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Prologue
hundred years ago, on a frigid January 2, 1911, the citizens
OofneSpringfield,
Illinois, approved a special referendum that was

to change the course of their city’s history. With fewer than half
of eligible voters participating, and with a winning margin of
just 670 votes, local residents chose to replace Springfield’s mayor/
aldermanic form of government with a commission form.
As a result of that vote, the city’s municipal water and electric
plants were combined into one department—the Department of
Public Property (later renamed the Department of Public Utilities).
Under the direction of the first Commissioner of Public Property,
the visionary Willis J. Spaulding, the department would soon
develop into Springfield’s crowning glory: the utility that has come
to be known as City Water, Light & Power.
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An Insufficiency of Water
of the Department of Public Property, commonly known
TasheCitystoryWater,
Light & Power (CWLP), actually began more than a
half-century earlier, in the late 1850s, when a local newspaper
claimed “the greatest drawback upon our city” was an insufficient supply of readily accessible water. At that time, a single
chain pump on the southwest corner of the town square (which
had replaced four hand pumps earlier located on each corner
of the square) was the only source of public water in the city.
The insufficiency of public water for bathing, drinking,
cooking, and watering livestock and gardens was only part of
the problem. Of even more dire consequence was the lack of
sufficient water for firefighting. Although eight cisterns had
been built downtown to hold water for fighting fires, they often
were filled only partially or not at all. This problem was made
embarrassingly public in September 1863 during a tournament in which firefighters from Springfield and a number of
surrounding communities competed in downtown Springfield.
According to a September 12 Illinois State Journal editorial:
It was a truly humiliating sight to see the firemen
wandering about our streets in search of water
to supply their engines for a few minutes’ play.
What few cisterns were examined had little water
in them. Supposing a fire should occur today;
where would our engines obtain a supply
of water to stop the destructive element?
Not that there hadn’t been strategic efforts to improve the water supply. In 1857, with $5,000 backing from
the city council and an equal amount from private citizens,
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a company called the Springfield Water Works Company
was formed to dig artesian wells in and around Springfield.
Unfortunately, the company folded after two years of unsuccessful drilling. The only well that produced any water
at all provided less than would be needed for even a small fire.
At about this same time, former governor Joel Matteson,
a Springfield resident, convinced the City Council to investigate the possibility of bringing water to Springfield from the
old Clear Lake, east of town. Matteson’s plan called for laying several miles of wooden pipes from the lake to the city,
as well as building a pumping station at the lake and a cylindrical brick reservoir in town to hold a constant water supply.
Things went as far as drawing up sketches of the pump station
and reservoir and, apparently, the purchase of land at the lake,
but there the plan appears to have died.
By 1860, public clamor for an adequate water supply
had reached the point that Mayor William Jayne championed
the idea of the City buying the defunct Springfield Water
Works Company, which the City Council approved. In March of
that year, the City Council also gave the Mayor authority to spend
$100 for plans and specifications for a new water pumping
station on the Sangamon river, three miles north of town, as well
as for “two miles of leading pipe in or through the city.”
In February 1861, the Illinois State Journal supported
the City’s plan to build a riverside water plant, stating that, in
addition to providing adequate water for domestic and firefighting needs, the plant’s construction “will give employment
to those who are now idle, put bread in the mouths of the
hungry, and . . . [allow citizens to spend] in our own midst a
large amount of money which would otherwise go abroad to
pay the increased” cost of fire insurance on their properties.
The paper went on to say that building the water works would
enhance “the wealth and prosperity” of, immigration to, and
manufacturing in the city. “In fact,” it concluded, “we know of
nothing that can fail to be most significantly benefited by the
water works.”
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In addition to the backing of the Council and the Journal,
Springfield’s plan for a municipal water plant also had the
support of the Illinois State Legislature, which, in 1861,
granted the City a charter to build a water works on the river.
However, when nothing more had been accomplished by the
City nearly four years later, Alderman Dr. Henry Wohlgemuth
took the bull by the horns and, during the February 27, 1865,
City Council meeting, succeeded in persuading the Council to
move forward on building a municipal water works.

This etching of one
corner of Springfield’s
town square in the 1850s (above), shows
one of the four hand pumps (circled)
that served as the city’s only public water
supply at the time. A shortage of public water
made domestic chores like house cleaning
and watering livestock difficult and hampered
firefighting efforts.
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Before turning to the Sangamon River, city
officials briefly considered building a pumping station on the old Clear Lake (above),
located east of Springfield. The City Council
commissioned drawings for the station and
a water storage tank (right), neither of which
was built.

Mayor William Jayne (left) was instrumental in the City’s decision to puchase
the defunct Springfield Water Works
Company, the first step toward the
development of a public water works
system that would eventually be based
at the Sangamon River.
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Building the Water Works
n addition to pushing the City Council to act on its plans to
Ibuild
the water works, Dr. Henry Wohlgemuth also convinced
the Council to appoint a three-member Water Works Board,
of which Wohlgemuth himself was to become one of the first
members. This Board would be responsible for overseeing
the design, construction and, for nearly a quarter-century,
operation of the new municipal water plant.
In 1865, the Board inspected the Chicago water works and
began working on plans for its Springfield counterpart. John C.
Ragland was hired as construction supervisor. He would later
serve for several years as superintendent of the finished plant.
In 1866, construction began on Springfield’s riverside
water pumping station and a four-million-gallon reservoir in the
northeast section of the city (at the present-day site of Robin
Roberts Stadium), as well as on the installation of a network
of transmission and distribution mains that would connect the
pump station to the reservoir and the rest of the city via 15inch diameter pipes.
As part of the water works construction project,
workers had to remove the sidewalk planking laid around
Springfield’s town square in order to install the pipes that
would bring water to downtown customers. By January
1868, a total of 80,000 feet (over 15 miles) of pipe, 51
fire plugs and 12 hydrants had been installed. The first
water flowed from the river to the reservoir in April.
Approximately two months later, construction on the entire
system was completed, allowing the water works to officially
open for business on July 1 of that year.
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Altogether, $434,944.50 had been raised to pay for the
water works through bond issues and the sale of surplus land
by the City. As of August 1868, just over $413,000 of this
money had been spent on labor, materials and equipment.
According to Helen Van Cleave Blankmeyer, who wrote The
Story of the City Records in 1935, this amount “seemed abnormally expensive to townspeople, and though an examination
of the [Water Works Board’s] books showed that all was right
and proper, they elected a new board in September.”
During its first couple of decades, the riverside water works
provided Springfield with a plentiful but unpurified supply of
water that posed a health hazard to users. In its Fiscal Year 1888
report to the Mayor and City Council, the Water Works Board
stated water from the river, “on account of the sluggishness of
the stream in low water and the immense amount of dirt and filth
in suspension in rainy seasons, is unfit for culinary or domestic
purposes, and the water of our wells has become so contaminated that its use tends to the production of zymotic diseases,
whereby the health and lives of our citizens are jeopardized.”
In 1884, in an attempt to eliminate its reliance on untreated
river water, the City dug a 50-foot-diameter, 50-foot-deep well
next to the water works station, from which a large quantity
of naturally filtered water could be drawn and pumped to
the city as a substitute for raw river water. Later determined to be
insufficient to meet the city’s needs, the well was supplemented
in 1888 by the construction of nearly 1,000 linear feet of fivefoot-wide by four-foot deep galleries located about 25 feet below
ground level. These “infiltration galleries,” which would be more
than doubled in size over the next few years, collected naturally
filtered ground water from the Sangamon River Valley.
While providing a more sanitary and less sediment-laden
product, the use of groundwater as a substitute for raw river
water had an unexpected consequence. Water obtained from
the original well and other wells later added to the system was
so heavy in iron content that it often had a reddish tint and
metallic taste. Although not harmful from a health perspective,
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this iron-rich water was not particularly pleasant to drink and
had a tendency to leave ugly stains on fabrics and other
materials with which it came into contact.

In 1866, construction finally began on Springfield’s water works system, including the four
million gallon reservoir (below) that would
serve as a temporary storage facility for
pumped water not immediately needed by
local consumers. This 1866 newspaper article
(left) announces the letting of contracts for
the construction projects.

An engraved stone
(right) marked the
entrance to the new
water works station,
which was completed
in 1868.
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Until the mid-1880s, the water works station (above) pumped raw river water to
Springfield. As a result, the water supply was unfit for most domestic needs, including
drinking and cleaning, and waterborne disease was a significant
problem. In response to the
need for purer water, the
City dug a large well (shown
in the diagram to the right)
to supply water cleansed by
a natural filtration process.
The brick exterior of the well,
still under construction, can
be seen to the right of the
water works station in the
photo below.
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An Electric Idea
hile Springfield was dealing with how to provide a suitable
W
water supply to its citizenry, another community improvement
issue was making its way to the forefront of public interest. Eager
to keep up with the latest technologies as soon as they became
available and affordable, the City was happy to begin moving
away from coal-oil lamp street lighting to cleaner gas-powered
lights in 1855. Gas would serve as the predominant street lighting fuel in Springfield for the next three and a half decades.
In 1881, Albert L. Ide installed the first electric lights in
Springfield at his engine and boiler manufacturing plant, which
was located at 5th and Madison Streets. Soon afterward, he
also installed 20 electric lights around the town square and
built the generating equipment necessary to operate them.
These lights were turned on in August 1881, and Ide operated
them until 1889, when his company evolved into the Citizens
Electric & Power Company, which was granted a 10-year contract by the City Council to furnish the city’s street lighting.
As a side note, the first residence in Springfield to be
equipped with electric lighting was the home of Frank W. Tracy,
president of the First National Bank. In Arthur D. Mackie’s history
of the Springfield Gas and Electric Company, Mackie wrote of
being “told by E.A. Hall, who was a guest at a dinner given by Mr.
Tracy in celebration of the electric lights, that the entire ceiling
of the dining room was studded with electric bulbs and . . .
the guests sat in the room in fear and trembling, expecting
to see the ceiling burst out in a mass of flames any second.”
Despite the fear of the few, however, electric lighting
was here to stay in Springfield. But at what price?
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Just two years into the contract with Citizens Electric & Power
Company, the Springfield City Council began to realize it was
paying significantly more than necessary for street lighting. In
his annual report for Fiscal Year 1893, Mayor R.D. Lawrence wrote
that a study of 88 other cities showed Springfield was paying
nearly 50 percent more than the average annual cost paid for
street lighting by comparably sized cities. This point was reiterated when Eugene Holcomb, an electric generator
salesman, informed Council members that, if the City would
finance a new plant, his company could light the streets
for $60 per lamp per year, as opposed to the $137.50 being
charged by Citizens Electric. Unfortunately, the City was in a
severe economic crunch and could not afford to pay for a
new electric plant.
At this point, 60 of the leading members of Springfield society, including Frank Tracy, R. D. Lawrence, and Joseph C. Klaholt,
decided to pledge $60,000 to form the Capital Electric Company,
which was organized on October 30, 1894. The company made
an agreement with the City to build a plant at 10th and Reynolds
Streets and purchase all necessary equipment to operate the
city’s 381 electric street lights at a cost of $113.33 per lamp
per year. No more than $60 of this amount would go toward the
actual cost of operating the plant, while the remainder would
be used to pay back the investors with interest. At the end of
five years, after all investors had been reimbursed, ownership
of the plant would be transferred to the City free and clear.
In making its agreement with the Capital Electric Company,
the City broke its contract with Citizens Electric. According
to a 1931 Illinois State Journal article, Citizens Electric “stood
on its right to enforce [its ten-year] contract. . . . Litigation
carried to the State Supreme Court confirmed the Council’s
right to ignore the existing contract, which had been entered
into for a longer period than the law permitted.”
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The A.L. Ide Engine Company (depicted above) boasted the first interior lights in Springfield. Owner Albert Ide was also responsible for installing and operating the city’s first
electric street lights.

The home of Frank W. Tracy was the first residence in Springfield
to be equipped with electric lighting. Dinner guests quaked in fear,
expecting the newfangled devices to
cause Tracy’s dining room (left) to
burst into flames
at any moment.

An electric arc
street light hangs
over the intersection in this 1889
photo of the east
side of the town
square. On the
corner, next to the
arc light’s vertical
pole, you can see
one of the old gas
street lights.
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R.D. Lawrence (above right) and Joseph C. Klaholt (above left) were two of the 60
investors who made it possible for the Capital Electric Company plant (above) to be built
in 1894. The company made a deal with the City Council to provide street lighting at a
lower cost than the City’s current provider was charging and then turn the plant over to
the City in 1900, after the original investors had been reimbursed.

An electric table lamp
provides illumination
for this 1890s Springfield couple as they
enjoy an evening at
home in their parlor. (Photo from The
Best of All Worlds:
Springfield, Illinois,
1876-1900, published
by the S a n g a m o n
County Historical Society, 1974.)
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Troubled Waters
s the fledgling private company that was destined to one day
Abecome
a municipal electric utility was getting its start, the
existing municipal water works was about to face tough times. In
1891, a court decision ruled invalid the City law that created the
Water Works Board, thus disbanding the Board and placing direct
control of the water system in the hands of the City Council. This
decision would eventually spell near-disaster for the water works.
Before the worst of the trouble began, however, the water
system underwent a number of important improvements
aimed at increasing both the quantity and quality of water
available to local consumers. In 1892, a new 30-inch water main
was laid, which doubled the potential volume of water flowing
between the riverside plant and the reservoir and city.
By 1897, though, even with this new main, the construction
of the well and infiltration galleries a decade earlier, and the
extension of the galleries in 1895, public demand for water
had begun to outstrip the water works’ capacity, forcing the
water works superintendent to issue rules prohibiting the “wasting
of water in any manner.” The following year, in response to the
shortage, the City completed a new, larger river pumping station
equipped with an eight million gallon per day (mgd) pump.
These and other improvements led the Springfield News
to boast in February 1900 that “Springfield has a water works
plant of which any city might be proud.” The paper noted that
the system had grown “from a plant with a pumping capacity of
about one million gallons . . . to a plant with a pumping capacity
of 15 million gallons a day . . . [and] from a plant with a system
of pipe consisting of about 14 miles and 50 fire plugs to one
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of nearly 60 miles of pipe and 300 fire plugs.” The paper’s
editors and the public at large could not foresee what was
to become of their water system over the next several years.
The problems began in earnest in 1900 when, faced
with a shortage of corporate funds, the City Council voted
to begin diverting money away from the water works to other
City uses. Carried on for nearly a decade, this practice would
severely limit the availability of funds needed for crucial
improvement and maintenance of the water system.
Around the turn of the century, Springfield’s annual waterrelated typhoid death rate was about 70 per 100,000
people. In June 1902, the Springfield News reported that
a University of Illinois chemist’s analysis of water samples taken
from the Sangamon River, the water works galleries, and the
water works well, showed that “while the city water is not
condemned for drinking purposes, it is a notable fact that
the only sample that is given an unqualified endorsement as
being perfectly safe for drinking purposes is that from the
driven well near the water works.” Unfortunately, by 1903, a
shortage of funds prevented the Council from making major
improvements needed by the water works system. Instead,
a special committee assigned to study how the water supply
might be improved recommended that less dramatic, lower-cost
improvements be made to the existing gallery and that a dam be
built below the pumping station to raise the groundwater table
near the plant and increase the amount of water that would
be available in the filtration galleries. In October of that year,
the Council also appropriated $650 to dig additional wells at
the river to tap into the increased groundwater supply.
The special committee also recommended to the Council
that water meters be installed in the city. Up to that time, customers
were being charged a flat rate per fixture type for water service
rather than based on how much water they used, and the amount
of waste was staggering. Although metering water usage would
have discouraged consumer waste and, thus, reduced operating costs, the Council took no action on this recommendation.
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Even as the City Council was considering what improvements it could afford to make to provide customers with a greater
supply of purer water, it was also seriously considering selling
the municipal water works to a private company if, according to
Blankmeyer’s Story of the City Records, “they could get enough
for it to pay the City’s bonded indebtedness.” Failing that, “on
June 29, 1903, the council adopted an ordinance authorizing the
Comptroller to take $20,000 annually from the water works fund
to apply toward liquidating the floating indebtedness of the City.”
Things went from bad to worse over the next few years.
In a 1949 editorial, V. Y. Dallman, editor of the Illinois State
Register, recalled that by 1908 Springfield’s “water was so
bad that most citizens depended upon dug wells . . . [and]
the City was broke financially and had no bonding power.”
This situation would play a major role in the 1909 mayoral
campaign, during which a local businessman named Willis
J. Spaulding would support the election of John S. Schnepp
and lead the call for “Clean Water and Clean Politics.”
Following his election in 1909, Mayor Schnepp appointed Willis Spaulding superintendent of the water works.
Spaulding immediately set to work to undo the problems
that had beset the water plant. According to The Story
of the City Records, in 1910 Spaulding presented the
City Council with an improvement plan designed to triple
the efficiency of the department—a plan that would, he
showed, pay for itself in enhanced earnings within six years.
To reduce waste and increase revenues, he installed water
meters and severely cut back on the number of customers,
including the park board and public schools, that had been
receiving water service at no cost. In an effort to further
cut expenses, he incurred the ire of the local plumbers’
union by having water works staff perform tasks union
members would previously have been hired to do.
Water quality and quantity would also be vastly improved
over the next few years thanks to Spaulding’s decision to dig
30 new wells, extend the filtration gallery, lay new mains,
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and expand the size and capacity of the pumping station. His
early efforts to provide the citizens of Springfield with purer
water had a marked impact on the health of the community,
plummeting the local death rate from typhoid and other
water-borne illnesses from 70 per 100,000 to 8 per 100,000.

Even building a new, larger pumping
station in 1898 (above left) would not
cure the city’s water woes. Not only
was the new plant soon unable to keep
pace with consumer demand, it did little
to improve water quality, as attested by
these newspaper articles from 1902.

18

Unable to undertake the most significant
improvement projects recommended by a
hydraulic engineer in 1903, the City Council
did approve some system enhancements,
including expansion of the existing filtration
galleries and construction of a new dam
(pictured below) to increase the supply of
filtered groundwater.
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Willis Spaulding (above left) was a major supporter of the mayoral candidacies of John
S. Schnepp. Spaulding’s appointment as superintendent of the water works following
Schnepp’s 1909 election resulted in numerous operational and maintenance improvements—including laying new, larger mains throughout
the city and significantly reducing the number of free
water customers—that restored the financial health
of the department and enhanced both the quantity
and quality of the water supply.

Under Spaulding,
more wells were
drilled in the Sangamon River Valley
to provide a larger
and purer supply
of water. This 1915
photo shows one
of the new wells
being tested.
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Power to the People
building a strong water system wasn’t Spaulding’s only focus.
BForutyears,
he had supported City ownership and operation of
an electric company that would provide power not only for
street lighting but for sale to homes and businesses, as well.
Even as Superintendent of Water Works, he spoke strongly in
favor of combining the municipal power plant and water
works to improve the operating efficiency of both. But, in this
quest, Spaulding and those who agreed with him met great
resistance from a powerful opposition that included local
politicians and private power companies.
The battle actually began several years earlier. By 1899,
five years after the Capital Electric Company was formed and
first began operating the city’s street lights, the endeavor had
been so financially successful that all of the company’s initial
investors had been paid back with interest and, true to its word,
company officials were ready to turn the plant over to the City.
However, doubting the City’s readiness to run the street lighting
plant and knowing that current state law did not allow for municipal operation of the small commercial electric business Capital
Electric had also developed, the City Council decided to sell the
commercial portion of the business and lease the street lighting
portion to Capital Electric for an additional five years.
During that five year period, controlling interest in Capital
Electric was sold to an out-of-state firm. Recognizing the profitmaking potential of the little company, the new owners refused
to relinquish the plant to the City when the lease expired in
1905. The Council seriously considered selling the plant to
the private company. In a meeting at which a vote on the mat-
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ter was to be taken, opponents of the sale made a motion
to adjourn. However, after the Mayor had left the Council chambers, proponents for the sale sneakily tried to carry on the meeting and continue the vote by naming one of
their backers as mayor pro-tem. A fight broke out, the lights
were turned off and chaos ensued. It took a while, but order
was finally restored and the meeting was concluded with no vote
being taken.
Eventually, on October 10, 1906, the issue would be settled
when Mayor Harry H. Devereaux, who had proclaimed that
“better service and economy in operation . . . will always be
the aim of this administration in running the city’s own lighting plant,” sent a wagonload of police to take over the plant.
By 1910, tired of a political system they considered
broken, a large body of the local citizenry began pushing
for reform, calling for replacing Springfield’s existing government with a new format that had been adopted elsewhere in the
U.S. Willis Spaulding was one of the leaders of this group and
helped to craft the plan for a commission-style City Council that
would be composed of a Mayor and four Commissioners, each
of whom would be responsible for a specific City department.
On January 2, 1911, voters adopted the commission form
of government and, four months later, on April 4, elected
Willis Spaulding to head the Department of Public Property
(renamed the Department of Public Utilities in 1987). In this
role, he would be in charge of both the municipal water and
the municipal electric plants. With both plants now under
the governance of one strong leader, the road was paved
for the development of the progressive municipal utility
that still serves Springfield 100 years later.
But even paved roads can be filled with bumps and
twists and turns, and Spaulding’s course over the next several
years was anything but smooth. Spaulding contended it was
wasteful to operate an electric plant for street lighting alone
and said that, by selling electricity, the City could reduce its perkilowatt-hour operating cost. He also insisted operating costs
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could be further cut if the electric and water plants were both
located in a single facility. In his department’s Fiscal Year 1914
annual report, Spaulding would write: ”The two principal advantages in combining the plants are, first, the saving in labor and,
second, the fact that being located close to the river where an
abundance of water is available, steam turbines . . . can be used,
thus greatly reducing the cost of fuel. . . . [T]he saving on
these two items alone would amount to more than ten thousand
dollars annually, and as the output increases by the taking on of
commercial business as well as the growth in municipal lighting,
this saving will be increased to twenty thousand dollars annually.”
Almost immediately following his election, Spaulding began working to make the combined plant and commercial electric sales a reality. He ordered the enlargement of the water
works facility both to increase its pumping capacity and to make
room for electric generating equipment in the same building
and began construction on a transmission line from the river
plant to town. He also presented the City Council with an ordinance
request for the purchase of a new generator that would enable
the Department of Public Property to begin large-scale commercial electric sales. His proposal was shot down by a
3-2 vote, so Spaulding took his case to the public and, on
December 1, 1913, presented the Council with a petition
signed by over 5,600 voters calling for a referendum on the issue. In spite of stiff opposition, when the referendum was put
before the people on January 27, 1914, it passed by 668 votes.
According to an article in the October 20, 1968, issue of the State
Journal-Register, the January 1914 election “was the first . . . in
which women were permitted to vote. Ironically, the male and
female votes were counted separately, and the men’s votes
defeated the proposition. However, the women’s vote was so
favorable in support of the proposition the referendum carried.”
Opponents of the City’s plan to sell electricity made a variety
of attempts to prevent Spaulding from moving forward. In spite
of having a signed contract with the City, Kerr Turbine Company
refused for a while to deliver the new 750-kilowatt (kW) generator
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to the newly expanded riverside water and electric plant. This
refusal was likely spurred by two injunctions filed by a private citizen that prevented the City from using, first, water works funds
and, then, corporate funds to pay for the new generator. Some,
including Spaulding, believed the refusal to honor the contract
also resulted from pressure by the private Springfield Gas
and Electric Company (which would later evolve into Central
Illinois Light Company – CILCO).
Spaulding, however, devised an unusual plan to raise money
to pay for the generator without touching water works or
corporate funds. He solicited customers who were willing to pay
for the installation of their electric services in advance with
the promise the utility would pay them back in kilowatthours of electricity. In this way, he was able to raise more
than $100,000 (equal to about $2 million today) and move
forward with his plans. The generator was finally delivered
and successfully tested and, on October 1, 1915, the Department of Public Property began serving its first commercial
light and power customers.
Spaulding immediately began preparing to expand the
new electric plant by proposing the purchase of a second 750kW generator that could serve as back-up for the first generator and eventually allow the utility to increase its customer
base. Once again, he faced fierce opposition, led openly this
time by Springfield Gas and Electric, which tried to convince
the City Council to buy any needed backup from it rather than
purchase a new generator. When this proved unsuccessful, the private company secured a court order to audit the
Department of Public Property’s books in an attempt to prove
funds were being mismanaged and the City could not actually
afford the new generator.
Spaulding, knowing records would show the department
was being operated well and at a profit, welcomed this new
challenge. Finding no incriminating evidence, the auditors eventually packed up and disappeared without making a report.
In the meantime, as he had done in 1914, Spaulding took
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his case to the people who, by a margin of three to one,
voted in 1916 to purchase the new generator.
It was during this 1916 campaign that Spaulding placed a
newspaper ad in which, for the first time, he used the singular
signature of “City Water, Light & Power” to refer to both utilities. Previous statements or ads had always been signed “City
Water Department,” “City Light Department,” or “City Light and
Water Departments,” connoting a separation between the two
entities. Spaulding was making sure everyone understood that
Springfield’s water and electric services were now being provided by a single, unified utility and he planned to keep it that way.
Even so, the battle with the private power company wasn’t
over. Springfield Gas and Electric took its case to court, claiming
the City had failed to receive authority from the Illinois Commerce
Commission (ICC) to produce and sell electricity to private
consumers and charging the conduct of the City amounted to
extortion against the private company because CWLP was
wrongfully luring away its customers.
In 1921, the suit reached the U.S. Supreme Court where
Chief Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes issued the majority opinion
that municipal utilities are not in the same category as private
utilities and, therefore, would not fall under the Illinois Public
Utility Act or the jurisdiction of the ICC. Holmes wrote, “The
municipal corporation is allowed to go into business . . . on
the theory that thereby the public welfare will be subserved.”
He even went so far as to state that, “the conduct of which the
plaintiff complains is not extortion,” but rather that CWLP was
merely “charging rates that draw the plaintiff ’s customers away.”
With this, not only the battle but the war ended. Ten years
following its birth in the election of 1911—now with roughly
3,000 electric and 13,000 water customers and a net asset
value exceeding $18.5 million and gross annual revenues topping $2.8 million in 2011 dollars—Springfield’s Department
of Public Property, better known as City Water, Light & Power,
finally had the validation it need to continue its unfettered
march into the future.
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Electric street and other
specialty lighting fixtures
kept the dark at bay in
downtown Springfield in
this 1905 photo. Light
emanating from some of
the buildings proves that
street lighting did not
provide the only source of
income for the Capital
Electric Company.

In January 1911, voters
said yes to a new kind
of city government for
Springfield.

Enlarging the water works plant
in 1912 (left) allowed the newly
elected Commissioner Spaulding to
expand the capacity of the pumping station and install new electric
generating equipment in the same
facility.
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Throughout the decade following
his first election as Commissioner
of Public Property, Spaulding
worked diligently to reach
his goal of building a
strong and efficient utility. He continued to dig
wells in the river valley
(above and left) to ensure a ready and adequate supply of the
purest possible water
to meet Springfield’s
growing demand.

After a months-long delivery delay, this
750-kilowatt turbine was finally installed
at the riverside water and electric plant
in mid-1915. With it, the utility had sufficient capacity to begin providing commercial electric sales to local businesses
and homes.

A second 750-kW turbine
was added to the plant in
1918 to provide emergency backup for the first unit
and provide capacity for
future demand growth. In
this photo dated 1918, a
plant employee stands in
front of the two turbines.
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Forward March
1924-1926

CWLP begins continuous chlorination of water supply (intermittent chlorination started in 1918), nearly wiping out cases of water-borne disease
in Springfield. Voters approve bond issue to finance new, larger riverside
water plant that employs chemical treatment, a settling basin, and sand
filtration galleries to provide high-quality drinking water.

1930-1936

Need for larger, more reliable water supply leads voters to approve $2.5
million bond issue to build new lake and lakeside power and water treatment plants.

1939-1965

Water Purification Plant and Lakeside Power Station are expanded.

1952-1956

Severe drought causes lake level to drop more than 12.5 feet, threatening operation of both power plant and water plant. CWLP builds channel
dam and pumping station on South Fork of Sangamon River to provide
supplemental water for lake during low rainfall.

1965-1966

City begins plannning to build Lake II (later named Hunter Lake) as longterm supplemental water supply. Discussions and controversy regarding
this plan will continue for the next four-and-a-half decades.

1966-1968

CWLP builds Dallman Power Station with 80-MW generator (Dallman 1).

1972-1980

CWLP expands Dallman Power Station with addition of 80-MW Dallman 2
and 190-MW Dallman 3 turbine generators. Air quality is improved by
installations of new electrostatic precipitators at Lakeside, replacement
precipitators at Dallman, and sulfur dioxide scrubber for Dallman 3.

1991-1994

CWLP starts building fiber optic communications network, which eventually will be offered for use by business customers. New 27-mgd pump is
installed at Water Purification Plant to replace 10-mgd pump from 1935.

1999

Water Purification Plant begins multi-year project to upgrade original clarifiers to increase capacity, enhance water quality, and reduce energy use.

2001

IEPA informs CWLP its permit to build Hunter Lake will hinge on ability to
reroute sewage treatment effluence from Pawnee, Divernon and Virden
Sanitary District. City begins negotiations with these entities.

2001-2003

Dallman Power Station gets environmental upgrade with new sulfur dioxide scrubber for Dallman 1 and 2 and selective catalytic reduction system
to remove nitrous oxide emissions from all three Dallman units.

2005-2009

CWLP receives permit from IEPA to build new 200-MW coal-fired power
plant—Dallman 4; overcomes opposition from environmental groups by
promising to expand energy efficiency programs, make efficiency and
environmental improvements to power plants, and add wind power.

2007

Explosion destroys Dallman 1.

2007-2009

Dallman 4 is built. Dallman 1 is repaired and placed back in service.

2011

Citing dated project data and “current lack of activity,” U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers considers CWLP’s application for permit to build Hunter Lake
withdrawn until utility submits new supplemental environmental impact
statement. As result, Illinois EPA puts review of City’s water quality certification permit on hold.
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