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Construction of the Hackensack Water Company Complex at Weehawken began in 
1883. The complex which includes a large 15 million gallon reservoir, gatehouse, 
office building, metering shop, and a 175 foot water Tower encompasses a 7.7 acre 
lot.

The majestic water tower (#1), which resembles the Palazzo Vecchio of 
Florence, Italy, is approximately 175 feet high, 30 feet square at the base and 
some 15 stories (stair landings). The base of the tower is bluestone while the 
walls are brick with a decorative diamond pattern at the uppermost levels. The 
structure is divided into eight major units rising vertically and divided by belt 
coursing. At the upper levels the tower projects slightly beyond the base and is 
supported by horizontal brackets set closely together, forming a series of small 
brick arches. This section originally held a 150,000 gallon water tank which 
weighed some 600 tons at capacity.

The lower levels have terra cotta round window heads. The base is connected 
to the metering building. Historical records indicate that the ground floor 
housed two pumps needed to pump water from the reservoir to the tank. The second 
floor was a supply room. The third floor contained business offices and the 
grounds superintendent lived above.

The brick-lined reservoir (#2) covers several acres and has a basically 
rectangular configuration. It is directly south of the tower and has an iron 
fence surrounding it at the base and a modern chain-link fence at the brim.

At the west corner of the reservoir on Park Avenue is a gatehouse (#3). 
Built into the bank of the reservoir, the structure is brick with three large 
round arches per facade. The roof is hip with a clipped gable. The brick at the 
exposed foundation has a diamond pattern. This building was probably designed by 
architect Frederick C. Withers as was the tower. The company engineer was 
Charles E. Brush.

The Hackensack Water Company Office building (#4) is a 3 story flat-roofed 
brick structure with an eleven bay front on Park Avenue. This front block is 3 
bays deep, but projects partially out the rear another four bays, producing an 
L-form. Built around the turn of the century, this large office facility is 
attached to a small two story brick structure in the rear. This six bay flat- 
roofed building was erected circa 1895 and functioned as the Water Company 
offices after the tower became inadequate for such a purpose. The architecture 
of the entire office complex is quite similar with random stone foundations, 
trapazoidal window arches on the first floor, and round arches on the second and 
subsequent floors.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Hackensack Water Company Plant at Weehawken is an important industrial 
complex which firmly establishes an interrelationship between engineering tech 
nology, functional industrial construction, and aesthetic architectural design in 
the late 19th century. While the magnificent water tower forms a focus around 
which the plan was created, the other structures nonetheless contribute signifi 
cantly in projecting an excellent New Jersey industrial ambiance.

The Weehawken Water Tower itself may be of national importance both archi 
tecturally and engineering-wise, but the gatehouse, office metering shop, and 
reservoir provide a context within which the tower is to be interpreted. The 
purpose and function of the water tower, reservoir, and ancillary buildings are 
more clearly understandable as a waterworks complex rather than focusing on one 
individual structure.

The water tower's significance is reflected in a newspaper account in 
1936 which suggests a threat to the building at the time:

"The tower will probably remain for many years to come, 
as officials of the company think too much of it as a 
landmark in the rise of the utility company to consider 
tearing it down." 
(Hudson Dispatch. 12/17/1936)

Frederick C. Withers (1828-1901) designer of the water tower, was a noted 
architect of the second half of the 19th century. A native of England and 
trained there in architecture, Withers came to the United State around mid- 
century and began work in Newark, New Jersey. Around 1857 he combined with New 
York architect Calvert Vaux to form the firm of Withers and Vaux. They worked in 
a loose partnership for some 15 years uniting in 1864 with Frederick Law Olmstead 
as consultants for the architectural treatment of New York's Central Park.

Primarily known for his ecclesiastical architecture, Frederick Withers also 
designed numerous institutional buildings. The famous Jefferson Market Court 
House (1877) and Strecker Memorial Laboratory (1892) of New York City; McClintock 
Hall Alterations (1863), Wilkes Barre, Pa.; Hudson River Hospital (c. 1870), 
Poughkeepsie, N.Y.; and the Van Schaick Free Reading Room (1883), Westchester, 
N.Y. are among his public commissions. Along with the first three aforementioned 
edifices, two religious structures designed by Withers are on the National 
Register of Historic Places. They are Chapel Hall of Gallaudet College (1867-70),
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Washington, D.C. and Chapel of the Good Shepherd (1888), New York City. Numerous 
other Withers designs are documented. Included among these are the Church of St. 
George (1886), Newburgh, N.Y.; Columbia Institute for Deaf and Dumb (1876), 
Washington, D.C.; New York Produce Exchange (1881); Dr. J. Pierrpont Davis House 
(1881), Hartford, Conn.; John F. Ward House (1884-extant), Jersey City, N.J.; 
Frank Hasbrouck House (1887), Poughkeepsie, N.Y.; Presbyterian Church (1859), 
Newburgh; St. Luke's Church (1884), Altoona, Pa.; St Thomas' Church (1878), 
Hanover, New Hampshire Villa Residence (1876), Wilkes Barres; and "Whitecaps" 
(1881), Monmouth Beach, N.J.

The earliest buildings designed by Withers are High Victorian Gothic in 
style. Later buildings have more of a Queen Anne or Jacobethan motif.

Designed by Withers in 1883, the Weehawken Water Tower is an exceptional 
architectural landmark in New Jersey significant as a massive yet aesthetic 
industrial engineering accomplishment. Perhaps the last extant brick water tower 
in New Jersey, it is further one of the few known industrial structures designed 
by Withers.

F. C. Withers clearly was the architect of the Hackensack Water Company 
Water Tower at Weehawken. While the superficial Biographical Dictionary of 
American Architects (Deceased) does not list the Weehawken Water Tower among 
Withers buildings, Francis Kowsky, who completed his Doctoral dissertation on 
"The Architecture of Frederick Clark Withers (1828-1901), has stated that there 
is no doubt that Withers designed the tower. Further, Kowsky has a clear recol 
lection of the Hackensack Water Company communicating with him a few years ago 
concerning the original plans and specifications of the water tower at Weehawken.

This tower, built in 1883.and one of the few such towers left in the country, 
is a vitally significant engineering and architectural landmark. The ecclec- 
ticism of architectural features incorporated in the water tower and the possible 
borrowing from 13th century European precedents such as the Palazzo del Vecchio 
in Florence is an academic argument which should be explored further, but is not 
the scope of this essay.

The reservoir and numerous buildings associated with the water tower are 
intimately connected with the Water Company's history and development as an 
industrial entity. The tower establishes itself as a focal point for Weehawken 
also having a firm impact on the physical landscape of the area. The gatehouse, 
metering shop, and offices are all buildings historically associated with the 
Hackensack Water Company at Weehawken.
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Attached to the tower is what apparently functioned as the metering facility 
(#5). This complex has four major components. This first is a 2 1/2 story brick 
edifice with hip roof and dormers. It has a six bay facade with round arch 
window heads facing the reservoir and four bays along the tower. North of this 
section is a 1 1/2 story hip-roofed brick unit. This unit is physically fused 
onto the tower and has round window arches similar to that section to the 
south. Off the east of this 1 1/2 story portion is another 1 1/2 story brick 
hip-roofed unit which functions as a garage. Enclosing the south and part of the 
east facade of this structure is a one story L-shape brick unit with a flat roof. 
Presumably, this entire 4-part unit, save perhaps the one story flat-roofed 
section, was built from 1895 to 1915.

A small one story flat-roofed brick garage (#6) is directly east of the 
metering facility. This square structure was probably built around 1930.

The office and metering complex are separated by a paved entrance driveway 
off Park Avenue which opens into a substantial employees parking lot to the east. 
There is another entrance driveway off of Highwood Avenue.

Surrounding the plant is basically a residential neighborhood.

The water tower and adjacent reservoir functioned as a unit supplying water 
to the Hoboken region. Although the reservoir does not, at this time, impound 
water, it still retains integrity of design and setting. The purpose and func 
tion of the reservoir and the water tower are more clearly understandable as an 
engineering entity and cannot be historically disjoined. Within the waterworks 
complex, the ancillary buildings surrounding the site have historic significance 
and assist in the understanding of the functional nature of the entire complex.
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Engineering

The Hackensack Water Company, chartered in 1869, was one of New Jersey's 
first public water supply companies in the state. The Weehawken plant provided 
water from the Hackensack River to the City of Hoboken and outlying regions. It 
operated from 1883 until the 1920 's when Jersey City firms began supplying the 
water•
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