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In the early part of this century, securing a safe, 

reliable and abundant water supply was seen as a major challenge 

to Winnipeg’s growth. After much debate, visionary Winnipeggers 

elected to proceed with a daring proposal to bring water by 

aqueduct from Shoal Lake on the Manitoba -Ontario boundary, 

to Winnipeg. Shoal Lake was described as one of the best 

fresh water sources in the world. 

More than 80 years have passed since the completion of the 

large -capacity Shoal Lake aqueduct that serves Winnipeg 

to this day. Winnipeg’s water utility has retained its early vision 

of providing all the necessary elements to give Winnipeggers 

a safe, reliable and abundant water supply. 

The following pages highlight our water supply system, 

including its colourful early history, and the extensive 

distribution network that supplies our water. 
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A Brief History of Our Water Supply 

Water is vital to the growth and success of any city. 
In the early 1900s, Winnipeg’s water system was not 
adequate for what most expected to be an important 
city on this continent. 

For decades, “watermen” using ox carts had 
hauled untreated water from the Red and Assiniboine 
rivers and delivered it by barrel around Winnipeg. 
But sewage in the river eventually rendered that 
supply undrinkable. 

After the watermen, most of the city’s water came 
from artesian wells, which produced unreliable and 
sometimes dangerously polluted drinking water. 

Typhoid fever outbreaks, aggravated by the 
poor water, killed thousands of citizens in the early 
1900s, and posed a serious problem for Canada’s third 
largest city. 

The water was bad everywhere. It smelled! It was 
foul-tasting and discoloured. Even in the grand hotels 

for a Better Supply in the Early 1900s 
Poor Water in a Growing City Sparked a Quest 

along Main Street the toilets and ornate claw-footed 
bath tubs were disfigured by rusty stains. 
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Winnipeg in the Early 1900s 
In 1911, Greater Winnipeg’s 
population was almost 156,000 
and had tripled in the preceding 
decade. The economy was booming. 
Wheat prices were high. American 
and British speculators were 
predicting Winnipeg would become 

“the Chicago of the North.” In the 
early 1900s, Winnipeg had never 
seen a brighter future. 

But, optimism was not enough. 
To assure its future, Winnipeg needed 
an abundant supply of fresh, safe 
drinking water. 



A Search for Water Leads to a Visionary Proposal 

A distinguished American engineer, Professor 
Charles Slichter, studied Winnipeg’s situation 
and condemned the existing system as “very 
unsatisfactory.” He offered the City three options: 
■ Drill new water wells north of the city 
■ Build a pipeline to the Winnipeg River 
■ Take a “daring” and “visionary” approach 

and build an aqueduct to Shoal Lake, 
which he described as a “fabulous” 
source of water “of exceptional 
softness and purity,” in a lake 
of “clean Laurentian granite.” 

Professor Charles Slichter was 
born in St. Paul, Minnesota 
on April 16, 1864 and died in 
Madison, Wisconsin in 1946 
at the age of 82. Starting in 1898, 
he served as a consulting engineer 
to the U.S. Geological Survey. 

In 1907, he was hired by the 
Public Utilities Commissioner of 
Manitoba, H.A. Robson as an expert 
of the “highest order and one entirely 

Far-Sighted Winnipeggers Show Support 

Several challenges existed to bring water from 
Shoal Lake – the biggest was the cost of moving 
the water such a long distance. Slichter was accused 
by his critics of being a dreamer. “Who is going 
to pay?” they charged. 

The city council of the day emphatically rejected 
Slichter’s report. But, local newspaper editorials 
claimed Winnipeggers were looking to the future 
and they wanted “water of good quality and lots of 
it.” More importantly, they were willing to pay for it. 

Winnipeg Votes for Shoal Lake to Proceed 

In 1913, an energetic young politician, 
Thomas R. Deacon, was elected mayor on 
the basis of his campaign to deliver clean, 
safe, and abundant water. He submitted 
the options to a vote by the people, and 
the expensive Shoal Lake plan won 
by a landslide. 

uninfluenced by any local interest” 
to determine which water supply 
was best for the city. In 1912, 
Slichter recommended Shoal Lake 
citing it as the best supply for the 
city, since it required no treatment 
and it was “ ...an enormous reservoir 
of clear, pure and soft water.” 

Upon hearing of the completion 
of the aqueduct project, Professor 
Slichter wrote a congratulatory letter 
applauding the city’s accomplish-
ment. “ It is as magnificent a supply 
as that of the city of Glasgow, or of 
Los Angeles, or of New York. None 
of these cities possesses a supply 
more wholesome or sanitary, and 
few indeed enjoy a supply of such 
delightful softness...you need not fear 
comparison with any supply of any 
place on earth.” 
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