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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The original Houston Waterworks was bu i l t by a private company, the Houston 
Waterworks Company, in 1879. The waterworks was begun shortly after the 
organization of the company on April 18, W 9 , and was completed by August of 
the same year. The original system conss^'ted of a pumping plant to draw water 
from Buffalo Bayou and pump i t direct ly 4tito water mains (using a Worthington 
duplex steam pump with a twelve-inch bore), a pumping reservoir adjacent to the 
pumphouse, and a system of underground laterals for d ist r ibut ion. 

Until 1887 Buffalo Bayou was the sole source of water for the Houston system, 
but at a later date increased numbers of artesian wells began to provide most of 
the water. Giving greatly improved water qual i ty, the artesian wells quickly came 
to be the favored water source for consumers. However, the practice pf pumping 
bayou water into the mains from time to time by the company i r r i t a ted consumers 
and made the entire privately-owned system very unpopular with the cit izens. The 
city authorities and the waterworks management constantly were at odds with each 
other over the occasional use of bayou water. In 1904 a Supreme Court decision 
prevented the Houston Waterworks Company from pumping the Buffalo Bayou water into 
the city water system, but the disputes between the citizens and city o f f i c ia ls 
on one hand and the waterworks management on the other,were not solved unt i l 1906, 
when the City of Houston purchased the waterworks for $901,700. From that time to 
the present the municipality has operated the Houston water system. 

The extant remains of the 1879 Houston Waterworks consist of one brick and 
concrete underground reservoir. This circular masonry structure with a conical 
concrete covering is adjacent to the 1926 Bayou Pumping Station. I t served as the 
pump well for the i n i t i a l pumping station at the site in 1879, but today i t 
functions as a sand trap on the present-day system. The reservoir is approximately 
32 feet in diameter, but i t s depth is unknown. At the side of the 1879 pump well 
are the remains of the foundation of the building thought to have been the original 
waterworks pumphouse, but probably only excavation of the si te would document 
i ts ident i f icat ion. 

Because the remains of the 1879 Houston Waterworks are located in a landacaped 
area at the side of the 1926 Bayou Pumping Station, the site of the original city 
waterworks is ideal for the erection of interpretive displays to explain this century 
old structure in downtown Houston. 
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The construction of a waterworks in Houston was a necessary step in its growth 
into the metropolis which i t became. I t is important, in addition, because i t 
included structures involved in the 1904 Supreme Court decision to prevent the 
Houston Waterworks Company from pumping Buffalo Bayou water into the city water 
system. Its remains are significant as important examples of municipal water 
engineering of the 1870's and are among the limited number of century old 
structures in downtown Houston. 
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