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WATER SUPPLY AND mE EARLY DEVELOPMENT 
OFL~NGTON.KENTUCKY 

GARY A. O'DELL 

[A City should) as far as possible have Its own 
plentiful supply of waters and springs. and 11' it 
does not. such a supply has been fnvented by 
building a large number of big receptacles for 
rafn-water .... For it is the things which we use 
most of all and most often for our bodies that 
make the greatest contribution to our own 
health~ and the influence of waters and of air 
has such a nature. Wherefore. fn cities of sound 
wisdom. if all the springS are not alike fn purity 
and there is not a large number of them. 
water-supplies used for drinking and those put 
to other uses must be kept separate. 

Aristotle l 

• 

Water has always been essential for civilization. and its 
availability remainS a prtmary factor fn community develop
ment. The cultural development of the Old World ~ook place 
along seacoasts and great rivers. and this was paralleled in 
the New World. The abundant wa~ers of the NewWorld encour-

GARY A. O'DEu.. B. S •• works as the groundwater database manager for the 
Kentucky Department for Environmental Protection and is studying for a 
graduate degree in geography at the UniVersity of Kentucky. 

The writer is tndebted to many persons for assistance in the preparation of 
this artJcle. Appreciation is due m parttcular to: Bettye Lee Mastin of the 
Lexington Hera1d-I.ead8r. Dr. Gaty Shannon and Dr. Karl Raitz of the 
Department of..Geography at the Uru.verslty of Kentucky. Dr. Charles O. 
Talbert of the" Department of History at the University of Kentucky. Pamela 
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Environmental protection. 

1 Arlstotle. Polft1cs, Vll. x. 2-3. 
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aged agriculture: rivers were highways to the interior. Wat; 
later supplied power to operate mills and ractort~. Most major 
communities In America are located by the naVIgable waters of 
oceans. lakes, and rivers. 

Kentucky. though not a large state. possesses more 
miles of rivers and streams than any other state 'except·Alaska. 
In certain regions of the state. however. few large surface 
streams exist because of the local geology. EVen so, many 
Kentucky communities were establfshed In these regions. The 
elghteenth-centuty pioneers who chose the SItes offuture towns 
made use of a less visible source - groundwater. Nearly fifty 
percent of Kentucky has llmestone bedrock at or near the 
surface. Slightly acidic rainfall. Increasing in: acidity as It 
percolates through the s~O layer into the bedrock. gradually 
dissolves the Ilmestone. The naturally existing networks of 
fractures in the limestone are enlarged through solution. 
Consequently, underground conduits serve In place of surface 
streams to carty water from higher to lower elevations. This 
groundwater ultimately discharges from sprtngs .. Such terrain 
is referred to as ''karst.'' The 11mlted development of surface 
drainage and such features as sinkholes, caverns, and sprtngs 
characterize karst. Kentucky's pioneers settled near significant 
springs to be assured. of a plenttful water supply. Many 
Kentucky communities owe their· origins to large springs.2 

Spring water was preferred over water from any other source. 
For more than a centuxy. groundwater from springs and 

wells that tapped underground aquifers supplied water for 
Lexington and other Kentuckycommunlttes. Durtngthe pioneer 
era, the water-supply spring was a major focus of activity in 
many communities: It influenced the town's· layout and 
determined its potential for growth. As the state became 
heavily settled during the nineteenth centuxy. groundwater 

2 Examples of lOme towns and ctties in the Bluegrau region that were 
founded by sprtngs tncludeBooneaborough. Oeorgetown. Harrodaburg. t.extng
ton. Stamping Orqund. and Versailles. 
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became less destrable as a prtmaty water source. Community 

growth 
1 d with 4tMorance of disease causation. led to 

• coup e ..,... under 
water-borne epidemICS. FoUowtng the ctvO War, an -

" standing of the relation betweenContamtnated water and Olness 
made people wary of the underground supply. Further. it 

t that the capaclty of local groundwater 
became apparen 
supplies was generally InSufficient for the needs of an increased 
population. When KentU:ck¥ communities were forced to seek 
other water sources. they built reseIVotrs and dammed 

I
T -..4 .... t'lton population center of the Bluegrass 

watercourses. n ~.If5" • 
karSt region. crtslS prompted the transition from groundwater 
to surface water late in the nineteenth centUty. 

Kentuck¥'s numerous springs that flowed from the w1~e-
spread limestone regions impressed the first explorers and 

Man
· y became well-known landmarks as the 

surveyors.· ilia t 
frontier was settled.s but the springs had alsO been fam r 0 

the Indians who had hunted. fished. and fanned in the region 
before the pioneers arrtved. Large springs were favorite 
campsites for whites and IndianS. and some were sources of 
mineraUzed water that could be boOed down to yield salt. 

In the first years of settlement. the pioneers buOt 
fortifications for defense. In Kentucky coloniSts usually bullt 
forts in places which were desired as town sites. These town 
forts, often vexy simple structures. were not constantly manned 
by soldiers but rather by the citiZenry as occasion demanded. 
Many of the inhabitants lived InSide the forts. but a consider
able number made their homes outside. When danger in

creased durtng Indian conflicts. forts receiVed refugees from 
mUes around. Weakly defended communities would be 

completely abandoned. . 
These fortificatiOns were usually situated close to 

sprtngs. In nearly evety case the sprtngs were left outside in 
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order to prevent pollution of the water suppJ;y. although this 
goal was not always attained. On a vtstt toHarrodsburJ In 

February 1780. Colonel William Fleming described the condi
lion of the community's water supply: 

The spring at this place ts below the IOrt pdfed by ponct. 
above the fort so that the whole dirt and ruth of the Fort. 
putrefied flesh. dead dogs. horse. cow, hog excrements and 
hUman odour Istcl all wash Into the spring which With the 
Ashes and sweepings of filthy Cabblns. the dtrUness of the 
pcople. steeping skins to dress and washing every sort of 
dirty rags and cloths In the spring perfectly poisons the 
water and makes the most filthy nauseous potation of the 
water Imaginable and W1ll certalnly contr1bute to render the 
Inhabitants of this place sickly.' 

George W. Ranck asserted that at Lexfngton the spring 
used as a water source was "embraced within the walls of the 
stockade. and supplied the entire garrison with water."s This 
assertion is also made in other histOries. However, an examt· 
nation of contemporary accounts indicates that the practice of 
leaving the water source outside the walls was repeated at 
Lexington when the fort was built. Two early sketch maps of 
the fort clearly show that the spring was located outside the stockade.s 

4 William Fleming. "Col. William Fleming's Joumalln Kentucky from Nov. 
10, 1779. to May 21th. 1780," In Newton D. Mereness. ed .. navels in the 
Americi::m CoIDnfes (New York. 1916).630. Colonel Fleming was a member of 
the Virginia Land Commission, having traveled to Kentucky to help untangle 
conflicting land claims. 

5 George W. Ranck. History oj I..amgton. Kentucky: Its Early Annals and 
, l~ecent Progress (Clnctnnatl. 1812).24. 

6 Sketch map accompanying Interview With Martin Wymore (undated). 
Draper Collection. llCC130; Sketch map accompanying Joeeph CoUtns 
intervieW (1841). Ibid •• 12CCI01. The latter sketch and a transcrlpuon of the 
Collin!> Interview may be found In Bettye Lee Mastin, l,e,dngmn, 1779 (Lex1ngton: 
Le~lngton·Fayette County Historic Commission. 1979), 22 (map), 49-102 
(Inter.1ew). There are some opposing secondhand early accounts of the 
situation of the public spring. "It is within my recollecUon that they used to 
point out the place where the fort was, andtheae aprtngs were therefore eeen 
10 be Included."Interv1ewwlth Mr. and Mrs. R. PlndeU(undated), DraperCo11ec
lion. ] ICCI87. Wtllfam A. Leavy, a longtime resident oCearly LexfngtiOn, also 
stated that the aprinl was Within the IOrt in his "Memofr or LexfngtiOn and 
VIcinity" Regis,.,. oj the 'Kentuclc!l Hfataft:cl Soctety ,40 (Ut4;l): 122 (hereidter 
ctted as Regis"". However, . Leavy did not antve in Lextngtpn unW 1787 or 
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The vtdn1ty or the future city ofLextngton was explored 
in June 1775 when a party of surveyors came up a branch or 
Elkhorn Creek and camped at a partlcularly attractive spring. 

I 

the identity of which is not now mown for certain. ,The 
SUIVeyOrs attempted no settlement at the time: Indian attacks . 
forced many settlers to abandon their holdings temporarily and 
seek safety in the forts. In mid April 1779 Colonel Robert 
Patterson set out from the fort at Harrodsburg, thirty miles 
away. to establish the flrst fort north of the Kentucky River. 
With a party of twenty-four men. he reached the intended site 
on 16 April and camped at a large spring that emptied into the 
middle fork of Elkhorn Creek. 7 

This spring was previously mown to Patterson. He had 
built a small hut by It in 1776 and had planted some crops. 
While recovering from wounds at his Pennsylvania home early 
in 1777, he described the location of the spring and hut so weU 

to his brother Wil11am, who was about to set out for Kentucky. 
that he had no trouble finding It.8 A few months later Robert 
made the trip to Harrodsburg. He met William there and with 
"a small armed party" went on to his cabin at the Lexington 
spring and "raised a small crop of turnips from seed. ,,9 When 
Patterson was ordered by Virginia to pick a site for a fort north 
of the rtver, he mew where to go. 

On 17 April construction of the blockhouse 'began. In 
locating the fort with respect to the spring. Patterson no doubt 
recalled the appalling situation in Harrodsburg. and he was 
determined to aVOid making the same mistake. The first tree 

1788. and .. by this time the fort had l:>een dismantled. I believe that the 
available'evtdence indicates that the 8pr1ng was outside the stockade. 

7 Collins interview, Draper CollecUOn. 12CC65: WllIIam H. Perrin. ed .. 
History oJFayet.tB County. Kentucky (Chicago. 1882),225. Thls was a different 
spr1ng from the one near the surveyont' camp In 1775. 

, 8 Catherine Patterson Brown, daughter of Colonel Robert PattersOn, In 
Charlotte Reeve Conover. Concemfng the ~athers (Dayton. 1902). 143-44. 
Her recollecUons date from 1855. 

9 Robert Patter80n, autobiOgraphical sketches 1816 and 1826 las told to 
Cathertne Brown) In ibid., 183. 
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was cut by JosJah Co1l1ns, a bun' oak two feet fn dJameter that 
stood at the head or the spring: when trtmDied. the log was 
used fn the foundation of the blockhouse. 10 The blockhouse 
and spl1ng were located near what is now the southwest comer 
or Mill and Main streets: the sprlng discharged into the 
now-covered Town Branch that runs beneath present Vine 
Street. By April 1780, a stockade, which encloSed twenty-two 
cabins, had been erected a short distance north of the spring. 
The cabins were built so that the two outer rowS formed part of 
the stockade walls with pickets filling spaces :between. The 
land that lay between the fort and the spring was cleared of 
trees and brush so that rifle cover could be provided for those 
who carried the water. II 

The Public Spring, as it came to be called, supplied 
water for the fort: it continued to do so for many years after the 
IndJan alarms ceased and the community expanded well 
beyond the bounds of the fort. Attempts were continually made 
to improve the spring as the needs of the town increased. This 
was done originally by clearing out the opening or the spring. 
The first major attempt to improve the spring apparently took 
place in 1783. A resolUtion of the town trustees in December 
1782 called for '.'every freeholder of Lexington, ltving on the 

. north side of the branch, (to] meet on the 2nd day of January 
next at the Springs to assist in ava1lltng the same."12 This and 
other early notices indicate tlUit the main tOwn sprlng may 
Origtrially have had multiple adjacent out1ets~ Martin Wymore, 
an early resIdent. observed that they "dug that in farther, and 
more, and it got stronger, as they went farther into the bank. "13 

10 Collfns interview. Draper CollecUon. 12CC65. 
11 For an excellent account of the founding or Lex1ngton. see MuUn. 

Le1dngton 1719. .' _ 
. 12 LexingtOn town trustees. Mttute Book 118H811; US. reaoluUon. 12 

December 1782. typeacrtpt at the Kentucky Hfatorlc&l Socfet¥. . 
13 Interview with MarUn Wymore. Draper CoUeeUon. .11 CC131. 
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~en the stockade was flnal1y tom down. more perma
nent improvements were made. The spring was dug even 
deeper and a stone enclosure was bunt about it. 1bjs work. 
was undertaken by Henry Marshall in 1792 arid 1794, for 
which he was paid two pounds. six shillfngs. and nfne pence 
out of the public funds. 14 In 1790 the Town Branch itself. 
which had zigzagged past the overlooking fort. was straightened 
by order of the trustees. A canal was cut through the Com
mons and "a row of lively locust trees" planted along both 
banks. 15 

The rapid growth of Lexington caused problems as use 
of the spring increased rapidly not only by reSidents but also by 
rural folk and by travellers. As Wymore recalled, at first, 'There 
was but the one spring, and altho 40 persons, or 50 only, used 
to attend, the townsmen had to go and bring up all the water 
they wo'd need, ber theSe persons sh'd come. for the spring 
wo'd be muddied by them so as to be unfit for use. 1118 

The Publ1c Spring was the main source of water. though 
it was not the only spring in pioneer Lexington. Many other 
springs that were used by the early reSidents of the community 
formed a Une that was said to extend the length of Main Street. 
These secondary springs, however. apparently had Insufficlent 
flow when the fort was first constru.cted. Reliance upon a 
single source was a major problem. and the citizens set about 
digging at all the wet-weather seeps along the banks of the 
Town Branch. These efforts were successful as "the seeps ... 
gradually opened. and new springS broke out" along the north 
side of the branch. 17 

One of the first acts of the Lexington settlers was- the 

14 The town trustees paued a n:soluUon on 10 November 1787 to "pJOCUre 
hands to have the publ1c aprtnga put in .,od order by ha'Y1rlg a wall budt of 
atone around It equal to thflV square and (our and a half feet high .... • Mttute 
Book. 32. alIo 77. 84, order. of2 January and 13 May 1795. 

US Mttuta Book. 33. 44, orders 7 March 1788 and 3 July 1790 • 
16 Wymore Intervfew, Draper CollecUon. 
17 Ibid. 
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constructton of a small log schoolhouse close to the fort. It was 
completed in 1180 at a time when the threat of Indian attack 
was sUlI very real. The school stood at the western edge of the 
public square now occupied by the Fayette County Courthouse. 
A good spring nearby became Lexington's second public water 
supply.18 The bridge reported to be at Main and Mill streets 
probably crossed the stream from this spring. lSI 

By order of the trustees in 1789 Moses Patterson and 
Alexander Adams cleaned out a spring on Lower Street and 
built a wall around It.2o Spring Street is saId to haye derived its 
name from a spring located under a house near the.intersection 
of Spring and Main streets.21 In 1801 the trustees paid a bill 
submitted to them Cor a cart and horse employed in mUng this 
spring.22 Another spring was located across the Town Branch 
southwest from the Public Spring. 23 . 

The new springs opened up along the banks of the Town 
Branch eased the demand upon the Public· Spring for a few 
years, but the problem of keeping the springs clean remained. 
During the summer of 1790, the town trustees issued orders 
that "the publiC spring on Main Street and the one near the 
school house. no longer be used as washing places. '~4 Appar-

18 Collins Interview, DraperCollectlon. 12CC73: Minute Book. 92. order 
3 August 1795: Penin. Fayette County. 95, 291: Ranck. l1istDry oJ Lexington. 
39.97. 
. 19 Bettye Lee Mastin. "Town Branch and Water Street." In Barbara Sutton. 

ed.; LexIngton as It Was (Lexington. 1981),37. 
20 Minute Book. 38, order 4 July 1789. Lower Street, running between 

Main and High, later became Patterson Street. 
21 Leavy. "Memoir of Lexington: 324. . 
22 Minute Book. 174, order 7 September 1801: PerrIn. Fayette County. 280. 
23 'The man who ltved on the comer of Broadway and Water Street (S.E.) 

says the ground on Water Street Is all made - 10 feet. He haS been there 10 
years. There Is a spring on his lot about 140 feet from Broadway and about 53 
feet from Water St. When he came there - the bank went down steep Into this 
spring. as Into a deep hole. He has had it waned up l1ke a well. There is In the 
bottom. on the lOuth side ••• a ptece of ttmber, which I believe was to keep the 
earth from all faUtng in on. the spring. and which he ftrst b~ his wall upon. 
This spring is eaid to have sunk in the ground.· Memorandum. Draper CoUec
tion. 11 C0202. 

24 KAmlUeJcy ~ (Lexington). 1 IS August .1790. 

I 
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ently no one paid much attention to this notice for in July 
1795, the trustees threatened to "prosecute ~one doing 
washing at the public spring.... They also apPOinted men to 
supervise the use of the sp11ng. Henry Marshall and Benjamin 
S. Cox were appointed in August 1195 to supervise its use, and 
similarly Marsha.ll and George Teagarden were gwen supervi
sion of the schoolhouse spring.2e Expenses for maintenance 
and improvements to the Public Spring and lesser springs were 
also allocated out of the town budget. Improvements conSisted 
of walls or fences. catchment basins, troughs, and even wooden 

plumbing.27 

The trustee m1n~tes for 7 October 1805 reveal that 
Englehart Yieser had submitted a proposal to use the surplus 
water from the Public Spring by laying pipes to feed into a large 
trough for horses.28 The pipes were made from logs that had 
been hollowed by burning through the interior with a red-hot 
iron rod. Some log pipes may have also been made by boring 
through the center with a long auger. Each log was tapered at 
one end to fit snugly into its neighbor and form a continuous 
run of pipe. 

In April 1981, d~g excavations for the new Vine 
Center in downtown Lexington. several log pipes about twenty 
feet long were uncovered. The p1pes were in excellent condition: 
they had tapered ends, and the interiors showed signs of 
charring?9 An extensive plumbing system could be constructed 

25 Ibid .• 3 July 1795. 
26 Minute Book. 92, order 3 August 1795. 
27 Ibid .• 77, 127. orders 2 January 1795. 7 August 1797. 
28 "Englehart Yieser"s Proposals," Minute Book. 267-68 with resolution 

7 Octob!f 1805. Additional references to the town springs of Lexington. not 
otherWiSe herein c1tec1., may be found in the trustees' Minute Book. 69. 102. 
186. 228, 241. 276-79. 281-82. 321 and In Certfjfa1tes oj Town LDts In 
Lexfngton. typeeer1pt. Kentucky Historical Society. 72. 276-77. 

29 Bettye i... Mastin. "Modern Earth-Moving Equipment Uncovers Part of 
Lextngton'aPast."LextngtonH.n:dd-.Leader.14Aprtl1981:communteattonfrom 
Battalton Chtef Ron Meadows of the Lexington Fire Department. 1990. Chief 
Meadows is responsible Cor the rescue of two of these log pipes from the 1981 
construction aite. One ia presently on display at the Ftre Training center on 



440 T71e Fason Club HfstDry .Quarterly. (October 

of these wooden conduits. 
The public spr1ngs 'were supplemented. for. some 

householders by smaller spr1ng8 on their own properties. A 
spring. assuring the owner of an abundant supply of what was 
believed to be the very purest water, always enha~ed the value 
of property. Real-estate advertisements of the period always 
emphasized the importance of springs. The 1804 advertisement 
of John Bradford in the Kentucky Gazette, which -stressed the 
presence of two good springs. is typical: 

{Oln that valuable LOT on Main Street In the town of 
Lexmgton. now occupied bytheSubscrtber. fron~onMain 
Street Bfty feet, and 2141/2 feet back to Water Street. On 
this lot fs .. A BRICK SPRING HOUSE. 20 feet by 10. m the 
floor of which rises 36 (Inch) stream ohery cold water. and 
Which never fatls In the driest season •••• In the back yard 
Is a never failing SPRING of cold water. exclusive of what 
rises In the spring house. and Is equal to any In the state .... 
About half the lot was Originally wet and unfit for cult1vatton. 
but has been reclaimed by laying on It upward of 500 loads 
of choice soil. and Is now In excellent condition for· a gar-

. den.» . 

In the early 1790s William Leavy had purchased'a lot on the 
southwest comer of Main and Mill streets, and th1s.10t,like the 
Bradford lot, also contained two springs. Leavy built a. sturdy 
brick springhouse over the best spring which was two stories 
hJgh with a second-floor smokehouse.:n All springs were 

Old Frankfort Pike and the other at the offices of the Kentucky~Amerlcan Water 
Company on Richmond Road In lexington. 

30 Ksntucky Oautte. 24 Aprlll804. The notice stated that "36 streams of 
water" were present in the springhouse. This seem$ to be I.. p~ntlng error: it 
Is far more likely to have been a th1rty-sIx-tnch stream from the spring. The 
Bradford springhouse was Just above the Public Spring: both properties were 
part of In-lot 43 of the original plat of the town. The town trustees granted part 
of this Jot to Bradfotd In July 1787; by this time the old fort bad apparently 
beendlsmanded. Bradfotd was prohibited from undertaklnganytmprovements 
that might harm the nearby Publfc Spring. Minute Book. 30-31. order of 28 
July 1781: See al80 Charles It Staples. The HUtDrrJ oj PfDMer Uxfngtr:n 
(Lex:tngton, 1939), 22. . 

31 Leavy. "MemotrofLexmgton." 323: Ksntucky Ooutt.e. 1 December 1793. 
The eft'orts of the settlers In dtgglng out the seeps on the bank of'l'own Branch 
were evfdently very suocesafuL Three' substantial aprfDga were crowded into 
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advertiSed in the KentudqJ Gazette as "never failing." 
Even the locatiOns of roads were influenced by the 

presence of sp11ngS as ind1cated by a February 1811 entry.in 
the Fayette County Order BookconcemJng the re-routing of the 

~. Frankfort Road. The new route was recommended because 
there were "two sprtngS ofrun.n1ng water convenient to the new 
proposed road and the ground rather better than the old way."32 
A drink of cold spring water was always welcome to the dusty 

traveler on horseback. 
Property became more valuable in Lexington as the town 

continued to grow. and although many lots and houses were 
advertiSed to include "a spring of cold water,': other springs 
were filled in so that the land might be used for other purposes. 
The Public Spring. however. continued to be regarded as a 
valuable asset. In 1807 William W. Worsley subleased the 
Public Spring lot from Joseph Charless. who had obtained an 
eighteen-year lease from the town trustees at an annual rent of 
eighty dollars. When Char less transferred his lease to Worsley • 
the ctrcuit court ruled that the action would not "affect the 
privileges granted Englehart Yieser by the Trustees ofLexfngton 
to convey water from the PubU~ Spring ... 33 

The PubUc Spring lot was eventually sold by the 
trustees. Increasing land values caused it. like the lesser 
springs. to be covered over. As late as 1899. however. it was 
reported that the spring. though .wa1led up. could still be seen 

the east side of this block: two had large brlck sprlnghoUse8. wbfle the third 
served. as the publfc water supply. 

32 Rou1e"recommendatton for Old Frankfort Pike. 15 February 1811. Order 
Book 2. 339, Fayette County Courthouse Annex: (hereafter FCCAl. 

33 Lexmgton Trustees to Joseph CharIess. 23 February 1807. Ctrcult eourt 
Deed Book C. 201. FCCA: Joseph charless to WIllIam W. Worsley. 4 October 
1807. County CowtDeeclBook C. 171. FCCA. Both deeds refer to an esrI1er 
transaCtton of 21 February 1806. Caleb WfI.I.fams to Joseph Charlesa. tra.nSfer 
of Public ~r:lng leue •. 'l'he orlglnal deed could not be located but Is quoted in 
c. Frank Dunn. Old HCJI.I.NS oJ·l..cJdngtr1t\ (2 wis.; unpublfshed f¥peacdpt: 
undated, Lexmgton Publfc Ubraxy). 1 :131-38. 
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beneath the rear of a wholesale grocery. 34 

Nothing was feared more than fire in ~arly Lexington 
because the town was constructed mostly of wOoden buildings 
separated by narrow walkways. The wood-and-mud chimneys. 
vigorously condemned· by the town trustees. were particUlarly 
dangerous. Lexington was not located on anY niajor waterway. 
The Town Branch usually thinned to a trickle durtng the dry 
summer months. so that water for firefighting had to be 
obtained from the town springs. Each householder and 
business was required to keep one or more fire buckets on 
hand. the number depending on the value of the property; these 
were Inspected at regular Intervals.3$ When fire broke out. 
everyone was expected to carry water from whatever source was 
available. Most often a double line was fo~ed with buckets 
passed from hand to hand from water to blaze and back agam. 
The hollow logs that directed overflow from the Public Spring 
were pIerced by holes at Intervals. each fitted by a Wooden 
stopper. Many buckets could be filled simultaneously; this 18 
the origin of the modern tenn "fire plug. ,,36 

As the town grew. dependence on springs for tlrefighttng 
decreased as wells were dug and cisterns wer~ built. The 
Lexington Fire Company No. lis believed to h8.ve been orga
nized in 1.790.37 In January 1812. the Union Fire Company 
recefV'ed pennission from the trustees to excavate "two reser
voirs on the public square for the purpose of holding Water in 
case of fire to be cQvered over. each to be from twelve to fifteen 

34 Anonymous. MColonel John Todd: Describes how he built the I..exingIDn 
rort in the spring or 1782. ~ Kentucky Hfstori.tnl and 0enea1.c:igta:d Magazine 1 
(1899): 89-90. 

35 Mfnute Book. 291-92. ordinances 25 June. 7 July 1 806: 330-31. revised 
ordinance 17 Februaty 1808: 366. revised bylaws, 5 June 1809. See also 
Staples. Pfoneer LexfngtDn. 208-209. 

38 Mastin, "Equipment Uncovers Lexfngton'sPast." See also John B. Clark, 
"The FIre Problem In Kentucky, 1778-1865: RegfstsrSI (1953): 98-103. 

37 Kentucky aa.tte. 23 April 1791. This notice concerned a routine 
meeting or the Ore company. See also Clark, ~FIre Problem." 103-22. 
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feet wide and forty feet in length.":sa Though houses were being 
constructed of less flammable matertals. the danger of nre 
remained acute in LexIngton throUgh most of the nineteenth 

century. . 
/' By 1810 much of the Lextngt.on water supply was 

obtained from wells. although some springs continued to be 
used. John Robert Shaw. an itinerant wen-digger In early 
Lexington. advertised his profession with doggerel: 

John R. Shaw. who now intends 
To blow up rocks and dig in wells 
Can water find by the new art 
So well the fresh. so well the salt''' 

Shaw kept a meticulous record of his accomplishments. 
recording that he had dug or blasted

40 
one hundred and 

fifty-seven wells in Kentucky before 1807. In August 1810 the 
wen-diggers of Lextngton held an organtzational meeting and 
published a schedule of prices in the Kentucky Gazette . . For a 
well six feet in dfameter. the set price for excavating through 
the soU to bedrock was two sh1llings and sixpence per foot. 
increasing to e1ghteen sh1llings per foot once hard rock was 
encountered to a depth ofth1rty-five feet. The rate was higher 
for wells deeper than thirty-five feet. Construction of an interior 
rock 'wall to prevent soU from caving in cost two shUlings per 
foot. Appended to the rate schedule was a vivid account of the 

hazards of the work 

This perilous and dangerous profession of DIGGING WELLS 
is whilst we are totItng in the rock. attended with danger 
~ hazzard. The well digger Is every day in imminent 
danger of losing a leg or an arm. and perhaps his life·osuch 

.-
38 Order of 14 Januaty 1812. Order Book 2. 467. Fayette county.Co:~ 

FCCA; Kentucky Qazette. 11 Januaty 1812. The Union Ftre company 

Org~ x:.:::k~/=tte. 6 December 1803.6 Februaty. 20 May. 25 August 

l8C:; John It. Shaw, A Namltwe oj the L(fe and Ttavels of John Rol#t Shaw 
(1807; reprinted In Loutsvf1le. 1930), 192-97. 
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.. wen. caVing tn, lOde. Calbng down. both to his mal.ftlCeat 
destruction or mlstortune. ... If a .oHler Is wounclecl In the 
Reid or action, he can appeal to the gowmment of hIS 
country rorrelter--but if a poor, unfortunate we11-digger Io.es 
a leg or an arm, the c1enlency of hIS f'dIow citizens Is the 
most he can expecL His days win In all probabWty termi
nate in extreme poverty and distress. 

The cltfzens were asked particularly to note "the various and 
numerous wounds and broken bones of poor old Shaul' even as 
th~ mishaps of several other well-diggers were described. 41 

Shaw evidently had more than his share of misfortune, for 
during hiS colorful career he was "blown up" no less than four 
Umes.42 . 

In 1880 Robert Peter declared that, "Experie~ce has 
already shown that in almost any part of the city water may be 
obtained in wells. varying in depth according to locality from six 
to eight down to forty to fl1ty feet.""" In 1892,long-tJme resident 
Dennis Mulligan recalled the IqpaUons of twenty-five abandoned 
wells and cisterns that had formerly been used by the resi
dents.44 Some. he noted, were "blowed wells" and thus may 
have been excavated by John Robert Shaw or hJ.sfellows earlier. 

In the present era, excavations for modem buildings 
continue to unearth traces of Lexington's early water supply. 
During the construction of the new Transit Center on Vine 
Street in 1991, two of the old hand-dug wells of the city were 
uncovered. In one of the wells a wooden pump was found 

41 Kentucky Gclzette. 21 August 1810. The notice was, signed by John 
Robert Shaw. Jesse qallaway, Stephen Smith. Gcorge Rhodes, John Bell, 
Samuel Taylor, D. M'Coye, and Wm. KInney. Other ibtmer well-dtggera 
mentioned, no lortger able to work because of Injuries. were a Mr. Senate, 
Robert Parks. and "the unfortunate negro Weeden, (who) lost an eye." 

42 Shaw. A NQJ'TQt.We, 198-200. 
43 'The Water Supply: Lexington DaIlyThmscrtpt, IS July 1880. unsigned. 

attributed to Dr. Robert Peter. 
44 Dennta Mulligan, 'The Old Wells.· Lexington Momfng Th2nacrlpt. 8 

December 1892. Irish immigrant Dennis Mul11gan (1817-1901) was a 
prosperous grocer. dty councilman. and the main poJit1dll boss during 
LexJngton's era of machine pobUca from 1870 to 1880. See James D. Bobn, 
"Bosstsm and Reform: Polttica In Lexington. Kentucky, 1880-1940- (ph.D. 
dts •.• Untveralty of Kentucky. 1988). 
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nably good condition. 45 

which ~th:;a:e identity of the craftsman who built this 
t be detenntned, Samuel Van Pelt 

particular pump canno now. on The first 
~ well-known pump-maker in early Lex1ngt . 

,. w~~:nce of his activity is a record of a payment he recelved in 
e
1798 

from the town trustees for the repair of a pump on Md ain 
f 1804 Van Pelt place an 

Str t 46 During the summer 0, . 
ee . th Gazette to inform the public that he: 

advertisement in e 

-.......eng on the Pump Making In all Its comn:~~ 
continues """'j' h ti and on redUa>.l 
useful branches. on the s ortest nnd° ceo ground through 

. as also conveying water u er • 41 

prices." th --'-eof distilleries. running fountains. lite. 
pipes •• or e -... 

It umpmaker" 
TIl 1806 direCtory of LexIngton listed him as a P 

e 48 W d pumps were evidently still used 
n Main Street. 00 en il 

o asionally in the late nineteenth centwy, for city counc man 
oec believing them to be cheaper and more 
Dennis Mulligan. mmended that they be installed 
durable than iron pumps, reco 

~""t in 1881 49 
during a droU

6.... ti'in early Lexington was practically 
Public sanlta on 

built in the most convenient loea-
nonexistent. Privies were d treams They 
tions often adjacent to wells. springs. an S 'rfl' 

t~mtnated groundwater through seepage and by ove ow 
con . th '. was virtually unknown. 
during heavy rainS. The germ eory ilia 
Although bacteria had been discovered, it was not known t 

Ii d in human excrement could cause 
pathogenic bacteria oun safi 

11 d that if water looked clean, it was e 
~!~~~. :e:~::c:;~on which has not been entirely dispelled 

45 Btt~ Lee Mastin. communtcation• 1993. 
46 Minute Book. 133. 17 January 1798. 
47 Kentucky aautte. 14 Augult 1804.. Ffrst City f)frectory PubliShed by 
48 J WinSton Coleman. Jr., l.BJcf;rtgtorl $ 

:""'_.J_ '-Ihe Y ..... J808(Lex1ngton. 1953),7. , and the 
Joseph '-'RUI"" ... J.... ..... ... c..11 HQlVftSt.: Gilbert Hinds KIng 

49 FranceS L. S~ Dugan. ~\I- CornpaIlY (I.extngtOn. 1953). ,21. 
l.BJcf;rtgtorl Hydraultc and M~e estabJishment of the I,.eXln&ton 
Dugan°.excenent worit co~ sea of Me and polltica in late nIne
waterWOrks provldes f'uctnating ....... p 
teenth-centuzyLextnSton. 
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even today. Under such conditions. epldemtcS had repeatedly 
ravaged the crowded dUes of Europe. It was merely:. matter of 
time before pestUence struck the Kentuck;y settlements. 

The Astatic cholera. originating in India. was spread by 
Ship to ports In the Unfted States. It struck New York C~ In 
June 1832. and by late fall of the same year It had spread to 
the Interior. indudlng LoUisville and Cincinnati. A few cases 
appeared at Lex1ngton In November but with the onset of cold 
weather the diSease vanished. causing little concern. ISO With the 
return of spring, however. cholera came to Maysville. and In the 
first week of June 1833 a few cases appeared In Lexlngton.lIl 

On 7 June heavy ra1ns began. and soon the Quthouses were 
flooded and their contents flowed Into the streets and wells. 
The epidemic began. 52 

At the height of the epidemiC. carts made the rounds of 
LexIngton streets to collect the dead. Since cofllps could not be 
constructed quickly enough. many were buried in mass graves. 
Nearly half the population of six. thousand fled'to the countIy
side or to such supposedly safe havens as th~' health spa at 
Olymptan Springs. 'By the time the epidemiC had run Its course 
in late July. nearly five hundred had died.1SS 

On 18 May 1849 ,the second cholera epidemic in 
LexIngton appeared first among the inmates of the Lunatic 
Asylum (Eastern State Hospital). 54 Sanitary conditions at this 
Institution were appalling. As the cholera began Its deadly 
attack. memories of the horrors of the previous decade prompt
ed the hasty exodus of fifteen hundred persons from Lexington. 
The second epidemic. like the first. waned after a few months , . 

50 Nancy O. Baird. "AsiaUc Cholera's FIrst Visit to Kentucky: A Study in 
Pante and Fear." The FtIson Club History Qua.rf.l!rfy. 48 (1974): 228-31. 

51 Lexington Observer and Reporter. 5 June 1833: KAlntudcy Oc:w.ttte. 22 
~nel~' ' 

52 J. S. Chambers. The Conquest qf O&oletu (New Yolk • .i 938). 11S8. 
53 Obserwr and Reporter. 28 June, 6. 13 July 1833. See aJao Chambers. 

c::hclera. 160-62, 165. 
540 ObserwrandReporter, 23 May 1849: Chambers. ~ 227·29. 

1993) 
Lexfnt/fDn's Water-Supply 449 

leaving aver three hundred dead.
1III 

Prior to the 1833 epidemic. Lextngton was thought, to be 
the most healthful town In the state: Its citizens were not 
particularly worried by the presence of cholera elsewhere. Even 
though ruth and debriS were thought to cause cholera. no 
serious efforts were made to clean up the town. ,Although 
medical knowledge was only slightly more advanced by th~ time 
of the second outbreak. dreadful memories of the 1833 epidem
iC prompted ofil.clals to take measures well In advance. 
Unfortunately? the cause was still unknown. and so nothlng 
was done to prevent contamtriation of the water supply by sew
age. though no doubt the dty fairly gleamed from the scrubbing 

it receIVed.158 

In May 1849 the town board of health "examined the 
streets and alleys. supervtsed the deaning of foul areas, and 
recommended that all cellars. alleys. yards. and streets be 
cleaned after each ratnfall."57 In January. Dr. Robert Peter had 

recommended. that: 

The first object should. undoubtedly. be the removal of all 
81th thorough cleaning. scourtng. scraping; the dnl.1nage. or . 
ft1l1~g up with earth or broken rock. of all wet places. stag
nant ponds. or ftlthy mud holes; streWing ltme freely over the 
unclean surface. and in an open places where animal o! 
vegetable substances might be in a state of decomposition. 

When the onslaught of the diSease was at lts worst. field 
artillery pieces. set up on the town's outskirts, were fired to rid 

59 
the air of the cholera-causing miasma. 

55.' Observer and Reporter. 20June 1849; Nancyo. Baird. "AstaucCholera: 
Kentucky's Ftrst Publ1c Health InstJUctor," The Frlson Club History Quarterly 48 

(19~: ;:~C=-22=.2::;;tY 1833; ObseroerandRepOl'W. 12 
May 1849; BaiJd. "Cholera'. Ftrst VIsit: 230: Chambers. Ch.oLm:r. 1115-16. 226. 

228. ...0- "330 
57 BaUd. "P'1rat Publ1c Health lnstJU ...... r. .. • and n--+"r. 24 
58 Dr. Robert Peter. "Cholera ~tattves, Observer ..... /1"'.-

January 1849. . 
59 Obseruer and RqoI"tM'. 2 June 1849. 
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Although there had been plenty of drcumsta'nt1al 
evidence during the 1833 and 1849 epldemtcs·Jnd.1catlng that 
contaminated drinking water was the cause of cholera. the 
relationship was still not understood. The ~ Journal 
came close to grasping the truth after the second epidemic 
when it observed that cholera did not seem to have been as 
severe in towns where the majority of the citizens consumed 
rainwater or where the drinking water had. been obtained from 
the Ohio River.eo Research published in 1855 by the English 
physician John Snow. following a Siege of cholera in London, 
pointed to a water-borne origin for the disease. II! When cholera 
struck Kentucky again in 1873. Lexington remained relatively 
. unaffected because the source of drinking water had been 
changed. The increasing use of cisterns prevented contaminaN 

tion from groundwater seepage. Cisterns were .constructed of 
concrete and collected rainwater free of dangerous pathogens. 
Presented with this evidence, and with recognition of the works 
of Joseph Lister. Louis Pasteur. and other leading proponents 
of the germ theory of disease, most physicians iIi Kentucky had 
become convinced by the fall of 1873 that cholera was spread 
by contaminated water.62 There were no more major epidemics. 

With the new understanding of disease, shallow wells 
were no longer trusted: most were abandoned. Water usage 
from all public wells; including about thirty in the bUSiness 
district. was discontinued. Shallow V{el1s were far more 
susceptible to contamination than deeper ones, but the 
technology of the day did not permit deep boreholes to be made 
easily unill after the Civil War.63 Of the one hundred and 

60 Coufngton JOttmal. 29 July 1854. . 
61 John Snow, On the Mode oJ Communtc:at:1on oJ Choleru (London, 1855). 

republished in Wade H. Frost. Snow on Chdera (New York, 1936). 15. 22-27 •. 
38-40.76. 109. 133~7. 

62 Balrd, "FIrst Publtc Health Instructor." 340-41. See ahIo S. N. De, 
c:h.olern: ItsPo.thoIogy and Po.Ih.ogC!Msts (Edinburgh and London. 1961).9-19. 

63 The technology for drtlling water wen. developed from efforta to cctract 
commerc1al quantltles of salt from aaltne wells dUring the early nineteenth cen
tury and ahIo from the beginntngs of oil ccploratlon sho~ before the CMl War. 

i , 
[:. 
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fifty-seven wells excavated by Shaw, the deepest was fiftyNfour 
feet: the average depth WQ only 16.7 feet. M Abandoning wells, 
however. el1m1nated the major source of water for the commu
nity, Kentucky's rainfall is seasonally variable. and the 
cisterns. whUe protecting the citizens from disease, were 
dependent upon rainfall and. thus were unreliable sources for 
a growing city. lexington'S water supply soon became an Issue 

of great importance. 
In 1871 the editor of the Kentucky GazettecaUed for the 

mayor to appoint an englneer to study Lexington's water 
supply. but no action was taken. !Ie Later in the year one of the 
council members proposed that the city purchase pumping 
equipment manufactured by the Holley Company and use the 
Maxwell SpringS as a source;86 again there were no results. The 
issue was raised once more by the local newspapers in 1874,111 
but as many proposals for other improvements were then 
under consideration. the waterworks campaign gained little 

support. 86 
In 1879 the issue became critical. In the spring several 

disastrous fires struck in rapid succession. The WUliam Tarr 
dtstUlery burned to the ground on 8 May: the blaze was followed 
on the very next night by a large fire elsewhere in the city. ell In 
mid May the venerable Phoentx Hotel was destroyed by a great 
fire that threatened the downtown area as: 

Both activitles occurred tn Kentucky. See Gustav Egloff. Earth oa (Baltimore. 
1933). 35-42; Paul H. Giddens, The Early Petroleum I~stry (philadelphia. 
1974). 3.17; and Wtllard R. Jillson. 1he oa ClI1d Oa.s Resources of Kentucky 
(Kentucky Geological Survey. serles 5. bullettn 1; Lextngton, 1919). 

64.8lia.w, A NQJTO.t:tve. 192-97. 
65 Kentucky Qa.zett.e, 23 August 1871. 
68 ibid., 9. 16 September 1871. Maxwell Splings was a aeries of Iplings 

just southeast of pIOneer LexIngton near the home of pIOneer John Maxwell. 
Most were on the south side of preaent-dalY Eucl.td Avenue and today are bUrled 
under butldings and grounds of the UniVersity of Kentucky. 

67 Ibid., 30 September, 3. 7. 10, 14 October. 11 November 1874. 
68 Dugan. lh*lfcdl Hamrst. 3-6. 
69 Kentucky Qautt.e, 10 May 1879; Dugan. Ro.trifa.l1.Haruest 10. 
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dstern aft.er ciStern went dt)' to the tune of the shrtll "out of 
water" whtatle o~ tnlpotent ftre engines... FIremen rushed 
eqUipment to a rresh datem nearbY. but after obtat.n1ni 
suction they d~ the hOle was too .hort to reach .... '10 

"", The summer of 1879 was marked by drought. and wells and 

cisterns began to go dry. In thiS situation. newspapers again raiSed the issue of 
waterworks. and the subject Was much discussed. It was well 
known that ltmestone strata beneath the city contained great 
reserves of water. Could they be used? Many people favored 
use of one or more of the larger sprtngs for a municipal water
works. The' cholera lesson had undermined faith in shallow 
wells. but spring water was sUlI untversally believed to be 

completely pure. The sprlDll at _U's cave. MaxWen 
Sprtngs. Ater Sprtngs, and others were proposed. but the prime 
candidate seemed to be Wilson Sprtng.

71 
At the ttme thiS large 

spring (McConnen's sprmgl was owned by John S. wuson and 
bad acqumd hls name." 'The wnson Spring had supplied the 
water needs of the Headley and Farra disUUery, built in 1868. 
until its destruction by fire in 1873: during the waterworks 
controversy the spring served the Blue Grass pork House, a 

slaughterhouse of the Gilbert company." 
An investigation was to, be made by experts of Wilson 

sprtng and other possible sources. As often occurs when large 
expenditures axe proposed. politiCal self·lntere

st 
proved 

domtnant. So it was in that summer of 18~9 when leading 
newspape<S squared off on opposing sides. each prtnllng article 
after article laced with sarcasm and innuendo. The LexfI'igtDn 

70 I)).lgan. Rafr\fcdl Harvest. 10-11: Kentuclqj Qazette. 10. 11 May 1879: 

LexIngtOn.[)ally Press. 15, 16.23.25 May 1879. 
71 Dugan. Rafr\fcdl Harvest. 11-13: Lexington Dally Press. 6 July 1879. 

Many people In J.ex;tnPn belieVed that a vut,subtenanean lake lay beneath 
the city and that the spdngS were red by It. In ract. groundwater aquifers in 
ltmestone bedrock constat of networks or fractures and IOlu

uon
ally c:nIa,rged co~~~' ' 72 A. J. and M. J. Reed to John N. \VilIOn. 1 March 1859. transfer of lot 

contatnf.nll the sprlnJ, J)!IIId Book 35. 454. FCCA. 
, 73 Pt:rrtn. ~ eountY. 208. 209. 
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Daily n-anscrtpt supported a modem waterworks. while the 
editors of the venerable Kentucky Gazette strongly oppoSed any 
change or expenditure of public funds. . 

The editOrial dispute warmed markedly'in July. on 15 
July an engineer from the Holley Water Works of New York 
examined the Wilson Spring. On the day of the inspection. the 
1tanscript reported: 

(Wilson Spring) is a basin of water about one huqdred feet 
in depth. and contafnlng a great quantity of water. while a 
continual stream wells up. Sometimes hundreds of large 
and beautiful nsh may be seen on It, and then they disap
pear again for weeks. The water Is pure and clear. and just 
such as the cltlzens of Lexington would deJight to have in 
their homes, and places of business. It Is as cold as lee. 
The center of the spring has been sounded for hundreds of 
feet. and no bottom ever reached ... All who have'seen this 
wonderful spring agree that It Is the outlet of a subtenane&n 
lake or river. and that an inexhaustible supply of water may 
be obtained from it. 'H 

The next day the paper reported that the engtrieer had ascer
tained that Wilson Spring could sustain a city wate~orks and 

. provided an estimate for its cost. 75 

The rival Gazette had a markedly different opinion of the 
spring and expressed it on 19 July in a biting rebuttal. It 
reported that two gentlemen "of practical tum of mind" had 
determined that the supposedly bottomless Wilson Spring was 
no more than twelve feet deep.18 The Gazette described the 
spring as, "A little rill scarcely sufficient to cleanse the ruth out 
of the gutters on Broadway."" The Gazette perhaps summed 
up the prevailing attitude: 

. . 
It is not worthwhile to ant1c1pate the propositions of vision
aries. but for the present and years to eome Lextrigton will 

74 Dally 1h:1nscr1pt, 15 July 1879. 
75 Ibid .. 18 July 1879. 
78 The author has dupl1cated the experiment with a slm1lar result. 
77 KenfuckyOozette. 19 July 1879. The Lex1ngt.on Pressnob:d on 17 July 

that, 'The WIleon sprtng is sa1d to contain 'great big suckers' 100h) but the big
gest suckers are not in the spring but about to get into It. It 

f ,. ,. 

I 
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have to be eonte:nt With her c1atems and wells. of which ahe 
h~ a aoo<I .upply. and If theae do not .ufBee. let more be 
dug. Waterworks are a luxury Cor t.ownI more wealthy than 
J...e2dn8t.on and more favorably _mated. and where the 
authorit1etl do not waste the publtc ueeta in Cooltah im
provements that are no manner of publtc utfltty. 'II 

465 . 

For the time being the debate rested, for with fall rains the 
ciSterns fllled. and the issue no longer occupied much public 

attention. 
Drought was not a problem in the summer of 1880. so 

while there was some newspaper debate. the ques~on of a 
waterworks attracted little attention. Dennis Mulligan and his 
supporters controlled Lexington politically. and they vigorously 
opposed any increase in expenditures.19 Even so. Dr. Robert 
Peter predicted that Lexington would need an abundant supply 
of water to attract industrial development. He proposed that a 
dam on the Kentucky River. eight to twelve miles away, would 
be the best way to assure water for an industrialized Lexington 
with a possible future population of up to 150.000. Dr. Peter 
grasped Lexington's future situation more clearly than many 
of his contemporaries. eO 

In 1881 eyents combined to bring the waterworks issue 
back into prominence. Lexington was struck by another series 
of terrible fires which were followed by one of the most severe 
droughts in memory.81 Many of the previously abandoned wells 
were brought back into service,82 although the Daily Press 
warned against their use by noting the appearance of typhOid. 83 

78 Ibid, 
79 Dugan. RarrifaU HQJ"IJest, 14-16 • 
80 Daily 7hmscrlpt. 15 July 1880. Dr. Peter might well be considered the 

firs~ • .Kentucky hydrogeologtst. Among his accomplishments are detailed 
chemical analyses of many Kentucky springs. 

81 Dally Pn!ss, 5, 18. 17,21.23 August, 7. 8. 10 September 1881: Daily 
1l"anscrlpt, 11. 12. 15. 18, 17.22.31 August 188l. 

82 Dally Press, 12. 28 August. 9 September 1881. In the 27 August 
edition. the DaI!y Pn!ss reported on a clty eonunittee's 26 August IrJVentory 01 
Lexington'S old we1Ja; forty-one of these abandoned wells were located in the 
downtown district. 

83 Dail!l Press, 7 September 1881. 
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The wells began to fail as the swmner wore oq. Many people 
were forced to ean:y their drJnk:tng water more than a quarter 
of a mile.M Nearby Richmond restncted Water ~e to drtnldng 
and cooldng.85 Experts investigated possible sources for a 
waterworks. prfma.r1ly the large springs and an' area of North 
Elkhorn Creek that might be made into a reserVoir." By this 
time both the Lexington DaUy Press and the Transcript had 
become avid proponents of a pipeUne from the Kentucky River 
to feed into a city reservoir. WI The editor of the Gazette. 

however, grumbled that it was time for Lexington to forget this 
"waterworks foolishness" and be content with cisterns.1I8 

The year 1882 began with the waterworks question still 
prominent and still unresolved. The proposed city charter for 
Lexington presented at Frankfort included a section allowing a , 
waterworks to be bullt at a cost not ~eed1ng $500,000: at the 
same time an attempt was being made to charter a private 
Water company to be known as the Lexington Hydraulic and 
Manufacturing Company. Gllbert!t. King ofl.exingtonwas the 
principal promoter of the company.89 Although debate over the 
waterworks grew heated, Governor Luke P. Blackburn Signed 
the bill to charter the company.90 . 

The Lexington Hydraulic Company proposed to build a 
reservoir to catch rainfal1. Opponents warned tl:iat a catchment 

84 Ibtd., 23 August 1881. 
85 Ibtd •• 10 September 1881. 
86 Dugan. RaiTifaU Horwst, 20-23. 
87 Da.t1y Press, 7. 16. 24 August 1881: Da.t1y 7h:uucrlpt, 1881, w.r1ous 

issues. While this approach was not adopted during the nineteenth century, 
the conUnued growth ofLextngton and the severe drought oJ 1930 forced the 
construcUon of a pIpeline to the Kentucky River. AddiUonal pipelines were 
constJucted over the next several dec::acles. most recently after the drought in 
1988. These pipelines provide Lexington's present water supply. Water-supply 
p~ know that the rtverwW be inadequate for th'e needs of the next 
centuty and that addlUonal ca.pactty must be sought. ' 

88 lCimtudcyOautte. around 26August 1881, exact date unknown. quoted 
in Dally Pre •• , 28 August 1881. 

89 Dally ~t, 22 ApriL 13 May, 27 June 1882. 
90 Dugan. Ra6'\faJl Harvest, 23·25. 
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Lexington, Kentucky 
Proposed Municipal Water Supply Sources 

1871-1883 

KEY 
1. Russell Cave Spring 
2. Dam on North lmcIiorn Creek 
3. Wilson'. Spring . 

(Old F"rankfort Pike) 
4. Atefs Spring 

(Old' Frankfort Pike) 
S. McMurty'. "drcullot" well 

(Short St. ct Broadway) 
6. Southern Railroad well 

(SoutlI Broadway) 
7. Maxwen~p 

(1IOUth of But HIgh St.) 
8. Catclunent menoIr to be sited 
. .' on Preston farm property 
9. Pipelino to Kentucky RIver 

0 

Gary A. O'Dell 
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dependent upon runoft' would " amount to little 
stagnant pond." whereas spring t m()I'e than a 

The allusion to a "stagnant d" wa er was pure and fresh. 
stimulate unpleasant memo!': f;as doubtless Intended to 
lingering supposition that" 0 e cholera epidemics In the 
dread disease.

91 
miasmas of the atr" caused the 

Other opponents of the private com 
teering; stlll others remain d d pany feared proft-
waterworks malntainin thae a amantly oppoSed to any sort of 

• g t if more water 
wells should be dug 92 Th were needed, more 

. ere were those h 1 
would be impossible to illl· w 0 c aimed that it a reservoir In th . 
of Fayette County She cavernous region 

. uc skeptics 
proposed site of the Preston Fann w ~ere assured that the 
tion: under its sod la as a fault or freak forma
because of its I Y a stratum of 'cold blue clay' which 

ow absorption factor would • 
bottom for the reservoir .'193 The fann' provide a fine 
area of the county capable of suppo w: in nearly the only 
fault was the ancient Lex1ngt rttng large reservoir. The 
and the "freak formation" on ~ault which bisects the county. 
shale and siltstone beds t:a~s ha: ;wface of the impermeable 
a result of the faulting. owndropped to the east as 

Despite such assurances h . 
proposal still had to be approved b~ th~;:ver.. the reservoir 
once again. no action was taken 111 ty government. and. 
and the waterworks issue ca~ed ~sue was still unresolved. 
summer of 1883 r into 1883. During the 

• numerous fires struck T .. Y4..,t1+ 

again cisterns proved woefully ~~ .. on. and yet 
on 10 September. the stables :a!:quate. Justaftermidnight 
Company caught fire and Lexington Street Railway were completely d troy 
more than by the loss of the rol ~ edt Even 
appalled by the loss of ling stock, the citizens were 

more than fifty horses and ul 

91 Ibtcl •• 39, 43. 46 50 
92 Ibtcl •• 43-50. • • 

m eSt The 

93 Ibtcl.. 33. The P!:eaton Fann Road about three mflea southeast rro~ on the south .aide of the Richmond e Lexington Co\JJ'thOUIle. 

I..exf11IIfDn'S Water Supply 
459 

19931 
stench of bumt flesh permeated the area for days," The 
TTanscrfpt reported that only "fifteen minutes after the suction 
was dropped into the ciStern on the comer ofMatn and Dewees 
it was pumped dry," Ftreftgbters then turned to the cistern on 

/' Dewees and Short. but it was also pumped dry ,lIS In iSsue Srter 
issue the TTanscrtpt. the most actiVe promoter of a modem 
waterworks. continued to berate the city council for its inactivi
ty.96 Then on 28 September. the insurance underwriters an
nounced that all rates would be significantly increased because 
of Lex1ngton's persiStent problem with t'ires.

97 
Responding to 

pressure brought ·by citizens thus assaulted in thelr pocket
books, the waterworks committee invited submiSSion of bids. 
On 4 November flre struck again. A livery stable on Short 
Street was destroYed. and once again the CiSterns were pumped 
dry by frustrated 6reftghters. The city council met on the 
everiing of 6 November. The waterworks committee reported 
that the reservoir plan of the Lexington HydrauliC Company 
seemed the best of all alternatives and recommended that a 
contract be made at once. The waterworks ordinance was 
passed by the council that very night. The Transcript cheered. 

"We've Got 'Em,,,96 
By October 1884 the dam for the flrst city reservoir was 

nearly complete. .As fall rainS began. the water level began to 
rtse.99 Early in 1885 the oIDcial ceremony of inauguration was 
held for new Lake Ellerslie. Within a few more months. a 
pumping and illtering plant was in operation. and the city was 

94-'.oQdyPresS, 12. 19.25. 26 September 1883: Dally'])unscrfpt. 11. 12. 13. 

15 September 1883. 
95 Da4!:I'l)'clnscrfpt. 11 September 1883. 
96 Ibid .. 15. 18. 19.25.27 September 1883. 
97 Da4!:I Press. 28. 29 September 1883; DaIly1\"anscrtpt.. 28 SePtember 

1883. 98 Da4!:I 'l)'clnscrfpt, 6, 7. 9 November 1883. 
99 1..eldngtOn Mornfng 'l)'clnscrfpt. 8.0ct0ber. 14. 16 November 1884: Dally 

Press. 2. 7 December 1884. 
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at last provided with a reliable source of water. 100 Over the next 
three decades, three more reservoirs were added to the catch
ment system. 

For more than a centwy after its foundJng, Lexington 
had no municipal water supply to carty water to homes and 
businesses. The few public springs in use in pioneer times 
served as assembly pOints which drew residents to the source 
to cany water away. A very few persons possessed springs on 
their own property. As the population increased and the town 
was developed. wells were constructed. About forty such wells 
were considered pubUc: these wells were, used for flrefightJng. 
street -cleaning. and watering horses in addition to supplying 
the resIdents. The construction of a large number of private 
wells at homes and bUSinesses occurred at the same time the 
public wells were built. Similarly. during the largely 
mid-nineteenth-century period of Cistern buildmg, a few large 
public cisterns were installed, but most Cisterns served private 
households. Not until construction of the city waterworks 
based upon a catchment basin did LexIngton' have a truly 
public system. 

LexIngton's growth had faroutspanned the imaginations 
of the founders. For the first centwy groundwater had been 
sufficient for the needs of the inhabitants: this 1$ st1ll true for 
a great many Kentucky towns. However, the rapid population 
increase in the late nineteenth centwy. coinciding with the 
American industrial revolution that continued at an accelerated 
pace in the twentieth centwy, had required major improve
ments in LexIngton's water supply. Groundwater suppUes 
(wells and springs) were largely abandoned, except forindustri
al use, following the terrible cholera epidemiCS in the mid 
nineteenth centwy and the increasing use of cb?terns. C1s'
terns. however, serVed for only a short, time as the pI1maxy 
public water supply because they depended on short-term 

100 The Kenb.tcky Leat:Ier (Lexingtonl. 7 August 1889: 'Dugan. Ra.trifaJl 
Haroest. 71·72. ' 
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over capacity. The accelerating 

raJ,nfa11 and bad limited c~ growth ftnal1y led to the use 
demands of urban and indus M'paclty and controllable 

• of large storage -
of surface wal.er8 fth O-treservoir groundwa-truction 0 e 111 D ' 
quality. FoUowtng cons ~"""4Acant degree except in the 

, .",. ",t1afn used to any SJt7l ....... 
ter was not ~- ty Considerations of water supply 
rural areas of Fayette COUll. al town site and had later 
had helped determ1Ile the o~ tructure and the growth and 
strongly tnfluenced its physica : industry. Water had shaped 
development of its population an 
the very nature of Lexington. 


