Early Street Lighting
Text: David Gibbs. Colour photographs: Alan Keene

Long before electricity was connected to the village in the mid 1920s, or town gas in
the early 1950s, Merriott had street lights, or perhaps ‘street lamps’ would be a
better description. They were installed, it is believed, around 1920 (the parish
records would surely have full details, if only we had a researcher!). One of the old
lamps survives, albeit converted to electricity.

Its original position was standing in the pavement outside Church Farm in Church
Street. You can see it in the photograph below, to the left of the charabanc.
Apparently, it was removed from its original position to a nearby garden where it served
as a line post. Later it was sold and the photograph left shows it in its current position,
on private property elsewhere in the village. Perhaps, after surviving all these years, it
deserves yet another move to somewhere in the dry – if only the village had a museum!
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With no electricity and no town gas, how were the Merriott street lamps powered?
Most likely it was by acetylene gas. The reason for suggesting this is the cylindrical
unit at the top of the lamp.

Acetylene is derived from dripping water on to powdered calcium carbide. It’s likely the
lower half of the cylinder contained the powdered calcium and the top half the water.
The amount of gas generated and available at the burner, which in turn determined the
amount of light produced, would depend on the rate at which the water was permitted
to drip on to the calcium.
Just like early street lamps powered by town gas, the Merriott lights would have
needed a lamplighter, or lamplighters, to light them in the early evening and to
extinguish them late at night, and to tend to the water and calcium levels, making
whatever adjustments were necessary.
It would be nice to know how many lamps there were around the village and where they
were all sited, but such detailed information may well be lost forever. However, the
lamps can be seen in a few old photographs.
Below left, in this 1950s photograph of the village approach, there is the frame of one
still in position on an elevated section of the wall bordering what was at the time a
millpond (to the right of the wall, the lower object that resembles a lamp, is the
remains of a sight glass of a disused petrol pump – we used to play with it as kids). The
wall on which this particular street lamp is sited was built in 1920 (as indicated on the
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remaining wall), which may be the date the street lighting was installed.
In the photograph on the right can be seen lamp opposite the entrance to Shyner’s
Terrace (or Half Acre Lane, as it was once generally known).

In the photograph below there are two lamps, one on the far left of the photograph
and another in the centre distance, in front of the stone wall of the cottage - you may
need to increase the Adobe Reader magnification of the display to see the second lamp.

And that is the sum total of our current knowledge of the early village street lighting.
Perhaps, more information will come to hand. Perhaps you can help?
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