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The Great Bridge is a monumental work by the acclaimed historian David McCullough,
published in 1972. The book chronicles the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge, an iconic
piece of engineering that not only transformed New York City but also symbolized the
spirit of innovation and determination in 19th-century America. This article delves into the
themes, historical context, and impact of McCullough’s work while exploring the figures
who played pivotal roles in this engineering marvel.

Overview of The Great Bridge

David McCullough’s The Great Bridge provides readers with a detailed account of the
ambitious project that began in the early 1860s and culminated in the completion of the
Brooklyn Bridge in 1883. The bridge, designed to connect Manhattan and Brooklyn, was
envisioned as a solution to the growing need for transportation across the East River,
which was a significant barrier to the expansion of New York City.

The Structure of the Book

The book is meticulously organized, blending historical narrative with biographical
sketches of key figures involved in the project. McCullough employs a chronological
approach that allows readers to follow the bridge’s development from conception to
completion. Key sections of the book include:

1. The Vision: McCullough introduces the idea of the bridge and the early proposals that
were made to link the two boroughs.
2. The Engineering Challenges: The author details the significant technical and logistical
challenges faced by the engineers and laborers during construction.
3. The Personal Stories: Throughout the narrative, McCullough integrates personal
accounts and anecdotes about the lives of the people involved, particularly focusing on
John A. Roebling and his son, Washington Roebling.
4. The Cultural Impact: The book highlights the societal reactions to the bridge, including
public skepticism and eventual admiration.

The Historical Context

To understand the significance of The Great Bridge, it is essential to consider the
historical context of the time. The United States was undergoing rapid industrialization
and urbanization in the late 19th century. This period saw a surge in immigration and a
population boom, particularly in cities like New York.



The Need for the Brooklyn Bridge

Prior to the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge, crossing the East River was a
cumbersome process. Ferries were the primary means of transportation, resulting in long
wait times and limited capacity. As the populations of Manhattan and Brooklyn grew, it
became evident that a more efficient solution was needed.

The Brooklyn Bridge was proposed as a suspension bridge that would facilitate the
movement of people and goods between the two boroughs, thereby promoting economic
growth and development.

Key Figures in The Great Bridge

McCullough’s narrative is rich with the lives and contributions of several key figures,
notably:

1. John A. Roebling: The chief engineer and visionary behind the bridge. Roebling was a
pioneer in suspension bridge design and faced numerous challenges, including his
untimely death during the project.
2. Washington Roebling: John’s son, who took over the project after his father’s death.
Washington faced immense challenges, including illness and public scrutiny, yet he
persevered in completing the bridge.
3. Emily Warren Roebling: Washington’s wife, who played a crucial role in overseeing the
project during her husband’s illness. Emily’s contributions were often overlooked, but
McCullough emphasizes her determination and advocacy.

Engineering Innovations

The Brooklyn Bridge was a monumental engineering feat that introduced several
innovations:

- Caisson Technology: The use of caissons (large underwater chambers) allowed workers
to dig deep foundations in the riverbed. This technique was groundbreaking for its time
and was crucial for the bridge's stability.
- Wire Cable Construction: The bridge utilized wire cables that were stronger and lighter
than previously used materials. Roebling’s innovative approach to cable construction
revolutionized bridge building.

The Challenges of Construction

The journey to construct the Brooklyn Bridge was fraught with challenges:

1. Technical Difficulties: The engineering requirements were unprecedented, leading to
numerous design and construction hurdles.



2. Financial Strain: Funding the project was a constant struggle. The bridge faced budget
overruns and financial mismanagement, which threatened its completion.
3. Public Opinion: Initially, many were skeptical about the feasibility of the bridge, fearing
it would collapse under its own weight. McCullough captures the shifting public
perception as the project progressed.

The Personal Sacrifices

The construction of the Brooklyn Bridge took a toll on the individuals involved, particularly
the Roebling family:

- John A. Roebling suffered a fatal accident before construction began, leaving Washington
to shoulder the burden.
- Washington Roebling faced debilitating health issues due to decompression sickness,
commonly known as "the bends," which he contracted while working in the caissons.
- Emily Warren Roebling stepped in to manage the day-to-day operations and
communications, often acting as the liaison between Washington and the workers.

The Completion and Legacy of the Brooklyn
Bridge

The Brooklyn Bridge was completed in 1883 and was celebrated as a remarkable
achievement. Its opening day drew thousands of spectators, marking a moment of pride
for New Yorkers and a testament to human ingenuity.

Impact on Society

The bridge had far-reaching implications:

1. Transportation Revolution: It significantly reduced travel time between Manhattan and
Brooklyn, promoting economic growth and urban development.
2. Cultural Symbol: The Brooklyn Bridge became an enduring symbol of New York City,
representing hope, resilience, and innovation.
3. Architectural Influence: The design of the bridge influenced future engineering projects
and set a precedent for modern bridge construction.

The Significance of The Great Bridge

David McCullough’s The Great Bridge stands as a masterful blend of history and
biography, offering readers insight into not just the construction of a bridge but the spirit
of an era. It serves as a reminder of the challenges faced by those who dare to dream big
and the sacrifices made in the pursuit of progress.



Conclusion

In summation, The Great Bridge is more than just a recounting of the construction of the
Brooklyn Bridge; it is a celebration of human perseverance, innovation, and the relentless
pursuit of progress. David McCullough’s compelling narrative and rich historical detail
provide a window into a transformative period in American history, leaving readers
inspired by the legacy of those who built the bridge and the city it helped shape. Through
his work, McCullough ensures that the stories of the individuals involved are remembered,
reinforcing the idea that great achievements are often the result of collaboration,
sacrifice, and unwavering determination.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Great Bridge' by David McCullough about?
'The Great Bridge' is a historical narrative that chronicles the construction of the Brooklyn
Bridge, detailing the engineering challenges, political struggles, and personal stories of
the people involved, particularly John A. Roebling and his son Washington Roebling.

What themes are explored in 'The Great Bridge'?
The book explores themes of ambition, innovation, and the impact of infrastructure on
society, as well as the intersection of personal sacrifice and collective achievement in the
face of adversity.

How does McCullough's writing style contribute to 'The
Great Bridge'?
McCullough's writing style is characterized by its vivid descriptions, meticulous research,
and engaging storytelling, which brings historical events and figures to life, making
complex engineering concepts accessible to a general audience.

What impact did the Brooklyn Bridge have on New York
City?
The Brooklyn Bridge transformed New York City by connecting Manhattan and Brooklyn,
facilitating commerce, and enabling the growth of both boroughs, ultimately shaping the
city's economic and social landscape.

When was 'The Great Bridge' published and how was it
received?
'The Great Bridge' was published in 1972 and received critical acclaim for its thorough
research and narrative style, establishing David McCullough as a prominent historian and
author.



What is the significance of the Brooklyn Bridge in
American history?
The Brooklyn Bridge is significant in American history as an engineering marvel of the
19th century, symbolizing progress and innovation, and it remains an icon of New York
City and American ingenuity.
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