Compton Hill
Water Tower
See it!
Climb it!
Love it!

Located at South Grand Boulevard
and Russell Boulevard

Compton Hill Water Tower
Described as a beacon, a gem, and a marvel
from another era, the Compton Hill Water
Tower is a 19th century engineering
masterpiece and a Saint Louis attraction of
architectural and historic significance.
Located in the charming, historic South Grand
area, the Water Tower offers an unparalleled
360-degree view of Saint Louis and Illinois
from its observation deck. It is one of only
seven surviving water towers in the United
States, and in 1972, it was added to the
National Register of Historic Places.

The Heritage

While today it is a popular tourist site, in its
early years, the Water Tower offered a modern
solution to an outmoded water delivery
system. In the late 1800s, the City of Saint
Louis used a variety of pumps to provide water
throughout the city. But the demand for water
exceeded the pump system’s capacity, causing
dangerous surges in water pressure. People
who lived in several story houses had difficulty
getting water to their upper floors.
The City built a very large vertical standpipe —
six feet wide and 140 feet tall — at Grand
Boulevard and Russell Boulevard, where the
altitude was well above sea level. However, the
pipe was unsightly. To camouflage it, the City
hired an architectural firm to design a tower,
and the man chosen for the project was Harvey
Ellis, an unconventional and talented artist.
Architect, painter, designer for Stickley
Furniture, and pioneer in the skyscraper
movement of the late 1800s, Ellis lived in Saint
Louis for only four years near the end of his
life. But the Water Tower he designed went
into service in 1899 and has graced the Saint
Louis skyline for more than a century.

The Tower

The 179-foot Tower is built in French
Romanesque style out of rusticated limestone,
terra cotta and buff-colored brick. Inside, 198
iron steps spiral around the standpipe, with
seven landings where visitors have an
opportunity to catch their breath, view
historical photos, and enjoy the panorama. At
the top, under a bell-shaped roof of terra cotta
tiles, an observation deck offers spectacular
views of Saint Louis.
During the 1904 World’s Fair, the Water Tower
and the surrounding gardens and lily ponds
drew as many as 5,000 people on any given
Sunday.

The Naked Truth Sculpture

There is a wonderful story about “The Naked
Truth,” statue which is located near the Water
Tower. The statue was unveiled on May 27,
1914, after considerable controversy. It was
the winning design in a competition to honor
three German newspaper editors and to
commemorate the German spirit in America.
The largest funder of the contest was
Adolphus Busch. The story goes that all the
artists who submitted entries in the contest
were local – except one. He was Wilhelm
Wandschneider of Berlin, a well-known
sculptor of his day. The jury selected
Wandschneider’s proposal and cabled him to
come to Saint Louis to claim his prize. There
was only one problem. The cable was sent
before officials were notified of the jury’s
decision.When officials saw the proposed

sculpture, they were shocked by the nudity
and again cabled the artist to let him know
that the prize had been withdrawn. But
Wandschneider and his wife came to Saint
Louis anyway, where they collected the prize
money (the amount was between $23,000 and
$30,000). The sculpture was created as
Wandschneider had designed it — except in
bronze rather than white marble to minimize
the nudity. Restoration of the sculpture and
surrounding gardens was completed in 2014.

Years of Decline

In 1929, the Compton Hill Water Tower was
retired from service. Although the standpipe
was no longer needed, the Tower was
occasionally opened to the public for tours,
because it had one of the best views of the
city. In 1966, the Tower was declared a city
landmark, and in 1972, it was added to the
National Register of Historic Places. However,
in 1984, the Tower was closed to the public.
Rain, weather and vandalism began to take a
toll on the once-elegant building. For more
than ten years the Water Tower stood
untouched. Architectural details on the walls
weathered away, large cracks formed, windows
were missing or broken, and the terra cotta
roof was badly in need of repairs.
In 1995 the City considered demolishing the
Tower, but residents and neighborhood
associations raised an outcry and offered to
work with the City to repair and maintain the
structure.

General Information

The Water Tower and its grounds are owned
by the Saint Louis Water Division and
maintained through the joint efforts of the
Water Division, the Saint Louis City
Department of Parks, Recreation, and Forestry,
and the Water Tower and Park Preservation
Society.
Water Tower & Park Preservation Society
P.O. Box 2156 Saint Louis, MO 63158
314-552-9000 www.watertowerfoundation.org

Return to the Glory Days
In 1999, the City completed a four-year
$19 million renovation of the reservoir,
the Tower and the grounds. With the
help of the Water Tower & Park
Preservation Society, a master plan was
drawn up. The long-term goal of the
Water Tower & Park Preservation Society
is to implement the park master plan:
Recreation of the Historical Landscape
and Design of the Park
Victorian Gardens
Entry at Grand/Russell Entrance
Seasonal Tree Plantings (>500 trees
to date )
Historic Restoration of the Original Pond
and Fountains
Large lily pond with fountain
(complete)
Small Fountains with Seating Areas
Develop Spaces for Large Gatherings
(future)
Overlook platforms with panoramic
views of downtown
Pavilion for Public Events
Artistic Features and Lighting (complete)
Restoration of Naked Truth Statue &
Surrounding Gardens
Recreation of Historic lights on the
Tower
Improve Lighting Throughout the Park
Bring the Electrical Grid up to Current
Standards (complete)
Improve Lighting and the Addition of
Historic Lighting Along Paths
(complete)

Tower Openings
The Water Tower is usually open to the
public from March to November but is
currently closed until repairs can be
completed. For more details how you
can help get the tower open again and
donate at:
www.watertowerfoundation.org.

To Donate

By becoming a member, your tax
deductible contribution will help raise
funds to repair the tower and open it
again to visitors. Once again the Water
Tower and its surrounding Park will be
one of Saint Louis’s premier tourist
destinations.

Levels
$25
Friend
$50
Patron
$100
Benefactor
$250
Sponsor
$500
Foundation of theTower
$1,000
Tower Guardian
$2500
Tribute Bench
Send a check to:
Water Tower & Park Preservation
Society
P.O. Box 2156
Saint Louis, MO 63158

To Volunteer

The Water Tower and Park Preservation
Society is a 100% volunteer organization
and we need your help. Volunteers help
with Tower openings and the gardens or
use special skills or knowledge to help
the organization in a variety of ways.
Sign-up on our website or send an email
to
volunteer@watertowerfoundation.org

