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IN·AUGURATIUN AND DISPLAY 
OF THE 

L~xin[Un waur w~n~ 1 
~riday, tanuary 30th, 1885. 

PROGRAMME . OF FIRE STREAMS. 
lO::Jo A.M., SIX SIMUL11A.NEOUS STREAMS 

From H ydrants at the corners of Winchester and Race, 
Limestone and Seventh, Georgetown and Third, Broad . 
way and Bolivar, i\faxw~;;ll and Rose and Court House. 

Run thirty minutes. 
After a test at L-imestone· and Seventh, a change of 

stream will be made to Hamilton College. 

1:20 P. M., 'TEN ONE~INCH STRE!MS 
On .Main street, bet.. Deweenind Spring streets. 

Run twenty minutes. 

2:10 P. M., ·rWO ONE-INCH STREAMS 
Through 

500 feet a11d 1000 feet of hosfl, 
On Main street, near Court House, 

Run twemy minutes. 

!:30 P. M., ONE' TWO-INCH STREAM 
Through · 

Siamese Attachment 
~t Court. House. 

Run th.irty mintit"es. 

C. G. HILDRETH, 
Pr.esitl~t, Lexington H. ·~ M.. 90. 

M. KAUFMAN. 
CAal-.;man. Water Works Co~mUtee. 
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RAINFALL HARVEST 

GLANCING OVER the site of Lexington, Ken
tuckians of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries had reason to consider it as almost 
ideal. The village lay in the center of a region of un
dulating meadows and woodlands where small streams 
and strongly flowing springs provided more water than 
any settler might need for both his family and his 
livestock. But when steamboats began to move not 
only down but up the rivers as well, bringing pros
perity to river ports like Louisville and Cincinnati, 
some of Lexington's businessmen may have been 
forced to the heretical conclusion that their city's foun
ders could have chosen a more advantageous location. 
After the Civil War Lexingtonians hoped that the rail
roads would increase the city's commerce; but train
loads of iron ore passed through Lexington and on to 
other places where water supplies were adequate for 
manufacturing purposes. 

Still, the Bluegrass Region was so beautiful and life 
in the town so pleasant (in all the really important 
matters) that the tradition of the "unrivaled vaUey of 
the Elkhorn" persisted. Lexington's most articulate 
promoter, Professor George Washington Ranck, held 



to the opinion that the city's water resources were not 
only inexhaustible, but also one of its most remarkable 
characteristics. It was true that, as the population in
creased, many large wells had been bored for use by 
the fire department while in the yards of the better 
homes there were one or more wells and cisterns which 
supplied water for household purposes. But he omit
ted to note that dangerous surface drainage had seeped 
through the porous limestone underlying the city to 
such an extent that, after the cholera plague of 1849, 
hundreds of wells had been abandoned. 

By the year 1870 Lexington's population had in
creased until it numbered almost 15,000 persons; and 
for a long time, said Professor Ranck, the city had 
looked more like an opulent old English town than a 
live American city. Foreigners, however, had been 
known to comment that the elegance of its society was 
strikingly similar to that of a European capital. It was 
a busy place as well, with its hemp factories and 
nearby distilleries, and there was plenty of work for 
well diggers, carriage makers and trimmers, livery 
stable attendants, confectioners, milliners and dress
makers, boardinghouse keepers, and tradesmen. 

Broadway served as the north-south axis with houses 
dwindling in number around Sixth Street to the north 
and near the city park to the south. Through the mid
dle of the city just below Main Street ran the Town 
Branch of Elkhorn Creek. On its southern bank, west 
to Spring and Lower streets, were to be found many 
of the city's most beautiful homes whose gardens 
sloped pleasantly to the water's edge. Although the 
sewage of Main Street emptied into that same Branch, 
-there.·were so --few-sewers that no one gave much 
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thought to the matter. Eastward the shops and houses 
continued as far as Deweese Street, and beyond were 
the larger estates such as Woodlands, the Mentelle's, 
and Ashland. 

In August of 1871 the editor of the Gazette called on 
Mayor Frazer to appoint an engineer to plan an ade
quate system of waterworks for Lexington. There were 
abundant springs which should be used to supply 
water for fire protection and for manufactories, and for 
private consumers as well. Sanitary conditions were 
deplorable: "The town is in a favorable state for the 
propagation and spread of disease, mainly owing to 
the filthy condition of our sewers, alleys, and back
yards. Hardly a square in the city is entirely free from 
some nuisance or abominable odor which is inimical to 
health." 

Councihnan Dennis Mulligan, an enterprising offi
cial, had heard about some pumping machinery which 
was being manufactured by the Holly Company of 
New York, and he suggested that with a source of 
water such as Maxwell Spring and the Holly equip
ment, the city fire department's efficiency could be im
proved and the cost of its maintenance lowered. But 
no one followed his suggestion, and health and fire 
hazards (acts of God) continued to plague the in
habitants. 

Three years later, in 187 4, the Gazette returned to 
the subject. Did the citizens realize that Cincinnati's 
insurance rates were from 20 to 25 per cent lower 
than those in Lexington and that the cost of water
works could be met by the amount saved on insurance 
payments after such a system was installed? On Sep
tember 30.the editor stated: "The amount of attention 
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commanded by any person who professes to have a 
plan to furnish Lexington with water, no odds how 
ridiculous the plan may be, proves that people would 
be willing to incur a considerable expense. Need of a 
bountiful supply of water is appreciated by all who 
have walked our streets at night and encountered the 
sickening smells that arise from stagnated pools, from 
piles of decaying vegetation and animal matter and 
other sources of sickness and death, all of which would 
be removed by running water." 

The Gazette reminded its readers of the havoc of 
last year's epidemic of smallpox in Nashville, and esti
mated that, for as little as $5,000 the city might dis
tribute water from a centrally located artesian well 
like any of the twenty then in use. 

The rival Press had been campaigning on the same 
issue since January of that year. "It is true," said its 
editor, Mr. Henry T. Duncan, "that our corporate 
existence is only a living monument to the disgraceful 
stupidity and shameful Rip van Winkleism of our com
munity." Lexington needed not only waterworks, but 
a street railway and a new courthouse-was anything 
being done about it? Apparently the city fathers were 
so sound asleep that Lexington was even then about 
to lose the opportunity to win a place on the line of 
the Great Southern Railroad. Such lack of initiative 
was infuriating. 

Several weeks later the city was relieved to hear that 
the Great Southern's directors had announced that 
their road would pass through Lexington, and the 
Press renewed its efforts to obtain water: 

"Now that the Great Southern Railroad is located 
the most momentous-indeed the most vital question 
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touching our prosperity-is the question of the water 
supply .... It is now well settled by the local intel
ligence brought to bear on the subject, that water 
must come from the Kentucky River. There is a point 
on the Big Sandy Railroad about four miles from the 
River. Is it not practicable to locate waterworks on 
that point nearest the Big Sandy, run pipes to the 
road, and thence along the line of the road to the city? 

"At a glance it can be seen that this, by all odds, is 
the most needed improvement in our city. With it, 
everything is possible to Lexington except the ad
vantages of water navigation. Without it, but little can 
be accomplished. As many railroads may intersect 
here as do in Indianapolis, yet while the question of 
water supply is unsettled, strangers and capitalists will 
give Lexington the 'go-by.'" 

Women were complaining about the dirt and dust 
and mud on Lexington's streets. "I suppose that we shall 
next be driven to the bloomer style in sheer self de
fense," wrote the daring Mr. Duncan. He explored the 
possibility of laying pipes beneath the streets in order 
to alleviate the problem of dust. He described also 
the fire-fighting apparatus of other cities where hy
drants were placed on curbstones and steam engines 
forced water through hoses. Then the Press came up 
with a concrete proposal: Let citizens form a joint 
stock company, ask donations from the city, subscribe 
liberally as individuals, and secure a charter from the 
state legislature. 

But, as the weather was cold and cisterns full, Lex
ingtonians remained apathetic. The Press taunted 
them: "Young and flighty Lexington is at present 
exercised about the [skating] rink business, while old 
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and practical Lexington talks of railroads, fire-alarm 
telegraph, waterworks, street railroads, etc.; in fact, 
any number of projects that may mature some day 
when-considering the peculiar lethargy Lexington is 
imbued with-the children of the present skaters fondle 
their grandchildren." 

When summer approached, the city health officer 
urged the citizens to build more cesspools and to clean 
those already in use. He predicted that anyone who 
gave a cesspool a fair trial never again would want to 
be without one. "Lexingtonians should stop throwing 
slops into gutters, for the noxious effluvia are not at
tractive," he said. Such practices, in fact, should be 
discouraged for other reasons: a regrettable accident 
occurred when someone threw a bucket of slop into a 
street, hit the horse of a lady who was enjoying a quiet 
afternoon's drive, and caused a runaway. The Press 
warned that clothespins for the nose would soon be in 
order at Short and Upper streets. 

In October, 1874, it was announced that a civil engi
neer of the city, Colonel R. H. S. Thompson, proposed 
to build waterworks based on the "catchment" plan. 
The colonel offered to build a reservoir large enough 
to supply each citizen with twenty gallons of water a 
day-the amount which was being consumed in Louis
ville. If, after a month's trial, the reservoir proved to 
be successful, Colonel Thompson agreed to sell the 
works to a chartered company for approximately 
$100,000. 

At once a group of Lexingtonians, headed by Gen
eral William Preston and Mr. Thomas Mitchell, a 
prominent banker, attempted to organize a stock com
pany to finance the colonel's plan. Representatives of 
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the Holly Company came from New York to consult 
on the project, and stock in the company was offered 
for sale. After much effort, however, only $30,000 was 
subscribed, and the plan was abandoned. 

It was not surprising that this and other enterprises 
lacked support in 187 4. Money was scarce everywhere, 
for the nation was struggling through one of its most 
disastrous financial crashes. Local papers carried de
tailed accounts of the decisions of the creditors of J. 
Cooke & Company and of other similar business ca
lamities. When Edwin G. Bedford of Bourbon County 
paid $25,000 for the great shorthorn, "Fourth Duchess 
of Oneida," an apprehensive Lexingtonian sent a warn
ing (by a card in the Press) : The cow bad brought 
the price of a Bluegrass farm, said the correspondent, 
and "if a man has a good Blue Grass farm he had bet
ter try and stay on it, and take good care of his health, 
so he may live as long as possible, for fear he might 
not get a better place." 

By the end of the 1870's the worst of the depression 
had ended, and everywhere businessmen, particularly 
those in the South, hoped to participate in ambitious 
undertakings. Nathaniel Shaler, the eminent Harvard 
scientist, urged the citizens of his native state to de
velop the Commonwealth's natural resources, and it 
appeared that everyone was eager to build railroads 
into Eastern Kentucky where there was a wealth of 
cheap coal and timber. 

Lexington's new City Council faced demands caHing 
for all kinds of local improvements. Collis P. Hunting
ton arrived to promote a bond issue for the building 
of the Elizabethtown, Lexington, and Big Sandy Rail
road. Citizens who despaired of challenging the com-
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mercial supremacy of Louisville started a movement to 
bring the state capital back to the city; that, too, would 
require a bond issue. Others believed that the Coun
cil's first concern should be to maintain the town's pre
eminence as the state's educational center. Now that 
Kentucky University and the Agricultural and Me
chanical College had severed relations and the trustees 
of the University refused to relinquish their claims to 
Ashland and Woodlands (to which many Lexing
tonians had subscribed generously) the Agricultural 
and Mechanical College might be forced to look else
where for a campus. The Press stressed the fact that, 
if the college could be kept, Lexington boys could be 
educated at home, that 500 students would come from 
"abroad," bringing as much as $100,000 a year to the 
city. "It will benefit directly everyone in Lexington 
and Fayette County," wrote Mr. Duncan. "A great 
state institution is the prime necessity of Kentucky to
day." That, too, would require of the city not only a 
donation of funds, but the use of the city's only park 
as well. 

Already some improvements were under way: The 
cornerstone of a new market house was laid, a new 
courthouse was being discussed, and the first shipment 
of coal arrived over the Cincinnati Southern Railroad. 
But many persons doubted whether any real progress 
would come until the city won a new charter from the 
legislature. 

In March, 1879, Professor Ranck announced that the 
town's centennial was approaching, and a committee 
immediately was organized to plan a suitable celebra
tion on the great day, April 2. In spite of the short 
time remaining, the committee arranged a program 
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which everyone considered to be a dazzling success. 
It began at midnight, when the artillery fired a 

twenty-three gun salute in honor of the twenty-three 
states. When the day broke mild and sunny 15,000 
"strangers" swarmed into the city, mingling with the 
inhabitants as the two-mile long parade marched be
tween the gaily decorated homes and stores. There 
were bands and companies of soldiers, city officials and 
ministers, members of the bar and of the secret and 
benevolent societies (in full regalia), bands of Indians, 
groups of pioneers and settlers, men in ancient Rev
olutionary uniforms and old hunting shirts, and wagons 
carrying models of log cabins. One store window dis
played the first volume of the Kentucky Gazette, Ed
ward West's original models of his steam engine and 
nail cutting machine, and a patchwork quilt made 
by the first woman born in Kentucky. There were 
speeches and picnics, and when darkness closed over 
the crowds, torches flared and bonfires flamed, cannon 
roared again, and the names of the city's founders 
were spelled out in fireworks. There was a torch-light 
procession featuring transparencies of the first fort and 
first blockhouse. On Kentucky University campus the 
Liederkranz Society offered a choral treat. For those 
who could afford it, there was a five-dollar banquet 
at the Phoenix Hotel. It was indeed the greatest day 
the little city had ever known. But was it not also true 
that, in honoring that "hardiest, and bravest, and no
blest generation Kentucky has ever known" Lexing
tonians acknowledged their city's lost leadership? 

Within a month, in fact, the Press called on the 
merchants to organize a board of trade. Two days 
later an informal group met to consider plans for a 

9 



chamber of commerce and to express their resentment 
of the railroads' "pooling" practices which discrimi
nated against the business of the city's merchants. 

The holiday spirit disappeared suddenly when the 
dreaded "fire fiend" struck almost simultaneously at 
three widely separated points in the community. One 
night the William Tarr distillery was destroyed; next 
evening the Pest House burned to the ground. And 
then, on May 15, the celebrated old Phoenix Hotel was 
reduced to ashes by a fire which terrified every resi
dent. 

Water in the great supply cistern at Mulberry and 
Vine streets lasted three hours-long enough, with the 
help of a westerly wind, to save the buildings west of 
Mulberry Street on Main. Frankfort's firefighters came 
at a gallop; but, as cistern after cistern went dry to 
the tune of the shrill "out of water" whistle of impotent 
fire engines, the watching crowds lost hope. By eleven 
o'clock flames in the hotel were diminishing, but sud
denly the fire spread eastward to "Bedlam," the home 
of the venerable General Leslie Combs. Firemen 
rushed equipment to a fresh cistern farther away, but 
after obtaining suction they discovered that the hose 
was too short to reach the flaming house. 

Struggling down Main Street, which had become a 
river of mud, insurance men returned to their offices to 
estimate the loss of the hotel building at $150,000. 
This loss of the city's prized symbol of local hospitality 
was a blow to community prestige. Within a few days 
the fire cisterns had been refilled; but inspectors re
ported to the Council that many of them were too 
small to be serviceable, others were not even water
tight, and all had been constructed before the Council 
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had purchased its steam engine and narrow hose. 
As summer approached, dreaded drought conditions 

appeared. Private wells and cisterns were reported to 
be drying up or becoming stagnant. The Press re
buked the negligent for having failed to catch the 
abundant snow waters and cold spring rains in their 
cisterns. The water might yet be purified by agitation, 
and the editor advised his readers to install the cup 
and endless chain mechanism in their cisterns. Many 
citizens arranged to have water hauled to their homes; 
and everywhere there was the cry, "0 Lord, send us . , 
ram. 

Was there any feasible way in which to supply the 
city with water? Was it true that "Lexingtonians 
always do everything as their ancestors ·did"? Cards 
appeared in the local papers to recommend various 
possible sources for a public waterworks system: some 
of them favored using the waters of Wolf Run or the 
Elkhorn; others recalled persistent legends of subter
ranean lakes and rivers under the city and on Kearney's 
place a mile west of Russell's cave. Could these be 
tapped? Most of the people insisted that the great and 
ever-flowing springs in and near the town could be 
utilized most effectively. There were Wilson's, Rus
sell's, Maxwell's, Headley's, Peck's, the two Atars, and 
others which might be used separately or in series. 
Because of instances of surface contamination few ex
perts favored the use of wells. They stated cate
gorically that the Kentucky River was the only source 
worth considering. The situation was so unpleasant 
that the Press contributed a morsel of levity: 

"The girls of the city are all immensely in favor of 
drawing a supply of water from the Kentucky River 

11 



sufficient to make skating rinks in abundance. Boys 
want it for bathing beaches and fish ponds. House
wives want it to sprinkle their pavements and for 
freshening their flower stands. Merchants ... to keep 
dust out of their stores, insurance men want it to re
duce premiums while risks remain the same. Saloon 
keepers want it to take the edge off their fifty above 
proof. Milkmen want it to reduce the rates of transpor
tation from the clover fields of the country. The great 
Republican party of the city want it for the sake of 
free baths, never to be used; the newspaper fraternity, 
to make wash bills less than nothing." 

The drought tightened its grip on the Bluegrass, and 
on July 18 the mercury climbed to 99°-a twenty-year 
record. Housewives were advised to keep window 
gardens of lemon verbena, geraniums, mignonette, and 
calceolaria, whose pungent scent might keep house
flies from unscreened rooms. Word came of an epi
demic of yellow fever in Memphis and the City Coun
cil hastily decreed a quarantine against travelers from 
that unfortunate region. As usual, the health officer 
issued his summer warning against unsanitary privies 
and cesspools; sanitation, he insisted, was more than a 
private matter. As in other years, the "second sum
mer" took its toll, and in the cemetery small markers 
for infants' graves mushroomed in family lots. 

When the season was at its hottest and driest, Mr. 
John Quincy Adams Hayman proposed that the Coun
cil build a waterworks plant in the heart of the city 
near the old Montmollin Mill. His plan contained 
some novel features: "Let four holes, at four angles of 
a six foot square, be bored into the ground until they 
pierce the cavernous reservoir that everyone believes 
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underlies Lexington. Let the holes be about four 
inches in diameter. As soon as water is reached let 
four pumps be set to work on those holes and test the 
supply of water. If found sufficient, the six inch earth 
plug between the holes can be blown out and an 
orifice made for a stream of water large enough to 
supply Lexington." 

This ingenious suggestion failed to impress the 
Council, however, and as usual, the city managed to 
struggle along until autumn rains arrived. In later 
years, John McMurtry, the local builder and architect, 
recalled that he was one of a group of men who in 
that summer of 1879 consulted with the Holly Com
pany and obtained its estimate of the cost of building 
a plant which would use either Wilson's spring or the 
well on McMurtry's old circus lot near Short and 
Broadway. 

Louisville had just completed a new reservoir which 
would greatly enlarge its municipal water system-an 
event which did nothing to lessen the virulent jealousy 
which Lexingtonians felt for their more prosperous 
rival. It was an indication of their own concern, there
fore, when the City Council swallowed its official 
pride and requested that the Louisville Water Com
pany's two construction engineers come to Lexington 
in December to advise about possible sources of sup
ply. After a quick survey the engineers reported that, 
in their opinion, Wilson's spring was out of the ques
tion, and that (in order of preference) they suggested 
either Wolf Run, North Elkhorn, or the Kentucky 
River. This last source, they added, was by far the 
most expensive prospect, because of the difference in 
elevation between the city and the river. The Council 
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received the report and let it sink quietly into oblivion. 
The malady affecting Lexington was far more serious 

than Rip van Winkleism or indifference. Its origin 
could be traced directly to restrictions in the obsolete 
municipal charter and especially to one rather recently 
enacted amendment. Whether real or only fancied, the 
potential power of the free Negro vote had alarmed 
Lexington Democrats to such an extent that, in 1870, 
they had managed to delegate to the City Council 
authority to select all city officials. By the end of the 
decade the results of this imprudent action were dis
tressingly evident. A conservative majority in Council 
-with friends among the members of the ambitious 
Chamber of Commerce-held the balance of power to 
such an extent that ultimately the Democratic party 
itself was internally torn and discordant. Due in part 
to the fact that a «capitation" tax disfranchised all but 
1,377 of the city's approximately 16,600 residents, 
Dennis Mulligan, "owner of 600 votes," in an informal 
coalition with the conservatives, ruled with little op
position. The "Oligarchy" (or "Mulligan's Ring," as it 
was called by the less fastidious among the liberals ) 
adhered to its leader's theory that the "indispensable 
requisites of government are economy in expenditures, 
low taxation, and small indebtedness." Under the 
charter, indeed, any indebtedness in excess of the 
city's income was held to be a debt against councilmen 
as individuals. By the end of the decade revenues 
were dropping off while cost of government inevitably 
increased. Revolt was long overdue. 

It first appeared when, on a motion by Calvin 
Morgan-popular brother of the late Confederate gen
eral- the Council voted to permit election of the mayor 
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by popular vote. Claude M. Johnson won the election 
of 1880 and took office as the youngest mayor in the 
history of the city. Four or five other young liberals 
won seats in the Council and the city's prospects 
brightened. Unofficial leader of the new element was 
young Moses Kaufman, Lexington's first German and 
first Jewish councilman, who had come to the city in 
1869 by way of Cincinnati. Described in later years 
as "a refined and cultured gentleman and the best 
Talmud scholar in this section," Moses Kaufman also 
excelled as wit and orator, and as an astute parlia
mentarian who was destined to preside over the Coun
cil for seventeen years. Later he served as state senator 
and as the city's capable postmaster. His energy and 
vision were an immediate threat to the old regime. 

Early in 1880 the liberals moved again. They now 
proposed that all city officials be elected by popular 
vote, and that the legislature be petitioned to amend 
the charter to this end. This, however, the Oligarchy 
would not tolerate, and the ensuing battle within the 
Democratic party was a rough one. 

Unable to win over the Mulligan adherents in the 
matter of the petition, tl1e liberals called a mass meet
ing at the Court House. According to the new Daily 
Transcript, the advocates of reform filled the building 
and overflowed into the yard. In defiance of the con
servatives, a "Committee of Twenty-Five" drafted a 
resolution for charter revision and took it to the legis
lature. The revolt was unsuccessful, but it was now 
evident that the rule of the Oligarchy was weakening. 

One of the spokesmen for the Committee of Twenty
Five was Gilbert Hinds King, another newcomer to 
the community. Though an Easterner, he had traveled 
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so extensively throughout the South (as representa
tive for a New York linen importing firm) that his 
sympathy for the Confederate States was far stronger 
than was that of Whittington King of Lexington, 
whose daughter he had married in 1873. As soon as 
he had permanently settled in this small southern city 
his loyalties, like those of the typical convert to any 
cause, became more intense than those of many native 
Lexingtonians. Both his interests and his friendships 
drew him at once into the group of liberals who were 
in opposition to the old political regime, although his 
frequent letters to the newspapers, signed with the pen 
name "Rex," revealed him as somewhat of a novice in 
political strategy and an idealist as well. After the 
temporary defeat of the liberals he withdrew from the 
Committee of Twenty-Five, lest he appear to be one 
of the detested carpet-bagging Yankees. His interest 
in their cause continued, however, and he soon found 
himself drawn into one of those situations which had 
hindered the post-war development of the community. 

In May the Transcript reported that Maysville was 
constructing a waterworks plant: "Lexington ought not 
to be outstripped by Maysville .... Our people pay 
now each year, for sprinkling streets ... enough money 
to pay 6% interest upon waterworks bonds to the 
amount of $150,000 which is more than enough to con
struct works that will supply all water needed for years 
to come .. .. Will Lexington still run along the same 
old rut like she has for half a century in the matter 
of paying her money to Pennsylvania miners?" The 
editor promised to keep the subject before his readers. 

In later years, when the battle for a waterworks had 
ended victoriously, the Transcript claimed all the 
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credit for having re-opened the question, stating, how
ever, that the letters of Gilbert King had appeared 
several times a week in advocacy of the plan. "He had 
arrived at the conclusion that the old company [of 
1874] had the only feasible plan and when he took 
steps to utilize their advantages, the Lexington Hy
draulic Company was organized ... .'' 

The information and arguments presented in the 
"Rex"1 letters indicate that he had made use of the 
writings of experts on the subject and that he also was 
renewing contacts which he had made during his for
mer residence in Binghamton, in New York City, and 
in his travels through the South and East. It was also 
obvious that he had learned much from the man who 
later was to become his partner, Colonel R. H. S. 
Thompson. But it was only after exploration of other 
possibilities that Gilbert King at last decided to pro
mote the reservoir or catchment area system. His let
ter of July 7, 1881, contains a rather wordy and in
volved exposition of his thoughts and hopes, as well 
as an interesting glimpse of other problems of the time: 

THE WATER WORKS QUESTION 

No. 2 and Last 

Editor Transcript: 

In my last communication some months since, I 
promised the public further statistical information on 
the above subject. This was obtained after some re
search, and was ready for publication, but in the 
opinion of the "powers that be" the times were not 

1 Other pseudonyms which he used were "Hydraulic" and 
"Enterprise." 
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ripe for it, and I held my peace. But the conjunction 
of enterprises that seem calculated to benefit our city, 
seems to indicate that now is the time, and I again ap
proach the subject, with the hope that our people will 
take up the matter in earnest, and not drop it until the 
question is permanently settled. The public mind is 
deeply interested now in all schemes which may ad
vance the interests of Lexington, and if I am any judge 
of the public pulse, it is my opinion that seventy per 
cent of our citizens will vote today in favor of any 
reasonable subsidy to such enterprises. I will not 
burden your columns with the statistics above men
tioned, as one of our most enterprising and far-seeing 
citizens, Capt. J. B. Wilgus, has materialized a plan 
by which the city and county may indeed "kill two 
birds with one stone." ... Subjoined to his proposition 
which it is proposed to add to the donation of the New 
Market House, the K. C. R. R. extension from Lexing
ton. [Sic] 

This joint agreement I believe can be brought about, 
and our citizens will readily see the benefit they derive 
from it, when I mention that on the one item of coal 
alone a saving of over $300,000 per annum will be 
secured to the city. On the other hand the guarantee 
on coal rates will be balanced by the fact that water
works will largely develop manufacturing interests 
here, and so make a l-arger revenue for the company 
by increased tonnage to this point. It is certain that 
the city needs the Richmond extension, and water 
works; it is also certain that the R. R. Co. need a depot 
and can hardly do without the business of Lexington. 
This plan seems to be mutually profitable and mutually 
desirable. I trust that the joint proposition may be 
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brought before the City Council at the meeting when 
the R. R. question is discussed. I am well aware that 
the railroad project has decided opposition, and I be
lieve that its opponents are honest and conscientious, 
but I beg of them to bear in mind two important facts 
-First, that however much we may have to spend on 
railroads, there is hardly a city of our size and wealth 
in the country that has not spent five dollars to our one 
on railroads. Second, that no matter how many rail
roads we have we cannot grow to importance as a city, 
unless our system of public works is complete. And 
to that end what is more necessary than WATER 
WORKS? Below I outline Capt. Wilgus proposition: 

l. The city of Lexington to donate to the K. C. R. R. 
$50,000 in bonds, running five years, and bearing five 
per cent interest, to be delivered to the company as 
the road progresses, as agreed between the parties. 

2. The Kentucky Central Railroad agree that tariff 
rates to and from Lexington shall be based on through 
rates from Cincinnati to Knoxville over the K. C. R. R. 

3. The Kentucky Central Railroad Company agree 
to transport coal to Lexington from any point not over 
100 miles distant, on the line of said road from Cin
cinnati to Knoxville, at four cents per bushel, for a 
term of fifty years. 

4. The K. C. R. R. agree to dig a trench for water
main along and on their right of way from Lexington 
to the Kentucky River, the cost to be borne by the city 
of Lexington; amount of said cost to be ascertained and 
fixed by a committee of six-three gentlemen repre
senting the company, the $500,000 from the county will 
have to be provided, as they are separate from the 

city. 
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Another important fact to be borne in mind is that 
President Chandler, of the Richmond (Va.), and 
Southwestern has already commenced work on the 
Richmond and Three Forks R. R., which is a link in 
that system of double track, narrow gauge road which 
will, when completed, extend from the Atlantic Ocean 
to the Mississippi River. The Three Forks Road pene
trates one of the richest coal vein and lumber districts 
of the State. It is to be hoped that Major Johnson will 
soon call the council together for the discussion of this 
matter. The poet says: "There is a tide in the affairs 
of men, which . taken at its flood leads on to fortune," 
and I believe that Lexington must now, either ad
vance, or take a permanent position in the rear of 
progress. Let it be remembered that experts from 
Chicago have already the subject of waterworks for 
the city under consultation, and stand ready to come 
here at their own expense for the purpose of making 
estimates as soon as Lexington shows the first sign of 
moving in the matter of waterworks. 

Yours for Lexington, 

Rex. 

During that summer of 1881 the Bluegrass Region 
suffered under "the most protracted, dangerous and 
destructive" drought in its history. Crops were ruined, 
trees dropped their leaves, grass turned brown, and 
wells in the city were nearly exhausted. The whole 
city was a tinder likely to be swept away by a con
flagration, said Ranck. The City Council was forced 
to open and clean abandoned wells and to install 
pumps in them in order to provide even the minimum 
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amount of water sufficient for the distressed city. 
As usual, heat and drought goaded the Council to 

more effective action. On August 10 Moses Kaufman 
proposed that a committee from the Council: be formed 
to investigate the feasibility of building municipally
owned waterworks and that a competent engineer be 
employed to study the situation. Dennis Mulligan ob
jected. It would cost at least $600,000, and he asserted 
that the city's thirty or more deep wells in the business 
district were quite sufficient. Taxes resulting from such 
a project would drive people from the city. At once 
the Council membership divided sharply on the ques
tion, and the Mulliganites refused to agree to anything 
beyond a motion which directed a committee to esti
mate the cost of installing pumps in the city's wells. 
Wooden ones would be cheaper and last longer, Mr. 
Mulligan added. 

On August 15 drought's inevitable ally, fire, struck 
at the business district; seventeen stores and offices on 
Broadway, Short, and Main streets were either badly 
damaged or entirely wiped out. When the Council met 
that night Mayor Johnson appointed a committee to 
estimate the cost of waterworks. Next afternoon the 
Transcript announced that a Captain Frank Matlack 
had organized a joint company to build a plant for 
Lexington. Eastern capitalists were to provide the 
money except for $500,000 worth of stocks for which 
they hoped to find Lexington subscribers. The news
paper was sure that this latest conflagration had taught 
Lexingtonians a lesson they would never forget. 

Nothing more was ever heard of Captain Matlack's 
company, and the Council's committee proceeded with 
its investigation, but without Mr. Mulligan's approval. 
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At the next Council meeting the chairman reported 
that Louisville's hydraulic engineer would draw up a 
plan, if he were allowed to have as his assistant a man 
who had worked with him on plants at Cincinnati, 
Newport, Columbus, and New Albany. The firm of 
Anderson and Hobby of Cincinnati also was ready to 
take the job. Colonel Latham Anderson was not only 
a West Point graduate but (more important in the 
opinion of Lexingtonians) he was a great grandson of 
Robert Patterson, their own city's founder and first 
surveyor, and to him went the contract for making an 
estimate. For this the Council agreed to pay a fee of 
$250. 

"We want prompt and energetic action," said the 
Press. Colonel Anderson arrived and made a tour of 
the most promising sources: the spring in Davis Bot
hom which, according to rumor, was connected with 
a large underground stream; Wilson's Spring which 
was still the most popular source because of the com
mon belief that it contained strange fish and black 
suckers whose presence probably indicated its con
nection with a great subterranean lake; the North Elk
horn Creek at a point near Bryant Station Pike where, 
said the experts, a large amount of land might be pur
chased for a reservoir in which rain water could be 
collected and pumped to a second reservoir just out
side the city. Colonel Anderson collected a mass of 
data and returned to Cincinnati to prepare his report. 

At its next meeting the Council took another mem
orable step toward municipal improvement. The pro
posed city charter was being prepared for action by the 
legislature, and the Council voted to include a clause 
which would enable the city to build its own water-
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works plant, the cost not to exceed $500,000. The 
clause also stipulated that taxes were to be levied for 
this purpose only on those districts which would be 
supplied with water, and finally, that the question be 
submitted to the voters for final approval. The Council 
named Mayor Johnson, Moses Kaufman, and Colonel 
Frank Waters as a committee to lobby for the bill in 
Frankfort. 

There, in that January of 1882, the committee found 
three other Lexingtonians lobbying for a bill of their 
own. General Preston and Colonel Thompson had 
joined Gilbert King in an effort to procure a charter 
for a private waterworks company, under title of the 
Lexington Hydraulic & Manufacturing Company. 

But back in Lexington opponents of waterworks 
opened their own campaign. In the Transcript of Jan
uary 27 appeared an innocent-looking card by an 
anonymous writer. In view of the fact that the pro
posed new charter contained a clause authorizing the 
city to go into debt to the amount of half a million 
dollars for waterworks, said the writer, an answer to 
the following simple question was requested: "Which 
will do the most to encourage the investment of capital 
in Lexington, the growth of manufactories, and the in
crease of a substantial population: waterworks and 
heavy taxation, or no waterworks and light taxation?" 

The answer was not long in coming. Those who had 
clamored for water and for action by the Council dur
ing last summer's drought now eagerly signed a peti
tion to the legislature demanding that the waterworks 
clause be deleted from the new charter. As protests 
mounted the liberals feared for the fate of the charter 
itself. 
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In the Lexington Chamber of Commerce (dedicated 
to Progress) debate was stormy. While it might boast 
of spending $500 annually for daily telegraph reports 
on grain and stock markets and of maintaining an im
posing file of daily and weekly newspapers from all 
parts of the state and nation, the Chamber felt that 
increased taxation represented a questionable luxury. 

Dennis Mulligan publicly denounced the controver~ 
sial clause in the proposed charter. He arrived at one 
meeting of the Chamber with a prepared resolution in 
his pocket and persuasive arguments on his tongue. 
Costs would mount to a fantastic height and those now 
living would never cease paying for the waterworks
nor would they live to witness its completion. The 
city had enough deep wells and could build more if 
they were necessary. 

In an oblique reference to the Lexington Hydraulic 
Company, one of the members suggested that the 
large sum of money designated in the bill might well 
serve as bait for a profiteering syndicate. Another 
hinted that the private company was itself working 
sub rosa to defeat the clause. But there were others 
present who, while favoring waterworks, feared that 
sewers must be laid at the same time and believed 
that the double project would be ruinously expensive. 

Again Dennis Mulligan rose to speak. Those who 
wanted to saddle the city with this enormous debt 
were those who did not pay six dollars in taxes them
selves. He warned also that "water sharks" would in
vent ways in which to increase their gains by charging 
additional fees for services to private consumers. 

Alarmed at the acrimony of the debate, unhappy 
President Winston stated that he trusted that the idea 
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would not get abroad that the Chamber was against 
progress in any way. Perhaps it was best after all to 
leave the whole thing in the hands of a private com
pany; he hoped, in that case, the city would subscribe 
to some of the stock. Moses Kaufman, refusing to be 
deterred, moved that the Chamber of Commerce (like 
the Council) appoint a committee to submit a plan to 
the legislature to be incorporated in the new charter. 
His motion was defeated, but the Chamber finally ap
pointed a six-man committee to study the matter fur
ther. 

Meanwhile in Frankfort the Lexington Hydraulic 
Company had won its first victory; on February 27, 
1882, Governor Blackburn signed the bill which would 
permit the company to "produce a plentiful supply of 
pure and wholesome water" from lakes or springs and 
to conduct it to the city, and to maintain reservoirs, 
for the purpose of extinguishing fires. Capital stock 
amounting to $200,000 was authorized by the bill, and 
the company was to be allowed two years in which to 
start construction of a plant.2 

No forebodings of future difficulties were evident in 
the confident and hopeful letter which Gilbert King 
wrote to the Transcript late in February: 

WATERWORKS ONCE MORE 

Editor of the Transcript: 
In one of your late editions you proposed the per

tinent conundrum: "What is proposed by the parties 
now engaged in securing waterworks for Lexington?" 

2 For some now obscure reason the original corporate title of 
the company was: "The President and Directors of the Lexing
ton Hydraulic and Manufacturing Company." 
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In answer to this inquiry I wish to state a few facts 
which may enlighten the public as to the character and 
purposes of the "Lexington Hydaulic and Manufactur
ing Company" which has been lately incorporated by 
the Legislature of the State. As your readers well 
know I have always been an ardent advocate of public 
improvements for this city, and beginning at the root 
of the matter, I have pressed strenuously for water
works for Lexington. Finding that the public senti
ment was strongly opposed to building and operating 
waterworks as a public property, I turned my efforts in 
another direction; and after months of correspondence 
with municipal authorities and other parties in the 
South and East I secured sufficient data to enable me 
to take some steps toward the erection of waterworks 
by private enterprise and by the aid of foreign capital. 
Assisted by one of the most prominent citizens of Lex
ington, and a perfectly competent civil engineer, I 
have been enabled to perfect a plan by which we can 
assure the people of the city an ample supply of pure 
and healthful water, sufficient for a population of 
30,000, and of a quantity adequate for all private, pub
lic, and manufacturing purposes. It must be borne in 
mind that the hard water obtained by artesian and 
other wells is almost useless for manufacturing pur
poses, and that is one essential point to be considered. 
Our plan is not a hastily improvised one; as the esti
mates have been submitted to the highest professional 
authorities in the country, and have their approval. 
Under the act of incorporation we have already se
cured the necessary grounds, and as soon as spring 
opens we propose to go to work. The only expense to 
the city and community will be what water they are 

26 

• 

willing to buy, and pay for at the lowest market prices. 
We are obligated by our charter to supply the city with 
an abundant supply of pure water for all public and 
private purposes. No one in Lexington will be called 
on to subscribe or contribute a dollar to the erection 
of the works. The matter will be brought before the 
City Council, and I hope they will, in the spirit of 
progress and improvement, give it all the aid they can. 
I cannot close without giving full credit to Hon. J as. 
H. Mulligan and Hon. R. A. Spurr, who have ably as
sisted us in promoting this desirable improvement for 
the city of Lexington. 

Yours, always, 

Rex 

But as the weeks passed the charter lobbyists re
ported little evidence of success for their efforts. 
Dennis Mulligan's gifted and popular son, Honorable 
James H. Mulligan, accepted the bill but had failed to 
act in its behalf as he had for that of the Lexington 
Hydraulic Company. 

It was now the Transcript, rather than the Press or 
Gazette, which continued to keep the waterworks 
question before the public. Day after day its columns 
served as a forum for local lay experts who hoped to 
influence their fellow citizens on the matter of sources 
and supplies. The Reverend George Stansbury, agri
cultural scientist and scholar, penned a stream of 
articles over the signature "Rusticus." Artesian wells 
were the only answer to the problem, he asserted. H 
wells were deep enough all danger of surface contami
nation would be by-passed. He called attention to the 
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success of one of the current spectacles in the city
the two great wells at the new ice factory at which 
crowds of sightseers gathered each day. 

Several cards immediately appeared in opposition to 
the well-drilling theory. Covington had abandoned the 
use of wells in favor of water from the Ohio River; 
many residents there had said that the well water was 
so hard that it would have been better used for 
macadamizing the streets. But the prolix Rusticus was 
unconvinced. Cities such as Boston, Baltimore, St. 
Louis, and Louisville were discovering that river water 
could be dangerous. And he added, "I speak from sad 
experience. Ohio River water is a miserable beverage. 
We should benefit by the terrible experiences of other 
cities. Develop artesian wells by all means, and re
member that 'all's well that ends well'." 

The Transcript itself composed a few teasers which 
it inserted when interest lagged. On March 28, 1882, 
its editor wrote: 

The Transcript Would Like To Know 
When street cars will be running. 
If there are any ways and means. 
If Lexington can get a flowing well. 
What the Hydraulic Company is doing. 
The winning horses at the May meeting. 
When the new court house will be built. 
Who is legally the captain of the night watch. 
What the capital removal committee will do, 
Where the new public buildings will be erected. 
What's to be the fate of the new city charter. 
How the Council is going to provide for the bonded 

debt. 
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How much more will be raised for Southern suf
ferers. 

And several days later came: 

The Transcript Triplets 
The men we're willing first to back 
Are those who'U build a street car track 
To save so many steps, Alack. 

The citizens should work like Turks,
And not by starts and futile jerks 
Until we get good waterworks. 

When once we get the electric light 
Those gay young men who will get tight 
Will have to stay indoors all night. 

In addition to his lobbying activities in Frankfort, 
Moses Kaufman was also working to obtain for Lex
ington a federal building and free mail delivery. At 
times his urbanity was threatened by the constant 
carping of the opponents of any kind of a tax rise, and 
he wrote to the Press in frustration, suggesting that, 
since taxes were lower in Slickaway, it seemed strange 
that the tax-antagonists did not prefer it to Lexington. 
And then he pleaded: 

"Lexington certainly once had enterprise, for the 
legends have it that she had manufactories at one time 
. . . hats, boots, nails, etc. Then she fell asleep and her 
neighboring cities, which whilom she supplied [Cin
cinnati, Louisville, etc.], woke up and outstripped her 
in the race for life. They did not shrink from taxing 
themselves for waterworks, railroads, etc., and, mir-
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abile dictu! in place of bankruJ?ting themselves, lo and 
behold! they are in the van of prosperity- an age ahead 
of us. To cities (like Indianapolis) that w~re not hom 
yet when we were a metropolis, we compare now as a 
village. People void of pluck and spirit for the general 
good, sellish money-bags, are a drawback to every 
community and ought to be pensioned to move away. 

"We want the Capital; we want waterworks, rail
roads, a new Court House, underground sewage to 
place us where we belong, and we must pay for these 
things, like other cities have done before us. Birds on 
toast don't come flying into one's mouth by just open
ing that aperture." 

When the Council met on April 6, 1882, Committee
men Waters and Kaufman reported that the charter 
committee had been forced at last to take from the 
Honorable James H. Mulligan his copy of the bill, now 
so mutilated by erasures and interlining that it was 
almost undecipherable, and had placed it in the hands 
of Senator Richard Spurr who had found little diffi
culty in having it passed by the senate. But since the 
session was nearing its close, the committee had agreed 
to the deletion of the controversial waterworks clause. 
Otherwise the whole charter might have been lost. On 
April 19 came the great news that Lexington had won 
the right to function under a modem charter. 

The same old smells still haunted the streets and 
alleys, and the Council, chided for its continued neg
lect of the city's sanitation, hired a new health officer 
to clean up the filth which '1ies in the streets and lanes, 
giving forth malarious breath . .. stagnant water which 
lies greening and rotting in pools and gutters." The 
health officer was hopeful that at a later date some way 
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might be found to improve the system of drainage and 
to "effect closet reform generally." 

Though Lexington's eager liberals had cause for im
patience, the year of 1882 was to become memorable 
on several counts. The city now had a modem charter 
while the state still struggled under its constitution, 
which was "old, effete, and moribund." To the east of 
Lexington the mountain region was accelerating its 
development. More than 2,000 emigrants of the 'bet
ter type" from Europe had settled in the mountains; 
coking coals had been discovered along the valleys of 
the Cumberland, Big Sandy, and Kentucky rivers. The 
Kentucky Union Railroad, fully financed, had brought 
9,000 acres of rich timber and mineral lands in 
Breathitt County. No longer would the Bluegrass have 
to depend upon Pennsylvania for coal and Michigan 
for lumber. Traffic on the Kentucky River was at peak 
stage. 

In February the city had entertained state officials, 
visiting educators, and others who had arrived to dedi
cate the three buildings which President James K. Pat
terson and the trustees of the Agricultural and Me
chanical College had erected in the city's old park. 
Lexingtonians generally had outdone themselves on 
that occasion, since they hoped to impress the legisla
tors with the wisdom of selecting their city as the state 
capital. Was it not, beyond any question, already the 
commonwealth's cultural center, with its two colleges, 
twenty or more private schools, and several good pub
lic schools for poor children and Negroes? The Cham
ber of Commerce was considering the possibility of 
matching Louisville's offer of $500,000 to win the 
capital. 
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Everyone, even the most impatient, knew that big 
improvements were on the way. The street railroad 
company had its charter and franchise, houses were to 
be numbered in preparation for free mail delivery, 
streets already had perforated name plates fitted to the 
gas lamp posts, and electricity lighted a few of the 
streets; a system of "electric conversation" was not only 
being introduced into business houses, but might be 
extended to private homes as well; and a committee 
was completing plans for an elegant new court house. 
There were reports of the development of new uses 
for hemp, large acreages of white burley were pre
dicted for the Bluegrass that year, and some of the 
farmers wanted big warehouses and better marketing 
facilities in the city. There were anywhere from ten to 
seventeen newspapers in the city (their birth and 
mortality rates were almost as high as those for the 
human population). One . of the editors summed up 
the situation rather bluntly: "What Kentucky really 
needs is less pride, fewer prejudices, broader views, 
and higher scholarship. We think too much of politics 
and thoroughbreds, and money getting, and too little 
of scholars and masterpieces of prose and poetry and 
fine art." 

The Council now had before it for consideration two 
proposals. The Southern Railroad had provided the 
first, for it was boring a 600-foot well at its station on 
South Broadway and offered the city the option of con
tinuing the boring until running ~ater was found. The 
cost would be approximately $4,000, said the company, 
but if running water was forthcoming, the company 
promised to locate a roundhouse and shops in Lexing
ton and employ some 300 workers. It was something 
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of a gamble, but the Council voted to take the risk. 
The second plan was presented to the Council on 

April 26, 1882, by the new Lexington Hydraulic Com
pany whose corporate existence was scarcely two 
months old. Under their plan, water was to be obtained 
through harvesting the rainfall by means of surface 
drainage from acres of bluegrass lands. A reservoir 
would be built on the Preston Farm, from which fil
tered water would be pumped through mains into the 
city. This catchment area plan would require the use 
of a watershed of twelve to sixteen hundred acres. 
Basing their estimates on an annual rainfall of forty
eight inches, the company expected to harvest ap
proximately 1,700,000,000 gallons of water each year. 
Of this grand total, two-sevenths would be lost through 
evaporation and absorption. But if as much as half 
of the harvest was lost, there would still remain 
750,000,000 gallons, or enough to provide 20,000 in
habitants with thirty gallons of water per diem( the 
average rate of consumption in a city the size of 
Louisville) and allow a large surplus for fire protection 
purposes. To those who doubted that the porous lime
stone formation of Fayette County could serve as a 
satisfactory base for reservoirs, Colonel Thompson re
plied tl1at he had discovered on the Preston Farm a 
fault or freak formation; under its sod lay a stratum of 
"cold blue clay" which, because of its low absorption 
factor, would provide a fine bottom for the reservoir. 

On one of his trips to New York City Gilbert King 
had talked to Charles Hildreth of the Holly Manu
facturing Company. At the request of the Lexington 
Hydraulic Company, Mr. Hildreth came to the city in 
July to present the plan to both the City Council and 
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the Chamber of Commerce. Since Gilbert King had 
told him that there was little possibility of much finan
cial backing in Lexington, and since his own company 
was not chartered to finance such an undertaking, Mr. 
Hildreth expeced to obtain funds from independent 
eastern investors. If the Lexington Hydraulic Com
pany won its franchise from the Council, Mr. Hildreth 
promised that the company would assume all responsi
bility for providing the required quantity and quality 
of water. The city would contribute no money until 
the system was complete and had been successfully 
demonstrated. Under terms of the franchise, it would 
simply pay rent for 100 fire plugs at an annual fee of 
$10,000. He suggested also that the city might con
sider building a drainage system. 

Gilbert King followed Mr. Hildreth at the Chamber 
of Commerce meeting to speak in behalf of the fran
chise, and closed by appealing for an immediate "yes" 
or "no" vote from the Chamber. Someone was quick 
to note that there was not a quorum present, and the 
meeting ended without action. Subsequently, how
ever, Moses Kaufman was able to put through a motion 
authorizing committees from the Council and Cham
ber to inspect the Atlanta waterworks where a Holly 
plant had been in operation since 1875. 

It was a disputatious and hotly divided committee 
which returned early in August to ~ubmit contradictory 
reports. The majority considered the Atlanta system a 
success. Not so, retorted the minority; manufactories 
there still depended upon well water to a great extent, 
fire protection was still not satisfactory, and even pri
vate customers were inadequately served. There was 
a rumor that when the mains had been tapped by 
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private consumers the supply of water remaining for 
the use of fire-fighting equipment was not equal to 
that of a squirt gun. Above all, warned the minority, 
remember that the initial cost is but a small beginning 
of any city's financial burden. As soon as a city ac
quires water it must immediately go the expense of 
getting rid of it. Sewers would cost more than water
works. 

The majority reiterated its conviction that the At
lanta system functioned adequately. While it was true 
that the original reservoir had proved to be too small 
for the city's growing needs, a supplementary unit 
now was providing ample water; receipts from. the sale 
of water to private consumers had paid the running 
expenses of the city. They recalled an amazing demon
stration when the Atlanta fire department had played 
a stream of water as high as a seven-story building. 

Again in the Chamber of Commerce Dennis Mul
ligan headed the opposition, and its arguments were 
loaded. Who could rightly say that Atlanta's growth 
was due to the installation of waterworks? He was 
sure that waterworks actually would increase the ex
penses of the fire department. As a matter of fact, 
figures proved that during the past thirty years fire 
losses had amounted to less than the cost of the fire 
department. 

When Lexington had waterworks, said the advo
cates, her merchants would save $75,000 annually in 
insurance premiums. That statement, retorted the op
ponents, was being circulated by insurance men who 
wished to sell more policies. Also, as Dennis Mulligan 
pointed out, reduced insurance rates would not save 
the city's government a cent; on the other hand, the 
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increased taxes would certainly drive people away 
from the city. It must be obvious, said the opponents, 
that the Lexington Hydraulic Company's members 
were working for themselves, '1ooking to see how 
much money they can make out of this plan." "Right!" 
said Dennis Mulligan, "The promoters of this scheme, 
Gil King and Mr. Thompson-have they anything at 
stake?" 

In response to questioning, Mayor Johnson stated 
that seven-eights of the city would be served by the 
proposed plan. The opponents challenged that state
ment by showing that the ten miles of water mains (as 
stipulated in the proposed franchise) might easily be 
laid on only five out of Lexington's total of thirty-five 
miles of streets. 

Moses Kaufman rose to urge further consideration. 
He reminded the Chamber of last summer's drought 
and their pleas for water. The waterworks clause had 
been stricken from the charter, he said, because some 
wiseacres had cried that it would ruin the city. Now 
that a private company had made an offer to build the 
works, again the cry was "ruin," or that the city should 
control its own system. Between the two factions they 
were likely to have no water at all. Were they for
getting the damage done by dust and fire? It reminded 
him, he said, of the old couplet: • 
When the devil was sick, the devil a monk would be; 
When the devil got well, the devil a monk was he. 
He had written letters of inquiry to many cities 

where waterworks were operating, and he asked that 
the Chamber defer action until replies could be stud
ied. All opposition had centered on details, not prin
ciples. As for himself, he never had known any per-
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sons who had left a city because of waterworks, and 
he could prove that many cities were building or im

proving theirs. 
J. M. Kimbrough asked to speak next, to present the 

views of a business man. "If you don't agree with the 
whole ordinance," he said, "amend it, don't condemn 
it utterly." Anyone who used water from Lexington's 
wells knew that, because of heavy incrustation on the 
inside of boilers, extra fuel was necessary and expenses 
soared. And he continued: 

"Manufacturers who are considering Lexington as a 
location always ask about the quality of our water sup
ply and its effect on boilers, and then go elsewhere. 
This city has been dead as a door nail for forty years. 
It is utterly impossible for Lexington to become a 
manufacturing place until we have waterworks, and 
under the present proposition the city takes no risks 
. . . it is the only feasible plan yet proposed. Some
thing must be done to build up the city or taxes will 
increase sure. The $200,000 these works will cost will 
be spent among laborers here, and will come from New 
York. We couldn't build a little bit of street railroad 
until we got a man &om Arkansas to come down with 
the money. Then the old fogies tried to run him out 
of town because the streets were tom up to lay tracks." 

Mayor Johnson followed Mr. Kimbrough to state his 
conviction that the city could not possibly grow and 
prosper on its present income which was less than 
half that of flourishing cities of equal size. Until the 
charter had been amended it was not possible to pay 
even the ordinary expenses of government. 

In spite of his plea, the liberals succeeded only in 
putting through a motion to call a special meeting of 
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the Chamber for further consideration; and as soon as 
that meeting convened opponents presented a motion 
to quash the whole matter on grounds of uncertainty 
of cost and success. Once again the advocates asserted 
their belief that the city must either undertake im
provements or forever stagnate. One member asked 
why the Holly Company's estimates of previous years 
had been so much lower than that now presented: 
Was it possible that the Lexington Hydraulic Com
pany was attempting to fleece the city? Mr. Kim-. 
brough thought not; cost of materials had nearly 
doubled since those days. 

Colonel W. C. P. Breckinridge moved that nothing 
be done until the city was in a financial position strong 
enough to build a sewage system as well. Nevertheless, 
at the Council meeting of August 11, the Lexington 
Hydraulic Company franchise was given its first read
ing. 

Dennis Mulligan waited until the Chamber of Com
merce meeting on September 4 when he immediately 
opened the attack by reciting in detail every objection 
to the waterworks ordinance. Colonel. Waters, equally 
eloquent, answered each objection, point by point, in
sisting that the ordinance was not in its final form and 
any changes desirable might yet be made. Taxation 
involved was actually very low-only sixteen and one
tenth cents on the hundred dollars. When the debate 
increased in acrimony, Professor Ranck admonished 
members to attempt to settle the matter so that there 
would be no lingering bitterness. At this point some
one called for a speech by a guest, the Honorable 
Madison C. Johnson, and cheers were so boisterous 
that the president rapped for order. This ordinance, 
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said the eminent visitor, stipulated that the Lexington 
Hydraulic Company be required to provide "pure" 
water; yet any attempt to interpret the meaning of 
"purity" would undoubtedly lead to vexing lawsuits. 
He personally doubted that the proposed basin or 
reservoir would prove to be more than a stagnant 
pond, and it certainly was not to be relied on to sup
ply every inhabitant of the city with water. 

Now Moses Kaufman took the floor to read answers 
to letters he had written to many cities where Holly 
works were functioning successfully. The secretary of 
the water commission of Binghamton, New York-a 
city the size of Lexington and Gilbert King's old home 
-wrote emphatically: "We could not do without it. 
Our people depend almost wholly on the works for 
water for domestic and manufacturing purposes. They 
[the works] enable our property holders to rent 
second, third, and fourth floors on all buildings to bet
ter advantage, and save enough in insurance rates 
every three or four years to pay their costs." 

In Cincinnati, said Moses Kaufman, when a fire 
alarm rang nobody heeded it because everybody knew 
that there was an abundant supply of water · and that 
the fire could be controlled and extinguished. "But 
how different in Lexington! When we hear a fire 
alarm we do not stand upon the order of our going, 
but go at once, because we know that the water is in
sufficient, and that once a fire gets under headway it 
consumes a whole block before it quits." During all 
the recent great fires, he reminded them, Lexingtonians 
stood by, utterly helpless, with their hands in their 
pockets, witnessing devastation unchecked. 

In spite of his eloquence, the Mulliganites and con-
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servatives prevailed. Professor Ranck himself offered 
a resolution to the effect that "while the Chamber of 
Commerce seeks to encourage every enterprise, it 
deems it inexpedient to accept the proposition of the 
Lexington Hydraulic Company at this time." 

Mr. Kimbrough made a final attempt: Leave the · 
matter to the City Council, except to request that it be 
submitted to the voters of Lexington. The Chamber 
should not oppose this improvement, he warned. Lex
ington had never done anything enterprising until the 
Chamber was organized; and she had been dead so 
long that, when any of her people were away from 
home, they were ashamed to admit that they came 
from Lexington. The city sat by in sloth and allowed 
the Kentucky Central Railroad extension to go else
where; now there was a strong disposition on the part 
of many to kill the waterworks proposal, which was the 
biggest and the best thing that ever had been offered 
the city- or ever would be. 

Oratory of another sort was now 'forthcoming. The 
Honorable J. Soule Smith, a guest at the meeting, was 
asked to express his opinion "in his own inimitable 
way." Mr. Smith, famous for his witticisms before the 
bar and in the press, warmed his listeners by declaring 
that he never had been anywhere yet where he was 
ashamed to admit that he came from Lexington. He 
would favor waterworks if they could be shown to be 
of advantage, but he wasn't going to move away from 
Lexington if she didn't get them and he didn't know 
anyone else who would do so. Argument continued 
until eleven o'clock when the chairman called for a 
vote. The Ranck motion triumphed, thereby quashing 
all hope for official Chamber of Commerce support of 
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the proposals of the Lexington Hydaulic Company. 
The conservative Gazette on September 6 genu

flected to the Chamber's action: "They are a repre
sentative body of substantial citizens and the City 
Council should pay heed to their considered judg
ment." 

"Quaint old Gazette!" jeered the upstart young 
Transcript. The Chamber of Commerce was indeed 
an important body of citizens, but the Gazette had 
failed to record the fact that the anti-waterworks vote 
was twenty-seven to nine, since only thirty-six of the 
Chamber's 200 members had been present at the meet
ing. Still carrying the torch, the Transcript gave al
most its entire first page to the complete text of the 
proposed ordinance between the Hydraulic Company 
and the city. It was an amended document, for the 
company had agreed to install 200 fire plugs, to supply 
fifty gallons per diem per capita to as many as 30,000 
inhabitants, to provide fire protection for two square 
miles of the city, and to allow the city to stipulate 
where fire plugs should be placed. Elsewhere in that 
issue of the paper there appeared a pointed reference 
to the new waterworks at Glasgow where water was 
pumped from the river by a windmill, through a steam 
engine stood by in the event that winds failed. 

That night the waterworks ordinance received its 
second reading before the Council, with Colonel 
Waters himself offering various amendments designed 
to quiet the opposition. The third and final reading 
was announced for the meeting of September 21, 1882, 
with the Transcript predicting confidently that, when 
submitted to the voters, the ordinance surely would 
win popular endorsement. 
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The man in the street, judging by cards which con
tinued to appear in the papers, was much concerned. 
"The whole city is agitating waterworks from center 
to circumference," wrote Rusticus, who also continued 
to deluge the newspapers with arguments for artesian 
wells. "Has the river at Mammouth Cave ever ceased 
to How?" he asked. \Vhen the Gazette printed the card 
of a man who discounted the possibility of lower in
surance rates, the Transcript retorted testily, "Some 
people seem to think that fires are good for a com
munity." As to those who yet favored cisterns, the 
editor reminded them that during the Broadway fire 
five cisterns, one after another, had been exhausted. 

Abruptly the situation changed, for, on the morning 
of September 21 (the day on which the Council: was 
to take final action on the Lexington Hydraulic Ci'>m
pany ordinance) Colonel T. M. Lowree of the Nash
ville waterworks arrived in Lexington. During the 
afternoon he drove around to inspect water sources, 
and in the Council meeting that night he presented 
orally a proposal to build a plant at a cost far lower 
than the bid submitted by any other company. It was 
rumored that he, also, was backed by eastern cap
italists, and it was "plain that he meant business." 
Colonel Lowree preferred the standpipe and direct 
pressure system. He left town with a promise to sub
mit a written proposal as soon as his sponsors could 
learn the price of the Preston Farm. Needless to say, 
no one called for the third reading of the Lexington 
Hydraulic Company ordinance. 

Weeks passed as the Council waited for a communi
cation from Colonel Lowree. Late in October, 1882, 
Gilbert King went to New York. Was the Lexington 
(lg" 
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Hydraulic Company considering modifications in their 
proposed ordinance? "We think," said the Transcript, 
which had swung over to Colonel Lowree, "they might 
be glad to get their first proposition accepted~ the way 
matters are now." 

During that period when the Chamber of Commerce 
had rejected the plans of the Lexington Hydraulic 
Company and the City Council had seemingly for
gotten them, one well-known person kept the matter 
alive, if only to personally oppose and condemn it. He 
was the community's able architect, John McMurty, 
who had withheld comment while everyone else was 
arguing. This was a strange indeed, since McMurtry 
previously had never hesitated to oppose Council and 
fellow citizens when other projects were not to his 
liking. His abilities, first as builder and later as archi
tect also, were evident throughout the city where many 
of the larger and more pretentious buildings were of 
his design and making. Through he was now old and 
ailing, he chose to wade into the controversy with 
both vigor and venom. \Vhile Gilbert King was in 
New York, McMurtry's first card appeared in the 
Transcript: "Water proposed by the Hydraulic Com
pany is composed mostly of hard spring water, and the 
washing of lands adjoining are so unreliable as to 
quantity and quality as to render such an enterprise 
chimerical on the part of the company and unwise on 
the part of the city .... The city should not commit 
itself to a company who do not have the necessary 
capital to build said works, but expect to farm out 
favors granted them ... to parties who will give them 
a bonus for same." 

He then proceeded to warn the Council that the 
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owners of the Preston Farm would hold out for an 
unreasonable price for the land, and then, at some 
length, he propounded his reasons for believing that 
his own large well on the former circus lot was the 
logical source of supply. 

Immediately after his return from New York, Gilbert 
King replied to McMurty in the Press: 

Editor of the Press: 
Allow me once more, and I trust for the last time, to 

trespass on your columns in explanation of the pur
poses of the Hydraulics Company. My esteemed 
friend, Mr. McMurtry, prints a card in the Transcript 
of last Friday, which is so full of glarihg misstatements 
regarding the Hydraulic Company that I am con
strained to reply. 

First- The water offered to the city by the Hydraulic 
Co. is not only guaranteed to be pure and wholesome, 
but their charter requires it. The only hard water 
entering into their proposed reservoir comes from the 
Mansfield Spring and that is only sufficient to make up 
for the evaporation caused by the rays of the sun. My 
esteemed friend loses sight of the fact that all the other 
water impounded in our reservoir comes direct from 
the fountain-head in the clouds, and that the Hydraulic 
Company have bound themselves to carry off all sew
age from the watershed by means of drain pipes to a 
point below their dam, thus avoiding all danger of 
pollution or contamination. 

Second- It is well understood that the main factors 
in this project are the Lexington Hydraulic Company 
and the Holly Manufacturing Company of New York, 
and so far as any favors being farmed out it seems to 
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me that so far the only favors that have been shown 
have been to the city of Lexington. Of my own knowl
edge I can say that this only was the intent and pur
pose of the incorporation of the Lexington Hydraulic 
Company. 

Third-It is not true that the city of Lexington will 
be called on to purchase the works at a price covering 
all "profits, cost and carriage," etc. pertaining to the 
job . The city has the option of purchasing the works 
after they have been built by outside parties and fully 
tested, at an appraised value decided by a commission 
eminently fair to both parties. 

Fourth- The idea that the purchase of 1500 acres of 
land is involved is simply absurd. The Hydraulic Com
pany only need thirty acres for the purpose of making 
their reservoir and under their charter from the state 
they can condemn that land at any time. 

As to the remainder of Mr. McMurtry's card, I have 
nothing to say. Your readers will bear me out when I 
say that hertofore the Hydraulic Company have care
fully abstained from opposing or depreciating any 
other plans which have been offered to the city. Our 
motto in this respect is "free trade and sailors' rights." 
We ask no exclusive privileges, but simply ask the 
people to give all propositions a fair hearing, and if we 
lose, will bow as gracefully as possible to the public 
will; and if we win, we pledge ourselves to carry out 
our contract to the latter. 

Respectfully yours, 
Hydraulic 

McMurtry retorted in another card: 
I observe in Sunday's Lexington Press a communica

tion from the "Hydraulics," "Incog," claiming that his 
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"esteemed friend" Mr. Murtry's glaring misstatements 
constrain him, for probably the last time, to rise and 
explain the purpose of his company. He proceeded to 
annihilate his esteemed friend in a methodical manner 
under first, second, and third, and a fourth and sweep
ing clause, that in his estimation sets this question for
ever at rest in favor of the Hydraulic Company. 

He says first: That said company "guarantee their 
water to be pure and wholesome," in ample quantities 
for present and future wants of the city and that spring 
water is intended to equal and supply natural evapora
tion and that I forget that all of their other water 
comes from the fountainhead in t!he clouds, and they 
will prevent all filth from the watershed outside from 
entering their reservoir except on the thirty acres used. 

Second. He claims that the Hydraulic Company are 
the main capitalists and that the Hydraulic Company 
do not realize any special benefit, and claims the only 
interest of said Company was to benefit Lexington. 
Wonderful magnanimity in the Hydraulic and Holly 
Companies. 

Third. That the city will not be called on to pur
chase the water and land only on a fair valuation. 

Fourth. He ridicules the idea of purchasing the 
whole 1,500 acres, but says they will, under their char
ter condemn and use only thirty acres for shed and 
reservoir and works, and claims special credit for their 
forbearance and magnanimity, in subscribing to the 
doctrine of free trade and sailors rights . ... 

Does not the Hydraulic company expect to pay the 
full value of said land, as well as consequential dam
ages for mutilation of said farm? Even admitting his 
absurd promises that the Hurd Spring water will equal 
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evaporation he loses sight of the water that will be lost 
by absorption into the ground of the water shed and 
reservoir, certainly equal to one half more. 

According to Professor Maury's Physical Geography 
page 202, giving rainfall of several parts of the United 
States, the record of St. Louis annual rainfall is forty
two inches. Lexington is in the same range of St. 
Louis, which allowing for loss in the soil, as stated, 
say average 149 inches of rainfall on the thirty acres 
claimed would realize an annual supply of 28,522,000 
gallons, divided in 365 days, gives only about 50,745 
gallons of water for all of the present and future wants 
of the city's daily supply. 

It does seem to me that the pumping engines of the 
Holly Company, that they claim to pump from two to 
five million gallons daily, will be sadly out of place, for 
pumping only 50,745 gallons and prove a bad invest
ment for all concerned. What becomes of the guar
antee, drummed into our ears persistently, of even 
both companies under such a final? ·will some of the 
colonels or the Kings, drop the incog and once more 
trespass on the columns of the press and enlighten the 
public on this knotty question as well as their esteemed 
friend 

John McMurtry 

For once in his long career as a letter writer, Gilbert 
King side-stepped conventionalities and promptly re
plied to McMurtry over his own name: 

To oblige my esteemed friend, Mr. McMurtry, I will 
for once drop my "incog" and give him a few figures 
which can be relied on to be accurate. I said in my 
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article Sunday last that the Hydraulic Company only 
needed thirty acres of land for reservoir purposes. This 
is true, and on the strength of that assertion he asserts 
that we can secure only 50,745 gallons of water per 
diem. I beg to inform him that all of the visiting and 
resident engineers endorse the catchment system and 
under this system we have surface drainage of over 
2,000 acres. Thus, taking the minimum average esti
mate of rainfall here for the last ten years at forty
eight inches gives the total su~ly of 2,580,000,000 gal
lons; allowing fifty per cent for loss by evaporation and 
absorption we have 1,299,000,000 gallons, or a quantity 
sufficient to supply a population of 117,882 at thirty 
gallons per diem. Hoping that these cold facts will 
quiet all apprehension on this score in the mind of my 
esteemed friend, I am 

Respectfully yours, 
Gilbert H. King & The 
Lexington Hydraulic 
Company 

In commenting on the fact that civic elections were 
imminent, the Transcript commended the old Council, 
but recommended that candidates for such positions 
should run for office on a platform of "Progress and 
Anti-Foggism." They should pledge themselves to 
work for city waterworks, street cars, telephones, and 
electric lights. "Let Lexington be the Metropolis of 
the Blue Grass in fact as well as in name." 

In his year's-end message of 1882 to the citizens, 
Mayor Johnson enumerated the many accomplish
ments of his administration. Property assessment, how
ever, was less than in 1875 in spite of the fact that 
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there were many new buildings in the city. The pub
lic debt of Lexington was lowest among twenty cities 
of comparable population, he said. But "I know of 
none on the list which are not far ahead of us in manu
facturing and mercantile interest. I most respectfully 
suggest that the cause . . . is that our people, fearing 
increase of debt, have failed to keep pace with these 
prosperous cities by making internal improvements 
necessary to induce manufacturers to invest and mer
chants to extend their business . ... I advocate strictest 
economy in all departments, but I do not hesitate to 
say that the financial condition of our city justifies, 
and its future prosperity demands, such internal im
provements as waterworks. Whether it is judicious 
for the city to construct its own and own them or to 
pay rental is a matter for the future to determine, but 
I do most heartily recommend positive action in that 
direction as soon as possible." 

The year ended without further action by the Coun
cil, but it was now known that in the next mayoralty 
race Dennis Mulligan would run in opposition to 
Major Johnson. Nothing further was heard from 
Colonel Lowree and his cheaper waterworks. Only 
John McMurtry continued to write letters, filled with 
financial and scientific data, which adjured the people 
to have only those reservoirs "provided by the Great 
Creator" instead of the man-made ones which would 
be but "receptacles for every variety of impurity which 
nothing will effectively correct." 

Early in 1883 the Southern Railroad Company ended 
its drilling operations on South Broadway, and the 
city took over and continued the job. As the drills 
drove deeper the city's hopes soared; at any moment 
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it was expected that running water would be found. 
Dr. Robert Peter, the community's most revered sci
entist, tested the water and declared that it '1acked 
only an infinitesimal part of being as pure as the purest 
water in the world" located somewhere in France. 
Nevertheless, the papers once more carried communi
cations from citizens who recommended neighborhood 
springs in preference to the well. 

February's unusually heavy• rains brought March 
floods, and with them came the portent of a typhoid 
epidemic. Dennis Mulligan stated that water was in 
no way connected with the disease; young people 
simply became overheated and then exposed them
selves at open windows or went down on the pave
ments to cool off- that was the cause of their illnesses, 
he insisted. 

Next came rumors of cholera. Egypt was stricken, 
and England was taking precautions. Lexingtonians 
apprehensively searched the newspapers for reports 
that cholera had reached the eastern seaports. Once 
again the health officer reminded the citizens of the 
wisdom of treating closets with liberal amounts of 
lime. 

"Be warned in time!" wrote the editor of the Tran
script. "In a city like Lexington ... drinking water is 
more liable to pollution than anything else. Filth and 
decaying animal matter may be seen on nearly every 
hand. If the air contains but a slight amount of poison, 
water with which it comes in contact will absorb 
enough to become very poisonous." 

Gilbert King no longer wrote cards for the local 
papers, but continued to seek information from persons 
who lived in cities where waterworks operated sue-
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cessfully. In midsummer he received a reply from the 
superintendent of the Norfolk Water Department. The 
first sheet, a warmly personal and friendly note, car
ried the prophecy that "you are on the road to make 
yourself a second Savior, as Lexington will ever re
member you and praise you if success is the result 
of your effort." The next two sheets-a separate and 
formal letter-evidently were intended for public read- . 

ing: 

Gilbert H. King, Esq. 

Dear Sir: 
In reply to yours of the 2nd making inquiry as to 

the advancement shown in Norfolk arising from the 
introduction of water I beg to submit the following: 

No. 1. What is the increased assessed value of real 
estate in Norfolk since the introduction of water 

works? Ans. $1,500,000 
No. 2. What percentage of this increase do you at

tribute to the introduction of waterworks? Ans. 50% 
No. 3. What has been the reduction in operating 

expenses of your Fire Department? 
Ans. Expense Fire Depart. 1873 $16,500 

o Expense Fire Depart. 1882 11,335 
( o Although much increased population) 
No. 4. What has been the reduction in rates of Fire 

Insurance? Ans. 33Vs% 
No.5. Have you noticed any increased manufactur

ing establishments in Norfolk since waterworks was 
introduced? Ans. We really had but few manufactur
ing establishments before the introduction of water. 
Now we have a very large cotton factory, large Iron 
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and Boiler Shops, four Cotton presses, saw mill, Plan
ing Mills, etc. 

No. 6. Have you noticed any change of opinion 
among those who originally opposed Waterworks? 
Ans. No resident of Norfolk will now admit that he 
ever opposed its introduction. 

No. 7. Has the operation of the Waterworks had 
any beneficial effect on the Sflnitary Condition of your 
City? Ans. Undoubtedly it has, although we had not 
until recently had the advantage of sewage. 

Again, in early August of 1883, hot weather brought 
drought and its vicissitudes. In order to keep its 
engine running the Transcript's staff hauled water. So 
did the livery stables. Groups of citizens petitioned 
the Council to dig new wells in their neighborhoods; 
residents on Vine Street near Limestone requested per
mission to use the fire cistern nearby. Owners of street 
sprinklers were forbidden to use water, and dust rose 
in choking clouds which settled over everything and 
everyone. Private cisterns went dry, and there was in
sufficient water for cooking and drinking purposes. 
Hundreds of persons went to the well near the Tran
script office, and some of them carried water as far as 
Third Street. A tannery weH failed, and the owners 
were forced to cease operations; its laborers left town. 
There was scarcely a public cistern in the city that . 
was not supplying residents for blocks around it. The 
fire department was in good condition except for the 
old Dowden engine, but four fires in August alone (not 
counting the seven houses at the Fair Grounds, just 
beyond the city limits) destroyed at least $28,000 of 
property. Was anything more needed to convice the 
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"moss backs" on the Council that the city must have 
waterworks? 

Before an answer came, a major disaster struck the 
city. On September 10 fire gutted the Street Railway's 
barn and stables, killing a large number of mules and 
ruining the cars. Next day a single mule was to be 
seen pulling the one surviving streetcar along its lonely 
route across the city. No one blamed the Fire De
partment; it had been helpless, and the Transcript's 
editor scorched the city officials: 

"The fire again demonstrated the need for water
works in this city. It showed that the water supply is 

miserably inadequate to meet the demands against it 
even in the most ordinary emergencies. In fifteen 
minutes after suction had been dropped into the 
cistern at Dewees and Main, it was pumped dry. The 
cistern at Dewees and Short was then resorted to, but 
it also was pumped dry; luckily not until the fire had 
been subdued. If any considerable fire breaks out in 
this town now, with its dry roofs and scarcity of water, 
the town is a goner. Our protection against fire is a 
mockery. Why will the Council sit doggedly silent and 
do nothing? Probably if a fire shall break out in prop
erty belonging to each of them, they will be able to 
see the necessity of immediate action. The question is 
of too vital importance to be ignored, and voters will 
do well to sit down on men who will not do for the 
imperative interests of the city. There is no politics in. 
this waterworks question; it is simply a matter of over
whelming necessity. It is a question not only of the 
protection of the town, but of its growth and ever
lasting prosperity. Let the voters make the water
works question the one on which they will turn their 
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votes, and vote for no man unless he is pronounced in 
favor of their speedy adoption." 

Even the Winchester Sun scoffed that the appear
ance of the ordinary Lexingtonian's nose indicated a 
scarcity of water; citizens evidently hadn't enough to 
weaken their whiskey. • 

While smoke still curled from the ruined car barns, 
debate flared with greater heat than ever. Over and 
over, or around and around, went the same old opin
ions lighted by occasional flashes of newly discovered 
inspiration. The Transcript took to itself credit for 
having won converts to the cause. In its daily column, 
"Local Luncheon," there appeared a continuous flow 
of comments such as: 

"It's a question of going back to old grass-grown 
Lexington or forward with new progressive Lexing
ton." 

"The man who succeeds in getting waterworks for 
Lexington won't be forgotten soon." 

"Won't we have a daisy of a city after we get water
works!" 

"It makes no difference who builds it or what source 
is used, so long as we get it." 

"Everybody is talking waterworks. You can't turn a 
corner without running into a group of gentlemen who 
are earnestly discussing the question. Everyone is an 
authority." 

These authorities included, in addition to street
corner savants, everybody from water witches with 
their divining rods to versatile Major B. G. Thomas, 
a gentleman of <1arge intelligence" who promised a 
welcome to anyone who wanted to drive out to Dixiana 
Farm to discuss the matter-anyone except itinerant 
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chine salesmen. Somebody guessed there were almost 
as many water experts as there were politicians. 

On September 23, 1883, Moses Kaufman succeeded 
in putting through the Council a motion approving the 
appointment of a special committee whose duties 
would include the hiring of a competent hydraulic 
engineer, the gathering of all data possible, and the 
receiving of all construction propositions. It had been 
a year, almost to a day, since the meeting in which 
the Council had failed to give the third reading to the 
Lexington Hydraulic Company's ordinance. This time, 
Mayor Johnson promised to keep the ball rolling. 

Chiefly because of the turmoil over the waterworks 
question, the political race already was warming up. 
The liberals made much of the reactionary record of 
"Mulligan the Great Opposer." Shrewd and capable 
<<Dinnis," they claimed, had thwarted attempts to bring 
to Lexington new manufactories, had cast the only op
posing vote against offering to the Agricultural & Me
chanical College the city park (where the Alderney 
cows of the Honorable James Mulligan were pastur
ing), had maintained that stage coaches were better 
than railroads, that new taxes would drive residents 
from the city, and that telephones were undesirable 
because of the necessity for erecting poles along the 
city's streets .... <'In about a year from now," pre
dicted the Transcript, <<Mr. Mulligan will have silver 
faucets all over his house and a plated one out in his 
duck trough." 

Pleased with this witty sally, the editor almost im
mediately published the apparently triumphant an
nouncement that Mr. Mulligan had been won over to 
the waterworks side: 
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Converted At Last 
Mr. Mulligan, who has distinguished himself as the 

only man of brains in tha town who was opposed to 
waterworks has at last been converted . . . by a sub
stantial argument: he had to have some repairs done 
on a pump and a windmill that supplied one of his 
houses. He applied to our Lexington workmen and 
thought the charges so high he could not stand it and 
went to Cincinnati and found the bills higher, came 
home and gave the job to a Lexington house, paid the 
money for it, took a receipt and said, "Well, hereafter 
I'm a waterworks man." So mote it be. 

At once Mr. Mulligan's dign:i:fied and restrained card 
appeared in the newspaper: "I suppose that it is the 
penalty of being a candidate for office that a man's 
private affairs must be drafted into print. Overlooking 
the many uncomplimentary, not to say uncandid, 
references to me in your paper, I desire to give a flat 
denial to your assertions concerning me .. .. The only 
truth it contains is that I had my pump :Sxed, and that 
I paid the bill. The remainder is fiction. Don't you 
think this is a small matter to exaggerate into the 
dimensions you give it?" 

In mock distress the Transcript replied that its little 
joke had been but a kindly attempt to obtain for Mr. 
Mulligan a few of the votes which, in view of his past 
distinguished services to the city, the candidate de
served: "If Mr. Mulligan could only appreciate the 
animus that inspired the remarks about his conversion 
to the waterworks sentiment he would certainly ap
preciate that it was an evidence of the writer's de
votion to his interests. 
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"All persons familiar with the past history of Lex
ington recognize Mr. Mulligan's distinguished services 
to the city in days gone by. Until a year or so past 
Lexington had been in a sleep that double-discounted 
that of Rip van Winkle. Everybody was sleepy, and 
the man who could so manage the business of the town 
to keep everybody quiet and not wake up the sleepers, 
was a grand man. 

"For that period Mr. Mulligan was a grand success. 
But after a while something woke up somebody, and 
he woke up somebody else, and they got to going 
around town, and woke up everybody in it but about 
one dozen, and one of that dozen was Mr. Mulligan. 

"In a sort of somnambulistic state he has announced 
himself a candidate for mayor and talks against water
works when he might as well talk against building a 
new court house, and any man who would talk against 
waterworks now could not get enough votes to save 
him from mortification. Believing, then, that the end 
would justify the means, an effort was made to get 
some support for Mr. Mulligan by holding out that he 
had finally been converted to waterworks, but he re
jects any assistance from a friend and will defeat him
self so badly as to be a source of sorrow to those who, 
remembering his services in the old sleepy days, 
wanted to see him get a complimentary vote. Mr. Mul
ligan thinks he will carry his countrymen, but they are 
generally laboring men and want just such work as the 
waterworks will require, and though they may like Mr. 
Mulligan they are more interested to provide for their 
wives and babies than to elect a rich man for mayor 
who is not for giving them work." 

The city was cheered by news that the Street Rail-
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way Company had brought fifty-two mules in Texas 
and was erecting stables of brick and iron. New and 
brightly colored cars, handsomer than those destroyed 
by the fire, were trundling over the rails: yellow ones 
for North Broadway, green for Main Street, and red 
for the other streets. But in late September the In
surance Underwriters Association decreed that in Lex
ington rates on business property be increased 40 per 
cent and on preferred merchandise stocks approxi
mately 30 per cent. The Council's reaction was almost 
instantaneous; within a few weeks Colonel Anderson 
arrived from Cincinnati, and a representative of the 
Holly Company came from New York. These experts, 
along with Mayor Johnson. and his committee and a 
flock of newspapermen drove to the Kentucky River 
at a point eleven miles from Lexington (nine miles as 
the crow Hies) and two miles from the Richmond pike. 
There they explored the cliffs in order to make rock
bottom estimates and, on returning, most of the party 
expressed the belief that the Kentucky River was the 
ideal source. No one mentioned the fact that it was 
by far the most expensive-as they had been told long 

before. 
And yet there was no action in Council meetings. 

Newspapers in other cities began to joke about Lex
ington's predicament and her lack of enterprise. And 
day after day the Transcript cajoled, threaened, and 

prodded: 
"The people demand progress. If within a reason-

able time there is not something done in this matter 
the people will demand a waterworks ticket from the 
mayor down, and when this movement shall take shape 
all other candidates will have to stand from under .. . . 
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"It has been suggested that it would be eminently 
fitting if, on the completion of the waterworks, a hose 
should be attached to plugs adjacent to the business 
houses of Dennis Mulligan, late candidate for Mayor, 
owner of 600 votes, and Mr. Gratz of the Gazette, 
editor of Gratz Park, and that with pressure of about 
250 pounds to the inch they should be played upon 
these two gentlemen. The moss on these brethren's 
backs like to have dried out during the hard drought, 
but it freshened up again as soon as a little rain fell 
on it, and now they are opposed to waterworks until 
the weather gets dry again." 

After three weeks of intensive activity, the water
works committee produced nothing more than an an
nouncement to the effect that it was inviting all com
panies which might possibly be interested in such 
projects to submit bids for works which would utilize 
the Kentucky River, agree to build a reservoir, and in
stall 200 fire plugs. Almost at once Colonel Lowree 
sent a written proposal, and Mr. Charles Hildreth of 
the Holly Company wired that he was arriving next 
day. A week more dragged by while Mr. Hildreth 
examined again all the water sources; but at last when 
he appeared before the Council he re-affirmed his faith 
in the catchment plan based on the Preston Farm 
reservoir. Again, as before, he emphasized that the 
city had nothing to lose since the whole burden of 
success (under the charter of the Lexington Hydraulic 
Company) rested on the shoulders of the builders and 
incorporators. 

At this point Colonel Lowree stepped out of the 
contest-it was rumored that his financial support had 
not materialized. To those who chafed at the per-
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petual indecisioa of the Council, Mayor Johnson ex
pressed his personal belief that the Council's hesitancy 
indicated that the committee had the interests of the 
citizens at heart. "If any man can swindle these six 
men out of any money he deserves to enjoy it." 

On November 6 fire struck the city again, and on 
that night the Council met to adopt the Lexington Hy
draulic Company ordinance. Next afernoon, under the 
jubilant headline, "WE'VE GOT 'EM," the Transcript 
described the dramatic scene at the third reading of 
the ordinance. The final vote was eleven ayes, the 
only dissenting voice being that of Councilman John 
Berkeley, Gilbert King's neighbor and former partner. 
"Mr. Berkeley is one of the city's ablest and most con
scientious citizens," the paper explained, "he could not 
renounce his honest belief that the Kentucky River was 
the sole feasible source for water," and the triumphant 
editor magnanimously commended him on his in
tegrity. 

There was not doubt that this meant the beginning 
of a new era in Lexington, said the Transcript, whose 
editor, Major D. E. Caldwell, had recently come from 
Atlanta and knew what all this could mean to the city: 
"Manufacturing interests will follow the line of water
works, population will increase, and idle capital will 
find a ready and profitable investment; the vacant 
houses will be filled by permanent tenants; new houses 
will spring up in the waste places; the old 7% business 
will pay out; crowds of loafers that now hang around 
the public corners will nd employment; the clang of 
hammers, the factory loom, and the whir of wheels 
will be heard from one end of the city to another; the 
old fogies will disappear in the dim distance of the 
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past and Lexington will be a living and propserous 
city of 50,000 people." 

"Thus was consummated the most important con
tract ever made by any Council of the City of Lexing
ton," proclaimed the Transcript; and then it stooped 
to administer a final coup de grace to its competitor: 

United They Fall 
A "brilliant flash of silence" was the Press' treatment 

of the Council proceedings Tuesday night. . . . The 
most important and interesting meeting that the Lex
ington City Council ever had . . . the most important 
business ever contracted . . . and the most important 
events occurred, and yet there was not a line in the 
Press that alludes to the fact .... Tuesday night was 
for the Press a Waterloo in which the Press played 
Bonaparte. 

Five weeks more passed before the city and the 
Lexington Hydraulic Company signed a contract. 
Mayor Johnson and City Engineer Gunn made hur
ried trips to Louisville, New Albany, and Covington to 
observe plants in operation and returned reassured. 
There was one last tussle within the Council when the 
Holly Company proposed a few minor changes which 
the councilmen rejected. In order to bring matters to 
a conclusion, Mayor Johnson boarded the train for 
New York, carrying the contract with him. There he 
investigated the financial standing of the Holly Com
pany (to his satisfaction) and went to the company's 
offices where, at fifteen minutes of three o'clock on 
December 13, 1883, he and Charles Hildreth signed 
the official contract for the building of Lexington's 
waterworks system. 
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For Gilbert King the signing of the contract brought 
to a close the long interval of suspense and inactivity. 
But it marked, too, the beginning of a nine-month 
period of exhausting work and responsibility, of hope 
mixed with personal disappointment, which was to 
culminate in his own death. 

So much time had been consumed as the Council 
debated the waterworks question that the original 
charter of the Lexington Hydraulic Company had all 
but expired and there was a possibility that the legis
lature might not grant its renewal. The Honorable 
James H. Mulligan, still a member of the House, had 
not supported the waterworks clause in Lexington's 
charter bill at the last session, and his father, Dennis, 
was now a strong mayoralty candidate of the faction 
opposing the project. On the other hand, the eastern 
capitalists felt that they could not move until the 
charter was renewed and supplemental clauses ap
proved to increase the company's capitalization to 
$300,000 and to authorize the use of alternate or ad
ditional water sources in the event that the reservoirs 
proved to be inadequate. 

Mr. Hildreth, now president of the waterworks com
pany, paid a brief visit to Lexington in January, then 
returned to New York to direct the purchase of equip
ment and machinery. Colonel Thompson followed al
most immediately, hoping to find a market for an 
invention he had recently patented. On Gilbert King, 
apparently, rested most of the responsibility for secur
ing legislative approval for the revised charter. As 
resident secretary he took an office at No. 7 Cheap
side, where he received a deluge of telegrams from the 
anxious president. 
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Expiration date of the charter fell on February 27, 
which was also the critical period in the municipal 
political battle. It was most important, wrote Mr. 
Hildreth, that the mayor and Council be well dis
posed toward the company's activities-which meant, 
of course, that Mulligan the Great Opposer must be 
defeated while Mulligan, the popular and capable leg
islator, must be wooed. 

The Press supported Dennis Mulligan and an
nounced that it was skeptical of the whole waterworks 
program. It questioned the wisdom and judgment of 
a mayor and Council who had granted the franchise. 
Under terms of the contract the Hydraulic Company 
had agreed to commence work within a period of thirty 
days and when, apparently, there were no signs of 
such activity, the Press attempted to make political 
capital of it: "We will either force the building of the 
works or make some hearts ache." 

Fearing the effects of this strategy, Gilbert King 
urged the Holly Company to give some evidence of 
good faith-to make a start in surveying the reservoir 
site or in the building of the power plant. But the 
easterners wrote that they could not sign contracts for 
labor or equipment until the legislature had sanctioned 
the new charter. It was not necessary, wrote Mr. 
Hildreth, to dig holes or drive stakes in Lexington, 
since he could produce evidence, if necessary, that 
arrangements concerning financing and the purchase 
of machinery actually were progressing. At last how
ever, during a mild spell of weather, Colonel Thomp
son authorized the hiring of a surveyor, and the lib
erals were reassured. 

In the meantime Gilbert King was busy in Frank-
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fort, lobbying for the bill. Telegrams from New York 
were importunate: Had he seen Senator Blackburn? 
. . . Stoddard Johnson? ... Why did he think he needed 
Colonel Thompson? ... "It is important that we close 
contracts for the water pipe as soon as possible, be
sides perfecting our :financial arrangements. In fact, 
every consideration demands prompt passage of the 
bill. I am sure you are doing everything that can be 
done, but if you need Colonel Thompson's help tele
graph him to come . .. . Are poliical developments in 
Lexington shaping up favorably toward our interests?" 

Just ten days before the charter's expiration date, 
Gilbert King received from Senator Spurr a post card 
carrying the great news of his bill's passage through 
the Senate. Across the upper left corner the coopera
tive senator had penned the warning: "Watch it 
through the House." The Honorable James H. Mul
igan had been courteously noncomittal in a letter to 
Gilbert King, but he now threw his support behind 
the bill and helped it toward a favorable vote on 
February 18. Mr. Hildreth, however, was still im
patiently awaiting the governor's signature and re
quested a copy immediately after it left the governor's 

hands. 
On March 4 Gilbert King wired to the New York 

office the great news of Mayor Johnson's reelection 
and the defeat of the Mulliganites. His pleasure and 
relief were evident in his card which appeared in the 

Transcript: 

Notwithstanding the traditional repugnance to a 
third term, our talented and popular young Mayor has 
been re-elected the third time. It is noticeable that 
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he polled the largest popular vote of any candidate 
who had any opposition, and that his majority was ex
ceeded only by that of the candidate for City Physi
cian. It is also to be remarked that next to the Col
lector's race the Mayor's race called out the heaviest 
vote. With this emphatic endorsement Mayor Johnson 
will enter upon his third term, and he is to be con
gratulated thereon. But it must not be forgotten that 
in taking the reins of government for the next two 
years he is assuming a grave responsibility. During 
the coming two years the future of Lexington will be 
decided. In other words, Lexington will take her place 
as the metropolis of Central Kentucky or she will 
permanently fall to the rear, and forever rank no 
higher than a "way station." Questions of highest im
portance to the public interest will be brought before 
the incoming Council, and their responsibility will be 
great. With an active and enterprising Chamber of 
Commerce co-operating with them, and being largely 
in harmony with Mayor Johnson, they can certainly 
accomplish some great results. . . . 

Enterprise 

Quantities of supplies were beginning to arrive in 
Lexington, and the street railway started its job of 
distributing pipe along the routes of the watermains. 
The resident secretary's office on Cheapside was busy: 
"All inquiries concerning ... water supply for domestic 
purposes will be cheerfully answered." People were 
predicting that by Thanksgiving Day the city would 
at last have pure and wholesome water. The interest 
of the Transcript remained just under the boiling 
point: 
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newspaper column, without taking either side in the 
controversy. He reported that one of the labor bosses 
had tried to use local labor and had found them to be 
too slow and unwilling to do the work. There was a 
deadline to be met, and a Mr. Stoll had suggested the 
possibility of getting convicts for at least part of the 
job. Italian laborers were brought in for much of the 
ditch digging, and even those who resented their 
presence admitted that they knew how to get the job 
done quickly. 

The Press felt obligated to defend the citizens: 
"The Lexington Transcript undertakes to justify the 

use of convict labor on the waterworks reservoir. Not 
content with the injuries it inflicts upon the community 
in so doing, it adds insult to injury by calling the 
working men, the honest laboring men of Lexington, 
the unjust and opprobious name of "Lexington vaga
bonds" and goes further in its insults by classing them 
with the idle and vicious negro loafers, and by charg
ing that they don't want work, and wouldn't work if 
they could get it .... Hundreds of poor men in Lex
ington who want work and would be glad to get it, 
would perform it faithfully and honestly .. .. It is bad 
enough that work which they should have had has 
been given to convicts ... and it is too bad that they 
should be shamefully abused by a home town paper 
that is the uninfluential organ of a played-out Council." 

If Gilbert King was disturbed about the labor situa
tion, he had at least the dubious satisfaction of know
ing that he had had no part in any policy making, for 
in April both he and Colonel Thompson had been 
forced to resign as directors in return for certain con
cessions from some of the company's eastern financial 
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backers. Though he still maintained his rather tenuous 
and somewhat unofficial position as resident secretary 
and future solicitor for private consumers, and al
though he still controlled his original share of stock in 
the company, he no longer had any voice in the direc
tors' meetings nor in the building of the plant. In the 
latter part of June he wrote to Mr. Hildreth: "I regret 
that I cannot report as good progress as you antici
pated. The work on the dam and reservoir have been 
sub-let to Mason & Co. who will operate with convict 
labor. I am pushing matters here as much as possible 
without conflicting with Mr. Charles [the plant engi
neer]. Mason & Co. will probably break ground next 
week." 

Early in July the convicts were brought in and set 
to work on the reservoir job, and immediately mass 
meetings were called to protest their presence. Right
eous indignation compelled the Press to report each 
new wave of disturbing rumor which swept through 
the community. Escaped convicts were said to have 
been seen in widely separated localities: they were 
hiding in a swamp near Walnut Hill; two, lurking 
near the "usually quiet village" of Nicholasville, fired 
on a man; others were tracked down and captured in 
Cynthiana. Several convicts attempted to break out 
of confinement by setting part of the camp on fire, and 
a riot nearly resulted. According to the Press, Lexing
ton was in a state of terror; and, when several cards 
appeared in justification of convict labor, indignant 
retorts followed immediately. News came that citizens 
of Muhlenberg County were protesting the employ
ment of convicts in the mines there, and Lexingtonians 
realized uneasily that problems inherent in this type 
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of slave labor were too near for academic complacency. 
Other rumors told of the horrible and terrible suf

ferings of the convicts while they were in camp and 
during their working hours. Men who labored all day 
in the sun were not even privileged to sit for their 
wretched meals. They were forced to work when ill, 
were beaten and tortured and all but starved. 

On September 11 the situation practically exploded. 
Two convicts had been murdered by a gang boss, re
ported the Press: 

"All sorts of rumors are rife in the city over the death 
of two convicts. Some said they had attempted to 
escalle and guards had killed two and wounded others. 
Other[s] said that because the convicts would not 
work the guards had stuck picks in their heads, killing 
them. [When people from the city] went to investi
gate they met a wagon and two plain coffins driven 
by convicts and following were half a dozen convicts 
carrying shovels. Coroners stopped the cart and in
vestigated. One of the bodies was in bad shape. 
Others had heard the cries of a man who was being 
whipped- the man claimed he was too sick to work." 

Comar, foreman of the convict gang, was taken into 
custody and was almost immediately brought to trial. 
The city's most eminent attorneys took the case
Colonel John R. Allen and Honorable James H. Mul
ligan for the Commonwealth, the :firm of Breckinridge 
& Shelby and Honorable J. Soule Smith for the de
fense. Crowds of spectators :6lled the courtroom, and 
everyone was speculating as to the possibility that 
convicts might be called to testify. On September 23 
Comar was released on a bond of $3,000; and the trial 
was continued until a later date. 
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After all the excitement it was definitely anti-cli
mactical to read the report of an inspection group from 
Lexington which visited the camp and watched the 
men at work and reported that conditions were far 
better than they had anticipated. Food was not too 
bad, many men were heard to laugh and joke as they 
worked. But there was need for better hospital service 
and for religious instruction-the latter should be sup
plied by Lexingtonians, added the report. 

But Mason & Company had had enough. On Octo
ber 4 the company announced that it would not renew 
its contract with the state. Everyone speculated as to 
the effect on the state, since Mason & Company's an
nual rental check for the 600 convicts was $20,000. 
Now the state would need $200,000 to clothe, feed, 
and house these 600 men, as well as an equal number 
in the overcrowded penitentiary. And the state treas
ury was empty, said the Press. 

During the :first week of October, 1884, the reservoir 
dam was completed except for rip-rapping and pud
dling. Within the next few weeks the lake was ex
pected to begin to form behind it, and then, at last, the 
promoters and the all-too-numerous scoffers would 
have an answer to the long and bitterly disputed ques
tion concerning the feasibility of the catchment area 
system. Suddenly and tragically, however, it became 
evident that vindication of his faith in the plan would 
no longer concern Gilbert King. For in that same week 
the Transcript carried a small announcement about his 
critical illness. Three days later he was dead. Since 
watermains were being laid on South Limestone Street, 
there was difficulty in arranging his funeral at Whit
tington King's home. Mr. Caldwell, the Transcript's 
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editor, wrote in part: "The fact that we will soon have 
waterworks is largely due to his earnest and untiring 
efforts. He always took pride' in the advancement of 
Lexington and did all he could to that end." 

Autumn rains swept over the Bluegrass Region and 
out from Lexington, along the Richmond pike, came 
a steady stream of carriages carrying Lexingtonians 
eager to observe the rising waters of the rainfall har
vest-the miracle growth of the community's only lake. 
The dam was perfect; not a drop of water seeped 
through, and the "cold blue" clay beneath the sod held 
fast also. Every few days the papers reported the rate 
of rise of the lake's surface. 

In the city the pipe-layers had crossed the Louisville 
& Nashville Railroad tracks and were working toward 
the city limits on South Broadway. To the north, mains 
were being laid along Sixth Street. Mr. F. A. Cramer, 
veteran of the Mississippi Navy of the Civil War, ar
rived to install the great compound double-acting Gas
kill-Rolly engines. On December 15 the Italian pipe
layers left the city for a job in Tennessee. It was 
pleasant to have the city streets smooth again, and to 
hear from the resident engineer, Mr. S. A. Charles 
(famous for his work on the Cincinnati Suspension 
Bridge) , that everything was in order for preliminary 
tests. Better still was the announcement that the Board 
of Fire Underwriters had reduced the city's insurance 
rates by 10 to 30 per cent. 

At last, on January 30, 1885, came the public demon
stration and inaugural ceremonies: "one of the grand
est displays ever seen in the city." Main Street was 
crowded with spectators when, promptly at 10:30 
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A. M., firemen opened fire hydrants at six widely sep
arated points and simultaneously played streams of 
water high into the air for thirty minutes. At 1:20 
P. M. ten one-inch streams played for twenty minutes 
on Main Street betwen Spring and Deweese; at 2:10 
P. M., in front of the new court house there was a 
demonstration in the use of two hoses which were 
500 and 1,000 feet long respectively. The great climax 
came at 2:30 P. M. when the crowds saw firemen, 
using a Siamese attachment, shoot a column of water 
as high as the weather vane on the new court house. 
It was a height between eighty and a hundred feet, 
and firemen were heard to declare that it was no picnic 
to hold the nozzles under pressure as strong as that. 
Superintendent Charles stated that he could easily 
have raised the pressure to 150 pounds, which would 
have thrown the gushers higher and much farther. As 
it was, the streets were delgued, and sightseers agreed 
that no fire could live against such an assault. By 
"universal verdict," the demonstration was declared to 
be a complete success. 

Promptly at three o'clock the city officials, those of
ficers of the company on hand for the demonstration, 
and leading citizens boarded waiting omnibuses and 
carriages to drive to the waterworks plant. A platform 
had been erected at the edge of the beautiful new 
lake which stretched for three quarters of a mile along 
the Preston Farm's natural valley. Mr. Hildreth in
vited General Preston to the platform to make the 
dedicatory speech. With his fine, soldierly figure sil
houetted against the water, the old general drew 
cheers and laughter when he said that they had come 
to see the duck pond which-it had been predicted-
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would never hold water and they all wanted to look 
at the "geese" who had constructed it. He referred to 
his long interest in the matter and of the refusal of 
local capitalists to risk money on such an uncertain 
project. Now these men had given the city waterworks 
that would not cost Lexingtonians a cent. This grand 
body of water must no longer be known as Preston 
Pond; he proposed that henceforth it be known as 
Lake Ellerslie, the original name of the old home and 
farm. 

During a burst of "rapturous applause" the old 
gentleman tapped a bottle of Mum's Extra Dry, drank 
a toast to the new lake, and then dashed some of the 
champagne across the sparkling waters below him. 
After the dedication the visitors inspected the slow
running engines, the great pump which moved so 
smoothly and noiselessly, and the two large boilers. 
Superintendent Charles explained that when fire broke 
out in the city "a large gong will be rung by the new 
electric apparatus of the Fire Alarm Telegraph. On its 
ringing the engineer springs to the throttle and turns 
on steam, while the fireman turns open the draft and 
throws in coal. Within a minute from the ringing of 
the gong the engine is running the required speed and 
boilers are making steam to keep up the work." 

At a champagne luncheon which followed immedi
ately after the inspection, General Preston made an
other speech; so did Colonel Frank Waters, and finally, 
Mr. Hildreth. The latter read a telegram from the 
company's eastern financiers in which they proposed a 
toast: "Bluegrass the pride of Kentucky, Lexington the 
pride of the Bluegrass; may our waterworks be the 
pride of Lexington." 
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Just before the close of the two-hour celebration, 
someone proposed that one of the beautifully running 
engines be named "Gilbert H. King, in compliment to 
a man now dead who was prominent in urging the 
construction of waterworks for Lexington," and that 
the other engine bear the name of Claude M. Johnson, 
the city's mayor. 

In his partly completed scrapbook of newspaper 
clippings, opposite the ·Transcript account of Moses 
Kaufman's report favoring the granting of a franchise 
to the Lexington Hydraulic Company, Gilbert King 
had written: "The law of the harvest is to reap more 
than you sow." 
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POSTIL 

On the hottest summer afternoons of my horse-and
buggy childhood there was nothing so pleasant as our 
afternoon drives. Almost invariably we chose either 
the serenity and shade of the cemetery's winding 
roads or the grounds of the Lexington Water Com
pany. In the latter place we played around the foun
tain and speculated about the forbidding looking brick 
building which was supposed to house enormous ma
chines. Our elders spent their time on the shores of 
the reservoir where they, like all ardent Auduboners, 
hoped to sight new birds. 

I was much older before I learned that my grand
father had been one of the incorporators of the orgi
nal water company and that the reservoir had been 
considered quite an innovation at the time it was built . 
Gilbert Hinds King had died suddenly, from an illness 
whose chief causes included fatigue and great anxiety, 
before the works had been put into operation. Since 
his three children were very young, they remembered 
little beyond the fact that the company had passed 
through several financial reorganizations early in its 
history, an era when stockholders, especially women 
stockholders, had no voice in business matters. The 
family's stock soon vanished. 

Often, as I watched the pleasantly absorbed fisher
men on the lake I wished that my grandfather might 
~ee the~ also, for he had been an ardent participant 
m the refined sport of fishing" as he called it, and 
had spent his vacations-before he came to live in Lex-
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ington-on fishing trips along the Susquehanna and the 
Delaware rivers, and in the Adirondacks. After he 
came to Lexington, however, his brown velvet fishing 
jacket was seldom used. 

Several years ago I began to look through the local 
newspapers of that era, and because of the nature of 
the journalism of that day, the story behind the build
ing of our waterworks became surprisingly vivid. In 
those days of ruthless journalistic competition the 
editing of a newspaper was a highly personal business 
in which editors said practically anything they pleased 
and pleased to say almost everything. And so, instead 
of writing this little history of Lexington's waterworks, 
I find that my job has largely been one of redaction: 
the story was well told by others more competent
those men who actually took part in the great con
troversy. 

The newspapers which I consulted were: The Daily 
Lexington Press, 1874-84; the Kentucky Gazette, 1871-
4; and the Daily and Weekly Lexington Transcript, 
1880-5. 

Extensive use was made of the three scrapbooks of 
Moses Kaufman. Some reference was made to the 
diaries of Judge William B. Kinkead and to the papers 
of Judge J. Soule Smith. All of these collections are 
in the Margaret I. King Library of the University of 
Kentucky. Later I found a partially completed scrap
book, several documents, and letters belonging to my 
grandfather. 

Books consulted include the folowing: A History of 
Kentucky, by Thomas D. Clark, 1937; The City of 
Louisville and a Glimpse of Kentucky, issued by the 
Committee on Industrial and Commercial Improve-
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ment of the Louisville Board of Trade, 1887; History 
of Kentucky, Volume 11, by Samuel M. Wilson, 1928; 
History of Lexington, Kentucky, 1872, and Guide to 
Lexington, Kentucky, 1883, by G. W. Ranck; History 
of Fayette County, Kentucky, With an Outline Sketch 
of the Blue Grass Region by Robert Peter, edited by 
William Perrin, 1882; United States Census Reports; 
Prather's Lexington City Directory for 1875 and 1876; 
Townsend's Lexington City Directory, 1883-1884; and 
Williams' Lexington City Directory, 1881-1882. 

I wish to express my gratitude to Dr. Jacqueline P. 
Bull, Archivist of the Margaret I. King Library of the 
University of Kentucky, for her sympathetic encour
agement of my research. The entire staff of the Lex
ington Public Library generously cooperated with me 
during the two years in which I used their valuable 
newspapers. And in assisting me with many problems 
concerning both history and writing, Joe Jordan has, 
as is his custom, performed a duty above and beyond 
the ordinary concept of service to a fellow citizen. All 
disconcerting errors, therefore, which still lurk within 
these pages, are mine alone. 

F.L.S.D. 
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