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John Scheel, the new owner of the Winfield Foote Estate, has turned the historic home into an
antique store.  

Photo by Jamie Cohen

This old house is perfect home for antiques

By Johanna Maranto 
newsletter@seacoastonline.com

STRATHAM - The Winfield
Foote House has been
transformed recently by
new owners John and
Susan Scheel. Located on
Route 33, just past the
Stratham Circle, the
nondescript farmhouse
may hardly have been
noticed by residents driving
by; aged and bland, its
plain white shutters
blending into plain white
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clapboards, the house is
largely concealed by an
overgrowth of shrubbery,
rampant from years of
neglect.

The Scheels, residents of Stratham since 1985, had raised their two daughters
in town and owned a business, Actually Antiques, for over 10 years until they
lost their lease in 2003. They agreed that the circle was the only viable place
in town to relocate their shop, and had eyeballed the Foote house as a perfect
site. It was, however, not for sale.

Winfield Foote, an aging bachelor who had been raised in the house an only
child, had never left his childhood home, working until retirement as an
accountant in the area, and keeping a low profile. He occasionally patronized
Actually Antiques in search of nautical memorabilia, which he collected, and
occasionally visited the Stratham Historical Society to which he had donated a
few items over the years.

Historical Society staff were floored to discover upon his death in 2004, that he
had bequeathed the society his entire property and contents, of particular value
in today’s hot real-estate market.

The Scheels heard that Foote had passed away. Still interested in the property,
but seeing no activity at the homestead, Sue slipped a note under the front
door, extending their condolences and expressing interest in purchasing the
site. They heard from the historical society the next day.

Excited at first that they might be able to relocate the antique business to
Foote’s house, the Scheels said they were more than dismayed when they got
their first look inside. Built in 1840 or before, the house had been in the Foote
family since Winfield was a boy in 1930. And, said John Schell, "It was like
walking into 1930." The walls were cracked, the plumbing was primitive and the
electrical system was a mere 60 amp service, "barely enough to run a fan and
an electric razor at the same time without blowing a fuse," according to John.

Sue said, "I went home and cried when I saw the inside. I thought it was
beyond our capability to deal with." But, their daughter Julie, who majors in
architecture at a Boston college, saw the potential in the house and convinced
them to go ahead with the purchase. They were further reassured by Joe
Terravecchia, a local contractor specializing in period home restorations, who,
having handled far worse, said, "This is nothing." Still, the renovations,
particularly because they were carried out to preserve the original character of
the home, were extensive and expensive.

Sue said they never would have been able to afford both the property and such
a thorough and authentic remodeling had it not been for her parents, Bill and
Phyllis West.

Her healthy and vibrant mother had passed away suddenly in a tragic choking
incident just a year before. Her dad, heartbroken, lived just another 10 months
after his wife’s death. The inheritance financed the renovation and gave the
Scheels a focus while they grieved. Sue said her parents, who had retired to
North Carolina, relished their visits to New England and the Actually Antiques
shop. "They would have loved this place," Sue said of the Foote House. "I
thank them every day," she added.

The Scheels are pleased to have preserved a piece of historical architecture in
a town that has lost so much of its original character to development. And they
are pleased that profits from the sale of the house will be used by the historical
society to create a scholarship fund for area students in perpetuity. John said.

The Footes’ old license plate from 1936 is prominently displayed at the new
shop, along with a photo of Winfield’s parents standing in the driveway with
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their automobile, circa 1930. Winfield’s toy airplane, looking just like
Lindbergh’s Spirit of St.Louis, remains in the home where it has always been.

As for Winfield Foote, John said he is buried along with his parents down the
street in the old graveyard, in a quiet spot that echoes his quiet life.
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