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Chapter 1

Governor John Winthrop of the Massachusetts Bay Colony 

and his fellow immigrants had been eighteen weeks out of Salem 

following the irregular coast line in search of their permanent 

place of settlement in the New World when they landed at 

Charlestown in June of 1630.-V Death debarked with them.

Ill provisioned because they believed the glowing reports 

of the land's ability to support them, and having neither the 

experience nor knowledge to properly set up their encampment, 

scurvy and dysentry overcame them and soon almost every household 

would count one dead and in some more. They lived from the 

offerings the sea over which they had arrived gave up - mussels, 

lobster and clams. But what they needed most and without which 

there was no hope of survival was a supply of pure fresh water.

Charlestown had water, but it lay still in ponds. The 

Puritans trusted only water that was in motion, believing that 

its movement purified it. They were told that the White settler 

who had preceded them. Rev. William Blackstone, had an "excellent 

spring"^ near the place where he lived, on the slope of one of 

the hills across the Bay in Trimountaine. So they crossed the 

salt water to find fresh, and found a copious and pure supply ih^
a; spring near what is now called Dock Square. 2

\
1. The Colonial Society of Massachusetts, April, 1907, 

p. 295.
2. Ibid. p. 297.
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On the 7th of December, 1630, in the well practiced 

terseness that was their style, the members of "The Court of

Assistans holden at Charleston (Charlestown) ---- ordered that

"Trimountaine shalbe called Boston, Mattapan, Dorchester; & 

the Towne upon the Charles Ryver, Watertown."^ Thus the followers 

of Winthrop changed the name which described the hills that 

dominated that place of river, inlets, streams, islands, and 

peninsula to that of the place from whence many of them had 

come - Boston in Lincolnshire, England.

It was not the first time the name had been changed. Its

Indian inhabitants called it Shawmut, the place of living springs.

Blackstone's excellent spring lay quite close to where he lived

on the slope of Beacon Hill near Louisburg Square. (Ultimately,

Mr, Blackstone was invited to join the Church, but demurred,

saying; "I came from England because I did not like the Lord

Bishops, but I can't join you because I would not be under the

Lord“Brethern," and abandoned his home, and the Puritans were
2

convinced, his soul, fleeing to the wilds of Rhode Island).

As the Town of Boston began its slow growth, people settled 

further from the spring and carrying water became a burden. In 

c1650T several inhabitants of North Street approached William 

rTynge, already one of the richest merchants of the Town, and

1. The Records of the Colony of Massachusetts.
2. Cotton Mather, Magnalid (1702) book xxiii, p. 7.
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As the years passed and the Town grew, watersheds were 

destroyed, springs covered over and built upon or dried up.

Slowly a dependence grew for the needed supply on dug wells or 

cisterns used to catch rain water. And it was becoming apparent 

that the quality of such water was not that of the springs.

In 1793, B. J. Perron, who held the imposing title of

"Surgeon-Major of his Most Christian Majesty's Squardron under

Maetanay's Command in North America, and His Majesty's Marine

Hospitals at Boston and in Rhode Island"^ experimented with several

samples of well water taken in different parts of Boston to

determine its quality. The analysis of water in those days was

an inexact science at its best. Nevertheless Perron wrote: "Prom

the various experiments, may we not conclude that the water of

Boston contains sea salt with a base of mineral ackali in small

quantity of oil, perhaps a little tal catharticus amarus. There

are besides some which contain farther a superabundance of earth,
2suspended by means of an undue proportion of air."

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, some of Boston's 

"capitalists" as they proudly called themselves in those days, 

became convinced that there was a market for the sale of water 

to the inhabitants of the Town. But there was no large supply 

to be found in Boston. They turned to the neighboring Town of 

Roxbury and to its Jamaica Plain section where was located a

1. Proceedings of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences - 1793 in English and Prench.

2. Ibid.
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Pond of approximately seventy acres with a depth, in some sections, 

of up to sixty or seventy feet.
In 1698 the rights to the waters of the Pond had been 

granted by the Town to one Joseph Belnap with permission to 

draw water for the operation of a grist mill to grind corn for 

the inhabitants of Roxbury and Brookline. In 1739 the Selectmen 

decided to regulate the amount which could be drawn. In October 

of 1780, the Grist Mill was diverted to other uses and in 

February of 1784, because the surface of the Pond had fallen, 

it was ordered that the drain be entirely stopped six feet to 

the eastward of the Gate "until the season would admit to a 

good look at the source.
In 1795, the backers of the proposed water works petitioned 

the Great and General Court for a charter to proceed with the 

project. In their petition they proclaimed that they had 

purchased the rights to the pond from William Marshall (he 

had purchased them the previous year) and that they were 

convinced "great quantities of water can be drawn the greater 

part of the year" and pointed out that it was "impossible to 

maintain the health of the people without washing sheets in 

Summer and in Autumn" (which was the only times each year that 

they were), and further raised the spectre of "other Cities 

ravaged by fire - at great expense."2

1. Drake's History of Roxbury.
2* Records of the Proprietors of the Boston (Jamaica 

Plain) Aqueduct Corporation 1795.
s.
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The�Act�of�Incorporation�was�passed�by�both�branches�of�the�

Legislature�on�Februaxy^26:,Z179^5_ahd�signed�the�next�day�by�

Govenor�Samuel�Adeuns.�The—f^irstTmeeting�of�the-GorpoMtipn�.�

cwas—tOrbe"holden�at�the�Bunch�of�Grapes�Tavern—in�Boston"^on�the

same�day�at�12�noon.�In�attendance�were�Laommi�Baldwin,�Jr.�

who�was�to�be�the�Engineer�for�the�construction�of�the�works�

and�Charles�Bulfinch,�its�architect.

To�raise�funds,�the�Incorporators�sold,�or�attempted�to�

sell,�100�shares�at�$1,300�per�share.�Two�mains�were�originally�

laid.�There�later�would�be�four,�two�of�four�inch�bore�and�two�

of�three�inch�and�made�of�pitch-pine,�laid�into�Boston�in�a�

subterranean�tunnel�there�to�be�connected�to�the�lateral�pipes,�

one�and�one�half�inches�in�diameter,�of�the�subscribers.�Both�

the�Towns�of�Boston�and�Roxbury�had�free�access�to�the�hydrants�

the�Corporation�built,�in�case�of�fire.

The�Boston�Aqueduct�Corporation,�more�commonly�known�as�

the�Jeunaica�Pond�Aqueduct,�had�its�problems�from�the�beginning.�

Shares�were�hard�to�sell,�revenues�from�water�rents�(set�by�the�

Legislature)�proved�inadequate�to�cover�expenses�and�assessments�

were�repeatedly�laid�on�the�shareholders.�At�one�point�the�

selling�price�of�the�shares�fell�to�$500.00.�No�dividends�

were�paid�for�ten�years.�The�works�were�in�constant�need�of�

repair�as�the�wooden�pipes�often�broke,�especially�where�one�

length�was�connected�with�the�next.�(This�was�done�by

1.�Ibid.
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dovetailing the narrow end of one length into the wider end of 

the next and sealing the joint with an iron ring. Wear often 

caused these joints to separate. The Works long time Chief 

Engineer, Mr. Thomas Dexter, developed an extraordinary skill 

at locating the leaks without excessive digging. Forcing an 

iron rod down through the earth until he hit the top of the 

pipe, he would strike the rod and listen, with his ear against 

it, to the resulting sound. Its tone would tell him how far 

away the break was. The method was most effective and left 

Mr. Dexter deaf.
Waste was, as it is now, a great problem for the water 

works. Rates were charged by the size of the family (with 

different rates for hotels, manufacturies and commercial houses). 

The users of the water were very careless, often not turning 

off their stop cocks. But despite all its problems, the Jamaica 

Pond Aqueduct brought a supply of water, albeit not always sure 

and steady, to several sections of Boston (the Pond was not 

elevated enough to supply the high sections of the Town by 

gravity flow) for over fifty years and at its demise was 

supplying between 1,500 and 1,600 hundred households and other 

users, including the Massachusetts General Hospital, and homes 

and business far up Washington and Tremont Street in the City.

By 1844 it had 55 large (50,000 gallons) and 9 small (25,000) 

reservoirs in the City. The fire hydrants when, in reality, 

plugs in the pipes which the fire companies (over most of the 

life of the Aqueduct, private companies which dashed to the
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fire hoping to be the first there and if they were not, prepared 

to fight it out with whomever was) could pull out so that water 

might be ptimped.

I
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Mayor�Quincy's�plea�for�water,�while�not�inunediately�

heeded,�did�set�the�project�into�intellectual�motion..�By�1825,�

the�City�Council�(Common�Council�and�Board�of�Aldermen�sitting�

jointly)�appointed�a�Committee�to�look�into�the�acquisition�of�

a�supply�of�water.�Mayor�Quincy�was�its�Chairman.�The�joint�

Coimnittee�hired�Daniel�Treadwell�to�conduct�a�survey.�As�the�

project�would�stir�the�passions�of�the�City,�it�also�would,�

through�its�history,�attract�men�outstanding�in�themselves�and�

in�their�professions.

Treadwell,�an�orphan�at�eleven,�had�been�apprenticed�

to�his�older�brother�as�a�Silversmith.�He�eventually�became�

successful�in�that�craft�on�his�own.�Yet,�like�many�men�of�

quality�who�lacked�formal�education,�he�had�a�thirst�for�

knowledge�and�spent�much�time�in�available�libraries�reading.�

Treadwell's�desire�for�learning�was�matched�by�his�love�of�

invention.�He�created�a�machine�to�produce�screws,�one�to�

make�hemp,�and�a�printing�press�that�was�operated�by�the�weight�

of�the�pressman's�foot�using�an�ingenious�combination�of�levers�

and�a�toggle�joint.�His�press�was�later�improved�to�print�on�

both�sides�of�the�paper�simultaneously�and�eventually�was�

operated�by�steam�power.�Treadwell�was�early�on�interested�in�

the�ejnbryonic�railroad�system�of�America�and�his�sketches�

illustrating�a�system�of�turnedsouts�allowed�the�construction�of�

single�track�railroads.�He�shared�his�self-gained�knowledge�

through�a�series�of�lectures�to�working�men�on�the�application
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of scientific principles to their labor. In 1834 he was appointed 

Rumford Professor and Lecturer on the Application of Science 

to the Useful Arts at Harvard College.

Treadwell began his report of November 4, 1825 with a 

determination of just how much water the City needed. Assuming 

the population of Boston would be approximately 50,000 when the 

water arrived and using the consumption figures of the Cities 

of Philadelphia and London, he reckoned by interpellation 

that the City ought to have 1,458,000 gallons daily. But he 

was dissatisfied with that figure on the grounds that the pattern 

of consumption of the citizens of Boston might not be the same 

as that of their counterparts in Philadelphia and London.

So he devised his own formula.

He began by assuming the 50,000 people in the City were 

gathered in 8,000 families. Giving each family 100 gallons 

a day for cooking and washing and other uses, would require a 

supply of 800,000 gallons. But not all citizens would find 

the same day propitious for washing either themselves or their 

clothes. He assumed, therefore, that 6,000 would coincidently 

wash each day using 60 of their hundred gallons and those not 

cleaning up would use 40 for "other purposes" thus making a 

daily total use of 680,000 gallons. Add another 500,000 gallons 

for watering horses and streets and leakage and 1,180,000 was 

needed, rounded off to 1,600,000 to provide for the growth of 

the City. (Treadwell did not provide any extra for the fighting
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years, requiring 3,000,000 gallons a day. Following Eddy's 

reasoning, they averaged out the daily need over those periods 

to be 2,750,000, 2,100,000 from Spot and an additional 650,000 

a day from Mystic. The Commissioners would construct the Works 

from the Mystic to a degree that it alone could supply the daily 

need if Spot Pond should fail during years of drought.

The water from Spot would come in a 22 inch iron pipe starting 

at the southern end of the Pond east of the Andover Turnpike, 

to Mystic River, above the upper shipyard, cross the river on 

a permanent stone bridge, to the Reservoir on Walnut Tree Hill, 

a total distance from the Pond of 3.18 miles. From the Reservoir 

in iron pipes of the same diameter, 22 inches, it would follow 

the same plan as the route of the Mystic water, across the Charles, 

over the Mill dam and up to the Reservoir on Beacon Hill.

Here they hesitated, for they were unsure of what the City 

would have to pay to acquire the rights to Spot Pond. They asked 

the owner.

Mr. George Odine's reply was rather uncivil. He protested, 

quite strongly, that he and his brother Thomas of Malden, were 

the sole owners of the Pond and of the bed of the creek leading 

from it to the Mills in Malden. The property also included a 

mansion house, barn, out buildings, a rolling and splitting mill, 

machine shop etc. Since the City had, for so many years, been 

dawdling along unable to make up its mind as to where its water 

was to come from, if indeed it ever was to come, they had hesitated 

to expand or improve their holdings. But, if the City could
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make up its mind by September 1st next, they could have one moiety 

of the Pond for $65,000 but if they continued their procrastination, 

it would cost them $70,000 until the first day of January, 1838.

In calculating the price, Mr. Odiorne, noted that it included 

the value of an exceptionally large daily supply; and a consideration 

of the fact that it would put him out of a business he had been 

engaged in for 30 years and had hoped to leave to his son.

Too much, the Commissioners concluded, $60,000 would be 

more than generous. Thus the cost of getting the water from a 

combination of Spot and Mystic Ponds, including the pumping and 

10% for contingencies, would be $850,006.

As to Long Pond, its distance from the City, 18 miles combined 

with its limited elevation, would make bringing in its water 

directly to the City by iron pipe too expensive, so they looked 

to an aqueduct, along the straightest line from the Pond to a 

Reservoir on Corey's Hill in Brookline. The conduit, of brick 

or stone, would be closed, thus eliminating the possibility of 

it being contaminated by bathers or by sxibstances thrown into 

it by the residences along its banks.

The Commissioners offered two possible constructions. One, 

a close conduit of stone, consisting of a floor nine feet wide 

and one foot thick; upon this two walls would be placed 2 1/2 feet 

high and 1 1/2 feet thick; leaving a clear space of 4 feet between 

them. This water-course would be covered by a semicircular arch 

1 1/2 feet thick, the whole being of rough stone without cement, 

designed to be surrounded with a puddle of clay and gravel to 

prevent leakage.
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Now�the�elimination.�Since�the�2nd�plan�was�certainly�not�

superior�to�the�3rd,�and�it�would�cost�more,�that�was�not�the�

plan�to�be�adopted.�By�adopting�the�1st�plan�in�preference�to�

the�3rd,�a�savings�of�$80,000�would�be�achieved,�but�as�this�

plan�(Charles)�required�machinery�"which�implies�some�shade�of�

uncertainty"^�(although�they�were�convinced,�since�they�had�

recommended�two�machines�either�of�which�could�pump�up�the�

necessary�supply�by�itself�made�the�uncertainty�almost�non­

existent)�out�went�that�plan.

Long�and�Spot-Mystic�were�left�for�consideration.�Noting�

that�the�Long�Pond�scheme�would�cost�$268,288�more�than�Spot-Mystic,�

they�nevertheless�pointed�out�that�Long�had�the�advantage�of�

being�able�to�supply�a�large�surplus�of�water�to�the�Reservoir�at�

Corey�Hill�which�would�be�available�at�a�future�day,�by�laying�

a�new�main�from�the�Reservoir�to�Beacon�Hill�when�needed.�They�

then�proceeded�to�do�in�the�Long�Pond�plan�arithmatically.

The�extra�supply�available�from�Long�Pond�would�not�be�

needed�for�ten�years,�and�then�require�the�laying�of�a�second�

main�from�Corey�Hill�to�Boston.�If�they�took�the�extra�present�

cost�to�build�the�works�from�Long�Pond,�and�capitalized�it�at�

5%�interest�for�ten�years,�and�added�in�the�cost�of�the�new�main,�

and�compared�these�figures�with�the�cost�of�increasing�the�works�

at�Mystic�Pond�in�ten�years,�Spot-Mystic�would�be�less�than�the

1.�Ibid.
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cost from Long Pond. Projecting their calculations twenty years 

into the future, they concluded that the Spot-Mystic Plan to be 

$117,3.02 less for the same amount of water. On the second point 

of comparison, sufficiency of supply, they "believed"^ both 

sources were adequate so when they arrived at certainty of supply, 

Treadwell and Hale lost their previous certitude about the 

accuracy of their estimates and Baldwin.

In their attack on Long Pond, whilex Hale and Treadwell, 

said., the construction proposed for the aqueduct to bring in

the water from Long Pond;-----"shall be as much beyond the reach

of interruption in its operation, as any work of human art can

be beyond the reach of accident-----we cannot pretend-----that the

cost given in our estimate, is sufficient to produce a work of

this permanent and perfect character-----And they didn't

think any more money should be expended to make it perfect. To 

the coxanter argument that the Spot-Mystic Plan would require 

the use of machinery, always capable of breaking down, they 

pointed out that if that were to happen, the supply from Spot 

Pond, coming by gravity to the City would be large enough at 

all times to provide the full supply, during any period of

occasional interruption-----" even should it be to the extent of

bursting all steam boilers, or burning down the engine house....

1. Ibid.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
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third miles. By the side of the mains they proposed to lay 

small iron service pipes, three inches in diameter, from which 

the water would be taken by small leaden or wrought iron pipes 

to the houses. By laying this double line of pipes, flow would 

not have to be interrupted when a new home was tied into the 

system, and extensive digging would be unnecessary. The service 

pipes, on both parts of the streets, would run eleven and one 

quarter miles.
In those streets which the mains did not run, the distribution 

would be made by single pipes of three or four inches in diameter, 

communicating with the principal mains and with each other.

This would require twenty six miles of pipes, thus the total 

length of streets travelled by the works would be forty-two and 

one third miles, "being all the streets, and lanes, laid down 

upon Smith's map of Boston, after deducting therefrom five and 

three quarters miles for streets laid out but not built upon as

yet. „1

There was to be four hundred and forty seven fire plugs in 

communication with the mains and pipes. These fire plugs could 

receive a supply of in excess of thirty gallons from the source 

without the City and whatever was in the Reservoir on Beacon 

Hill. Since the height of the source was at least a hundred and 

four feet above tide water, the water could be played directly 

to the top of any common building situated in a low part of the

1. Ibid.
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City. The cost of distribution, including an additional 5 1/2 

miles to bring the water to South Boston, would be $657,554 or 

a total for the completed works of $1,507,560. Feeling, it 

seems, some compunction to further justify such a large expenditure 

of money, the Commissioners concluded their report with a passionate 

presentation of the value of such Works from the viewpoint of 

health, growth, commerce, increased wealth and protection from 

dreaded fire.

Commissioner Baldwin appended the reasons for his non­

concurrence to the Commissioners' report. It was the necessity 

of using machinery to pump the water up from the Mystic Pond.

He stated that the manpower, machinery and maintenance would 

require great expense; fires that must never go out, a supply 

of coal which might be interrupted by acts of our Government 

or foreign powers. He scoffed at the savings supposedly 

available in the Spot-Mystic scheme as opposed to the Long and 

the fact that the former would require an addition in ten years.

"And what, sir, are 10 or 11 years, or what are $117,000 

dollars, in a work of this description? Population is increasing 

and will continue to increase, whether the work goes on or not--- 

and if we go in this piece-meal way, we shall ever be at work 

and never fully satisfy the wants of the citizens."^

Mayor Samuel A. Eliot, to whom Baldwin's remarks were 

submitted, wrote back to Treadwell and Hale and asked them if

1. Ibid.
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they�wished�to�rebut�their�fellow�Conunissioner.�It�took�them�

eleven�pages�to�Baldwin's�four.�Their�argument�against�Baldwin's�

objections�was�a�vigorous�re-statement�of�their�reasoning�for�

choosing�Spot-Mystic�in�the�first�place.�Although�they�thought�

Baldwin's�contention�that�erecting�a�dam�across�the�Mystic�

River�so�that�salt�water�would�not�enter�the�Mystic�Pond�at�

extremely�high�tides(Baldwin�maintained�it�would�cause�silt�to�

form�in�the�River�and�damage�its�navigability)�unworthy�of�a�

response,�they�gave�it�one,�since�they�felt�Eddy�had�unnecessarily�

raised�concern�among�the�citizens�of�Medford.�They�cited�

several�rivers�where�such�dams�existed�harmlessly.
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Nothing/ it seemed now, stood in the way of the Water Works.

Nothing but fate, and fate intervened.
The percarious, powerful, shaky and sometimes dishonest, 

banking industry of America came down with a thud. Fortxines 

wfere lost in a day, factories closed without notice, great ships 

idled in the harbor, not loading or unloading, but only seeking 

its shelter. The great Crash of 1837, in some ways worse than 

the Great Depression of the 19 30's, had come. There was little 

money available, and certainly none to be borrowed for such an 

ambitious business as the City proposed to undertake.

But by this time the project had born a life of its own 

and those involved with it could not leave it alone.

Eddy submitted a document to Mayor Lincoln on February of 

1838, revealing himself as a bit of a culprit in the long delay 

of the project. Disagreeing with Laommi Baldwin's report of 

1834, he whispered into the ear of then Mayor Lyman and several 

members of the Water Committee of the City Council, that the plan 

submitted by the renowned Baldwin was impractical and too 

expensive, and that given permission, he might submit one of 

his own, which, of course he did. His communication of 1838, 

was essentially a re-hash of his original proposal (he takes 

pains to point out that the plan finally adopted by the City 

Spot-Mystic was originally his) but takes issue with the plan 

to bring the water across the Charles on a permanent bridge.
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A Mr. Austin sent along some Minutes of Evidence taken and 

Papers laid before the Select Committee of the House of Commons 

and the Commissioners of the Supply of Water to the Metropolis 

(London), in the years 1821, 1828, and 1834, for the edification

of all who would plow through them.
On March 15, 1838, Mr. Shattuck submitted to the Council 

a resolution to direct the not so defunct Boston Hydraulic 

Company to do the job. If that resolution were not to pass, 

then Shattuck in his next resolution, revived the Long Pond 

scheme by directing the City to adopt it and then proceed to get 

the necessary legislation. He then killed the whole thing again 

by requiring that the legislation be approved by two-thirds of 

the City's voters and, if that by any chance happened, by two- 

thirds of each branch of the City Council.
On December 20, 1838, the Committee of Water answered an 

inquiry as to the possibility of paying a bonus to any incorporation 

which would bring the water to the City. They thought little of 

the idea since the City could do it cheaper, having the ability 

to borrow money (if there were any) for less interest.

Almost as if to take up its time while it waited for the 

financial cloud to lift, the Council sent the Commissioners 

back to look once more into the subject. The Commissioners 

confirmed the'ir previous assiimptions on the quantity of water 

available from Spot-Mystic and lowered the estimated cost by 

$10,200 because of a drop in the price of iron pipe. This factor
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also lowered the cost from Long Pond by $57,810. Mr. Treadwell 

and Mr. Hale signed the report. Mr. Baldwin dissented. The 

City Council wanted to know why and Mr. Baldwin sent in his 

reasons to them on January 22, 1839. Nothing had changed but 

tdie level of his hyperbole. He still opposed getting the water

by machinery.
"The pumping of water by steam power,---- the best and most

ingenious mode man can devise, must be attended with a vast deal 

of care, tro\ible, perplexity and risk, not only to this generation, 

but to all succeeding ones, and should---- be avoided in all cases.

By March of 1839, the financial situation was beginning to 

brighten, and it was believed that element of the three needed; 

source, financing and legal powers, was no longer a detriment to 

the commencement of the project. The City petitioned the 

Legislature for the requisite power, which held hearings, conducted 

in the manner of the examination of witnesses in a court of law.

The first hearing was on the 21st of March, and by the 25th, this 

fair but rather cumbersome procedure led the Legislative Committee 

to conclude that there was not sufficient time left in that year's 

session to complete its work on the Act.

A report to that effect was made to the Senate, which on 

April 4th, ordered the Committee to report a bill, and on the 

discussion which arose, they were directed to bring in a resolve

1. Ibid.
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their efforts. They also felt that the large quantity the 

Engineers called for, was difficult for the public to digest 

and fear of the cost of such a massive works, hurt the cause.

Continuing in a concilatory vein, they forgave the proprietors 

of the Jamaica Pond Aqueduct their opposition, pointing out that 

no one could blame them for using all honorable means to preserve 

the value of their franchise. The Committee then proceeded to 

cut back the project. Assuming that the need at present and for 

the foreseeable future would be 2,000,000 gallons per day and 

1,700,000 was available from Spot and considering that source, 

for the first time, 300,000 would be available from Jamaica Pond, 

they would combine those two sources. This elimination of the 

Mystic Pond would eliminate the necessity of the second Reservoir 

and they would also eliminate the Reservoir on Walnut Tree Hill 

in Medford and reduce the size of the pipes bringing the water to 

the City. The cost of their proposal would be $650,000, which 

price included the purchase of the Jamaica Pond Works for $100,000. 

The cost for distribution within the City they believed to be 

$600,000. The interest on this money for the time before it 

would be paid back, at 5% would be $62,500, immediately reduced 

to $50,000 by the rents from those customers who were already 

taking the water from Jamaica Pond. Five thousand tenants at $10 

per year would cover the interest and they felt that 5,000 (or 

6,500 including the 1,500 now using the Jamaica Pond water) out of 

City with 13,500 families was an easily attainable goal.
The Committee instructed the Mayor to apply to the next session 

of the Legislature for the authority needed by the City to finally
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bring in the water and also to negotiate for the purchase of 

the Jamaica Pond Aqueduct.
But petition was never made and that sober and well reasoned 

report by the Committee on Water became the projects lamentation.

In 1843, James Odiorne asked leave to bring water into the 

City from Spot Pond. He never received it.
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Sewer�could�not�be�used�unless�the�waste�was�first�run�through�

a�cesspool.�In�July�of�1823,�the�City�Council's�Committee�on�

Drains�appointed�one�Reuben�Hastings�as�Superintendent�of�

Drains.�Among�his�duties�was.�to�make�sure�that�drains�were�

completed�in�conformity�with�the�City�direction�and�to�the�

Superintendent's�satisfaction�and�that�the�owner�of�the�Estate�

constructing�the�drain�used�only�workmen�licensed�by�the�City�

to�assure�their�competence�in�such�construction.
From�the�very�beginning�of�its�formalization�of�supervision�

over�drains�and�sewers,�the�City�had�much�difficulty�collecting�

the�assessments�it�had�levied�on�the�property�of�those�who�had�

joined�their�drains�to�a�common�sewer�that�the�Town�had�built.

In�1824,�the�Joint�Committee�to�appoint�someone�to�keep�and�

collect�accounts�due�from�sewer�assessments,�decided�to�split�

the�responsibility�between�the�City�Auditor�(who�would�compute�

the�assessment)�and�the�City�Marshall�(who�would�collect�it�-�or�

try�to).
Later,�in�order�to�better�control�the�construction�of�

common�sewers�and�connecting�drains,�the�Joint�Committee�on�

Drains,�Mayor�Joshua�Quincy,�Chairman,�reported�out�an�ordinance�

which�gave�to�the�City�Marshall�the�general�superintendancy�of�

Common�Sewers.�Whenever�the�City�was�to�build�one,�the�City�

Marsahll�was�to�observe�how�it�was�being�built,�and�record�its�

depth,�breadth,�mode�of�construction�and�general�direction�

in�the�book�of�plans�of�Common�Sewers.�After�determining�the
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The increased use of the rapidly expanding sewer system, 

however, poised a problem. The drainage from the high, 

of the City was being run through the mains in the lower section, 

thus it was ending up in the Dover Street Main which was not 

large enough to hold it when the tide gate was shut. As a 

consequence, the sewer frequently filled up and flooded basements 

and cellars. To alleviate the problem, several weirs were built 

to cause the water to drain into the empty basin (Back Bay) 

during high tide.

The solution, unfortunately for the Superintendent at 

least, proved to be only temporary. As the Back Bay was being 

filled in to re-claim land for the City's expansion, the weirs 

had to be continually extended and eventually all were closed 

save one. The City Engineer's solution was to recommend the 

immediate construction of a large main sewer to commence at the 

Channel in the South Bay, and to extend to Dedham Street to 

connect to the main sewer now laid in Tremont, thereby diverting 

all the drainage south of Dedham Street from passing through to 

Dover Street Main. The proposed sewer would be about 2,600 feet 

long in the last section across South Bay lands about 1,000 feet 

to be built of lumber six feet square and placed on stilts to support 

it. That section would be available for the drainage of South 

Bay lands were they to be built on. A second section from 

Tremont Street to Harrison Avenue, being in original land, could 

be built of brick laid in cement of a circular shape six feet 

in diameter or an internal area of about twenty-eight feet. The
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third and last section would include the building of a gate 

chamber with its tidal gates, and the required alteration of 

the sewer at Harrison Avenue at its junction with Tremont 

Street. The Superintendent further suggested that the continuing 

complaints of nuisances in vacant lots and abandoned buildings 

would not be cured until the City required owners to build their 

houses at sufficient height to allow for proper drainage.

In January of 1860, the Board of Alderman passed an 

ordinance requiring an annual report from the Superintendent 

of Sewers, the first to be submitted no later than April 30, 1860 

for the year 1859. The Superintendent reported that his appropria­

tion for that year was $35,000 and that he had expended from May 1 

to December 31, $39,398.18 and had income of $15,279.62 of which 

$4,408.62 was from sewer assessments.

There had been built 24 new sewers in Boston proper and 

fourteen in South Boston. Three land depots had been built in 

the developing South End of the City. The amount of pipe in the 

City proper was 8,275.5 feet and 8,856.5 in South Boston with 

1,087 feet laid in East Boston and 2,130 for the Public Land 

Department.

Of the total nxjmber of feet laid, 3,214 was to replace 

old pipes. The dimensions of the pipes ran from 12 inches wide 

by 16 inches high, to four feet by five feet; shapes from 

rectangular to square and material from timber to brick masonery. 

The major construction was a new sewer in Prince and Causeway 

Streets, and the diverting of a great part of the sewage of the 

District between Charter, Hanover, Charlestown and Medford
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The Superintendent posed this question regarding the 

building of sewers by the Water & Power Company in their reclaimed 

but still vacant land. "If the sewer being built on private 

streets which now drain into the Bay, who is to assume the expense 

of placing buildings and land in proper condition from drainage?"^

Superintendent Simeon B. Smith then turned to a problem he 

knew to be growing and over which he felt m.uch apprehension.

"Within a few years, since the introduction of the Cochituate 

Water, there has been a considerable change in the substances 

introduced into the sewers from the universal use of water cabinets, 

and the carelessness of the inhabitants in neglecting to keep 

their drains and cesspools in order, and permitting filth and 

subject of improper nature to enter them. The manner of disposing 

of the night soil through the sewers and discharging the same upon 

the border of the City and its affect on the health and character 

of the residents and the formation of deposit in the Harbor, Docks 

and Sewers, have been slightly considered in other reports, but no 

practical result has followed, nor has the question received that 

attention from the Community which it demands.^ "

As in the plea for water, nothing would be done for years 

about the problem until the Harber and River were almost irrever­

sibly polluted./
Smith suggested an idea to solve the problem that was then 

being entertained in Europe. To separate the night soil from 

ordinary house drainage, retaining the solid mass upon the premises

^Boston City Document No. 11-1860 

^Ibid.
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of the occupant in suitable tanks, causing it to be deodorized, removed 

periodically, and finally sold for agriculture purposes. He 

wanted a State Commission set up to investigate the problems and 

potential solutions of this method of disposing with human waste.

In subsequent reports, the Superintendent observed that the 

triparize (triparte) agreement among the City, the Commonwealth 

and the Water Power Company called for the sewers of each street 

in the filled-in Bay to drain into one m.ain which would discharge 

sewage directly into the Charles. He very much objected to this, 

feeling that such a volume could not be absorbed by the River 

at one location. Better, he said, to have a sewer at every other 

street discharge into the River, so that the reduced amount could 

be carried to the middle of the stream and then out to sea on the 

falling tides.

The remaining years of the 1860's were taken up with the 

acquisition of drainage rights in the new sections of the City, 

the constant replacing of old wooden pipes, and of man hole covers 

(some were still made of oak). The City could hardly keep up 

with the demand for new sewers and the growth of the City often 

depended on how much time it took it to satisfy the appetite for 

more and more of them. Buildings were continuing to be constructed 

at too low a grade and consequently cellars flooded at severe 

high tide. The problem was particularly acute in the area running 

from Copley Square to Shawmut Avenue. The Superintendent insisted 

that he license those mechanics who were going to build the sewers, 

since once built, they became the responsibilty of the City and 

poor construction caused many a headache.
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There�still�was�not�unity�among�the�three�parties�to�the�

building�on�the�Back�Bay�as�to�one�large�or�several�smaller�

sewers�and�the�Superintendent�urged�a�Commission�to�study�the�

subject.�He�was�constantly�over�his�appropriation�and�just�as�

constantly�going�and�receiving�additional�funds�from�the�Finance�

Committee�of�the�Council.

The�City's�death�rate,�theretofore�exemplary,�began�to�

climb�and�the�physicians�attributed�it�to�the�horrid�effluent�

being�dumped�into�the�harbor�and�rivers,�or�not�being�disposed�

of�at�all.�Yet�the�flow�of�raw�sewage�continued,�indeed�increased.�

When�Atlantic�Avenue�was�constructed,�contradicting�his�previous�

insistence�that�several�and�not�one�sewer�discharge�into�the�

less�fragile�Charles,�Smith�built�one�large�one�to�take�all�the�

drainage�from�the�area�on�the�theory�that�it�was�better�to�make�

but�one�area�of�the�harbor�putrid�instead�of�many.

The�flats�of�the�Charles�River�Basin�were�fast�becoming�

an�open�cesspool�and�on�summer�nights�when�the�wind�was�in�the�

right�direction,�and�of�the�proper�strength,�and�the�tide�low,�

a�stink�enveloped�a�large�portion�of�the�City.�Several�leaders�

attributed�the�increasing�defection�to�the�Suburbs�to�it.�The�

drainage�situation�in�the�South�End�contributed�to�the�problem.

The�land�naturally�sloped�toward�the�Back�Bay,�or�empty�basin,�

which�was�not�always�empty.�But�the�water�level�was�kept�at�

three�feet�so�that�the�waste�from�the�mills,�as�well�as�the�

sewage�from�the�district�could�empty�into�it.�The�City,�which
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also recommended that the territory between Dover Street and the 

Albany Railroad should be raised to a sufficiently high level to 

drain independently to South Bay by a separate system of sewers, 

and leave the rest of the area the full use of the large sewer 

in Tremont Street and the other in Dover.

As far as the identical problem, buildings on low grade, 

in the Church Street area, a Commission was formed and authorized 

to spend not more than $650,000 to raise the buildings and grade 

of the territory.

By 1873, the Superintendent of Sewers was able to report 

that the City had 123 miles of sewers in its system. In his 

1872 annual report, the Superintendent, W.H. Bradley, addressed 

two questions. The first, was the discharge of sewage into the 

River and Harbor shoaling- -these waters as some, concerned with 

navigation, maintained it was, and secondly, could not the sewage 

be used for fertilization, thereby eliminating the discharge into 

the waters entirely?

To the first, the Superintendent deferred to the reports of 

the Harbor Commissioners and of the U.S. Engineers. Neither had, 

nor could they, find any evidence that the shoaling was a result 

of the discharge of sewage. Indeed, the Superintendent maintained, 

"large spits have been made by ashing from the islands, and shoals 

have formed in Charles River by deposits from its currents, and 

by obstructions of bridges, but hardly a trace of sewage matter is 

ever deposited beyond the ends of the wharves, or can be found in

the Harbor. ul

1Boston City Document No. 92-1872.



�>>9

�.  )+* &*0.,7  <1*&)�.,9 )+* �12*5�,)*,7*,)  5*2(�*7 )+')  ,.  

*33*0)�/* 4'!  +'7  !*)   **,  3.1,7  ).  &*2'5')*  )+*  *,*3�0�'(  8'))*5  

3.5 )+* &*4'-*  35.8 )+')  4+�0+ 4'&,%)� �+')  �,  .57*5 ).  +'/*  '  

&*4'-*  3'589 8.&)  .3 )+* 4')*5  +'7  ).   *  5*8./*7  ',7  &�,0*  �.&).,%&  

&*4'-*  4'&  +*'/�(!  4')*5  e)+* ��)!%& 4')*5  0.,&182)�.,  +'7  5*'0+*7  

)4�0*  )+* 2*5 0'2�)'  1&* .3 ".,7.,B  )+* 0.&) .3 5*8./�,-  �) 4.1(7  

 *  25.+� �)�/*�

�+*  $5*')  �).,*!  �5..:  4+�0+ 5',  )+5.1-+  '  ('5<*  2'5) .3 )+*  

��)!  4'&   *�,-  1&*7  !  &.8*  '& ',  .2*,  &*4*5 ',7  )+* ��)!  4'&  

3.50*7 ).  25.0**7  ).  0./*5  2'5)& .3 �) ./*5  05*')�,-  '  0.,71�)�

�+*  �*4*5  �!&)*8  .3 )+* ��)!  .3 �.&).,  3�5&) -5.4�,-  +'2 [

+'T'57(!9  )+*,  3.50*7 ).  0')0+  12 ).  )+* *33*0)& .3 )+* �.0+�)1')*  

�')*59  )+* �')*5  �(.&*)9  )+* 81()�)17*& .3 �88�-5',)&9  )+* ',,*E' [

)�.,  .3 �.E 15!9  �5�-+).,  ',7  �.50+*&)*59 ',7  )+* 45*,0+�,-  35.8 

)+* &*'  .3 -5*')  '05*& .3 8'7*  (',79  +'7  ,*/*5  )+* )�8*  3.5 3.54'57  

2(',,�,-  .5 )+.1-+)31( 0.,&�7*5')�.,�  �.4  .,  �*2)*8 *5  ��9  ���>9  

)+* �.88�))**  .,  �'0:  �'!  �5'�,'-*  &1 8�))*7  '  )+.1-+)31( ',7  

3.54'57 (..:�,-  5*2.5) ).  )+* �.'57  .3 	(7*58*,9

�.8*  &*0)�.,&  .3 )+* ��)!  4*5*   !  ,.4  /*5!  )+�0:(!  &*))(*7� 

�'57  �  +'7  '  2.21(')�.,  .3 >��  ).  )+* '05*� �1)  �.50+*&)*5  +'7  

.,(!  �  ',7  �*&)  �.E 15!  �  ',7  .,*�3�3)+� �) 4'&  ).  )+�& '5*'�

�*&)  �.E 15!9  �.50+*&)*5  ',7  �5�-+).,9  )+')  )+* ��)!  4.1(7  +'/*  

).  (..:  ).  ).  +.1&*  �)& *E2',&�.,�  �+*  �.88�))**  )15,*7 �)& 

2'5)�01('5 '))*,)�.,  ).  )+* �*&)  �.E 15!  ',7  �5�-+).,  ��&)5�0)&9 

',  '5*'  ('5-*5  �,  &�T* )+*,  )+* ��)!  25.2*5� �+*  �5..:&  *82)!�,-



123.

into the Muddy River drained an area of about 2,600 acres, one 

larger brook draining the territory as far as Chestnut Hill and 

the smaller draining the territory as far as Jamaica Pond. The 

Muddy drained into V7hat was at the time a part of the Charles 

River Basin, but which was to be filled in.

If the section then termed the City's suburb was to be 

developed, the drainage of the Muddy River had to be conveyed 

through sewers as would the human sewage. The Committee thought 

that a bad idea. The grade of Boston and Albany Railroad practi­

cally determined the grade at v;hich such sewers would have to enter 

the basin, as the reconstruction of numerous bridges for street 

crossing would make the raising of the grade of this railroad 

very expensive. (The law required that there be a distance of 

18 feet between the track and the bottom of bridges.). The grade 

of the sewer would be effective only at low tide and the system 

would face the same problem it did in the South End and Back Bay. 

Besides, the Committee pointed out, that the discharge of water 

(if two sewers - one for rainfall and one for human sewage were 

to be constructed) into the Basin might be beneficial for the 

River, it was already taking a great amount of human sewage, not 

only from Boson, but Newton and Watertown and Waltham. Better 

they reasoned, to take the drainage to Dorchester Bay and discharge 

it, not in the Bay, but into the channel of the Neponset River, 

between the Bay and Commercial Point, where it would be subjected 

to the action of both the tidal currents and also the scour of 

the Neponset R.iver.
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The Committee pointed out in its concluding paragraph, 

that this drainage system would be provided, by necessity, to 

adjoining towns over which it had no jurisdiction. It suggested 

that the City and its neighbors join in dividing these drainage 

areas into suitable districts, or "by which control, so far as 

the mutual interests of the city and of the towns, which relation 

to streets, water supply and sewerage, should be placed under 

commissioners having full power to devise and carry out such schemes 

as would be advantageous to the parties at interest."^ (The 

suggestion, put forth by Assistant City Engineer Henry M. Wightman, 

was to come to fruition some seventeen years later with the legisla­

tive creation of the Metropolitan Sewer District.).

^Boston City Document No, 92-1872.
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without any long lines composed of huge sewers or pumping works or 

flushing apparatus, the removal of the sewage from house to ebbing 

tide was rapid and complete; and "that is a perfect system.

They stated that the awful odor eminating from the Charles 

River Basin was not caused by sewage, but by stagnent water on 

the exposed mud banks, a condition caused by the filling in of 

the Back Bay by the Water Power Company. Indeed, when fresh 

water was allowed to run in, the odors disappeared. To those 

who claimed that the large amount of waste being drained into the 

Charles was forming shoals and enormous mud banks in its chanel 

and the river would soon be as the Thames is in London, they 

haughtily replied that although Boston would some day rival London 

in size and population, the analogy ended there.

As for the Stoney Brook, which was by then the receptacle 

of the drainage from most of the breweries and factories of 

Roxbury, and which at Parker Street drained into the flats of 

the full basin, that basin is the property of the Boston V7ater 

Power Company which is rapidly filling it in. The gravel filling 

has kept so far ahead of house construction, that the residents 

of the new area hardly smell anything at all. Faultless themselves, 

they could nevertheless find some fault with the Street Commissioners. 

It was imperative, they pointed out, that when streets are laid 

in new territory, that the avenues should be laid out along the 

valleys of the various water sheds, in order that the main sewers 

of those valleys may be most advantageously located and constructed.

^Ibid.
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They have been embarassed necessity of taking land

solely for sewer purposes (at a considerable expense) rather 

than wait in vain the action of the Street Commissioners.

The Committee on Sewers was equally displeased with the 

water Board. Why, they demanded to know, did the Water Board 

insist on supplying a copious amount of Cochituate water to 

new households in the City’s suburban limits, before they got 

there with the sewers? The soil in these areas was such that 

it could absorb the amount of well water used, but when the 

water pipes arrived, water usage surged, quickly saturating the 

soil, creating the uncomfortable and unhealthy condition of

waste water without drainage.
It is not recorded as to whether or not the Water Board

was intimidated, but the Board of Health was certainly not.

In a report to the Honorable City Council of December 17, 

1874, they called the attention of that body to the conditions 

of the old Roxbury Canal, crossing under Albany Street; to the 

Stoney Brook Sewer, discharging upon the Back Bay flats; and the 

Muddy Brook sewer, between Brookline Avenue and Downer St.

The tide in the canal was sluggish they pointed out, and 

the discharge of three or four sewers into it, leaves shallow 

water at low tide "through which the foul gases from the putrid 

bottom can be seen bubbling into the atmosphere."^ It is so 

bad, they stated, that in the streets around there, there is a

City of Boston Document No. 18.
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wanted to build a sewer to divert these waters and preserve the 

purity of the Pond. The sewer would start in Woburn, run in a 

south-easterly direction through VJinchester and into Medford 

and be discharged in the lower Mystic Pond, thus by passing 

the water supply.

The concern of the Board of Health was more convincing 

to the City Council than the assurances of the Sewer Commissioners. 

On February 23, 1875, the Board of Aldermen authorized the 

Mayor to appoint three civil engineers to report on the sewage 

of the City. The order was later amended to allow him, if he 

felt it expedient, to appoint two engineers and one person 

skilled in the subject of sanitary sciences.

As was the case with the investigations into a supply of 

pure water. Mayor Cobb (a quite popular man having been elected 

to office 19,191 votes to 568 for his opponent in 1873 and 

re-elected 16,874 to 835 in 1874) found three men of great 

distinction to study the matter, E.S. Chesbrough, C.E.; Moses 

Lane, C.E.; and Charles F. Folsom, M.D.

Ellis Sylvester Chesbrough had little school education 

before he was fifteen. He started work as an axe man on a 

surveying crew and ended as acting chief engineer of the 

Cinncinnati and Charleston Railroad. After trying farming for 

two years, he returned to Engineering on the construction of 

The Boston Providence Railroad, and then became Chief 

Engineer of the Western Section (Cochituate to Brookline) of 

the Boston Water Works.



130,

In 1849 he was named sole Water Commissioner for the 

new Works and in 1855 became the City's Chief engineer. But 

it was in Chicago where he accomplished the work for which 

he would be best remembered.

VThen he arrived in 1855, Chicago was a filth sodden town. 

Chesbrough raised the grade of the entire Town so that its 

sewage could be drained into Lake Michigan. He laid out the 

Chicago Sewer System, making it the first city in America to be 

systematically sewered. (The amount of filth carried into the 

Lake was so great as to endanger the purity of the water which 

was the City's supply. Chesbrough tunnelled two miles under the 

bed of the lake for a pure supply.). He also tunnelled under 

the Chicago River so that the traffic across it would not 

obstruct the navigation so necessary to the City's life. He was 

involved in every project so vital to that City at that stage 

of its existence.

Moses Lane was graduated C.E. from the University of Vermont 

in 1845. He spent most of the next years teaching, but was 

called by James P. Kirkwood, the chief engineer of the Brooklyn 

Water Works in 1856 to be his principal assistant. Joining 

Chesbrough in general engineering practice, he prepared plans 

for the water supply of Pittsburgh. In 1871 he was appointed Chief 

Engineer of the Milwaukee Water Works which he designed and 

constructed. He was called to Memphis, Tenn. to correct that 

city's drainage after yellow fever epidemic and constructed the 

water works of New Orleans and Kansas City.
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Charles Follen Folsom, M.D. was educated in the classical 

tradition and after graduating from Harvard in 1862, taught in 

Port Royal, S.C. for the Anti Slavery Society which later 

became the Freedman's Bureau. He decided to enter the medical 

profession and graduated from Harvard Medical School in 1870.

(His studies were interrupted due to travel and ill health).

Almost immediately he made a specialty of hygiene and mental 

disease , serving for a time at the famous McLean Assylum.

Folsom lectured on mental diseases at Harvard Medical during 

1879-82, and was an assistant professor there from 1882 to 1885.

He was equally accomplished in the two specialties of his 

practice, hygiene and mental health, and held a foremost place among 

the prominent New England practitioners. He was for eight years 

secretary to the Massachusetts State Board of Mental Health, and 

was a member of the first Metropolitan Sewer Commission. Folsom 

was an overseer of Harvard University from 1891 to 1903; a 

fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and of many 

other professional and learned societies. Folsom was a busy 

author, writing many papers and pamphlets dealing with hygiene, 

public health and mental diseases in clear, concise and convincing 

style.

The Commissioners started their book size report with 

dismissing out of hand any thought that the death rate of the 

city and its diseases were not caused by its poor systems cf 

sewage. Noting that while ,when the city was about seven hundred 

acres, the drainage posed no problem because it was so much 

diluted in a vast volume of water, the growth of the City
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�
in�various�directions�and�on�reclaimed�land�necessitated�the�

extension�of�a�plan�which�is�no�longer�suited�to�the�needs�of�

the�City.�The�filling�of�the�old�Mill�Pond�made�it�necessary�

to�extend�the�sewers�in�that�district�to�the�canal�and�when�

that�was�closed,�the�sewers�were�intercepted�by�a�main�which�

now�discharges�on�both�sides�of�the�City.�The�outlets�are�higher�

than�the�central�point�of�the�sewer�in�Haymarket�Square�causing�

disruption�in�that�whole�drainage�area.

The�South�Bay�district�contained�so�many�old�covered�

wharves,�the�Commissioners�noted,�that�the�tide�actually�ebbs�

and�flows�in�some�parts�of�it;�when�the�odors�from�the�sewage�

discharged�in�the�closed�basin�formed�by�the�Mill�Dam�and�the�

Cross�Dam�became�too�offensive,�the�sewer�was�extended�to�the�

Charles�River�to�keep�it�flushed�and�clean�and�the�sewers�had�to�be�

discharged�on�the�south�side�of�the�city�into�South�Bay,�causing�

flooding�in�cellars�during�storms�at�high�tide.�Summing�up�that�

part�of�the�report,�the�Commissioners�pointed�out�that�the�City�

had�now�many�acres�of�filled�in�flat�land�and�as�quickly�as�it�

was�created,�it�just�as�quickly�caused�a�problem�of�drainage,�

a�problem�which�many�Cities�had�had�from�the�beginning.

As�to�the�condition�of�the�sewers�themselves,�while�the�

modern�ones�were�constructed�of�good�material�and�well�built,�

there�was�no�pattern�to�them,�often�they�were�built�in�response�

to�an�emergency.�There�were,�in�the�City�proper,�thirty-two�

independent�sewer�districts,�the�principle�sfiwexLs�of�which�were�

built�in�different�years,�often�widely�apart�and�discharging�into�

separate�outlets.
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Directly under the manholes of the sewers (of which they 

noted there were enough to properly inspect the sewers) was a 

catch basin put there to prevent deposits that might obstruct 

the sewer. They can never be properly cleaned, the Commissioners 

said, and continually collect sewerage resulting in literally 

open mouthed cess pools. A system which would allow the sewage 

to be rapidly discharged would eliminate the necessity for them.

The Commissioners objected to the tide gate sewers of 

which the City had many since they were out of operation one half 

of the day. During the time that they were closed by the tide 

the sewage entering them built up leaving a slime on the sides 

of the pipes. At the time of the build up, noxious gases also 

built up and could be discharged from household faucets, 

expecially if heavy rain accompanied the high tide.

Some of the fault, they wished to add, was not that of the 

City's sewer system, but of house drains and cess pools and 

privies. Cess pools and privies might still be necessary in 

some parts of the City and when built with cement walls and 

properly cleaned (by the pneumatic method) are not harmful.

But if not properly built or cleaned, or filled in when they are 

no longer needed, they are a danger. As for house drains, they 

are sometimes made of pervious or ill-joined material allowing 

contamination of the soil and afterward of the air. If they 

are made of lead pipe, they often corrode and finally become 

perforated, allowing the discharge of sewer gases.
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As to the place of disposal of the sewage, (At this 

juncture of the report, it becomes clear that the three 

Commissioners were not making a report on the sewage of Boston 

alone, but of the Metropolitan District. It would do no good 

if Boston strived to keep the sewage out of the Charles River 

or far from the shore of Massachusetts Bay if other Towns were 

still dumping in the River and into the Harbor ), placing 

floats at six different places and following them as long and 

as best they could, would help determine the spot where the 

sewers should be discharged.

If the discharge was to be from Commercial Point, City 

Point or the Charles River below East Boston Bridge, sewage would 

be in large quantities even if discharged on the ebb tide, so it 

would return in considerable quantity by the next flood.

As far as discharging from Moon or Castle Island, if the 

discharge were done on the flood, the sewage would be deposited 

to a considerable degree on the flats of the Charles and Mystic 

Rivers or the Dorchester Bay and Quincy Bay flats, but if discharged 

at and immediately after high tide, it would generally go as far as 

Bell Buoy or Boston Light, with a certainty of not being a source 

of nuisance by the returning tide. The discharge there would be 

for the Cities lying south of Boston,

As far as the cities lying north of the Charles River, the 

only place that the sewage would be carried from the northern 

outlet out to sea by a rapid current was Shirley gut.
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As far as the intercepting sewer was concerned, it would 

discharge all the sewage from that part of Boston situated between 

the Charles and Neponset at the North.End of Moon Island. The 

main intercepting sewer would be located in nearly a direct line 

from Cottage Farm Station to the Neponset River near Savin Hill, 

to cross the river by a siphon, then to a sewer to be built 

along Squantum Beach and across Squantum Point to the end of 

Moon Island.

The grade of the sewer at Cottage Farm Station would be 

one foot below low tide, and the fall to Moon Island, twenty- 

five inches per mile. The sewer would be circular, nine feet 

in diameter until it reached Albany Street, nine feet by eleven 

(equal to a circle ten feet in diameter) from there to the 

pumping station and from the pumping station to the outlet at 

Moon Island, at first ten feet by twelve (equal to a circle of 

eleven feet in diameter) and finally twelve feet by thirteen 

thus enlarging the storage capacity of the outfall sewer.

The siphon under the Neponset would be six feet in 

diameter and fifteen hundred feet long. While it was proposed 

to build it of wrought iron, properly protected from salt water, 

further surveys and borings might show that it would be more 

permanent and less expensive to build a brick tunnel laid in 

Portland cement with iron ribs to strengthen the masonary.

Chambers would be placed in each end of the siphon for connecting 

a second one if ever needed. At the outlet of Moon Island there 

would be a reservoir to hold twenty-five million gallons, somewhat 

more than the usual amount of sewage discharged in twenty four
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V

The cost of the sewers recommended for the south side of the Charles 

River would be $3,746,500. and for those of the district north 

of the Charles, $2,804,564.

(There was an immediate remonstrance to the plan by twenty- 

eight citizens. They objected to the cost, questioned the need, 

and doubted the pumping station).

On June 12th, the Joint Special Committee on a System of 

Improved Sewage for the City of Boston reported its response to 

the Commissioners recommendations. A serious mistake was made 

it conceded, by fixing at too low a grade those portions of the 

City wheih had been reclaimed from the sea. Since the sewage 

had for so long been discharged into the basin (Back Bay) and 

the grade of much of the Town has been geared to that, the 

filling in of the basin had resulted in the grade of som.e of the . 

City being too low. The problem had been rectified in the ter­

ritory of the Church, Suffolk and Northampton districts at the 

cost of several million dollars. The nuisance had not been 

abated however, but only transferred to some other parts of the 

City, the drainage going through tide-locked sewers which emptied 

at some different points along the waterfront, frequently depos­

iting the sewage on the flats at low water, causing an intolerable 

stench.

Pointing out that the drainage was discharged at 100 points 

along the waterfront, sometimes at low tide where it would settle 

on the mud and sometimes at flood tide where it often washed back 

in, the Committee reminded its readers that the sewage had so built 

up in the Roxbury Canal that it became necessary to dredge there. 

That the stench and nozious gases
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eminating from the sewage were a source of ill health, they 

had no doubt. They traced the course of the proposed inter­

cepting sewer on the north from its start in Cambridge at the north 

end of the approach to Brookline bridge, through Waverly Street to the 

Boston & Albany Branch Railroad, to Charlestown, thence to 

Cambridge and Alford streets to the Mystic River, crossing both 

the Mystic River and the Chelsea Creek by a siphon to Breed's 

Island and across the island along the northerly foot of Breed's 

Hill and another siphon across the inlet to Winthrop and finally 

to an outlet at Point Shirley.

The plan, they said was bold and expensive, but boldness was 

needed and the more than $3,000,000 that it would cost was not top 

much to pay for the relieving of such a danger to the health and 

welfare of the City and its inhabitants. They recommended the 

adoption of the plan of Chesbrough, Folsom and Lane.

On July 12, 1877 the City Council passed an order authorizing 

the City Treasurer to borrow the Siam of three million seven hundred 

and twelve thousand dollars. The plans for the improved sewer 

system had been drawn by the City Engineer, Joseph P. Davis and 

the necessary authority obtained from the Massachusetts Legisla­

ture in Chapter 136 of the Acts of 1876. But the City Engineer 

took liberty to change some of the Commission's plans, and to 

consequently to increase the scope and cost of the project.

Engineer Davis declaring it did not seem in variance 

with the spirit of the Commissioners'report, considered four 

points for the discharge of the drainage; Spectacle Island,

Thompson's Island, Castle Island and Moon Island. Because he
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Up to this point in time, the superintendency of the 

sewers, both building and maintaining, had been held by the 

Board of Aldermen. But Ordinance dictated that the charge of 

City Property, and completed sewers had been ruled such by the Supreme 

Judicial Court, was the joint business of the Aldermen and Common 

Council, the City Council, It was decided that the Aldermen would 

remain in charge of the construction and the City Council would have 

jurisdiction over maintenance. The City Council would annually 

vote for a superintendent, who, it was hoped, would be in charge 

of the duties of both construction and maintenance. ,

While the building of the needed system of intercepting 

sewers had accomplished much of what it was hoped it would, there 

was still a great deal to be done in the system. Old wooden sewers 

still existed,, particularly in the North and VJest Ends and they 

were continually leaking. The wooden flume from Squantum to Moon Island 

was, in the opinion of the Superintendent, the weak point in the 

system. He feared that it was liable to burst at any time and 

cause an enormous nuisance along the shore. He wished to build 

a new conduit in its place.

The changing political control of the City isapparent in 

the positive response of the Mayor and Alderman and Common Council 

to Superintendent Thomas J. Young's request for more money. The 

order increasing his salary from three thousand five hundred dollars 

to five thousand was signed by Patrick J, Donovan, Chairman of 

the Board of Aldermen, D.F. Barry, President of the Common Council,

Hugh O'Brien, Mayor and J.H. O'Neil, City Clerk.
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Rolls qualified for the job that they were doing. Five came 

by and were certified, but when the other seven appeared on 

a subsequent payroll, the Civil Service Commission informed 

the Mayor of the alleged illegality.

In response, the Superintendent said that he was trying 

to obey both the letter and spirit of the then experimental 

law, and that since the Commissioners could not, to his know­

ledge, supply the men he needed, he hired twelve young men to 

do such things as take measurements by rod, gauge, or tape, 

keeping accurate records of same, etc. Jobs the laborers on 

the Civil Service list could not do, Perkins maintained. As 

why only five men came by to be certified, the explanation was 

simple, the other seven had completed the task for which they 

were assigned and had been let go. That they were still on the 

payroll book reflected work they had done and not as yet been 

paid for. The Board of Aldermen were satisfied and ordered the 

Civil Service complaint laid on the table.



145,

Chapter XII

The time, money and energy spent on the building of the 

very successful improved sewerage (Main Drainage Works), and 

the almost insatiable demand for sewers in the developing 

sections of the City, had led, in the opinion of the Super­

intendent, to the neglect of many of Boston's old sewers which 

he was sure, decreased efficiency of the whole system.

In his report submitted to City Council on January 28, 1888, 

he listed the present conditions of the sewers in each district 

of the City and the work that had been done the previous year 

and what was to be done in the future.

The East Boston area had been furnished with sewers in 

about nine-tenths of its territory, and while these in the 

uplands were in good condition, those in the lower section were 

not. Mostly built of wood, they had sunk and had been badly 

disordered and were constantly filling with silt. They discharged 

directly into the water, making the docks filthy. Since they did 

not have tide gates, the water backed up the sewer when the tide 

came in and often flooded cellars. That problem, he noted, could 

not be entirely obviated, even with a system of low-grade 

intercepting sewers, and he urged that the law that no cellars 

or basements be built below the elevation of high water be strictly 

enforced.

Two large wooden sewers had been replaced with ones 

substantially built of brick. He felt the plan of the Metro­

politan Drainage Commission that would have the City build 

intercepting sewers which would convey the sewage to a point
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Charles Morton stated,all be replaced.

The same condition of out of repair wooden sewers obtained 

in South Boston. In Dorchester, the small branch sewers and 

main sewers constructed some years ago in the more populous parts 

of the district were in good order, but the sewers in the portion 

of the district newly developed were too small. The problem lies 

in the lack of planning for future growth. While the sewers were 

large enough when built, the constant adding to them of lines ren­

dered them too small. One sewer in Commercial Street had a terri­

tory of 710 acres which would naturally drain into it and that 

large area was increased 760 acres by the construction of a tunnel 

through Centre Stree and over into the Stoney Brook Water shed, to 

take the drainage from land as far as Blue Hill Avenue and Oakland

Garden.

Morton predicted that the ultimate development of 

Dorchester will involve the extension of the interupting sewer, 

now built as far as Commercial Point, up the Neponset Valley, to 

intercept the sewage now emptying into the Neponset River, and to 

take care of the upper districts when they shall be supplied with 

sewers. No satisfactory disposal of the sev/age of that part of 

Dorchester, he continued, bordering upon the Neponset River can 

be had until that sewer is built.

Unlike his dissatisfaction with the sewer system in other 

parts of the City, Morton was most pleased with the conditions in 

' Roxbury, commenting that the sewers were well built of either 

brick or pipe and well designed. Attention had been paid to making
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their size correspond with the amount of sewage to be carried. The 

main sewers followed the line of old brooks which had been filled 

up, and the water which had formerly flowed in them was now 

flowing in the sewers. With the exception of extensive changes that 

must be made in the sewers of the VJard Street district because of 

the removal of the main sewer from Parker Street, no new work 

of any importance would be needed for a number of years. The 

number of small sewers ordered to be built by the Board of 

Aldermen, Morton remarked, had not been done owing to lack of 

appropriation.

All sewers in the Brighton area were relatively new, the 

district having no sewers prior to 1878, but they too v;ere 

constructed too small and without regard to the drainage areas.

The value of land there had increased so much that the owners 

wished to get theirs on the market immediately. To that end 

they planned to fill in all marshy areas and constantly asked 

the Superintendent for permission to drain into the sewers. It 

would be impossible to admit the brooks and the consequent storm 

water into any sewer in Brighton constructed prior to this year, 

he maintained.

As for the future, the outlet sewers which now empty into 

the Charles are intended to be interrupted by the Main Drainage 

sewer for the Charles River Valley and that work should be prose­

cuted during the present year.

The Superintendent found West Roxbury, in comparison to 

its size, almost bereft of sewers. There was a main sewer built 

in Washington Street as far as Roslindale, but very few tributary 

sewers had been constructed. Some of the area would not need
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to the subject of ventilation. The system then existent was

simply to have holes in the covers of manholes, so that sewer

gas could escape from them. „ covers were located in

front Of a dwelling, complaints would surely follow and demand that

a Closed cover be substituted. To the suggestion that the sewer

be ventilated using the same system as is used for subways, he

reported that that method had not been tried and proved. The

assumption of certain data, such as the requisite velocities,

volume of air needed, co-efficients, etc, has, Morton believed,

to be made from the data gained in the ventilation of mines with 

certain modifications.

His own investigations of the matter made him conclude that 

there were only two proper methods of ventilating the sewer system.

(1) a number of small vents which would be carried above the house 

tops by means of pipe ventilation, or (2) the establishment of a 

ventilating plant at the outlet of a system, as being the only 

point capable of furnishing a single vent for the whole system.

The first method, while perhaps the best, since it would cause 

more rapid changes in the air in the sewers, would be very expensive. 
The second, not withstanding the fact that it would require considera­

ble power to reverse the natural flow of the gases, could be operated 

at a comparatively small expense. This method could be readily 

adapted for the Main Drainage Sustem by locating a plant at the Old

Harbor Point Pumping Station where there are all the appliances for 

the manufacturing of steam present.
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Superintendent Morton concluded his lengthy and detailed 

report with a discussion of a problem which had plagued the system 

since its inception - sewer assessments.

The method of assessment then in existence was based on 

the size of the sewer being drained into and the actual cost 

of building the sewer, factors, terrain for instance, making 

such cost variable. Mortion objected to it and suggested that 

a uniform rate per square foot of land benefitted, or a 

uniform cost per linear foot of sewer could be established, 

based upon the average cost of sewers already built, which would 

yield and amount equal to the revenue to the City and be more 

equitable and satisfactory to those assessed.

Morton conceded that the question of assessments was an 

important one and suggested a special committee of the Committee 

on Sewers of the Alderman, the Corporation Council and the Super­

intendent of Sewers, to take the matter under consideration.

1
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The water had indeed arrived, but the Boston Water Works 

were far from completed. Upon the shutting down of the project 

for the winter of 1848, the Water Commissioners reported that the 

Reservoirs on Beacon Hill and on Telegraph Hill in South Boston 

had as yet not been completed, the distribution pipes in South 

Boston and in a few streets in the City Proper had not as yet been 

laid, and a large portion of the service pipes in Boston had not 

as yet been done. Still, they hoped that all would be accomplished 

by the close of the coming season, hopefully by the 1st of November, 

1849. The law which created the Water Commission stipulated that 

the service of the Commissioners would terminate three years after 

the Act became effective or upon the completion of the works, which­

ever came first. It also allowed for extension of that body if the 

works took more than three years. Early in 1849, the Commissioners 

asked and received from the City Council an extension of eight months.

Although the works were incomplete, the Commissioners and the 

City Government were convinced that the problems of an adequate supply 

of pure, fresh water into the City had been solved for many years 

to come. They could not envision any other result from the long and 

arduous effort. They were wrong. Rather than being an end, even 

one temporary, to the supplying of the City, it was barely a begin­

ning and the City would struggle for the next forty years in an 

always precarious and sometimes desperate effort to keep up with 

an astounding growth in demand for the water, a combination of 

unprecedented growth in population and scandalous wa_ste- Boston's 

daily per capita use of water would become the highest of any city in
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the�world.

Those�who�lost�the�battle�to�have�the�city�select�the�source�

they�thought�best,�were,�in�the�end�to�win.�For�the�sources�now�

disregarded,�and�others,�would�eventually�be�tapped.

The�cost�of�the�works�now�was�exceeding�even�the�most�pess­

imistic�estimate�of�those�who�most�feared�its�economic�effect�

on�the�City.�They�proposed�that�the�building�of�the�Reservoir�on�

Telegraph�Hill�be�postponed�so�that�the�debt�would�grow�no�further.

The�Commissioners�said�no,�the�Reservoir�on�Beacon�Hill,�as�large�

as�it�would�be,�was�not�large�enough�to�supply�the�whole�City,�and�

if�a�Reservoir�was�to�be�built�in�the�old�part�of�Boston,�its�cost�

would�be�much�greater�than�on�the�cheaper�land�in�South�Boston.

The�Commissioners�were�still�having�trouble�in�settling�some�

claims�for�damage�on�property�they�had�taken�by�their�power�of�

eminent�domain,�and�asked�the�City�Council�to�go�to�the�Legislature�

to�get�permission�to�allow�them�to�go,�in�the�case�of�those�who�

would�not�settle,�to�the�Court�of�Common�Pleas,�there�to�have�a�

Commissioner�appointed�to�determine�the�proper�amount�of�damages.

So�far,�they�reported,�they�had�spent�$3,448,762.85�and�est­

imated�the�cost�of�completing�the�two�reservoirs�would�be�$537,212.00.�

As�in�other�sections�of�the�city.�East�Boston�was�growing�as�immigrants�

continued�to�flood�in.�By�1849,�the�population�stood�at�9,130�-�

1,780�families�living�in�1,217�houses.�Their�need�for�water�could�

no�longer�be�ignored,�Mr.�Chesbrough�was�asked�to�determine�the�

best�route�and�estimate�the�cost.�He�picked�several�as�satisfactory,�

all�of�which�would�take�the�water�by�iron�pipes,�supported�on
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wooden piers, across the Charles and Mystic rivers and the channel 

between Chelsea and East Boston. His estimation of the cost was 

$397,508.02 (because of.the necessity of crossing the wa'ter, he 

added 20% instead of the usual 101 for contingencies and the cost 

would be held down by the gift of the East Boston Company of an 

acre of land sufficent in height for a reservoir). The council 

approves an appropriation of $400,000.00, and felt the project 

should go ahead despite the obstacles it faced.

From its relatively humble conception, the Beacon Hill Reservoir 

was becoming a massive work. It was 199 feet, three inches on Dearne 

Street, 182 feet, 11 inches long on Temple, almost 192 on Hancock 

and stretched over 200 feet on Mt. Vernon. The foundation which would 

support the basin and thus the water was almost finished. Its lateral 

walls which would retain the water would be 12 feet with the face of 

the extension walls on the street, The Reservoir would stand over 15 

feet high and the basin would hold to 2,678,961 wine gallons, and its 

main horizontal section would equal 28.014 square feet. The level on 

the top of the water would be 122^ feet above marsh level, or the 

high water mark, and run about 7 inches upon the 20 inches of coping 

at the top, or 14 feet, and 7 inches above the bottom of the basin.

The minimum level of the Brookline Reservoir would be Ih feet below 

this line.

Before the end of the year after the water had arrived, the 

Commissioners were able to report that they had laid 75 miles of 

pipes, ranging in size from 4 inches to the 36 inch main from Brookline 

to the City, including 11,483 service pipes laid in Boston, and
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the sewage to Moon island by gravity. Here it would be pumped 

up into the two storage reservoirs,there to be held until 

the proper flow of the tide allowed to be discharged into the 

Harbor to be taken out into Massachusetts Bay on the receding 

tide. In theory an effective way to dispose of the waste, in 

practice, less so.

Continued extension of the High Pressure Service was also 

paramount and Tremont Street was connected to that service in 

1918. The number of High Service hydrants in the business 

district now stood at 188.

The report of the Department of Public Works in 1923 

stated that there was 994.66 miles of common and connecting 

sewers laid in 587.86 miles of streets and that the Calf Pasture 

pumping station had pumped no less than 32,276,342 gallons of 

sewerage in 1922 at a cost a little above $150,000.

Although, "motor vehicles" by 1924 predominated, a goodly 

number of horses were still used by both the Water and Sewer 

Division. As it had been to his predecessors, the $1,000,000 

appropriated annually by the City for Sewer work was inadequate 

the Division Engineer stated, especially in view of inflation.

He need 501 more.

Slowly but inexorably the beginning years of the deepening 

depression was bringing all work on the system to a halt.

In 1930, only three and one third miles of new sewer line was 

laid and less than eight of water pipe. Anticipating the Public 

Works that would soon be financed from Washington, Mayor Curley
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sought permission from the Legislature to borrow $3,000,000 

for the modernizing of the Sewer System and to put as many 

men to work as he could. He pointed out that the scheme would 

only add a few pennies to the tax^rate.

During many years of the history of both the Water and 

Sewer Works the City had been forced to react, with little 

or no real planning, to continued growth of the City. Where 

people went, water and sewer must go, and hopefully first. As 

a result, particularly in the case of the High Service, there 

were many dead end lines. The construction of the tunnel to 

East Boston and the widening of Cross Street provided the 

Water Division with the opportunity to tie many of these dead

ends.
President Roosevelt's efforts to ease the unemployment 

caused by the Depression resulted in most of the work of the 

Water Division in 1937 being done not by the Department of the 

Public Works but by the Work Projects Administration, the Water 

Division merely acting in the capacity of Supervising Engineer. 

The 2,500 men employed by the DPW in 1938 was the lowest number 

employed since the Department had been established.

More of the slowly disappearing from view Stoney Brook, this 

time a section in West Roxbury, was covered over by the WPA.

One of the steam pumps at Calf Pasture was beyond repair 

and it was decided to replace it with an electric one. The 

new machinery worked so well, the Commissioner considered re­

placing the other steam pump with an electric one also. The 

operation of the steam pipe took eight men. The newly created 

Water Income Division reported a surplus of $654,998.45 instead
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of the deficits that had prevailed in previous years. The 

method used to collect delinquent accounts was to lower the 

water pressure of the culprit, not so far as to endanger 

health, but low enough to make things uncomfortable.

In 1942, the Water Division was further restructured to 

include Water, Engineer, and Distribution Branches and a 

Business Office. Just as it had done in the years of the 

Depression, the advent of the second World War virtually halted 

all construction and much maintenance activity in both the 

Water and Sewer Works as more and more men were given leaves 

of absence to go off to War. Much work was contracted out, but 

the private contractors had their own problems obtaining the 

necessary menand material. The situation held some irony since 

the cause of the shortage of men and material, the War, also 

created an increased demand for water and sewer services as 

government agencies and the private sector expanded in the 

War effort. The lack of work and the increased prosperity 

brought on by the War resulted in a surplus in the Water Division 

of $1,350,224.10 in 1944.
By War's end a great amount of maintenance work had accumulated 

and those veterans who choose to return to the Water and Server 

Division were put to work immediately. It was assumed that 

the dismantling of the War effort would decrease the demand for 

extention of the Works, but the great post-war desire of couples 

to own a home of their own resulted in large scale building in 

areasof the City heretofore only sparsely settled. Once again, 

the Water and Sewer Divisions found themselves in a period 

of expansion.
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�

The�Engineer�of�the�Sewer�Department�was�pleased�to�note�

in�his�1948�Annual�Report�to�the�Commissioner�of�Public�Works�

that�the�plans�for�the�Sewage�Treatment�Plant�at�the�Calf�

Pasture�were�almost�ready.

In�1889�the�Massachusetts�Legislature�had�created�a�Metro-�

p-olitan�Sewage�District�as�a�companion�of�the�Metropolitan�

Water�District.�By�1895�the�Sewer�District�had�extended�the
I

Boston�Main�Drainage�System�to�communities�on�the�North�of�

the�City�and�constructed�interceptor�sewers,�pumping�facilities�

and�an�outfall�on�Deer�Island.�The�Metropolitan�system�was�

now�uUi;ij..iiig�uucreateu�sewage�into�the�Bay�on�the�North�from�Deer�

Island�and�the�City�of�Boston�equally�treated�waste�on�the�

South�from�Moon�Island.�The�situation�festering�like�its�

products,�was�becoming�intolerable.�A�third�system�of�sewer�

outfalls�was�built�off�Nut�Island�in�1904�compounding�the�

almost�systematic�polluting�of�the�Harbor.

In�1940,�the�Massachusetts�Legislature�passed�Chapter�598�

which�authorized�the�City�of�Boston�to�build�a�Treatment�Plant�

at�Calf�Pasture.�The�war�interfered.�In�1950,�Mayor�John�B.�

Hynes�returned�George�Hyland�as�Commissioner�of�Public�Works�

after�a�five�year�absence�from�that�position.�All�Hyland�

had�of�the�proposed�Treatment�Plant�was�a�set�of�plans.�Plans�

he�did�not�like.�The�existing�Act�authorizing�the�Treatment�

Plant�by�then�called�for�construction�to�start�not�later�than�

April�1,�1950�and�that�it�be�completed�by�July�of�1955.�To�

comply�with�the�law,�Hyland�did�some�token�work�at�the�Calf�

Pasture,�but�little�else�owing,�he�said,�"to�the�unavailability
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of the appropriation."

Hyland realized, as did others, that a partial solution to the 

pollution of the harbor was no solution at all. It called for a 

metropolitan effort. The Metropolitan District Commission built two 

deep rock tunnels in 1952, one to bring the raw sewage to Nut Island 

where a treatment plant was built. In 1968, a second treatment plant 

was built on Deer Island fed from the other rock tunnel. Except for 

emergency use during extreme wet weather, the Moon Island outfall is no 

longer used. This source and overflow from combined storm water and 

sewage sources, particularly affecting Dorchester Bay, the Charles and 

Neponset Rivers and the Inner harbor remain sources of Pollution yet, but 

suggestions have been made that a series of stormwater treatment stations 

would eliminate that situation.

Following activation of the Deer Island Treatment Plant and the opera­

tion of year round chlorination, several beaches in Winthrop were re-opened 

and commercial shell fish harvesting in the area was once more allowed.

The idea of a Metropolitan agency for the supplying of water and 

the disposal of waste proved irresistable. The Metropolitan District 

Commission would eventually supply water, all or part of their need, 

to Thirty-four cities and towns and dispose of the waste of forty-three, 

most having both services. But, like its ancestor, the Boston Water 

Works, the Metropolitan Water Works found the demand constantly threatening 

to outstrip the supply.

The Commission, which also has a Park Service and a Police Force, had
/

finished its works to take water from the Wachusetts River in 1908. but 

this source was soon inadequate as more cities and towns joined the system 

and demand increased. A permanent solution, it was felt at the time, would
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structured in 1955, with all functions of the Street Laying out and Street 

Commissioners having any connection with the Water and Sewer Works being 

transferred to the Department of. Public Works.

The architects, engineers and builders who had put thousands of tons 

of buildings on piles driven through the filled in land of the Back Bay 

thought of it as that, man made land, but to Nature it was still a Bay. 

There was constant danger that the water level would fall below the tops 

of the wooden piles, piles indestructable as long as they were sub­

merged, but quick to rot if not. It was a situation that bore watching 

and indeed the Trinity Church in Copley Square, had a Water Level 

Committee for just that purpose.
Some time between 1929 and 1933, the Committee concluded that the 

City's sewer on St. James Avenue was contributing to the fluctuating water 

level beneath their magnifleant church. To alleviate the problem, the 

city installed a weir and a butterfly gate in the sewer. Meticulous re­

cords kept by the Water Committee indicated that over the years the water 

level was generally satisfactory, but not so when the gate was open for a 

protracted time. The Water Divisions solution to the problem was to store 

water in the Boylston Street surface drain to replace water under the 

church as needed.
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Chapter XVI

The hurricane winds of the not so gentle lady called Diane, were 

predicted to hit Boston. They did not, but the storms rain did. In

thirty six hours on August 18 and 19, 1955, eleven and ninety four

hundreds inches of rain deluged the city. In one twenty four hour period 

of those two days, over eight inches fell. Despite the size they had 

grown to over the years, the storm drains and separate sewer were unable 

to cope with that amount of water. In the reverse of what was supposed 

to happen, water began to run out of sewers and drains rather than into

them. Extensive areas of the South End, Back Bay and Roxbury (the low

lands which had always given trouble), were flooded. The Water Division 

was hard pressed to help everyone but with the help of every pump they 

could get from Contractors, the Civil Defense Agency and the Fire Department 

they managed to pump many out.

The large taskforce of men and machinery had hardly finished that 

emergency assistance when the Charles and Neponset Rivers and Mother 

Brook reached their crest, flooding the Island section of Hyde Park and 

Belnel Village in Dorchester. In some places water reached seven feet 

in depth. It was deep enough in the village to require rowboats to rescue 

residents.
Cellars in those sections could not be pumped out until the water 

receded. An attempt was made to lower the depth of flow on the 

Neponset and Mother Brook by cleaning diebris from the crest of the Union 

Waste Paper Mill in Dedham, from Jenkins Dam and the upstream side of the 

Central Avenue bridge, both in Dorchester Lower Mills. The owners of the 

Jenkins Dam and the Walter Baker Dam were induced to raise the day sluices 

to their full openings in order to lower the depth upstream.
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supervisor for each of the divisions and a foreman for the garage in 

each area.

Up to that time, tax exempt property was being afforded the sewerage 

service free on charge. In 1962, the City Council passed an ordinance 

charging each of those estates discharging into the City's Sewers at the 

rate of $1.00 per cubic foot of water used.

In the early part of the 1960's, Boston was in the midst of a building 

boom and that presented an opportunity. For years there had been an on­

going attempt to convert those sewers being used for both water and sewer 

discharge to a separate system, one for waterandone for sewage, but, 

a substantial, area of the City still had a combined system that had 

not been converted because of the cost to the property owners of changing 

their plumbing to accomodate the separate systems. Now, with large sections 

of the City being demolished for renewal, particularly the Old West End, 

separate systems could be easily built and that was done even in those 

sections where no Works would be needed until a later date. This method 

would also save money when the anticipated tying in of the Metropolitan 

District Sewer took place.

By the decade of the 1960's, Bostons Sewer Works, had grown to 1,303.19 

miles of common sewers and 40.93 of interceptors; pumping stations at the 

Calf Pasture, Union Park Street. Symphony Station, Summer Street and 

Sullivan Square. The p umping station at the Calf Pasture was raising 

27,813,000,000 gallons, an average of 76,000,000 gallons of waste each 

day at a cost of $7,240,000.

The Water Works had 1,045.5 miles of pipes including 18.64 

miles of High Pressure Fire Service, ranging in size from 48 inches and 

included gates valves, hydrants and other appurtenances.

After some years of debate as to its location and financial feasibility



202

a three-level garage with a capacity for automobiles was being constructed 

under Boston Common. The Contractor, The Foundation Company of New 

York, had piled excavated dirt some twenty-three feet high on the base­

ball field there. The weight proved too much for the 42 inch main below 

the surface. On Thursday morning, April 21, 1960, it gave way, denying 

water to a large section of the City. The contractor worked around the 

clock and had nomal service restored by 3:00 a.m. on Saturday, the 

3rd. The expense, with the exception of $6,000 paid by the City was borne 

by the culprit.

As the Federally sponsored Works Project AdmlDlstratlon played a 

hand in the Water and Sewer Works during the depression. Federal 

agencies, looking to refurbish urban areas, would again play a role.

In 1965, using an interest free loan of $211,220.28 granted to the City 

by the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the Department of 

Public Works commissioned the Engineering firm of Camp, Dresser and 

McKee to develop the first comprehensive plan for the upgrading of its 

system of disposing of sewage, including elimination of its contribution 

to the pollution of the Harbor and adjoining waters from its combined sewers.

The consultants offered four alternatives:

1. Complete separation of all sanitary sewage and storm drainage 
systems

2. Construction of chlorination detention tanks
3. Construction of surface holding tanks
4. Construction of the aeep tunnel plan.

The last one was judged the most efficient and least costly.

It would involve the construction of deep rock storage tunnels, 

shafts, transmission tunnels, surface connections, and a main pumping station 

on Deer Island. Using this method, the sewage and storm water would be 

disposed of well off shore into the Atlantic Ocean, thereby eliminating the 

pollution of Boston Harbor and adjacent waters. The cost would be enormous, almost
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one�half�a�billion�dollars,�but�the�City�would�have�to�pay�only�

$30,000,000�the�rest�coming�from�the�Federal�and�State�Govern­

ments.�The�initial�construction�would�be�that�of�a�Main�

Interceptor�and�Tributory�Conduit,�a�South�Boston�Pollution�

Control�Conduit,�and�the�East�Side�Interceptor�and�the�cost�

would�be�$37,850,000�of�which�the�City�would�be�responsible�

for�$20,800,000.

At�the�midway�point�of�the�1960's,�consumption�of�water�in�

Boston�had�risen�to�210�gallons�per�capita�daily.�Using�a�HUD�

grant�of�$900,000�the�Department�of�Public�Works�asked�their�

consulting�engineers�to�draw�plans�and�specifications�for�

two�36-inch�mains�to�be�built,�one�in�Charlestown�and�one�in�

Dorchester.

(The�system�that�finally�evolved�from�the�planning�and�

consulting�of�both�the�City�of�Boston�and�the�Metropolitan�District�

Commission�takes�the�sewage�from�Boston�Proper,�South�Boston,�

parts�of�Roxbury�,�Dorchester�and�West�Roxbury�to�the�Deer�Island�

plant�where�it�is�pretreated,�primarily�treated,�chlorinated�

and�discharged.�Sewage�from�Brighton,�Hyde�Park,�and�parts�of�

Roxbury,�Dorchester�and�West�Roxbury�flow�into�the�Metropolitan�

System�and�after�being�treated�at�the�Nut�Island�Treatment�Plant�

is�discharged)�.

(A�small�portion�of�the�Dorchester�and�Milton�sewage�in�the�

Metropolitan�Sewage�Area,�lying�at�an�elevation�too�low�to�drain�

into�the�Metropolitan�High�Level�Sewer�is�discharged�through�the�

Boston�Main�Drainage�System).
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Chapter XVII

V

One hundred and forty years had passed_since that Saint 

Patrick's day in 1837 when on Petition of the City oi ouston, 

the Great and General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 

had enacted a law creating a Commission of three to look into 

the locating and procuring a supply of pure, fresh water for 

its Capital City. On July 18, 1977, in response to a home 

rule petition initiated by Mayor Kevin H. White and approved 

by the Boston City Council, the Legislature passed in its 

final form chapter 436 of the General Laws. That law created 

the Boston Water and Sewer Commission.

The new Commission like the old, would be made up of three 

Commissioners, and like the ones which evolved from the first 

Commission, would have the exclusive responsibility and matching 

power to operate the Boston Water Works and the Boston Sewer 

Works.
John S. Howe, Chairman of the Commission, Melvin B. Miller, 

Vice Chairman of the Commission and Michael J. Rotenberg, 

Commissioner, were chosen by the Mayor with the approval of the 

City Council to be the latest successors of Hale, Treadwell 

and Baldwin. The term of the Commissioners was to be four 

years, each one staggered. All three would have to be residents 

of the City, one to have extensive experience in the world of 

business, and one in the field of accounting and finance.

The Commissioners were to appoint an Executive Director and 

they chose Charles Scales as the first one. The Commissioners 

also appointed a Treasurer, a Chief Engineer and such other 

officers as they deemed appropriate.
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living conditions it is essential that the City maintain a 

sound, economical and efficient water supply and distribution 

system and sanitary sewerage system. . . 11


