
8/3/2016 THE GREAT BRIDGE AND THE AMERICAN IMAGINATION - The New York Times

http://www.nytimes.com/1983/03/27/magazine/the-great-bridge-and-the-american-imagination.html?pagewanted=all&pagewanted=print 1/11

This copy is for your personal, noncommercial use only. You can order presentationready copies for distribution

to your colleagues, clients or customers, please click here or use the "Reprints" tool that appears next to any

article. Visit www.nytreprints.com for samples and additional information. Order a reprint of this article now. »

March 27, 1983

THE GREAT BRIDGE AND THE AMERICAN
IMAGINATION
By David McCullough

David McCullough, whose most recent book is ''Mornings on Horseback,'' a biography of Theodore

Roosevelt, also wrote ''The Great Bridge.''

The day of the grand opening - Thursday, May 24, 1883 - it was the President of the United States, Chester

A. Arthur, who led the parade over the new Brooklyn Bridge, on foot. He was one of the nicest touches to

the whole show. A towering 6 feet 2, ruddy, impeccably combed and tailored, ''Chet'' Arthur was the ''beau

ideal'' of the Gilded Age. He loved dressing up and he loved occasions. That breezy spring day, he

appeared in a superb black frock coat, white vest and tie, pearl-gray trousers, a top hat that added another

seven or eight inches to his height, and a pair of spanking new ''Easy Walking'' shoes, the gift of a

Broadway merchant who would later advertise them as the first shoes in the history of the Republic to

carry a President ''dry shod'' over the East River to Brooklyn.

The day was glorious, warm as summer. Everywhere the Stars and Stripes fluttered in the breeze. The

crowds were enormous, packing the rooftops and jamming the waterfront. No fewer than 50,000 people

had come into the city by train alone; a Fall River Line steamer docked with 600 on board; a boat from

New Haven had 1,000. They were the happiest-looking crowds reporters could remember seeing in a long

while.

The newspapers proclaimed the bridge the engineering triumph of the age - the eighth wonder of the

world. Angry denunciations of the project were forgotten. Seth Low, ''The Boy Mayor of Brooklyn'' -who

only the year before had tried to dismiss Washington A. Roebling, the chief engineer and son of the

bridge's designer, because things were going so slowly - had now prepared a glowing speech in praise of

the bridge and everyone involved in it.

A fireworks display scheduled that evening was to be the most spectacular ever seen, with ''bouquets of

rockets, flights of bombs ... fountains of colored stars ... gentle showers of gold and silver rain,'' all

custom-designed for the occasion.

Downstream from the bridge, the river and harbor were solid with ships, almost as far as the eye could

see. Bells were ringing, horns tooting, and looming over the private yachts and excursion steamers were

the ships of the North Atlantic Squadron - the Tennessee, Kearsarge, Yantic, Vandalia, Minnesota and

Saratoga, which, like the presence of Chester Arthur and the display of red, white and blue everywhere,

gave the day the unmistakable air of a national celebration.

The ships were covered with bunting, their crews turned out in dress uniform. A spectator remembered
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the day being so clear he could see the sun flash on the gold trimmings of the officers. nce, while going
through the great collection of Roebling papers and family memorabilia that had been locked away for
years in a storage closet in the old library at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, N.Y., I found among
a bundle of letters one of the original invitations engraved by Tiffany for the opening ceremonies; I had an
odd urge to dash off a note of acceptance.

But what was the celebration all about? Why such a fuss over the Brooklyn Bridge, then and now? Soon it
will be 100 years old, but nothing we've ever built holds quite the same place in our lives. In a sense, the
celebration has never stopped.

We have written songs about it, photographed it, etched it on glass, embroidered it on pillows. It has been
sketched and painted as has no other American structure and often with powerful results. (Contemporary
artists comment on the bridge on page 80.) A collection of paintings and lithographs of the Brooklyn
Bridge currently exhibited at the Brooklyn Museum, as part of the centennial celebration, includes the
works of George Bellows, Childe Hassam, Louis Guglielmi, Georgia O'Keeffe, Joseph Pennell and Joseph
Stella, some of whom, like Stella, have painted it several times.

It figures repeatedly in our literature - in novels by John Dos Passos and Thomas Wolfe, poems by Hart
Crane and Marianne Moore, an essay on New York by Henry James. It is the setting for the Maxwell
Anderson play ''Winterset,'' and it is the bridge in Arthur Miller's ''View from the Bridge,'' which is again
on Broadway this year.

It shows up at every level of our culture. It has been taken light-heartedly (''All that trouble just to get to
Brooklyn!'' was an old vaudeville appraisal) and with a seriousness sometimes verging on the mystical -
Hart Crane's epic poem ''The Bridge'' being a supreme example. For Crane, the bridge was a ''Tall Vision-
of-the-Voyage,'' the ''silver-paced'' redeeming symbol at the heart of American history.

It has been regarded as a major American work of art from the time it was built. The first serious review of
an American structure to appear in a popular American journal was a rave in Harper's Weekly by a man
named Montgomery Schuyler the week of the grand opening. In the time since, the critic Lewis Mumford
has hailed it as a ''joy and inspiration.'' At Yale, for 36 years now, Vincent Scully's brilliant lecture on the
bridge - part of his course on modern architecture - has been a high point in undergraduate life. To Scully,
the bridge is an ''incomparable'' symbol of the United States: ''It is the most majestic embodiment of the
American experience of the road - of leaping free.'' The architect Philip Johnson has said that the bridge
and Central Park are his favorite works of architecture in New York.

It has also had a surpassing movie career. In 1899, Thomas Edison made it the subject of one of his
earliest experiments in motion pictures. It can be seen in ''Tarzan's New York Adventure'' and Laurel and
Hardy's ''Way Out West.'' More recently, it has made prominent appearances in ''Annie Hall'' and
''Sophie's Choice.'' A documentary on the bridge by Ken Burns - which was made for public television and
which will be shown the night of May 25 - was a nominee for an Academy Award last year.

The only other New York icons with a screen presence anything like that of the Brooklyn Bridge are the
Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty, and while the Empire State Building's memorable
encounter with King Kong remains in a class by itself, there is really no question as to which of these
monuments holds first place. Frank Sinatra sang about the Brooklyn Bridge; Bugs Bunny ''sold'' it. Its
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image has been used to peddle everything from sewing machines and cigarettes to Coca-Cola, Kentucky
Fried Chicken, fur coats and high-style cowboy boots. It has appeared on post cards, Christmas cards,
record jackets. It's been printed, painted or stamped on paperweights, ashtrays, T-shirts, silver spoons. It
has done its turn as calendar art, as the symbol for a television channel, as the label for Dr. Brown's Cel-
Ray soda.

Nor is the bridge's appeal limited to this country. It is, for example, among the few American works
mentioned in ''Civilization,'' the series of filmed lectures by the eminent British art critic Kenneth Clark.
Brooklyn Bridge chewing gum happens to be a big seller in Italy. In the Netherlands, a man named Ed
Schilders puts out The Brooklyn Bridge Bulletin, a small paper devoted exclusively to the subject. ''Loving
the Brooklyn Bridge is part of being human,'' wrote one of the bulletin's readers in a recent letters-to-the-
editor column.

Part of the explanation has to do with the bridge's place in the history of New York and its prominence as
a symbol of old-fashioned 19th-century American progress. It was built by a generation that believed
wholeheartedly in a shining American future with New York as its vital center - the generation that also
built St. Patrick's Cathedral, the American Museum of Natural History, Central Park and the Metropolitan
Museum of Art.

To John A. Roebling, who died horribly a few months before construction of the bridge began, there was
never a question about the importance of the bridge. In his initial formal proposal of 1867, he declared
that the bridge would not only rank as the greatest ever built, and the greatest work of civil engineering in
the land, and a great work of art, it would also stand the test of time. It would endure as a monument to
the people who made it possible.

And so it has, bridging the great divide between our time and theirs as much as it bridges the East River.
It rises out of an age so very different and distant from our own, and yet there it is. We are more
accustomed to the ''real past'' behind glass in a museum case, or gussied up as it is in Williamsburg. But
this is the genuine article. And it works, still, when so much else doesn't.

The late 19th century is part of our history best remembered for its low politics and the extravagances of
the new rich. Yet out of it rises this most magnificent triumph of perseverance and belief in excellence.
Only a society of enormous confidence and vitality could have produced such a monument. Today, at a
time of diminished expectations and growing national self-doubt, the bridge is a particularly appropriate
symbol of affirmation - that America has dared to be great and still can. t was the first bridge over the East
River, a heroic feat in an age that adored the heroic, and it was the biggest, finest bridge in the world, just
as everybody said. Its size alone would have guaranteed its immediate popularity. When young Theodore
Roosevelt of New York declared in a speech in Dakota Territory on July 4, 1886, that ''like all Americans, I
like big things; big prairies, big forests, and mountains, big wheat fields, railroads - herds of cattle, too -
big factories, big steamboats, and everything else,'' he knew the solid ground he was on with his audience.

From end to end, the bridge measured more than a mile - 5,989 feet, to be precise. Its four cables were by
far the largest of any suspension bridge on earth, each nearly 16 inches in diameter and containing 3,515
miles of wire. Its main span over the river was half again longer than any ever attempted, or thought to be
possible back when the work was started. ''If there is to be a bridge,'' said one observer, ''it must take one
flying leap from shore to shore over the masts of the ships'' -which is exactly what this bridge succeeded in
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doing.

But as thrilling as was its long leap to Brooklyn (or to Manhattan, depending on one's viewpoint), it also
reached upward as nothing had before. Its stone towers were taller than anything on either shore. Soaring
to the then-dizzy height of 276 feet, they dwarfed even the tallest buildings of the day and could be seen
for miles. They carried the cables aloft and, with the cables, they carried the roadway high enough over the
river so that the largest of the great clipper ships -still part of the traffic on the river - could pass below
with no problem. From street level, the roadway climbed to an elevation of 135 feet over the river, or
considerably higher than most people had ever been in their lives.

One of the singular features of the bridge was an elevated boardwalk so that ''people of leisure, old and
young,'' might enjoy the sensation of such height and ''promenade over the bridge on fine days, in order to
enjoy the beautiful views and the pure air,'' said John Roebling. He had placed the walkway in the center
of the bridge and above the other traffic, so anyone going over by foot had a breathtaking uninterrupted
panorama of river, harbor and city skyline. It was along this walkway that Chester Arthur and his
delegation made their trek on opening day. ''The President ran his eye around the horizon with the air of
one appreciating the happy combination of the work of God and man,'' reads one account.

No bridge in the world had ever been designed to provide pedestrians with such a bonus. And it is still the
only bridge with such a promenade, which is a major reason why those who walk it regularly, or jog it, or
bicycle over it, hold it so dear to their hearts. To build it took 14 years, chiefly because almost every step
was pioneering. It was begun in 1869, the year of the opening of the Suez Canal and the Transcontinental
Railroad. Ulysses S. Grant was in the White House. There were no telephones as yet, no electric lights, no
typewriters, no explanation for most diseases, including one called the bends.

Materials were brought to the site by horse and wagon. Stones for the towers were hoisted into place by
derricks with wooden masts and wooden booms, not unlike those used in the Middle Ages to build
cathedrals. The summer the towers were finished was the summer of Custer's last stand.

In the time it took to build the bridge, Tolstoy wrote ''Anna Karenina,'' Monet introduced Impressionism,
Chicago burned and Chicago was rebuilt. ''Perhaps if they had known, they never would have built it,''
Gov. Alfred E. Smith recalled his mother's saying when he was a boy growing up on South Street, a stone's
throw from the bridge tower on the Manhattan side. His father was a watchman on the project. His
mother told chilling tales of the work under the river, inside the caissons.

The project was at first financed by the New York Bridge Company, a private corporation authorized by
the New York legislature in 1867 to build and operate an East River toll bridge; its initial capital stock was
fixed at $5 million. In 1874, when the company ran into severe financial difficulties, the bridge project
became the responsibility of the cities of Brooklyn and New York (for they were separate cities then). The
final sum spent was nearly $16 million, a colossal figure at the time and more than twice what John
Roebling had estimated. It also cost Roebling his life, made a cripple and recluse of his son Washington
and took the lives of another 26 men, by rough count, which was the only kind of count anyone bothered
with.

Though John Roebling had no part in the building of the bridge, he was its ''mastermind,'' according to his
son. He was brilliant, imperious, a man of wintry eyes, humorless, tireless, demanding, a German-born,
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German-trained architect and mathematician, a practicing spiritualist and the leading civil engineer of his
time. He was a virtuoso and a pioneer. His earlier bridges at Niagara Falls, Pittsburgh and Cincinnati had
brought him world renown.

On a summer's day in Brooklyn, while some preliminary surveys were being made by his son, he stood
watching from a pier beside the Fulton Street ferry slip. When one of the boats docked, it slammed against
the pier, his right foot was caught in something sticking out from one of the nearby piles and his toes were
crushed. He was taken at once to a doctor's office, where his toes were amputated - without benefit of
anesthetic, at his own request. A confirmed believer in hydropathy (the water cure), he also insisted that
nothing be administered to the wound except water. A few weeks later, on July 22, 1869, he died of
lockjaw. He was 63.

So it was his son, Col. Washington A. Roebling, who took charge at the age of 32. He is the story's hero,
the builder of the bridge. It was he who designed the caissons - the pneumatic foundations for the towers.
He is the one who was struck down by the bends and who withdrew to a house on Brooklyn Heights
overlooking the river, from which, year by year, never seen but always watching, he directed everything,
aided by his wife, Emily Warren Roebling. He is Brooklyn's legendary ''man in the window.'' Only when
the bridge was finished, 10 years after he was stricken, did he re-emerge and then quietly, privately, once
the public fanfare was done with.

He had trained in engineering at Rensselaer and, later, as his father's apprentice. For four years he had
fought in the Union Army, from the second battle of Bull Run to the siege of Petersburg. At the battle of
Gettysburg, he had been the first man on Little Round Top. He had a marked capacity, his whole life, for
being on the spot when needed.

Of medium height, with brown hair and full beard, he looked out on the world, as a friend said, as if it
were all an empty show. He had little of the senior Roebling's vanity or sense of playing a great part in
history. He had humor and humility and an iron will as formidable as his father's.

The other engineers he assembled about him were as young as or younger than he. The average age of the
staff was all of 31. With few exceptions, no one's prior experience applied to the problems at hand. But the
caissons were the worst of all. They were the most novel, uncertain and dangerous element in the whole
scheme. They were Colonel Roebling's own creation, his great contribution to the design, and they were
what nearly killed him. The towers stand on them to this day.

There were two, each a gigantic, bottomless wooden box big enough inside to have provided space for four
tennis courts and room to spare. Each box was filled with compressed air (to keep the water out) and
forced to the bottom of the river by the tremendous weight of the tower being built on top. Crews of men
went down inside each box to dig away at the riverbed with picks and shovels. As the tons of stone
overhead increased steadily, each box would be driven deeper and deeper into the riverbed, until both
boxes rested on rock; when this was done, the interior of the caissons would be filled with concrete. On
the Brooklyn side, a solid foundation was reached at a depth of 44 feet.

Newspapers ran vivid accounts of the scene below and expressed amazement that anyone could endure
such conditions. The only illumination was from candles, or later, calcium lamps (old-fashioned
limelight). The compressed air was uncomfortably heavy, with a temperature hovering around 80
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degrees; visitors who had only to stand and watch soon found themselves drenched in perspiration.
Voices had a thin, eerie sound, again because of the compressed air. Walls, tools, everything and
everybody were splattered with river muck and slime.

The deeper the caissons went, the more the pressure of the air within had to be increased. In December
1870, a fire broke out that was nearly disastrous - the compressed air drove the flames deep into the
overhead timbers. The story created a sensation. ''I don't believe any man now living will cross that
bridge,'' wrote the noted New York diarist George Templeton Strong after perusing his morning paper.

Washington Roebling was in the caisson all night, fighting the blaze. The battle over, he collapsed and on
being carried out into the fresh air, he was stricken suddenly with excruciating pains and paralysis. It was
his first attack of the bends, or caisson disease, which, as we now know, is caused by coming out of
compression too rapidly. For relief, he was dosed with morphine and rubbed all over with a solution of
salt and whisky. When a report reached him that the fire had broken out again, he dressed and went back.

His agony had only begun. On the Manhattan side, there was no rock at 40 feet or even 60 feet. The
crucial time came when they were down to a depth of 70 feet. That was in the spring of 1872. Hardly any
man who worked in the caisson had escaped an attack of the bends by this time. Three men had died.
Roebling himself was working 14 to 16 hours a day.

He made an extraordinary decision. He called a halt. The caisson would stand where it was, on sand -
extremely hard-packed sand, to be sure, but sand all the same. The depth was 78 feet 6 inches. Had he
proceeded down to rock, it might have been at a cost of 100 lives. That, at least, was his estimate.

He had examined the geological strata and determined to his own satisfaction that there had been no shift
or disturbance at that level for several million years and so, in all likelihood, it would remain stable. The
bridge, and his career, depended on his being right. He was.

It was almost immediately after this that he went into seclusion, having again collapsed from the bends
and from total exhaustion. His wife, Emily, became his nurse, companion, protector, confidante and
private secretary. She was the intermediary between him and the engineering staff. She was also his
emissary first to the directors of the Bridge Company and then to the trustees of the New York and
Brooklyn Bridge.

She was as indispensable to him as he was to the bridge. He was never to set foot on the bridge until well
after it was completed, but for 10 years nothing was done without his say. Every detail was worked out in
his mind. He was like a blindfolded man playing - and winning - several games of chess at once.

She went to the bridge with his directives almost daily. While increasing mystery surrounded him, her role
grew more conspicuous. It was rumored he had lost his mind, that a woman was building this monument
to 19th-century daring. The New York Times stated categorically that she was the chief engineer.

He was unable to tolerate more than one or two visitors at a time and only those he trusted implicitly. The
briefest conversation exhausted him. From what I have been able to determine, it seems possible that he
had become addicted to drugs - to the morphine that was used to save him from the agony of the bends, or
to laudanum, which he depended on in later years when his physical suffering was not as serious.
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Yet, his intellectual faculties were not impaired in the slightest. He was the chief engineer. He never gave
up. Nor did she. It is a love story, in the sense the writer Antoine de Saint-Exupery had in mind when he
wrote that ''life has taught us that love does not consist in gazing at each other but in looking outward
together in the same direction.''

It should be added that not one member of Washington Roebling's engineering staff quit in the 14 years,
however difficult and dangerous things became. All told, thousands of men worked on the bridge -
masons, carpenters, riggers, machinists, blacksmiths and common laborers. The majority were Irish
immigrants, though there were many Germans and English, some Italians, a few Chinese, and a good
number of native-born Americans, both white and black. The workday was 8 hours. Everybody worked a
six-day week. Wages varied according to the job. For the most miserable work, in the caissons, the men
got $2 a day.

After the Bridge Company was dissolved, financing came from the two cities, with Brooklyn putting up
twice what New York did. Private stockholders in the Bridge Company were reimbursed, with interest. At
one time, though, it had appeared that some stockholders stood to profit more than was proper.

Besides vision and civic pride and technical virtuosity, plain old greed had entered in. A quantity of
political ''grease'' had been necessary. New York aldermen saw the virtue of the project only after being
bribed rather handsomely. The approval of William Marcy Tweed, head of Tammany Hall, was essential.
Without it, there would have been no bridge. Tweed preferred stock to cash and the political boss would
have made a small fortune, as he later testified, had his ring not collapsed when the bridge was only just
begun.

Vestiges of corruption were even built permanently into the bridge itself - in the cables. A crooked
manufacturer, J. Lloyd Haigh of Brooklyn, managed to get a quantity of substandard wire past Roebling's
inspectors and was not found out until a lot of it had been used in the cables. It is still there, because
Roebling, anticipating something of the sort, had designed the cables with a more than sufficient safety
factor.

''Spinning'' the cables (stringing the individual strands of steel wire to form the cables) took a little more
than a year, from the spring of 1877 to October 1878. The sight of workers scrambling about high up
among the wires and cables was a spectacle daily commuters on the Brooklyn ferries would never forget.
Vertical wire ropes, or suspenders, were strung like harp strings from the cables to the beams of the
roadway. Diagonal stays were added - these are the wire ropes that radiate from the towers and produce
the fishnet effect so characteristic of the bridge and so beloved by photographers.

With the roadway completed in the spring of 1883 -a few weeks before the official opening - Emily
Roebling took the first carriage across, to test the effect of a trotting horse. She carried a rooster with her,
as a symbol of victory. Fifty years before, arriving in Delaware Bay by sailing ship from Germany, the
young immigrant John A. Roebling had marveled at a country in which such splendid steamboats as he
saw, such handsome highways, railways, canals, public buildings had ''sprung up'' in so little time. He was
sure that only an enlightened, self-governing people could attain such things. The same theme was struck
by those who spoke at the opening of the bridge; only joined now with the ideal of freedom was the
''wonder of science'' - technology.
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The suspension-bridge form, which John Roebling, more than any other engineer, had perfected, was
technology at its most elegant. The catenary curve of the bridge's cables - the curve made by flexible cables
suspended between two fixed points - made tremendous strength and long spans possible with a
minimum of material and thus a minimum of weight. This had been accomplished even in the days of his
earlier bridges, when the wires had all been of iron, not steel.

The Brooklyn Bridge was beautiful in large part because of the contrast of its materials - stone and steel -
and because those materials did exactly what they were best suited for. Several speakers on opening day
saw the bridge as an ''incentive'' to the bigger and better things Americans were capable of. It ''shall revive
the confidence of the people in their own power,'' said Representative Abram S. Hewitt, one of the
trustees. Hewitt was particularly fascinated by the idea that the bridge was designed to adjust itself to the
seasons, that its roadway was built with big expansion joints to allow for the expansion and contraction
caused by temperature changes. (The vertical rise and fall at the center of the main span, for example,
could be nearly three feet.) Only by thus working with nature, rather than against it, could the bridge
survive.

There was really no limit to what the country might attain, said Richard S. Storrs, a Brooklyn preacher,
''as we see what skill and will can do to overleap obstacles. ...''

The bridge was the essence of ''the modern spirit.'' From the time it opened, people came by the tens of
thousands to see the Great Bridge and walk or ride over it. P.T. Barnum took a herd of 21 elephants across
and declared afterward that now he, too, was satisfied with the solidity of the masterpiece.

For millions of new Americans arriving by ship, it was the first thing to be seen of the New World, its twin
towers rising like triumphant gateways.

''You see great ships passing beneath it and this indisputable evidence of its height confuses the mind,''
wrote a man from France. ''But walk over it ... and you will feel that the engineer is the great artist of our
epoch, and you will own that these people have a right to plume themselves in their audacity.''

A proud Brooklyn shopkeeper put a sign in his window: ''Babylon had her hanging gardens, Egypt her
Pyramid, Athens her Acropolis, Rome her Athenaeum; so Brooklyn has her Bridge.''

But, of course, it wasn't just Brooklyn's bridge. Ironically - inevitably - the bridge that was supposed to put
Brooklyn on the map became at once New York's most popular and readily identifiable landmark.

When the project began, a common belief - especially in Brooklyn - was that the bridge would make
Brooklyn the first city in the country. Brooklyn was bound to surpass the small island that was then the
City of New York in population and importance. Manhattan Island, unlike Brooklyn, had little space in
which to grow (it wasn't until 1874 that sections of what is now the Bronx became part of the City of New
York). The bridge, by providing a more convenient and reliable alternative to the East River ferries, would
lure New Yorkers away from their crowded and crime-ridden island to Brooklyn, and property values
would skyrocket. Manufacturers, Long Island farmers and Brooklyn brewers would have easier access to
their New York market.

But, in fact, the bridge was a harbinger of a New York no one could yet imagine, one that would grow up
instead of out, and that upward climb may be dated from the summer of 1876, when the bridge towers



8/3/2016 THE GREAT BRIDGE AND THE AMERICAN IMAGINATION - The New York Times

http://www.nytimes.com/1983/03/27/magazine/the-great-bridge-and-the-american-imagination.html?pagewanted=all&pagewanted=print 9/11

were completed. Besides, the vertical city of the future was to be built of steel, and the first use of steel in a

major way in New York was the bridge. ''All modern New York, heroic New York, started with Brooklyn

Bridge,'' says Kenneth Clark.

For Brooklyn, the bridge marked the beginning of the end of a fierce old sense of individuality. By being

physically connected to New York, Brooklyn became an appendage. Even before the century was out,

Brooklyn would relinquish all independence and become a borough of New York.

Indeed, the very fact that the bridge was in New York had much to do with its prestige and how people

responded to it, just as it does today. ''There's really no place like New York,'' Chester Arthur was heard to

exclaim to a friend at the height of the opening ceremonies.

The bridge stopped being the only East River bridge long ago - in 1903, when the Williamsburg Bridge

was completed. The George Washington Bridge, built over the Hudson in 1931, had a span more than

twice that of the Brooklyn Bridge. Like Lindbergh's flight, the Brooklyn Bridge doesn't seem so

astonishing compared with what has happened since. Its towers are all but lost against present-day

downtown New York.

Still, the gentle arc of its center span gives it a nobility like that of no other bridge. When sunlight plays on

the network of wires, it has a magic quite its own. In a time of headlong impermanence, in a city of

frenetic change, its stone towers do not, will not move or change.

''Everything was built to endure,'' said one of Washington Roebling's assistant engineers. The engineers

who look after it now say it could last forever. It needs only to be properly cared for. When one of the

diagonal stays snapped two years ago, killing a Japanese photographer, it was because of improper care.

Soon after the accident, the city's Transportation Department announced plans to spend more than $100

million, over a period of 10 years, to overhaul the bridge.

The elevated promenade has been rebuilt for the centennial. The celebration is already under way. Andy

Warhol has produced a poster. A New York composer, Tobias Picker, has created a concerto for piano and

orchestra to be performed by the Brooklyn Philharmonic on May 24.

There will be speeches, parades and, again, the night of May 24, a stupendous fireworks display. The

Brooklyn Museum, the New-York Historical Society, the Museum of the City of New York and the

Smithsonian Institution are all staging special exhibitions. The Postal Service is issuing a commemorative

stamp.

The bridge has different meanings for each of us, of course. Many, and I am one, are moved most by the

realization that human beings have it in them to build something so fine. ''Nothing is easy and nothing

does itself,'' Washington Roebling once said in a letter to his son. ''Character and action are everything.''

Perhaps at this juncture in the life of our country the Brooklyn Bridge and its story can serve as a symbol

of rededication. For those who built the bridge, it meant not only the chance to work on a project of grand

scale and importance, but a chance to be judged by their work. The bridge is a measure of their

tremendous courage, constructive energy and huge determination, but it is also, perhaps above all, a

measure of their self-respect. They would build exceedingly well because it was expected of them. They

could and would, in the old expression, rise to the occasion, and seldom had an occasion been larger or
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more conspicuous.

But they also worked and built so well because they felt beholden as self-respecting Americans to be out
ahead of the rest of the world, to do the job better than it could be done anywhere else by anyone else.
They believed implicitly that tomorrow would be an improvement on today because they would make it
so. Wasn't the bridge itself proof of that? For the many immigrants among them, the bridge was a first big
chance to take hold in American life, and being judged by the way you took hold of your job was part of
being American.

May 24 could be a day of national celebration no less than it was 100 years ago. Maybe what we should be
celebrating - honoring - is the fact that it was made here, made in America. Implicit in every line of it is a
truth we cannot be reminded of too often: that what we do with our energies, our material wealth, our
ingenuity need not be ugly or destructive or short-lived - or anything other than the best. A BRILLIANCE
THAT HASN'T BEEN EQUALED

A century ago the granite anchors and soaring cables of the East River Bridge, as it was then called,
dominated not only the New York City skyline but the national imagination as well. Early on, artists,
writers, poets and composers found inspiration in the stone-and-steel bridge that President Chester A.
Arthur declared a symbol of the impatient thrust of American democracy itself.

Today, as the bridge turns 100, it continues to fuel the artistic imagination. ARTHUR MILLER, the
playwright, whose ''View From the Bridge'' opened on Broadway in 1955 and was revived 10 years later
and again last month:

''I lived within sight of the Brooklyn Bridge for over 15 years, and just knowing it was there and that
beautiful was somehow inspiring and reassuring. I doubt that anything man-made has entered the
American imagination in quite as forceful and prominent a way.'' VIRGIL THOMSON, the composer,
whose 1958 cantata ''Crossing Brooklyn Ferry'' set to music the words of Walt Whitman's poem of the
same name:

''I love the bridge. It's awfully beautiful and was very advanced for its time. I'm fascinated by its structure.
Although the opening is Gothic, there is nothing else Gothic about it, nothing overt, no gargoyles. So
American. Purely functional. I'm devoted to it. I love to cross it. How? By automobile. Twenty years ago, I
might have walked across it. Of all the four East River bridges, it is still the most handsome. And it won't
fall down.'' DONG KINGMAN, the artist, who has painted the bridge many times, one time calling it,
mischievously, ''the South Street Bridge'': ''Once, sketching the bridge on location, I was sitting under the
shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge. It occurred to me that it would be wonderful to have different types of
activities, instead of bums and waterfront characters, in the foreground. When I returned to the studio, I
created my own circus act: a V-2 launching with gentlemen in top hats looking on. This is what the
Brooklyn Bridge does for me.'' PHILIP JOHNSON, the architect, perhaps best known for the New York
State Theater in Lincoln Center and as co-designer of the stillunder-construction American Telephone &
Telegraph headquarters building:

''The Brooklyn Bridge. My, it's hard to say what the bridge has meant to us. To us architects, I suppose it
shows what tension and compression are all about. It is so beautifully balanced; the curve of the cables in
tension, the compression in the design of the towers. There's never been better. It is far better, for
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example, than the George Washington Bridge. It's kind of hard to translate into words what I feel about
the bridge, but Roebling and his people had an intelligence and brilliance that haven't been equaled.''
WILLIAM STYRON, whose novels include ''Sophie's Choice'': ''I suppose that the time the bridge
impinged on me was when I lived in Brooklyn in my early 20's, commuting back and forth. I often would
go to Brooklyn Heights, kicking around, because I had no money, and look at it. The inspiration, for me,
was derived from what Hart Crane had written. I responded to that.

''It is in and of itself a magnificent structure. Even an architectural imbecile would recognize that. When I
lived in Flatbush, I was trying to emulate Thomas Wolfe and more than once I walked over it and took the
subway back, more or less to resonate in that poetry of Crane. It has receded since then, but it still is a
vivid memory of my youth.'' ISABEL BISHOP, the artist, often referred to as ''America's Rembrandt,'' a
contemporary of Reginald Marsh, who, Miss Bishop says, was ''very much inspired by the Brooklyn
Bridge'':

''I am fascinated as well as inspired by it. To me, the bridge symbolizes the greatness of New York. Its
concept and its design are so beautiful that everyone all through the years has had to feel this beauty and
try to communicate it.'' RED GROOMS, the artist, whose construction ''Brooklyn Bridge,'' welded in
partnership with four other artists, is currently on exhibit at the Brooklyn Museum:

''To me, the bridge is a symbol of the past that seems to be better than most things current. It looks better
than most bridges, certainly better than those other bridges over the river. It's just something from the
past that's better. I guess you can compare it to the best painting ever done of it, Joseph Stella's 'Brooklyn
Bridge,' that icon of a painting. It's the sort of thing that you know is unbeatable, but it makes you want to
go out and try anyway.'' NORMAN MAILER, whose most recent book is ''Ancient Evenings'': ''I never have
understood inspiration and I don't know that I want to. I can say, however, that I am disgracefully fond of
the Brooklyn Bridge, and this after looking at it every morning, just about, for the last 20 years.'' - FRED
FERRETTI.

Illustrations: photo of Georgia O'Keefe's Brooklyn Bridge photo of postcard of bridge, c.1900 photos of
bridge in Sophie's Choice , & during the transit strike photos of Andy Warhol's Brooklyn Bridge ,
Manhattan side tower under diagram of how steel anchor bars were embedded photos of bridge, c.1905 &
of John Falconer's Fireworks at
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