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T he equipment once used for the system, 
most o f  which had been imported f rom 
England,  has disappeared -  old steam engine 
pump and al l .  The water tower is  four storeys 
high made entirely of  original  bricks ki lned on 
the estate property.  The f irst  three levels  have 
large rectangular windows.  Some windows are 
fenced in by e laborate wrought i ron 
balustrades,  which came from the nearby iron 
foundry owned by Mr.  Helm. The uppermost 
level  of  the tower has circular spoked windows 
set  back within decorat ive l ight  co loured 
brickwork.  The glass windowpanes themselves 
(some sti l l  original)  are also said to have been 
made on the property.  For a f inishing touch of  
English grace,  the tower is  crowned with a  

green gabled roof  with a widow's walk.  Inside 
the tower,  there is  a  wooden spiral  staircase,  
which winds its  way up to the fourth level .  The 
well  beneath the tower,  which is  brick l ined al l  
the way down, was some seventy-five feet  deep 
and about ten feet  in diameter.  

J ohn Helm Jr.  (1816-1912) built  the water  
tower in 1877 as part  of  his  thirty-acre estate 
cal led Belgrave.  The tower concealed a large 
storage tank capable of  pumping and storing a 
large quantity  of  lake water.  A f ive thousand 
gallon wooden pressure vessel  rested on the 
fourth leve l  o f  th is  tower .  Orig inal ly ,  i t s  
purpose was to supply the house and 
surrounding acreage with water .  F ive acres 
were i rr igated by an underground piping 
system used to water the lawns and gardens.   
But in the event of  a  f ire,  there was a readily  
available source of  water.  In addition to the 
header system, a storage tank was built  over 
the att ic  of  the mansion.  Whenever the tower 
water level  went down, a  cant i lever device 
automatical ly  switched over to the att ic  tank.

�

�

�

�

historical abstract�

�

heritage port hope advisory committee



162  PETER STR EETJ OHN HELM JR .  H OUSE (BELGR AVE)  

WATER TOWER ,  c i rca  1877 Ita l ianate

architectural detail�

�

John Helm Jr .  was a prominent loca l  
businessman who establ ished a foundry and 
machine shop on Mill  Street  in 1849,  capable 
of  making steam engines ,  boi lers ,  threshing 
machines,  and reaping machines.  The foundry 
was later  located at  Queen and Peter Streets  
powered by Helm's Dam on the Ganaraska 
River.  He learned the trade from his  father,  
John Helm Sr .  a t  h is  fa ther 's  foundry on 
College Street  in Cobourg.  

In 1872,  the Town recognized the need for a  
municipal  waterworks that  could supply water 
by use of  rotary pump using local  water power 
supplied through a series of  underground pipes 
to assist  in f ire  f ighting.  John Helm offered to 
instal l  the system and completed the work in 
1875.  A water works bui ld ing was bui l t  
adjacent to Helm's Dam containing rotary 
pumps and turbines .  The new waterworks 
system greatly  enhanced f ire-f ighting efforts  in 
the town.  

Upper windows are fenced in by elaborate wrought 
iron balustrades,  which came from the nearby iron 
foundry owned by Mr.  Helm. The uppermost level  of  
the tower has circular spoked windows inset  within 
decorat ive l ight co loured brickwork.  The g lass 
windowpanes themselves  (some st i l l  original)  are 
also said to have been made on the property.  
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