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Before the bridge was built, people and goods crossed the Golden Gate
Strait by boat. The strait was crowded with vessels. As early as 1872, some
people thought a bridge would reduce the water traffic.
Charles Crocker was the president of the Southern Pacific Railroad. He
was the first to come up with plans for a bridge across the Golden Gate. He
thought a bridge would help move goods and people between northern and
southern California. The job seemed so big that public interest quickly
faded.
More than 40 years later, in 1916, newspaper editor James Wilkins took
up the cause. The year before, a world's fair had brought visitors from
around the globe. One of the most popular exhibits was an automobile
assembly line. People saw that cars were going to become more important in the future. As it was, people were already driving cars. The cars had
to cross the strait on crowded ferries. This caused long waits at the docks.
In this nineteenth-century pai tmg, a
steamship and two sailing ships enter San
Francisco Bay through the Golden Gate Strait.

Wilkins sensed that the public was ready for a bridge. He began
promoting the idea in his newspaper, the San Francisco Call Bulletin.
The newspaper got the attention of Michael M.
O'Shaughnessy (oh•SHAW•nuh•see). O'Shaughnessy
was San Francisco's city engineer. He had the
power to explore if such a bridge was possible.
He asked other engineers what they thought.
Most said the distance between the points of
land, plus the high winds that whip through
the strait, made the job too difficult. Some
thought the job would cost $100 million.
But one man said the bridge could be built
for much less.
That man was Joseph Baermann Strauss.
He was a bridge designer who had built more
than 400 bridges. On June 28, 1921, he handed
O'Shaughnessy the first drawings of his bridge.
The price tag was $27 million.

Joseph B. Strauss (right)
discusses the bridge
design with an engineer.
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The idea of building a bridge across the Golden Gate
captured the support of many San Franciscans. But how would
the city pay for it? State and federal money was already
promised to build the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge.
The government couldn't pay for both bridges.
Fans of the Golden Gate Bridge came up with an idea. Why
not make a district to build the bridge? It would include
people in the counties that might be helped by such a bridge.
A few months later, San Francisco Bay area banker Franklin
Doyle invited representatives from 21 counties around San
Francisco to a meeting. They formed the Association of
Bridging the Gate. The group worked with state and local
officials to pass a law that would let them make a bridge
district.
The California legislature passed a law.
The law let the counties pay for, build, and
take care of a bridge across the Golden Gate
Strait. But problems soon followed. Bridge
supporters had to convince the U.S. War
Department that a bridge across the Golden
Gate wouldn't get in the way of ships in the
harbor. Then the group had to answer to the
people who were against the bridge. The
ferry companies didn't want the bridge
because they would lose business. Others
were worried about the safety and cost of the
bridge.
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Finally, on December 4, 1928, all
the problems had been solved. The
Golden Gate Bridge and Highway
District was formed. (The name was
later changed to the Golden Gate
Bridge, Highway and Transportation
District.) Four counties and parts of
two others joined it. On November 4,
1930, people in the district voted to
sell bonds to pay for a bridge. They
approved a sale of $35 million in
bonds. The properties in the district
were pledged as security that the bond
buyers would be repaid.
Construction on the Golden Gate
Bridge began on January 5, 193317 years after newspaper editor James
Wilkins began promoting the idea.
After 17 long years, construction of the bridge
finally got underway. Here, workers stand atop
one of the concrete piers on the Marin County side
of the strait

Government bonds are
certificates authorized by
the government. People
who buy bonds are lending
money to the government.
They get paid back with
interest sometime in the
future. That's one of the
ways the government pays
for important projects such
as bridges, roads, and
schools.
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People thought the bridge plan was a wonder of engineering and
design. The bridge's 4,200-foot main span and cables made it the
longest suspension, or hanging, bridge ever attempted. The bridge
had to withstand winds of up to 60 miles an hour. It also had to be
built over deep water that had strong currents.
Top engineering firms from all over the United States were chosen
to build parts of the bridge. One made the Golden Gate's two main
cables, which were 3M's inches thick. Each has a strength of 220,000
pounds per square inch. They still are the largest suspension cables ever
made. Another company made the structural steel of the suspension
span. Other companies made the concrete piers and roadways, did the
electrical work, and built the towers.

It took hundreds of workers more than four years to build the
Golden Gate Bridge. Construction took place at the height of the
Great Depression. So, most workers welcomed the dangerous, hard
work.
As dangerous as the work was, the Golden Gate Bridge project
had a good safety record for the times . Joseph B.
Strauss had safety measures. Workers wore headgear-an early type of hardhat-and goggles
to protect their eyes. The bridge structures
also had safety nets hanging below them.
During the construction, 19 men fell into
the nets instead of dropping hundreds of
feet into the water.
By 1935, when this photograph was taken,
both the Marin tower (in the distance) and
the San Francisco tower rose high above
the Golden Gate.
This bridge construction
worker wears headgear
and goggles to ensure
his safety.

Although they look stable, suspension
bridges have "give." To survive winds,
weather changes, and earthquakes,
the Golden Gate Bridge had to be able
to expand and contract and to sway a
bit in the wind. Engineers say that the
completed Golden Gate Bridge has
been known to rise and fall 10 feet
and to sway more than 20 feet from
side to side.
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On May 27, 193 7, the Golden Gate Bridge was opened to foot traffic.
Some 200,000 people turned out to walk across the bridge. The next day,
the bridge was dedicated. Then it was opened to cars and trucks.

In this photograph, cars crossing the Golden
Gate Bridge from Marin County approach the
toll plaza on the bridge.

When the Golden Gate Bridge opened, the toll for an automobile with a driver and four passengers was 50 cents. An extra
nickel was charged for each additional passenger. Motorcyclists
paid 25 cents. Bicyclists paid a nickel. They had to use the sidewalks and walk their bikes across.
Today a round-trip costs five dollars. Tolls are only collected
going southbound. The tolls made the Golden Gate Bridge pay
for itself. The original bonds issued by the Golden Gate Bridge
and Highway District were repaid by 1971. Since then, toll
money has been used to care for and operate the bridge.

Joseph B. Strauss wrote a poem, "The Mighty
Task Is Done," to mark the opening of the
Golden Gate Bridge. It reads, in part:
At last the mighty task is done;
Resplendent [gorgeous] in the western sun
The Bridge looms mountain high;
Its titan [giant] piers grip ocean floor,
Its great steel arms link shore with shore,
Its towers pierce the sky.
Strauss's poem is inscribed on his statue,
which stands at the San Francisco side of
the bridge.

Painting the Golden Gate Bridge
The Golden Gate Bridge's special color is known as "International Orange." Architects Irving
F. and Gertrude C. Morrow chose the color because they thought it went well with the
bridge's surroundings. The engineers on the project wanted it painted steel gray. The United
States Navy suggested black with bright yellow stripes.
Some people think the Golden Gate Bridge gets painted every year from end to end. That's
not true. In fact, touch-up work is done all the time, so people may think the whole bridge is
painted each year. However, the entire bridge has only been painted twice-once when it
was built and once again beginning in 1965. In 1965 the bridge managers began the long
process of removing all of the original paint so that it could be replaced with a new kind of
paint that could resist the weather better. That job was completed in 1995. It took a long
time! Now, regular touch-ups continue as usual.

October 1935. MarchJ 936
June 1936November 1936
May 1937
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More than 1.8 billion vehicles have crossed the Golden Gate Bridge
since it opened. It is no longer the longest suspension bridge in the
world. But it remains a symbol of American ideas and of the American
West.
In 1987 the bridge turned fifty. Crowds of people stood on the
bridge. Marching bands played. A parade, with old airplanes, sailboats,
and antique cars, passed above, under, and on the bridge. And that night,
fireworks lit the sky.
Almost 300,000 people walked across the Golden Gate
Bridge to celebrate its fiftieth birthday in 1987.

After the celebration, lights
were installed on the two towers.
The lights are brightest at the
bottom and fade toward the top.
This makes it seem as if the tall
towers continue into the clouds.
The design was based on the
original plan for lighting the
bridge in 1937.

Foghorns have been in place on the
Golden Gate Bridge since it opened. The
two original horns were replaced with
new ones in 1985. The horns operate
on compressed air and have different
sounds. Boats that don't have radar use
the sounding horns to steer clear of the
bridge when fog makes it hard to see.
During the July to October foggy season,
the horns sound for as much as five
hours a day.

The Golden Gate Bridge
36% inches

Diameter of one cable

62 feet

Width of the roadway

220 feet

Height above water

4,200 feet

length of suspension span

7,650 feet

length of one main cable

1.7 miles
80,000 miles

length of the Golden Gate
Bridge (including approaches)
length of wire used in main
cables

Think and Respond
G) What body of water does the Golden Gate
Bridge cross?

0

What were some reasons that people thought the
Golden Gate Bridge should be built?

@ Where did the money for building the Golden Gate
Bridge come from?
@) How is the toll money that is collected to cross the
Golden Gate Bridge used?

®

What three adjectives would you use to describe
the Golden Gate Bridge?

Design a Bridge Imagine that you have been given the
job of designing a bridge for your town. It could be a
bridge across a body of water, across a highway, or
even between two buildings. Draw a picture of your
bridge design. Use whatever materials you have
available to make a model of your bridge. With your
classmates, make a display of your bridge designs.
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