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The Josiah Bronson House is 3 2^-story gable-roofed frame dwelling built about 
L740. The house shares its three-acre lot with two barns,both of which have hewn 
Frames and appear to date back to the 19th century or earlier. The area is one of 
widely scattered houses, none as old as this and many comparatively recent. The 
acreage with the house was formerly used for pasturing horses, but now the only 
agricultural activity is a stand of Christmas trees and a garden. The house is at 
:he corner of steep Breakneck Hill Road and a little stone-wall-bordered lane 
tfhich leads to some ponds behind the property. There is a large old maple in front 
>f the house and several smaller trees scattered about, but most of the land is open, 
["he front yard is planted mostly with a ground cover, and there are a few shrubs 
:lose to the house.

The five-bay facade faces Breakneck Hill Road. The central entrance is flanked 
Dy partial sidelights. Formerly, the house had a cantilevered shed roof sheltering 
bhe entrance,! but this was removed, as were the later columns which had been 
added to the early porch. The original thick panelled and batten door is still in 
place, as is the old latch, a Suffolk-type with a three-lobed head instead of the 
asual spade or spear-shaped outline. There is a modern panelled door serving as a 
storm door in front of the older door. Windows are fitted with twelve-over-twelve 
sash, some of it old but most closely reproduced. The exterior is covered with 
wood shingles of considerable age underneath which are old clapboards nailed 
directly to the studs. The house may originally have been of lean-to form: it is 
Dnly one room deep, neither front room contains a cooking fireplace, and a stone 
foundation to the rear would seem to line up with a lean-to's rear wall. Instead, 
there is a late 19th-century 2-story ell appended to the east rear. Rafters that 
Were examined showed no sign of having been cut down from longer, lean-to 
rafters, but many appear to have been replaced, so the roof's evidence is.incomplete, 
The underpinning and central stack are a fieldstone rubble although the chimney is 
built of brick above the point where it en.erges from the asphalt-shingled roof. 
The stack foundation has a large vault four feet deep and four feet wide built into 
it. The vault can be reached from the east room's hearthstone or from the cellar, 
(only under the east half) where the blocks closing off the small rectangular 
Dpening have been removed.

The east front room has a small brick fireplace framed by a bolection molding, 
with a raised panel arrangement covering the surrounding wall. Around the room runs 
a dado of horizontal beaded boards. The original floor is covered over. In the 
south east door a large batten door on strap hinges leads to the side yard. The 
north front room is quite similar, with a nearly identical treatment of the fire­ 
place wall. However, along the top there is a band of dentilling absent from the 
Dther room. Also, the wide-board oak or chestnut floor is visible, and there is 
a chair rail instead of the dado. The chambers above are reached by rear stairs 
only - the front stairway is missing, if in fact there ever was one. The upper 
rooms are plain, though there is a chair rail throughout and the old floors are in 
place. The west chamber has a small fireplace set within a recessed panelled 
niche: above the fireplace is a single rectangular panel and a cupboard with a 
panelled door on early brass hinges. Framing members visible in the interior are 
all plainly cased. Only the second-story posts show a marked flare and there are 
no visible summers. The chimney girts and posts on the first story are of 
exceptional dimension, however, and the two panelled walls are set back within the 
central bay defined by the girts. Rooms in the ell are modern.

The larger barn is sited west of the house at some distance. It is a story and 
a half high with a shed-roofed extension to the north side. The small barn is 
behind the house down the lane. Both have asphalt-shingled gable roofs and
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Josiah Bronson House is a significant historical resource for Kiddlebury, 
Connecticut. The house is one of few 18th-century houses remaining in that town, 
and it is a good example of a dwelling of that period: it has much well-preserved 
historical material, which typifies 18th-century building custom (Criterion C). In 
addition, the house is important for local history (Criterion A). The Bronsons 
were among the first to settle at Breakneck, and the family played an active role 
in the town's development. Tradition holds that the Count of Rochambeau visited 
this house on two occasions while his army was encamped nearby. The visit by the 
French troops made a large and enduring impression upon the people of the area, 
and it is appropriate to recognize this building associated with the encampments.

Despite some alterations, the house stands as a good representative of an 
18th-century dwelling. The most serious loss is undoubtedly the replacement of the 
lean-to, c. 1850, by the present ell; this has changed the exterior form and 
deprived the interior of the usual kitchen and large cooking fireplace. The loss of 
the hood or shelter over the front door has also left the entrance looking somewhat 
unfinished. 1 But overall, the house presents the five-bay, gable-roof, central 
chimney form which is characteristic of the period. The construction of the house, 
with its heavy girts and flared second-story posts, is usually associated with 
houses built about 1750 or earlier, as is the lack of sheathing between studs and 
clapboards. Usually houses of the period had summer beams; their absence in this 
house may perhaps be attributed to the use of oversized chimney girts and posts to 
bear the floors' weight.

The^raised-panel fireplace walls in the two front rooms and the roll moldings 
surrounding the openings are typical of pre-Revolutionary interiors, before mantels 
and shelves replaced this early treatment. Only the dentillation along the top 
of the parlor wall suggests an owner of more than moderate means. The stone vault 
in the cellar is unusually large and deep, though stack foundations commonly 
included some kinc of recess or niche. Explanations for these spaces range from 
food storage to hiding places. Other significant and representative interior 
features include the dado, chair rails, wide-board floors, many original hinges and 
latches, and the partially panelled chamber fireplace wall. The latter includes a 
set of early brass hinges on the cupboard, an unexpected material were it not for 
nearby Waterbury, the birthplace of American brass. However, they may be English.

The Bronson family settled at Breakneck as early as 1690, and this house is 
believed to have been built by Josiah Bronson shortly after 1738. Josiah lived a 
long life (1713-1804). "He was shrewd, calculating, and social; became a lieutenant, 
secured wealth, and attained an honorable position in society."2 In sddition to 
his position as a leader of the militia, Josiah was influential in having Middlebury 
set off from the town of Waterbury. He was a farmer of substance, and ran a cider 
mill on the property. Today the two barns associated with the house recall the 
Bronsons' dependence upon agriculture. A portrait of Josiah is at the Mattatuck
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Significance (cont.):

Museum in Waterbury, with a reproduction now taking its place in the parlor of this 
house. Silas Bronson, a wealthy merchant and philanthropist who established the 
Wsterbury public library, was the grandson of Josiah and is believed to have been 
born in the house in 1788,

Kiddlebury's most memorable events were the two encampments of Rochambeau's 
army, in 1781 on their way to Yorktown, and in 1782 beck from victory over the 
British. On both occasions the French found the terrain around Breakneck well- 
named, and much effort was spent moving the artillery up and down the hill. The 
return trip was especially bad,as it rained continuously, and some complained that 
camping at Breakneck was worse than the war itself. At least one cannonball 
has been found in the vicinity, and a monument has been erected on the site of the 
camp. It is easy today to dismiss the encampment as a minor part of an important 
military campaign, but to do so overlooks the tremendous impact of several thousand 
troops on a small settlement like Breakneck. Typically, there was a great deal of 
interaction between the French and Americans. The Americans worked to provide 
food and water for the troops, and were often entertained by the army's band. In 
turn, the officers visited with local dignitaries, one of whom tradition says was 
Josiah Bronson of Breakneck. The French found Breakneck to be "a hamlet with but 
few houses . . • These are widely scattered and very ugly." 3 They made maps of 
the area, and the location of the Josiah Bronson house clearly corresponds to a 
structure shown on their map. Indeed, the house is the only one which can with 
confidence be said to have been there at the time of Rochambeau's visit.^ 
Although our modern-day appreciation of the house may differ from that of the 
officer quoted above, it is important that the French presence be commemorated by 
more than a monument: not only does the house date back to the period of the 
encampment, but Rochambeau himself is said to have visited Josiah Bronson there.

J. Frederick Kelly, Early Domestic Architecture of Connecticut (New York:
Dover Reprint, 1963, of 1924 ed.), 105, shows a similar porch in Branford on a 
house dated 1710, and although he suggests a Dutch Long Island connection, the 
roofs are also found in Durham and Danbury, and on later 13th-century houses.

2Henry Bronson, History of '^aterbury (Waterbury, 1858), 470-471.

Howard C. Rice, Jr. and Anne S.K. Brown, The American Campaigns of 
Rochambeau* s Army (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973).

4 Rice and Brown do not mention Josiah Bronson, but they assert that Isaac
Bronson 1 s house (Josiah's brother's) is at the foot of the hill. However, this 
house appears to be Federal in style and c.!820$ see II, p. 314. Moreover, 
William Cothren in his History of Ancient Woodbury (Waterbury, 1854) asserts that 
the Isaac Bronson house was replaced by a newer house by Isaac's grandson; p. 214, 

The French visits were on June 27-30, 1781, and on the return, in October, 1782.


