
Excerpts from Maritime Portsmouth: The Sawtelle Collection:

“It is highly appropriate that the never-before seen Sawtelle Collection can now 
be seen by the wide audience that Joe and Jean Sawtelle envisioned. And it is the 
honor of both the Portsmouth Historical Society and the Portsmouth Athenaeum 
that it appears through the auspices of two organizations that he both loved and 
served.” -- Richard Candee, professor emeritus, Boston University American and 
New England  Studies.

“What Joe and his wife Jean accomplished in three decades living on the New 
Hampshire seacoast defi es calculation.  .. This volume zooms in on one of 
their many passions. The Sawtelles loved Portsmouth, their adopted home, and 
Portsmouth loves the sea. So they became collectors of maritime art and artifacts 
related to the Piscataqua River region and New Hampshire’s only seaport… And 
here it is, gathered in one place for the fi rst time. ” -- J. Dennis Robinson, For the 
Love of Portsmouth: The Sawtelle Story

To order: Portsmouth Historical Society, 603-436-8433.
Mailing address: Portsmouth Historical Society, Box 728, 
Portsmouth NH 03802-0728

Featured in American Art Review, (May-Jun 2011)
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Maritime
Portsmouth
The Sawtelle Collection

It started innocently enough. Joe and Jean Sawtelle 
simply wanted a painting of a Portsmouth-built ship 
to hang above the mantel in their seaside New Castle 
home. New Hampshire’s only seaport, Portsmouth 
was one of the nation’s key ports in the Age of Sail. 
Skilled builders launched important ships into the 
deep fast-flowing Piscataqua River as early as 1690. 
The Raleigh, Ranger, Congress, and Kearsage—all 
built in this port—are among the nation’s most 
renowned early ships of war. Even “Old Ironsides” 
stopped by frequently for refit and repair. The 
Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, established in 1800, 
still pulses with life across the river in Kittery, Maine. 
Shipyards up and down the Piscataqua crafted every 
type of vessel imaginable, from speedy clippers to 
flat-bottomed gundalows. 

But finding images of Port of Portsmouth’s 
fading maritime past wasn’t easy. The Sawtelle’s 
search became a quest, then an obsession. After 
two decades of purchasing nautical art and artifacts 
around the world, the Sawtelles had treasure enough 
to open their own maritime museum. And that 
became the dream—to bring scores of Piscataqua 
paintings back home to remind the region of its 
glorious seafaring past. But when Joe died suddenly 
at age seventy-one, the dream faded and the 
collection went into storage. 

Now this important collection can be seen in 
full for the first time. The Portsmouth Historical 
Society created the perfect venue in the Discover 
Portsmouth Center, once the city’s public library. 
The stately 1809 brick building in the heart of 
Portsmouth has become the central welcoming 
site for visitors and locals alike and an ideal gallery. 
Portsmouth is among America’s most beautiful, 
historic, walkable, and cultural small cities. And this 
book—both a catalog and a tribute— continues to 
tell its salty tales. 

Historian J. Dennis Robinson enlivens the 
narrative with a behind-the scenes look at the 
collectors and their legacy. The Sawtelles, he points 
out, were not just gathering relics. They were 
endowing their hometown. Joe and Jean Sawtelle 
were philanthropists at heart. They helped build 
a homeless shelter, preserved historic buildings, 
created student scholarships, published books, 

and formed a successful community foundation. 
A sign in Joe’s office read, “We’re all faced with a 
series of great opportunities, brilliantly disguised as 
impossible situations.”

This volume also completes the work of the 
Portsmouth Marine Society, a history book project 
launched by Joe Sawtelle and Peter E. Randall in the 
1980s. Maritime Portsmouth is a fitting encore to this 
important series of books about sailors, submarines, 
privateers, shipwrights, tugboats, whalers, and 
warships. These images are gathered together, at 
last, in this deeply personal and priceless vision of 
our shared connection to the sea.

Richard M. Candee is professor emeritus of 
American and New England Studies at Boston 
University, vice president of the Portsmouth 
Historical Society, and founder of the Discover 
Portsmouth Center. He is the author of a wide 
range of scholarly papers and popular history 
books including Atlantic Heights and Building 
Portsmouth. 

J. Dennis Robinson writes and lectures 
about history and is the author of several books 
on topics including Strawbery Banke Museum, 
the Privateer Lynx, and Wentworth by the Sea. 
He is editor and owner of the popular Web site 
SeacoastNH.com.

Publisher Peter E. Randall has produced 
over 400 books in his career and is also an author 
and a well-known New Hampshire photographer. 
Grace Peirce of Portsmouth designed this volume 
and Ralph Morang photographed the Sawtelle 
Collection. 

Portsmouth Marine Society
Publication 31

Front cover art: right half of original oil painting for 
the John Stobart 1987 print Portsmouth—Merchant’s 
Row overlooking New Hampshire’s Piscataqua River 
in 1828. © Stobart, 1986. Maritime Heritage Prints.

Jacket design: Grace Peirce

edited by richard m. candee
appreciation & chapter introductions by j. dennis robinson

The shipyards that flourished along the fast-flowing Piscataqua River in 
Maine and New Hampshire in the Age of Sail are gone. The Sawtelle 
Collection, gathered over two decades, is the most diverse and expansive 
maritime art collection the Port of Portsmouth has ever seen. It 
dramatically reminds us how closely this region is tied to the sea. 

continued on the back flap...

Maritime Portsmouth: 
The Sawtelle Collection
Edited by Richard Candee
Appreciation & Chapter Introductions by J. Dennis 
Robinson

216 pg. with 197 full color illustrations. $35.
Portsmouth Marine Society (Publication 31) 
Published by Peter E. Randall, Publisher, 
Portsmouth NH 

This catalogue accompanies the exhibition Maritime 
Portsmouth: The Sawtelle Collection (June 3 - August 
31, 2011 at the Discover Portsmouth Center) a priceless 
collection of nearly 200 paintings and artifacts, gathered 
over two decades and never exhibited publicly before. 
Founded in 1623, Portsmouth is home to sea captains, 
shipbuilders, craftsmen and patriots. In the Age of Sail, 
many merchant shipyards fl ourished alongside the Navy 
Yard (est. 1800) on the fast-fl owing Piscataqua River 
between Maine and NH.  The exhibition and catalogue 
dramatically remind us how closely this region is tied to 
the sea.
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pected death of Joe Sawtelle in 2000. For-
tunately, this summer the Portsmouth His-
torical Society and Portsmouth Athenaeum
are exhibiting the entire maritime collec-
tion, including earlier gifts to both institu-
tions. The collection is documented in a
full-color hardcover catalogue, Maritime
Portsmouth, The Sawtelle Collection, the 31st
volume published by the Portsmouth Ma-
rine Society.

Eighteenth-century Englishmen used
the fast-flowing Piscataqua River to export
the region’s wood resources that were used

as masts for the Royal Navy and sawn lum-
ber and hewn timbers for building. There
was considerable shipbuilding all along the
estuary, especially up the many tributaries
that feed the Piscataqua. Portsmouth, near
the river’s mouth, quickly became the ma-

ver the last quarter of the twentieth-
century collectors Joseph G. and

Jean E. Sawtelle built a major collection of
maritime art and artifacts related to The
Port of Portsmouth, which encompasses all
the Piscataqua River dividing Maine and
New Hampshire and the Atlantic seacoast
out to the Isles of Shoals. Their goal was to
create a significant Maritime Museum in
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, however the
museum vision withered with the unex-

by Richard M. Candee
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RIGHT: Joseph Lyman, Gosport Church, Isles
of Shoals, 1882, o/c, 141/4 x 211/2.
BELOW RIGHT: James E. Buttersworth,
Portsmouth clipper, “Tinqua,” o/c, 28 x 36.
BELOW: Thomas P. Moses, Coming From the
Navy Yard, Portsmouth, 1867, o/c, 24 x 30.


