
American Water is named to Fortune’s list 
of the 50 largest public utility companies 
in the United States.

American Water joins Standard & Poor’s 
MidCap 400 Index.

American Water purchased by RWE Group 
(divestiture plans begin in 2 years).

RWE announces plans to divest 
American Water.

American Water gains full independence 
after its final stock offering.

American Water becomes part of Standard 
& Poor’s 500 Index – the only water utility 
included in the index.

American Water becomes a member of the Dow Jones 
Utility Average, which represents to stock performance 
of 15 large, well known U.S. companies within the 
utilities sector. American Water is the only water utility 
to ever be part of the index.

In the largest utility IPO in the United States 
history, American Water divests from RWE’s 
outside ownership and joins the New York 
Stock Exchange.

American Water is established in 
Pennsylvania as American Waterworks 
and Guarantee Company (AWW&G).

AWW&G becomes American Water 
Works and Electric (AWW&E), quickly 
growing into one of the leading public 
utility holding companies in the 
United States.

American Water becomes a public company 
under John Ware and the ticker symbol AWK, 
starting with a base of 663,000 customers. 
Headquarters moved to Voorhees, NJ.

American Water rings The Opening Bell 
to celebrate its 10-year return to the 
New York Stock Exchange (NYSE). 
Headquarters moved to Camden, NJ.

American Water maintains its 14-year presence on the New York Stock Exchange 
and remains the largest investor-owned water and wastewater utility in the U.S. 

NYSE: AWK is one of the highest valued utility stocks on the NYSE.
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pipe.” Within two years, communities from Nebraska 

to Alabama and Tennessee chose AWW&G. In con-

trast with some fly-by-night suppliers and poorly 

funded water systems, the company employed col-

lege-educated engineers and seasoned operators 

who shared their methods and expertise across the 

states. In this regard, AWW&G foreshadowed that 

of today’s American Water. 

New Jersey passed a law in 1889 allowing 

corporations headquartered there to own stock 

in other corporations. Within two years, AWW&G 

moved to the Garden State and began to purchase 

controlling interests in water works as well as 

LEF T: The 1913 

Annual Report. 

AWW&G was 

originally 

incorporated 

as a limited 

partnership,  

not a public 

company. 

RIGHT: The Ada 

pump station, 

seen under 

construction in 

1907, is still part 

of the Bluefield 

District of West 

Virginia American 

Water.  

entire companies. Like other utility companies of 

the time, including New Jersey’s still-thriving Public 

Service, AWW&G branched out into related utili-

ties. For AWW&G, that meant rail, electricity, and 

coal extraction. 

Acquisition excitement grew. At the start of 

1913, AWW&G’s portfolio had swelled to 30 water  

and electric lighting companies in 14 states, 

streetcars and railway systems, the Pittsburgh 

Coal Company, and even a hotel near one of its 

California irrigation projects. The company overex-

tended itself. On July 7, 1913, AWW&G defaulted 

and went into receivership.  

T H A N K  Y O U

“Our History Matters”

“We stand on the shoulders of the 

people who built American Water 

and kept it going. This company has made a 

lot of valuable contributions to our industry. 

Our history matters. You’ve got to know where 

you come from before you know where you’re 

going. That helps us make more informed 

decisions and move forward in new ways.“

Jim Pellock 

Joined American Water in 1987
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RESCUE AND REBIRTH

The creditors created a new entity, the American 

Water Works & Electric Company (AWW&E), and 

tapped company engineer H. Hobart Porter to help 

analyze the company’s holdings. Impressed with 

his  wide-ranging knowledge, they appointed him 

President of AWW&E’s “caretaker government.” 

Among the many points in his favor: Porter also 

happened to be a polished, Ivy League-educated 

Manhattanite who could communicate well with 

Wall Street bankers. His mandate was to untangle  

the holdings and sell them off in an orderly way. The 

creditors allowed up to 10 years for the process. 

Porter used that time to lead AWW&E’s rescue  

and rebirth. 

Unlike the sprawling AWW&G, the disciplined 

AWW&E focused solely on water and electricity. 

Porter moved it to New York City, in
troduced better 

fiscal control, and initiated strong oversight of op-

erations. The company also had positive national 

economic winds at its back. America’s most iconic 

industries—automobiles, steel, retail, and enter-

tainment—were all in early flower. The success of 

the federally funded Panama Canal, which opened 

in 1914, had the effect of making governments at 

every level more friendly to water projects. Entry into 

World War I further stimulated the economy, and the 

Roaring Twenties brought boom times. AWW&E grew 

in tandem. Organized hierarchically, it 
continued its 

predecessor company’s practice of sharing knowl-

edge across different operations. 

A Safety First movement emerged in various 

industries across the United States. Not merely a 

saying, Safety First was an organized effort to pre-

vent accidents and injuries. Railroads codified the 

concept; utilities and manufacturers adapted and 

expanded it. One component of the movement was  

“preaching the gospel of safety” to
 immigrant labor-

ers who might have lacked the advantage of formal 

education. Training was shared by all means pos-

sible: classroom sessions, peer-to-peer education, 

and even pocket-sized handbooks that spelled out 

key concepts in simple language and cartoons.

There is no doubt that Porter turned AWW&E 

around. He was the right leader at the right time, a 

theme that would repeat itself throughout American 

Water’s history. By 1922, all plans to dismantle the 

company had passed. Instead the directors voted 

to expand it.

LEFT AND ABOVE: President H. Hobart Porter not only 

saved American Water after it defaulted, but led it 

back to glory. His signature is at the bottom right of 

a 1925 AWW&E stock certificate. 

BELOW: Safety First was a national movement 

embraced by railroads and utilitie
s.
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POSTWAR TRANSFORMATION
World War II ended on September 2, 1945, and 

two months later, the U.S. Supreme Court heard 

the long-delayed case against the Public Utility 

Company Holding Act. The Court upheld PUHCA, 

meaning that AWW&E had to finalize its restructure 

quickly—having waited nine long years for the law-

suit to be resolved. At this point, the original restructure plan was 

estimated to require $60 million in capital. AWW&E 

didn’t have that sum, even though wartime water 

sales had risen. “We do not expect to make in-

creased earnings out of the necessities of war,” 

Thompson had emphasized, “but operating expens-

es have a way of staying up and not dropping quickly 

as operating revenues decline.” 
The Board of Directors decided to hold onto the 

electric side of the business. They proposed to sell 

the water works for $40 million. The SEC approved 

this change in February 1947. Board Chairman  

H. Hobart Porter would not live to sign his name to 

the deal, although he was aware of it. He died that 

month after a long illness. Upon its creation, the new entity, to be renamed 

American Water Works Company, Inc., would be the 

nation’s largest publicly held water utility. It was 

fair to expect that dozens of potential buyers would 

clamor to bid for it. America was growing rapidly 

after the war; the baby boom had begun in 1946, 

suburban houses were popping up like dandelions, 

and Detroit couldn’t produce new cars fast enough. 

Given the surge of activity, a well-established water 

company with a reasonable price tag seemed like 

a sure bet. Yet, only one buyer came forward. His 

name was John H. Ware Jr., and he would become 

the face of American Water for decades to come.

AN INSTINCT FOR WATER
John Ware was hardly a newcomer to the utilities 

industry. He was a colorful, outspoken, rags-to-rich-

es genius often compared to Thomas Edison. Born 

near Philadelphia in 1897, Ware dropped out of 

school at age 14 and learned the electric trade. He 

literally strung power lines along the roads of rural 

Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, bringing service to 

farmers who had never had electricity. Realizing that 

some of his customers didn’t have running water, 

Ware also hired contractors to develop small water 

systems. Ware turned these numerous small en-

terprises into utility companies, selling them to a 

syndicate in the heart of the Great Depression and 

becoming a millionaire by age 36. 

J ohn Ware, who purchased American Water and took it 

public in 1947, always evaluated a business deal by the 

overall good it could do, not just by the investment it required or the profit it could earn. When he first considered buying American Water, the numbers came up short. He found ways around that problem. “Our only need was money,” he said, “and money is just a commodity. You can get money if people have faith in you. And getting 
millions is much easier than getting smaller amounts.” 

ABOVE: John Ware with his water 
dowsing rod, his favorite photo  
of himself. 

LEF T: Ware in his 30s. He was 50 
when he bought American Water.

Recognizing Value Beyond the Numbers

D R E A M  B I G

While he could have simply cashed in and gone 

fishing for the rest of his life, Ware wasn’t wired 

that way. He turned his attentions toward water, for 

which he possessed a keen instinct. He had always 

been an excellent dowser—he used a forked stick, 

a so-called divining rod, to locate underground 

springs, and he almost always hit the mark. After 

selling his businesses, Ware took a consulting job 

and transformed a failing entity into Philadelphia’s 

successful Northeastern Water Company. He 

bought that company in 1941 and enjoyed running 

it. So when American Water Works came up for sale 

in 1946, he pounced. 


