
 

 

Historic Places   Old Lyme Grange Hall #162   55 Lyme St 

The white frame building at 55 Lyme St. has a long history as a center of community activity. 

Today it is the home of the Old Lyme Historical Society. For more than a century (1910 - 2014) 

it was the Old Lyme Grange Hall #162.  

The Grange movement (more formally: The Order of the Patrons of Husbandry) was founded in 

Virginia in 1867 as a kind of Freemasonry of farmers: dedicated to improving the lot of farming 

families through education, social programs, and cooperative efforts to address the special 

challenges (technical, economic, social, and political) faced by farmers and rural populations. At 

its height, the organization boasted some 1.5 million members in local Granges organized by 

state. The movement came to Connecticut in 1875 when 20 towns formed local Granges. The 

Grange was family-oriented. Women were full participants, with several posts in the ceremonial 

hierarchy reserved for them. Young people were encouraged to enter the degree program as well, 

and were eligible as soon as they were big enough to handle a walk-behind plow.  

In the fierce political and economic conflicts of the late nineteenth century the influence of the 

Grange was soon overshadowed by that of newer organizations (the Farmers Alliance in the 

1880’s, the People’s Party [a.k.a. “Populists”] in the 1890’s), but a return to its original mission 

of education and community service gave the Grange movement a longer life than many of its 

sometime political rivals. It continues today.  

Farming was the most common American experience and the economic mainspring of the nation 

from the beginning. Before 1900 most Americans grew up on farms. Despite nearly a century of 

rapid industrialization, farms still created most of the nation’s wealth.  

By the time Grange chapters were formed in Lyme (1896) and Old Lyme (1905) many of the 

organization’s earliest objectives were being pursued in other ways, and the Grange became 

more of a social and educational resource than a tool of political/economic action. The Lyme 

Grange (#147), for example, began hosting the Hamburg Fair in 1897, and hosts it to this day. 

The Old Lyme Grange (#162) bought the new clubhouse of the Old Lyme Gun Club on what is 

now Maple Avenue in 1910. The land was not for sale, but they leased it for 17 years at $8.00 

per annum. At the end of that term they negotiated a one-year extension and began looking for an 

alternative location. They found it on Main St. (now Lyme St.), but had to take out a mortgage of 

$2,200 in order to secure the lot at #55. The members moved the old house on that lot to a new 

location on Library Lane, dug and stoned a new foundation (large enough to accommodate the 

planned addition of a stage), and used ox teams to drag the old Gun Club building the few 

hundred yards to the new site. In February of 1929 they dedicated their new Grange Hall, replete 

with a new stage for lectures and performances. In May they received the stage screen or curtain 

advertising local businesses (see below). They began holding fairs of their own, held bake sales 



and performances, and raised money by all means at their disposal. At last, in October of 1931 

they paid off the mortgage and retired it in style. They burned the mortgage papers and saved the 

ashes, declaring all future Grangers should be reminded every five years of that job well done.  

“The Mortgage” was the bane of the farmer’s existence. Agriculture requires major up-front 

investments for an uncertain gain at the harvest. ‘Uncertain’ not just because of weather, but also 

because market prices can fluctuate greatly from one harvest to the next. Loans were essential to 

agriculture, but were always felt as a looming threat to an enterprise that was at once the family 

business and the family home. The lifting of a mortgage was a day to celebrate! 

Objects: 

Railway lantern: Dietz model No. 999, a “short globe” style kerosene railway lantern. One of 

America’s oldest and most celebrated lamp makers, Dietz produced the model 999 from 1928 to 

1960. Our lantern was made for the New York Central System, but the clear globe is etched 

“C.P.R.” for the Canadian Pacific Railway. We cannot tell the exact dates, but their good 

condition suggests both are from the middle of the production era.  

Ice tongs: A common household item in the age when a “refrigerator” required periodic 

replenishments of block ice. The ice was harvested each winter from local ponds and stored in 

sheds packed with sawdust or straw. It is surprising how long a small mountain of ice will last, 

even in warm weather, when stored in this way.  

Jack plane: Farmers (and Grangers) were accustomed to doing their own carpentry, and even 

their own simple cabinet making. The sharp blade of the plane turns the rough-sawn edge of a 

board into a smooth one by removing the excess wood one thin shaving at a time. This helps the 

carpenter or cabinet maker to create a more perfect fit.  

Sheep shears: A tool for giving sheep a haircut, harvesting the wool without hurting the sheep. 

Sheering requires skill, strength, and endurance. We don’t know the age of this pair of shears, 

but electric shearing was already in wide use by the 1940's.  

Cow bells: Milk cows are often turned out to graze and left to wander on their own all day, but 

they need to be brought back for milking in the evening. Hung around the cow’s neck on a 

leather strap, the bell gives a dull “clank” as the she moves from one tuft of grass to the next, 

making her easier to find and bring home.  

Candle/Match holder: Emergency lighting that lasts for decades—unlike a battery powered 

flashlight. (That is: as long as you keep the match box dry!) This example seems fairly new, but 

the construction is so simple it could have been made as a project in a middle school metal shop, 

or by any competent “tin bender” such as a maker of gutters and downspouts.  

Place setting: We found a few bits of silverware (Rogers ware…) in the basement when the 

OLHSI acquired the Old Lyme Grange building. They are a reminder of the dinners and picnics 

that marked the calendar of the Grange and of most community organizations in times past. 

Shared food seems forever a favorite way to bring people together.  

Red Ribbon (marked Second Premium): We don’t know what event this 1935 prize ribbon 

commemorated, but it is in the traditional color for second place (with blue for first, white for 

third). The Old Lyme Grange held its first fair in 1928 in an effort to raise money for their new 

lot on what is now Lyme St. Although never as grand as the Hamburg Fair (put on by their sister 



lodge, Lyme Grange #147), the Old Lyme Grange Fair seems to have been popular enough to be 

continued for several years. 

Pictures: 

(existing captions, with dates:) 

frame 1 - OLHSI “Trees of Old Lyme” exhibit of Platt Hubbard works, 2016 

frame 2 - OLHSI House Tour (Christmas season), 2016 

frame 3 - Copy of the Original Key to the Grange Hall 

made by Norman E. Shapleigh, 1928 

frame 4 - Ox Cart Wagon hitched up for the 300
th

 Anniversary Parade 

for the founding of Old Saybrook in 1935 

frame 5 - [Deed ashes, etc….] 

History of OLD LYME GRANGE #162 

by E. D. Caulkins, Oct. 9, 1931 

To be read every five years. [label on rolled paper] 

 

This FORK, in the hands of  

Lucy D. Caulkins, held the  

Mortgage Deed when it was  

burned, with appropriate  

ceremony, on Oct. 9, 1931. [label on fork]  

 

ASHES of Mortgage Deed [label on bottle] 

- stage curtain, front 

The front of the curtain shows the advertisers (who helped to pay for the curtain) and, at the 

sides, a painted imitation of the side-pull curtains found in larger theaters. Many of the family 

names are still familiar locally, and several of the advertised businesses still exist today.  

- stage curtain, back 

The back of the curtain shows a generic rural scene. This may have been painted by another artist 

after the original curtain was delivered in May, 1928.  

The Old Lyme Historical Society, Inc. (OLHSI) has raised the money to have the stage screen 

repaired and restored to its original condition. We hope to have it back in all its original splendor 

at the end of this year (2017).  


