Civic Success
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Eyes Right

Portsmouth, NH – One of the more successful remnants of Lyndon Johnson’s “great Society” can be seen here in this old seacoast city.  Rarely has a federal grant created such a permanent, visible good.  I am speaking of a unique urban renewal project called Strawberry Banke.
Back in 1958 several local New Hampshire residents set about to save from demolition a group of very old houses, most of which were then in “distressed condition.”  By 1964 they were able to obtain a federal grant to acquire 27 houses on 10 acres along the Piscataqua River to form Strawberry Banke Inc.  Since that time Strawberry Banke has thrived as a volunteer-run, non-profit organization.

Eight of the houses have been completely restored and four are now furnished according to the original period.  There is a boat shop where small, traditional wooden boats are constructed throughout the year by a master craftsman and his apprentices.  The calendar of events for the 1981 summer season lists 55 separate activities open to the public, including several lecture tours of the restored houses.

During the summer there are also frequent militia encampments at Strawberry Banke.  On these days the grounds are filled with Revolutionary War buffs, complete with muskets, cannon, appropriate music and authentically attired militia and camp followers.  Several such groups actually use Strawberry Banke as a training ground in preparation for the forthcoming 1982 reenactment of the Battle of Yorktown.  During my visit there was at least a battalion of militia providing considerable entertainment with their enthusiastic re-creation of life during our Nation’s infancy.

The engine which keeps Strawberry Banke running as an invaluable educational and cultural asset is the dedication – and vision – of scores of volunteers.  The happy experience of Strawberry Banke would seem to provide several valuable lessons for many other American communities.

I thought you might like to know.
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