[image: Cover: Art of the Brooklyn Bridge, A Visual History, written by Richard Haw, published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group.]

Art of the Brooklyn BridgeA VISUAL HISTORY




[image: ]


Art of the Brooklyn Bridge A VISUAL HISTORY

Richard Haw

[image: logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London and New York.]



 Dedication 

For Pippa and Charlie, for when they grow up, and as always for Erica.



Frontispiece: Joseph Stella, Bridge (detail)

First published 2008

by Routledge

 270 Madison Ave, New York, NY 10016

Simultaneously published in the UK

by Routledge

 2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2008 Taylor & Francis

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark Notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

A catalog record has been requested for this book

ISBN10: 0-415-95386-3 (hbk)

ISBN13: 978-0-415-95386-3 (hbk)

DOI: 10.4324/9780203365939


Contents


	Acknowledgements




	Prologue Crank, Crackpot, and Creative Genius: Plans to Bridge the East River (1800–1867)

	One Construction, Completion, and Panic (1867–1883)

	Two Spectacle and Show (1883–1911)

	Three Modernism Takes Command (1912–1929)

	Four Depression and Recovery (1929–1945)

	Five Evolution and Explosion (1946–1982)

	Six Commemoration and the Contemporary Era (1983–2008)




	Notes

	Index




Acknowledgments

While my name may stand as the sole author of this work, art books are the most collective efforts in publishing. In putting this one together I have racked up countless debts and it is my great pleasure to acknowledge just a few of them here.

My first and greatest debt is to the scores of archivists, librarians and registrars whose generous help and endless patience made this book possible. For numerous acts of kindness and understanding, I would like to thank everyone with whom I have corresponded over the past two years, and especially (in no particular order) Sue Grinols at the San Francisco Museums of Fine Art, Amy Rupert at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Folsom Library, Jill Reichenbach and Kristine Paulus at the New-York Historical Society, Uri Kolodney and Susan Rittereiser at the University of Texas Libraries, Carol Jones at Yale University Library, Erin Schleigh at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Marguerite Lavin and Melanie Bower at the Museum of the City of New York, Thomas Lisanti at the New York Public Library, Fiona Patrick at the Cornell University Library, Julie May at the Brooklyn Historical Society, Barbara Brand at the Stony Brook University Library, Polly Armstrong at the Stanford University Library, Lisa DeBoer and all the staff at the Brooklyn Public Library’s wonderful Brooklyn Collection, Beth Moore at the Telfair Museum of Arts and Sciences, Mickey Koch at the Des Moines Art Center, Sue Nurse at the University of Rochester’s Memorial Art Gallery, David Kencik at the San Diego Museum of Art, AnnaLee Pauls at the Princeton University Library, Kathleen Kornell at the Cleveland Museum of Art, Joan Anne Maxham at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Ruth Janson at the Brooklyn Museum of Art, Merry Armata at the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Heather Scanlan at the Walker Art Center, Juliana Driever at the Queens Public Library Gallery, Rivka Weinstock at the Art Commission of New York, Jonathan Friedlander at the Bonni Benrubi Gallery, Eva Waters and Sandi Knakal at the studio of Ellsworth Kelly, Delinda Buie at the University of Louisville, Michael Shulman at Magnum Photos, Linda McCurdy at the Duke University Library, Mara Linskey at the Charles H. MacNider Museum, Trisha Murray at the Berry-Hill Galleries, Joan Gonsalez at the office of Barney Ebsworth, and Robin Dettre and Andrew Thomas at the Smithsonian American Art Museum.

In addition to the above, dozens more people lent their time, answered questions and helped locate images, especially: Joseph Allerhand, Silverio Bracaglia, Jean Bubley, Andreas Bühler, Jeffrey Coven, Sally Forbes, Mick Gidley, Suzanne Julig, Lionel Kelly, Dong Kingman Jr., Becky Lawton, Li-lan, Gene-Manuel, Pam Mendelsohn, George Miles, Sarah Morthland, David Nye, John Solum, Yael Reinharz, Daniel Treiman, Phyllis Wrynn, and Bonnie Yochelson. Thank you all so much.

I would also like to extend my deepest thanks to all the artists who agreed to be in the book: Rose Alber, Tom Baril, Bascove, Michel Bayard, Jonathan Blum, Jen Ferguson, Stanley Greenberg, Horst Hamman, Robin Holland, Mike Iacovone, Thomas Kellner, Ellsworth Kelly, Arthur Leipzig, Dona MacAdams, Trish Mayo, Peter de Sève, Charlie Samuels, Kenneth Snelson, Jerry Spagnoli, Hank Virgona, and Milford Zornes. I am, of course, honored.

Numerous friends at John Jay College helped keep me sane and smiling throughout. For warm encouragement and the occasional pint, I would like to thank: Priscilla Acuna, Valerie Allen, Michael Aman, Andrea Balis, Michael Blitz, Bettina Carbonell, Ed Davenport, Betsy Gitter, Don Goodman, Carol Groneman, Ann Huse, Pat Licklider, Mark McBeth, MaryAnn McClure, Adam McKible, Jerry Markowitz, John Matteson, Ed Paulino, Allison Pease, Shirley Sarna, Dennis Sherman, Chris Suggs, Marny Tabb, Anya Taylor, Sam Thomas, Darryl Westcott-Marshall, and Richard Zeikowitz. While it might be a cliché, it is also very true: I couldn’t ask for finer comrades.

A PSC-CUNY Research Award and a grant from John Jay’s Office for the Advancement of Research were crucial in securing images and permissions, and I would like to thank Jacob Marini and James Levine for all their help.

This project got going thanks to two Routledge alumni: my friends Rob Tempio and Dave McBride. Rob listened to my ideas, told Dave and after a few drinks in Park Slope, a contract was signed. From the off, and from within and without, their belief and enthusiasm have helped drive this book. Steve Rutter came on board as I was finishing up and proved himself a fine editor, a loyal supporter and valuable ally. Anne Horowitz kept my spirits up while slogging through all the images, Beatrice Schraa worked feverishly in the final, crucial stages, and Alex Lazarou did an incredible job designing and laying out the book. To you all: it’s been a real joy and an absolute pleasure.

This book is dedicated to Pippa and Charlie, my niece and nephew, and to Erica Brody, whose presence lights my world and guides my thoughts. Without Erica, this book would have been much worse, as would my life.



Prologue Crank, Crackpot, and Creative Genius: Plans to Bridge the East River (1800–1867)
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New York is a fantastic incongruity: at once a centralized metropolis through which the wealth of a nation flows and an isolated island community cut off from its neighbors and the rest of the country. For much of its long and storied history, the entire region has been dominated and defined by what the Commissioner’s Plan of 1811 described as “those large arms of the seas which embrace New-York Island”: the Hudson and the East rivers.1

The need for sure and steady passage across the East River is as old as the Lenape tribes that populated the region in the years before European settlement. With the establishment of New Netherlands, the issue took on more urgency. From the beginning, Long Island was for agriculture and New York was for commerce, and, as any good farmer knows, no amount of expert husbandry will pay the bills if you can’t get your wares to market. Unfortunately for those on Long Island, their only sizable market lay over the East River. Even more unfortunately, what passed for a ferry service was neither sure nor steady.

The East River was a total mess for much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. With strong winds and erratic currents, the journey across was arduous and wildly unpredictable. Rowboats were forced to endure the vagaries of strong shifting tides; often, sailboats would catch a stiff breeze and, within the blink of an eye, fetch up on either Governor’s or Blackwell’s Island. Not only were skiffs and scows yo-yoing frantically up and down the water, they were neither shipshape nor Bristol fashion. Often overloaded and understaffed, they were in fact downright lethal. Spooked livestock could upset even the stoutest vessel, and at night collisions were standard fare.2

By 1800, oars and sails could no longer be trusted with the city’s commercial future. Clearly, New Yorkers needed to get busy. And get busy they did. A bridge was a financial imperative, and in New York calls for economic improvement are always answered by a thousand different voices, many of which emanate from the shaded region between crank, crackpot, and creative genius.
[image: ]William Burgis, The South Prospect of the City of New York, in North America, 1717 (published 1761). Engraving 17.3 × 52.7 cm. Courtesy of the Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division, The New York Public Library/Art Resource, NY.


Opening the Debate, 1800–1802

The nineteenth century is littered with myriad schemes to bridge the East River. Some are intriguing, most are harebrained, and it all began at the very beginning of the century when talk of a bridge began to swirl around the drawing rooms of New York and Brooklyn. As Jeremiah Johnson noted in 1800 in his private notebook:

It has been suggested that a bridge should be constructed from this village across the East River to New York. This idea has been treated as chimerical, from the magnitude of the design; but whosoever takes it into their serious consideration, will find more weight in the practicability of the scheme than at first view is imagined. This would be the means of raising the value of the lands on the east side of the river. It has been observed that every objection to the building of this bridge could be refuted and that it only wanted a combination of opinion to favor the attempt. A plan has already been laid down on paper, and a gentleman of acknowledged abilities and good sense has observed that he would engage to erect it in two years’ time.3


Who exactly was doing the suggesting was a mystery—as was the “gentleman of acknowledged abilities”—but, right on cue, “in two years’ time,” they banded together, called themselves the “Subscribers, Inhabitants of the City of New-York and Long Island,” and issued the first formal bridge proposal in an open letter to the “Honorable … Representatives of the People of the State of New-York.” “Actuated only by motives which embrace public utility,” the group declared that with “intercourse between” the two “insular” regions “at all times uncertain, and sometimes impracticable,” a bridge was “indispensable” if the “great and increasing population of the city of New-York” were to enjoy “a daily supply” of the “necessaries of life.”4 The lobbyists and their intentions must have been well-known locally: their proposal touched a nerve and caused a firestorm of debate. Like conflicting obituaries waiting for a death, it forced proponents and opponents to leap into action.

One correspondent, who, in the fashion of the times, went by the nom de plume “Hydraulicus,” also worried about the “deprivations” likely to affect the growing, yet “insular” city. More important, however, were military concerns and, oddly, noxious gases. Should a foreign fleet land below the city’s fortifications on Long Island, what would prevent them from marching straight up to Brooklyn, where “they may command the city, and lay it under contribution, or burn it?” A bridge, apparently; although one need hardly mention that if a foreign army could lay waste to New York from Brooklyn Heights they could probably lay waste to a bridge also. The East River’s “tempestuous” currents also worried Hydraulicus. Not only did the tides carry boats precariously up and down the East River, they also carried “a species of air or gas, which is extremely detrimental to animal life.” Produced by the “decomposition [of] animal or vegetable matter” (dumped daily into the East River) this miasma was carried over the whole region by the rapacious tides. However, his solution went beyond mere bridging. To calm the tides and cure disease, New York would have to dam the entire river.5

As Hydraulicus was greeting readers of the Daily Advertiser, a gentleman styling himself “Common Sense” was appealing to the Mercantile Advertiser. A dam would have the opposite effect to that envisioned by Hydraulicus, he claimed. Tides were beneficial, not detrimental. They carried the “the street-water and filth” away from the city, not around it, all the while supplying “a pleasant and refreshing breeze” in summer. “Salutary and cooling gales” actually seemed to fascinate Common Sense more than bridges, yet after spending several paragraphs on the subject he finally got to the crux of the opposition: “The ‘port and harbor,’ have made the city … what it is,” he remarked, and “the latter can never be benefited by an injury done to the former.” New York’s prosperity was enabled and sustained by shipping. To compromise this was madness, especially as a bridge would only join “two islands” and neither to the “main land.”6

Opposition to the bridge proposal mounted in the following days. An unnamed correspondent allowed that, while a bridge was worthy of the “most serious consideration,”Common Sense must prevail. A bridge would naturally impede river traffic and was therefore unthinkable. Another allowed that if “we could reasonably expect such great benefits from the purposed [sic] bridge, no time ought to be lost in carrying the proposal of Hydraulicus into effect,” before going on in great detail to rubbish each and every aspect of the scheme. The debate drifted towards parody with the entry of “Caligula”— “would it not be a greater convenience,” he wondered, “to erect a bridge from the Battery to Elizabethtown” where New Yorkers could do a little strawberry picking?—and was put to bed, at least for the time being, in the most direct and succinct manner by the ironically named Philo-Hydraulicus: “the events of the last year have afforded convincing testimony, that the most sublime theory, and the most absurd practice, when united, form the perfection of human virtue and talents.”7


Thomas Pope and John Stevens, 1807–1812

John Stevens—an engineer, inventor, and railroad pioneer—revived the bridge debate in early 1807 and spent much of the next few months refining his ideas and lobbying the state Senate. Somewhat obviously, he then spent several weeks reading assorted attacks on his proposal in the newspapers before abandoning the bridge idea and moving on. To tunnels, as it turns out.8

Stevens brought a more comprehensive approach to the bridge question. If piers in the river were a major objection, then he would build no piers. Instead, he would construct a floating bridge, complete with draw-bridges to accommodate river traffic. And if bridging the East River merely joined two islands, and neither to the mainland, then clearly both the Hudson and the East River needed bridging simultaneously. Stevens’s proposal was read in front of the New York State Senate on February 28, 1807, where the issue was referred to committee. Stevens met with the members who, on March 6, reported back that the “proposed bridges … may be applied to purposes highly beneficial to the public,” yet no full endorsement was forthcoming. Instead, the issue was thrown back on the city: “as this project involves considerations of the highest importance, and as objections may be made against the same, by persons concerned in navigation,” the committee instructed Stevens to test his ideas before the public—by reprinting them in newspapers in New York and Albany—before resubmitting his petition at the next legislative session.9

Stevens’s petition finally appeared in December 1807, and shortly afterwards all hell broke loose in the press. The response was entirely predictable, but Stevens didn’t help his own cause either. Between his first and second petitions, Stevens ditched his floating draw-bridge plan and opted for the bête noire of the shipping industry: a permanent arch bridge. The assault was begun by “A Citizen”: “among the number of plans proposed to obstruct the navigation, and ruin the harbor of New-York, none were more ruinous in its consequences to this city than” Stevens’s. Writing in the American Citizen, “A Merchant” went further, wondering whether “it is not a plan of foreign projection, to aid in injuring the welfare of the city?” After all, “an inimical government could not by any intrigue adopt a more secure plan to interrupt the commercial importance of New York, than by forwarding this plan.” Suspicious on all fronts, the Merchant also worried about real estate speculation, as did others. Why “the necessity of a junction between Long Island and New York,” he asked, “unless to gratify the avarice of a few opulent landholders at the expense of public prosperity?” The debate continued to rage but the issue had been defined: the commercial lifeblood of the city was about to be sacrificed to the whims of real estate speculation. By the middle of February 1808 the issue was effectively dead and Stevens’s petition was never again mentioned in Albany.10
[image: ]“View of the Fulton Ferry Buildings, Brooklyn” Ballou's Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion, January 3, 1857. From the author's collection.

Stevens was hamstrung by the legislature and attacked by the public, but a larger adversary lurked a mile or so up the East River from his intended site. On August 16, 1807, a bizarre floating contraption was launched from a factory at Corlears Hook on the East Side of Manhattan and, to the surprise of almost everyone, proceeded to motor around the Battery and up to Albany. All belching smoke, flying sparks, and whirring cogs and levers, Robert Fulton’s “queer-looking craft” (as one eye-witness described it) made the round-trip in record time.11 Much tinkering still remained, but the writing was on the wall: the era of the steam boat was about to begin.

Steamboats meant nothing to Thomas Pope, an obscure inventor and landscape gardener, and neither, as it happens, did the East River. Yet, over the years his name and his bridge—the grandiloquently named “Flying Pendent Lever Bridge,” the inspiration behind Emily Barton’s successful recent novel, Brookland (2006)—have become intrinsically linked to the history of the East River. Pope is often cited as the first person to draw up plans to span the river. Unfortunately, nothing could be further from the truth.

In 1807, Pope made his first public appearance in an open letter to the Evening Post— in which he attacked the “inconsistent, expensive, delusive, destructive, deformed, weak and unmeaning structure[s]” that passed for modern bridges—and, two years later, on June 26, 1809, he invited the Common Council of New York “to visit a Model of a Bridge which has been constructed consisting of one Arch only & which might be thrown over the widest rivers.” Whether any Council members came is anyone’s guess, but Pope was determined, and in 1811 he published his now-famous A Treatise on Bridge Architecture—the work on which his reputation is based.12
[image: ]View of Brooklyn, L.I. from U.S. Hotel, New York, 1846. Hand-colored lithograph by David William Moody. Print 39.6 × 93.6 cm.
 Courtesy of the New York Public Library/Art Resource, NY.

Actually, Pope’s reputation rests on a single small aspect of his Treatise. The book itself is an odd combination: it begins with a rather rude and belligerent rant, continues voluminously through the history of bridge building (all of which is copied directly from other books), and concludes with a truly terrible 210-line poem of heroic couplets. In between, Pope pauses to explicate the theory, design, and construction of his own bridge. Consisting of two thin wooden arms cantilevered on either shore by massive stone abutments, and designed to meet halfway to form a long, flat arch, Pope’s bridge was a disaster waiting to happen. Wood has neither the rigidity nor the tensile strength to support a span of any appreciable length, and, if attempted, Pope’s bridge could have spanned no more than 50 feet of the river before snapping under its own weight.13

At no point in the book does Pope mention the East River. Instead, his Flying Pendent Lever Bridge was meant to be generic, a standard design fit for any crossing. Yet Pope wasn’t content to leave the question of location entirely unstated. The first thing one sees on opening the book is a wonderfully rendered engraving of his bridge in profile—the flat wooden arch bridge stretching with grace and ease from one shore to another—beneath which Pope reprints the first few lines of his poem: “Let the broad arc the spacious HUDSON stride, / And span COLUMBIA’S rivers far more wide.” Upon closer inspection, the engraving itself is no generic location, but the banks of the Hudson River: to the left, the rural hills of New Jersey, to the right the commercial bustle of the New York harbor. The presence of a steamboat—just beginning to ply their trade on the Hudson—is further evidence.14

Pope’s book was not the announcement of a proposal but the final act of a four-year project. His last hurrah came in Philadelphia a year later with the showing of “A Grand Model, of T. Pope’s Flying, Pendent, Lever, Bridge” at the Mansion House Hotel, for the first and last time explicitly stated “suitable … for the East River at New York.” To publicize his Philadelphia debut, Pope wrote to the Aurora and General Advertiser. Describing himself as “an artist engaged in the science of Architecture,” Pope humbly begged leave to raise the question of bridge-building, and went on to hope that his views on this “important subject” would be picked up and reprinted throughout the city. Pope’s hopes in this matter went the way of all his wishes. His letter appears to have had no impact whatsoever.15

With little talent as an architect or an engineer, Pope was an inconspicuous individual, roundly ignored during his lifetime. Yet in a marvelous twist of history, he has managed to survive, thanks in large part to his book’s opening page. The continued fascination with his treatise stems from his beautiful drawings, and the bold vision they contain, not from any innate engineering aptitude. Had Pope’s treatise appeared without illustrations, one imagines, his name would be lost to all but the most specialized antiquarians. Instead, his exquisitely rendered etchings have managed to captivate generation after generation. Given the beauty of his designs and the daring of his plans, we seem to want to hear stories of him. And mythmakers have obliged. From the farfetched reminiscences of an unnamed New Yorker published in St. Nicholas magazine in 1883 to Barton’s Brookland, Pope’s legend has grown to include more fancy than fact.16 Yet, this is hardly the point. Although frustration and disappointment were his constant companions in life, Pope’s name has managed to live on as a testament to how Americans can dream, though not to how they can build.
[image: ]“View of Thomas Pope's Flying Lever Bridge” Reprinted in St. Nicholas Magazine, July 1883.
 From the author’s collection.


Tunneling Beneath the East River, 1825–1857

On May 10, 1814, the East River was finally conquered, not by bridges but by machines. Fulton’s new steamboat—the Nassau—made the journey between Beekman Slip and Ferry Street in an astonishing six minutes, and in its wake all talk of connecting New York with Brooklyn dissipated.17 The silence lasted eleven years and was broken by events in Europe, not by some essential need or defect in New York. On March 2, 1825, work began on Marc Isambard Brunel’s stupendous 1,300-foot tunnel beneath the Thames in London, and by August 22 questions were being raised in New York. Having read of Brunel’s project, the editors of the New-York American were “at a loss which most to admire, the magnitude of the undertaking, or the folly of the projectors,” before going on to wonder: “what would be thought here of a scheme to carry a turnpike under the East River?” Neither engineering skill nor will, they concluded, but sheer cost. “John Bull … is whimsical, and he has a right to his whims, as he can afford to indulge in them.” Americans, they feared, could not.18

A gentleman calling himself “Aquarius” didn’t agree. A “culvert or tunnel” from New York to Brooklyn was entirely feasible, he thought, especially if constructed “on the plan of that now forming at London under the Thames.” Americans possessed no less ingenuity than their British cousins, especially for a project guaranteed to “benefit the public, and at the same time promote their own interests.” Unmoved, the Gazette thought Aquarius just as whimsical as John Bull—his “speculations … wild and chime-rical”—but refused to “laugh at him, or sneer at his lucubrations.” After all, steamboats were once thought “visionary,” and thousands had “ridiculed the idea of forming a canal from the Hudson to Erie,” so they threw the issue to the consideration of their readers and elicited response. None arrived.19

The idea of an East River tunnel followed the fortunes of the Thames Tunnel. Silence reigned in New York from the late 1820s to the mid-1840s as Brunel’s project floundered. His tunnel flooded twice during the first three years, killing at least six workers. And the river brought more than the fear of drowning into the underpass: it brought all the toxic filth of London. By the early nineteenth century, the Thames was effectively an open sewer, and as water leaked into the work site “tunnel sickness” began to spread among the laborers. Many fell ill—including Brunel and his extraordinary son Isambard—while others died or were struck blind. The project was eventually shut down for seven years, but was reopened in 1835. Perceptions changed, however, once the tunnel opened in 1843. Shortly after, the Daily Advertiser reported that some of Brooklyn’s “wealthiest citizens” were “agitating the subject of a tunnel under the East River.” If Londoners could do it, they reasoned, why couldn’t New Yorkers? They could, of course; but the question was, would they want to? Although jubilation accompanied the tunnel’s opening, it was a forbidding place and a financial failure. Even Nathaniel Hawthorne, no stranger to dark visions, was repulsed by its “tomb-like” appearance: “the damp plaster of the ceiling and walls, and the massive stone pavement, the crevices of which are oozy with moisture.” Standing before the tunnel, he decided, was like gazing into “everlasting midnight.”20
[image: ]“Holcomb's Submarine Carriage Way, fig. 1” Scientific American, June 6, 1857. From the author's collection.

Although Hawthorne visited the tunnel in 1862, its shortcomings were known much earlier. When the Tribune began to lobby for a bridge in 1849, the Long-Island Star shot back: from “a pecuniary point of view … the bridge would be a gigantic failure, like the Thames Tunnel. … Its aerial galleries would be deserted, while the comfortable and well-warmed seats of the fine steam ferry boats would be filled to over flowing.”21 In the face of such criticism, the Tribune then went on, somewhat bizarrely, to switch horses and advocate a tunnel. Unsurprisingly, the Star again rubbished the proposal, and the tunnel issue promptly fell out of vogue.

The idea of subaqueous travel resurfaced in 1857 when Scientific American showcased two plans: Joseph Sendzimir’s “Submarine Thoroughfare” and H.P. Holcomb’s “Submarine Carriage Way.” Both plans sought to lay vast iron tubes on the river bed to form a continuous roadway from New York to Brooklyn. Sendzimir’s thoroughfare consisted of three tubes—one flat central section flanked by two inclined— covered by masonry; Holcomb’s carriage way comprised thirty 50-foot tubes bolted together with flanges. Such plans had the advantages of cost (they would be cheaper than a bridge), uninterrupted navigation (the tubes would be laid at the deepest portion of the river), and access (neither would affect the commercial life of either waterfront).22
[image: ]“Holcomb's Submarine Carriage Way, figs. 2–4” Scientific American, June 6, 1857. From the author's collection.


The Suspension Bridge Comes of Age, 1829–1855

While tunnel advocates were straining to gain attention, bridge proposals buzzed around at an increasing pace. In 1829, the New-York Gazette and General Advertiser announced that “a magnificent project, we hear, is now in agitation in this city … that of erecting a bridge from the foot of Maiden Lane to Brooklyn, high enough to allow the largest ships to pass under it.”23 Despite receiving the now customary scorn of most of the press, the project—“yet in its crudest state”—was unique: it was the first to propose a suspension bridge across the East River, albeit on the chain model not the wire plan. With granite towers and two carriageways enclosing a central walkway, the 1829 plan prefigured that adopted in 1867. In other respects, it mirrored Thomas Telford’s Menai Straits Bridge in Wales, completed just four years earlier. Stone arch abutments—projecting 300 feet into the East River—flanked a center span of 500 feet.

Telford’s bridge was a remarkable success. It established the suspension principle as a viable way to span great distances while preserving navigation. It did not, of course, convince everybody, and neither did the 1829 proposal. The New-York Mirror railed against “the incalculable mischief ” of such a “stupid project.” “How distressing it would be to witness the shocking deformity, nay, the almost wanton destruction of so fine a haven” as the New York harbor, noted the Mirror, before concluding that all talk of a bridge must be silenced forthwith.24 Nevertheless, further discussion came thick and fast.

Jeremiah Johnson re-entered the bridge debate in 1834 while running for mayor of Brooklyn, and this time his views on the subject were negative. The river that separated New York from Brooklyn was a fine thing, he declared: after all, the two cities held no common “object, interest, or feeling.” Unfortunately, the Old General lost the election and, shortly afterwards, Brooklyn’s Common Council commissioned a study “relative to the expediency and probable expense of erecting one or more bridges between the cities of Brooklyn and New York.”25

The impetus for the council’s study may have emanated, in part, from the pages of the American Railroad Journal, which, in January 1835, published a proposal by William Lake, a civil engineer with a home in Brooklyn and offices in New York. Having to commute daily across the East River, Lake had become “forcibly struck” by “the many inconveniences attending” the ferry service; equally, by the fact that an East River bridge was “not only practicable, but would be a profitable speculation for any company to be engaged in.” Lake proposed a five-span bridge “on the suspension principle” with a central span of 545 feet adjoined to two spans of 315 feet on either side.26 As with many previous and future projects, however, the proposal and subsequent dialogue came to naught. Engineers were clearly convinced by suspension bridges, yet politicians were not. Technical know-how is, after all, only the junior partner of construction; without sufficient money and political will, no project makes it off the drawing-board.

But the mid-nineteenth century was a time of drawing-boards, of new plans and new technologies. In 1836, General Joseph G. Smith proposed that a dike be built across the river, and, two years later, a Mr. Graves shifted the focus upriver when he published plans to erect an “iron hanging-bridge” over the east and west channels of the East River at Blackwell’s Island. Rooted on solid ground, Graves’ bridge—a three-span affair of 700 feet per span—had the look and feel of a modern suspension structure. Vaulting clear over the East River, the bridge appeared both elegant and unobtrusive.27 But the purpose of a bridge was for sure and swift transportation from bustling Brooklyn to lower New York, not from one relatively unpopulated rural area to another. As Benjamin Latrobe, the country’s foremost architect, understood in 1807, Blackwell’s Island was an engineering tease and a geographical red herring: a great asset to bridge-builders placed right where no one yet needed a bridge.28
[image: ]“Plan for a Suspension Bridge Across East River” The Family Magazine, May 1, 1838. From the author's collection.

The 1830s proposals form a prologue to the first great age of American suspension bridges. In 1842, Charles Ellet built the country’s first modern suspension structure over the Shuylkill River at Fairmont, and, shortly afterward, an obscure young engineer by the name of John Roebling got his start in Pittsburgh with a suspension aqueduct over the Allegheny (1845) and a suspension bridge over the Monongahela (1846). The engineering community held its breath while these bridges were built, opened, and tested by use. Doubters still remained, of course, but their number grew smaller and their opposition less vocal. With the completion of Ellet’s 1,010-foot long suspension bridge over the Ohio River at Wheeling in 1845, and with work underway on a mighty railway suspension span—the first of its kind—across the Niagara Gorge, the wire suspension bridge came of age.

Word of Ellet’s magnificent achievement at Wheeling helped to reignite the debate in New York. The Tribune led the charge, with editorial after editorial advocating a suspension bridge over the East River. Short on detail and long on rhetoric, the Tribune affirmed that “such a bridge would become instantly an immense and important thoroughfare, second scarcely to Broadway itself.”29 Such talk raised the ire of an obscure young Brooklyn journalist by the name of Walt Whitman who fired back at the Tribune from the pages of the Sunday Dispatch: “We notice there is much talk, just at present, of a Bridge to Brooklyn. Nonsense. There is no need of a bridge, while there are incessantly plying such boats as the New-York, the Wyandance, and the Montauk.”30 Shortly afterwards, in January 1850, Charles W. Burton held a public lecture at Clinton Hall in New York to advance the idea of a bridge linking New York and Brooklyn, and was ridiculed by the always curmudgeonly Long-Island Star: “New Yorkers are extremely anxious to take us into their embrace. We are old and strong enough to look out for ourselves, and so long as we can keep well regulated and expeditious ferries we are satisfied.”31
[image: ]Joachim Ferdinand Richardt (American, 1819–1895), Fulton Ferry, Brooklyn, 1859. Graphite with pen and black ink. Sheet: 28.6 × 46.6 cm. Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Gift of Gustav Schneider, 51.19.7.


Enter Roebling, 1855–1867

On March 16, 1855, a large crowd gathered at Niagara Falls to watch a train pull 20 double-loaded freight cars from Canada to the United States over a stupendous new suspension bridge. Most feared that the bridge—strung 230 feet high over the Niagara Gorge—would collapse, taking with it five years of effort and nearly half a million dollars. The span’s supremely confident engineer, however, took the hubbub in his stride. John Roebling watched the trials “sitting upon a saddle on top of one of the towers” and reported feeling “less vibration than I do in my brick dwelling at Trenton during the passage of an Express Train.”32 His Niagara suspension bridge—the world’s longest and the first to carry railroad traffic—was a huge success, making Roebling an overnight sensation, the foremost bridge engineer in a country desperate for bridges.

Roebling returned home in the wake of his triumph to find his mailbag overflowing. One short query by two New Yorkers—Archibald H. Lowry, a real estate speculator, and Henry Kneeland, a merchant who caused a small scandal five years later when he shot himself in the head—wondered whether Roebling could examine “the East River at Blackwell’s Island with a view of bridging it.” Sensing the big stage, Roebling rushed off to New York, and on June 13, 1856, reported back that “a first class structure, in point of convenience, strength, permanence & beauty” would cost $1,216,740. Roebling’s plan called for a 500-foot central span over Blackwell’s Island flanked by two spans of 800 feet each.33

Lowry and Kneeland baulked at Roebling’s price tag, and on August 18, 1856, the engineer signed a contract to throw a bridge over the Ohio River between Covington and Cincinnati, an opportunity he had been lobbying for since 1846. The Ohio deal put Roebling’s New York ambitions on hold. But not for long. Roebling continued to set his mind to the problem while in the Midwest (Roebling set his mind to problems like most people buy groceries). He began to sketch, to plot, to calculate. The project, he decided, would be his crowning glory. But he would not work up in the lonely reaches of Blackwell’s Island, but at the commercial and political heart of lower New York, where the need was greater and the challenge more demanding.
[image: ]John Roebling, “Designs for a Bridge at Blackwell's Island,” 1856. Courtesy of the Institute Archives and Special Collections, Folsom Library, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.

[image: ]John Roebling, “Designs for a Bridge at Blackwell's Island,” 1856. Courtesy of the Institute Archives and Special Collections, Folsom Library, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute.

By March 1857, Roebling was ready to go public. With an itemized proposal in hand, he sought out influential industrialists and politicians, before announcing his intentions in a letter to Horace Greeley at the Tribune. Greeley was an obvious correspondent friendly to a permanent link between the two independent cities: “New York and Brooklyn,” he proclaimed in 1849, “must be united.”34

Roebling’s letter was a model of practical promotion. He began with the future prospect, not with current conditions. Irrefutably, New York and Brooklyn faced a coming crisis. Both cities were growing rapidly and their populations could, within “fifty years,” reach well into the “millions” on “both shores.” This escalation would necessitate more and more ferries, eventually turning river traffic into a floating circus. “Delays and collisions” would rule the journey between New York and Brooklyn, creating gridlock and serious harm to commercial shipping. In essence, Roebling subtly turned all previous arguments on their head: far from ruining navigation, a bridge was actually the only practical way to maintain it. Without a single-span wire suspension bridge, the East River would become nothing more than a parking lot.

Roebling’s initial designs replicated his work at Niagara. Running from City Hall Park to Brooklyn Heights, a lower floor would carry “all kinds of vehicles and passengers” while the upper floor would house two railroad tracks. The span would also function as a destination: “strangers in the city will be induced to make a trip for the sole purpose of enjoying the grand sight.” In equal measure, observatories placed at the top of the towers would further enhance the bridge’s role as a tourist beacon.35
[image: ]Anonymous, “Electric Light Poles,” n.d. Courtesy of the New York City Municipal Archives.

Roebling’s letter generated a wealth of local chatter, but no contract. Under his influence, a bill to incorporate the “New York and Brooklyn Suspension Bridge Company” was introduced into the New York State legislature, but it failed to pass.36 This, of course, did not stop the tenacious Roebling. It had taken him ten years to secure his Ohio contract, and if it took a further ten years to secure an East River commission, so be it. And, as things shook out, it did.

Roebling kept the idea of an East River bridge before the engineering community while in Ohio. In March 1860, Roebling published a lengthy article about his plans in the Architects’ and Mechanics’ Journal. He still intended a structure along the lines of his Niagara span, this time with “sidewalks on both floors” to attract sightseers, and again warned of the commercial implications of a crowded and congested East River. Roebling was leery of stating a fixed location, but had decided that any bridge must “bring the City Hall of New York within a five minute ride of the City Hall of Brooklyn.” As far as local government was concerned, Roebling had also determined that for “the enterprise to be successful [it] must be conducted by individuals.” “As to the corporations of Brooklyn and New York undertaking the job, no such hope need be entertained in our time,” he noted, before getting to the elephant in the room: “nor is it desirable to add to the complication and corruption of the governmental machinery of these cities.” Few heeded Roebling’s warning, but a year later work begun on the Tweed Courthouse and looting became the principal business of local government.37
[image: ]Anonymous, “Roadway Cross-section,” n.OEBPS/images/figu_12_B.jpg
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