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Every town holds history. Some towns are blessed with historical artifacts. These artifacts have outlived and survived their inhabitants of their prime time to tell their stories of what used to be. It is no surprise that Worcester holds its own historical artifacts. You can walk down any street in Worcester, and you may just stumble upon one of its greatest glimpses back into history. For instance, there are the 27 historical gas lamps that can be found scattered in Worcester, the few remnants of the main gas lamps that were installed in Worcester in 1849.

There were over 2,000 gas lights in Worcester during their prime and they cluttered almost every street in the city. The gas lights were the main source of light for the dark evenings. There are now only 27 gas lights that are found scattered along the streets of the city, but even today their light still flickers with life. During the time of their popularity in Worcester the gas lights had become the only sources of light for travelers who crept through the night.

They were lit before dusk and then smothered by eleven o’clock. Young boys would waltz out onto the streets carrying with them a long stick with a tip of flame. With the flame glowing on the stick, the male adolescents would use its flame to unmask the night. There would be a couple of boys on different city streets lighting a glow inside the gas lights along the streets.

By 11:00 pm the boys that littered the streets with lighted sticks would return to smother the flame. Every night there were boys on every street killing out the lasts of the night’s lit protection. As soon as dusk appeared again the boys with their flames brought back the smothered flame. And soon again inside each gas light stand had the dance of the flickering light.

The gas lamps were the first of its innovations. A technology so grand they just had to expand. The gas lights motivated inventors to ponder and experiment further which led them to improve the gas lights.

In 1883 Worcester had just begun replacing their gas lights. There was a new and improved invention to the street light. It was an electric lamp that overshadowed the gas lamps rave. Using electricity, the bulb that was inside the light could be lit with a flick of switch. The energy it circuited caused its bright illumination. The gas light’s flame could not compare to the bulb’s electric stare. The electricity gave the bulb the power to glow with a mighty stare of light.

As time went on the electric light was what the city of Worcester wanted for street lamps. More and more gas lights were removed and replaced with the electric lights. The gas light’s natural flame was no longer awe inspiring when the electric flame began arousing the scene. In 1936, Worcester’s mayor, Walter J. Cookson, had petitioned to have all the gas lamps in Worcester replaced with electric lights. It seemed as though the gas lights had come to their last standing.

However, as days turned to weeks, and weeks into months, and months into years, there were still gas lamps standing tall along the streets of Worcester. In 1957 there were still 450 gas lights providing a source of light to the city. The city had been urging that “as a city we progress with the times” which would mean getting rid of out-dated technology; the gas lights were considered out-dated technology.

An article that was published in the Worcester Telegram and Gazette in April 10, 1957, wrote about the city’s remaining 450 gas lights. Titled “A Slow Goodbye to an Era” the piece told of how the city of Worcester wanted no more of the gas lights. There had been a great push for the removal of the remaining gas lights. The city had been making progress on their removal which was already in the workings of having gas lights removed by workers. The author of the article, Sidney B. McKeen, wrote “but the gas lights still burn, as they did more than a century ago, on many streets just outside the downtown business section, an irritation to some, and others a source of pleasant nostalgic.” The city cannot seem to extinguish the internal flame of the gas lights.

January of 1963 there had been a constructed plan that had been set forth by the town of Worcester. It was to have all 300 gas lights that were still cemented within the city to be removed. Horace H. Biglow, the superintendent of the Bureau of Street Lighting, just had the last big batch of cluster gas lights removed by the Clark University area.

The claim for the removal of these lights was that it was in the interest of the city’s people, and their safety. They announced that the large removal of gas lights were red flags for high crime rate. They had informed the city about how the gas lights could not properly light up a street like an electric light could. The low dimmed light allowed more crime opportunities to go unseen. By Clark University officials claiming that streets were unsafe to walk, especially for young college girls. They started to gain even more support on removing gas lights.

It is true that the electric light can provide a flare almost as bright as the sun. As flame created by fire can only burn off so much of a glare as a candle. One could not even conceptualize how much light the gas lights really provided.

An artist of Worcester, Christina O’Neill, researched the vanishing gas lights and the surviving 27 gas lights. She painted numerous pieces portraying the gas lights found in Worcester and held an exhibit in August to October 2009 at Worcester Polytechnical Institute.

During her duration of studying the gas lights closely, O’Neill stated that the city of Worcester has come to suffer from what she claimed to be “light pollution.” This light pollution she explained is keeping us from understanding and seeing what the gas lights can radiate for light. There is an abundance of artificial light we are exposed to everyday that under-masks the gas lights. This makes the gas lights appear as though they have an obsolete light exposure. Ms. O’Neill states that the only way one would truly appreciate and comprehend the light measurement of a gas light, is for the city to experience a black out, and electricity to become obsolete.

Would the gas lights just become another antiquity of Worcester? Just another commodity for our archives? It seemed like a possibility, afterall they could not compare to the electric light. They were useless and kept the city out of date. By August 1967 the Worcester Telegram and Gazette published a small article clip titled “Worcester to Pull the Shade on Gas Light Era.” It had appeared to some that the gas lights would be no more.

With only 68 gas lights surviving in 1967, it seemed as though they had been out numbered by electricity. The City Manager, Francis J. McGrath, had finally announced that the 68 gas lights would definitely be replaced by electric lights by the end of the year.

McGrath explanation for removing the gas lights in the city records was due to one reason: maintenance issues. It was stated that the company that had been servicing the lights for all these years just had decided that they no longer wanted to maintain Worcester’s gas lights and terminated any further contract with the city. There was no real explanation from McGrath or the company as to why they would no longer hold a contract with the city of Worcester. Once again it seemed as though the gas lights had seen the last of their days. There was no one to take care of the lights. The city had found the perfect excuse to finally do away with the gas lights.

From the year 1952 to 1967 McGrath had over 400 gas lights replaced with electric lights. A large batch of gas lights were removed with the destruction of what used to be streets in Worcester, when construction started for the Worcester Mall. Some of the gas lights were just tossed while others were recycled and used to make other things. Some gas lights were even sold to other towns. By selling the gas lights Worcester was able to fund replacing them with electric lights. Other towns had acknowledged that the gas lights were special and that they created a nostalgic feeling for a long forgotten era. McGrath was determined to have Worcester gas light lamp free, however, it never became a reality for him despite his persistence throughout his political power in Worcester to kill off the last of the gas lights.

In October 7, 1970 the city council members and their ring leader, city manager McGrath wrote to the Public Works of Worcester. McGrath directed his letter of concern about the successful removal of the gas lights to the Commissioner of Public Works, Vincent M. Hynes. McGrath then wrote to Hynes requesting information regarding the number of gas lights that presently remained in the city as well as their exact locations. He requested that Hynes inform him about the schedule time for their replacement.

Hynes does responded to McGrath’s letter on October 13, 1970 . He wrote to him and explained the exact locations of each of the 58 active gas lights in the city of Worcester. He also expressed concerns for removal of all the gas lights. Hyne’s confided in McGrath that the fate of the gas lights was uncertain. In Hyne’s response he wrote:

“The remaining 58 gas lights can be planned for removal in the coming year 1971, but replacement lights will be needed in every case. In view of the proposed street lighting survey being requested by the City Council, the actual removal should await the implementation of the survey’s results.

There is a certain amount of nostalgia prevailing as to the demise of the gas lights, because their total removal marks the end of an era. Retention of a few of the gas lights may be of some historical significance.”

Now, in the year of 2010 there are still 27 gas lights that populate the streets of Worcester. These remaining twenty-seven gas lights, stand tall on the side of the Worcester streets, and burn boldly as they did over a century ago in the 1800s. They are cared for by one man named John Corazzini. He keeps the gas lights aglow 24/7 and tends to them on a daily basis, all for a low modest pay of $130 a month from the city of Worcester. He claims that they are easy to manage and that the only troubles he encounters are when lights require a new part – which usually need to be ordered in from England.

The fate of the twenty-seven gas lights seems to be secured. As long as there are local citizens who pride themselves on maintaining a legacy, the gas lights will continue to burn. Their numbers have dwindled, but the remaining gas lights that burn keep their memory alive.

The twenty-seven gas lights can be found on Pleasant street near Newton Square, of Institute Road, Elm Park and East on Pleasant Street, South on Main Street, Water Street and Green Island, Salisbury and Gove Street.

Meet a Local Artist

Side Note from article: The Flame that Keeps on Burning

Christina P. O’Neill is a local Worcester resident who has taken much interest and pride in the city she resides in. She is the custom publication editor for The Warren Group, a company that specializes in collecting and publishing real estate news and data. Besides being a successful editor, O’Neill has been blessed with the talent of self-taught painting.

O’Neill recently created an exhibit using her successful talents. She had painted a romanticized portrayal of the Worcester Historical Gas Lights. There had been a smaller exhibit O’Neill had created containing historic news clips, memorabilia and her alluring paintings of the lively “olden day” gas lights. The exhibit appeared for a while at the Preservation Worcester in 2008. O’Neill had just scraped the surface of uncovering romantic immortal history that lived within Worcester’s city lines.

Unsatisfied and marveled by the gas lights tale she began to updated and expanded features on her exhibit. Her work led her to paint a poetic, in-depth endeavor of the gas lights and how blessed our city is to have such a romantic antiquity still living. In August 27, 2009, O’Neill offered the city a better glimpse of the gas lights. Her improved exhibit appeared at one of Worcester finest established colleges, WPI. The exhibit “Worcester’s Last Gas Lights: History Hidden in Plain View” was located in the Gordon Library and was open to the public up to October 15, 2009.

O’Neill had erected the gas lights through her watercolor paintings. These painting are the life of her exhibit as they bring back a lost treasure of Worcester. “I got motivated to paint the gas lights because they are an anachronistic but well-loved technology,” she says. “They tend to knit together many of the neighborhoods in which they survive.”
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