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The origins and early years of 
Kilkenny gasworks

Edward J. Law

At the present day when street lighting is taken for 
granted by the inhabitants of our towns and cities it is difficult 
to realise that this is a relatively recent phenomenon. For 
centuries after the founding o f Kilkenny the only light 
available to those who braved the streets after nightfall would 
have been such light as they provided for themselves: lantern, 
rushlight or oil lamp.

The seventeenth century was a period of progress for the 
city, but a bye law so late as 1672 suggests that municipal 
advance had not yet attained to provision o f street lighting. 
That bye law1 provided that a candle or lantern be kept in a 
window of every house during the winter months. Those lights 
can have done little more than provide navigation points from 
one house to another.

A  century later the corporation had made provision for 
some street lighting for we find them in 1768 advertising2 for 
two or three lamplighters to light the lamps o f the city. The 
light at this time was almost certainly provided by the burning 
o f oil on a cotton wick, with protection from the elements 
supplied by a glass bowl.

In 1772 we learn a little of the management of the street 
lighting of Kilkenny from the following advertisement3:

The Directors o f the Lamps, are requested to meet the 
Mayor on Friday next, at 12 o'clock, at the Old Tholsel, to 
regulate the lighting of the City, for the ensuing Winter; at 
which time, proposals will be received and agreed upon, 
for the repairing and keeping the lamps in oyl, &c. and 
lighting the same. Oct. 21.

The week after this advertisement appeared it was noted4 that 
the mayor, who was attentive to ‘lighting the different streets 
and lanes of this City', was to provide an additional number of 
globes and lamps, something which had also been proposed two 
years earlier. So we may imagine a steady improvement in the
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street lighting o f Kilkenny over the years.
We can enlarge a little on the winter lighting which is 

alluded to. In 1818 it was recorded5 that immemorial usage 
was that ‘From the 25th March until the month of October 
following, in each year, it has been the uniform regulation in 
Kilkenny to discontinue the Lamps'. In this connection it was 
also noted that for the previous two years the full cost o f the 
city lamps had been met by the corporation. Previously the 
costs had been defrayed jointly by the citizens and the 
corporation. This would suggest that the ‘Directors o f the 
Lamps' mentioned above were representatives of the citizens in 
their private capacity.

The use o f gas for lighting dates from the 1790s. Initially 
it was privately produced and used principally for factory 
lighting, most notably at Matthew Boulton's Soho foundry at 
Birmingham. In the second decade of the nineteenth century 
gas for lighting was supplied on a municipal basis in the major 
cities of England and Scotland. The same sequence o f progress 
was seen in Ireland with private gasworks, as at Cork in 1816, 
being followed by city lighting in the 1820s.6

In 1829 the mayor o f Kilkenny was asked to convene a 
public meeting to receive a plan for lighting the city by gas.7 
The requisition was signed by thirty-four citizens. The Rev. 
Peter Roe was one, Charles Madden, JP, headed the list but the 
others were principally from the commercial and business 
communities. It is hard to tell at this distance in time whether 
the promoters were principally interested in the undertaking 
as a potential investment or as a utility to themselves and the 
inhabitants in general. Published statements mentioned 
‘comfort and advantage' to the inhabitants, improvement to the 
city and benefit to the citizens and ‘many and great 
advantages' to the citizens, and we may suppose the promoters 
were genuinely interested in the improvement to the city which 
would reflect in improved business. But we know also that it 
received consideration as ‘a speculation to invest money in'.

The meeting was duly convened on 28 May and Mr 
Peckston, who had erected gasworks in Dublin, Drogheda and 
Waterford, outlined the plan by which a gas light company 
would be formed with a share capital o f £6,000 in shares o f £20 
each, to be managed by a committee o f five proprietors, city
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residents each with a minimum holding of ten shares. It was 
noted that many of those present would take shares in the 
concern if they saw a reasonable chance o f success of the 
undertaking. A  committee of eleven was appointed to look into 
the matter and to report to the adjourned meeting on 1 June.

The report which the committee presented just four days 
later was a very informative document. We learn that Mr 
Peckston's original proposal had been to light streets extending 
to 3,566 yards. The committee recommended that the following 
streets amounting to 1,044 yards, which had not previously 
been lighted, be omitted from the scheme: Green Street, Dean 
Street, Coach Road, Bull Alley, Vicar's Street, Lees' Lane, 
Michael's Lane, Magdalen Street, Pennyfeather Lane and 
Upper John Street to the Barrack gate. The streets then left in 
the scheme were Patrick Street, the Parade, King Street, John 
Street (to the pump), High Street, Walkin Street (to the 
Chapel), William Street, Chapel Lane, Wellington Square, 
James' Street, Coal Market and Irishtown to Dean Street, and 
probably (though not mentioned) Rose Inn Street. In a move to 
decrease expenditure even further they proposed that the 
burners or lamps would be spaced at a distance o f 80 yards 
rather than the 60 yards which Peckston had proposed, which 
they believed would enable the principal streets to be well 
lighted by sixty-five burners. These sixty-five lamps would be 
the public lighting, the running costs of which would have to be 
met either by the corporation or the citizens.

It seems fairly clear that the lighting was being 
introduced into the more prosperous areas o f the city. There 
were obvious reasons why this should have been so. Probably 
the majority o f the promoters of the gas light company lived on 
the selected streets, and also, because those streets contained 
the better class housing of the city as well as the leading trade 
and commercial premises, there would be greater opportunities 
for supplying private lights.

Although not stated in either Peckston's proposal or the 
revised report it would seem that the intention was to light 
both sides o f the street: sixty-five burners spaced at 80 yards 
equals 5,200 yards, whilst the stated street yardage was 2,522. 
When a matured plan was brought before the public in late 
July the yardage of the streets was 3,288 to be lighted by sixty-
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five lamps at 50 yard spacing. No doubt those promoters who 
lived a little off the beaten track had been adding streetage, but 
what had been yielded in extra yardage had been recouped by, 
presumably, lighting only one side o f the street alternately, 
albeit at a slightly reduced spacing.

The costs which would fall on the public purse were of 
course a very important part of the equation. There seemed to 
be a recognition that the corporation would not meet the whole 
o f the annual running costs o f the sixty-five lamps (£195), and 
it was suggested that the inhabitants of the city should make 
use o f the provisions o f the Lighting of Towns (Ireland) Act, of 
the previous year. Under the provisions o f this Act the 
householders o f towns and cities where there was no provision 
for lighting or cleansing might vote for their introduction, with 
the costs being met by a rate on property. The necessary 
twenty-one householders must have petitioned the lord- 
lieutenant in the matter, for it was on his directions that the 
mayor convened a meeting on 27 July to take a vote on whether 
to implement the Act so far as the lighting o f the city was 
concerned.

There was, however, extensive opposition to the 
implementation of the Act. A placard was posted up 
throughout the city addressed ‘To the people' warning that they 
would have to submit to a system of taxation if the proposal 
was carried into law.. It was reported also that the priests had 
delivered, from the altar, an injunction to oppose the measure. 
Thus on the day of the meeting the Tholsel was ‘crowded 
almost to suffocation'. Those who had signed the requisition, 
feeling that public opinion was decidedly against them were 
reluctant to promote the proposal. At the request of the mayor 
the case was put by Mr Robinson who had been instrumental 
in drawing up and submitting the requisition, though not 
himself a signatory. Of the £195 projected annual cost, £100 
would be met by the corporation, £20 by that of Irishtown, £65 
would be raised as a tax on the city and £10 on Irishtown. No 
seconder appearing to Robinson's proposition the marquis of 
Ormonde, in the interests of initiating a discussion, moved 
accordingly whilst expressing surprise that none of the 
subscribers to the requisition would do so. Put to the challenge 
Mr Maxwell and Mr Killrey indicated that they had withdrawn
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their support because o f the experience in Clonmel where the 
adoption of the Act had led to good lighting and watching, but 
at the cost of oppressive taxes. Killrey also felt that a 
bureaucracy would be created as there were powers to appoint 
treasurer, clerk, collector, valuator, inspector and other officers, 
so that what was promoted as a tax of one penny in the pound 
might in a short time rise to five shillings! On the question 
being put the proposition was defeated and the introduction of 
town gas was abandoned for a further eight years.

In January 1838 proposals were again made for the 
establishment of a gas light company.8 There appears to have 
been no question that it would not proceed. The first 
advertisement, announcing that share lists were open, noted 
‘The general and well known prosperity of Gas Companies, 
renders them a particularly desirable investment'. Mr Liddell, 
the proposed contractor, had prepared a report showing that 
the Kilkenny Gas Light Company was capable of a profit even 
in the first year. The capital was initially to have been £5,000 
in £10 shares, but was shortly reduced to £4,000: 255 o f the 
shares had been applied for by the end of January.

All but twelve o f the 400 shares had been taken by mid- 
February and the body of shareholders numbered sixty, all 
named in newspaper advertisements. The five trustees were 
the marquis o f Ormonde, the earl o f Ossory, Richard Sullivan 
the mayor, Redmond Reade and James M'Creery, manager of 
the Kilkenny branch o f the Provincial Bank of Ireland. A 
further twelve shareholders comprised a committee of 
management. It was stated at a later date, though not at the 
time, that the company was formed due to the exertions o f the 
marquis o f Ormonde who had seen gas lighting at Dungannon. 
In this connection it may be noted that Alexander Keith, 
manager o f the gas works down to 1855, had been 
superintendent o f the pipe laying at Dungannon.

O f the sixty known shareholders all but one (John M. 
Forster of Dublin) were local people, with only a handful from 
outside the city itself. Thirty-two have been identified as 
tradesmen or merchants, thirteen were from the professional 
classes and nine were retired or of independent means. We 
have already noted the mayor among the trustees but there 
were also nine city aldermen among the shareholders, o f whom
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eight were also JPs.
One fact which did not appear from the report of the 

aborted proposal o f 1829 was the intended site of the gasworks. 
On 20 July 1838 the trustees o f the Kilkenny Gaslight 
Company were granted a ninety-nine year lease, from the 
corporation, retrospectively from 25 March 1838, of a plot of 
land at St John's Green, together with an exclusive right of 
laying pipes or mains through all streets and public passages.9 
The latter was to be a point o f contention in years to come. On 
3 August Andrew Liddell announced that he had that day 
commenced the contract and anticipated supplying gas within 
three months, and that he had opened Mr Wright's shop at 
John's Bridge for the sale o f ‘Gas Lustres, Pendants, Brackets, 
Tubes, &c.' His superintendent of works was Mr Peddie, and 
his gas fitters were experienced tradesmen who had been in his 
employ for many years in Scotland and the north o f Ireland.10

It is disappointing that Liddell's ‘voluminous report' was 
not reported in detail for we have little direct knowledge of the 
area or the density of the public lighting. We may suppose 
however that the area covered would have been similar to that 
proposed under the scheme of 1829. A  list o f those who 
requested a meeting of the gas-consumers in December 1842 
indicates that gas was available in Coal Market, High Street, 
John Street, King Street, Parade, Patrick Street, Rose Inn 
Street and Walkin Street.11 It is possible that the system had 
been extended by March 1844 for some of those who requested 
a similar meeting at that time were from Dean Street, 
Magdalen Street, Upper John Street and William Street.12 We 
know that by 1849 there were 177 lamps13 compared to the 
sixty-five proposed in 1829. No doubt there was perennial 
pressure on the corporation to increase both the extent and 
quality of street lighting.

On 24 November 1838 the Kilkenny Journal reported that 
the city was light with gas for the first time the previous 
Wednesday, and was a great improvement. Unfortunately the 
improvement was to be short lived. Early in January 1839 the 
chimney at the gas works, over 100 ft high and built only a few 
weeks, was brought down in a hurricane and, falling on the gas 
house, damaged the works.14 The statement that it would not 
interrupt the supply appears to have been over optimistic for it
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was reported on 21 September, eight months later, that the gas 
company was again able to light the city, the new chimney 
having been completed.15

If there were then no more problems with the works the 
company was constantly the butt of complaints from the 
citizens. Sometimes about the public lamps ‘a penny candle 
would show as much, or more, light'; ‘only supplied light 
enough to make the darkness visible', but principally 
concerning the price o f gas. In 1842, as noted above, ninety- 
nine people called a meeting of gas-consumers. In 1844 a 
similar requisition was signed by 109 individuals, an indication 
of the number of private customers the company supplied. The 
complaints and threats both o f individuals and the corporation, 
which included a boycott of gas, reversion to oil lighting and the 
promotion of a competing company, achieved marked price 
reductions in the early years: from 15s. per thousand cubic feet 
in 1839 to 11s. 6d. by September 1844, and, more gradually, to 
9s. 2d. by 1855, and 5s. 9d. by 1898.16

The finances of the company seem to have been in good 
shape despite the continuing reductions, which serves to 
confirm the popular view that the charges were exorbitant. 
The dividend on shares had risen to ten per cent by 184417 but 
appeared to have settled at seven per cent by 1851 when forty- 
one shares in the company ‘a safe and desirable investment' on 
which the ‘yearly dividend has been 7%' were offered for sale at 
a premium by John Fitzsimons o f the Medical Hall, Kilkenny, 
one o f the original committee o f management.18 The position of 
Fitzsimons as a major shareholder may have had some bearing 
on an interesting, but unexplained, incident in 1841. It was 
reported19 that bullets were cast at Kilkenny gas works in the 
presence of the person superintending, but a disclaimer was 
also published that ‘Mr. Philips, apprentice to Mr. Fitzsimons, 
apothecary, had nothing to do with the casting of bullets which 
has taken place at the Gas works'. Clearly there were more 
side products to gas production than tar, benzol, coke and 
ammonia!
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