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Butz: Book Review: Six Bridges: the Legacy of Othmar Ammann

IV.
REVIEWS
Darl Rastorfer, Six Bridges: The Legacy of Othmar Ammann. New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 2000. ix, 188 pp. Appendix, bibliographical
references, glossary, illustrations. $39.95. Cloth.
Around his eightieth birthday, the Swiss-American engineer, Othmar
Ammann moved to an apartment at the top of the Carlyle Hotel in Manhattan.
One imagines that he, gazing down on the city below, could have only
marveled at how much its landscape had changed since his arrival there fiftyodd years earlier. He also could have delighted in his own accomplishments,
the vistas from his new home offering visual confirmation of his professional
successes. With views in three directions, Ammann would have seen virtually
all of "his bridges": the George Washington to the north; the Triborough,
Bronx-Whitestone, and Throgs Neck to the east; and the Bayonne and
Verrazano-Narrows to, respectively, the southwest and south. Darl Rastorfer's
Six Bridges is a chronicle of these monuments in steel and concrete, a tribute
to the man who engineered much of New York city's infrastructure in the first
half of the twentieth century.
Rastorfer, curator for an exhibit on Arnrnann's work for the Cooper Hewitt
Museum, has assembled for this book over one hundred and fifty photographs
and design sketches, collected from the Port Authority of New York and New
Jersey archives, the New York Historical Society, the New York Public
Library, and National Park Service Engineering Record. In the companion text,
Rastorfer draws from a wide variety of sources, such as contemporary
published literature, personal and professional correspondence, and the
recollections of Ammann' s family, friends, and colleagues. The sleek black and
white photographs are superb, neatly arranged and supplemented with
explanations of the relevant details. The author's chosen images-the various
construction photographs, aerial shots, and close-ups-offer powerful visual
evidence of the city's transformation in the age of rapid transit and convey his
admiration for the elegance, economy, and longevity of Ammann' s impressive
bridges.
In the first chapter of the work, Rastorfer offers a lengthy biography of
Ammann (1879-1965). He begins his account with the young Swiss engineer's
arrival in America in 1904. Having just graduated from the federal technical
university (ETH) in Zurich, Ammann traveled to New York in hopes of gaining

35
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2001

1

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 37 [2001], No. 1, Art. 5

36

Review

[February

some practical experience in designing steel bridges. He quickly found work
with a consulting engineer, but was soon laid off when the number projects
began to decline. In subsequent years, he bounced from job to job, earning little
but always receiving excellent recommendations. He had originally expected
his sojourn in America to be only a short one, apparently always intending to
go back to Switzerland upon completion of his latest project. As Rastorfer
presents it, his efforts to return home were routinely frustrated by the
appearance of new opportunities and challenges, of more bridges that needed
to be built. However, one rather suspects that the clearly career-minded
Ammann was well aware that his native land could offer neither the diversity
of work nor the possibility of professional advancement that was available to
him in the booming and sprawling United States. In 1911, Ammann began
working for Gustav Lindenthal, then considered the "master of long span
design" (7); a year later this rather irascible Austrian American bridge builder
made him chief engineer on the project to construct a large railroad crossing,
the Hell Gate. Ammann's association with Lindenthal proved instrumental to
his career.
For several decades, Lindenthal had promoted the construction of a bridge
crossing the Hudson river at West Fifty-Seventh Street. In 1920, he proposed
plans for an enormous two-storey span that could accommodate railroad,
automotive, and pedestrian traffic, estimating its cost at some $100 million.
The project never materialized, vehemently opposed by the city officials, the
Manhattan business community, and New Yorkers more generally. Ammann
suggested to his boss that perhaps a compromise could be reached, in the form
of a smaller, cheaper bridge located further away from the city center (be
proposed a site in Bergen County, New Jersey). Lindenthal apparently did not
appreciate his protege's disobedience; the two men broke and Ammann struck
out on his own, setting up shop in a loft on Fourth A venue. Here he developed
his own plan for a suspension bridge for the Hudson river-the future George
Washington. In 1924, Ammann unveiled his proposals for the bridge, a smaller,
simpler and, at $40 million, decidedly less costly version of Lindenthal's
crossing. Having garnered the support of the public and the local government,
Ammann's project prevailed and his bridge was in subsequent years built by
the Port of New York Authority. While he mentions that his designs had been
endorsed by New Jersey's governor George Silzer, Rastorfer unfortunately
does not adequately consider the political implications of Ammann's Hudson
river project. Ammann succeeded in soliciting support for his bridge primarily
because he, unlike Lindenthal, was able to negotiate the various different
interests and "political realities of the day" (26). In short, his skills as an
engineer guaranteed only that the bridge would be attractive, efficient, durable
and inexpensive; his abilities as a shrewd "political entrepreneur" ensured that
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol37/iss1/5
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it got built. 2 The political connections that Ammann had forged in these years
also earned him a permanent job. After the project had obtained official
approval, Governor Silzer "encouraged" the Port Authority to create a position
for him. Ammann thus joined, in 1925, the staff at the Port Authority as bridge
engineer. He became a United States citizen later that year.
Ammann served in his post for fourteen years. Most of his major
bridges-the George Washington, Bayonne, Triborough, Little Hell Gate,
Bronx-Whitestone, Harlem River Pedestrian as well as the Lincoln
Tunnel-were built (or at least designed) during this period. In 1939, the Port
Authority offered (apparently in an attempt to downsize) to "promote" the now
sixty year-old Ammann to a more executive position. He turned down the job,
resigned along with several colleagues, and established his own firm. During
the next two decades, the seemingly indefatigable engineer acted as consultant
on a number of projects and continued to receive contracts for the long-span
bridge projects undertaken by the Port Authority. Most notably, he designed
and oversaw the construction of the Throgs Neck and Verrazano bridges, as
well as the lower deck for the then twenty year-old George Washington (all
opened in the early 1960s). He died in 1965, at age eighty-six.
Rastorfer' s biography provides a good description of the basic contours of
the Swiss American engineer's professional life. It is, however, less successful
in conveying a sense of who Ammann really was, apart from a man who built
bridges. One learns almost nothing about his character and little about his
personal life, only that he wed his childhood sweetheart in 1905, raised three
children, and remarried, a year after his wife's death, the widow of a former
colleague. Most importantly, Rastorfer does not situate the story of Ammann' s
life within a broader context; instead, he presents the engineer as wholly
removed, if not somewhat oblivious, to the events of the time. While the author
is to be commended for introducing Ammann to a wider audience, readers
hoping to gain a better historical understanding of his life and work from this
book may be left wanting,
Rastorfer devotes a chapter to each of Ammann' s six bridges, detailing the
technical and architectural history of their construction. One discovers that
several of his bridges-most notably, the George Washington and the
Bayonne-are actually unfinished, mere skeletons of the structures that
Ammann had originally envisioned. One further obtains here a renewed respect
for enormity of the Arnmann's undertakings, for the tremendous challenges he
faced in designing his steel giants. The Verrazano bridge, for example, spans

2 See Jameson W. Doig, "Politics and the Engineering Mind: O.H. Ammann and the
Hidden Story of the George Washington Bridge," Yearbook of German-American Studies
25 (1990): 159-199.
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some 4,260 feet and weighs 1,265,000 tons, more than three times as much as
the Empire State Building. Seemingly somewhat as an afterthought, Rastorfer
also includes in the last chapter six photographs, and a brief description, of
construction workers, the only place in the book where he considers the role of
the anonymous men with "nerves of steel" who labored to make Ammann's
visions reality. Rastorfer's narrative in these chapters is often highly technical,
his glossary not always that helpful. He also presumes a certain familiarity with
the city and its environs. Readers thus might want to come prepared with a
dictionary and, perhaps, a map of New York.
As noted on the dust jacket, the author's purpose is to trace "the artistic,
scientific, and technical achievements embodied in the six major bridges
Ammann produced between 1925 and 1964, as well as the bridges' impact on
the city." While Rastorfer admirably succeeds in illustrating those
achievements and in fostering an appreciation for the engineer's multilayered
expertise, his attempt to grapple with the broader significance of Ammann's
work is decidedly less satisfactory. He mentions, for example, that the
construction of the Verrazano bridge necessitated the demolition of eight
hundred buildings, but offers no explanation of what happened either to the
some seven thousand people who were consequently displaced or to the
surrounding neighborhood once the thoroughfare had been completed.
Ammann's bridges were not merely "technical innovations" or "works of art,"
but structures that, by facilitating a highway culture, permanently altered the
rhythm of daily life and the dynamics of the urban environment. Nor does he
really assess Ammann's contributions to the more general field of bridge
design or to the development of the engineering profession. These issues are,
admittedly, not the subject of the book. However, some discussion of the
events and processes that formed the backdrop for Ammann's bridges would
only have enhanced Rastorfer' s account.
Six Bridges is nonetheless well-worth reading. The book offers not only a
fascinating glimpse into the life's work of this enigmatic Swiss American
engineer, but also a new perspective on the powerfully elegant structures that
we, in this highly technical age, all too often simply take for granted.
Nicole Butz,
University of Illinois at Chicago
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