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BRIEF CONSTRUCTION HISTORY 
During his annual report for 1890, Mayor John Schwarz recommended 

“to Council that action be taken for the construction of new water works, 
leaving the present works intact for use in case of an emergency” (at the time, 
the needs of the City far exceeded the production capability of the old water 
works system).  James Manning, Superintendent of the Water Works, 
seconded the Mayor’s suggestion.  In addition, Manning specifically included 
in his report the need for more substantial housing surrounding the boilers in 
the pumping station or pump house (see Appendix: Superintendent of Water 
Works Annual Reports, 1890-1894 for yearly updates of the planning, 
construction and completion of the water works system).1 

The boilers are in general good condition and have 
required but slight repairs during the year.  The brickwork, 
however, which surround them still continues to give trouble 
and great expense, for the reason that it was not properly built 
in the beginning and consequently will be a trouble and an 
expense to the end of the chapter….   

It is to be hoped that in the erection of the new works, 
now in contemplation, everything from the beginning will be 
first-class in every particular, and that the boilers especially 
be set as nearly as possible independent of each other and 
suspended by iron girders in addition to their bearing on the 
brickwork.2 

                                                 
1 Annual Report of John Schwarz, … for the Year Ending December 31, 1890… (Savannah: The Morning 

News Print, 1891) 12. 
2 Annual Report 1890, 110. 
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Old Water Works Pump House, c. 1883-18923 

 
Manning’s report relayed the plan outlined in May 1890 by Civil 

Engineer Thomas T. Johnston, of Chicago.  Johnston, who had just finished 
designing a new water works in Memphis, Tennessee, was brought to 
Savannah to inspect the old water works system and make suggestions for its 
improvement.   

…his proposition was to erect an entire new plant on the 
Springfield Plantation and build a brick conduit from the 
present works to the new plant, cut off the wells in use, to 
increase the flow, bore more wells at intervals along the line 
of conduit and convey all the water from all the wells through 
such conduit to a cistern, to be located near the new pump 
house, from whence the pumps would draw and force it to a 
stand pipe, higher up in the city.4 

Based on Johnston’s suggestions, the Water Committee recommended 
to Council the construction of a new water works “with at least two fifteen 
million gallon pumps of the latest approve[d] pattern with all the necessary 
connection and attachments be erected at these works and that the work be 
proceeded upon with the least possible delay.”  However, after considering 

                                                 
3 MS 1375 William E. Wilson Photograph Collection, Box 1, Item 434, Georgia Historical Society, 

Savannah, Georgia. 
4 Annual Report 1890, 112. 
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Johnston’s plan and consulting with City Engineer W. J. Winn, Council 
decided that it was “too extensive and expensive for the present.”5 
 

 
Savannah Water Works Pump House, East Elevation,  

drawn by Thomas T. Johnston, Consulting Engineer and G. L. Christy, c. 1891-18926 
 

In closing his 1890 report, James Manning appealed to Council to 
continue plans for a new water works: 

 
And I very respectfully suggest, that it would be prudent and 
wise to avoid any delay in setting on foot active preliminaries 
for the erection of the new works.  That an expert hydraulic 
engineer be selected, and that his services be secured to give 
early attention to the matter, as consulting engineer; and he be 
requested to come to the city to get the work properly 
formulated and arranged.7 

                                                 
5 Annual Report 1890, 112; City of Savannah, Georgia City Council Minutes (14 May 1890) 145-146, 

Clerk of Council’s Office, City Hall, Savannah, Georgia. 
6 City of Savannah, Georgia City Council Meeting Papers-Contracts, Box CON7 [0115-002-21], Folder 

27, Contract #371, Diagram #2.  City of Savannah Research Library and Municipal Archives, City 
Hall, Savannah, Georgia. 

7 Annual Report 1890, 121. 
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Savannah Water Works Pump House, West Elevation, 

drawn by Thomas T. Johnston, Consulting Engineer and G. L. Christy, c. 1891-18928 
 

During the year 1891, Council finally approved plans for a new water 
works on a new site, with the details entrusted in the hands of the Water 
Committee.  Mayor John J. McDonough expressed complete confidence in the 
abilities of the Water Committee, who were: 

…carefully protecting the interests of the City and securing for 
the public as economically as possible with good and 
substantial work a system of new water works with the 
increased supply so much needed to secure the comfort and 
protect the health of our community now and for years to 
come.9 

In the first year of the project, $53,264.73 was spent by the City 
towards engineering plans and surveys, pipe contracts, and land purchases.  
The City retained Thomas T. Johnston as a consulting engineer to prepare 
plans and specifications for the pumping machinery and boilers.  The plans 
included a new pumping station and boiler house as well.  A new site for the 
water works was selected on the west side of the old Springfield Plantation, at 
                                                 
8 City Council Meeting Papers-Contracts, Box CON7 [0115-002-21], Folder 27, Contract #371, Diagram 

#5. 
9 Annual Report of John J. McDonough,… for the Year Ending December 31, 1891… (Savannah: The 

Morning News Print, 1892) 14. 
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the intersection of Gwinnett Street and Stiles Avenue.  Thirty-one acres were 
purchased by the City from the Savannah Brick Manufacturing Company for 
$17,050, with a little over eight acres set aside for the new water works.10 

The site selected is favorably and conveniently situated 
for the purpose and the character of the work contemplated.  It 
being near the city and far enough removed from any 
contaminating influences.11 

 
Savannah Water Works Pump House, South Elevation, 

drawn by Thomas T. Johnston, Consulting Engineer and G. L. Christy, c. 1891-189212 
 

                                                 
10 Annual Report 1891, 13, 52-53, 140-142. 
11 Annual Report 1891, 142. 
12 City Council Meeting Papers-Contracts, Box CON7 [0115-002-21], Folder 27, Contract #371, Diagram 

#3. 
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Savannah Water Works Pump House, South Elevation, c. 196113 

 
Once the Water Committee approved Johnston’s plans, bids were 

advertised for the various machinery and pipe elements beginning in May 
1891 and work began under the local supervision of W. R. Curtis, Civil 
Engineer.  The contracts were awarded to firms representing several cities on 
the east coast, in addition to Savannah (for specifics see Appendix: 
Superintendent of Water Works Annual Report for 1891).  The contract for the 
foundation of the pumping station or pump house (awarded separately from 
the construction of the actual building) was awarded to W. F. Chaplin of 
Savannah and included excavation and construction of the chimney.  Chaplin 
did not begin work until almost the end of 1891, in December.14 

 
The foundations or sub-work of the pumping station and 
chimney has been commenced by the contractor, he has quite 
a good force of hands at work, but as the contract was 
awarded only a short time he has done only some 
excavating.15 

 
                                                 
13 VM 1361PH Georgia Historical Society Photograph Collection, Box 27, Folder 3, Item 5150, Georgia 

Historical Society, Savannah, Georgia. 
14 Annual Report 1891, 143-146, 148. 
15 Annual Report 1891, 147. 
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Savannah Water Works Pump House, South Elevation, 

drawn by Thomas T. Johnston, Consulting Engineer and G. L. Christy, c. 1891-189216 
 

Throughout 1892, construction continued on the water works project.  
On December 9, 1892 at 9:25am one of the new pumps was first put into 
operation.  While some of the details were still being finished, like the pump 
house, the citizens of Savannah began enjoying the effects of the new water 
system.17 

 
Savannah may congratulate herself, not only as having 

a pure water supply, but also with one exception, as being the 
only large American city having a supply so remote from 
danger at all times, especially in time of epidemics.  It is a 
blessing from which she can scarcely be robbed, even by 
accident.18 

                                                 
16 City Council Meeting Papers-Contracts, Box CON7 [0115-002-21], Folder 27, Contract #371, Diagram 

#3. 
17 Annual Report John J. McDonough, … for the Year Ending December 31st, 1892… (Savannah: The 

Morning News Print, 1893) 19. 
18 Annual Report 1892, 20. 
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W. F. Chaplin finished sub work on the pumping station at a total cost 

to the City of $35,698.99.  He was then awarded the contract for completing 
the upper works of the pump house for $24,366 on December 20, 1892.  
Chaplin finished construction of the building in 1893 and a new roof was put 
on by W. H. Converse for $4,851.25.  The total cost of all parts of the new 
water works system was $410,660.21, roughly $65,000 of which went to the 
sub work, building and roof of the new pump house.19 

 

Savannah Water Works Pump House, Cornice Details, 
drawn by Thomas T. Johnston, Consulting Engineer 

and G. L. Christy, c. 1891-189220 

  
 

The chimney is 118 [?] foot [feet] in height and stands 
upon a foundation 23 [?] feet square…. The boiler room is 83 
x 75 feet and the engine room 124 x 75 feet.  The building will 
be of red pressed brick, with granite and terra cotta trimmings 
and will be quite a handsome and imposing structure.21 
 

                                                 
19 Annual Report 1892, 18, 164; Annual Report of John J. McDonough,… for the Year Ending December 

31, 1893… (Savannah: Braid & Hutton, Printers and Bookbinders, 1894) 14, 54. 
20 City Council Meeting Papers-Contracts, Box CON7 [0115-002-21], Folder 27, Contract #371, Diagram 

#6. 
21 “To Turn on the Water,” Savannah Morning News (21 November 1892) 8:1. 
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Savannah Water Works Pump House, c. 196122 

Savannah Water Works Pump House, 
North Elevation, drawn by  

Thomas T. Johnston, Consulting Engineer 
and G. L. Christy, c. 1891-189223 

 

 
On the 26th of March 1893, the engines and machinery at the old water 

works were shut down “as the new works were then ready to be permanently 
used.”  In his yearly report, Superintendent Manning pointed out two 
improvements that still needed to be accomplished on the water works 
property:24 
 

The engine and boiler rooms being very large, it is 
found to be too spacious to properly or advantageously light 
them with lamps, an appropriation being expected in the 
budget of the coming year to put in an electric light plant.  I 
would suggest that it be provided at as early a day as possible 
after the amount is available, in order to insure comfort and 
convenience and better care of the property. 

 
                                                 
22 VM 1361PH, Box 27, Folder 3, Item 5148. 
23 City Council Meeting Papers-Contracts, Box CON7 [0115-002-21], Folder 27, Contract #371, Diagram 

#4. 
24 Annual Report 1893, 142-143. 
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Owing to multitudinous details in providing for and 
conveniently and successfully running the new works since 
starting up, the improvement of the grounds has received little 
or no attention.  A survey has been made and a contour plan 
drawn, and it is expected that the matter of laying out the 
grounds in walks and drives, with ornamental features to be 
determined upon will be taken in hand as soon as possible.25 
 

 
Savannah Water Works Pump House, c. 189526 

 
The following year, Manning updated Council as to the progress on the 

above two points: 
 

The buildings, being new, are in good order.  Some 
work has been done on the interior to complete them, which 
was not included in the original contract. 

The grounds have been laid out and leveled, drives and 
walks made and a basin dug, a fountain of home manufacture 
placed in the centre, which is intended to be only a temporary 
fixture, as it is hoped an amount sufficient to place a more 
ornamental fountain in its place will be appropriated.27 

 
 

                                                 
25 Annual Report 1893, 149. 
26 David E. Kelley, Building Savannah (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2000) 121. 
27 Annual Report of John J. McDonough,… for the Year Ending December 31, 1894… (Savannah: Braid 

& Hutton, Printers and Publishers, 1895) 163. 
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In addition, the Water Works employees planned to remove “such plants and 
shrubbery as are ornamental and valuable [from the old water works] to the 
grounds of the new works at as early a day as possible.”28 

 
I beg leave to again call attention to the fact that the 

pumping station cannot be properly lighted by oil lamps, and 
urge the great necessity of putting in a dynamo for the purpose 
of lighting by electric lamps…. I believe the argument has 
been advanced that the water works has been run for years by 
lamp light.  Of course, this is true, but they never occupied a 
building of the dimensions of the one now in use, and no man 
can keep up one of these engines (which work must be done 
while it is in motion, and is as apt to be necessary at night as 
at anytime) with a lamp in one hand and a wrench in the other 
hand.29 

 
An electric lighting plant was not installed in the water works buildings until 
1896.30 
 

The final report on the new water works system was submitted by W. 
G. Cann, Chairman of the Water Committee, to City Council on January 2, 
1894 stating that the “City has been supplied from these works exclusively 
since April last [1893].”   

 
We now beg to present you one of the best and most 

complete water works of its size in the country.  An abundant 
supply of artesian water[,] duplicate pumping machinery of 
the most improved and economical pattern[,] a forcing main 
of ample size not only for our immediate but future wants[,] 
entering our city near the center[,] furnishing a uniform and 
desirable distribution[,] and commodious buildings well 
arranged and of sufficient size to permit the addition of double 
the present pumping capacity.31 

 

                                                 
28 Annual Report 1894, 164. 
29 Annual Report 1894, 170. 

30 Thomas Gamble, Jr.  A History of the City Government of Savannah, Ga., from 1790 to 1901 
(Savannah: City of Savannah City Council, 1900) 381. 

31 City Council Minutes (2 January 1894) 200-201. 
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Water Works Pump House, c. 196132

                                                 
32 VM 1361PH, Box 27, Folder 3, Item 5149. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Archival records relating to the Water Works and the Water 
Committee of City Council are available at two repositories, the Georgia 
Historical Society and the City of Savannah Research Library and 
Municipal Archives.  Discussion and decisions based on the work and 
recommendation of the Water Committee can also be traced through the 
City Council Minutes. 

The Georgia Historical Society cares for a large collection of the City’s 
older records, including those of the Water Department.  MS 5600WO, City of 
Savannah-Water Operations Department Records include twenty-eight 
volumes dating from 1865 through 1942 (see Appendix: Finding Aid for Water 
Department Records for more information on this collection).  Two volumes 
relate specifically to the construction of the new Water Works between 1891 
and 1893.   

MS 5600WO-10 Water Works Letter Book (21 October 1891-
6 April 1893) contains copies of correspondence regarding the 
progress of construction, materials, employee payroll, etc.  The 
correspondence is between W. R. Curtis, Engineer in Charge, 
Thomas Johnston, Chief Engineer, the City Treasurer, and 
members of the Water Committee, among others.  The copies 
are carbon copies on a tissue paper and are very delicate, 
preventing photocopying.  The first half of the volume is very 
hard to read since the ink has blurred and faded.  This volume 
probably contains a wealth of information.  However, it would 
require a great deal of time for one to read through. 

MS 5600WO-20 Water Works Daily Report Book (16 January 
1892-21 March 1893) contains daily progress reports on the 
construction of the Water Works, including charts and 
inventories, arranged chronologically.  The reports track 
progress on the various elements of the Water Works (conduit, 
wells, pumping station, etc.) by tracking in increments of time 
and material (labor hours, yards of concrete laid, bricks laid, 
etc.).  Like the Letter Book, this volume is fragile and cannot 
be photocopied.  However, it is for the most part legible if one 
has time set aside to read it carefully. 
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The City of Savannah Research Library and Municipal Archives, 
located in City Hall, cares for the City Council Meeting Papers including 
papers of the Water Committee (Record Series 0115-001, Boxes #WAT 1-4 
[0115-001-A393 through 0115-001-A396]).  The Water Committee Papers 
include petitions made to Council and referred to the Water Committee 
(1866-1880, 1910-1932), and miscellaneous reports, papers and 
correspondence of the Water Committee (1868-1880, 1883, 1897, 1901-
1930).  This collection does not include records dating from the 
construction period of the water works system or pump house on Stiles and 
Gwinnett streets.  However, they may prove useful if the desire to learn 
more about the history of the Water Committee arises (see Appendix: 
Finding Aids for Water Department Records for more information on this 
collection). 

The City Council Meeting Papers also include Contracts (Record 
Series 0115-002).  Within the Contract series, a set of plans and drawings for 
the pump house exists (Box #CON 5 [0115-002-21], Folder 27, Contract #371, 
6 sheets).  The six sheets include elevations of the four façades, details of the 
brick work, and a floor plan prepared by Consulting Engineer Thomas T. 
Johnston and drawn by G. L. Christy [spelling?] circa 1891-1892.  Details of 
these drawings have been used in this report.  However, due to size, only a 
portion of the drawings were represented here. 

The City of Savannah City Council Minutes and Indexes are housed in 
the Clerk of Council’s Office in City Hall.  They are indexed by subject and 
proper name (for example “Water Works” or “Johnston, Thomas, Engineer”).  
For the period 1890 through 1894, the indexes were reviewed for entries 
falling only under “Water Works.”  The information found in the indexes has 
been used in this report.  However, in only three cases were the minutes 
referred to from the index entry.  Further investigation into the planning and 
completion of the water works project should include a review of the actual 
City Council minutes.  The highlights of the Water Committee’s work and the 
construction of the water works system were also outlined in the City’s annual 
reports (see Appendix: Superintendent of Water Works Annual Reports, 1890-
1894) and it was deemed unnecessary to thoroughly examine the minutes at 
this time. 
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FINDING AIDS FOR WATER DEPARTMENT RECORDS 
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