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Using the old handle, ex-organ pumper Allister MacDougall d

emonstrates how he filled

the bellows to make music in the First Parish Church United. He is shown with Rev.
George E. Downey. pastor for the past twelve years, and Mrs. Harriet Leggat, organist

and choir director for over thiry years.

The lowly organ pumper - a vanishing breed

By Gordon B. Seavey

WESTFORID) Among the van
ishing professions are the coal
and {ce dellivery men the milk
man and the home delivery
gocer And too. there s the
lowly organ pumper whose sal
ary was infinitesimal

To be an organ pumper re
quired much patlence not skill
Pipe organs are led air under
pressure by mechanical means
The Instruments have a chest or
alr box which Is filled by moving
a handle up and down to acti
vate bellows which in tum Al
the chest

With linkage from 4 key when
pressed on the console a alve
will open at the base of a speciflc
pipe letting through the atr 1o
produce the desired tone

The job of the organ pumper
was to keep the box loaded with
air under pressure The chest
had to be fllled at all times and a
lead guage on a string ruse as the
pressure dropped

Similar to pumping water he
must maintain a constant pres
sure When indicated bv the
gauge, slow steady and quict
pumping was required. Jerky
motions were taboo, too distract
ing to the worshipers and much
consternation to the organist.

With the dawn and bloom of
electric motors. organ chambers
are not filled with Inhuman
blowers, causing membership in
the Guild, like the ice business,
to go down the dratn

In Westford as surely there
must be In other communities
are a few old timers who can
unofficially acknowledge mem
bership In the Organ Pumpers
Guild

As a kid growing up in a town
any boy who had the post of
pumping the local organ for a
couple of hours on Sunday and
an hour or two for choir e
hearsal on Thursday nights had
it made financially

Light Music

Pumpers  would  appredlate
when the organist chose <weet
soft toned pieves which did not
waste air But when all stops
were pulled for say the Hallelu
jah Chorus then the pumper
eamed his pay of 35¢ an hour

The importance of a pumper
esuld not be ignured Some 75
years ago in the old meeting
house at the Common Rev
Benjamin Balley was readv to
start the service The choir  al
though small In summertime
was awalting the organist s sig
nal for the opening hymgn No air!

Allster F Machougall of 46
Boston Road now 90 recalls he
was rushed Irom Noah Prescott s
blackberry patch to substitute
for the absent blow boy

Appearing in his overalls but
with aplomb he marched to the
alloted spot Inside the chambers
of the organ grasped the walnut
handle to the bellows. and soon
there was music That Sunday s
seTvice was saved! Perhaps Par-
son Bailey s sermon In some part
applauded the virtues of being
an organ pumper

14ving almost in the shadow of
the First Parish Church at the
¢t ommon | had the opportunity
o see vartous blow boys come
and go  Eventually when my
older brother gave up the post |
took over after having been care
tully schooled to keep very quiet
in the bowels of the churchs
st box

fhete was a  well respected
man in town whose nickname
was  Gawky but we kids
never called him by that name
He was dubbed his montker In
his vouth As a blow boy he
would join the worshippers dur
ing the sermon up front near the
Instrument  and stare around
thie santuary

Guild Members
There are others who recall
bring among the plpes of the old
organ, which is still considered a
gem My brothes Morton. a re
tired Co ool principal,
Richard Weils, a former

poatal
worker living In Florida, and two

or three others, are ‘Guild”
members

The blow boy spent most of his
time behind the facade of the
organ In a narrow space called
the organ loft A curtain backed
the exposed sanctuary pipes
blocking the pumper from view
(Over the vears small peep holes
poked In the cuntain permitted
him to view the congregation
trom 4 vantage point  Druring the
sermon he could cateh up on his

1enn Swill stortes of the  Liberty
Hoys of 76
Ihe roater of names of the

pumpers s recorded on the un
painted pine casing of the old
organ Bovs with Jack knives
nisually tound time to cane thelir
inines In the soft wood during
ludl in thetr dutles

(hgan pumplng was an art ac
cording  to  Oliver  Wendell
Holmes who wrote a poern In
tribute to the  patlent organ
blower i part | see his figure
~ink and rse  still measuring
ot his deep salaams  through
quanering hymns and panting
psalms  he penned

It was a great day for the par
ish when In 1871 its Wilcox
tracker organ was (nstalled at a
cont ol 52 400 Rev (ecorge E
{rowney reminds us that in early
davs all singing was done a cap

pella
It was not untll 1824 that a

bass viol came Into use to sup-
port the singing. Sopranocs were
forced to sing an octave or two
higher The old viol was finally
retired and put up at auction
and struck off to Samuel Hart
well Jr for 75 cents

The link for the blow boys
came about when fifty years
later, electricity took over In
1831 the pumping of the vener
able Willcox ogran.

The histary of the organ
reaches back to the Mediterra
nean culture of more than 2 000
vears Always there has been a
person or several pumpers In the
vase of large organs who fur
nished the muscle to fill the bel
lows Could these old time West-
lord blow boys be designated as
unsung heroes of ancient times?

I'here s a humerous poem at-
iributed to the Amalgamated

Pumpers Assoclation It reads
like this
More More Alr'
let there be air  the organist
cried,

Seated one day at the keys.
If vou what? the pumper in
quired

Continued on page 2




