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S T O R I E S  o f  N ew  Je rse y

Jo h n  A u g u stu s  R o e b l in g , so n  o f  a  to b a c c o  m a n u f a c tu r e r ,  was b o rn  i n  1806 
i n  M uh lhausen , Germ any. H is  m o th e r  had  g r e a t  a m b i t io n  f o r  t h i s  b o y , h e r  young
e s t  s o n , «rid by many s a c r i f i c e s ,  m anaged t o  h av e  him  e d u c a te d  a t  t h e  Royal 
U n iv e r s i ty  o f  B e r l i n .  R o e b lin g  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  h i m s e l f  i n  t h e  s t u d i e s  o f  engi
n e e r i n g ,  a r c h i t e c t u r e , b r i d g e  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  h y d r a u l i c s  and  p h i lo s o p h y .  S h o rtly  
a f t e r  h i s  g r a d u a t io n  he d e o id e d  t o  j o i n  60 o r  70 o t h e r s  i n  m ig r a t in g  to  the 
new la n d  o f  p ro m ise — t h e  U n ite d  S t a t e s .

On a r r i v i n g  h e re  i n  A u g u s t , 1 8 3 1 , t h e  g ro u p  d e c id e d  on  f a n n in g  f o r  th e i r  
f u t u r e .  Some tu r n e d  t o  t h e  S o u th la n d  w i th  i t s  g r e a t  p l a n t a t i o n s .  R o eb lin g , 
w i th  o t h e r s ,  b e o a u se  o f  t h e i r  s t r o n g  o p in io n s  a g a i n s t  s l a v e r y ,  d e c id e d  on the 
N o rth  and p u rc h a s e d  700 a c r e s  on t h e  s lo p e  o f  t h e  A lle g h e n y  r i d g e ,  a b o u t 25
m ile s  from  th e  th e n  new tow n o f  P i t t s b u r g h .  T h e re  th e y  fo u n d ed  th e  v i l l a g e  of
G erm an ia , now o a l l e d  S a x o n b u rg .

T hese  w ere  t h e  d ay s  when new t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  m ethods w ere  b e in g  developed 
t o  o a r r y  goods t o  th e  e v e r - w id e n in g  f r o n t i e r .  R a i l r o a d s  w ere  i n  t h e i r  in fa n c y , 
b u t  lu m b e rin g  o a n a l  b o a ts  lo a d e d  w i th  c o a l  and  m e rc h a n d is e  w ere  h a u le d  alcng 
a r t i f i c i a l  w a te rw ay s  by m u les  an d  h o r s e s .  T h is  c a p tu r e d  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  the 
e n g in e e r  i n  R o e b lin g  who had  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  he had  l i t t l e  t a l e n t  f o r  farm ing . 
I n  1837 he  g o t  a  jo b  a s  A s s i s t a n t  S t a t e  E n g in e e r ja n d  so o n  he  was b u i l d i n g  dams 
and lo c k s  on t h e  c a n a l s .  The p ro b le m  o f  s e n d in g  t h e  f r e i g h t  b o a ts  o v e r  moun
t a i n s  i n t e r e s t e d  him  im m e d ia te ly .  A t t h e  b a s e  o f  a  m o u n ta in  t h e s e  b o a ts  were 
f l o a t e d  i n t o  c r a d l e s  t h a t  w ere  h a u le d  up by  ro p e s  t o  t h e  n e x t  w a te r  s t r e t c h .  
O c c a s io n a l ly  th e  r o p e ,  how ever s t o u t ,  w ould  b r e a k ,  and  c r a d l e ,  b o a t ,c a r g o  and 
p a s s e n g e r s  w ould  go c r a s h in g  down t h e  m o u n ta in .

R o e b lin g  rem em bered h a v in g  r e a d  t h a t  a  German had  t w i s t e d  s t r a n d s  o f  wire
i n t o  ro p e  and d e o id e d  t o  d e v e lo p  t h e  i d e a .  He p u rc h a s e d  a  q u a n t i t y  o f  s te e l
w i r e ,  w en t b a c k  t o  h i s  fa rm  i n  S ax o n b u rg  and  t a u g h t  h i s  f r i e n d s  and n e ig h b o rs  
how t o  w eave i t  i n t o  r o p e .  H is  m eth o d s  w ere  c ru d e  b u t  t h e  r e s u l t  was s t a r t 
l i n g :  th e  w ir e  ro p e  h e ld  u n d e r  g r e a t  l o a d s ,  and  i t  was f l e x i b l e  enough  t o  pass 
o v e r  th e  w in d la s s .  Soon t h i s  s t r o n g , t e n s i l e  w ir e  ro p e  was r e p l a c i n g  hemp rope 
f o r  h a u l in g  tow  b o a t  c r a d l e s  and  f o r  to w  l i n e s .

C a n a ls  som etim es had  t o  o r o s s  n a t u r a l  r i v e r s  o v e r  w h ich  w ooden aq u e d u c ts  
had t o  be b u i l t .  T hese  w ere c o s t l y  and  u n s a f e ,  f o r  f r e q u e n t l y  t h e i r  s u p p o r tin g  
p i l e s  and a b u tm e n ts  w ou ld  b e  c ru s h e d  and  d e s t r o y e d  by  i c e  i n  t h e  r i v e r .  Roeb
l i n g  c o n c e iv e d  th e  id e a  o f  a  c r o s s - r i v e r  a q u e d u c t  su sp en d e d  from  w ire  c a b le s  
an o h o re d  t o  t h e  l a n d .  T h i s ,  h e  a r g u e d ,  w ould  be  much s a f e r  b e c a u s e  i t  would 
e l im in a te  p i e r s  and  p o s t s  i n  t h e  r i v e r .

L e a rn in g  o f  a  new c a n a l  t o  be b u i l t  a c r o s s  t h e  A lle g h e n y  R iv e r  a t  P i t t s 
b u r g ,  he  l a i d  h i s  p la n s  and  c a l c u l a t i o n s  b e f o r e  t h e  e n g in e e r s .  He f r a n k l y  ad
m i t te d  t h a t  w hat he was p r o p o s in g  h ad  n e v e r  b e e n  done b e f o r e  and  he was s ta k 
in g  h i s  r e p u t a t i o n  on i t s  s u c c e s s .  He f i n a l l y  p e rs u a d e d  them  t h a t  th e  advan
ta g e  t o  be  g a in e d  j u s t i f i e d  t h e  r i s k .  The p r o j e c t  p ro v e d  so  s u c c e s s f u l  t h a t  
R o e b lin g  r e c e iv e d  many co m m iss io n s  f o r  s i m i l a r  c r o s s - r i v e r  a q u e d u c ts ,  s e v e r a l  
o f  w h ich  a r e  s t i l l  i n  u s e .

I t  was b u t  a  s t e p  fro m  a  s u s p e n s io n  a q u e d u c t  t o  a  s u s p e n s io n  b r i d g e ,  bu t 
R o e b lin g  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  he  w ou ld  n e e d  l a r g e r  s h o p s ,m a c h in e ry  and  p o s s i b l y ,m i l l s  
t o  d e v e lo p  th e  i d e a s  t h a t  w ere  t a k i n g  sh ap e  i n  h i s  m in d . H is  f r i e n d  P e te r  
C ooper had i r o n  f o u n d r ie s  i n  T re n to n  and  u rg e d  him  t o  l o c a t e  t h e r e .  I n  1848 he


