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The Patuxent River Filtration Plant at 6101 Sandy Spring Road was opened in July of 1944. The plant bas since been rebuilt and 
renovated, and none of the original sedimentation and filtration facilities dating to 1944, 1951 , and 1954 are extant. The current 
plant includes water processing and storage tanks on the south side of Sandy Spring Road and two settling ponds on the north side 
of the road. The plant is located near the highest point within Prince George's County with a mixed use development to the south 
and residential subdivisions to the north. The boundary of the inventoried property is a total of24.96 acres, parcel numbers P80 
and P88, as shown on Figure 1-2. 

The Patuxent River Filtration Plant comprises a water quality assurance laboratory, a concrete process structure to clean and purify 
the water, seven finished water reservoirs, and two settling ponds. The water quality laboratory (1983) is a rectangular, tall, two
story brick building, six bays wide and three bays deep with a north far;ade and a flat roof. The first floor is recessed wit11 the 
second floor overhang supported by square brick columns. Plate glass doors are located on the west side elevations. The second 
floor bas a ribbon of fixed windows. A small brick access and Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning (HV AC) structure is 
located on the roof. 
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The concrete process plant (2003) is a two-story open-air water filtration facility with a series often flocculation basins, 
sedimentation basins, and granular media filters. The building's brick veneer mimics the first floor square columns of the water 
quality laboratory, but with overhead doors in many of the bays. Additional facilities are located in one-to-three brick structures on 
the south (rear) elevation. A series of seven finished water reservoirs are located near the south (rear) edge of the property. The 
five located in an east-west row date to the 1950s, while the two closest to the process plant were constructed in the late 1960s. 
Each circular steel tank was renovated and retrofitted with a geodesic dome in the mid to late 2000s. Two trapezoidal concrete 
settling basins date from 1944 and the 1970s, respectively. The eastern basin is the oldest. 

The Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC) was established on May l , 1918 and it began acquiring and integrating 
small existing community systems into the WSSC regional system. Population growth in the late 1930s required more water. The 
WSSC responded by opening of the Robert B. Morse Water Filtration Plant at Burnt Mills, Silver Spring, in 1936. It was 
significant for its unique filter assembly designed by WSSC Chief Engineer Robert B. Morse. Instead oflocating the filtration 
steps (sedimentation, flocculation, filtration, and storage) into separate structures, Morse designed nearly all the steps into a 
circular structure (Christianson 2008). 

Heavy sedimentation reduced the holding capacity of the dam on the Northwest Branch of the Anacostia River that provided water 
for the Robert B. Morse Water Filtration Plant. This led the WSSC to construct its Brighton Dam-Triadelphia Reservoir facilities 
on the Patuxent River. Brighton Dam was completed in 1943 and the WSSC's first truly regional water supply facility, the Willis 
School Filtration Plant, later known as the Patuxent River Filtration Plant, opened in July 1944. This new facility featured a 
trapezoidal concrete settling pond and the acclaimed Morse-type filter design (Brigham 1988:26; WSSC 2001 b ). It had a circular 
configuration with an outer ring serving as the a settling tank where chemicals (alum or ferric chloride) are added to promote 
coagulation and removal of mud from raw water and rapid sand filters positioned around an inner circle like pie slices, all pointed 
toward a clear (filtered) water observation well and the filter control panel in the center. The settling ring was uncovered, while the 
filter units, clear well and controls were enclosed to facilitate all-weather operation (Brigham 1988:29). The plant's production 
capacity was 12 million gallons a day (MGD), but plans were already underway during World War II to make it the WSSC's 
principal supply facility for both Montgomery and Prince George's counties (Brigham 1988:30). 

The WSSC expanded the plant in the 1951 and I 955 and brought its final configuration to four, circular sedimentation/filtration 
units arranged around a domed "headhouse". This boosted the ultimate capacity to 65 MGD, and increased filtered water storage 
on site to almost 13 million gallons in five tanks (Brigham 1988:46). Two additional water storage tanks were completed in the late 
1960s and a second concrete settling pond was completed in the 1970s. The Rocky Gorge Dam and Reservoir, later known as the 
T. Howard Duckett Dam and watershed, was completed in I 954 and provided additional sources for the plant to draw upon as it 
expanded (WSSC 201 lb). With the completion of these projects and the supply lines from the plant to the Montgomery county 
distribution system, the Robert B. Morse Water Filtration Plant was relegated to standby status until taken out of service in the 
early 1960s (Brigham 1988:48). 

The Patuxent Plant was the Commission's principal supply facility during the rapid post-World War II suburban growth until 1962 
when the first stage of the Potomac River Filtration Plant in western Montgomery County was completed. The WSSC then 
operated a dual source system, drawing on both the Potomac and Patuxent Rivers. The Potomac Plant was expanded progressively 
during the 1960s and now has a nominal capacity of 250 MGD (WSSC 20 I I b ). 

In the 1980s, the Morse-type processing rings were renovated at the Patuxent Plant. The modification included no expansion of 
capacity, but extended the plants ' useful life. A new building was completed to house a water quality assurance laboratory. In 
addition, the grounds were landscaped with shrubs and flower beds (Brigham 2011 :84). 
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Paruxent Water Filtration Plant 

the early 2000s, the Paruxent Water Filtration Plant was completely renovated to continue to meet the higher standards being 
tabUshed for water quality. It was upgraded with new filters to provide improved taste and odor removal and biological filters to 

help remove organic matter. (English 2014). The $28 million upgrade was being completed in two stages to allow continued water 
production during construction and to minimize any effects on the Potomac Water Filtration Plant. Stage one included renovation 
of existing facilities, demolition of the existing Filter Unit# 1, and construction of a new 36-MGD concrete process structure. Stage 
one was completed and placed in service in August 2003 . During stage one, Filter Units 2, 3, and 4 continued to operate (WSSC 
201 la) . Stage two began with demolition of the remainder of the old treatment plant including the headhouse. Construction of 
Filter Units 2, 3, and 4 and was completed in September 2003 . Construction of the remaining 20 MGD process structure was 
completed in 2005 . The improved Paruxent Plant included: water filtration basins, chlorine contact chambers, storage and pumping 
facilities, a new maintenance building and mechanical, electrical and control equipment (WSSC 2011 a). The filtered water storage 
tanks were also renovated in the 2000s with each receiving a geodesic dome. 

In 2014, the plant began an expansion to increase its nominal capacity from 56 MGD to 72 MGD. It was also Maryland ' s water 
filtration plant to incorporate large-scale UV disinfection to enhance the plant's multi-barrier approach for pathogen control 
(Carollo Engineers, Inc. 2014). 

The Paruxent Water Filtration Plant played a vital role in supplying the water that allowed the continued development of Maryland 
suburbs in Prince Georges and Montgomery counties in the 1950s and 1960s. The plant was opened in July 1944 with a Morse
type filter. Expansions in 1951 and 1954 added three more Morse-type filters and filtered water storage tanks. Although the 
property is associated with suburbanization in Montgomery and Prince Georges counties and was an early plant utilizing the Morse
type filters, it does not maintain historic integrity. The removal of the Morse-type filters, renovation of filtered water storage tanks, 
the construction of the water quality laboratory, and the addition of landscaping have compromised its design, setting, materials, 
workmanship, feeling, and association. The Paruxent Water Filtration Plant is not eligible for the NRHP under Criterion A due to 
its lack of historic integrity. The property is not associated with persons of historic significance and is not eligible under Criterion 
B. Alterations and new construction has resulted in a facility that lacks a critical mass of historic buildings or structures and the 
plant is not eligible under Criterion C as an important example of a type, period or method of construction. Criterion D was not 
· vestigated as part of this study. 
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1. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Looking Southwest 

2. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Looking South 

3. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Looking Southeast 

4. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Looking East 

5. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Finished Water Reservoirs, Looking Southeast 

6. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Finished Water Reservoirs, Looking Northwest 

7. Patuxent Water Filtration Plant, Settling Basins, Looking North 






























