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For the fi rst fi fty years of Fairbank’s history, there 
was no need to worry about a public water system. 
Everyone had their own well. Around the turn of 
the century, a disastrous fi re wiped out a block of 
businesses on the south side of Main St., from 1st 
St. west to the river. The loss was estimated to be 
$10,000.00 Water for fi re fi ghting became a concern.

A cistern like reservoir was dug in the middle of the 
intersection of Main St. and 2nd Street that fi lled with 
rain water as it ran down Main St. and 2nd, St. When 
there was a fi re, the hand pulled fi re cart was pulled to 
the cistern and fi lled, then pulled to the fi re.

At an election on March 25, 1901, the council was 
authorized to “establish and construct a water tank 
system within the town boundaries and to issue bonds 
to be used in paying for such water works system”. A 
committee was formed to gather information.

That summer, work began on the water works system. 
J. L. White & Co. was hired to do the work. They 
chose to install an air compressor lift system. A long 
brick building was constructed beside the building 
that now houses the Flower Shop. The building 
housed a 13,000 gallon horizontal steel tank, a well, a 
pump, a large gas engine and an air compressor. The 
tank had two gauges, one for showing the water level 
and the other the air pressure. The pump lifted water 
from the well, excess over consumption, was stored 
in a single air pressure tank. Air was pumped into 
the tank, by air pump about once a week. Water was 
forced into the main.

When the system was completed and in operation, 
the city agreed to accept it. They held back $500.00 
for a period of three months and if it proved to be 
satisfactory, they would pay the balance. There 
seemed to be some skepticism about whether the 
system would work.

Mr. M. C. Ombre was hired for a year at a salary 
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of $500.00, to operate the water works plant, light 
the street lights, tap mains, put in curb boxes, make 
connections, take care of the books, etc.

When the water works system was completed and 
put into use, in 1903, the cistern in the middle of the 
intersection was fi lled in and a fl ag pole was base in 
the intersection. When Main St. was surfaced in 1947, 

the fl ag pole was removed and placed on the lot east of 
the Post Offi  ce.

There were fi ve blocks of main on the east side of the 
river and about fi ve blocks on the west side. A water 
district was established which extended 300 ft. on 
either side of the main. All property owners within 
the water district were assessed a water tax. All those 
outside the district were exempt at fi rst; the water 
from this system was used mainly for sprinkling the 
dirt streets and for fi re fi ghting. There were thirteen 
hydrants along the way.

The fi rst main across the river was placed in a boxed-
in container laid on the bridge. This container was 
fi lled with a fi brous material that was meant to prevent 
freezing, but every winter, there was freezing problem. 

Later, the main was laid under the river, where it 
remained for almost a century until 1999, when a 
major fl ood washed it out. A big yellow fi re hose laid 
across the bridge and carried water to residents on the 
west side of the river all that summer while the main 
was being laid back under the river.

As years went by, water mains were extended out into 
the residential areas.

Rates were pretty reasonable. In 1922, the public 
school was billed $195.00 for water used from 
September 1917, when the school opened to April 1, 
1922. Water rates for garages were set at $18.00 per 
year and fi lling stations, independent of garages were 
set at $6.00 per year to be paid every six months.

The Board of Health met annually to appoint a town 
physician, discuss the condition of the town’s water 
works and other things pertaining to the general health 
of the town’s residents. In 1926, the Board decided 
to have the water in the well tested at the state lab 
in Iowa City. Since then, the water has been tested 
regularly. The fi rst well was chlorinated in 1978.

In 1929, the water works system was starting to wear 
out. A new engine was needed, the pump needed 
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repairs and a new well needed to be drilled. The cost 
would be so much that a bond issue seemed to be the 
only way to fi nance it. In 1930, Walter Metcalf of the 

Pittsburg Des Moines Steel Co. of Des Moines was in 
town to explain the Tank and Tower advantage over 
the Pressure Tank System. Surplus funds from other 
departments were transferred to the water fund in the 
amount of $6076.42.

County Engineer Gearhart was hired to advise the 
town on the purchase and construction of the proposed 
tank and tower. The Insurance Bureau was asked to 
send their Engineer to help determine the size, height, 
etc. for the tank and tower. Mr. Corcoran met with the 
council and recommended a 50,000 gallon tank on a 
100 ft. tower. The next step was to fi nd a spot to build 
the new tower. Engineer Gearhart gave his fi ndings as 
to the elevation and distance to a number of diff erent 
sites. It was decided to purchase the lot owned by H. 
C. Phelps, on the west side of the town’s Water Plant. 
The land was purchased for $300.00 on August 28, 
1931.

In September, the town advertised for bids on the 
water tower. They received three. They accepted the 
bid from Pittsburg Des Moines Steel Co. for $6828.00. 
The construction bond was accepted in October. The 
water tower was completed on December 9, 1931.

After the new water tower was constructed and put 
into use, the old water works system was abandoned 
and dismantled. The long steel tank was sold to 
an Amish farmer to be used for grain storage. The 
building became the Fire Station until the building 

across the street was purchased in 1960 and the Fire 
Station was moved there. The Water Works building 
has since been demolished.

For many years, a public drinking fountain stood on 
the sidewalk in front of the building at 115 E. Main St.

A new pump was installed in the well near the water 
tower in 1955. A new well was drilled and pump 
installed near the swimming pool site in 1957. In 
1962, water mains were extended south on 2nd St., 
under the railroad tracks to the residents south of the 
tracks. In 1963 a new deep well was drilled at Veterans 
Park. This well is 1292 ft. deep. When the Ethanol 
Plant began operation, it drew the water level down 
and the standpipe in the well had to be lowered over 
30 ft. Although they do not get their water from our 
well, they use a million gallons of water each day and 
their wells draw water from our aquifer. A 190 ft. well 
was drilled at the ball park in 1976. The well down 
town and the well at the swimming pool have been 
abandoned.

Beginning in the 1950’s, new home construction 
picked up and the population increased. By the end 
of the century, there was a need for a larger capacity, 
taller water tower to accommodate the elevation of 
the northeast subdivisions. A new 200,000 gallon 
water tower was constructed in 2002 at a cost of 
$300,000.00. It was constructed on city owned 
property east of the swimming pool.

The old water tower was torn down at a cost of almost 
three times as much as it cost to put it up.

Present day, Post Offi  ce, City Water Pump House, 
and the Flower Shop Building

Article written by Wilma Welsh.
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