MINUTES OF THE SEPTEMBER 29, 2025 SELECT BOARD SPECIAL MEETING
MEMBERS PRESENT: Board Members Chair Mike Houghton, Joe Anderson
ABSENT: Vice Chair Allison Knab

At 6:30 p.m., Mr. Houghton opened the meeting and stated that the purpose of the evening’s
public hearing was to gather input regarding a proposed gift of land and property located at 132
Portsmouth Avenue, known as the Lane Homestead. He noted that a second public hearing is
scheduled for October 14. Mr. Houghton motioned to open the public hearing; Mr. Anderson
seconded the motion. Motion passed.

Mr. Houghton explained that Bill Lane and his family approached the Town earlier this year with
the intention of acquiring the Lane Homestead and gifting it to the Town, along with a
maintenance trust to support its ongoing rehabilitation and preservation. The goal is to maintain
the property’s historic character and integrity under its existing preservation easement.

Although the property transfer has not yet closed, it is expected to do so in the coming weeks.
Upon closing, Mr. Lane will donate the property and establish a $500,000 trust for its upkeep—
$200,000 to be provided at closing, followed by $100,000 annually over three years.

As part of the acquisition process, Mr. Lane engaged preservation expert Drew Bedard to
conduct a comprehensive inspection. Mr. Bedard’s report outlined both short- and long-term
repair needs, estimated at $500,000, which informed the amount of the proposed trust.

The property includes three parcels: one currently leased, one occupied by Collector’s Eye, and
one vacant. The Town intends to maintain the existing lease (renewed in July for one year) and
assess the feasibility of preparing the other parcels for future leasing. Discussions regarding the
ownership structure and continued operation of Collector’s Eye are ongoing and have
contributed to the delay in closing.

Proceeds from rent and property use would be directed to a separate expendable trust dedicated
to long-term maintenance, supplementing the initial monetary gift and ensuring the property does
not become a financial burden to taxpayers.

Mr. Houghton asked for comments from the public.

Paul Deschaine, resident and retired Town Administrator, inquired whether a formal trust
document exists for the proposed gift from Mr. Lane and whether specific terms have been
enumerated and are enforceable. Mr. Houghton confirmed that a trust document is in place and
has been reviewed by both Mr. Lane’s attorney and the Town’s legal counsel. While some details
are still being finalized, the document is largely complete and reflects the concepts previously
outlined.

Mr. Deschaine also asked if there are any restrictions on the monetary gift. Mr. Houghton
clarified that the funds must be used exclusively for the maintenance and rehabilitation of the
Lane Homestead property.

Nate Merrill, Chair of the Heritage Commission, added that Mr. Lane’s primary intent is to
ensure the long-term upkeep of the property, which he believes has been neglected for several
decades. There are no additional restrictions on the gift, and Mr. Lane has demonstrated a
sincere commitment to preserving the property.
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Becky Mitchell, former Chair of the Heritage Commission, emphasized the importance of noting
that a preservation easement exists on the Lane Homestead property. She asked whether other
members of the Lane family could contribute to the trust. Mr. Houghton responded that there is
nothing preventing additional contributions. He consulted Mr. Deschaine, who speculated that
depending on the trust’s structure, a Town Meeting action might be required, though he
acknowledged that the Select Board has the authority to accept donations. Mr. Houghton agreed
to follow up. Mr. Deschaine added that with proper documentation, separate agreements for
each contribution may not be necessary.

Ms. Cushman, resident and Heritage Commission member, inquired about property management,
asking whether funds had been allocated for oversight or if it would be added to an existing
Town role. Mr. Houghton explained that no dedicated funding has been set aside for property
management. Currently, the Department of Public Works (DPW) maintains all Town buildings
and properties, and he anticipates incorporating the Lane Homestead into that structure. He
noted that DPW has already been discussing the possibility of assigning a dedicated facilities
manager, a concept that predates this proposal.

Mr. Deschaine pointed out that rental property management requires specialized expertise and
suggested that this may be an appropriate time to consider engaging a property management
company. This would allow DPW to focus on municipal facilities. He also asked whether the
Collector’s Eye business was included in the gift. Mr. Houghton clarified that the Town has no
interest in the business itself—only the barn and its associated lease are part of the gift. Mr.
Deschaine reiterated that this type of specialized use further supports the potential need for
professional property management.

Mr. Merrill suggested that rental income from the Lane Homestead could be used to cover
property management expenses and advised against allocating all rental proceeds solely to
maintenance. He recommended reserving a portion for management costs.

Ms. Cushman clarified that rental proceeds would be placed in a separate fund from the
monetary gift provided by Mr. Lane. Mr. Houghton agreed and noted the need to clearly define
the intended use of rental income, which could include both maintenance and property
management.

Ms. Cushman shared that the Heritage Commission supports the donation and acquisition of the
property, recognizing its preservation value. However, she acknowledged concerns from
residents about potential costs, emphasizing the importance of communicating that the gift is not
expected to impact taxpayers. Mr. Houghton affirmed that avoiding taxpayer burden is a key
objective.

Mr. Deschaine raised the question of what actions the Town could take if the arrangement proves
unsustainable. Mr. Houghton responded that selling the property would be an option but
emphasized the importance of establishing protections to preserve the property’s character in the
event of a sale, given its significance to the community.

Mr. Merrill clarified that the existing preservation easement applies only to the four buildings on
the Lane Homestead property. Should the Town decide to sell the property in the future,
additional protections—such as a conservation easement — could be placed on the land to
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prevent further development, especially given its location in a commercial zone. He emphasized
the importance of maintaining access to the fire pond.

Mr. Merrill noted that the property was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1983
and faced potential commercial redevelopment approximately a decade ago. Strong community
opposition led to the developer withdrawing, ultimately resulting in the current preservation
easement. He recalled that the Planning Board meetings during that time were among the most
highly attended, second only to the Walmart proposal. While taxpayer concerns are valid, there
has historically been broad support for protecting this parcel.

Ms. Mitchell encouraged forward-thinking regarding public use of the property, suggesting that
with improved grounds, it could serve as a venue for outdoor Town events and gatherings.

Resident Tim Roache shared a long-term vision of rerouting traffic at the circle to create a true
focal point for the Town Center. He suggested that such changes could redefine the concept of
the Town Center and potentially improve water access from neighboring communities.

Mr. Merrill acknowledged that change is inevitable and noted that rental income from the
property is substantial. In the future, the barn could be repurposed for community use, such as a
performing arts venue or public gathering space. While the current plan maintains the status quo,
the property offers flexibility for future initiatives.

Mr. Deschaine, while not advocating for a specific use, pointed out that the unique nature of
receiving a gifted property with existing buildings opens the door to possibilities such as
workforce housing. Such a use would involve coordination with the Housing Authority and
potentially a property management firm. He referenced his past involvement in securing
preservation easements for several historic properties in Town, including the Bartlett Cushman
House, Gifford House, Foss Property, and Ranger House, as context for his perspective.

Ms. Price concluded the discussion with a visual presentation of the property.

Mr. Merrill shared insights from the Heritage Commission’s historic house sign program, which
he and preservation expert Drew Bedard have been working on this year. As part of their
research, they visited several federal-period homes in Stratham, including the Lane Homestead.
They discovered strikingly similar mantels across these properties, all attributed to master
craftsman Aaron Jewett, who lived in Stratham at the site of the current Barker’s Farm and is
believed to have built the Lane Homestead as well.

Mr. Merrill expressed appreciation for the ability to document such historical details, noting that
knowing the builder adds depth to the Town’s architectural heritage. He also referenced the
Gifford Farm, whose construction is documented in Josiah Brown’s diaries. He remarked on the
remarkable skill and craftsmanship present in Stratham during that era, highlighting the Town’s
rich historical legacy.

Mr. Bedard’s assessment of the Lane Homestead identified several infrastructure concerns,
including roof repairs, electrical wiring updates, window restoration, siding replacement, and
repainting. He also noted that the porch on the main house is structurally compromised and
should be removed, as it is not original to the building.
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Ms. Cushman inquired about current occupancy. It was confirmed that the small dwelling on the
property is occupied. Mr. Houghton added that the main house had been occupied until recently
but was vacated approximately two to three weeks ago.

Mr. Deschaine noted that the fire pond is a valuable asset for both fire protection and scenic
character. He assumes that the dam associated with the pond would be included in the property
transfer, along with the responsibility for its maintenance. He inquired whether any recent
evaluations of the fire pond have been conducted by the State. Mr. Houghton responded that
while he did not have specific details, an analysis has been conducted. He noted that the Fire
Chief is enthusiastic about the Town assuming ownership of the pond, as it would allow for
proper maintenance, which has not occurred in the past. Although the cost of restoration is
unknown, Mr. Houghton expressed confidence that the long-term value of the pond far
outweighs the anticipated expenses.

Hearing no further comments, Mr. Houghton motioned to close the public hearing. Mr.
Anderson seconded the motion. Motion passed.

Mr. Houghton thanked everyone for coming in and motioned to adjourn. Mr. Anderson seconded
the motion.

Respectfully submitted,

Karen Richard
Recording Secretary



