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ROCHESTER AND
ITS WATER WORKS
City Manager Carl-wright's statement of November 21st
to the effect that the city will construct a waler plant on Lake
Ontario to supplement the present water supply marks the
beginning of a new chapter in the story of "Rochester and Its
Waler Works." It may not be amiss to review the chapters that
have gone before. Municipal Research, therefore is printing in
this issue the story of tlw early years-1834 to 1872. The story
will be brought down to date in future issues.
When Rochester became a city
in 1834 and for forty years there
after its water supply was pre
carious to say the least. Water
for domestic purposes was taken
from public or private wells
and from cisterns in which roof
water was collected and stored.
Writing in 1872, the chief engi
neer of the projected city water
works referred to the "objection
able quality" of the water from
the wells and to the "foul and
stagnant"water from thecisterns.
Water for fire protection was
taken by the fire engines from
small underground reservoirs
scattered through the "lamp and
watch" area of the city. These
reservoirs were supplied in most
cases by pipe lines from the Eric
Canal. That they were far from
satisfactory may be inferred
from the following quotation
from the annual report of the
fire department committee to the
common council in 1871: "It has
been extremely fortunate that
wc have been unusually free
from fires during the past year,
as the great scarcity of water
would have prevented any very
effectual resistance in many sec
tions of the city and especially
so during the winter season." In
spite of these conditions, every
proposal for the acquisition of
a water supply was warmly de
bated and bitterly opposed right
down to January 23, 1876, when

Hemlock water first flowed into
Highland Reservoir. This same
tendency to debate and to oppose
has prevailed on each occasion
when extensions of the supply
have been under consideration.
First Water Company-1835
The first move to supply the
city with "pure and wholesome"
water came in 1835 when the
state legislature passed "An act
to incorporate the Rochester
Water Works Company." This
company was capitalized at $10,
000, the small amount being
eloquent of the failure to grasp
the importance and the magni
tude of the project. Five citizens
-a banker, two attorneys, an ex
change broker and a merchant
miller-were named in the stat
ute to receive subscriptions to
the capital stock. No record of
any proceedings under this law
have been found and, in all prob
ability, the charter expired un
der the provision of the Revised
Statutes of the State that any
corporation not organizing and
commencing operations within
one year of its incorporation for
feited its corporate powers.
Johnson Report-1838
The second step on the long
road to a public water supply
was taken in 1838. On January
16th of that year, the common
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council directed the mayor, El
isha Johnson, to study the matter
and report his findings to the
council al an early date. Water
supply evidently was a hobby
with the mayor and his report
was filed with startling prompt
ness on March 3rd, only seven
weeks after it had been re
quested. The mayor suggested
tl�e river as the source of supply,
his plan calling for clarifying
basins on each side of the river
from which the water would be
lifted to distributing reservoirs
to flow by gravity through cast
iron mains in the city streets.
The mayor estimated the cost
of the proposed works as $132,
642.85 and recommended that
the city borrow $150,000 and
build the project in four steps,
of which the clarifying basins
and the distributing reservoir on
the west side of the river, north
of Clarissa Street, with a main
"through Caledonia and Sophia
(streets) to Buffalo street" would
be the first. Water rates, Mr.
Johnson thought, would aver
age "five dollars per family of
six," making a total revenue of
$_12,500 to meet an annual opera
trng expense of $1,500 and the
various capital charges. The
Johnson report caused a minor
wave of interest throughout the
city, interest that soon evapo
rated to be followed by fourteen
long, apathetic years.
Second Water Company-1852
The second Rochester Water
Works Company was incorpor
a t�d in 185�. This company,
miserably directed and insuf
ficiently financed, was destined
to dominate the water situation
in Rochester for twenty years.
puring these two decades, per10ds of masterly inactivity al
terna�ed with periods of bustling
but meffectual activity, while
the people of the city and their
elected representatives were torn
between exaspiration and hope.
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Although the official record in
the Proceedings of the Common
Council and the unofficial rec
ord in the local newspapers are
voluminous, one always turns
from a reading of the sources
with a feeling of bewilderment
whatever was the motivation of
the company over those twenty
important but futile years!
The act incorporating the com
pany was passed by the state
legislature on April 16, 1852. It
named eleven local men to serve
as a board of directors pending
an election on "the first Wed
nesday of May, 1853." The cap
ital stock of the company was
set at $200,000, but this might
be increased to $500,000 by the
company at any time and with
out further authorization. The
usual "books of subscription"
for the capital stock were auth
orized. Finally, in the eighth sec
tion of the charter, the purpose
of the company was obliquely
stated as "supplying the said city
of Rochester with pure and
wholesome water." Where the
supply was to come from was
not stated and subsequent events
seem to indicate that no one then
associated with the company had
any clear opinion on the subject.
The common council of the city
was empowered to subscribe "an
amount not exceeding one hun
dred and fifty thousand dollars"
to the capital stock and was
given the right to acquire the
company at any time by the pur
chase of all other outstanding
stock at a premium that varied
from twenty per cent downward
as the company became older.
Participation by the city as a
stockholder in the company was
not popular with the people and
consequently the l a w w a s
amended in 1853 to permit the
city to borrow $200,000 and to
advance that amount to the com
pany as a loan. Apparently the
people were as loath to become
creditors of the company as they
had been to become part-owners,
and the "lending provision" was
repealed in 1856. In 1860 the
matter of municipal participa
tion was revived by the passage
of a law giving the city council
the right to sell city-owned stock
of the Genesee Valley Railroad
Company and to invest the pro-
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ceeds, to the extent of $200,000
in stock of the Rochester Water
Works Company. In case the
aldermen were unwilling to pro
ceed under this plan-and they
definitely were unwilling- they
were further authorized to sub
mit to the people by referendum
a proposition to borrow $200,000
on city bonds and to use the
funds so derived for the pur
chase of water works stock. The
referendum was never sanc
tioned by the council. In 1867
the company was permitted to
increase its capital stock to $800,
000 and the common council was
hopefully authorized to sub
scribe for $150,000.
This last law was adopted by
the legislature on March 26,
1867. The reaction was sharp
and immediate. The people of
the city wanted no part in the
troubles of the Rochester Water
Works Company. On July 7th
Alderman Kelly, obeying the
mandate of his constituents, of
fered the following resolution at
a meeting of the common
council:
"Whereas, It has appeared
during the recent exciting
debate upon the water works
question, that, while the citiz
ens at large are in favor of
the present contract as it is
and wish the work speedily
performed, they are opposed
to have any law remain un
repealed that gives to the Com
mon Council any right or pow
er lo subscribe to stock in the
\.Vater Works;
"Therefore resolved, That
our Representatives in Senate
and Assembly are hereby in
structed to secure the repeal
of that portion of our charter
that gives the Council any
right to subscribe for stock in
the Water Works Company."
The resolution was carried
and, at the legislative session in
1868, a law was passed termin
ating all authority for city par
ticipation in the financing of
the company.
Johnson Plan�I859
While the matter of city par
ticipation was being decided, El
isha Johnson, no longer a resi-

a

dent of the city, reentered the
picture in 1859 though the med- W
mm of a long and rather in
coherent letter to the mayor, S.
\.V. D. Moore, in which the whole
question was settled for all time
to nobody's satisfaction. In his
letter the ex-mayor recanted on
his report of 1838 and advocated
the construction of a storage
basin in the valley of the Little
Black Creek west of the city. The
Johnson proposal was read to the
council on July 5, 1859 and was
courteously referred to a select
committee to be appointed by the
mayor. This, in reality, was the
end of the Little Black Creek
project, but the interest en
gendered by its l?roposal led Daniel Marsh, a civil engineer, to
write to the council, outlining
some work that he had already
done on a plan for supplying the
city with water and asking the
assistance of the city in its com
pletion. The Marsh letter was
referred to the select committee
appointed to consider the Johnson proposals, that committee
being expanded from three to
•
six members in view of the posW
sibilitv of action. The select committee, under the chairmanship
of Alderman George Shelton,
contented itself with requests for
more time until Alderman Lewis
Selye, storm center at many a
council meeting, demanded action. This was on March 13,
1860. On March 20, 1860 the select committee reported that it
had received bids for a survey
of routes for a pipe line from
Hemlock Lake to the city and for
a re:port covering the whole
question of water supply. The
committee recommended that
the proposal made by Mr. Marsh
be accepted, although his bid of
five hundred dollars was the
highest of the three received.
The council concurred and Mr.
Marsh was employed.
Marsh Report--1860
The completion of the Marsh
Report was announced to the
council by the select committee
on October 2, 1860. This, the
first official report on Rochester's
water problem by a qualified engineer, is worthy of more than
passing attention. The report
listed eleven "sources from
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which this city may be abund
antly supplied with water ": (1)
Gesesee River; (2) Lake On
tario; (3) Irondequoit Creek;
(4) Black Creek; (5) Little
Black Creek; (6) Caledonia
Spring; (7) Mendon Ponds; (8)
Honeoye Outlet at West Rush;
(9) Honeoye Outlet at Smith
town; (10) Conesus Lake; and
(11) Hemlock Lake. Six of these
sources were given scant con
sideration, the report discussing
seriously only the GeneseeRiver,
Lake Ontario, Little Black Creek,
the Honeoye Outlet at Smith
town and Hemlock Lake. As
summarized in the report, the
five plans were as follows:
"By the first plan, it is pro
posed to elevate the water of
Lake Ontario, by steam power,
located at the lake shore. A
supply pipe of wood to extend
1,000 feet into the lake, and
a pumping main of cast iron,
thirty inches in diameter, to
extend thence to the distrib
uting reservoir east of Mount
Hope Cemetery.
"By a modification of this
plan, the water of the lake is
to be conducted by a thirty
six inch main to a pump well
at the lower falls and thence
elevated and forced to the res
ervoir by a water pressure en
gine.
"By the second plan, the
water of the Genesee River is
to be raised by water or steam
power at the Rapids, to a
storing and subsiding reser
voir, south of Mount Hope
ridge, and thence by the same
power to the distributing res
ervoir.
"By the third plan, the rain
fall upon the sources of Little
Black Creek is to be collected
in to a storing reservoir in the
valley towards the mouth of
that creek, and conducted
thence by a twenty inch pipe
to the pumping engine at the
Rapids and from that point by
either steam or water power
to the distributing reservoir.
"By the fourth plan, the
water of the Honeoye Outlet is
to be taken at Smithtown and
conducted by a twenty inch

RESEARCH

pipe directly to the distrib
uting reservoir. Auxiliary to
this plan there is to be either
a large storing reservoir on
the route of the main pipe or
the lake itself is to be made
such reservoir.
"By the fifth plan, the water
of Hemlock Lake is to be con
veyed by a sixteen inch pipe to
the distributing reservoir."
Since the first three of these
acceptable sources required
pumping, Mr. Marsh showed a
tendency to favor either the Hon
eoye Outlet or Hemlock Lake.
The construction costs of the
works necessary with each
source were estimated as fol
lows:
Genesee River
(Plan No. 2)......$ 680,000
Lake Ontario
(Plan No. 1)....

1,030,000

Little Black Creek
(Plan No. 3)....

810,000

Honeoye Outlet
(Plan No. 4)....

980,000

Hemlock Lake
(Plan No. 5)....

1,210,000

Estimates were based on a sup
ply of 2,000,000 �allons per day
and included a distribution sys
tem comprising fifty-four miles
of cast iron pipe. The Marsh Re
port was judiciously written,
confining itself generally to the
engineering aspects of a water
supply and omitting the usual
propaganda. The author, near
the end of the report, however,
was impelled to say: "Originally
the natural emporium of the
beautiful and fertile valley of
the Genesee River, the position,
facilities and resources of Roch
ester have been gradually im
proved and developed by its can
als, railroads, lake, harbor and
the extensive hydraulic power in
its midst, and should there now
be added to these advantages an
ample supply of pure water, and
ultimately an abundance of
cheap fuel (from the Pennsyl
vania coal fields), both so im-
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portant and essential to the de
velopment of steam power and
many departments of mechani
cal enterprise, the industrial,
manufacturing and commercial
prosperity of our city would be
advanced beyond the present
anticipations of its people." In
cidentally, both the report and its
compiler were later adopted by
the Rochester Water Works
Company, the report being used
as propaganda and Mr. Marsh
being employed as chief en
gineer.
The Company Again-1860
.The Marsh Report was re
viewed by the select committee
in a stilted report, in which the
policy of the council "that the
works be constructed by private
enterprise alone, and the city pay
the company an annual sum for
use of the waters " was first laid
down-a policy which was dog
gedly followed for twelve years.
On October 16, 1860, the select
committee was authorized to ad
vertise for proposals to furnish
the city with a supply of water
at a fixed annual charge. About
two months later the committee
reported that it had received
three proposals for furnishing
the water in accordance with
plans four and five of the Marsh
Report. On the basis of the find
ings of the committee, the coun
cil decided to make a contract
with the Rochester Water Works
Company "for furnishing this
city with water, within three
years from January 1, 1860,
from the outlet of Hemlock
Lake ... at a cost to the city
not to exceed $20,000 per year."
In its report the committee
wrote: "In the present state of
the money market, and its pros
pective condition for some time
to come, the Company will need
all the encouragement the Com
mon Council can reasonably af
ford, acting in behalf of the city,
to enable them to induce cap
italists to invest their money m
the capital needed for the con
struction of the works." Unfor
tunately succeeding councils did
not always have this implied
warning in mind.
The first contract between the
city and the Rochester Water
Works Company was authorized
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on January 25, 1861. Under its
terms, the company was to have
"the whole work . .. entirely
completed, all the pipes laid, and
in full operation, by the first day
of January, 1864." A war inter
vened and, on June 2, 1863, the
contract was extended for two
years to January 1, 1866. The
matter of a further renewal of
the contract was discussed by the
council late in 1865. A commit
tee of aldermen reported sharply
that, as of January 9, 1866, the
date of the report, the company
had "not as yet expended one
cent of money or laid one inch
of pipe." The report also ex
pressed the committee's opinion
that "if the contract was not giv
en to this company five years
ago, Rochester, would be sup
plied to-day with water works."
Fourteen years of inactivity and
broken promises gave weight to
the committee's report and the
contract was allowed to lapse.
Later in the year, the matter
was reconsidered. A new con
tract was offered and accepted.
This contract, differing in no
material respect from the con
tract of 1861, was effective until
terminated by the bankruptcy of
the company in 1872.
The flurry over the renewal of
the contract in 1866, seems to
have stirred the company to ac
tion. On September 18th, Daniel
Marsh, as engineer for the com
pany, wrote to Chairman Gors
line of the Council Committee
on Water Works that "the whole
of the iron pipe to complete the
Rochester Water Works has
been contracted for and is now
being cast " and that "work at
Hemlock Lake has been com
menced in compliance with the
contract." On July 2, 1867, the
editor of the Daily Union and
Advertiser noted that "yesterday
a gang of hands began digging
on Alexander street preparatory
to putting down the water pipes,
and to-day the number seems to
be increased." This was prob
ably the beginning of actual con-

struction work by the company.
For five years the work pro
ceeded in a desultory manner
with the contractor, Alexander
Easton, and the common council
continually sniping at each other,
apparently with honors about
even. In 1871 an engineer em
ployed by the stockholders of
the company estimated the ac
tual value of the work-not the
amount spent-as $222,738. The
then-owners and Mr.T.B.Rand,
who later acquired the property
on the foreclosure of a mortgage,
offered to sell the works to the
city at prices that gradually
dropped from $250,000 to $90,
000. All offers were rejected by
the city. Finally, on August 18,
1882, the potential nuisance of
the company's legal rights was
erased by the acquisition of the
property for $26,000, a material
decrease from the first asking
price. The charter of the com
pany and its amending laws were
repealed in 1907.
Public Water Supply Proposed
The last gun of the first war
over Rochester's water supply
had not yet been fired, when the
first gun of the second war
echoed through the city. Dis
paring of a water supply by con
tract, some influential citizens
had secured the introduction of a
bill in the legislature of 1871
naming a Board of Water Com
missions and authorizing it "to
ascertain the best and most ex
pedient plan for procuring a
supply of water." If the plan
proposed by the commissions
were accepted by the people
of the city at a referendum
election, the commission was
authorized to borrow funds on
the credit of the city and to
construct the proposed works.
This bill aroused the ire of the
common council and, at the reg
ular meeting of March 28, 1871,
Alderman James H. Kelly, Re
publican from the ninth ward,
said that the bill had been in-

troduced "without the know
ledge of any except the proposed
commissioners and their immed
iate friends " and that it was
"crude and ill digested in its pro
visions." A resolution protesting
against the passage of the bill
was unanimously adopted by the
council. Copies of this resolution
were sent to the senator and as
semblymen from Monroe Coun
ty and the bill did not become
a law.
Third Company Planned
On December 12th the council
appointed a committee of ten
citizens "to investigate the pres
ent plan to supply the city with
water, and especially to examine
the Holly or any other system,
which shall look to bringing the
water from Lake Ontario." The
committee reported at length on
January 30, 1872, stating that
"the cheapest, most expeditious,
and most reliable supply can be
procured ...from the river within or near the city limits." In
cidentally the report noted the
foreclosure sale of theRochester
Water Works Company to Mr.
T. B.Rand of New York; predicted a long drawn out legal
battle, over the assets of the company; and advised against any
continued dependence on the
Hemlock Lake project. Two
weeks later the ten citizen authors of the report were named in
a proposed resolution as pros
pective organizers of a third
Rochester Water Works Company. Action on the resolution
was deferred until March 19th
when it was quietly tabled. This
was the last official attempt to
secure a water supply by contract \vith a private company.
A letter from Mr.Rand's attorney, suggesting the appointment
of a committee to negotiate a
new contract, was received on
March 26th but was ignored after being read and published.
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