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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known.) PHYSJCAL APPEARANCE

Present Physical Appearance i Located in a Portsmouth 
residential section near the intersection of Middle and 
Summer Streets, and otherwise surrounded by two- to three- 
story houses, the Rundlet-May House is directly across Middle 
Street from the multi-story yellow brick Masonic Temple. ^The 
three-story, almost square house with attached north carriage- 
shed and stable sits in the southeastern corner of the nearly 
two acre lot which bounds 215.7 feet on Middle Street and 
extends the length of the block about ^50 feet, to Austin 
Street which it bounds 17^.5 feet. 1 The lot is outlined by 
wooden board and picket fences and occasionally also by tall 
lilac hedges. Behind the house, to the northwest of it, ter 
raced perennial flower beds border dirt walks; some of^the 
walks extend, by themselves, into the orchard near Austin 
Street. Two helical rose arbors are at the foot of the second 
terrace's wooden steps and a long rose arbor runs along the 
southwest elevation of carriage-shed. Lilacs surround the m 
house on the northwest and on the southwest. Also to the 
southwest, a rectangular peony bed encloses a sun-dial, and 
across a path, is the pet cemetery, begun by Dr. James Rundlet 
May, and including at least nine white marble grave markers. * 
Numerous shade trees are on the grounds. The U-shaped arrange 
ment of the house with its attached outbuildings creates^a 
stable yard area to the northeast of the house, with a dirt 
entrance drive.

The white-clapboarded house has an asphalt --shingled 
shallow hip roof with a white wooden balustrade. The roof f s 
trim consists of a boxed cornice having a sloped soffit; the 

  decoration on its frieze is repeated on the entablature friez 
es of the first- and second-story windows and of the front 
entrance portico. The fenestration of double-hung sash win?-:- 
dows, all having black shutters, black wooden muntins, and lug 
sills, is regular on all elevations, with the exception of the 
placement of a second-story arched window on the back, north 
west elevation, looking out from the stair-landing. The first 
and second-story windows are (6/6), have moulded wooden 
surrounds and entablatures. The third-story windows are (3/3) 
and also have moulded wooden surrounds, the tops of which 
nearly reach the bottom of the roof cornice frieze.

The five-bay facade has a central entrance, whose door is 
obscured by the placement over it of a presumably twentieth- 
century white wooden vestibule, itself having a door with two 
wooden panels and nine glass panes and set in plain wooden 
trim surrounds. The vestibule, however, does not obscure the 
original door ornamentation, including a recessed eight-pane 
fan-light and flush side panels with lights, all panes being 
set in black lead muntins. The vestibule projects on the 
granite floor of the open entrance portico consisting of an 
entablature supported by two fluted Tuscan columns and match 
ing pilasters. The straight granite steps leading from the
See Continuation Sheet 1
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^7. DESCRIPTION, continued

Portsmouth, N.H.

Present Physical Appearancei (continued)
Middle Street gateway to the front entrance has a black iron 
chain railing attached to turned white wooden posts. The gate 
way consists of two rectangular wooden posts having a recessed 
panel with moulded rails on each of their four sides, and top 
ped with a white wooden urn ornament.

The house's four end chimneys - offset left on the northeast 
elevation, offset right on the southwest elevation, and offset 
right and left on the back, northwest elevation - are all white 
painted brick laid in stretcher bond. All, except the north 
west offset left, have caps consisting of three brick arches. 
The foundation is cut stone.

A one-bay wide, one-story scullery with flat roof and brick 
foundation is attached to the house, offset left on the back^ 
northwest elevation and projects beyond the northeast elevation. 
The first section of the one-bay wide, one-story carriage shed 
is located near the center of the back, northwest elevation, 
and its northwesterly gable roof intersects the northeasterly 
gable roof of the second section at right angles. The first 
section has five-and-a-half elliptical archway openings? the 
second section has six-and-one-half such openings. All these 
openings are covered with black boards and the remainder of the 
carriage shed is covered with white boards.

The two-story stable, on the other hand, is covered with 
white beveled clapboards and is attached to the carriage shed's 
northeast elevation. Its;southeast facade has three entrances. 
The large central one is an elliptical archway ornamented with 
plain wooden trim and a keystone. It is flanked by two smaller 
rectangular batten doors topped with circular shuttered windows. 
The doors and window shutters are painted black. The stable's 
southwest elevation also has two rectangular entrances and two 
shuttered windows.

Original Physical Appearancei On August 9» 1806, the Ports 
mouth merchant, James Rundlet, purchased a house lot in that 
city from Elizabeth Gookin. 3 His purchase that same month of 
7,146' of boards and planks from Nathaniel Jewett for $75 
signaled the beginning of Rundlet's construction of a house, 
whose buildings process, component materials, and constructors, 
he carefully recorded in his accounts. ^ His itemization of ^ 
his expenses offers a detailed and clear picture of the supplie 
-when they were purchased, from whom, the quantities, and their 
prices. Lumber, nails, bricks, lime, hair, hearths, jambstones 
and woodwork are all listed. 5 His dated expenditures for^ 
"blowing rocks", for digging the cellar, for the construction 
See Continuation Sheet 2 _______
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7. DESCRIPTION, continued
Portsmouth, N.H.

Original Physical Appearance i (continued)
of chimneys, and finally, the last relevant entry, dated Dec 
ember, 1809, to William Deering, for "carved work" shows that 5 
the overall construction of the mansion took about three years.

Although the only entry in the acounts apparently relating 
to the house's architect is dated November, 1808, and is against 
Jacob Marston for a "new architect book", Rundlet's payment of 
$555.05 in January of 1808, to "E. Clifford" for joiner's work 
was the largest single bill paid during the construction, and 
might suggest that it was Clifford who was the master joiner. ' 
This "E. Clifford" was very likely the Ebenezer 
Clifford who worked with Bradbury Johnson, later Portsmouth's 
master-builder, in the design of many of Exeter's outstanding 
late nineteenth-century buildings. ° William Deering, whose 
name appears opposite entries in Rundlet's accounts for items 
such as "carved capitals" and "carved work", was an experienced 
Portsmouth craftsman, whose work included carving on the ships 
PORTSMOUTH (1798), MERRIMACK (1798), CONGRESS (1799), and 
WARREN (1799), as well as carved work for the New Hampshire 
Fire and Marine Insurance Company (1804), now the Portsmouth 
Athenaeum, and the Portsmouth Academy (1809), now the Public 
Library. James Nutter, builder of the Rundlet-May House fence, 
was Portsmouth's leading joiner who designed the Portsmouth 
Academy, among other buildings. 10

As originally constructed, the house was to have two sills 
^ 8' long and two sills 38| ' long, twelve large cross beams, 
and a 7'V1 ridge pole. The scullery was to have sixteen beams 
and a 6*7" ridge polei the wood house was to have a 51* long 
sill and seven cross sills. H

The only currently known alteration of these structures from 
their original appearance is the placement of an outside vesti 
bule on the front entrance. This addition does not appear in a 
circa 1890 photograph and so it is assumed to date to the twen 
tieth century. 1*

Rundlet's early nineteenth-century purchases included pear 
trees, poplars, peach trees, grape vines and rose bushes. 1 -? 
An 1812 map framed and hung in the Rundlet-May House shows the 
landscape of the property today, with its orchard, perennial 
flower beds and paths, does not significantly differ from 
Rundlet's time. The major exception to this would be the loca 
tion of a pet cemetery to the southwest of the house. This was 
established by the house's fourth owner, Dr. James Rundlet May 
who, while serving as Acting Assistant Surgeon during the Civil 
War, discovered an abondoned dog on a Southern plantation.

See Continuation Sheet 3
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7. DESCRIPTION, continued

Original Phvsioal Appearance» (continued)
He named it "Flora" and brought it home with him to Portsmouth. 
Upon its death, Dr. May erected a small stone monument on its 
grave and the family continued the tradition with later pets.
^mmmmmm»mmm»mmmm mm+m ommmmm mmmm*~ mm mm m*mm mm «  » mm m» m» mm mm mm mm mm M* mm mm mm mm mm mm mm mm mm mmmm mmm* mm mm mm mm mm m» mm mm +**» ^ mmmmmmmm mm mu

1 Lot Plan #35» Portsmouth City Hall.

2SPNEA f s Rundlet-May House Permanent File, MS transcript of 
an oral history with Ralph May.

-^Rockingham Deed 176»9°V

^Ralph May, Among Old Portsmouth Houses (Boston, Wright & 
Potter Printing Co., 19^6), 16.

id. 16. 

. 29.

7Ibid. 30? James L. Garvin, " Bradbury Johnson, Builder- 
ArchiteetV"(unpubl.J^.A. thesis, University of Delaware, 1969) » 
181-182. Subsequent research indicates that there may have been only one 
"Ebenezer Clifford" rather than two, uncle & nephew. (Garvin, personal

8Garvin, op. cit.. 175- communication, 1975)

f OP. cit., 28-29; James L. Garvin, "Portsmouth and the 
Piscataqua* Social History and Material Culture," Historical 
New Hampshire. XXVI, 2, (Summer, 197l)» reprint, 19.

23.
10May, OP. cit.. 27i Garvin, "Portsmouth and the Piscataqua,"

11May, OP. cit.. 23. 

12May, OT>. cit.. 29. 

13May, op. cit.. 2^, 26, 28. 

1 ^SPNEA t s Rundlet-May House Permanent File.
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Architecture *
James Rundlet*s careful accounts of the construction, 1806 

to 1809 9 of the Rundlet-May House, an otherwise typical exam 
ple of Portsmouth's Federal era,show the house to be at least 
doubly unique. ^ Because of this exact documentation of its 
construction, the house provides an opportunity for the schol 
ar of the Piscataqua region Federal-period building technique 
and craftsmen to correlate documentary with architectural 
evidence. The accounts also show that some of Portsmouth's 
major craftsmen of the period participated in the construction 
of the Rundlet-May House. William Deering, whose carving for 
Portsmouth buildings included the capitals for the Fire and 
Marine Insurance Company (180*0 and the Portsmouth Academy2 
(1809), carved capitals and other woodwork for the house. 
James Nutter, Portsmouth's foremost joiner, built the Rundlet- 
May House fence. 3 it is possible that the architect of the 
house was Ebenezer Clifford,
 who participated with Bradbury Johnson in the design of some 
of Exeter, New Hampshire's outstanding late eighteenth- 
century buildings. ^

Commerce:
James Rundlet (1771-1852) was born in Exeter, New Hamp 

shire and came to Portsmouth in 1794. He began business that 
year and by 1801 he invested in "adventures" to Calcutta, 
India and to Alexandria, Virginia. In 1802, he embarked on 
trade with correspondents in Amsterdam and built a brick 
store in Portsmouth. A few years later, credit was extended 
to him in Rotterdam and Nantes. 5 Rundlet A s great-grandson, 
Ralph May, points out with some pride, that his ancestor 
possessed enough business acumen to "begin business in 1794 
with a capitol of a few hundred dollars/and ten years later 
was granted a credit of over $1^,000."

During the second decade of the nineteenth-century, Rundlet 
changed his investments from trade to local real estate and to 
local businesses. He was one of the incorporators of the 
Portsmouth Savings Bank, established in 1823, and acted as 
Trsutee from 1823 to 184-0, and as its President in 1839 and 
in 1840. f

See Continuation Sheet 4
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8. SIGNIFICANCE, continued

Commercei (continued)
The collection of Rundlet's bills, accounts, and business 

letters, located at the Rundlet-May House, promises to be a 
valuable source for scholars of Portsmouth's commercial history 
of the first half of the nineteenth-century.

Militaryi
James R. May, M.D., grandson of James Rundlet and father of 

Ralph May, was a volunteer officer in the United States Navy 
during the Civial War. ° After graduating from Harvard College 
in l8ol, he was a medical cadet in the Navy in 1862. He served 
at the Judiciary Square Hospital in Washington,D.C. from July, 
1862 to July, 1863. On February 25, 1864- he was appointed 
Acting Assistant Surgeon at the Portsmouth Navy Yard, and was 
attached successively on the Steamer "Kengphshea", the USS 
"E.B. Hale", the USS "Passaic", and the USS "Daylight". He 
resigned in June of 1965* and went to Jefferson Medical College 
in Philadelphia, from which he graduated in 1866. °

Literary»
Ralph May, the last member of the family to occupy the 

Rundlet-May House before he left it to SPNEA, took a serious 
interest in the history and architecture of the Portsmouth 
area, and he published the book Early Portsmouth History 
(Boston, Mass.i Goodspeed, 1926) and a 19^6 monograph entitled 
Among Old Portsmouth Houses.

Ralph May, Among Old Portsmouth Houses (Boston, Mass.i 
Wright & Potter Printing Co., 19^6), 16 > James L. Garvin, 
"Portsmouth and the Piscataquai Social History and Material 
Culture", monograph reprinted from Historical New Hampshire, 
XXVI, 3» (Summer, 1971) > M.

2 May, op. cit., 29? Garvin, op. cit.. 19.
' \V

o .v\N'
^May, op. cit., 27j Garvin, or>. cit.. 23. 

See Continuation Sheet 5
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8. SIGNIFICANCE, continued

L 
James L. Garvin, "Bradbury Johnson, Builder-Architect",

(unpubl. M.A. thesis, University of Delaware, 1969)1 175 » 181/2.

5May, OP. cit,. 17-22, 33-35.

May, OP. cit.. 21.

7May, op. cit.. 33.

o
Granville P, Conn, History of the New Hampshire Surgeons 

in the War of Rebellion (Concord. N. H. i Ira C. Evans Co., 1906).

Ibid.
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