
 

TURN ON THE LIGHTS 
 

By Gordon Hastings 
 

 
When the early settlers came to Boylston during the dawn of the eighteenth century 

the breadth of their technology included axes, buck saws, hoes, hammers and other 

rudimentary hand tools. Oh yes, the Cutlers, Sawyers, Hastings, Flags, Keys and 

others also brought additional important necessities. For over 150 years candles, 

whale oil lamps, the hearth and sunlight were the sources of lighting.  

 
John D. Rockefeller Lights the Way for Boylston’s Lamplighter Robert Andrews 
Nighttime was on its way to becoming brighter for Boylston residents and the nation at large when 

in 1863 John D. Rockefeller, the pioneer of Standard Oil, began refining kerosene. The kerosene 

lamp became universal in town including kerosene fueled street lamps in Boylston Center lighted 

by Lamplighter Robert B. Andrews. “The lamps were lit at dusk and extinguished at two o-clock 

in the morning, unless the moon gives sufficient light.” 

 
Rapid change was coming on January 27, 1880 when Thomas Edison was granted a patent for the 

first incandescent light bulb, the filament of which would last up to thirteen hours. However, it 

would be another thirty-two years before Boylston residents could snuff out the kerosene lamps 

and flip a switch. 

 

ANNUAL TOWN MEETING, MAY 15TH, 1911 
A CLOSE CALL 

 
On March 15th, 1911, among the Town Meeting agenda items was the creation of a Committee on 

Electric Lighting to investigate electrifying the Town of Boylston and report back at the next 

annual meeting. Munson Flagg, A.L. Stevenson, B.J. Garfield, George L. Wright and George E. 

Glazer went about their work including consulting with similar committees in Berlin and West 

Boylston. Both of the aforementioned groups had already established rudimentary electric light 

plants. The Electric Light Committee enthusiastically recommended that Boylston:  

 

“build or cause to be constructed and maintained within its limits a suitable plant 

for the distribution of electricity for furnishing light and power for the use of its 

inhabitants.”   

 

The Town proceeded to vote upon the motion put forth by Munson Flagg and William Brown. 

George Glazier and Herbert French were appointed as tellers by meeting Moderator George 

Hastings. 

 

“The ballot resulted as follows: Whole number of ballots 70. Yes 37, no 33; 

necessary two thirds vote, 47, and the motion was declared lost by a failure to 

secure the necessary two-thirds vote.”   

 

Ten voters would keep the electric switch from being thrown in Boylston for another year.  

Original Lamplighter Agreement between Town of Boylston and Robert Andrews 
Authorized by the Board of Selectmen 

Boylston Centre, Massachusetts 
Dated April 1, 1899 



It all changed on June 24th, 1912 when the town formally voted to create the Boylston Municipal 

Light Department. The original town Lamplighter, Robert B. Andrews was named the first 

manager of the department, a position he held until 1922.  By the next Town Meeting on March 3, 

1913 by a two thirds majority it was approved: 

  

“That the town Treasurer with the approval of the Selectmen is authorized to 

borrow the sum of eighteen hundred dollars for the purposes of paying the expenses 

of equipping and completing the Electric Light Plant Sub-Station of the town, now 

under process of construction.”  

 

The Boylston Municipal Light Department initially purchased power from the Connecticut River 

Transmission Company that had established a relationship bringing electric power to a sub-station 

in West Boylston. The March 13th Town Meeting set the process in motion of constructing a power 

line connecting the West Boylston substation to a newly construction substation constructed in 

Boylston Center. The poles for the electric wires were installed along Temple Street which ran 

from West Boylston to the new substation in Boylston Center.   

 

 
The build out of the system was based upon individual requests from residents. Those living in 

or near the center of town were among the first to be connected because the New England 

Telephone and Telegraph company had already erected some poles for their early telegraph 

wires.  Further electrification of the town was a slow process.  

  

In the annual report of the Town Officers of Boylston, Massachusetts for the year ending March 

1, 1914, the Municipal Light Board reported the following:   

 

“During the past year there have been seventeen new customers and we have lost 

one, making the total number at present 34.  We have also put up forty street 

Lamps on Main Street. “ 

 

A slow process was due to the fact that public hearings were required so that land owners 

abutting the lines could voice their opinions and objections before poles were installed along 

public ways. 

 

Original Municipal Light Department Sub-Station  
Main Street 

Boylston Centre, Massachusetts 
1913 

Invoice for Construction of  
the Original Municipal Light  
Sub-Station on Main Street 

Boylston Centre, Massachusetts 
1912 

Boylston Municipal Light Department Manager Mark Barakian  
at the Controls of the Original Sub-Station on Main Street 

Boylston Centre, Massachusetts 
1913 

 



In the early 1900s residences were spread out between Morningdale to the south and to old 

Boylston and the town center in the north.  With the exception of Boylston Center, the northern 

part of town was mostly large farms with the dwellings spread out over some distances. The 

development of the electrical system proceeded as follows:    

 
            Year    Number of residences served 

1913                  22 

1930  330 

1950       617 

1970              1041 

1990              1660 

2025              2584 

 
By the beginning of WWII nearly 95% of the town of Boylston was electrified. The exceptions 

were remote, undeveloped roads. It is ironic that Boylston’s only early industry and population 

center, Sawyers Mills, missed out on electricity due to its destruction in 1895-1900 to make room 

for the Wachusett Reservoir. 

 

Full time management and staff came to the Municipal Light department in 1931 with the hiring 

of Raymond Lovell as manager. He served in that position for 31 years and oversaw the dramatic 

expansion of the plant. The offices were located on the first floor of the Historic Town Hall, 

currently the headquarters of the Boylston Historical Society.  

 

 

Notice of 1915 Public Hearing of October 
28th 1915 for poles along Northborough 
Road (now Central Street), Parts of Cross 

Street and Green Street 
 

Detailed Map of Pole Location Proposal  
to bring power to the Hendrick Farm on 

Stiles Road from Cross Street 
May 3RD 1920 

Municipal Light Department Board of Directors 

(L-R) Arthur Flaff, Raymond Lovell (Manager), Alfred J. Brousseau, Henry S. Reed 

1940 

Municipal Light Trucks 

1950 



Iconic and Legendary Boylstonians 

There were other iconic and legendary Boylston residents who served for many years and were 

instrumental in the development and operation of the community owned enterprise.  Patsy Chiarelli 

whose family home was on Linden Street was the Chief Lineman for 35 years from 1941 to 1976. 

His colleagues were quoted as saying, “There wasn’t a pole in the system that Patsy had not 

climbed.” 

 

 

 
 
 

There were no lift buckets, (Cherry Pickers) in the days of Patsy Chiarelli. Poles were climbed 

with a belt and spiked devices attached to the lower leg.  

 

Clara (Whitcomb) Hastings served as the Municipal Light Department Administrator for 31 

years from 1946 to 1977. Another Boylston family had a long tradition with the department.  

Lineman First Class Robert Lucia served for 32 years from 1955 to 1987.  His son Mike Lucia 

joined the department in 1991 and retired as a lineman in 2026 after 34 years. 

 

Over ten decades ten individuals have served as Manager of the Boylston Municipal Light 

Department. Robert B. Andrews 1913-1922 (the original Lamplighter), J. A Peterson 1922-1924, 

George A. Vickery 1924-1930, Walter G. Brigham 1930-1931, Raymond B. Lovell 1931-1962, 

John B. Coyle 1962-1963, Edward H. Kimball, 1963-1987, H. Bradford White, Jr. 1987-2006, 

Gary Harrington 2006-2011, Mark Barakian, 2011-present. Other long-term employees 

included Robert Perreault (1964-1987), Jean Corcoran (1968-1983), William Henderson 

(1976-1987), Carol Leach Stanton (1981-2002)  

 

In the 1940s and 1950s the Municipal Light Department 

provided more than electricity. It sold and serviced Hotpoint 

appliances. High on the list of demand were electric hot 

water heaters, electric stoves and refrigerators. 

 

The 1950s Hotpoint Electric Ranges, the brand name 

manufactured by General Electric were sold by the 

Boylston Municipal Light Department at their offices on the 

first floor of the Historic Town Hall! 

 

CHIEF LINEMAN PATSY CHIARELLI  

1941-1976 

PATSY CHIARELLI’S CLIMBING 

GEAR AND TOOL BAG  

CIRCA 1940s 

EDWARD KIMBALL 

MUNICIPAL LIGHT DEPARTMENT MANAGER   

1963-1987 



                                                             

A VERY GOOD IDEA 

 
Boylston townspeople of one hundred and fourteen years ago were prescient when after an initial 

negative vote, they changed their mind and proceeded to build a locally owned municipal light 

plant. It was a big risk that has paid off handsomely for Boylston residents over the last century as 

demonstrated by these 2026 residential monthly average comparisons: 

   

Boylston   $115.04 

Princeton   $175.50  

Paxton   $127.42  

National Grid  $255.96 

Eversource Boston  $236.65. 

 

Challenging Storms 

There have been many challenges for the BMLD over the years including the Hurricane of 1938 

and the Central Massachusetts Ice Storm of 2008. General Manager Mark Barakian was a Lineman 

then and recalls working 48 hours straight and then 18-hour days to deal with the devastation. 

Initially power was shut off for two days for the entire town for safety reasons and only restored 

street by street as the lines were repaired. Crews from Danvers and Middleborough Massachusetts 

were dispatched to Boylston to help the local four-person crew. It took 7 days to restore power to 

the entire town. 

 

The Boylston Municipal Light Department is an integral part of the town’s culture. This author 

continually finds it awe-inspiring as to what can be accomplished with a community sense of 

purpose by its dedicated citizens. 

 

 

 

 

 

KEEPING THE LIGHTS ON IN 2026 

 

The Boylston Municipal Light Department Staff 

 

Mark Barakian, General Manager 

Kevin Harmon, Lean Lineman 

Shane Johnson, 1st Class Lineman 

Paul Trudeau, 1st Class Lineman 

Shawna Mead, Customer Service 

Jena LaCroix, Office Manager 

 

Boylston Municipal Light Department Commissioners 

John McQuade 

Steve Mero 

Daniel Buddenhagen 

 

 

 

(1)  Boylston Massachusetts Annual Report Year Ending March 1, 1912. 

(2) Annual Reports of Town Officers, Boylston, Massachusetts, Year Ending March1, 1914. 

(3) Annual Reports of Town Officers, Boylston, Massachusetts, Year Ending March 1, 1914 

 

 

 

Special thanks to Mark Barakian, Shawna Mead, Jena LaCroix, The Boylston Historical 

Society Collections, Nancy Filgate, Pat Bartram, Judy Haynes  
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