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A passion for history
Steve Bielitz preserves and restores historic homes

by Nancy Thompson
Editor

Steve Bielitz recalls asking 
his parents to take him to 
places like Old Sturbridge 
Village, Gettysburg, Fort 
Ticonderoga, the House  
of the Seven Gables and 

Colonial Williamsburg when he was 
about six. In fact, he can’t remember  
a time when he wasn’t interested in  
history and old houses.

“They brought me to all those  
places,” he said. 

Then, when he was in first grade,  
a friend brought him to visit his aunt 
who lived in an old Victorian house in 
Portland and he became even more  
interested. “I was fascinated,” he said.

That fascination continued to grow 
and has become not only his passion,  
but his profession.

Bielitz, who described himself as 
“totally self-taught,” started as a house 
painter and, not surprisingly, found  
himself getting involved with old houses. 

For close to 30 years, he has traveled 
around the state – and often beyond –  
to inspect, evaluate and rebuild historic 
buildings. The rebuilding might happen 
on site, or it might entail painstakingly 
dismantling the building and rebuilding 
it elsewhere or storing it for sale and 
future use.

“I do a lot of research,” he said. “I 
understand the details and have a library 
of a few thousand books. I love to learn 
what people were doing in the 17th and 
18th centuries.” He also spends a lot of 
time with historians, including the late 
Abbott Lowell Cummings, considered to 
be the pre-eminent expert in American 

When Steve Bielitz dismantles  
a historic structure he assigns a 
number and letter to each piece 
so they can be reassembled.
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architectural history.
His knowledge extends far 

beyond architecture and into the 
history of central Connecticut and 
17th and 18th century society.

Two buildings he’s working on  
at the moment once housed General 
Rochambeau’s officers while he was 
meeting in Wethersfield with George 
Washington to plan what turned out 
to be the final battle of the American 
Revolution. Rochambeau himself 
stayed in a home in East Hartford 
that has been moved to Guilford  
and restored.

Bielitz knows the whole story  

in detail and loves the fact that  
he is walking on the very same  
floorboards that once were trod  
by French officers on their way  
to Yorktown.

He’s had a hand in the resto-
ration of the Robbins sisters’ house 

in Old Wethersfield and many  
others and has worked with about  
30 museums in the state as well  
as with the Connecticut Trust  
for Historic Preservation and the  
Office of the State Archaeologist.

Locally, he recently dismantled 

the “House house” once owned by 
the House family at the corner of 
Hebron Avenue and House Street, 
saving it from destruction when the 
new Glastonbury Place development 
was built. It has been put in storage 
until he can find a buyer who wants 
to rebuild it.

Bielitz would rather see a  
building restored on site but is  
philosophical about the options.

“Even if a building is in a new 
location, I think it’s better to save  
it than have it end up on the trash 
heap,” he said.

Bielitz is well known and well 
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“Even if a building is in a new 
location, I think it’s better to 
save it than have it end up on 

the trash heap.”
–Steve Bielitz
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This grey-green 
paint was common 
in pre-Colonial 
homes.

Pre-colonial homes were often  
insulated with a mixture of mud, 
clay and straw known as “dawb.”

This decorative 
fixture is an acorn 

drop, found in 
some very old 

homes in  
the area.
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respected in his field.
Rick Krynick, owner of Colonial 

Woodworkers on Oak Street, has 
known him for about 30 years.

“He has always had great  
enthusiasm and passion for saving 
old houses,” he said. “He knows once 
they are gone, they are gone forever. 
Steve is a very knowledgeable  
historian on old houses. I have 
worked with Steve on numerous  
restoration projects. He comes in 
with his expert advice on restoration 
and I would execute the replication 
of necessary details to complete the 
project. Through detailed drawings 
and conversation, we come up with 
the best plan for restoring a small 
doorway to an entire house.

“It is always joy to scope out an 
old house with Steve. As an architec-
tural historian, Steve is always look-
ing for the small details of long ago 
that will give him clues as what the 
house used to look like many years 
ago. He still gets excited over the 
smallest details and finds he comes 
across. He takes it very personally 
when he is unable to save a house  
or barn.”

Jim Bennett, executive  
director of the Historical Society  
of Glastonbury, has known Bielitz  
and his work for two decades. 

“He has been a big supporter  
of the Historical Society of 
Glastonbury, sharing his knowledge 
and expertise regarding historic 
architecture, their proper care, 
maintenance and restoration. He  
has been a huge help when issues 
have arisen regarding society’s  
historic buildings, the Welles-
Shipman-Ward house, 1755, and the 
Welles-Chapman Tavern, 1776. He 
has also been a tremendous help  
and resource regarding the historic 
structures within Glastonbury’s five 
National Register Historic Districts 
and its local historic district.”

Bennett and others in the  
society have been so impressed  
with Bielitz’s expertise and work  
that they have invited him to be on 
the society’s board of directors as 
chair of the society’s preservation 
committee. 

“His knowledge of architecture 
goes deeper than just the history of  
buildings but includes its large and 

small elements such as how they 
were built, the source materials, 
design, and so on,” Bennett contin-
ued. “He leaves no rock unturned. In 
addition, he has a tremendous work 
ethic. He is always out there in the 

field whether in Glastonbury or 
neighboring towns advocating for 
and rationalizing to the powers  
that be the reasons for saving 
Connecticut’s historic architectural 
treasures.”

16

This building in East 
Hartford dates back 
to 1698. 
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Bielitz was working recently  
on two old homes, one in East 
Hartford and one elsewhere, when 
he made what he described as  
“the discoveries of a lifetime for  
a person in my occupation.”

He called in Bill Flynt of 
Historic Deerfield to do a dendro-
chronology – the study of tree ring 
growth patterns to date the age of 
archeological timbers to within six 
months – of wood used in both 
houses. Flynt determined that the 
trees were cut in the winter of 
1697-1698. 

Bielitz is not ready to identify 
one of the houses, but the other,  
in East Hartford, was built for  

John Goodwin. Flynt’s research 
has shown that Goodwin acquired 
land in East Hartford in January, 
1697, and apparently immediately 
began felling trees to build the 
house.

The other house, thought to 
be equally old, appears to have 
ties to several important figures  
in history: Jane Seymour, the only 
wife of Henry VIII to be buried 
with him; the Duke of Somerset – 
by coincidence the county where 
Glastonbury, UK, is; the 18th-cen-
tury Wadsworth family, which 
included Joseph Wadsworth, who 
is said to have hidden the state’s 
constitution in what became 
known as the Charter Oak; and 

Oliver Wendell Holmes of 
Massachusetts, father of the  
Oliver Wendell Holmes who served 
on the U.S. Supreme Court for 
decades, and as chief justice of  
the United States in 1920 at the 
end of his career. 

When asked what about the 
two old houses was most import-
ant to him, Bielitz smiled. “They’re 
both significant for the date and 
the framing and the fact that they 
have survived.” GL

Photos and more information 
about Steve Bielitz’s work can be 
found on Facebook at Glastonbury 
Restoration Company. He can be 
reached by phone at 860-212-3750 
or by email at stevebielitz@yahoo.com.
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“Discoveries of a lifetime”
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Steve Bielitz shows 
where laths were 
attached to the wall 
so plaster could be 
added.


