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Greater Portland Landmarks  

Organization Background Statement 

The mission of Greater Portland Landmarks is to identify, preserve and revitalize 
greater Portland’s remarkable legacy of historic buildings, neighborhoods, 

landscapes, and parks. 

 

Greater Portland Landmarks (Landmarks) leads the local preservation movement achieving 
results by empowering people to effect change. With a strong, respected voice Landmarks 
advocates that saving and reusing historic places are sustainable practices, enrich people’s lives, 
and bring diverse communities together. Our preservation knowledge, research, expert 
resources, and inspiring educational experiences bring to life the remarkable stories of Greater 
Portland’s historic places. 

History 

Founded in 1964 in response to the demolition of Union Station (1888) and other local 
landmarks, a group of citizens rallied together to form Greater Portland Landmarks, Inc. As 
urban renewal spurred further demolitions throughout the city, Landmarks activists fought for 
historic preservation through multiple strategies. Landmarks members picketed at demolition 
sites, stood in front of bulldozers, relocated historic buildings, purchased and rehabilitated 
buildings through a revolving fund to promote adaptive reuse, and engaged with city officials 
and developers. Landmarks worked to raise public consciousness of the city’s architectural and 
historic resources through research, walking tours, presentations, and publications. 

In 1970 Landmarks had its first major victory when it stopped the further widening of Spring 
Street by getting the West End neighborhood listed as an historic district on the National 
Register of Historic Places thus preventing demolition of many historic buildings. In 1972 
Landmarks published Portland, the first comprehensive book about Portland’s architectural and 
social history that is still regarded as a seminal text about the city. Landmarks gave the first 
Preservation Award in 1974. In 2018, Landmarks recognized eight projects and people in 
Greater Portland for this award. Also in the 1970s, Landmarks launched the Historic Marker 
Program. Close to 400 historic properties in the region now display Landmarks’ historic 
markers. In 1982 Landmarks assumed from the city, management of Portland’s most 
identifiable building, the Portland Observatory (1807). 

By the end of the 1970s, the historic preservation constituency had strengthened such that the 
City considered approving an historic preservation ordinance. The ordinance was defeated in a 
narrow Portland City Council vote, and the battle for an ordinance continued for more than a 
decade. Finally, in 1990 the city’s historic preservation ordinance was passed designating as 
local historic districts eight neighborhoods that had previously been listed on the National 
Register. Following these local designations, the city hired Landmarks to update the 
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architectural inventory of buildings in these districts for use as a reference by the Historic 
Preservation Committee in their review of proposed work on these properties. There are 
currently 11 historic districts in Portland. Landmarks played a critical role in their creation. 
Surveying historic resources and advocating for local Landmark and historic district designations 
in greater Portland remain pivotal pieces of the organization’s work. 

Subsequent to the passage of the Historic Preservation Ordinance, Landmarks began to focus 
on new initiatives including education programs for both adults and children. In the 1990s 
Landmarks established a relationship with the Portland Public Schools developing a workbook 
focused on Portland’s architecture, local history and design to support the required 3rd grade 
Portland history curriculum. The first edition of The City is a Classroom was published in 1995. 
In 2014, the newly revised edition won accolades and is still available at no cost to Portland 
Public Schools. The first Old House Trade Show was held in 1996 for the purpose of advancing 
education through featuring specialists and workshops in trades or crafts needed for the 
restoration and renovation of old buildings and cultivating relationships with business partners. 
The first Preservation Directory of tradespeople, consultants and product providers focused on 
historic preservation and traditional construction methods was published in 2009. 

Partnerships 

Landmarks’ continued evolution from a grassroots protest group to a proactive, well regarded 
civic organization has been significant. The organization has earned a seat at the table of major 
debates over preservation and growth in the region. In Portland’s current climate of 
development growth, city officials, developers and concerned citizens grapple with the needs 
and demands of various constituencies and see Landmarks as a key ally. Landmarks uses its 
established reputation to help other organizations achieve their goals when they align with 
those of Landmarks. 

Landmarks has a strong partnership with the City of Portland as steward of the city-owned 
Portland Observatory and as an advocate for adequate staffing for its Historic Preservation 
Program. Landmarks collaborates with eight organizations in the Portland History Docents 
program and works with the Portland Society for Architecture, Architalx, Historic New England, 
Maine Preservation, and the U.S. Green Building Council in various capacities. Landmarks hosts 
local collaborative efforts and supports “friends groups” for different historic resources. These 
local efforts include historic preservation initiatives of neighborhood organizations, the 
Portland Green Spaces Coalition, the Friends of Fort Gorges, Friends of Lincoln Park, Spirits 
Alive! at Eastern Cemetery, and Friends of Evergreen Cemetery. 

Landmarks works with tradespeople, business partners and real estate professionals to shape 
the content of its adult learning opportunities. The organization continues to partner with 
teachers of the Portland Public Schools as well as schools throughout the region to deliver 
curriculum-based content, workbooks, and tour opportunities. Landmarks believes in the 
power of partnerships to support its mission and therefore is always open to forging additional 
relationships with new partners, be they nonprofits, corporations, or educational institutions. 
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Advocacy 

The greater Portland area faces increasing development pressures that place historic 
architecture, neighborhoods, and landscapes at risk. The built environment of this region, 
representing the style and artistry of architects, landscape designers and master builders over 
many years, as well as a diverse social history and high-quality of life, is undergoing rapid 
change. In addition, the community is experiencing an influx of newcomers from new 
immigrants to high-income part time residents. Due to rapid changes in the region, Landmarks 
has re-centered its work on advocacy. 

In 2012 Landmarks launched Places in Peril, its endangered properties program, as one of the 
principal ways to proactively recognize and advocate for protection of important components 
of the area’s architectural fabric and open spaces. Landmarks maintains a presence in person 
and through submitted statements at most Historic Preservation Board meetings and 
workshops as well as relevant Planning Board meetings and City Council sessions. When 
preservation-related issues include review of new construction, Landmarks is active in 
reviewing these new designs to ensure they complement the historic character of the area and 
to encourage quality design of buildings that may become future landmarks. 

With current development pressures in the region, preservation advocacy and outreach are 
essential to keeping the essence of our unique and authentic community. The organization 
maintains a sought- after internship program that has allowed Landmarks to survey over 1500 
buildings in several neighborhoods. Landmarks’ staff engage with the surveyed communities by 
sharing the research findings and participating in dialogues with residents. Not only does this 
effort mean that Landmarks is equipped to react quickly as an issue arises, but also when this 
happens, the public is already knowledgeable and primed to join the effort. Understanding and 
engagement leads to more successful preservation efforts, which in turn create sustainable, 
economically viable, livable communities. 

Building Stewardship and Management 

Landmarks manages two buildings: The Portland Observatory and Safford House. In 1982, the 
City of Portland turned to Landmarks to manage and steward the Observatory. Landmarks led a 
fundraising campaign to enable a major restoration of the building that was completed in 2000. 
Almost two decades later, we are currently engaged in a major redesign and upgrade of 
observatory exhibits to enhance the visitor experience. Visitation to the museum has grown to 
over 17,000 people annually. The revenue from the Observatory is a critical component of 
Landmarks’ ability to continue its education programs. 

In 2009, Landmarks purchased the Safford House, prominently located at the site of Landmarks’ 
early victory to stop the widening of Spring Street. The organization leases out the second and 
third floors of the Safford House while maintaining the first floor as its office and headquarters. 
The building provides an opportunity for Landmarks to demonstrate “preservation in action.” 
The rehabilitation of the building is an ongoing project that continues to face capital hurdles to 
fund upkeep and maintenance. 
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Broadening Our Reach; Sustaining our Organization 

Today, Landmarks is proactive, challenging when needed the demolition of buildings not yet 
surveyed and designated as historic resources. As time and resources allow, we are broadening 
our advocacy and influence in communities throughout greater Portland. Landmarks continues 
to educate about the evolving understanding within the historic preservation movement of the 
breadth of resources that merit designation and protection. Currently in an effort to support 
designation by the City Council of one or more historic districts on Portland’s Munjoy Hill, we 
are educating city officials and the public about why historically working class housing and the 
homes of early African American residents are important to preserve. 

The field of historic preservation continues to widen its scope to embrace environmental and 
social justice advocacy as part of preservation advocacy and Landmarks is striving towards that 
inclusion. In the spring of 2018 Landmarks hosted Max Page, author of Why Preservation 
Matters, to give a public lecture followed by a board workshop. Landmarks is engaged in a 
conversation internally and with its constituents examining the purpose and conduct of historic 
preservation efforts and how we might consider adjusting our perspectives to meet 21st 
century socioeconomic and cultural realities. In 2018 Landmarks undertook a major strategic 
research project to understand how Landmarks’ work is viewed and to solicit ideas about how 
Landmarks can best serve its community. With these timely insights into its constituency’s 
perspectives, Landmarks is poised to adapt and grow as it goes through a leadership transition 
in 2019. 

Challenges lie ahead for a new Executive Director to evaluate with the Board of Trustees the 
range of activities Landmarks should undertake in the future to best and most effectively 
achieve our mission. Leadership must create and implement a short and long range funding 
strategy that will adequately support our mission to advocate for preservation of the buildings, 
neighborhoods, landscapes and parks of this community that foster its cherished character. It is 
essential to ensure the long term financial health of this venerable organization that has 
contributed in such large measure to the positive image and popular success of greater 
Portland as a place to live, work, and recreate. 


