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1. Name of Property 

historic name Downtown Portsmouth Historic District (124-5063) 

other namestsite number High Street Corridor Historic District 

2. Location 

street & number Roughly bound by Interstate 264, Middle Street, Primrose Street, & Queenstreet not for publication 
city or town Portsmouth vicinity 
state Virginia code - VA county Portsmouth code 740 Zip 23704 

3. StatelFederal Agency Certification 
As the designated authoritv under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, I hereby certify that this iX - 
nomination request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the 
National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my 
opinion, the property iX meets does not meet the National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property be considered 

statewide locally. (0 See continuation sheet for additional comments.) 
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Signature of certif$g official Date 

Virginia Department of Historic Resources 
State or Federal agency and bureau 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

4. National Park Service Certification 
I, hereby certify that this property is: 
- entered in the National Register Date of Action 

- See continuation sheet. 
- determined eligible for the 

National Register 
- See continuation sheet. Signature of Keeper 

- determined not eligible for the National Register 
- removed from the National Register 
- other (explain): 



OMB No. 1024-4018 NPS Form 10-900 
(Rev. 10-90) 
U. S. Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

Name of Property: Downtown Portsmouth Historic District 
Location: City of Portsmouth, Virginia 

5. Classification 
Ownership of Property (Check as many boxes as apply) 

X private - 
X public-local - 
X public-State - 
X public-Federal - 

Category of Property (Check only one box) 
- building(s) 

X district - 
- site 
- structure 

object 
Numberof~esources within Property 

Contributing Noncontributing 
229 67 buildings 

1 1 sites 
4 8 structures 

1 0 objects 
235 76 Total - 

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register 
Name of related multiple property listing (Enter "NIA" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.)- 

6. Function or Use 
Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
Cat: DOMESTIC Sub: Single dwelling 

DOMESTIC Multiple dwelling 
DOMESTIC Secondary structure 
DOMESTIC Hotel 
COMMERCEITRADE Business 
COMMERCEITRADE Professional 
COMMERCEITRADE Specialty store 
COMMERCEITRADE Department store 
COMMERCEITRADE Warehouse 
COMMERCEITRADE Meeting hall 
GOVERNMENT City hall 
GOVERNMENT Fire station 
GOVERNMENT Post office 
GOVERNMENT Courthouse 
RELIGION Religious facility 
RELIGION Church School 
RELIGION Church-related residence 
FUNERARY Cemetery 
FUNERARY Mortuary 
RECREATION AND CULTURE Theater 
RECREATION AND CULTURE Monument/Marker 
COMMUNICATIONS FACILITY Communications facility 
TRANSPORTATION Rail-related 
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Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
Cat: DOMESTIC Sub: Single dwelling 

DOMESTIC Multiple Dwelling 
DOMESTIC Secondary structure 
DOMESTIC Hotel 
COMMERCEITRADE Business 
COMMERCEITRADE Professional 
COMMERCEITRADE Specialty store 
COMMERCEITRADE Department Store 
COMMERCEITRADE Warehouse 
COMMERCEITRADE Meeting hall 
COMMERCEITRADE Restaurant 
EDUCATION College 
RELIGION Religious facility 
FUNERARY Cemetery 
FUNERARY Mortuary 
RECREATION AND CULTURE Theater 
RECREATION AND CULTURE Monumeutlmarker 
RECREATION AND CULTURE Museum 
COMMUNICATIONS FACILITY Communications facility 
TRANSPORTATION Auto-related 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) 

EARLY REPUBLIC: Federal 
MID-lgTH CENTURY: Greek Revival 
LATE VICTORIAN: Second Empire, Queen Anne, Romanesque 
LATE 19 and 2oTH CENTURY REVIVALS: Beaux Arts, Colonial Revival, Classical Revival, Late Gothic Revival, Italian 

Renaissance 
LATE lgTH AND EARLY 20IH CENTURY AMERICAN MOVEMENTS: BungalowlCraftsman 
MODERN MOVEMENT: Skyscraper, Other 

Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
Foundation BRICK, STONE, CONCRETE 
Roof METAL: tin, ASPHALT, ASBESTOS 
Walls WOOD: weatherboard, shingle, BRICK, STONE, METAL: tin, STUCCO, CONCRETE, SYNTHETICS: 

Vinyl 
Other 

Narrative Description (Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 
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8. Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for National 
Register listing) 

Property is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of 

- A our history. 

- B Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in our past. 

Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction or 
C represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and 

X - distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction. 

D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory or histoly. - 

Criteria Considerations (Mark "Xu in all the boxes that apply.) 

-A owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes. 
- B removed from its original location. 
- C a birthplace or a grave. 
- D a cemetery. 

E a reconstructed building, object or strocture. 
F a commemorative property. 
G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years. 

Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) 
COMMUNITY PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT 

Period of Significance 1752-1952 

Significant Dates 1752 Founding of Portsmouth 
1763 -First expansion of the town's boundaries, Thomas Veale's land 

Si~nificant Person (Complete if Criterion B is marked above) 

Cultural Affiliation NIA 

Architect/Builder Cassell, Charles E. 
Wentworth, W. D. 
Williams and Tazewell 
Williams, Coile and Blanchard 
Taylor, James Knox 
Wehnore, Joseph Alphonso 
Yates and Boggs 

See Continuation Sheet for other Architects 
Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 
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9. M a j o r  Bibliographical References 
Bibliography 
(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.) 
Previous documentation on file (NPS) 

preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been requested. - 
X previously listed in the National Register - 

previously determined eligible by the National Register - 
designated a National Historic Landmark - 
recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey # - 
recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # - 

Primary Location of Additional Data 
X State Historic Preservation Office. - 

Other State agency - 
Federal agency - 
Local government - 
University - 
Other - 

Name of repository 

10. Geographical  D a t a  
Acreage of Property 97 

UTM References (Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 

X See continuation sheet - 

Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.) 
Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.) 

11. Form P r e p a r e d  By 
namcltitlc: Kimble A. David, Architectural Historian 

Organization date: 1 l June 2002 

street & number P. 0 .  Box 7638 telephone 7571623,3456 

city or town: Norfolk state: VA zip code: 23509 

Additional Documentat ion 
Submit the followinn items with the comuleted form: - 
Continuation Sheets 
Mans 
~ .~ - 

A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 
A sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources. 

Photographs 
Representative black and white photographs of the property. 

Additional items (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items) 

Proper ty  O w n e r  
(Comulete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.) 

street & number telephone 
city or town s t a t e  zip code 

~ . . .D .~ .C  n~,n..~,:..~ A", s+.tnnml. T I , ~~  i,,tnrmntion ir kina C ~ I I ~ L L . ~  RI amtisainllr tn tllr~ntionni ~cni.terof~istoric P IWC~ to nominnteorooenier for riptineor detmnincdipibilitvfor lktins, to list 

and the 6lllco ofMm%~golmnt and Oudgct, Yap#work Kduabns Ptojoct (IMC0018). Wwhington, DC 20503 
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Architectural Descriation 

Summary Architectural Description 

The Downtown Portsmouth Historic District encompasses the original 1752 plan of the Town of 
Portsmouth and includes portions of expansions of the original boundaries dating to 1763 and 1909. The 
town is characterized by a grid-plan with streets ofthree distinct widths that were based upontown planning 
criteria established in 18" century Virginia towns. The primary roadway in the district is High Street, which 
is the main commercial corridor and was central to its development. Large scale buildings were constructed 
along High Street, such as turn of the 2oth century churches of Gothic Revival, Residential development of 
the town was concentrated in the areas flanking High Street. Most buildings date to the years around the 
turn of the 2oth century, when Portsmouth's population tripled. The need for additional housing and 
senice-oriented buildings led to a decrease in lot size and higher density. The Downtown Portsmouth 
Historic District is an eclectic mix of late 19& and early 2oth century architecture reflecting the growth and 
development of the 18" century town. Like other Virginia towns, Portsmouth's development has evolved, 
which culminates to its current appearance. The district retains its transitional character, but is primarily 
marked by early 20" century development. 

Detailed Architectural Description 

The City of Portsmouth was founded in 1752 by Colonel William Crawford who had subdivided his land 
along the Southern Branch of the Elizabeth River. The land was divided into rectangular lots divided by 
north-south and east-west roads covering approximately 65 acres. His purpose was to plan a town opposite 
the burgeoning Town of Norfolk located to the northeast, across the Elizabeth River, from his land. He 
planned space for a courthouse andmain commercial corridors. He began to sell lots upon the division of 
the land. The town was expanded shortly thereafier upon the addition of land in 1763 owned by Thomas 
Veale. 

Early Portsmouth was mainly concentrated in the blocks closest to the banks of the river, though its 
population did expand westward with some early residents purchasing lots farther kom the city's hub. Many 
early dwellings are mostly found in the blocks east of Effingham Street. Not many remain due to later 
redevelopment, but early documentation reflects similar construction east of the proposed district, south of 
High Street. 

The Olde Towne Historic District (124-0034), north of High Street, has been listed in the Virginia 
Landmarks Register and National Register of Historic Places and is mainly residential in nature. The 
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Downtown Portsmouth Historic District, located south of the existing district, reflects a more service- 
oriented character. The buildings along High Street are mainly commercial and those to the south have 
mixed residential, funerary, religious and government functions. The dwellings in the district are not as 
grand and fanciful as their counterparts north of High Street. They reflect the character of the middle and 
merchant classes that operated or worked at businesses along High Street. There is also a diverse religious 
population in the district reflected in many churches of almost every major denomination. The local 
government buildings were located in the district with the Norfolk County Courthouse (124-0006) and 
Portsmouth's City Hall buildings at High and Court Streets. It is also within the boundaries ofthe district 
that the African-American and Jewish populations lived, worked and practiced their religiom in the late 19" 
and early 2oth centuries. 

The style of the buildings vary by time period, with a few remaining Federal and Greek Revival houses 
located at the east end of the plan. Later, at the turn of the 2oth century, there are many revival styles, such 
as Classical, Renaissance, Gothic, and Romanesque. It is during the Reconstmctionperiodthat Portsmouth 
builds its grand churches that mark its skyline. Just prior to World War I, Portsmouth's development along 
High Street increased to include multi-story office buildings and multi-story hotels. 

The blocks east of the proposed district along High Street were once similar to the blocks within the 
district. Most of these commercial buildings have been demolished, and have been replaced with modem 
office buildings and parking lots. The character ofthe blocks east ofthe proposed district is not consistent 
with the densely configured buildings from the late 18' to early 20" centuries within the district. 

1750-1789-Colonv to Nation 

Portsmouth was planned in 1752. The earliest map shows Portsmouth with 15 blocks and approximately 65 
acres at the east boundary of the lands of Colonel William Crawford. The plan was drawn by Gershom 
Nimmo, a local surveyor. The plan is a grid with two major roads of 100 feet in width that are oriented 
perpendicularly. These were the main roads within the community facilitating travel north-south and east- 
west, and would be the commercial corridors and more publicly traveled roads. 

The plan is based upon early town planning that was established by the Royal government in Virginia. Early 
statutes of 1691 and 1709 dictated the size, road-orientation, and plan of Virginia towns. Crawford's plan 
was based upon the last statute passed in 1709. It decreed that the town contain 15 blocks, primary north- 
south and east-west roads, and %-acre lot sizes. In looking at the 1752 plan, we see that this plan adheres 
to that statute. It is 15 blocks; 3 blocks wide and 5 blocks long. The blocks are divided by additional east- 
west lanes or alleys that are narrower than the secondary east-west roads, which allowed for 8 lots per 
block. High and Crawford (Craford) Streets are the widest and are perpendicularly oriented. High is the 
central east-west road and Crawford is the easternmost north-south road. In this plan, though, only 
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Crawford and Ferry (currently North) Streets are named. 

The plan called for roads between 60 and 100 feet widths. Main streets, such as Court and High Streets 
have widths of 100 feet, while streets to the north, south, east and west of these were an average width of 
60 feet. The alleys, like those directly behind High Street, were 32 feet wide, which facilitatedthe transport 
of goods to the commercial buildings along High Street. 

Upon the addition of Thomas Veale's land in 1763 to the west, the plan continued its arrangement. The 
additional roads were laid out adhering the original 1752 plan. The additional land to the west extended to 
Dinwiddie Street. It was during this period that each block was also named for proposed buildings on site, 
such as Courthouse Square or for names known well in 1 8 ~  century England and Virginia, such as 
Buckinghamand Berkeley Squares. The street name origins are derived from streets namedinPortsmouth, 
England. High Street was the commercial corridor in Portsmouth, England, which Crawford emulated for 
his town. Both Portsmouths were sea-faring towns with shipyards and played prominent roles in the 
shipping industry. 

Portsmouth was inhabited and built up quickly. By 1780, there were over 100 buildings within the plan. 
Maps from the period, drawn by both French and English military personnel, show Portsmouth as a well- 
defined community and evenly populated by building arrangements. 

The buildings within the plan were situated at the street with a sidewalk or walkway leaving the interior of 
the blocks open for yards. This building placement was maintained throughout Portsmouth's history in the 
district as buildings front the sidewalks. 

Though no buildings remain from this period, the plan retains its original configuration and street pattern. 
The plan is intact with solely modifications to its treatment. Streets were paved and curbing was installed, 
but the grid-plan is intact. 

1789-1830-Early National Period 

There are only a few buildings remaining from this period. An early building of note is a single-family 
dwelling located at 300 High Street. This building dates from the turn of the 18" century and is 
characterized by an elevated basement story and progressively shorter stories from the first to third story. 
Its prominent corner lot and plain fagade, stylistically, does not make it an excellent representation of 
Federal style architecture. It does, however, remain the most significant building in the district, due to its 
early date. The building has an elaborate Doric porch on the east elevation. The elevated basement is 
typical of this period and remains unlike many other houses that were lowered to modernize themin the late 
19" century. The basement was probably not lowered due to the increasing importance of commercial 
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space along High Sheet. As many early buildings were demolished along High Street in the late 19 '~  
century to accommodate more modern commercial buildings, this building was adapted by converting the 
elevated basement into commercial space. The upper stories were reserved as residential until the early 20' 
century when they were converted to commercial space to satisfy the demand for increased commerce. 

Another early antebellum house, which has been modified over the centuries, is the Captain Baird House, 
(818 Dinwiddie Street) located at the comer of Dinwiddie and South Streets. It was constructed in the 
1820s as a single-family dwelling with an elevated brick basement-story, three-bay fagade and side-gable 
roof It has multiple additions and was eventually converted into a multiple-family dwelling with an 
elaborate brick basement, three-bay fagade and side gable roof The house has two elaborate projecting 
porches with closed gable roofs. The original building can be seen among the additions on its prominent 
comer location. 

The earliest church in the district and in Portsmouth is Trinity Church (124-0028; 500 Court Street). The 
first church was erected on this site in 1762, it was then known as the Portsmouth Parish Church. This 
church was replaced by the current church in 1828-1 830. It is very simple in style, and has a symmetrical 
fagade and retains its original Greek Revival details. Its location is significant, as it rests on the block 
proposed for the placement ofthe primary church in Portsmouth. The corner locations at the intersection of 
High and Court Streets were prominent and would eventually be the location of the Courthouse, church, 
and significant commercial and domestic buildings in the 19" century, most ofwhich have been demolished 
to accommodate new facilities. 

1830 - 1860-Antebellum Period 

In the period prior to the Civil War, the need for additional space within Portsmouth required the 
subdivision of the %-block lots. Most dwellings were constructed at either the interior portion of the lot or 
on the comer. The need for additional dwelling space due to the growth of the population, led many 
property owners to subdivide their lots into two to four lots, creating eight to sixteen lots per block, versus 
the original four. The buildings constructed during the Antebellum Period are narrower, reflecting the 
increased density that is achieved through the subdivision of property. This is best reflected in the Federal- 
style dwellings with their taller proportions and elevated basement stories. 

The period prior to the Civil War showed additional development of Federal and Greek Revival single- 
family dwellings. Most Greek Revival dwellings have been demolished, but there are anumber of Federal- 
style single-family dwellings remaining. Most are elevated-basement houses, with a full-story brick 
basement and brick chimney wall. An example of this type of dwelling is 426 South Street. It has a paired, 
brick chinmey wall and elevated basement story. It is very typical of Federal-style architecture, with frame 
construction on the fagade, rear, and one side elevation, and a brick chimney wall. Another example of 
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clustered Federal-style dwellings is located on County Street. 420 and 422 County Street date to this 
period and retain their elevated basement stories. 

An example of aremaining Greek Revival dwelling is 700 County Street at the corner of County and Green 
Streets. This elevated basement house has a wrap-around porch with Ionic columns. The faqade is atypical 
three-bay with bracketed cornice. The elevated basement story on this dwelling appears to be lower than 
others, which may be attributed to the lowering of basements in the postbellum period. 

The modernization of Federal and Greek Revival dwellings in the postbellum period is best illustratedin 801 
Dinwiddie Street. This house, also called Vermillion Manor, was constructed on the outside of its lot on 
Dinwiddie Street at the comer of Dinwiddie and Columbia (formerly Crabbe) Streets. It has Queen Anne 
and Colonial Revival elements, but was originally a Federal-style house. The original Federal-style house 
had an elevated basement, 2-stories, three-bay faqade and a side-gable roof. Constructed in 1840, it was 
"modernized" by its owners in the postbellum period. They lowered the basement, added a projecting, 
canted bay with Queen Anne motifs, and added various tracery and bracketing to the rooflines and porch. 
While the dwelling retains its Federal-core additional elements were added to mask its age. 

In addition to remaining dwellings constructed during this period, the most significant building that remains 
is the Norfolk County Courthouse (124-0006) (400 High Street). The building was constructed on 
Courthouse Square at the intersection of High and Court Streets, which was the intended location for a 
courthouse in Colonel Crawford's plan. William R. Singleton designed the courthouse in 1846 in the Greek 
Revival style. Singleton was originally ftom Portsmouth but had relocated to St. Louis, Missouri. He 
returned briefly in the 1840s and was awarded the distinction of the courthouse commission. The building is 
constructed of brick with an elevated basement story providing administrative space and the courts, located 
on the first story. The faqade is dominated by a monumental porch with Doric columns surmounted by a 
pediment, added aRer 1858. Originally the building had a lantern, which was removed in the 19" century, 
but recently replaced. 

The placement of the courthouse at this location was strategic to the original plan of Portsmouth. The 
intersection of High and Court Streets were intended as the governmental and civic center with commerce 
dominating the dock area to the east. The "four comers" were to house a courthouse, market, church and 
jail. The only remaining buildings are the courthouse and church. The market and jail were replaced by 
commercial buildings in the early 2 0 ~  century. 

The building remained the Norfolk County Courthouse (124-0006) until 1963, when Norfolk County 
became the City of Chesapeake and the records were removed to the new civic center. It then became the 
Portsmouth museum. The building was listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1970. 
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~ 1865 - 191 7-Reconstruction and Growth 

During the Civil War, Portsmouth was not subjected to the destruction levied upon the City of Norfolk, 
across the river. While Norfolk burned, Portsmouth was spared destruction due to its surrender to the 
various armies that occupied it. Many buildings remained from the period prior to the Civil War. It would 
be the dramatic increase in population after the Civil War, at the turn ofthe 20" century that would change 
Portsmouth's appearance. 

Additional dwellings were constructed in Portsmouth on the subdivided lots; either replacing outmoded 
buildings or new buildings on vacant parcels. Two interesting early Reconstruction houses are the dwellings 
at 604 Court Street and the Second Empire-style house at 721 South Street. Both have Second Empire 
elements, but the dwelling on South Street is more of a true Second Empire rowhouse with its three-bay 
fagade and mansard roof The house on Court Street has some interesting details including a bracketed 
cornice with recessed panels between each bracket and hooded windows on the second story. 

Two dwellings ofnote in the Queen Anne-style are located at 434 South Street and 71 1 Washington Street. 
The house on South Street has a comer tower and gabled, two-story, canted-bay windows. The classic 

wrap-around porch articulates the comer emphasis of this building. Other elements of interest on this 
building are the polychromed roof shingles, shingling in the gables, and the elaborate corbelled brick 
chimney. The house on Washington Street has an eclectic facade. The canted bay on the north portion of 
the main facade with its limestone treated balconet counterbalances the large A-frame dormer located on the 
south portion of the fagade. Each of the three roof dormers varies in size and roofline, which is reflective of 
the versatility of late Queen Anne architecture. 

The most prevalent house style is a three-bay, frame dwelling on abrick foundation with bracketedcomice. 
These are found throughout the district. They have three-bay porches and incorporated stairs within one 

bay. They line the roadways and are most likely seen on Dinwiddie Street near Columbiaand South Streets, 
on South Street, and Washington Street. 

Upon the establishment of Portsmouth as a city in 1858, it required a building to serve the city 
administrative functions. The City Hall Building (509 Court Street) constructed near the intersection of 
High and Court Streets in 1878 on Court Street is in the Second Empire style. The building's distinctive 
mansard roof with clock faces has been partially obscured by a limestone fagade applied from the second 
story to the curb of the mansard roof It is located on Court Street near the intersection of High Street, near 
the Norfolk County Courthouse (124-0006) and Trinity Church. 

1 Another government-related building within the district is the former United State Post Office (601 Court 
Street), located south of the City Hall building. It was designed by James Knox Taylor and constructed in 








































































































































































































