A Gift “To The People Of Cincinnati”

Henry Probasco and Tyler Davidson started talking in 1860 about erecting a fountain in Cincinnati for the community that made their hardware business successful. The brother-in-laws, business partners and close friends envisioned a European style functional fountain to meet the needs of its citizens. After the untimely death of Tyler Davidson in 1865, Henry Probasco sold the hardware business and set out on his search for a fitting fountain design. He decided to complete the project they had started as a memorial to Tyler Davidson.
In 1866, Henry Probasco started his European search of fountain designs throughout the great cities of Europe. He was not satisfied that the typical designs based on ancient mythology was appropriate for Cincinnati. It wasn’t until he visited the Royal Bronze Foundry of  Bavaria in Munich that he meet August von Kreling of Nuremburg through the foundry’s director, Ferdinand von Miller. August von Kreling had a design from 1854 that they were unable to find a city to order. The design was a new concept of art for a fountain featuring bas relief scenes and figures depicting the uses of water. Upon viewing his sketches symbolizing the uses and benefits of water to man, Henry Probasco continued discussions with August von  Kreling on the final design concepts of the fountain. On May 15, 1867, the fountain was commissioned with Ferdinand von Miller of the Royal Bronze Foundry of Bavaria.
Henry Probasco returned to Cincinnati and immediately started working with William Tinsey, his architect, to design the esplanade and its location. The esplanade needed to compliment the artwork of the fountain but also to protect it and still be excess able to the needs of the people. Below the fountain and esplanade would be a water chamber of coiled pipes to supply fresh cool water to the four decorative drinking fountains and pools. Another chamber of water, feed by the city’s water system, powers the water jets in the main pool around the pedestal of the fountain. To power the water sprays from the hands of the “Genius of Water”, a special water line from a reservoir in Mount Auburn was required. The pool that would collect the fountains waters are made of dark porphyry, quarried in the Fichtel Mountains in Bavaria. The four drinking fountain bases were shaped and polished at quarries in Weissenstadt, in Upper Franconia. 
The bronze figures on top each pedestal depicts a young nude boy with a variety of creatures from which the cool waters of the drinking pools comes. These feature:
· Riding and striving to tame a dolphin

· Catching and playing with ducks

· Struggling with a coiled snake

· Riding on the back of huge turtle

The pedestal is square with four bas relief panels under each large decorative basin. The bas relief panels have scenes that depict the uses and benefits of water to the community. These are:

· Steam is depicted as workmen using a powerful trip hammer propelled by a steam engine

· Water power is depicted by peasants taking corn to the water wheel mill

· Navigation is depicted by a family waving to friends departing on a steam boat at the landing

· Fisheries are depicted by fishermen drawing in their full nets

At the four corners of the decorative basins are children enjoying the benefits of water.  These feature:

· A girl with beads looking at her reflection
· A boy putting on skates

· A girl listening to a shell

· A boy showing the lobster he caught

Surrounding the shaft of the pedestal above the basins are four large statues showing the needs and benefits of water. These are:

· A worker with an empty bucket looking for rain to put out a burning building

· A farmer and his dog praying for rain for his withering fields

· A daughter filling the goblet with water for the old man on crutches

· A mother, partially nude, leading her little boy to the bath

And finally, we have the “Genius of Water” spraying the mist from her out stretched hands over the entire fountain representing the much needed rains for the community. The final height of the fountain is 38 feet above the esplanade (“Genius of Water” is 9 feet and weighs 2 tons) and the bronze fountain weighs 24 tons.
Once the individual pieces were completed, the project was delayed from both sides of the ocean. In Germany, attempts to ship the finished stones, some weighing up to 18 tons, were delayed as most shipping companies would not accept the weigh for fear they might break through the decks of their ships. Finally, arrangements were made with Bremen line of steamships who agreed to ship the individual stones to New Orleans. From there, they were loaded on a barge powered by a steamship for their final trip to Cincinnati.
In Cincinnati, a switch in location on 5th Street caused a delay for the construction of the water chambers and the esplanade. On February 22, 1869, Henry Probasco presented a bronze model of the fountain at a party at his mansion in Clifton. After much discussion concerning the original location with its narrow space between the rail tracks along 5th Street between Walnut and Main Streets, attention was shifted to 5th Street between Vine and Walnut. While this space would supply the needed land to build the esplanade and properly display the fountain, the land presently housed the 5th Street Market. The city finally agreed that the dilapidated 5th Street Market would be torn down in the best interest of the citizens of Cincinnati. This allowed construction to begin in the Spring of 1870. The cornerstone was laid on July 12th, 1870.
The Tyler Davidson Fountain was dedicated in memory of Henry Probasco’s friend, Tyler Davidson on October 6, 1871 during a day of speeches and programs attended by over 2o,ooo citizens of Cincinnati. By November of 1871, the City of Cincinnati accepted control and maintenance of Probasco Place, the official name of  the esplanade he helped design. The additional stone granite safety posts and lighting were soon put in place to ensure the safety of the fountain and the citizens using the area.

By the time the project was completed, Henry Probasco spent over $125,000 to erect a symbol of Cincinnati that has and will benefit the people of Cincinnati for generations to come. 
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