


HISTORY OF HUNTSVILLE 

WATER WORKS

B Y  F ra n k  W ils o n

B y v ir tu e  o f  its  e s ta b l is h m e n t  in  1823, the H u n tsv il le  
W a ter  W o r k s  has the d is t in c t io n  o f  b e in g  the o ld e s t  
p u b l i c  w a te r  s y s t e m  in  the United States w e s t  o f  the 
-A ppalach ians. D raw in g  w a te r  f r o m  the Big S pring , 
and in r e c e n t  y e a r s  f r o m  o th e r  s o u r c e s ,  the s y s t e m  
has s e r v e d  H u n tsv il le  c o n t in u o u s ly  f o r  150 y e a r s .

1823-1836

The e a r l i e s t  r e c o r d  on the w a t e r w o r k s  w as  m a d e  
on F e b r u a r y  15, 1823. On that day  H unter P e e l ,  an 
E n g l is h  c i v i l  e n g in e e r  w ho c a m e  to  H u n tsv i l le  in 1816, 
e x e c u te d  an a g r e e m e n t  w ith  the B o a r d  o f  T r u s t e e s  to 
fu r n is h  the tow n  w ith  w a te r .  P e e l  b e l ie v e d  that a 
w a te r  s y s t e m  w ith  a r e s e r v o i r  o f  w a te r  on  the p u b l i c  
s q u a r e  w ou ld  s e r v e  tw o  p u r p o s e s .  It w ou ld  be o f  g re a t  
c o n v e n ie n c e  f o r  p u b l ic  u se  and it w ou ld  a l s o  g r e a t ly  
i m p r o v e  the t o w n 's  a b i l i ty  to  fight f i r e s .

A s  se t  f o r t h  in  the c o n t r a c t ,  P e e l  w a s  to  su p p ly  
r e s id e n t s  "w ith  g ood  s p r in g  w a te r  to  be  c o n v e y e d  in 
h y d ra n ts  in to  a r e s e r v o i r  on the p u b l ic  s q u a r e .  "  U nder 
the f r a n c h i s e  P e e l  w as  g iv e n  e x c l u s i v e  r ig h t  to  c o n v e y  
the w a te r  " p r o v id e d  a lw a y s  that he sh a l l  w ith in  one 
y e a r  f r o m  th is  date c a u s e  g o o d  s p r in g  w a te r  to be 
c o n v e y e d  in s t r o n g  h yd ran ts  ( c e d a r  lo g  co n d u it s )  i r o n
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bound  at th e ir  ju n c tu re ,  to a w a t e r p r o o f  r e s e r v o i r  o f  
g o o d  th ick  p lant, con ta in in g  at l e a s t  1, 000 c u b ic  fe e t  
(7, 500 g a l lo n s )  to be by  h im  built  on the p u b l ic  sq u a re  
o f  sa id  tow n . "

L e r o y  P o p e ,  o r ig in a l  p u r c h a s e r  o f  m u c h  o f  the 
land  on  w h ich  H u n tsv il le  w as  l o c a te d ,  ow n ed  the B ig  
S p rin g . On A p r i l  14, 1823, P op e  e x e c u te d  a c o n t r a c t  
w ith  P e e l  g ra n tin g  h im  the r ig h t  to e r e c t  a d a m  a c r o s s  
the s t r e a m  f r o m  the s p r in g  and to  c o n s t r u c t  t h e r e  a 
h o u se  "n o t  e x c e e d in g  th ir ty  fe e t  lon g  by  t w e n t y - fo u r  
w id e  to h o u se  the w a te r  w o r k s .  "  P e e l ,  w ho w as  cou n ty  
e n g in e e r  at the t im e ,  f o r m e d  a p a r tn e r s h ip  w ith  J a m e s  
B a r c la y ,  a m a c h in is t ,  and H u n ts v i l le 's  f i r s t  w a te r  
w o r k s  w as  u nder w ay .

P e e l  and B a r c la y 's  f i r s t  w a ter  plant c o n s i s t e d  o f  
an a w k w a rd  lo o k in g  w o o d e n  s e l f -p r o p e l l e d  tu rb in e  w h e e l  
tu rn e d  by  the s p r in g  f lo w  w h ich  p u m p ed  w a te r  th rou g h  
c e d a r  lo g  p ip e s  to the r e s e r v o i r  on the S qu are .

The f i r s t  c e d a r  log  p ip e s  u sed  w e r e  v e r y  c r u d e .  
T h e y  w e r e  up to fo u r te e n  fee t  in len gth  and how  they  
w e r e  h o l lo w e d  out is  s t i l l  a m y s t e r y .  T he c e d a r  p ip e s  
a p p a r e n t ly  u se d  a fte r  1827 w e r e  a l l  b o r e d  w ith  an a u g e r .

P e e l  and B a r c la y  a p p a re n t ly  e x p e r i e n c e d  d i f f i 
c u l t i e s  in k eep in g  the s y s t e m  o p e ra t in g  and th e r e  w e r e  
e x te n d e d  p e r i o d s  w hen the r e s e r v o i r  r e m a in e d  e m p ty .  
D is s a t i s fa c t io n  w ith  P e e l ' s  o p e r a t io n  r e s u l t e d  in  h is  
l o s in g  his  f r a n c h is e  w h ich  w as gran ted  to  a Josh u a  
C o x  in 1825. C o x 's  o p e r a t io n  o f  the w a ter  w o r k s  w as 
no  b e t te r  than P e e l 's ,  and in 1826 he s o ld  the s y s t e m  
to  T h o m a s  A . R on a ld s  o f  New Y o rk .  R on a ld s  h ire d  
Sana D. M o r g a n  as s u p e r v i s o r  and c o m m e n c e d  a s i g 
n i f ic a n t  im p r o v e m e n t  o f  the f a c i l i t i e s .  T h e s e  i m 
p r o v e m e n t s  in c lu d e d  a new  d a m , en g in e  h o u s e ,  n ew  
c e d a r  lo g  p ip e s ,  and a m o r e  p o w e r fu l  pu m p. In 1828, 
a f te r  m u ch  ag ita t ion , the t o w n  c o u n c i l  c o n t r a c te d  
w ith  R on a ld s  to c o n s t r u c t ,  a d ja ce n t  to the c o u r th o u s e ,  
a n ew  l a r g e r  r e s e r v o i r  at a c o s t  o f  $900 . The n ew
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r e s e r v o i r  w as  a w o o d e n  tank e ig h te e n  fe e t  s q u a r e  and 
ten  f e e t  h igh, w ith  a c a p a c i t y  o f  24 , 300 g a l lo n s .  It 
w as  e n c lo s e d  b y  a tw o s t o r y  b r i c k  s t r u c t u r e ,  the u p p e r  
p o r t i o n  o f  w h ich  w as  a m e e t in g  r o o m  f o r  the t o w n  
c o u n c i l .  In a d d it ion  to p r o v id in g  the n ew  r e s e r v o i r ,  
R on a ld s  a g r e e d  to e r e c t  f i r e  p lu g s  at e a c h  c o r n e r  o f  
the p u b lic  s q u a r e  " f o r  the e x c lu s iv e  u s e  o f  the f i r e  
e n g in e s  o f  sa id  tow n w ith  th r e e  and o n e - h a l f  in ch  p ip e s  
(m a d e  f r o m  c e d a r  l o g s )  lea d in g  f r o m  the R e s e r v o i r  
th e r e to ,  su ch  F i r e  P lu g s  a r e  to  be kept in su ch  g ood  
o r d e r  and r e p a i r  that a p le n t i fu l  su p p ly  o f  w a te r  can  
at a l l  t im e s  be had t h e r e f r o m  f o r  the e x t in g u is h m e n ts  
o f  F i r e .  "

1836-1858

R on a ld s  and M o r g a n  o p e r a t e d  the w a te r  s y s t e m  
until  1836. At that t im e ,  D r .  T h o m a s  F e a r n  and his 
b r o th e r  G e o r g e  F e a r n ,  w ho w as  on the c o u n c i l ,  a c q u ir e d  
the w a ter  w o r k s .  In a c o n t r a c t  e x e c u te d  w ith  the A l d e r 
m e n  o f  H u n tsv i l le ,  D r .  F e a r n  and G e o r g e  F e a r n  a g r e e d  
to c o m p le t e ly  r e b u i ld  the w a te r  s y s t e m .  The i m p r o v e 
m e n ts  in c lu d e d  the in s ta l la t io n  o f  an i r o n  pum p at the 
s p r in g  and c a s t  i r o n  p ip e s  5 "  in d ia m e te r  to the fo u r  
c o r n e r s  o f  the p u b l ic  s q u a r e .  T h is  m a r k e d  the f i r s t  
u se  o f  c a s t  i r o n  p ip e  in  the w a te r  s y s t e m .  The m a y o r  
and c o u n c i l  a g r e e d  " t o  c o n s t r u c t  w ith in  f i v e  y e a r s ,  a 
r e s e r v o i r  upon  s o m e  su ita b le  s ite  to  be  p r o v id e d  by 
th e m  so  as  to  a d m it  an e l e v a t io n  o f  w a te r  t h e r e in  
f o r t y  fe e t  a b o v e  the s u r f a c e  o f  the p u b l ic  s q u a r e . "  The 
r e s e r v o i r  w a s  to  be  s ix ty  fe e t  by  s ix ty  fe e t  and ten  fe e t  
d e e p ,  and the c i t y  a g r e e d  to c o n s t r u c t  an i r o n  m a in  o f  
5 "  d ia m e te r  to  c o n n e c t  the r e s e r v o i r  to the w a te r  
w o r k s  pum p at the Spring . In 1842, a n ew  r e s e r v o i r  
w as  c o n s t r u c t e d  on a lo t  150 fe e t  s q u a r e  s itu ated  b e 
tw een  E c h o ls  S tree t  and M c C lu n g  S tree t .  T he  r e s e r 
v o i r  w as  dug ten  fe e t  d e e p  and w a s  s e v e n ty  f e e t  in
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d ia m e t e r .  It had a c a p a c i ty  o f  287, 523 g a l lo n s  o f  
w a t e r .  T he e le v a t io n  o f  the new  r e s e r v o i r  and the new  
f iv e  in ch  m a in  m a d e  p o s s i b le  a g r e a t  e x p a n s io n  o f  the 
a r e a  w h ich  co u ld  be a d eq u a te ly  s e r v e d  w ith  w a te r .  In 
D r .  F e a r n 's  W a te r w o r k s  a c c o u n t  b o o k  o f  1842, w e r e  
l i s t e d  a to ta l  o f  111 c u s t o m e r s .  In 1843, W i l l ia m  W. 
P o p e ,  w h o  had a c q u ir e d  o w n e r s h ip  o f  the B ig  Spring  
f r o m  h is  fa th e r ,  L e r o y  P o p e ,  d eed ed  it to  the C ity  
f o r  one  d o l l a r . I n  c o m p l ia n c e  w ith  c e r t a in  t e r m s  o f  the 
g i f t ,  the c i t y  e m b a r k e d  upon a b e a u t i f ic a t io n  p r o g r a m  
o f  the p r o p e r t y .  W i l l ia m  F r y e 's  pa inting  o f  the B ig  
S pring  a r e a  is  sa id  to have b een  in s p ir e d  by  the i m 
p r o v e m e n t s  m a d e  at the Spring.

D r .  F e a r n  continued  to o p e r a te  the w a te r  w o r k s  
and in 1854, the tow n c o u n c i l  n a m e d  a c o m m it t e e  o f  
th r e e  to  in q u ir e  into the p r o p r ie t y  o f  p u r c h a s in g  the 
w a te r  w o r k s  f r o m  h im . A s  a r e s u lt  o f  th is  study , in 
1858, the c i t y  p u r c h a s e d  the w a te r  w o r k s  f o r  the s u m  
o f  $10, 000, to be paid  in ten eq u a l annual in s ta l lm e n ts .

1859-1892

On July l f 1859, an o r d in a n c e  w as adop ted  by the 
tow n  c o u n c i l  " to  e s t a b l i s h  a ta x  f o r  the u se  o f  w a te r  
f r o m  the W a ter  W o rk s  o f  the Tow n  o f  Hunts v i l l e .  "  The 
r a t e s  f o r  r e s id e n t ia l  u s e r  s w e r e  b a s e d  on the v a lu a t io n  
o f  the h o u s e .  " F o r  e a ch  d w e ll in g  va lued  at no m o r e  
than e igh t  thou san d  d o l l a r s ,  the w ater  ta x  sh a l l  be 
tw e lv e  d o l l a r s  and f i fty  cen ts  p e r  annum . "  F o r  c o m 
m e r c i a l  u s e r s ,  s p e c i f i c  annual r a te s  w e r e  s e t  fo r th .

In I860, the c i t y  c o n s t r u c t e d  a new  b u ild in g  to 
h ou se  the w a te r  w o r k s  a.t the Spring . T h is  m a s o n r y  
b u ild in g  w ith  v a r io u s  a l te r a t io n s ,  in c lu d in g  a s m o k e  
s ta ck ,  s e r v e d  until a new  pum ping  sta tion  w as built  
n e a r b y  on G alla t in  S treet  in 1899.

One o f  H u n ts v i l le 's  m o s t  e x c i t in g  even ts  to o k  p la c e  
in 1887, the open in g  o f  the fa m o u s  M onte  Sano H ote l.
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One o f  the l o c a l  n e w s p a p e r s ,  The H u n tsv il le  In d e -  
p en d en t ,  r e p o r t e d  on  M ay 26, 1887, that the w o r k  o f  
c o n n e c t in g  the M onte  Sano H ote l  w ith  the c i t y  w a te r  
w o r k s  at the B ig  S pring  w as  p r a c t i c a l l y  c o m p le t e d .  
A f o r c e  pum p w as  in s ta l le d  at the S pring  and w ater  
w as  p u m ped  up the m ou n ta in  f o r  the use  o f  the h ote l .

D u rin g  the y e a r s  o f  the C iv i l  W ar and the R e c o n 
s t r u c t io n  d a y s ,  t h e r e  w as  v e r y  l i t t le  e x p a n s io n  o r  
i m p r o v e m e n t  in the w a te r  s y s t e m .  H o w e v e r ,  by 1887 
H u n tsv il le  w as b eg in n in g  to  g r o w  and it w a s  a p p a ren t  
that the w a te r  s y s t e m  w ou ld  have  to  be ex p a n d ed  and 
im p r o v e d .  A f t e r  s e c u r in g  the p e r m i s s i o n  o f  the state 
l e g i s la t u r e ,  the c i t y  in M a r c h ,  18 8 7 ,  s o ld  $15,000 
in m u n ic ip a l  bon ds  f o r  the p u r p o s e  o f  expa n d in g  the 
w a te r  s y s t e m ,  and e m b a r k e d  on the g r e a t e s t  e x p a n s io n  
p r o g r a m  e v e r  u n d er ta k en  up to  that t im e .  The r e p o r t  
o f  the w a t e r  w o r k s  i n s p e c t o r  in 1889, g iv e s  an i n t e r 
e s t in g  a c c o u n t in g  o f  the c u s t o m e r s  b e in g  s e r v e d :  591 
h y d ra n ts ,  162 w a te r  c l o s e t s ,  63 bath s ,  24 u r in a ls ,  87 
s p r in k le r s ,  and 7 so d a  fo u n ts ;  a to ta l  o f  934 s e r v i c e s .

A s p a rt  o f  the e f f o r t  to  a t t r a c t  a m a jo r  n ew  in d u stry  
to H u n tsv i l le ,  the c i ty  in 1891, a g r e e d  to  p r o v id e  f r e e  
500, 000 g a l lo n s  o f  w a te r  p e r  day  f o r  ten  y e a r s  to the 
D a llas  M a n u fa ctu r in g  C om p a n y .

The H u n tsv i l le  D a ily  M e r c u r y  on D e c e m b e r  21, 
1892, had th is  c o m m e n t ;

The Board (of A lderm en) has now provided w ell for our 
c itize n s , and no m ore 'kicking' w ill be heard from  
patrons who have com plained of being unable to get 
water e a rly  in the m orning. The Chairm an of the 
W ater W orks Com m ittee was instructed to em ploy an 
extra  man for work - -  keeping the m achinery (pump) 
at w ork constantly till the new standpipe is erected . "

T h is  in c id e n t  p o in ted  up the c r i t i c a l  n eed  f o r  m o r e  
s t o r a g e  c a p a c i ty  than the o ld  dug r e s e r v o i r  o f  1842 
p r o v id e d .  E a r ly  in  1893 a n ew  stan dp ipe  ( r e s e r v o i r )  
w as  e r e c t e d  on top  o f  E c h o ls  H il l  on  land don ated  by
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C o lo n e l  W. H. E c h o ls .  T h is  new  r e s e r v o i r  had a 
c a p a c i t y  o f  600, 000 g a l lo n s .

The i n c r e a s e d  p r e s s u r e  and v o lu m e  o f  w a te r  p r o 
v id e d  by  the m a jo r  e x p a n s io n  in the 1890 's  m ade  
p o s s i b l e  s o m e  in te r e s t in g  n ew  u s e s  o f  w a te r  f r o m  the 
s y s t e m .  At le a s t  one b a r b e r  sh op  u se d  a w a te r  m o t o r  
f o r  p r o p e l l i n g  the c e i l in g  fans b a c k  and fo r th .  A 
s i m i la r  fan  w as  u se d  in the M o n r o e  h om e  on  G r e e n e  
S tree t ,  In 1904, the W. L. H a ls e y  G r o c e r y  C om p a n y  
in s ta l le d  an e le v a to r  p o w e r e d  by w a t e ^ a n d  in 1813, 
the p r in t in g  p r e s s e s  in  the M o n r o e  p r in t in g  sh op  w e r e  
w a te r  p o w e r e d .  T h e s e  u s e s  w e r e  e c o n o m i c a l l y  f e a s ib le  
o n ly  b e c a u s e  the w a te r  u sed  w as s o ld  on a fla t  ra te  and 
not  m e t e r e d .  The y e a r  1898 brou gh t  c i v i c  a tten tion  to 
the n e e d  f o r  b e a u t i f i c a t io n  o f  the B ig  Spring a r e a .  A fte r  
the o ld  pu m p  h ou se  w as  t o r n  dow n, s ig n i f i c a n t  i m 
p r o v e m e n t s  w e r e  m a d e  in the a p p e a r a n c e  o f  the S p r in g  
a r e a .  T he o ld  d a m  w a s  r e m o v e d ,  the b a s in  w as  
w iden ed ,an d  the banks o f  the s t r e a m  w a l le d  w ith  w hite  
l i m e s t o n e .  T h r e e  b r id g e s  w e r e  bu ilt  and a fou n ta in  
w as  in s ta l le d  in the b a s in  at the head o f  the S p r in g .

The co n ta m in a t io n  o f the w a te r  su p p ly  f r o m  the 
S p r in g  f i r s t  b e c a m e  a m a tte r  o f  c o n c e r n  in  1898, w ith  
an o u tb r e a k  o f  t y p h o i d  f e v e r .  It r e s u l t e d  in  the 
p a v in g  o f  the u b l ic  q u a re  as a m e a n s  o f  s o m e  p r o 
t e c t i o n  to  the u n d e r ly in g  s t r e a m  o f  w a t e r .  A ft e r  
fr e q u e n t  typ h o id  o u tb r e a k s ,  the w a t e r  d e p a r tm e n t  
1914 in s ta l le d  its f i r s t  c h lo r in a t o r .  T h is  w as  a v e r y  
in e f f i c ie n t  d e v i c e  and w as  o f  l i t t le  va lue  in p u r i fy in g  
w a te r  p u m p ed  into the c i t y 's  m a in s .  In 1917, a s e v e r e  
o u tb r e a k  o f  typhoid  r e s u l t e d  in a s u r v e y  by D r .  C a r l  
A . G r o te ,  H u n ts v i l le 's  f i r s t  h e a lth  o f f i c e r .  Open 
t o i le t s  l o c a t e d  o v e r  r o c k  c r e v i c e s  behind the o ld  M a rk e t  
H ou se  lo c a t e d  on the sou th w est  c o r n e r  o f  C lin ton  and 
W ash in gton  S tree ts  w e r e  c o n s id e r e d  to  be  the c a u s e  
o f  the p o l lu t io n  and a n ew  s e w e r  l in e  w as  in s ta l le d .  
An e f f i c ie n t  d r ip - t y p e  c h lo r in a to r  w as in s ta l le d  in  1918, 
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a ft e r  w h ich  typh oid  r e s u lt in g  f r o m  co n ta m in a t io n  f r o m  
the c i t y 's  w a te r  s y s t e m  b e c a m e  v i r t u a l ly  n o n -e x is t e n t .

A lth ou gh  c h lo r in a t io n  o f  the w a te r  had e f f e c t iv e ly  
e l im in a te d  the th re a t  o f  typ h o id ,  the fe a r  o f  p o l lu t io n  
o f  the w a ter  su p p ly  con t in u ed  to  be a s o u r c e  o f  c o n c e r n  
to health  a u th o r i t ie s .  In 1950, the c i t y  w as  o r d e r e d  by 
the State H ealth  D e p a r tm e n t  to l o o k  f o r  an o th er  s o u r c e  
o f  w a ter  o th e r  than the B ig  S pring . A f t e r  in v e s t ig a t io n  
by  the A la b a m a  and U. S. G e o l o g i c a l  S u rvey , it w as  
d e te r m in e d  that the D a lla s  W e l l  and L in c o ln  W e ll ,  
l o c a t e d  about a m i le  n o r th e a s t  o f  the B i g  S p r i n g ,  
a c tu a l ly  w e r e  tapp ing  the s a m e  u n d e r g ro u n d  s o u r c e ,  
w h ich  fed  the B ig  S pring . The  tw o w e l ls  w e r e  a c q u ir e d  
in 1955, and pu m p in g  f r o m  the B ig  S prin g  w as d i s c o n 
t inued  in 1957.

An in te r e s t in g  e c o n o m i c  a s p e c t  o f  the c i t y ' s  o p 
e r a t io n  o f  the w a ter  s y s t e m  is  the fa c t  that f o r  s o m e  
th ir ty  y e a r s  p r i o r  to 1950, the r e v e n u e s  f r o m  the sa le  
o f  w a te r  w as  the b ig g e s t  s in g le  s o u r c e  o f  in c o m e  f o r  
the c i t y ' s  g e n e r a l  fund.

In 1954, as the c i t y  w as  fa c e d  w ith  the n eed  f o r  
t r e m e n d o u s  m o d e r n iz a t i o n  and e x p a n s io n  o f  the w a te r  
s y s t e m ,  it w as  d e c id e d  to  p la c e  the o p e r a t io n  u n der  a 
n ew ly  c r e a t e d  W ater  W o r k s  U tility  B o a r d ,  thus ending 
n in t y - s i x  y e a r s  o f  o p e r a t io n  o f  the w a te r  s y s t e m  by 
the c i t y  c o u n c i l .  M e m b e r s  o f  H u n tsv i l le  W ater  W o r k s  
U tility  B o a r d  w e r e  ap p o in ted  by the c i t y  c o u n c i l .  It 
w as at th is  t im e  that the W a ter  D e p a r tm e n t  and the 
n e w ly  f o r m e d  N a tu ra l  G as D e p a r tm e n t  w e r e  p la c e d  
u n der  the d i r e c t i o n  o f  the G e n e r a l  M a n a g e r  o f  the 
E l e c t r i c  D e p a r tm e n t  and the to ta l  o p e r a t io n  b e c a m e  
know n as H u n tsv i l le  U t i l i t ie s .

By the e a r ly  1 9 6 0 's ,  b e c a u s e  o f  H u n  t s v  i 11 e ' s 
e n o r m o u s  g r o w t h ,  it b e c a m e  a p p a re n t  that s o u r c e s  
o th e r  than w e l ls  m u s t  be u s e d  t o  m e e t  the c i t y 's  
w a te r  n e e d s .  In 1964, a w a te r  p u r i f i c a t i o n  p lant w as 
c o n s t r u c t e d  n e a r  the T e n n e s s e e  R iv e r .  T he  plant w h ich

31



w a s  e n la r g e d  in l9 6 7 ,  can  p u r i fy  and pu m p into the c ity  
w a te r  s y s t e m  18, 000, 000 g a l lo n s  d a ily .  By 1973, on  
the 150th a n n iv e r s a r y  o f  the e s ta b l is h m e n t  o f  this 
h i s t o r i c  o ld  w a te r  s y s te m ,  it had b e c o m e  one o f  the 
c o u n t r y 's  f in e s t ,  w ith  65 2 m i l e s  o f  m a in s  and a s t o r a g e  
c a p a c i t y  o f  32, 000, 000 g a l lo n s .
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