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THE ROMANCE OF THE ROEBLINGS

W henever we t h in k  o f  s u s p e n s io n  
b r id g e s ,  su ch  as th e  George W ashington  
B rid g e  and th e  g r e a t  b r id g e  w h ich
s t r e t c h e s  a c r o s s  th e  G olden Gate a t
San F r a n c is c o ,  we t h in k  o f  th e  huge
c a b le s  t h a t  have made th e s e  b r id g e s  
p o s s i b l e .  And when we t h in k  o f  th e se  
o a b le s  we t h in k  o f  R o e b lin g . B r id g e s ,  
c a b le s ,  and R o e b lin g  a re  a s c lo s e ly -  
bound t o g e t h e r as th e  w ir e s  i n  th e
g re a t  c a b le s  t h a t  w ere made p o s s ib le  
by th e  g e n iu s  o f  a young e n g in e e r,w h o ,  
i n  a s m a ll f a c t o r y  i n  T re n to n , N, J . ,  
d e v e lo p e d  an in d u s t r y  t h a t  has changed  
th e  h i s t o r y  o f  t r a n s p o r t a t io n .

H o w e v e r,R o e b lin g  was ro t th e  f i r s t  
man to  c o n c e iv e  o r  b u i ld  s u s p e n s io n  
b r id g e s ,T h e y  were used i n  rem ote tim e s  
i n  C h in a , Ja p a n . In d ia  and T ib e t ,  The 
A z te c s  o f  M exico and th e  n a t iv e s  o f  
P e ru  used t h i s  d e v ic e  f o r  c r o s s in g  
c h a sm s,o r s w ir l in g  r i v e r  c u r r e n t s ,T h e y  
used t w is t e d  v in e s  o r s t r a p s  o f  h id e  
fa s te n e d  s e c u r e ly  to  s t ro n g  t r e e s  o r  
b o u ld e r s  to  s u p p o rt  th e  h anging fo o t
b r id g e s .  The method i s  s t i l l  employed
i n  rem ote p a r t s  o f  th e  w o rld ;b u t  th e se  

b rid ges a re  c o m p a ra t iv e ly  s h o r t  and n o t in te n d e d  to  c a r r y  g r e a t  w e ig h t.

The f i r s t  b r id g e  hung on w ir e  c a b le s  was o v e r th e  S c h p y l k i l l  R iv e r  a t
Fairm ount, P h ila d e lp h ia ,  b u i l t  i n  1816 by Jo se p h  W hite and E r s k in e  H a za rd , who
owned a w ire  m i l l .  The span was 408 f e e t  and p ro v id e d  a passagew ay o f  o n ly  18
in ch e s. W ith  th e  f i r s t  a c c u m u la tio n  o f  ic e  and snow, the s t r u c t u r e  c o lla p s e d .
In  1842 a n o th e r h a n g in g  b r id g e  o v e r th e  S c h u y l k i l l  was more s u c c e s s f u l .  I t  r e 
mained i n  o p e ra t io n  u n t i l  18 72, But th e se  b r id g e s  were mere to y s  i n  co m p a ri
son to  R o e b lin g ’ s p r o j e c t s .  By s p in n in g  w ir e  in t o  h eavy c a b le  he was th e f i r s t  
one to  su spen d, s u c c e s s f u l l y ,  b r id g e s  o f  a th o usan d  f e e t  o r  more i n  sp a n .


