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Three Hundred Years of Change
and Growth

Danbury is an exciting place to be in 1984%. As we
begin a yearlong commemoration of our three hundred
years of existence as a community, we can take great
pride in our history and the opportunities that have
been presented by our development.

Our City is ninety-two years older than our Nation.
We have experienced unprecedented growth, economic
development, and the creation of a quality of life
that offers many amenities. The successful evolution

By TRUMAN WARNER

citizens who have contributed to thirty decades of
City planning.

Danbury's Tricentennial Committee has an exciting
agenda planned for the 1984-85 celebration period.
One of the most interesting programs is a review of
our history through a series of publications. An

in depth review of our history will lend new meaning
to our City motto: "Continue -- We Have Just Restored."

I hope that you will enjoy the historical information
that will be provided during this interesting and
provocative time.

With all good wishes, I am,

Sincerely yours,
(Dr. Truman Warner is professor of anthropology and history at
Text reproduced with permission

¢ S /424 Western Connecticut State University.
James E. Dyer from Centennial Editions of The News-Times, September, 1983)
: Copyright, 1983, Danbury Publishing Division, Ottaway Newspapers, Inc.

Mayor of the City of Danbury




How Danbury grew, changed, shrank

Original grant
of 1687

-('%1?"":“"?“" y 1846 — Ceded from Ridgefield
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2 1855 — Set off as town of Bethel

» e e e = = = OFiginal Danbury boundary

s Danbury’s boundary since 1869

1869 — Grassy Plain area annexed by Bethel

#l 1 the three centuries following the Colonial settlement of Danbury in
4 1684, the original village of eight families was transformed into an in-
.dustrial city of 60,000. The city’s direction and growth have been

colored and influenced by a multitude of ‘events, ranging from Danbury’s
role in the Revolutionary War to the invention of a hat-forming machine.

The 300-year time span falls into seven major periods: The Frontier
(1634-1710); Colonial Commerce (1710-1775); The Revolution (1775-
1783); The Beginnings of Manufacturing (17 83-1850); Industrialization
and Urbanization (1850-1914); The Search of Diversification (1914-1950);
and The Post Industrial Society (1950-1983).The first four periods will be
considered here; the second four in the Centennial Edition of Sept. 22.

Each period was marked by a different lifestyle which was related to
changes in the kinds and quantities of energy sources the inhabitants were
able to utilize, the technology available to harness this energy, and the num-
pers and types of people living in the town.

The Frontier (1684-1710)

The Indians from whom the settlers purchased the land, called the
Paquioque, meaning open space, were farmers. They cultivated and har-
vested corn, beans and squash using such tools as hoes and digging sticks.
They supplemented these foods by gathering uncultivated plants, berries
and nuts, clams and mussels, and by hunting, trapping and fishing. Wood
was the major source of heat and cooking fuel. Other tools, clothing and
shelter came from similar easily available resources.

The Paquioque used the “slash and burn” method to clear land. Their
small, temporary settlements were relocated every few years to a new, more
fertile, area. Because the population in each of the scattered villages was
relatively small and the amount of farmland required at any given time was
limited, the Indians did not fully appreciate the changes which the white
settlers to whom they sold the land would introduce.

The Colonists also were farmers, but of a different sort. The newcomers
expected their homes and farm land to be more or less permanently located.
They used oxen and plows. They required great acreage. They used vast
quanities of wood to heat theirlarge wooden houses and prepare their meals.
And they brought many different tools and technologies with them, ranging
from the production of iron tools and water-powered mills, to weaving and
the raising of cattle, swine and sheep.

When the first eight families moved to Danbury in 1684 they were open-
ing the virtually unsettled frontier of the Western highlands. Only five years
earlier the Connecticut General Court had reported to England that “Most
land that is fit for planting is taken up. What remains must be subdued and
gained out of the fire as it were by hard blow and for small recompense.”



This plaque honoring Danbury’s founding families is on the we

St
pillar of the gateway into town’s original cemetery on Wooster Street,

Just west of Main Street and the former Danbury jail.

Established towns lined the entire length of the Colony’s land along the
Connecticut River and the coastal plains, and already the inhabitants of
those communities felt the pressure for additional land for their children
and grandchildren.

In addition, there probably were political reasons for the settlement at
this time.

The Connecticut General Court had been authorizing inland settlements
near the Western border — at Weantenock (New Milford) and Powtocook
(Newtown), for example — for several years but they never materialized.
However, in 1684, immediately after receiving the report of the agreement
establishing the boundary between New York and Connecticut, the court

6

ordered “the planting of a .Towge above Norwalk and Fayrefeil.d” near tl;;
New York border at “Paquiage, _later rex.lam.ed Dax':bury. The village wou <
gerve as an outpost defense against Indian incursions from the north an
west. P o ;

The original grant was an area six miles square, but the p_ropnetors: as
early as 1691, already had petitioned to push the bout_ldanes four xm'le's

rthward and three miles southward in the expectation that a portion
i uld abut the Housatonic River. But in 1692, the General Court agreed to
wr?large the bound only one mile in each direction, effectively excluding the
zommunity from direct river access.

The original eight families, plus a few others who cannot be id‘entified with
certainty, were the proprietors or owners of the entix:e grant. This meant that
land was distributed by the vote of these propnetors.who thus were a
privileged landowning group within the political community. As proprietors
each had a share, and each shareholder received a portion whenever the pro-
prietors voted a new land distribution.

Undistributed lands remained as undivided or common lands until the
proprietors took action. Thus, when he died in 1697, Thomas Barnum
already owned not only his home lot but seven otherlots scattered from Deer
Hill to Shelter Rock, a mill lot, four divisions of meadow land — as well as his
share of all the lands not yet divided. In other words, there had been at least
four distributions of land during the past 13 years.

At the death of a proprietor his share was passed on to selected heirs,
either as a unit or as several partial shares. This system continued for
generations.

Newcomers, however, could be granted land without becoming proprie-
tors or proprietors could sell already distributed land to others. Descend-
ants of the first settlers continued as proprietors until all property was in
private ownership. With land serving as the basis for wealth in this period, it
is little wonder that families of the earliest inhabitants remained
economically and politically powerful for many generations.

The ideal for Connecticut towns in the 17th century was that of the
Puritan corporate community in which the church and state were one. But
the reality of this ideal was waning before Danbury’s settlement, although at
first glance it might appear that the first eight families, migrating as a group
and settling together, four on each side of the southern end of the valley
between Town Hill and Deer Hill, were trying to reproduce this dream.

But change was already alterning this idealized order. Soon other families
arrived, and by the time the Rev. Mr. Shove officially formed the church in
1697, only seven people of the 24 families then in town were full
members,

Within a few years some families built houses in the Miry Brook and

Brookfield sections, thus breaking up the clustered, tightly knit settlement.
Slowly, the population continued to increase. A mill was erected on the Still
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