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What was it like to live in Darien 200 years ago? As the town celebrates its 200th birthday it’s an opportune
time to ask the question.
A new exhibition and commemorative book, Darien 1820 — New Town, New Times by Darien Historical
Society Historian Ken Reiss, will open with a Champagne Gala on Friday, March 20 at 7 p.m. at the Darien
Historical Society, 25 Old Kings Highway North, Darien.
— an announcement from the Darien Historical Society
Both the book and the exhibition focus on life in town during the year 1820, when Darien gained its
independence from Stamford and Norwalk.
“People living in 1820s Darien were on the threshold of revolutionary developments that would usher in the
modern age,” said Reiss. “While there were a few tremors of change being felt here in 1820, by and large,
folks living in Darien still would have had more in common with their medieval ancestors.”
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The
Darien 1820 exhibition is based on extensive research that Reiss uncovered during a yearlong project to
Darienite
write a commemorative book for the Bicentennial to benefit the Society.
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The
exhibition is co-curated by Reiss and Lynn Sheppard, a longtime member of the Society’s board of

directors. Designed to immerse visitors into the world of early 19th century Darien, the display focuses on
how families lived and worked, and how the town was first organized.
Interspersed throughout will be household tips gleaned from The American Frugal Housewife, a work that
was widely read in the early 1800s. “These suggestions really drive home the point that people 200 years ago
were living in a totally different era,” Reiss said. “You’d be surprised at what people did with ear wax back
then.”
While new mills had been producing a miracle fabric, cotton cloth, and steamboats were spotted occasionally
on Long Island Sound, life in Darien 200 years ago still revolved mainly around the farm and a few key
crafts that served the community’s needs and kept the town very insular, Reiss said.
“People might tend to romanticize life in the pre-industrial United States, but this display will quickly
demonstrate that eking out an existence in a small farming community in the 1820s was not at all easy,” he
said.
Before 1820, this area was known as Middlesex Parish because it had its own Congregational Meeting House
since the 1740s. The Parish straddled parts of both Stamford and Norwalk and had been evolving into a
distinct community since the 1680s, when a few families first arrived in the area.
The exhibition and the book also cover the town’s long path to independence, with a special focus on
Thaddeus Bell, the man who championed the cause.
During his long life, Bell was known for his service as a soldier during the Revolutionary War and he was
one of 48 men kidnapped by Tory and British soldiers during the 1781 raid on the Middlesex Parish Meeting
House.
Today, especially this year during the town’s Bicentennial celebrations, Bell is celebrated for his work as a
state representative and for his tenacity in petitioning the State Assembly three times before independence
was finally granted in 1820. The new charter had the town’s name listed as “Bellville” in his honor, but Bell
crossed out that name and inserted the name of Darien, instead.
No one knows the true reason why Bell chose that name, but it has long been a favorite pastime among
residents to ponder the origin of the town’s name (in fact, Reiss is positing a new theory on the subject in his
Darien 1820 book.)
An interactive portion of the exhibition will ask visitors to submit a vote on the theory they think makes the
most sense, and the votes will be tallied and publicized toward the end of the Bicentennial year.
To register for the Darien 1820 Champagne Opening Reception and Book Launch visit our website at the
historical society website or call us at 203.655.9233.
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