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Background: 
Members of the PHS Strategic Planning Team conducted interviews with 24 individuals during 
November and December of 2019. Interviewees were asked about the present and future of 
Portsmouth, the importance of community history, both generally and in Portsmouth, their 
interactions with and impressions of the Historical Society Board, its programs and its Museum. We 
asked informants to offer their ideas and advice about the future of the PHS. 
 
Most of those interviewed were leaders in the Portsmouth community: heads of voluntary 
organizations and businesses as well as town officials and state legislators. Others were interviewed 
for their expertise and experience in areas of historic preservation, the interpretation of history, 
management of historical organizations and nonprofit funding. 
 
Individuals interviewed 
Tracy Anthony, General Manager, Clements Market 
Jacob Begin, Sr. Historic Preservation Specialist, RI Dept. of Transportation 
Ricky Bogert, Grants Program Officer, Rhode Island Foundation 
Marilyn Brockway, President, Portmouth Garden Club 
Emily  Copeland, Chair, Portsmouth School committee 
Terri Cortvriend, Representative, RI House of Representatives 
Gary Crosby, Town Planner, Portsmouth , RI 
Dave Duggan, Post Commander, American Legion (and PHS Board) 
Rose Escobar, PHS Art Teacher, Photographer Portsmouth Schools 
Morgan Grefe, Ph.D., Executive Director, Rhode Island Historical Society 
Virginia Hesse, Principal Historian and Architect, RI Historic Preservation & Heritage Commission 
Colleen LeComte, Teen/Reference Librarian, Portsmouth Free Public Library    
Elizabeth Lynne, Executive Director, van Beuren Charitable Foundation 
Carolyn Magnus, Executive Portsmouth Free Public Library (PHS volunteer) 
Christian McBurney, Historian 
Marjory O'Toole Executive Director, Little Compton Historical Society 
The Rev. Mike Pike, Minister, Methodist Church 
Jim Seveney, Senator Rhode Island State Senate 
Deacon John Silvia, St. Barnabas Catholic Church 
Ruth Taylor, Executive Director, Newport County Historical Society 
Mark Thayer, Portsmouth resident   
Conley Zani, President, Common Fence Point Improvement Association 
Fred Zillian, Writer and speaker, Adjunct Faculty, Salve Regina University 
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About the Portsmouth community 
 
Portsmouth residents cherish their small town and its deep roots 

• Most interviewees were long-time residents, some with ancestors in the town. 
• Even more recent residents appreciate the presence of old Portsmouth families. 
• Residents valued Portsmouth’s rural character, quiet, remoteness from Rt. 95. 
• They described Portmouth as a residential community with a small town feel. 
• Portsmouth’s historic character and heritage is valued highly: being the second town in RI, 

the heritage of Anne Hutchinson, religious freedom, the Compact and democracy. 
• Respondents described a community of active, involved citizens and civic organizations. 
• Most expressed confidence in town self-government, some cited new energy and initiative. 
• Many expressed a need for more community-building activities and spaces in the town and 

cited efforts to plan and create a new community center. 
 
Informants expect relatively slow and modest changes in the town. 

• The town is largely built out for further construction. 
• Population is likely to remain level, but expect more older residents and fewer youth. 
• The town planner expects bigger houses and lots, some loss of open space and farmland. 
• Slow or no commercial growth is foreseen: lack of a wastewater system is said to hold back 

business growth. 
• Constrained commercial growth may limit town finances. 

 
History is a very important element of community identity 

• Provides community tradition, character and pride. 
• The 375th Anniversary activities are widely recalled as uniting the community. 
• History teaches us about life, society and the human condition. 
• History transmits values: e.g. democracy, religious freedom and heritage. 
• The Library serves a regular global audience of Portsmouth descendants and visitors 

exploring genealogy and family history. 
• The most-mentioned aspects of Portsmouth history were: 

o Being the second town in RI, pioneer in the political/religious development of US. 
o The town’s founding as a secular democracy as an important guide today. 
o The example of Anne Hutchinson as an early leader, woman of principle. 
o The Battle of RI is the most notable event – should get more attention. 
o The farming heritage is worthy of exploration and sharing. 
o Other topics mentioned: women’s movements, art, Civil War hospital, Ocean Park, 

other neighborhoods, “lost” locations and buildings.  
 

“Our past is a giant database about how humans behave. It’s useful and valuable in the here 
and now.” Ruth Taylor, Newport County Historical Society 
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About Portsmouth Historical Society 
 
The Board is perceived as leading a renewal of PHS activity. 

• Board seen as “new” PHS leaders, relative to a prior “sleepy” period. 
• The growth of membership was often cited as evidence of PHS vitality and success. 
• The 375th Anniversary effort recalled as successful, positive, unifying community event and 

pivotal in the revival of PHS as a community member. 
 
Informants have a very positive impression of the organization. 

• The words “dedicated” and  “hard working” were used often to describe Board members.  
• A number of Board members are well-known and well-liked as active community members. 
• PHS is seen as relatively well-run and active by those who can compare PHS to peers. 
• Partner organizations gave positive reports on working relationships with PHS, particularly 

large audiences for hosted lectures. 
 
Awareness of PHS mostly centers around lectures and annual events 

• Many had attended lectures and a few had hosted them. 
• The annual Beirut Memorial is important to veterans and political leaders. 
• The viewing of the Portsmouth Compact is a tradition that political leaders appreciate. 
• Most also remembered participating in 375th Anniversary activities. 

 
Respondents would value more information and communication from PHS 

• Few had much knowledge of PHS events or activities beyond their direct experiences. 
• For many, the most recent experiences may have occurred some years ago. 
• Members feel they have not been kept current on their contributions – nearly all are happy 

to support PHS, but want to be asked and reminded to renew. 
• Several invitations to presentation and outreach in the community: 

o Town council 
o School committee and school administrators 
o Portsmouth Business Association 

 
About PHS programs and events 
 
Nearly all informants cited PHS programs as excellent.  

• Mainly known and appreciated for lectures – seen as very interesting topics, excellent 
speakers, well-organized and well-attended. 

• Veterans, political leaders and others cite the Beirut memorial ceremony as an important 
annual event. 

• The Annual Portsmouth Compact event is also well-known and attended. 
• Host organizations like Library and Common Fence Pt. and guest speakers like Fred Zillian are 

pleased by the large and appreciative audiences at PHS lectures. 
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Some offered ideas for new or expanded programs and events. 
• Battle of RI – re-enactments, interpretation, site markers.  
• Participatory public engagement events: 

o Antique appraisals 
o Orientation/training on document or artifact preservation (for volunteers) 
o Photo-sharing 
o Active demonstrations – e.g. farming, battle re-enactments 

• A big town parade with an historical theme (see Fred Zillian notes) 
• School programs: (see Emily Copeland notes for detailed recommendations) 

o Visiting lectures in classroom 
o National History Day 
o Senior projects 
o Field trips to museum seen as less viable: lack of time and transport. 

 
About the PHS Museum  
 
Most informants had visited the Museum, but few had clear impressions. 

• A few describe it as interesting, but descriptions like “dusty” and “dark” were more 
common. 

• Many praised PHS’s work to upgrade the space and exhibits and noted an improvement. 
• The Museum was seen as lacking an overall theme or story. 
• Some had trouble remembering what they had seen in the Museum. 
• A Museum visit for families or visitors was not attractive with so many alternatives nearby. 
• Historians and librarians are not sure what the archives contain. 

 
The building, site and hours were seen as problematic for visitors 

• The “tough location,” restricted hours and lack of parking were cited as barriers. 
• Informants cite a need for HVAC for preservation and visitor comfort. 
• The library does refer people to PHS for genealogy and research, but believes few follow 

through because the Museum is rarely open at the time of referral. 
• Some would like to see museum open more hours. Others wonder whether hours alone 

would attract more visitors. 
 
Interviewees offered a range of ideas for future improvements at the Museum 

• Offer the upstairs as potential community meeting space – or remove pews and use it as 
display space. 

• Get the collection professionally assessed: apply to American Museum Association for their 
free program or find paid professionals. Ask RIHS or Newport Co. HS to look at the collection. 

• Upgrade display materials – use professionally designed and produced graphics. 
• Consider lending important materials to others with state-of-the-art storage pending 

improvements in preservation facilities at PHS. 
• Several note interests in outdoor and more active experiences.  
• Pick a theme to be known for beyond Portsmouth: e.g. Battle of RI, farming. 
• Coordinate archives with the town and the Library, such as a joint database of records, 

shared cataloging project. 
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Two informants recommended against major capital investments at the Museum 
• Conley Zani wonders if the cost would be justified. 

o Project at Common Fence Point cost $900,000 – could be $1M at PHS. 
o How much attendance or other benefits would make this expense worthwhile? 
o Is there financial support available for another capital campaign? 
o The same or lower investment in community programs could have bigger impact  
o PHS might even sell the site and use the resources for programs or endowment. 

• Ruth Taylor recommends a low-cost, networked approach to collections and programs.  
o Few smaller towns can sustain a year-round museum with staff and state-of-the-art 

storage year after year forever.  
o The alternative is to act as a mostly volunteer coordinating hub for everyone 

engaged in historic preservation, interpretation in the community. 
§ Most collections, buildings and sites are owned and maintained by others. 
§ Society focuses on programs, communication and community engagement. 
§ The organization can adjust activities to match the funding and energy 

available. 
 
What can PHS do better? 
 
Improve communication. 

• Upgrade website for better user experience.   
• Coordinate all social media and email programs and priorities. 
• Do annual outreach to all residents, not just members. 
• Target key group and bodies: schools, town government, business, etc.  
• Use a donor database to manage members and constituents. 

 
Develop a distinguishing historic topic or theme and prioritize that in collections, programs and 
exhibits. 

• Battle of RI 
• Farming 
• Religious history 
• Anne Hutchinson / Portsmouth Compact 

 
Better organize and manage volunteers  

• Clearly define and assign roles 
• Avoid overlapping and conflicting efforts 
• Make Board service a sought-after honor. 

 
 
 
 
 


