
W ilmot has had zoning since 1968. 

From the beginning, the town 

adopted what is known as “single-use 

zoning” and it has steadily refined it 

since. The zoning ordinance, which in-

cludes the local laws that regulate land 

use, can be amended through warrant 

articles at each town meeting. These arti-

cles are usually proposed by the planning 

board, but they may be proposed by the 

select board or by petition put forward 

by a minimum of 25 voters.  

Single-use zoning refers to restricting 

one land-use to one parcel. It is also 

called “Euclidean zoning” not because 

parcels look like polygons on a tax map, 

but because it was successfully argued in 

court in 1926 in case in which the Village 

of Euclid, Ohio, a suburb of Cleveland 

was the defendant.  

Most villages have commercial streets 

that are lined with buildings that have 

stores on the ground floor and either 

offices or apartments above them. This 

constitutes multiple uses on the same 

parcel, but most of these land uses were 

already in place when zoning was intro-

duced, so they were “grandfathered,” 

allowed to persist because they were 

already there. 

As the automobile took over as the 

primary means of moving from one place 

to another for every purpose, many 

Americans abandoned downtowns and 

their grandfathered multi-use buildings 

and began to drive to commercial dis-

tricts where there was no residential use. 

Single-use zoning became the norm in 

many suburban and rural towns. 

New England has a particularly strong 

tradition of home businesses.  In his book 

Big House, Little House, Back House, 

Barn, Thomas Hubka argues that the 

characteristic connectedness of the hous-

es in this region is due to the prevalence 

of multiple types of commercial activity 

at many rural homes. Earlier historians 

had argued that the bad weather of New 

England necessitated this arrangement. 

Hubka, however, noticed that in the up-

per Midwest, where the winters are even 

more challenging, the connected arrange-

ment is rare.  

Rather, he writes, the New Englander 

is more likely to be trying to make a liv-

ing every which way. Consequently, 

while a family resides in the big house, 

the little house may be the site of a dress-

making operation, the back house may 

hold a machine shop and there may even 

been a smithy in a corner of the barn. 

Given this historical pattern, it is not 

surprising that the exception to single-

use zoning in Wilmot is that we permit 

“home occupations” and “cottage indus-

tries.” As long as the property owner 

resides at the parcel, they may ask per-

mission to add many different types of 

commercial activity. These are listed in 

the zoning ordinance. 

Home occupations are not detectable 

from the roadside. However, cottage in-

dustries, by definition, may have some 

slight impact on the residential “feel” 

around them. Article XIV of the ordi-

nance spells out the details. 

Our ordinance is a “permissive” one. 

This means that if a use is listed in the 

local law, then it is permitted.  

In Wilmot we have two commercial 

districts (on Route 11), two village dis-

tricts (Wilmot Flat and Wilmot Center), 

and the rest of the town is a single resi-

dential district. The number of permitted 

uses is most limited in the residential 

district, less so in the villages, and least 

so in the commercial districts. 

Some uses are permitted “by right” 

and others require getting a special ex-

ception from the Wilmot Zoning Board of 

Adjustment (ZBA). Anyone is allowed to 

request a variance from the ZBA, which 

means, “if it isn’t listed, ask, and see 

what they say.” 

Article II, Section V of the ordinance  

(online at wilmotnh.org) lists the uses 

allowed each of the districts. ֍ 
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I Want a Business in My Home 
An example of “big house, little house, back house, barn” in Freedom, N.H. 



T he accompanying graphs were 

created using the Avitar assess-

ment database. For the 19th century 

houses, the dates given for the year 

built are not necessarily exact to the 

year or even the decade. For example, 

the oldest house in town, according to 

the assessment database, is at 24 North 

Wilmot Road, an old Cape that has been 

added onto at least twice. Its year of 

construction is given as is 1724, which is 

unlikely, given that settlement didn’t 

take place here until after the French 

and Indian War of the 1750s.  

However, nine other extant houses in 

Wilmot were purportedly constructed 

between 1784 and 1789. Three are in 

Wilmot Flat, two on Kearsarge Moun-

tain, one on Ragged Mountain, and 

three in North Wilmot. Although “The 

Wilmot House” in Wilmot Center is said 

to be “the oldest house in Wilmot,” the 

Avitar database alleges there are six 

houses that are older.  

Most extant houses in Wilmot — 60%

— were built in the 20th century. But a 

full 26% of the standing stocks was 

built in the first 20 years of the 21st cen-

tury. Only 14% of the homes in Wilmot 

were built before 1900. If you prefer to 

think of all 

homes built be-

fore World War 

II as “historical,” 

then 21% of the 

housing stock 

could be consid-

ered “historical 

homes.”  

Between 1807, 

when Wilmot 

was incorpo-

rated from North New London and 

Kearsarge Gore, and 1861, the eve of the 

Civil War, 68 houses were built that are 

still extant. In each of those five decades 

more houses were built (although this 

trend may be an artifact created by old-

er houses being less likely to survive to 

the present). It does coincide with the 

initial growth of the town, which 

peaked in population between 1850 and 

1860. Of the houses built between 1800 

and the Civil War, the concentrations of 

older homes are in the two historical 

villages of Wilmot Flat and Wilmot Cen-

ter (below). There is a lesser concentra-

tion in North Wilmot, which is some-

times considered a historical village.  

From 1860 to 1940, relatively few 

houses were built in Wilmot. This was a 

period of continuous population decline, 

from a high of 1,272 in the 1850 census 

and reaching a low of 370 residents in 

1950. Growth was uneven after 1950s 

but overall, there was large increase in 

the number of houses built. In large 

part this represents people, often from 

out of state, 

who bought 

up the vacant 

land in town 

(many during 

the 1980s 

bank crisis) 

and either 

built second 

homes or 

“moved to the 

country.” Few 

of these post-WW II houses are part of a 

working farm. Consequently, they re-

quire much less land and this allows for 

greater population density. Most of the 

houses in Wilmot were built between 

World War II and the collapse of the 

housing bubble in 2008.  

When the mortgage crisis hit in fall 

2008, the number of houses being built 

in Wilmot was already declining. That 

is, the local decline does not seem to 

have been caused by the collapse of 

lending. Rather, the local boom coin-

cides with the panic that followed the 

9/11 attacks on New York and Washing-

ton. The number of new houses per 

year, however, exceeded 10 for the first 

time in 1998 and continued to increase. 

The post-9/11 influx may have added 

to an increase already underway.  

The effects of the lending crisis can be 

readily seen. In the eight years between 

2000 and 2007, an average of 17.3 

houses per year were built. In the eight 

years following the crash, an average of 

only 3.5 houses per year were built. The 

number for 2021—eight new homes—is 

the highest since 2007 and coincides 

with flight from urban areas during the 

COVID pandemic. There have already 

been six permits granted for new homes 

in the first half of 2022. ֍ 
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