records show that Sukey married a Taylor and an article from 1900 shared that the
owner after Walter was his son-in-law, Joseph Taylor.? In the 1850 census, however, Joseph is listed as a farmer
with his wife, Lucy. According to the 1850 agricultural census, the Taylors farmed 130 acres (30 unimproved), and
owned one horse, five milking cows, four oxen, six sheep, and six pigs. They produced eight bushels of rye, 100
bushels of Indian corn, twenty-five pounds of wool, three bushels of peas/beans, 350 bushels of potatoes, 250
pounds of butter, and thirty tons of hay. They had a small orchard that garnered ten dollars in fruit. Overall, the

farm’s valuation was $5,000.13

In 1855 Joseph sold the property to John Ayres (1812-1883), of West Roxbury, MA for $6,000. Between 1855 and
1887, the 130-acre property with satellite marshland was owned by the Ayres — first John and briefly at the end,
his son, George.'* In the 1860 census, John and Susan Stowers Ayers (1828-1896) had three children, George
(b.1846), Joseph (b.1848), and Anna (b.1856). The family’s real estate was valued at $8,000 and their personal
estate at $6,000. According to the 1860 agricultural census, the Ayers had two horses, four milk cows, two oxen,
five cattle, one sheep, and three pigs — all valued at $500. Their farm produced eight bushels of rye, seventy-five
bushels of corn, 120 bushels of oats, twenty-five bushels of barley, 150 bushels of potatoes, four bushels of peas
and beans, five pounds of wool, forty tons of hay, 585 pounds of butter, $40 worth of orchard goods, and $20

worth of slaughtered animals.*®

In the 1870 census John, Susan, and their eldest, George — listed as a farm laborer, now 24-years-old — lived on
site. The farm’s output stayed stable compared to earlier decades, with the agricultural census reporting three
horses, four cows, two oxen, three cattle, and two pigs, all worth $500. They produced fifty bushels of corn, 100
bushels of oats, 200 bushels of potatoes, $40 in orchard produce, 500 pounds of butter, sixty tons hay, and $60
worth of slaughtered animals.’® In December 1870, George married Martha Prior and eventually moved to

Portsmouth.

In the 1880 census, John and Susan were still farming and now living with their daughter, Anna/Annie M., aged
24. By this point, the farm had diversified, with 40 acres of pastureland, 30 tilled acres, and 30 acres as woodlot.

The nine milking cows produced 70,000 gallons of milk, the woodlot generated 20 cord of wood, 500 apple trees

10 James Garvin, “Ebenezer Clifford, Architect and Inventor,” Old Time New England, Vol. LXV, Nos. 3-4, 1975,
23-37.

11 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 256, Page 436.

12 “Stratham: A Glance Back Over 75 Years,” Exeter News-Letter, April 13, 1900.

13 Agricultural Census Records, 1850.

14 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 561, Page 86.

5 Agricultural Census Records, 1860.

6 Agricultural Census Records, 1870.
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on ten acres produced 300 bushels of apples, and the 31 chickens laid 40 dozen eggs. In addition, there were five
horses, seven cattle, sixteen calves, and two pigs — all valued at $1,000. Hired help for thirty weeks helped
harvest fifty bushels of corn from two acres, two bushels of beans, and 300 bushes of potatoes from two acres. In

total, the farm generated $1,000 in sales that year.'’

When John died in 1883, the farm transferred to his son, George, who turned around and sold it to a young Fred
Wiggin Severance (1867-1950) in 1886. In the deed to Severance, the Ayres included the sale of all farm
equipment, including rakes, wagons, carts, plows, yokes, sleighs, and various tools.'® George’s later careers
included farm laborer, boarding house manager in Portsmouth, “odd jobs,” and lastly a watchman and railroad

worker; he seems to have forever abandoned operating his own farm.

Fred Wiggin Severance married Annie O. Smart in 1887, shortly after purchasing the property. The couple had
several ties to the area and possibly the subject property itself, including a lineage of Wiggins and Joseph Taylor.
Fred owned several properties in town in the 1890s and dabbled in various enterprises, including raising beef
cattle imported from the West. These investments were made possible with his “wealthy mother’s help.”® In an
interview with the Stratham Historical Society, Fred and Annie’s daughter, Pauline Smart Severance MacDonald
(1891-1991) recalled living in the house in the late 1890s and described her father as “young and rather
scatterbrained then.”?® Fred ultimately found work at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard.?? It is unclear why the
Severances sold the property in 1889 to John and Olive Emery from Boston, but remained living on site for the
next decade.

The turn of the 20" century saw many subsequent owners: John and Olive Emery (1889-1901); farmer Arthur
Craig, his wife, Emma, and their ten children (1901-1910); W. Lester Lane (1910-1912); and Mary Dearborn and
later Ada Dearborn (1912-1925).22 In the 1923 valuation records, Ada is listed as owning a single horse and cow,
with the total valuation of property at $2,395. Charles Chase, a neighboring dairy farmer, purchased the property
in 1925 and subdivided the 119-acre farm, more than doubling the acreage for his own farm, according to the
1923 valuation records.?® Chase then sold the house on its new 2-acre lot to Mary Cosgrove of Brentwood, who
took out a $1,200 mortgage on the house in 1927. The following year, Cosgrove sold the property to Wesley
Tobey of Ameshbury, MA. Cosgrove purchased the property back in 1930 from the bank, but lost it again in 1932
when it was sold to George Groh of Dedham, MA. Groh transferred the property to his future wife, Rosalie —

perhaps to avoid foreclosure — but lost the house to the bank later in 1933.

17 Agricultural Census Records, 1880.

8 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 504, Page 223.

19 David C. Dewsnap, The Severance Genealogy (Heritage Books, 1995), 389-90.

20 Interview with Pauline Smart Severance MacDonald. Stratham Historical Society, 1987.

2! David C. Dewsnap, The Severance Genealogy (Heritage Books, 1995), 389-90.

22 The Emerys never appeared to live on the farm, as their address remained Boston. It is possible they had some
connection to the Severances and rented the property to them. In the 1892 Hurd Map, E.W. Severance is listed
as the resident.

23 “The Valuation, Resident and Non-Resident of the Town of Stratham, N.H.” Published 1924.
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Gertrude H. Wilson (1865-1940), a widow from Danville, NH next purchased the property in 1933.24 It was during
Wilson’s ownership that the house received its Colonial Revival renovations — including the extended front entry,
new 9/6 windows (possibly to replace 2/2 windows that had been installed in the late 1800s), and hardwood

flooring. Wilson also constructed the sun room and garage.

Gertrude Harris Cooke Wilson was born in New York City to parents of “distinguished colonial ancestry,”
according to her mother’'s obituary. Upon her first marriage to John Wycliffe Dickinson in 1888, she moved to
Kansas City, MO and Cedar Rapids, IA where she gave birth to her only son, Richard (1890-1975). Gertrude
divorced her first husband in the early 1900s and later married William R. Wilson (1844-1915), a “capitalist”
according to census records. Gertrude and William were living at 117 Newbury Street in Boston with two servants
at the 1910 census. At this point, they were living off “own income.” In 1920, after the death of her second
husband, Gertrude lived in Europe — explaining her disappearance from census records in 1920 and 1930. She
visited England, France, Spain, and Italy for health and recreation, according to her passport application. In 1933
she returned to the United States, first stopping in Los Angeles (likely to visit her half brother, Dudley Warner
Fitch, an organist and composer) and then Boston. At this point, she temporarily moved in with her son, who had
moved to Danville while working at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard. Shortly thereafter, she purchased the Joshua

Hill house.

Wilson owned the property until the executors of her estate sold it to attorney Stephen and Marion Wheeler, who
sold it to Stratham Manor, Inc. one month later in 1942.2> Wilson left behind an estate worth nearly $50,000 (or $1
million in 2023 dollars) and her dog named Fuzzy Wuzzy. Her will specifically omitted her son, Richard. “I do not
desire that any of my property shall go to Richard H. Dickinson,” her deed declared. “...His attitude toward me,
made clear to me in the certain conversations which | have had with him and by his behavior towards me,
convinces me that [he] is no longer entitled to be an object of my bounty.”® It is not known where Wilson was
buried.

Stratham Manor, Inc. converted the house into apartments or boarding rooms, answering a dire need for such
housing for wartime workers at the nearby Naval Shipyard. In 1951 widow Mary Carey Dondero (1894-1960)
purchased the property and started a nursing home also called Stratham Manor. Dondero was a political pioneer
in New Hampshire. Born to Irish immigrants in Portsmouth’s South End, she left school before grade eight to help
her mother with her laundry business. She married at age nineteen and started her family above the fruit and ice
cream store of her husband. She became a state representative in 1934, the first woman elected to the
Portsmouth City Council, and in 1944 — the same year her husband passed — the first woman elected mayor of

that city and in any city of New Hampshire (and purportedly, east of the Mississippi River). Dondero continued to

24 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 885, Page 200.
25 Rockingham County Deeds, Book 987, Page 365.
26 Rockingham County Probate Records.
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serve in local and state politics until her death at age 66, though after the city adopted a city manager format of

governance in 1947, she found herself needing a side job.?’

A friend of Dondero’s recommended she purchase her “big empty house in Stratham” and start a nursing home.
She did so, and with the help of her two half-sisters, Marguerite Murphy and Anne Sadler (who also served in the
NH House). Dondero officially did not live in Stratham, but her address was a point of controversy during her
political career; residency requirements and pressure from the local media prompted her to purchase a house on
Islington Street in Portsmouth in the 1950s.22 Dondero’s health deteriorated in the late 1950s after a series of
strokes. After she died in 1960, her daughter Eileen Foley sold Stratham Manor to the Copithorne family for
$24,000.2° It is worth noting that Eileen herself later served eight terms as Portsmouth mayor, starting in 1968.
Foley had a degree in social work and later championed causes for education and the elderly, influences that

came from her mother and her work at Stratham Manor.

The house was eventually purchased by Rebecca Mitchell and Ben Harris in 2001, who made sympathetic
improvements to the house and honored the layers of history. Mitchell was instrumental in Stratham’s Heritage

Commission and served as a board member of the NH Preservation Alliance.

42. Applicable NHDHR Historic Contexts (please list names from appendix C)

102. Early exploration and settlement in the interior of NH, 1623-1770.
500. Mixed agriculture and the family farm, 1630-present.

907. Social services in New Hampshire.

43. Architectural Description and Comparative Evaluation

The Joshua Hill House stands on a slight knoll on a nearly two-acre lot at 200 Portsmouth Avenue in Stratham,
New Hampshire. The property is surrounded by conservation land which is actively farmed. The property is
located less than one mile north of Stratham’s town center. In addition to the house and garage, the grounds

include mature trees, gardens, stone retaining and boundary walls, and the foundation of the former barn.

The main house, constructed in ¢.1725, is a two-story, five bay wide and two bay deep, timber framed structure
with a hipped roof. A rear ell, constructed at the same time as the main house, projects from the SW corner,
giving the sense of a much larger house from the southern approach. The house rests on a foundation of rubble
field stone, granite capstones, and a double sill. Its exterior is clad with clapboards, framed by pilastered corner

boards, water table, and banded frieze. All windows are 9/6 double hung sash with banded casing and — on the

27 Denise J. Wheeler, “Mary Carey Dondero, 1894-1960 — An End to Politics as Usual,” in Portsmouth Women:
Madams and Matriarchs Who Shaped New Hampshire’s Port City, Laura Pope, ed. (The History Press, 2013).
28 Wheeler, “Mary Carey Dondero,” 108.

2% Rockingham County Deeds, Book 1574, Page 548.
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first floor — molded and projecting headers. A central chimney — rebuilt perhaps in the 1930s — and a smaller rear

chimney extend from the ridgelines.

The facade faces Portsmouth Avenue to the NW. Originally, the main central entrance was flush with the exterior
wall, but in ¢.1933, a Colonial Revival extended entry was added. This one-story gable roofed addition is finished
with rusticated wood boards and a projecting pedimented door surround (likely original, but relocated) with six
paneled door and five-light transom window. On the sides, the entry is finished with clapboards and a narrow 6/4
window. The corners are treated with vertical boards and quoining, which then wraps around to create the
rusticated finish on the fagade. This entry mimics other high style Georgian residences on the Seacoast, including
the Col. Paul Wentworth House in Rollinsford.

The NE elevation of the main house is two bays wide, with a pair of symmetrical 9/6 windows on each level. The
ell retains the window casing details of the main block, but its corner boards lack the capital and bases seen on
the facade. The closed eaves around the perimeter of the house are finished with fascia boards and ovolo crown
molding. Inspection of the attic framing suggests that this end of the house originally had a gable roof; its

conversion to a hipped roof likely happened during the 1930s renovation.

The SW elevation of the house — facing the driveway — reads as five bays wide and includes a 1930s sunporch
which occupies the first floor's three rear bays. This sunporch sits on a foundation of large mortared field stone
and is capped with a low pitch hipped roof. The walls are clad in clapboards and the rows of windows are also 9/6
to mirror the main house, but here the corner boards are treated as a more classical pilaster, with more decorative
capitals. The southern end of the sunporch is an integrated open porch which leads to the rear entrance. Like the

main entrance, this door surround is likely original, but relocated during the colonial revival renovations.

The rear elevation is mostly that of the ell. The rear ell is three bays wide, with a low-pitched, single-story addition
from the 1930s extending the house’s footprint into the garden space. Physical evidence in the basement and
attic reveals the location of a former chimney at the eastern end, nearly as large as the house’s central chimney —

confirmation of the ell’s continued use as a kitchen.

Inside, the house’s rooms are mostly finished with a mixture of wainscot, paneled fireplace surrounds, plaster on
lath, and wide plank pine flooring. 1930s additions include hardwood flooring, hardware, and lighting fixtures. The
central stairwell, attributed to Ebenezer Clifford, includes bracketed profiles and balusters with spindle turnings
resembling the more elaborate documented Clifford staircases at the Jabez Lane House (Stratham) and the

Rundlet-May House (Portsmouth). The interior of the 1930s entry is finished with paneling and crown molding.

The property’s garage was built in the 1930s. Its front volume is a hip roofed one-story structure with shed roofed

wings to the north and south. On the ground level are two garage bays; a hipped dormer with a pair of 6/6
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windows is centered above. Inside, the interior is finished with varnished beadboard wainscot and fiber board

panels. A more recent (1970s) rear addition dwarfs the garage and is finished with T1-11 siding.

44. National or State Register Criteria Statement of Significance

The Joshua Hill House is significant under Criteria A and C.

Criterion A: The Joshua Hill House helps to illustrate the development of interior Seacoast communities,
especially along early transportation routes like the King’'s Highway, today’s Portsmouth Avenue. The property’s
use as a family farm between ¢.1725 and 1925 and later use as a nursing home in the mid-20" century reflect the

changing demographics and land use patterns of Stratham.

Criterion C: The Joshua Hill House is further significant for its Georgian architecture and Federal and later colonial
revival adaptations — all renovations done with a high degree of care and sophistication. The house’s early timber
frame, double sill construction, and interior joinery (at least the front staircase) attributed to Ebenezer Clifford
make the house an important study. Later Colonial Revival renovations, including the extended front entry,

windows, sunroom, and interior finishes, add to the house’s architectural significance.

45. Period of Significance

¢.1725-1973, construction and evolution as a farm and residence

1950-1960, operation as nursing/convalescent home

46. Statement of Integrity

The Joshua Hill House retains all aspects of integrity from its periods of significance. Though the land was
subdivided in the 1920s — land that is now in conservation — the house’s setting along Portsmouth Avenue
remains agricultural. Its remarkable retention of materials, design, and workmanship from three major building
campaigns (c.1725, ¢.1800, and c.1933) combine to provide the house with strong aspects of feeling and
association.

47. Boundary Discussion

The recommended boundary is the tax parcel on which the building stands, as shown in the property map on

page 3.

48. Bibliography and/or References

Agricultural Census Records.
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Figure 3. Hurd Map, 1892.

Figure 4. Gertrude Wilson’s passport photo, c. 1920.
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Figure 5. Mary C. Dondero at Stratham Manor, ¢. 1955. Portsmouth Athenaeum collection.
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Photo# 3  Description: SW elevation, showing sunporch addition from 1930s.
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Photo# 4  Description: Rear of the house.

Photo# 5

Description: Garage, looking SE.
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Photo# 6 Description: Detail of front entry.

Photo# 7 Description: Interior, front stairwell attributed to Ebenezer Clifford.
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Photo# 8  Description: Context, looking at house from Portsmouth Ave, looking SW.
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