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NEST

WATER SUPPLY AND THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT
OF LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY

GARY A. O'DELL

[A city should] as far as possible have its own

.7 plentiful supply of waters and springs, and if it

does not, such a supply has been invented by
building a large number of big receptacles for
rain-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, in cities of sound
wisdom, if all the springs are not alike in 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’

Water has always been essential for civilization, and its
availability remains a primary factor in community develop-
ment. The cultural development of the Old World took place
along seacoasts and great rivers, and this was paralleled in
the New World. The abundant waters of the New World encour-

GARY A. O'DELL, B. S., works as the groundwater database manager for the
Kentucky Department for Environmental Protection and is studying for a

The writer is indebted to many persons for assistance in the preparation of
this article. Appreciation is due in particular to: Bettye Lee Mastin of the
Lexington Herald-Leader, Dr. Gary Shannon and Dr. Karl Raitz of the
Department of Geography at the University of Kentucky, Dr. Charles G.
Talbert of thé Department of History at the University of Kentucky, Pamela
Wood and Kaye Harker of the Division of Water at the Kentucky Department of

Environmental Protection.

1 Aristotle, Politics, VIL x. 2-8.
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aged agrlculture: rivers were highways to the interfor. Water
later supplied power to operate mills and factories. 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 established in these regions. The
eighteenth-century pioneers who chose the sites of future towns
made use of a less visible source - groundwater. Nearly fifty
percent of Kentucky has limestone bedrock at or near the
surface. Slightly acidic rainfall, increasing in_ acidity as it
percolates through the soil layer into the bedrock, gradually
dissolves the limestone. The naturally existing networks of

fractures in the limestone are enlarged through solution.
Consequently, uniderground conduits serve in place of surface
streams to carry water from higher to lower elevations. This
groundwater ultimately discharges from springs. Such terrain
is referred to as "karst.” The limited development of surface
drainage and such features as sinkholes, caverns, and springs
characterize karst. Kentucky's pioneers settled near significant
springs to be assured. of a plentiful water supply. Many
Kentucky communities owe their. origins to large springs.?
Spring water was preferred over water from any other source.
For more than a century, groundwater from springs and
wells that tapped underground aquifers supplied water for
Lexington and other Kentucky communities. During the pioneer
era, the water-supply spring was a major focus of acttvity in
many communities; it influenced the town's:layout and
determined its potential for growth. As the state became
heavily settled during the nineteenth century, groundwater

2 Examples of some towns and cities in the Bluegrass region that were

founded by springs include Boonesborough, Georgetown, Harrodsburg, Lexing-
ton, Stamping Ground, and Versailles,
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order to prevent pollution of the water supply, although this
goal was not always attained. On a visit to Harrodsburg in
February 1780, Colonel William Fleming described the condi-
tion of the community's water supply:

The spring at this place is below the fort gnd fed by ponds
above the fort so that the whole dirt and flith of the Fort,
putrefied flesh, dead dogs, horse, cow, hog excrements and
human odour [sic] all wash into the spring which with the
Ashes and sweepings of filthy Cabbins, the dirtiness of the
people, 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 {maginable and will certainly contribute to render the
inhabitants of this place sickly.*

George W, Ranck asserted that at Lexington the spring
used as a water source was "embraced within the walls of the
stockade, and supplied the entire garrison with water.”® This
assertion is also made in other histories. Howeéver, an exami-
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.®

4 William Flemning, “Col. Willlam Fleming's Journal in Kentucky from Nov.
10, 1779, to May 27th, 1780," in Newtonn D. Mereness, ed., Travels in the
American Colonies (New York, 1916}, 630. Colonel Fleming was a member of
the Virginia Land Commissfon, having traveled to Kentucky to help untangle
conflicting land claims.

5 George W. Ranck, History of Lexington, Kentucky: Its Earty Annals and

. Recent Progress (Cincinnati, 1872}, 24.

6 Sketch map accompanying interview with Marﬁn Wymo:e {undated),
Draper Collection, 11CC130; Sketch map aeeompanying Joseph Collins
interview (1841), Tbid., 12CC101. The latter sketch and a transcription of the
Collins interview may be found in Bettye Lee Mastin, Lexington 1779 (Lexington:
Lexington-Fayette County Historic Commissfon, 1979), 22 (map), 48-102
{interview). There are some opposing secondhand early accounts of the
sftuation of the public spring. . "It is within my recollection that they used to
point out the place where the fort was, and these springs were therefore seen
1o be included,” interview with Mr. and Mrs, R. Pindell (undated), Draper Collec-
ton, 11CC187. Willlam A. Leavy, a longtime resident of early Lexington, also
stated that the spring was within the fort in his "Memolr of Lexington and
Vicinity,” Register of the Kentucky Historical Society 40 (1942):122 (hereafter
cited as Register). However, Leavy did not arrive in Lexington until 1787 or
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The vicinity of the future city of Lexington was explored
in June 1775 when a party of surveyors came up a branch of
Elkhorn Creek and camped at a particularly attractive spring,
the identity of which is not now known for certain. The
surveyors 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 first 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.”

This spring was previously known 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 well
to his brother Willlam, who was about to set out for Kentucky,
that he had no trouble finding it.® 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."” When
Patterson was ordered by Virginia to pick a site for a fort north
of the river, he knew 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 been dismantled. [ believe that the
available’evidence indicates that the spring was outside the stockade.

7 Collins interview, Draper Collection, 12CC65; William H. Perrin, ed.,
History of Fayette County, Kentucky (Chicago, 1882}, 225, This was a different
spring from the one near the surveyors’ camp in 1775.

_ 8 Catherine Patterson Brown, daughter of Colonel Robert Patterson, in
Charlotte Reeve Conover, Concerning the Forefathers (Dayton, 1902), 143-44.
Her recollections date from 1855,

9 Robert Patterson, autobjographical sketches 1816 and 1826 [as told to
Catherine Brown] in fbid., 163.
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was cut by Josiah Collins, a burr oak two feet in diameter that
stood at the head of the spring; when trimmed, the log was
used in the foundation of the blockhouse.!® The blockhouse
and spring were located near what is now the southwest corner
of Mill and Main streets; the spring 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.!!

The Public Spring, as it came to be called, supplied
water for the fort; it continued to do so for many years after the
Indian 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 of 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, living on the
- north side of the branch, [to] meet on the 2nd day of January
next at the Springs to assist in avaflling the same."? This and
other early notices indicate that the main town spring may’
originaily have had multiple adjacent outlets. 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."*®

10 Collins interview, Draper Collection, 12CC8S5.

11 For an excellent account of the founding of Lexington, see Mastin,
Lexington 1779,

12 Lexington town trustees, Mthute Book 1781- 1811 15, resolution, 12
December 1782, typescript at the Kentucky Historical

13 Interview with Martin Wymore, Draper Collection, 1 lCCl:‘!l

*
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When the stockade was finally torn down, more perma-
nent improvements were made. The spring was dug even
deeper and a stone enclosure was built about it. This work
was undertaken by Henry Marshall in 1792 and 1794, for
which he was paid two pounds, six shillings, and nine pence
out of the public funds.’* 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, '®

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, bef these persons sh'd come, for the spring
wo'd be muddied by them so as to be unfit for use,"®

The Public 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 line that was said to extend the length of Main Street,
These secondary springs, however, apparently had insufficient
flow when the fort was first constructed. 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."

One of the first acts of the Lexington settlers was the

14 The town trustees passed a resolution on 10 November 1787 to "procure
hands to have the public springs put in good order by having a wall buflt of
stone around it equal to thirty square and four and a half feet high...." Minrute
Book, 32, also 77, 84, orders of 2 January and 13 May 1795,

16 Mtnute Book, 33, 44, orders 7 March 1788 and 3 July 1780.

16 Wymore interview, Draper Collection,

17 b,
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construction of a small log schoolhouse close to the fort. It was
completed in 1780 at a time when the threat of Indian attack
was still 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.'® The bridge reported to be at Matn and Mill streets
probably crossed the stream from this spring.'®

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.>° Spring Street is said to have derived its
name from a spring located under a house near the intersection
of Spring and Main streets.?’ In 1801 the trustees paid a bill
submitted to them for a cart and horse employed in filling this
spring.® Another spring was located across the Town Branch
southwest from the Public Spring.® -

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."* Appar-

18 Collins interview, Draper Collection, 12CC73; Minute Book, 92, order
3 August 1795 Perrin, Fayette County, 95, 291: Ranck, History of 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, o

21 Leavy, "Memoir of Lexington,” 324. .

22 Minute Book, 174, order 7 September 1801; Perrin, Fayette County, 280.

23 "The man who lived 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 springon his lot about 140 feet from Broadway and about 53
fect from Water St. When he came there - the bank went down steep into this
spring, as into a deep hole. He has had it walled up ltke a well. There is in the
bottom, on the south side. . . a piece of timber, which I believe was to keep the
earth from all falling in on the spring, and which he first built his wall upon.
This spring {s said to have sunk in the ground.” Memorandum, Draper Collec-
tion, 11CC202.

24 Kentucky Cazette {Lexington], 15 August 1780,
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ently no one paid much attention to this notice for in July
1795, the trustees threatened to "prosecute anyone doing
washing at the public spring."*® They also appointed men to
supervise the use of the spring. Henry Marshall and Benjamin
S. Cox were appointed in August 1795 to supervise its use, and
similarly Marshall and George Teagarden were given supervi-
sion of the schoolhouse spring.?® 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,.* _

The trustee minutes 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.® 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, during excavations for the new Vine
Center in downtown Lexington, several log pipes about twenty
feet long were uncovered. The pipes were in excellent condition;
they had tapered ends, and the interiors showed signs of
charring.?® An extenstve plumbing system could be constructed

25 1bid., 3 July 1795.

26 Minute Book, 92, order 3 August 1795.

97 Ihid., 77, 127, orders 2 January 1795, 7 August 1797.

28 “Englehart Yieser's Proposals,” Minute Book, 267-68 with resolution
7 Octobér 1805. Additional references to the town springs of Lexington, not
otherwise herein cited, may be found in the trustees' Minute Book, 69, 102,
188, 228, 241, 276-79, 281-82, 32‘lcnland in Certy?ca27t;s?;f Town Lots in
Lexington, typescript, Kentucky Historical Society, 72, -77.

29 Be& L. Mastin, "Modern Earth-Moving Equipment Uncovers Part of
Lexington's Past,” Lexington Herald-Leader, 14 April 1981; communication from
Battalion Chief Ron Meadows of the Lexington Fire Department, 1990. Chief
Meadows is responatble for the rescue of two of these log pipes from the 1881
construction site. One s presently on display at the Fire Training Center on
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of these wooden conduits,

The public springs were supplemented for some
householders by smaller springs on their own properties. A
spring, assuring the owner of an abundant supply of what was
believed to be the very purest water, always enhanced 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:

[Oin that valuable LOT on Main Street in the town of
Lexington, now occupied by the Subscriber, frontingon Main
Street fifty feet, and 214 1/2 feet back to Water Street. On
this lot is...A BRICK SPRING HOUSE, 20 feet by 10, in the
floor of which rises 36 {inch] stream of very cold watér, and
which never fafls 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 cultivation,
but has been reclaimed by laying on it upward of 500 loads
of choice s0il, and s now in excellent condition for' a gar-
-den.® :

In the early 1790s William Leavy had purchased a lot on the
southwest corner of Main and Mill streets, and this lot, like the
Bradford lot, also contained two springs. Leavy bulilt a sturdy
brick springhouse over the best spring which was two stories
high with a second-floor smokehouse.®® All springs were

Old Frankfort Ptke and the other at the offices of the Kentucky-American Water
Company on Richmond Road in Lexington.

30 Kentucky Gazette, 24 April 1804. The notice stated that "36 streams of
water” were present in the springhouse. This seems to be & printing error; it
is far more likely to have been a thirty-six-inch stream from the spring. The
Bradford springhouse was just above the Public Spring; both propertics were
part of in-lot 43 of the original plat of the town. The town trustees granted part
of this Jot to Bradford in July 1787; by this time the old fort had apparently
beendismantled. Bradford was prohibited from undertaking any improvements
that might harm the nearby Public Spring. Mtnute Book, 30-31, order of 28
July 1787; See also Charles R. Staples, The History of Ploneer Lexington
(Lexington, 1939), 22.

31 Leavy, "Memofir of Lexington,” 323; Kentucky Gazette, 7 December 1793,
The efforts of the settlera in digging out the seeps on the bank of Town Branch
were evidently very successful. Three substantial springs were crowded into
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advertised in the Kentucky Gazette as "never failing.”

Even the locations of roads were influenced by the
presence of springs as indicated by a February 1811 entry in
the Fayette County Order Book concerning the re-routing of the

- Frankfort Road. The new route was recommended because

there were "two springs of running water convenient to the new
proposed road and the ground rather better than the old way."
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 Wililam 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 Charless transferred his lease to Worsley,
the circuit court ruled that the action would not "affect the
privileges granted Englehart Yieser by the Trustees of Lexington
to convey water from the Public Spring."*

The Public 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 walled up, could still be seen

the east side of this block; two had large brick springhouses, while the third
the public water supply.
&fv;g guﬁe&eommmdaﬁoggimd Frankfort Pike, 15 February 1811, Order
Book 2, 339, Fayette County Courthouse Annex {hereafter FCCA). court
33 Lexington Trustees to Joseph Charless, 23 February 1807, Clreult ourt
Deed Book C, 201, FCCA; Joseph Charless to willtam W. Worsley, 4 Octo
1807, County Court Deed Book C, 171, FCCA. Both deeds refer to ant:nnﬂ';_cr
transaction of 21 February 1808, Caleb Willlams to Joseph Charless, o :nr
of Public Spring lease. The original deed could not be located but 18 quo n
C. Frank Dunn, Old Houses of Lextngton (2 vols.; unpublished typeoqlp :
undated, Lexington Public Library), 1:137-38.
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beneath the rear of a wholesale grocery. >

Nothing was feared more than fire in early Lexington
because the town was constructed mostly of wooden bufldings
separated by narrow walkways. The wood-and-mud chimneys,
vigorously condemned by the town trustees, were particularly
dangerous. Lexington was not located on any major waterway.
The Town Branch usually thinned to a trickle during 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.®® When fire broke out,
everyone was expected to carry water from whatever source was
available. Most often a double line was formed with buckets
passed from hand to hand from water to blaze and back again.
The hollow logs that directed overflow from the Public Spring
were plerced by holes at intervals, each fitted by a wooden
stopper. Many buckets could be filled simultaneously; this is
the origin of the modern term “fire plug,"* :

As the town grew, dependence on springs for firefighting
decreased as wells were dug and cisterns were built. The
Lexington Fire Company No. 1 is believed to have been orga-
nized in 1790, In January 1812, the Union Fire Company
recetved permission from the trustees to excavate "two reser-
voirs on the public square for the purpose of holding Water in
case of fire to be covered over, each to be from twelve to fifteen

34 Anonymous, "Colonel John Todd: Describes how he built the Lexington
fort in the spring of 1782,” Kentucky Historical and Genealogioal Magazine 1
{1899): 89-90. :

35 Mitnute Book, 291-92, ordinances 25 June, 7 July 18086; 330-31, revised
ordinance 17 February 1808; 366, revised bylaws, 5 June 1808, See also
Staples, Pioneer Lexington, 208-209, )

38 Mastin, "Equipment Uncovers Lexington's Past.” Seealso John B. Clark,
“The Fire Problem in Kentucky, 1778-1865," Register 51 (1953): 88-103.

37 Kentucky Gazette, 23 April 1791, This notice concerned a routine
meeting of the fire company. See also Clark, "Fire Problem,” 103-22.

e e R R R PR

1093 Lexington’s Water Supply 443

feet wide and forty feet in length." Though houses were being
constructed of less flammable materials, the danger of fire

remained acute in Lexington through most of the nineteenth
entury. , :

‘ uryBy 1810 much of the Lexington water supply was
obtained from wells, although some springs continued to be
used. John Robert Shaw, an ttinerant well-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 one hundred and
fifty-seven wells in Kentucky before 1807.%° In August 1810 the
well-diggers of Lexington held an organizational meeting and
published a schedule of prices in the Kentucky Gazette. Fora
well six feet in diameter, the set price for excavating through
the sofl to bedrock was two shillings and sixpence per foot,
increasing to eighteen shillings per foot once hard rock was
encountered to a depth of thirty-five feet. The rate was higher
for wells deeper than thirty-five feet. Construction of an interior
rock wall to prevent soil from caving in cost two shillings per
foot. Appended to the rate schedule was a vivid account of the

hazards of the work:

G WELLS
rilous and dangerous professfon of DIGGIN
}:.n:fgflat we are tofling in the rock, attended with danger

' {mminent
and hazzard. The well digger is every day in
danger of losing a leg or an arm, and perhaps his life--such

-
-

‘ County Court,
f 14 January 1812, Order Book 2, 487, Fayette .
chi. ?le:ic(;cg Gazeﬂi:x{l January 1812. The Union Fire Compaiy was

orgsg Kz:g:’c‘;tzlgg:g.m. 6 Decemnber 1803, 6 February, 20 May, 25 August

180:6 John R. Shaw, A Narrative of the Life and Travels of John Robert Shaw

(1807 reprinted In Louisville, 1930}, 182-87.
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as wells caving in, rocks falling down, both to his manifest
destruction or misfortune.... If a soldfer is wounded in the

fleld of action, he can appesl to the government of his
country for relief--but if a poor, unfortunate well-digger loses
a leg or an arm, the clemency of his fellow citizens i the
most he can expect. His days will in all probability termd-
nate in extreme poverty and distress, oo

The citizens were asked particularly to note "the various and
numerous wounds and broken bones of poor old Shaw even as
the mishaps of several other well-diggers were described.*
Shaw evidently had more than his share of misfortune, for
during his colorful career he was "blown up"” no less than four
times.*? :

In 1880 Robert Peter declared that, "Experience 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 fifty feet."** In 1892, long-time resident
Dennis Mulligan recalled the Iqcations of twenty-five abandoned
wells and cisterns that had formerly been used by the resi-
dents.** Some, he noted, were 'blowed wells" and thus may
have been excavated by John Robert Shaw or his fellows earlier.

In the present era, excavations for modern bujldings

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 Gazette, 21 August 1810. The notice was signed by John
Robert Shaw, Jesse Callaway, Stephen Smith, George Rhodes, John Bell,
Samuel Taylor, D. M'Coye, and Wm. Kinney. Other former well-diggers
mentioned, no loriger able to work because of injuries, were a Mr. Senate,
Robert Parks, and “the unfortunate negro Weeden, [who] lost an eye.”

42 Shaw, A Narrative, 198-200.

43 "The Water Supply,” Lexington Dadly Transcript, 15 July 1880, unsigned,
attributed to Dr. Robert Peter. ,

44 Dennis Mulligan, "The Old Wells,” Lexington Moming Transcript, 6
December 1892, Irish immigrant Dennis Mulligan (1817-1901) was &
prosperous grocer, city counciilman, and the main political boss during
Lexington's era of machine politics from 1870 to 1880. See James D. Bolin,

"Bossism and Reform: Politics in Lexington, Kentucky, 1880-1840" (Ph.D.
diss., University of Kentucky, 1988).
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; tion.*®
h was in reasonably good condt
e ‘:;lmough the identity of the craftsman who built this

particular pump cannot now be determined, Samuel Van Pelt

- was a well-known pump-maker in' early Lexington. The first

evidence of his activity is a record of a payment he rec:::’c[laiiz
1798 from the town trustees for the repair of a pumpl el
Street.* During the summer of 1804, Van Pelt t11) ix;l <
advertisement in the Gazette to inform the public that he:

continues carrying on the Pump Making in gl; i;; c:ch‘r:xcﬁ
es, on the shortest notice, a

“;ecﬁ:sl b:: n:lhso conveying water under ground, th;ough

gtpcs 'for the sake of distilleries, running fountains, &c.

The 1806 directory of Lexington listed him as a "pump maker
on Main Street.** Wooden pumps were evidently still used
occasionally in the late nineteenth century, for city cour:;:ﬂm;r;
nnis be cheaper and m
Mulligan, believing them to |
girable than iron pumps, recommended that they be installed
48
ring a drought in 1881.
o Public sanitation in early Lexington was practically
nonexistent. Privies were built in the most convenient l’Ic')hca-
tions, often adjacent to wells, springs, and streams. ey

contaminated groundwater through seepage ana‘;b{;;;zﬂ::
; theory was virtually .

during heavy rains. The germ
Althmgxgh bacteria had been discovered, it was not known that
athogenic bacteria found in human excrement could ca:;e
Elness. People believed that if water looked clean, it was sale

to drink, a misconception which has not been entirely dispelled

Tty ; 1993.
Battye Lee Mastin, communication,
iz Mhtyu:e Book, 133, 17 January 1798.
47 Kentucky Gazette, 14 August 1804. c oused by
48 J. Winston Coleman, i;be sn Fflr;;, s)it% Direcwry.
Jos:%h M’Ws{fﬁw m}(w Rainfall Harvest: Gilbert Hinds King and the
“ ond N : t of the Lexington
* cellent work concerning the establishmen e
Dugnw:rk? provides fascinating glimpses of iife and politics in
wWa
teenth-century Lexington.
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even today. Under such conditions, epidemlcé had repeatedly
ravaged the crowded cities of Europe. It was merely-a matter of
time before pestilence struck the Kentucky settlements. -

The Asiatic cholera, originating in India, was spread by
ship to ports in the United States. It struck New York City in
June 1832, and by late fall of the same year it had spread to
the interfor, including Louisville and Cincinnati. A few cases
appeared at Lexington in November but with the onset of cold
weather the disease vanished, causing little concern.®® With the
return of spring, however, cholera came to Maysville, and in the
first week of June 1833 a few cases appeared in Lexington.®
On 7 June heavy rains began, and soon the outhouses were
flooded and their contents flowed into the streets and wells.
The epidemic began.® <

At the height of the epidemic, carts made the rounds of
Lexington streets to collect the dead. Since coffins could not be
constructed quickly enough, many were buried in mass graves.
Nearly half the population of six thousand fled to the country-
side or to such supposedly safe havens as the health spa at
Olympian Springs. By the time the epidemic had run its course
in late July, nearly five hundred had died.® :

On 18 May 1849 the second cholera epidemic in
Lexington appeared first among the inmates of the Lunatic

Asylum (Eastern State Hospital).* 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 D. Baird, "Asfatic Cholera's First Visit to Kentucky: A Study in
Panic and Fear,” The Fiison Club History Quarterly, 48 (1974): 228-31.

51 Lexington Observer and Reporter, 5 June 1833; Kentucky Gazette, 22
June 1833. - .

52 J. S. Chambers, The Conquest of Cholera (New York, 1638), 158.

§3 Observer and Reporter, 28 June, 6, 13 July 1833, See also Chambers,
Cholera, 180-62, 185, .

%4 Observer and Reporter, 23 May 1849; Chambers, Cholera, 227-29,
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leaving over three hundred dead.

88

Prior to the 1833 epidemic, Lexington was thought tobe

the most healthful town in the s

tate: its citizens were not

particularly worried by the presence of cholera elsewhere. Even

though filth and debris were
serious efforts were mad
medical knowledge was only
of the second outbreak, drea
ic prompted officials
Unfortunately, the cause was

was done to prevent contamina
age, thoughno doubt the city fairly gle

it recetved.® .
In May 1849 the town

streets and alleys, supervised

thought to cause cholera, no

e to clean up the town. .Although
slightly more advanced by the time
dful memories of the 1833 epidem-
to take measures well in advance.

still unknown, and so nothing
tion of the water supply by sew-
amed from the scrubbing

board of health “examined the
the cleaning of foul areas, and

recommended that all cellars, alleys, yards, and stréets be

cleaned after each rainfall.”
recommended that:

The first object should,

ning, scouring, scrap
fith, thorough aad”rth of‘ ‘broken rock, of all wet places, stag-

filthy mud holes; strewing ifme freely over the
unclean surface, and in all open places

nant ponds, or

vegetable substances might

When the onslaught of the
artillery pieces, set up on the

7 1n January, Dr. Robert Peter had

undoubtedly, be the removal of all

ing; the drainage, or -
where animal o;
be in a state of decomposition.

disease was at its worst, fleld
town's outskirts, were fired torid

58
the air of the cholera-causing miasma.

55 -Observer and Reporter, 20 Ju

ne 1849; Nancy D. Baird, "Asiatic Cholera:

(1974): 330-31; Chambers,
58 Kentucky

228-32. - 12

Gazette, 22 June, 6, 27 July 1833; Observer and

May 1849; Baird, "Cholera's First Visit

228.

58 Dr. Robert Peter, "Cholera
January 1849.

« 230; Chambers, Cholera, 178-76, 228,

ctor,” 330.
&7 Baird, "First Public Health Instru obs and . 24

Preventatives,”

59 Observer and Reporter, 2 June 1849.
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Although there had been plenty of circumstantial
evidence during the 1833 and 1849 epidemics indicating that
contaminated drinking water was the cause of cholera, the
relationship was still not understood. The Covington 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.* 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.®® 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 contamina-
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 in Kentucky had
become convinced by the fall of 1873 that cholera was spread
by contaminated water.® 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 wells were far more
susceptible to contamination than deeper ones, but the
technology of the day did not permit deep boreholes to be made
easily until after the Civil War.® Of the one hundred and

80 Covington Joumal, 29 July 1854, .

81 John Snow, On the Mode of Communication of Cholera (London, 1855},
republished in Wade H. Frost, Snow on Cholera (New York, 1936}, 15, 22-27,
38-40, 78, 109, 133-37.

62 Baird, “First Public Health Instructor,” 340-41. See also S. N. De,
Cholera: Its Pathology and Pathogenesis (Edinburgh and London, 1861), 8-19.

63 The technology for drilling water wells developed from efforts to extract
commercial quantities of salt from saline wells during the early nineteenth cen-
tury and also from the beginnings of oil exploration shortly before the Civil War.
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fifty-seven wells excavated by Shaw, the deepest was fifty-four
feet; the average depth was only 16.7 feet.* Abandoning wells,
however, eliminated the major source of water for the commu-
nity. Kentucky's rainfail is seasonally variable, and the
cisterns, while 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 Gazette called for the
mayor to appoint an engineer to study Lexington's water
supply, but no action was taken.®® 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 asa source;® again there were noresults. The
issue was raised once more by the local newspapers in 1874,%
but as many proposals for other improvements were then
under consideration, the waterworks campaign gained little
support.® _

In 1879 the issue became critical. In the spring several
disastrous fires struck in rapid succession. The William Tarr
distillery burned to the ground on 8 May; the blaze was followed
on the very next night by a large fire elsewhere in the city.® In
mid May the venerable Phoenix Hotel was destroyed by a great
fire that threatened the downtown area as:

Both activities occurred in Kentucky. See Gustav Egloff, Earth Oil (Baltimore,

* 1933), 35-42; Paul H. Giddens, The Early Petroleum Industry (Philadelphia,

1974), 3-17; and Willard R. Jillson, The Ol and Gas Resources of Kentucky
{Kentucky Geological Survey, scries 5, bulletin 1; Lexington, 1919).
64_Shaw, A Narrotive, 192-97, 1871
5 Kentucky Gazette, 23 August .

28 Ibid., Qlfyls September 1871. Maxwell Springs was a series of springs
just southeast of pioneer Lexington near the home of pioneer John I\At;::'«'c't::il
Most were on the south side of present-day Euclid Avenue and today are buri
under bufldings and grounds of the University of Kentucky.

67 Ibid., 30 September, 3, 7, 10, 14 October, 11 November 1874.

68 Dugan, Ramnfall Harvest, 3-6. ’

89 Kzng:::ky Gazette, 10 May 1879; Dugan, Rainfall Harvest. 10.



452 ‘ '
tory Quarterly  [October 10931 Lexington's Water SupPl 453

cistern after cistern went dry to the tune of the shrill "out of

water” whistle of impotent fire engines... Firemen rus!
equipment to & fresh cistem nearby, but after obumm%

\ = ! : suction they discovered the hose was too short to reach....
| .~ The summer of 1870 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. 1t was well
strata beneath the city contained great

. Could they be used? Many people favored

use of one or More of the larger springs for a municipal water-

O works. The cholera jesson had undermined faith i shallow

I " wells, but spring water was still untversally believed to be

completely pure. The spring at Russell's Cave, Maxwell
prime

" Springs, Ater Springs, and others were proposed, but the

candidate seemed to be Wilson Spring”* At the time this large
spring (McConnell’s Spring) was owned by Johnt s. Wilson and
had acquired his pame.” The Wilson Spring
water needs of the Headley and Farra distillery, built in 1858,
until its destruction by fire in 1873 quring the waterworks

— controversy the spring served the Blue Grass Pork House. a

s
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slaughterhouse of the Gilbert Company.”
An investigation was to be made by experts of Wilson

&) 1.11°T 1 0 ; Spring and other possible sources. As often occurs when large

expenditures are proposcd. political self-interest proved

dominant. So it was in that summer of 1879 when leading

newspapers squared off on opposing sides, each printing article

after article laced with sarcasm and innuendo. The Lexington
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70 Dugan, Rainfall Harvest. 10-11; Kentucky Gazette, 10, 17 May 1879

; Lexington Daifly Press. 18, 16, 23, 25 May 1879-
{ 71 Dugan, Ranfall Harvest, 11-13; Lexingtont Dafly Press, 6 July 1879.
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\ the city and that the springs were fed by it. In fact, groundwater aquifers in

limestone bedrock consist of networks of fractures and solutionally enlarged

conduits. .
72 A.J.and M. J. Reed to Jobn N. Wilson, 1 March 1859, transfer of ot

containing the spring. Book 35, 454, FCCA.
.73 Perrin, Fayette County: 208, 209.
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Daily Transcript supported a modern 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 156
July an engineer from the Holley Water Works of New York

examined the Wilson Spring. On the day of the inspection, the
Transcript reported: '

{Wilson Spring] is a basin of water about one hundred feet
in depth, and containing a great quantity of water, while a
continual stream wells up. Sometimes hundreds of large
and beautiful fish may be seen on {t, and then they disap-
pear again for weeks. The water is pure and clear, and just
such as the citizens of Lexington would delight to have in
their homes, and places of business. It is as cold as ice.
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 {s the outlet of a subterranean
lake or river, and that an {nexhaustible supply of water may
be obtained from it.™

The next day the paper reported that the engineer had ascer-
tained that Wilson Spring could sustain a city waterworks and
‘provided an estimate for its cost.”™

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 turn of mind" had
determined that the supposedly bottomless Wilson Spring was
no more than twelve feet deep.”® The Gazette described the
spring as, "A little rill scarcely sufficient to cleanse the fiith out
of the gutters on Broadway."” The Gazette perhaps summed
up the prevailing attitude:

It is not worthwhile to anticipate the propositions of viston-
aries, but for the present and years to come Lexington will

74 Dafly Transcript, 16 July 1879.

75 Ibid., 18 July 1879, :

76 The author has duplicated the experiment with a similar result,

77 Kentucky Gazette, 19 July 1878. The Lexington Pressnoted on 17 July
that, "The Wilson spring is said to contain ‘great big suckers' (fish] but the big-
gest suckers are not in the spring but about to get into it.”

1993] Lexington’s Water Supply 455 .

have to be content with her cisterns and wells, of which she
has a good supply, and if these do not suffice, let more be
dug. Waterworks are a huxury for towns more wealthy than
Lexington and more favorably situated, and where the
authorities do not waste the public asscts in foolish im-
provements that are no manner of public utility.”™

For the time being the debate rested, for with fall rains the
cisterns filled, 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 question of a
waterworks attracted little attention. Dennis Mulligan and his
supporters controlled Lexington politically, and they vigorously
opposed any increase in expenditures.” 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.*

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

78 Ibid. L6

79 Dugan, Ra Harvest, 14-16.

80 Dagzn mm 15 July 1880. Dr. Peter might well be considered the
first. Kentucky hydrogeologist. Among his accomplishments are detafled
chemical analyses of many Kentucky springs.

81 Datfly Press, 5, 16, 17, 21, 23 August, 7, 8, 10 September 1881; Daily
Transeript, 11, 12, 15, 16, 17, 22, 31 August 1881.

82 Dafly Press, 12, 28 August, 9 Septemnber 1881. In the 27 August
edition, the Dafly Press reported on a city committee’s 26 August inventory of
Lexington's okd wells; forty-one of these abandoned wells were jocated in the
downtown district.

83 Dafly Press, 7 Septermnber 1881.
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The wells began to fail as the summer wore on. Many people
were forced to carry their drinking water more than a quarter
of a mile.* Nearby Richmond restricted water use to drinking
and cooking.*® Experts investigated possible sources for a
waterworks, primarily the large springs and an area of North
Elkhorn Creek that might be made into a reservoir.*® By this
time both the Lexington Datly Press and the Transcript had
become avid proponents of a pipeline from the Kentucky River
to feed into a city reservoir.”” The editor of the Gazette,
however, grumbled that it was time for Lexington to forget this
"waterworks foolishness" and be content with cisterns.®

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 built at a cost not exceeding $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. Gilbert H. King of Lexington was the
principal promoter of the company.®® Although debate over the
waterworks grew heated, chcrnor Luke P. Blackbum signed
the bill to charter the company.®

The Lexington Hydraulic Company proposed to build a
reservoir to catch rainfall. Opponents warned that a catchment

84 Ibid., 23 August 1881.

85 Ibid., 10 September 1881,

86 Dugan, Ranfall Harvest, 20-23.

87 Dafly Press, 7, 18, 24 August 1881; Dafly Transcript, 1881, various
tssues. While this approach was not adopted during the nineteenth century,
the continued growth of Lexington and the severe drought of 1930 forced the
constriiction of a pipeline to the Kentucky River, Additional pipelines were
constructed over the next several decades, most recently after the drought in
1988, These pipelines provide Lexington's present water supply. Water-supply
planners know that the river will be inadequate for the needs of the next
century and that additional capacity must be sought. :

88 Kentucky Gazette, around 26 August 1881, exact date unknown, quoted
in Dafly Press, 28 August 1881,

89 Dafly Transcript, 22 April, 13 May, 27 June 1882.

90 Dugan, Rainfall Harvest, 23-25.
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Lexington, Kentucky
Proposed Municipal Water Supply Sources
1871-1883

e

1. Russell Cave
2. Dam on North orn Creek
. Wilson's gprln
{O1d Frankfort Pike)
4, Ater's

(O} Fresikfort Pike)
5. McMurty's "circus lot” well
Shon St & Bmadwly) *
6. Southern Rafiroad well
(South Broadway) N
7. Meaxwell Springﬂ

8. Ca entmemirtabesi:ed
- on Preston farm property 0
9. Pipeline to Kentucky River

Gary A. O'Dell
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burn * The
' eated the area for days.
ateanscr'lptmm . re:pcn‘tt egestht;.tp:rml;l "Gfteen minutes after the suction
- cistern on the corner of Main and Dewees

it was pumped dry." Firefighters then turned to the cistern on

w e after
.“ Dewees and Short, but it was also pumped dry.” In issu

issue the Transcript, the most active promoter of a ;n:?g;n
waterworks continued toberate the city council for its

o The Fiison Club History Quarterly [October

dependent upon runoff would amount to little more than a
"stagnant pond,” whereas spring water was pure and fresh.
The allusion to a "stagnant pond" was doubtless intended to
stimulate unpleasant memories of the cholera ¢pidemics in the

lingering supposition that "miasmas of the air" caused the
dread disease.™ '

Other opponents of the private company feared profi-
teering; still others remained adamantly opposed to any sort of
waterworks, maintaining that if more water were needed, more
wells should be dug.® There were those who claimed that it
would be fmpossible to fill a reservoir in the cavernous region
of Fayette County. Such skeptics were assured that the
proposed site of the Preston Farm was "a fault or freak forma-
tion; 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."® The farm was in nearly the only
area of the county capable of supporting a large reservoir, The
fault was the ancient Lexington Fault which bisects the county,
and the "freak formation" was the surface of the impermeable
shale and siltstone beds that had downdropped to the east as
a result of the faulting.

Despite such assurances, however, . the reservoir
proposal still had to be approved by the city government, and,
once again, no action was taken. The issue was still unresolved,

TSR

ty.*® Then on 28 September,

the insurance underwriters an-

ldbes jcantly increased because
e th::(sal;::;st«::"cuproblem with fires.”” Responding to
° Le}dngt;rought‘by citizens thus assaulted in their pocket-
P o, € terworks committee invited submission of bids.
%an'Nt:jegaer fire struck again. A livery stable on Short

d
« the cisterns were pumpe
Street was destroyed. and once again 41 met on the

ity counc
strated firefighters. The ¢
ivrinbizg% 6 November. The waterworks committee reported

Lexiny an;
that the reservoir plan of the g?sgjmtdggﬁa ti
tives an
ed the best of all alterma 2
iiix?ract be made at once. The waterworks ordim:zx;z ;\; -
passed by the council that very night. The Transcrip
e e dam ity reservolr was
By October 1884 the for the first city e
rly complete. As fall rains began, the water level bega o
I:;i g Early in 1885 the official ceremony of inauguration

e, Within a few more months, a

held for new Lake Ellers t was in operation, and the city was

and the waterworks issue carried over into 1883. During the pumping and filtering plan

summer of 1883, numerous fires struck Lexington, and yet
again cisterns proved woefully inadequate. Just after midnight
on 10 September, the stables of the Lexington Street Railway
Company caught fire and were completely d:stroyed. Even
more than by the loss of the rolling stock, the citizens were
appalled by the loss of more than fifty horses and mules. The
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93 Ibid., 33. The Preston Farm was on the south side of the Richmond
Road about three miles southeast from the Lexington Courthouse.
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at last provided with a reliable source of water.'® Over the next
three decades, three more reservoirs were added to the catch-
ment system.

For more than a century after its founding, Lexington
had no municipal water supply to carry 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 carry 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 public; these wells were, used for firefighting,
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 building, 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 far outspanned the imaginations
of the founders. For the first century groundwater had been
sufficient for the needs of the inhabitants; this is still true for
a great many Kentucky towns. However, the rapid population
increase in the late nineteenth century, coinciding with the
American industrial revolution that continued at an accelerated
pace in the twentieth century, had reqi.ured major improve-
ments in Lexington's water supply. Groundwater supplies
(wells and springs) were largely abandoned, except for industri-
al use, following the terrible cholera epidemics in the mid
nineteenth century and the increasing use of cisterns. Cis-
terns, however, served for only a short time as the primary
public water supply because they depended on short-term

100 The Kentucky Leader [Lexington|, 7 August 1889; Dugan, Rainfall
Harvest, 71-72. : »
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