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that had joined the voyage.

It was then pumped up nine
metres above to one of three gi-
ant, dark concrete pools that al-
ways glow an aqua green. That’s
from the smidgen of alum —
about one-twentieth of an aspi-
rin pill — that's sprayed into
each litre on its way in. Alum, or
aluminum sulphate, acts like a
magnet for the dirt, clumping it
together in little groups called
“flocs.” The flocs were left to set-
tle, then gleaned from the water
by metre-high filters made up of
anthracite, sand and gravel.

Once the dusting was finished,
the water was ready for a tiny
dose of chlorine, which killed all
the naked pathogens — stripped
from their silty hiding places —
in the water. But before it could
be pushed up through the city by
one of nine pumps, the water
was treated with ammonia,
which acts like shellac on wood,
protecting the chlorine from the
wear of elements along its trav-
els. That way it can last for up to
five days, or all the way up to its
farthest possible destination, in
Woodbridge.

Eight hours after it entered the
intake pipe, the water was con-
verted from “raw” to “treated.”
It now had that small zing of
chlorine, and a trace more alu-
minum sulphate and fluoride.
And the few dangerous mi-
crobes bobbing among its par-
ticles had been killed — but 1.6
kilometres out from shore,
there aren’t that many of those,
anyway.

In fact, contrary to what you

‘might assume driving past

“Tly \;\}a&ﬁ ol Waker”
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On an average
summer day,

2 billion litres of
water course from
the lake, beneath
the city and into
homes and
businesses

Hamilton harbour, pollution
levels in Lake Ontario have
dropped considerably over the
past three decades, Since Lake
Erie was pronounced dead in
the 1970s, and the Great Lakes
Water Quality Agreement
signed by both the Canadian
and American governments, the
levels of PCBs and dioxin found
in Lake Ontario have plummet-
ed. Pesticides like toxophene
and chlordane are also dowmn.
And populations of eagles that
were once dying from contam-
inated fish have rebounded.

“I know people find it hard to
believe, but, Lake Ontario is
quite clean,” says Mike Lukich,
chief chemist at the city’s cen-

tral lab, where workers test wa-
ter samples every four hours. A
kilometre and a halfinto the wa-
ter — the home, for a time, of
that litre of water and of every
other litre of water that eventu-
ally ends up in Etobicoke’s pipes
— even the dreaded E. coli bac-
teria that cluster along the
besches after a big storm, caus-
ing throat infections and diar-
rhea for any who risk bathing
there, aren’t present. They don’t
make it out that far in the lake.
‘While testers found 51 colonies
of E. coli in a 100 millilitre sam-
ple taken from Marie Curtis
beach last week, they would find
only one colony in a similar
sample around the intake pipes.

So the truth is, that litre of wa-
ter hadn’t changed as much as
you might think. It locked the
same, tasted the same — still
heavy from the layers of calci-
ume-rich limestone lining Lake
Ontario,

But now it was ready to gradu-
ate from the open world of
mother nature, into the subter-
ranean depths of urban Toron-
to. It joined the 614,999,999 oth-
er litres of water that enter the
city from the R. L. Clark plant
every day, propelled by one of
nine pumps into a giant 2.5-me-
tre-wide steel pipe.

The reason for all the pumping
is clear when you stand outside
Summerhill subway station and
look north up Yonge St. The city
isbuilt on a gradual hill and, giv-
en its wont, water would flow
down towards the lake and not
the other way.

To get to its splash pad in Rex-

dale, a hundred blocks away
from the Clark plant, the litre
would only have been pumped
twice. To get to the most distant
area in Vaughan, though, water
is pumped as many as five times.

It didn’t necessarily travel in a
straight line. The city’s giant
trunk water mains dogleg
through neighbourhoods, dodg-
ing underground hydro corri-
dors, Bell cables, and harder
slabs of rock. Plus, they are
barred from crossing beneath
private property, sticking in-
stead to public road and walk-
‘ways.

Our litre rushed north, 1.5 me-
tres beneath the roadway be-
tween rows of small, brick bun-
galows, before making a sharp
left down another residential
street and after a few blocks,
turning north again. Moving at
the pace of a relatively fit jogger,
it passed beneath large graceful
maple trees and before sleepy
homes, undetected by families
fanning themselves on porches,
zigzagging all the way to the be-
ginning of The East Mall. Once
here, it continued north, past
light industrial buildings, facto-
ry outlets, gas stations and a
man in a tan car covered in yel-
low lettering that reads: “Want
problems? Buy a Saturn.”

When it dipped under the
QEW, it dove 5 metres farther
underground to avoid the traffic
reverberations, and bobbed
back up the other side.

After travelling 12.7 kilo-
metres, it spilled into an under-
ground reservoir tucked be-
neath a local sports field for the

surrounding high-rises near
Eiunton Ave. and Martin Grove
R

You've likely walked on one of
the city’s 10 reservoirs before,
thinking they were simply
raised parks. But under the
grass are glant tanks of water.
They are raised up above street
level so gravity can pull the wa-
ter down into nearby homes and
buildings, which is why, during
the blackout two summers ago,
water still flowed into your
home.

Originally, all reservoirs were
open-faced, like giant, boarded
outdoor skating rinks. The old-
est and biggest, Rosehill reser-
voir, spans the size of a full city
block near Yonge St. and St.
Clair Ave. and stores 271 million
litres — enough to fill 271 Olym-
pic-sized swimming pools. Dur-
ing World War II, city leaders
worried enemy fighters would
poison the water and posted
armed guards around the reser-
voirs. Two decades later, during
the nuclear terror of the 1960s,
the city decided to permanently
cover them.

For our litre, the reservoir was
a small pit stop, allowing it to
rest temporarily until another
pump sucked it up and pushed it
farther uphill, under Martin
Grove Rd.

From there, it zigzagged north
again, under the nose of tower-

"ing apartment buildings,

ducked under highways 401 and
409, and finally reached Rexdale
Blvd.

Along the route, many of the
water’s compatriots funnelled

off the main course, down
smaller pipes and into local
neighbourhoods. At Islington
Ave., our litre followed suit,
First, it diverted into a cast-iron
pipe nearly half a metre wide,
that acts like an off road from
the highway, shadowing the
trunk line for a few blocks.
Then, it turned into a slightly
slimmer pipe under Elmhurst
Dr. Had it continued onto one of
the even smaller residential
streets, it would have cascaded
into another pipe half that
width, before reaching the 1.9
centimetre pipe running into
one of the bungalows.

But the pipe running to the
splash pad in the middle of Rex-
dale Park is twice that thick.
‘When it spurts out the long blue
faucet and into Ford’s bucket,
thatlitre has travelled enough to
work up a good sweat — 21 kilo-
metres over two days, It should
be treasured like liquid gold.

Ford takes the bucket and
chases after one of his 9-year-
olds, unleashing the water over
the young boy’s back. Soon,
some of the water will evaporate
into the hot, midday air. The rest
will slide down his thin neck and
back and wind toward a drain at
the base of the splash pad.

From there, it will funnel
through another maze of pipes
towards a sewage treatment
plant before being released back
into Lake Ontario to begin the
whole story again.

[ If you want to save the world, be
awater engineer, D1
E1 A brief history of water, D4




