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LONG ISLAND UTOPIA

A short, thick-set stranger strode down the Long Island
Rail Road tracks in late 1850 and. with bright, restless, blue
eyes, surveyed the acres ol shrub ouk where Brentwood stands
today.

He was Josiah Warren, declared anarchist, advocate of
free fove and social philosopher. He waus planning & new
town called Modern Times.

He had just purchused 750 acres for about $2.50 each.
That day he mapped out streets and building lots for the
poor, unemployed and anyone else who would help him build
an isolated town on the sandy soil.

Warren, who was 52, was a gentle, idealistic man with a
big idca. A few weeks later he advertised in the New York
Tribune for pioneers to Modern Times. He planned that the
town would have no government, courts, jails, policemen or
even marriages—he believed they were evil because they

suppressed the individual. 1le promised each settler a piece
of land and “Equity,” mcaning cach person would be
m.0<nanmm= and free to dispose of his own person, property and
time at his own cosl.

“Society can have no peace untl every member is really
free,” Warrcn wrote.

Soon poor and uncmployed famulies from the city came
to Modern Times, and also laborers, scholars, clergymen,
musicians, physicians and a blacksmith. They cleared land,
built cabins and planied trees, flowers and lurge vegetable
gardens.

Modern Times grew and flourished under Warren's princi-
ples of Equity, which he had tested {or many ycars in Ohio,
where he had worked with another social reformer, Richard
Owen, in his community ol New Harmony.

Warren's pioneers grew food for themselves and io trude.
They didn’t use conventional moncy, but wrote their own
“labor notes,” which were based on an hour of their own
labor. They used these notes at the town’s only shop, the
Time Store, where they paid the cost price of cach item plus
a charge for the time the shopkeeper spent with them.

In just a lcw years, Modern Times was a peaceful village
with broad uvenues, tree-lincd strects and trim green and
white cottages with strawberry patches and vegetable and
flower gardens. Most women dressed like peasants noan
opera—in bouffant skirts, white stockings and wide brimmed
hats. The town had sports, concerts and plays, but no rum
shops or crime—a peddler dropped o gold watch and found
it ten days lutcr on the town bulletin board.

News of the town’s success spread among philosophical
circles; a visiting scholur wondered if he would reach it by
“railroad or ruinbow.” But ncighbors in Suffolk County were
shacked because many Modern Tunes pioncers practiced
free love.

Temporarily married partners wore red strings in place of
wedding bands. When they removed the strings, they were
divorced. Neiphbors in Modern Times never inquired about
the parentage of children, but the outsiders gossiped.

Wild ideas flourished in the town and often vimbarrassed
Warren, but he never interfered because cach person was free
o seek his salvation in his own way. Some found it In
spiritualisn, hypnotism or the Water Cure. One woman
ate only bcans for a year and died. One man advocated
nudity, and Warren wrote, “inflicted his views upon his
hapless children.”

Despite its first years- of success, Modern Times couldn’t
be supported by agriculture alone. In 1857, seven years
after it was founded, the town was declining. 1t suflered in
the econontic panic of that year and also {rom increasing
Anti-free-love agitation. The town needed industry, but War-
ren shunncd publicity and didn’t provide the feadership to
attract new investment.

In the next four or five years many citizens sought jobs
outside the town or moved away. Warren himself, now in his
early sixtics, became ill and moved to Boston, where he had
been born. He died there in 1874.

The beginning of the Civil War deall the final blow. Shortly
after, the community changed its name to Brentwood and
organized u conventional government. 500N the only traces
of Modern Times were the tall pines that had been planted
by its pioncers.
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