
The Route Taken by French Forces Through  Danbury, Connecticut in 1781 & 1782

The Washington-Rochambeau Revolutionary Route currently portrayed on the
National Park Service website may not accurately depict the path taken between Main
Street, Newtown, Connecticut, and Main Street in Danbury, Connecticut. The current
map shows the French forces traveling over Connecticut Route 6 for much of their
march. Recent research suggests that the part of Route 6 that lies between the
northern end of Benedict Road, Bethel, in the west, and the north end of Old Bethel
Road, Newtown, in the east, was not in use at the time of the American Revolution.

In 1921 Henry B. Betts of Danbury produced a manuscript entitled “List of Old Houses
One Hundred Years Old or Over Standing February 1921 in the Vicinity of Danbury,
Connecticut”. ( A copy is on file at the Connecticut State Library.) In describing House #
22, the Andrew Wakeman Place, Betts states: “Andrew Wakeman Place in Stony Hill,
Bethel, formerly a part of Danbury on a present Danbury and Newtown State Trunkline on
a short cut between the original Danbury and Newtown road and the second (or shorter)
section of Danbury and Newtown road through this locality that was “surveyed” after the
Revolutionary War but not built until about 1820 for a highway but evidently had been
used for years as a foot path, and for horse back and some by ox carts.” The “original
Danbury and Newtown road” as described by Betts consists of Hawleyville Road in
both Bethel and Newtown. The road followed a long stretch of today’s Route 6 before
it wound its way through the Beaver Brook district to Triangle Street, South Street,
eventually reaching Danbury’s Main Street's lower end. This route, however, does not
match the description provided by Berthier in his narrative of the course taken by the
French between Danbury and Newtown. At the time of the Revolution, the first road
was referred to as “the upper road” through Danbury. The route taken by the French
troops is much more likely to have been the one known as “the lower road.”



Research supports the claim made by Betts in 1921. The portion of the road shown in
this section of the 1858 Clark’s Map of Fairfield County, Connecticut stretching from the
house labeled “A. Wakeman” (The Andrew Wakeman Place named by Betts) in the west
to the point just below the house marked “Mrs P A Camp” (Mrs. Polly Ann Camp) in the
east was not opened until sometime between 1810 and 1817 and so could not have been
utilized by the French troops in 1782. A search of both land and census records has
revealed that no houses existed along this route until the 1830 Census was taken.
Evidence supports the idea that the French traveled over the road shown a short
distance to the south that can be seen stretching from just below “Mrs P A Camp” in
Newtown to the spot labeled Cem (the Stony Hill Cemetery) and from that point
continued along a path described in the documents that follow.



Recent evidence suggests that French troops took the route as presented above. The
only variation is that Old Turnpike Road in Bethel no longer connects with Plumtrees
Road (near Meckauer Park) as it did during the Revolution. The now-eliminated
portion of Old Turnpike Road existed to the right (east) of the mile-marker box shown
in the center of the map. The road was made a dead-end in 1956.

Additional support for the French utilizing the “lower road” also exists. In 1977 a
diary written in 1830 by Benjamin Hoyt (1778-1835) of Bethel/Danbury, CT, was
reproduced and published by the Danbury Scott-Fanton Museum of Danbury. It
contained an eyewitness account of French troops moving through the area in 1782.
Below you will find pages from that work.



Benjamin Hoyt states in his account: “We got a stand at a Chamber window in the house
where Ammon Weed now lives and had a good view of them when they went by.” Ammon
Weed (1799-1872) lived to be approximately 73 years old and resided in the same
house throughout his lifetime and it remained the property of his descendants until
1968.  The place no longer exists, but its former location is now #160 Old Hawleyville
Road, Bethel, CT. Weed’s home was positioned on an elevation that would have
allowed Benjamin Hoyt to see the French troops approaching “over Shelterrock hill.”
This view would not have been possible had the French taken the route currently laid out
by the NPS, as the troops would not have crossed over this elevation.



The distinctive double-pointed shape of Shelter Rock Road as it approaches its highest
elevation is evident in maps of Danbury, including those made at the time of the
Revolution.









*Bailey’s History of Danbury 1684-1896, states that as the French Army passed along
the great thoroughfare: “It was guided through this section by David Pearce and his two
sons, Aaron and Joshua.” (David Pearce , 1739-1801, Aaron Pearce ,1763-1788, Joshua
Pearce, 1764-1820) A Sons of the American Revolution membership application filed in
1927 states: “David Pearce - Corporal in Colonel Wolcott’s Regiment - 2nd Co, Deacon
David  Pierce was a soldier in the Revolutionary War and after our French allies arrived was
detailed as commissary and conductor of the supply train under LaFayette in his marches
and campaigns from New York to Yorktown at the capture of Cornwallis.”



The grave of David Pearce in the Cemetery of the First Baptist Church, Danbury, Ct is shown
above. Pearce, along with his two sons, guided French troops through the Danbury area. (Find
A Grave photo by Erin Nikitchyuk.)



In his journal, Berthier describes the route taken on his first trip through the region
when the French troops moved from Newtown in the east to Danbury in the west.
When closely examined, his description of the road taken remarkably resembles the
elements that made up the “lower road”.

In the initial paragraph of this account, Berthier states that “As you leave the town
you bear right between two low hills. There are several scattered houses on either
side of the road.” This would describe the north end of Newtown’s Main Street at the
point where it meets Mount Pleasant Road incorporating a portion of the original
road, now jettisoned and renamed Johnnie Cake Lane. (Many parts of the  road from
Main Street in Newtown to the center of Danbury were straightened in the summer of
1914 when the roadway was paved with concrete and made part of the Danbury and
Newtown State Trunkline.)

Berthier next states, “You go down a stony road, leave a large pond on the left, and
then pass through a wood. You cross several little brooks that flow to the right into a
larger one. You cross several little woods.”



“You go down a stony road, leave a large pond on the left.” As seen in the modern map
above, the pond being referenced is Taunton Pond and would have been “on the left”
for the French as they made their initial march through the area.

At this point of the narrative, Berthier’s description most demonstrates that the
French left what is now Route 6 and then proceeded in a southwesterly direction along
the current Old Bethel Road.



“Proceed downhill. The road is very steep. You pass a pond on the right and then cross a
brook on a bad bridge.”

The described area can be seen in a 1984 U.S. Geographical Survey Map. Just to the
right of the area labeled “Pogond,” one can see the brooks, as well as a pond “on the
right” when traveling west as Berthier was. Just beyond the west end of the pond, you
can also see a point where Old Bethel Road crosses a brook. This seems to indicate the
point where Berthier encountered a “bad bridge.”

“The road goes up and downhill, crossing several brooks. You pass a small wood on the
right. The distance from here to Newtown is five miles.”
(The distance from the point on Old Bethel Road shown above to the spot of the
Newtown encampment is precisely five miles.)

“You proceed into a small wood and, upon coming out of it, pass on the right a road going
to Newbury.”

Here, Berthier describes the upper portion of today’s Old Hawleyville Road in Bethel. It leads
directly north toward the southern border of Brookfield and would be “on the right” when
traveling from east to west. Before the establishment of the town of Brookfield in 1788, the area
constituted a parish of Danbury known as Newbury.



“You enter another small wood and passing through it, come to a little valley where you
cross a small brook on a bad wooden bridge.”

This portion of Berthier’s narrative describes the route west from the southern end of
Weed Road in Bethel, along Walnut Hill Road to modern-day Old Turnpike Road and
on to the boundary between Bethel Danbury. The “bad wooden bridge” described was
most likely one used to cross a brook a short distance to the west, called Lime Kiln
Brook in Danbury and East Swamp Brook in Bethel. (On Christopher Colles’ 1789 map of
the same location, he noted, “road sometimes overflow’d.”)

It is important to note one alteration to the overall route being described that has
occurred since Berthier’s time. In 1956, Old Turnpike Road’s steep slope was truncated
so that it no longer connected with Shelter Rock Road as it once did. (See the 1922 Price
& Lee Map of Danbury shown below. Old Turnpike Road in its original form is shown
directly below the words “STONY HILL DISTRICT.”) At the time of the Revolution, this
portion of the road was called Jabez Hill. (Further to the west can be seen the point
where the road crosses a brook matching Berthier’s comment “where you cross a small
brook on a bad bridge.”)



The now altered portion of the French route along Old Turnpike Road is highlighted in a 1934
Aerial Survey of Connecticut.

“Passing a wood on the left you continue uphill on a bad stony road, having a hallow on
the left and a wood on the right. Then you wind downhill.

This describes the path over Shelter Rock Hill, first up the eastern side and then down
the western side.

“Cross a brook on a bridge, next to which there is a ford.”
On the west side of Shelter Rock hill, the road to the center of Danbury crosses over
Sympaug Brook. This spot can be seen below, to the right (east) of the names D. Webb
and T. Waterman found on the 1858 Clark’s Map of Fairfield County, Connecticut.



You pass several roads on the right and on the left and several scattered houses. You come
to a crossroads. Take the middle road leading to Danbury, which is 10 miles from Newtown
and 18 miles from Haight’s Tavern.”

The “crossroads” describes the point where today’s Shelter Rock Road merges into
South Street and then meets both Coal Pit Hill Road on the left (south) and Triangle
Street on the right (north). The middle road (South Street) leads to the southern end
of Danbury’s Main Street. The area being described is located immediately to the east
(right) of the small triangle labeled “South St Sch” (South Street School). The
configuration of the crossroads is not entirely the same as it was at the time of the
Revolution.



Whether you are examining maps made by Louis-Alexandre Berthier in 1781/ 1782,
Robert Erskine in 1778, or Christopher Colles in 1789, it would seem that all three
cartographers were attempting to depict the very same route between Newtown and
Danbury. This route was also surveyed and described in Danbury Town Records,
Volume 1, Page 205, submitted  March 23, 1778, and designated as Highway # 68. The
description begins on South Street, Danbury, and moves in a northeasterly direction
to the western border of Newtown.

“An highway laid out beginning at the northwest corner of Benjamin Sperry’s home lot
running east to the end of the plain which is three rods wide running still east to the Top of
shelterrock Hill as the path now runs which is three rods wide still running east across the
east swamp which is two rods wide and at the rising of the hill at the crossroad which is
seven rods wide running still east to the height of Walnut tree hill as the path now runs and
so on unto Newtown road which is two rods wide.”

Notes:
Benjamin Sperry’s home lot occupied the northwest corner of South Street and Coal
Pit Hill Road, near the point where Danbury’s South St., Triangle Street, and Shelter
Rock Road converge. Bailey’s History of Danbury records him as being among the
prisoners taken from Danbury at the time of the British raid in April 1777. His
neighbor to the west was Nehemiah Dibble, in whose house General David Wooster



died on May 2, 1777, following the Battle of Ridgefield. (Danbury, Ct Probate Records,
Case # 4450)

Measurements:
2 rods = 33 feet
3 rods = 49.5 feet
7 rods = 115.5 feet

Louis-Alexandre Berthier Map of the road from Newtown to Danbury, 1781-1782.
(This Map is flipped so that the direction of North will appear at the top.)



Robert Erskine - Simeon DeWitt Map of the road from Newtown to Danbury, 1778
(Also see Map 43 D, presented earlier.)



Christopher Colles Map of the road from Newtown to Danbury, 1789
__________________________________________________

This new evidence is presented to assist in the e�ort to accurately trace the path
followed by French forces as they made their way both to and from Yorktown,
Virginia.


