The Arc of a
Much-Loved
Structure with
Amazing Bones
“Treasured spaces have eternal
life through reinvention—but
reinvention must be respectful
and connected to the spirit of
the original creation.”
CARL SMITH, CITY WATER, CITY LIFE

A water spirit has always hummed through the columns,
decks, walls and the sleepy-eyed windows of the Fairmount
Water Works (FWW) throughout its more than 200-year-old
history. Initially inspired and then conceived as the means
to supply an abundance of Schuylkill River water to the
ever-growing populace of early 19th century Philadelphia, it
exemplified the civic pride and can-do attitude of a young
nation. Frederick Graff, Philadelphia’s chief engineer, was
charged with designing and overseeing the construction of the
country’s first large municipal pumping and reservoir system
that would sluice water into the homes and businesses of
citizens, while astounding the country and the world with its
breathtaking beauty. In 1815, when the FWW began pumping
water from the Schuylkill River, city leadership proved that
the construction of a technological wonder of its time was not
beyond their imagination or their recognition of their civic
responsibility to provide drinking water to their citizens.
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Swimmers at The Kelly Pool, Fairmount Water Works, Philadelphia, PA, 1962
FAIRMOUNT WATER WORKS AND THE PHILADELPHIA WATER DEPARTMENT COLLECTION

Throughout the 19th century, the FWW enthusiastically
endured a number of iterations in its operations and
structure to adjust to the continued growth of the city and
to adapt to the need for newer technologies that respected
the tidal nature of the river itself. The FWW took these
modifications in stride, replacing its steam-powered
pumps and boilers with waterwheels and, ultimately, with
turbines. The FWW itself expanded along the riverbank
to accommodate these technologies, its active footprint
growing from the original Engine House into the Old Mill
House and finally, with the construction of the Fairmount
Dam, adding the New Mill House, linked to the mound of
the dam to take advantage of the seemingly boundless
supply of water welling behind the spillway.
By the end of the 19th century, the pollution from
industries and sewers rendered the Schuylkill River
undrinkable, with cholera and typhoid epidemics
becoming an ongoing occurrence. Because the FWW
lacked available land to expand to add newer, early 20th
century technologies such as filtration and chlorination,
the FWW closed as a drinking water facility.
But the FWW was an iconic structure, always beautiful
and much beloved by citizens. The FWW was reopened
in 1911 as a public aquarium, another inspired innovation
for its time, bringing fish and other aquatic creatures, and
even seals for a short period, to the people—perhaps the
first real pivot of the structure to embrace a dedicated
environmental education mission.
When the aquarium closed in 1962, the Kelly Pool
opened in the FWW’s New Mill House with funding from
the Philadelphia Kelly family—an adaptive reuse of a
section of the building, despite the presence of columns
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in the swimming lanes. But there were always more
inherent challenges with the FWW, since the structure
itself was designed to flood. It was meant to mingle with
the Schuylkill River. The pool—the site of the September
2021 exhibition at the FWW, POOL: A Social History of
Segregation, was closed in 1972 following damage by
Hurricane Agnes.
It is in the New Mill House of the FWW where the arc
of the physical history of the site intersects with the
bigoted history of the U.S. The POOL exhibit focuses a
much-needed lens of the impacts of systemic racism as
demonstrated by non-equitable access to public pools.
The team at the FWW Interpretive Center, who are the
hosts of the exhibit, have embedded in their educational
ethics a commitment to engaging and educating
disinvested residents and youth in environmental
advocacy since the Center’s opening in 2003. The POOL
exhibit has allowed the team to tackle this issue in a
completely visceral way in the space once occupied by
Kelly Pool.
When the FWW began operations in 1815, slavery was
a heralded institution in the U.S. Beloved public works
weren’t really created for everyone. Slaves were not
meant to be the recipients of its public health benefits
or beauty. Slaves provided the labor and economic
engine to enable these benefits to flow to the U.S. white
population, enabling a generally thriving white populace.
It’s hard to get your head around this when you gaze
at the fabulous FWW with its amazing bones. We think
about the U.S. as this incredible nation, able to achieve
unparalleled accomplishments. And yet, at the same time,
to be ignorant of the value, preciousness and goodness

of all human life seems an appalling thing. Yet this fact
is interwoven into the fabric of our universal histories
and within the history of the U.S. most persistently.
Institutional dehumanization has roots deep in the past,
and it reverberates into the present. History is linear and
forever connected.
The POOL exhibit examines this theme through
assumed, simple opportunities: swimming, water
access and water confidence, i.e., the faith one has to be
immersed in water and not expect to drown. Even today,
many urban kids from Black and brown communities
do not know how to swim. POOL presents these topics
through many voices and their stories. The expectation
is that we will do something about it.
The FWW Interpretive Center has at its core the
promise of reaching the youth of our disinvested
communities—to engage and teach and recruit our

city’s children to become stewards of our environment
at a minimum, and future scientists and engineers and
planners as its aspiration. To maximize these goals,
new modifications to the FWW facility are planned that
include more exhibits and educational technology, large
learning spaces near the water and on the water, and
pop-up exhibits and events to celebrate and use every
square foot of the FWW.
Come to the POOL exhibit. Learn more. Be a supporter of
this incredible structure and the FWW Interpretive Center
mission to connect all children to our rivers and streams.

Joanne Dahme is the former Deputy Commissioner for Communications
and Engagement, Philadelphia Water Department. She is currently a
Senior Advisor at the The Water Center at Penn and the owner of Mayfly
Communications. She is also on the Board of the Fund for the Water
Works, which is supporting and thrilled by the POOL exhibit.

Known as The Kelly Natatorium or Kelly Pool, the indoor swimming pool at the Fairmount Water Works opened in 1961 as an Olympic training facility. Years prior,
the indoor space housed the Philadelphia Aquarium, which was installed in 1911 in the space once occupied by machinery used to pump water through the Fairmount
Water Works. John Kelly, father of famed actress Grace Kelly and a three-time Olympic gold medalist in rowing, funded the indoor pool project. It then became a public
pool, but was only open for a few years. In 1972, the city closed the pool after it was damaged by flooding from Hurricane Agnes. An outdoor public pool, also named
after John Kelly, is now operating on the Fairmount Park grounds.
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