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Portsmouth, NH: A Harbor for Craft 

by Meganne Fabrega | November 05, 2009 

Craft creativity flourishes in this coastal city. The beauty of Portsmouth's 
Atlantic coastline draws many artists to the city.  
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For most New Englanders November is the start of their long winter hibernation, but for craftspeople 
in Portsmouth, on New Hampshire’s 18-mile sliver of Atlantic Coast, it’s time to open the doors of their 
studios and homes to welcome their neighbors, friends and visitors from throughout New England. The 
festivities begin with the Portsmouth Holiday Arts Tour—an intimate look into the home and work lives 
of area artisans. 

Potters Maureen Mills and Steve Zoldak created the tour nine years ago to showcase the work of local 
craftspeople, many of them nationally recognized for outstanding work in their discipline. “We wanted 
to emphasize to the community that there are artists living and working in their neighborhoods, just 
like there were 300 years ago,” says Zoldak. “I still find odd bits and pieces from a blacksmith who used 
to live somewhere near our property.” When they’re not traveling the country or working on other 
projects (Lark Books recently published Mills’s Surface Design for Ceramics), it’s a short commute for 
Mills and Zoldak to the kiln and glaze studio in their backyard, where they use an old-world slip trail 
technique on stoneware to create functional pottery. They spend the summer season selling their 
wares in their shop at Portsmouth’s Strawbery Banke Museum—a complex of restored houses and 
gardens—honoring a centuries-old tradition of craft commerce in that neighborhood. 

Strawbery Banke is not only a link to the past; it was also a starting point for many local craftspeople. 
Peter Happny, a blacksmith, first went to Strawbery Banke to study one of its historic homes for a class. 
“Thirty-eight years later, I’m still in Portsmouth,” he says, looking at his wife, Lisa Grey, whom he met 
at Strawbery Banke during the 1970s, when Grey had a weaving studio there. As rents increased in the 
1980s, many craftspeople migrated from downtown Portsmouth to studios that had opened at an 
abandoned button factory on the outskirts of town, but Grey and Happny purchased an old factory 
building in an industrial zone, where they live and work today. In addition to Grey’s busy teaching 
schedule—including workshops at the Mendocino Arts Center in California and Penland School of 
Crafts in North Carolina—she can be found in her rooftop studio, experimenting with disperse dyes as 
she integrates her love of photography with the handwork of textile craft, while Happny works on his 
“jewelry for buildings” downstairs in the forge. Happny collaborates with designers and architects from 
New Hampshire to New York, creating one-of-a-kind railings, light fixtures and iron sculptures for 
private residences as well as public buildings. 
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Portsmouth’s rich sense of history and easy access to major cities and museums make it a natural 
locale for the burgeoning arts community. Boston is one hour south, Portland one hour north and at 
points in between you’ll find such treasures as the Ogunquit Museum of American Art, the Currier 
Museum of Art and the Peabody Essex Museum. For those who don’t want to travel, an active cultural 
commission, Art-Speak, funds art exhibitions and events in town. There are also monthly gallery walks, 
outdoor festivals, holiday open studios at the Button Factory, and film festivals and live concerts at the 
Music Hall, which was designated an “American Treasure” by the u.s. Senate and featured in the New 
York Times last fall after extensive renovation. While Portsmouth offers its share of hearty New 
England fare, visitors can also find innovative restaurants mentioned in the pages of Bon Appétit and 
the now-defunct Gourmet, including the Black Trumpet Bistro and the Green Monkey. It’s no wonder 
that the city’s population jumps from 22,000 to over 60,000 during the summer and fall months. 

It was a boyhood trip to the Peabody Essex Museum to see the intricate figureheads, ship carvings and 
Polynesian art that inspired Mark Fenwick to begin his lifelong relationship with carving. “I got home, 
grabbed my little hatchet and ran out in the backyard to start carving tiki heads,” he says, laughing. 
Fenwick’s sculptures, reminiscent of sentries, are scattered throughout the backyard as he works on a 
hand-carved coffin for a prominent—and still living—local attorney. His works have been 
commissioned nationwide and he recently finished an artist-in-residence program in Western 
Massachusetts. 

Portsmouth’s location on New Hampshire’s coastline does more 
than inspire many local craftspeople: Wendolyn Hammer also gets 
her materials from it. After working as a jeweler for 19 years, 
Hammer wanted to get away from the “fussiness” of jewelry and 
began playing with bigger pieces of material. She started making 
cheese knives out of beach stones for family Christmas gifts and 
has expanded into candlesticks and even a caviar box incorporating 
glass and metal details. Deb Thompson, owner of Nahcotta, a local 
gallery, describes these pieces as “the best combination of form 
and function.” 

Kristina Logan used to come to Portsmouth so often for events, the 
restaurants and the ocean that she moved there. Logan, whom 
David Whitehouse of the Corning Museum of Glass calls “the 
leading maker of glass beads working today,” loves the proximity 
to the Atlantic. “I can jump on my bike, have a picnic lunch at the 
beach and quickly be back working in my studio again,” she says. 
“The seacoast is different from the rest of New Hampshire.” Logan 
works with traditional Venetian flame-working techniques to 
create her beads, and you can feel her passion when she talks 
about her craft. “I love how beads have always been cherished and 
carried around; they have all sorts of different importance to 
different people. I connect with that.” 



Jeweler Sara Dulong Apsey also appreciates the mobility of her craft and likens pieces of jewelry to 
little “memories.” Sitting outside the popular local hangout Ceres Bakery, under one of the many signs 
around town made by Peter Happny, Apsey chats with friends walking by. “Portsmouth is a very 
encouraging place to be an artist,” she says. “People are creating things. It’s not about people working 
to make money to pay their bills; it’s more ‘What are you working on?’ or ‘What do you like to do?’ 
Making things, or cooking things, it’s a good mix.” After a life-changing workshop at Haystack Mountain 
School of Crafts with Susan Sloan, Apsey began to integrate custom-colored epoxy resin into her silver 
work. She creates her own colors without a specific formula or chart so that no two pieces of her work 
are ever the same. 

As craftspeople from Portsmouth travel around the country, teaching workshops and showing their 
pieces at craft shows, they’re often asked about how they survive the long, cold New Hampshire 
winters. “It’s a love-hate thing,” Apsey says, “I have those days [when] I’m at the beach and it’s winter, 
and I’m with the dog and it’s so frigid and biting. But I see the color of the water and the sky, and I 
think ‘Oh my God, I have to get to my studio.’ You take a few deep breaths and you’re energized. It’s a 
good way to start the day.” 

- See more at: http://craftcouncil.org/magazine/article/portsmouth-nh-harbor-
craft#sthash.2LN8WZ8i.dpuf 
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