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For Ryan Knapp and Cory Cline, two great kids.
and for James “Sputnik” Gjerde. Wish you were here, man.
A note on the 2012 edition
The original version of Secrets of the Golden Gate Bridge was written in 1986 and published by Chronicle Books in 1987 under the title The Great Golden Gate Bridge Trivia Book. Since my mama taught me if you can’t say anything nice about someone, keep your trap shut, I will say no more about that little fiasco.
I have since revised, reworked and added to the original book and have filled in the gap between the bridge’s 50th birthday in 1987 and its 75th birthday in 2012.
A note on the cover illustrations
When this project was originally conceived, it had been my intention to include illustrations. I asked my good friend Jim “Sputnik” Gjerde to draw some up as a demonstration. He did and I delivered them to the publisher. They eventually rejected the idea of using illustrations and those drawings have sat in a box these many years. Sadly, Jim passed on awhile back and in his honor, I’ve decided to incorporate those few illustrations into the cover of the book.
Miss ya, Sput.
In January of 1986, I was sitting with Cindy Ford at the Eagle Pizza restaurant on Taraval Avenue in San Francisco. About mid-way through our second carafe of wine, I mentioned that the Golden Gate Bridge would be 50 years old the following year.
"So what?" she replied.
"Well, I thought we could write something about it for its birthday, a book maybe."
"There are probably hundreds of books on the Golden Gate Bridge," she answered.
"Yeah, probably," I replied.
The following day, I decided to check on just how many books there were on the Golden Gate Bridge. I found three. And all three were on the building of the Bridge only!
I found this quite hard to fathom because, like the cable cars, the Golden Gate Bridge is synonymous with San Francisco. And, although the building of the Bridge was quite an achievement, the thing that had always fascinated me about the Bridge was its propensity for attracting weirdness.
So I decided to dig into the Bridge's past. The more I dug, the weirder it got. To paraphrase Hunter S. Thompson: When the going gets weird, the weird do it on the Bridge.
As I combed through 50-year-old newspapers - The Chronicle, The Examiner, The Call-Bulletin, The San Francisco News - I found myself wishing I'd been in the city for the huge and riotous celebration that marked the opening of the Bridge.
The rest of the country was poised between the Great Depression and World War II. Across the ocean, the Spanish Civil War was raging, Hitler had come to power in Germany, and the Duke of Windsor had scandalized the world by becoming engaged to Wallis Simpson. In the months before the Golden Gate Bridge opened, Roosevelt was sworn in for a second term, Amelia Earhart took wing, GM workers in Detroit ended their strike for a nickel raise, and the Hindenburg blew up. The best thing the world had going, it seemed to me, was the Golden Gate Bridge.
The Golden Gate Bridge became the center of San Francisco attraction long before the first shovelful of dirt was turned in 1933. Newspaper stories on the Golden Gate Bridge during its construction outnumbered those on the Bay Bridge ten to one, even though the Bay Bridge was being built at the same time and a scant few miles away. A three-day celebration followed the opening of the Bay Bridge. San Francisco partied for a solid week when the golden one was opened.
The Fiesta celebration, which ushered in the new Bridge, had been in the planning stages almost before the concrete had hardened in the Marin anchorages four years earlier. By the time the Bridge was ready to open, every park and empty space near the San Francisco side of the Bridge was covered with a profusion of colorful flowers. Every district in the city had elected a Fiesta Queen, merchants decorated their shops, parades were planned, sporting and athletic events of every imaginable kind - from log cutting to rock drilling - were set up. Dignitaries from all over the country were slated to attend. Hundreds of thousands of people were expected to swamp the city's accommodations already crippled by a hotel strike.
The night of May 26th, a costumed Coronation Ball was held in the Civic Auditorium. The crowd came dressed in all manner of disguise. They were there to dance and party. They were there to crown one Queen Empress from amongst all the Fiesta Queens. An insurance company stenographer named Vivian Sorenson walked away with the honors that gala evening. The crowd roared its approval and proceeded to dance the night away.
Meanwhile, at the Bridge itself, those early morning hours saw 18,000 people massed and waiting for the signal that would lower the gates and open the Bridge. At 6:00 AM it came and onto the Bridge they swarmed. By 6:00 PM, when Pedestrian Day was over and the Bridge was closed for cleanup, 200,000 people had walked, crawled, run, danced, skipped, jumped, and sat on every square inch of the new bridge.
Back in town, a four-mile-long parade wound its way through the streets of San Francisco. It took over three hours for the more than 20,000 marchers to pass any given point along the parade route.
The evening of May 27th saw the premier of The Span of Gold pageant, which chronicled the history of California from its earliest days through its admission to the union. At the end of the production, which featured a cast of 3,000, the stage lights dimmed, and a strange quiet engulfed the audience.
Suddenly, out of the darkness, the beams from giant searchlights located on either shore shot out across the waters of the Golden Gate and lit the Bridge for the first time. Amidst a pyrotechnic display that set the sky alight with a thousand tiny fires, the crowd went nuts, storming the streets like maddened football fans when the downtrodden hometown team wins the championship.
They stormed into the city, down every street and alley. They danced! They laughed! They sang! They drank a toast to the heavens and the Bridge, and then they danced and laughed again. No World Series, no Super Bowl Championship, no World Cup Soccer Game could ever begin to compare to the party that erupted in "The City that knows how!"
They were still going strong the next day when, at 12:00 noon, the Bridge was officially opened for vehicle traffic. The party was still going strong when it came to a close on June 1st, seven days after it had begun. When the party was finally over, however, the excitement didn't wane, and hasn't yet diminished, 50 years later.
Nor had mine even after so many hours of research. I began to find myself feeling a little proprietary about the old Bridge, as if it were a close college friend who had made it big. And, oddly enough, I found myself becoming emotionally involved in the events that had transpired on or about the Bridge.
I got really mad at the idiot who didn't check the safety bolts on the scaffold that fell and killed ten men. Fifty years ago! I got all teary-eyed over the heroism of E. C. Lambert, one of the two who survived the fall. I started feeling sorry for the toll collectors, and angry at the abuse they had to put up with. I understood fully the one who got his revenge. I began to wonder what it would feel like to climb the cables, to sit atop the towers and look out over the city.
The Golden Bridge and its history were getting to me in a big way. Nancy Resler tried to comfort me by saying that gold and bridges were symbols for the unconscious mind, that what I was feeling was natural considering the time I'd spent immersed in my study of the Bridge. Cindy Ford said it had happened to Wordsworth on Westminster Bridge, so I was in good company. Matt Light suggested a few cold ones, and if that didn't work, to chase them with Old Grand-dad.
None of these things worked. I was still smitten. The pages ahead, which begin long before there was a bridge, cruise through the opening day celebration and the 50 years that followed, and end with the Bridge's dark side, are what you might call a roast of the Golden Gate Bridge.
When you first meet someone, you remain polite. Later, when you know them well and love them, when you've sat up all night with them, when you've come to know their secrets and they yours, it's then that you know they will forgive you if you put those little candles that you can't blow out on their birthday cake. The Golden Gate Bridge had become such a friend.
I had crossed the Bridge many times before the idea for this book arose, but I had never seen it in quite the same way as I now see it. Walking across it now is like walking with an old friend. I can see the scaffolds and derricks stretched out across the water, hear the whisper of the cables being spun. The cacophony of hundreds of men driving thousands of rivets is a roar in my ears.
I understand the thousands who came that day 50 years ago just to cross the "bridge that couldn't be built". I understand the need to do something on the Bridge, something unique, something with which to share in its glory. I understand those who have climbed its towers and cables. I understand those who have dived and parachuted from it. I understand why people have been married on it, skied across it, run naked upon its pavement, and done all manner of things on it. In a sad way, I even understand why some choose to end their lives on it.
I could easily go on in this vein, and indeed I do in the pages that follow. So, settle back, raise your glasses high, and toast the Golden Bridge.
Onward into the fog.
A certain mystery seems to surround the earliest inhabitants of San Francisco Bay. They left behind huge mounds made up of oyster, clam, and mussel shells, animal bones, polished whistles, shell beads, and, occasionally, human remains. The largest of these mounds - 200 feet long, 25 feet high, and 50 feet wide - was situated in present-day Emeryville and took particular advantage, in certain seasons, of the sun setting through the Golden Gate straits. Anthropologists consider these shell mounds to have an as yet undefined socio-cultural or religious significance.
Who were these first inhabitants? Why did they build these mounds? Why at that particular place? Let your mind drift back through time, back, back, four millennia before our time, back through the misty ruins of history. Let your eyes wander over the vast wilderness of a continent without Walmart Supercenters, a continent still sleeping, and let your eyes fall on the tiny channel and the virgin hills by the Bay.
There we see Lucy and Carl Costanoan dining and dancing as the last rays of the sun slip down over California's first oyster bar; a shell mound with a fantastic view of the Golden Gate. So what if a Costanoan or two slips forever down into the shells after one too many fermented acorn daiquiris? The sun god smiles on the souls of those who have patronized four-star restaurants.
Anthropologists may take a dim view of this particular ethnographic analysis, but then, the sun god takes a dim view of anthropologists.
Years go by. Centuries. Millennia. The glory that was Greece - politics, philosophy - up in flames! The grandeur that was Rome - art, architecture - cast to the wolves! The mightiness of the Middle Ages - monarchs, monasteries - locked away! The California coast Indians - more oysters, down the tubes.
1492. Queen Isabella dispatches Columbus to discover the New World hoping that, if he doesn't fall prey to some monstrous leviathan or fall off the edge of the earth, he might just come home with a little something to put some zing into her spaghetti recipe. Pretty soon, everyone and his brother strikes out across the wide and lonesome sea in search of exotic spice, gold, and assorted treasure. This takes up the better part of two centuries: Treasure is seized, claims are staked, flags are planted, and recipes improve. The Spanish were big on this particular variety of rampaging around the globe. They found Mexico, they found San Diego, they even found Pt. Reyes.
They did not, however, find the entrance to San Francisco harbor.
It is the learned consensus of historians that strong westerly winds and thick obscuring fogs were the two most significant factors in the failure of these seafarers to sight the Golden Gate, but this is only half the story.
Look, these guys came halfway around the world in rickety wooden ships, they'd run out of coffee half an ocean ago, their underwear was growing a mold that should have been preserved for the scientists of the Enlightenment, and when they hit Northern California they ran into a fog colder than the embrace of an iron maiden!
Bored silly, stone cold sober, half-awake and stuck in bone-chilling fog, these guys were going to scrutinize the scenery for interesting land formations? Fat chance!
On the other hand, there the Golden Gate sat, just waiting to be found. It does seem as though one or another of the captains of these ships might have seen it out of the corner of his eye.
In 1542, that absent-minded old Juan Cabrillo names the Farallones and lapses back into his reverie. The Golden Gate looms off in the fog just a stone’s throw away.
The year 1579 rolls around. Sir Francis Drake pipe dreams his way past the Gate and drops anchor at Pt. Reyes. He was at the helm of the Golden Hinde, which must have made him the butt of some pretty embarrassing jokes back home. Golden Hinde or no, he still didn't find the Golden Gate, which wasn't called that yet, since no one had found it to name it.
Sebastian Cermenon had a little better excuse than just not noticing. He had just had his galleon and its cargo of porcelain and beeswax demolished in a storm near Pt. Reyes. The year was 1594. After the wreck, he rode South in an open boat, most likely too worried and distracted over his insurance premiums to notice the Golden Gate gaping to the East.
Eight years later, Sebastian Vizcaino was out specifically looking for a good harbor where the King of Spain's treasure galleons could hide from pirates. He woolgathered his way from San Diego to Pt. Reyes and back South again, without ever spying the narrow channel. Vizcaino was in a bit of trouble with the king over an earlier snafu, so when he landed at Monterey with not a harbor to his credit, he decided to punt. When you can't dazzle 'em with brilliance, baffle 'em with great harbors!
He writes the King of Spain that he has become the proud discoverer of a fabulous harbor, sheltered from the wind, thickly settled, and replete with wood and water. This didn't exactly describe Monterey at the time, unless you'd drained the last goatskin of Sangria dry and were eating too much moldy rye bread. This little white lie, however, got everyone hot to find the famed lost port Vizcaino had written about.
Is it any wonder that the Indians thought, "smoke come out of paleface tepee, but no one home”, what with people running amok for a hundred years looking around for some supposedly lost port? Four hundred and eighty square miles of water, and it takes paleface until 1769 to find it!
It was Jose de Ortega, stoked up on mule meat and rainwater, who finally climbed a promontory and came back to tell Commander Portola that he had found the mouth of a vast inland sea!
They might have been more excited about this if the whole expedition sent out by the viceroy of Mexico hadn't been laid low with scurvy and running low on mule meat to boot. The viceroy, however, was excited when they got back and told him. It would have been pretty embarrassing to keep losing something so big.
Six years later, as settlers sent by the viceroy made their way to the now found "lost" port by land, the little ship San Carlos - also known as Toison de Oro (Golden Fleece) - was making her way up the California coast when an unfortunate turn of events turned. Captain Manrique, who had been slipping into what crew members thought a rather eccentric mode of behavior, went stark raving mad and rather suddenly had to be dragged off in irons. Manuel de Ayala was appointed captain. When he entered his new quarters, he discovered that Manrique's style of interior decorating was a little to the left of bonkers: The floor of the cabin was ankle-deep in loaded muskets!
The official story goes that it was at this point that the ship gave a lurch, and one of the muskets went off, the ball tearing away half of Ayala's foot.
Now think about it. With the whole crew understandably nervous after having jettisoned one mad captain, is Ayala going to admit to being the kind of doofus who would shoot himself in the foot while redecorating? Not likely. Whatever the truth was, the crew didn't mutiny, and Ayala sailed up the coast nursing his wounded foot.
Shortly after, Captain Ayala found himself at the Golden Gate with the fog parting and the tide on his side. He sailed the little ship into the harbor and anchored at about where the Transamerica Pyramid is today. The day was August 5, 1775.
Time marched on. John Fremont named the Golden Gate the Golden Gate. Up until then, the Spanish had called it La Boca (The Mouth). If you are one of those now thinking that Ayala put his foot in The Mouth, please try to keep your head clear for more high-minded historical thoughts.
Time marched on again. Life around the Bay was somewhat laid back. A few hundred people, 200 or so buildings (including outhouses), a few love affairs, a few Sunday Services, a little fur smuggling. Nothing special to write home about.
The year 1848 rolls around. Some guy named Marshall working for a guy named Sutter finds a little gold dust in some dirt and all hell breaks loose. In one year, 45,000 men pass through the Gate on their way to the gold fields. By 1850, San Francisco has a population over 25,000, most of them men under 30, and most of them pretty carefree.
In fact, for the next 60 years, being in the city was a little like being at Mardi Gras in hell. The place swarmed with all manner of arsonists, thieves, con men, and general outlaws. It teemed with murderers, rapists, and prostitutes. Brothels and opium dens sprang up by the hundreds, only to be flambéed, along with the rest of the city, in fire after fire. People shanghaied each other, hung each other, and sold each other as slaves. You can see that in an atmosphere like this, it would be hard to get a reputation as a weirdo.
However, there will always be over-achievers.
There was Dirty Tom McClear, to whom you could give a few cents to eat any garbage you put in front of him. When he got arrested, by one of the two or three police the city had, he said he couldn't really remember his last bath, but he thought it had been about 15 years before in Britain.
And then there was Oofty Goofty, who would let you hit him over the head with a bat for 50 cents. The King of the Hoodlums worked along these same fines, only he would bash through doors with his head for a sliding-scale fee, from 50 cents to a dollar, depending on the thickness of the door. For extra spending money, the King sold nude photos of himself to the courtesans for a small fee.
And last, but far from least, there was the mad Emperor Norton.
He hadn't always been an emperor. Nor had he always been mad. Joshua Norton had come to the city, like so many others, to seek his fortune. And, like so many others, he made it. By 1853, he was a rich man. In an attempt to increase his fortune, he started to buy up all the rice in California with the hope of cornering the market. This was as stupid as trying to buy all the tea in China and, of course, he went belly up and lost everything - including most of his marbles.
Old Joshua slipped between the cracks for awhile, only to resurface a few years later dressed in a long dark coat bedecked with brass buttons and gilt epaulets and a tall beaver hat atop his head. He declared himself Emperor of the United States and the Protector of Mexico and began issuing proclamations to anyone who came close enough to hear. In a city full of nuts, he became the leading cashew.
On the 18th of August, 1869, the good emperor issued what was to become his greatest proclamation: Bridges should be built from Oakland to San Francisco, from San Francisco to the Marin Headlands, and from Marin to the Farallon Islands!
To which the grateful city cried, "No problem, Emp! We'll just run right out and build that ol' bridge. Now, why don't you just have another glass of Sake and an opening night theater ticket or two?"
No one tried to obey Emperor Norton's decree, which was probably just as well. Technology was nowhere near advanced enough in 1859 to build bridges of those dimensions (and is still questionable insofar as a bridge to the Farallons is concerned). Any attempt to do so would have been tragically doomed to failure.
So the good emperor faded into obscurity once again along with the weird friends who kindly helped and tolerated him, and somewhere in the headlong rush to 1900, civilization gained a small but significant toehold in San Francisco. The town grew and became a city. Where once there had been murder and mayhem, the trappings of culture showed up. Talk of a bridge surfaced many times over the years, but always died a quiet death.
Short of coming overland from the South, the only way into the city of San Francisco was via one of the many ferry boats. Ah, what a joy. Early morning, you finish your coffee and crumpets, saunter out to the old Tin Lizzie and crank her up. You enjoy an easy, peaceful ride down tree-lined country lanes, birds singing, cows mooing, sun shining. You arrive at the ferry, load the old car aboard, and kick back for the half-hour crossing into the city. Time for the newspaper, perhaps a smoke and a second cup of coffee; and on the trip home that evening, perhaps a warm brandy as you watch the sun set splendidly orange and violet in the West.
The good life, slow and easy. Someone was bound to come along and ruin it.
James Wilkins was a real, flaming Type-A personality. Kicking back on the ferry boat and enjoying the view during the half-hour ride was definitely not his bag. He was a man of progress, a man of the future. To him, the future was a bridge connecting his car in Marin with his job in the city: A bridge over the Golden Gate.
Now, it is almost certain that there were one or two other guys running around with no appreciation of life in the slow lane, but those fellows didn't have the one advantage Wilkins had. They couldn't have anyone with five cents for a paper listen to them. Wilkins could. He was an editor for The San Francisco Call Bulletin. And people did listen to him.
He managed, first, to capture the interest and then strong support of Michael O'Shaugnessy, the city engineer for San Francisco. O'Shaugnessy had punched the first streetcar tube through Twin Peaks, and hand-engineered the Stockton Tunnel. He loved a challenge, and the idea of a bridge over the Golden Gate was right up his alley.
Although there was initially great support for the bridge idea, that support languished a little during World War 1. The ink wasn't dry on the armistice agreement, though, before Wilkins was back at it.
The San Francisco Board of Supervisors directed O'Shaugnessy to study the idea. He requested designs from three big-time engineers. One of these was Joseph Baerman Strauss. Strauss was an arrogant man, feisty and bold. Most who knew him, or had to work within 500 feet of him, disliked the man, but they agreed on one thing: the guy knew his stuff, and his stuff was bridges.
Estimates for spanning the treacherous Golden Gate ran as high as $100 million or more. One East Coast engineer estimated the cost at $56 million, minimum. Strauss came in at $17 million. Guess whose bid got the job?
Strauss' early design was workable and, no doubt, doable, but it was by no means loveable. In fact, it was downright ugly, looking more like something out of a grade-B Japanese horror flick than a bridge. Even the gods must have thought it repulsive, as they threw every obstacle they could in the path of those seeking approval and funding for the bridge project.
While keeping Strauss and his boys at bay with one hand, they spread a little theretofore unknown knowledge about - that technology had changed, allowing a complete suspension bridge - so that by 1933, when the first shovelful of San Francisco dirt was turned, the Golden Gate Bridge that we all love was on the drawing board.
(Author's note: The original design is soon to appear in a major motion picture, "The Beast That Ate Marin.")
By 1933, the Bridge Brigade was "hell bent for rivets". A bunch of them got together in January and formed the Bridging the Gate Association (BGA), naming Strauss as engineering consultant. By May, they got the Bridge and Highway District Act passed into law, thereby generating some tax revenue. Also in May, the BGA faced its biggest opponent. The War Department. These guys were not real hip on the idea of any blow-upable bridges being built where the debris would block passage of their mighty war contraptions.
They met in head-to-head combat the night of May 16 in San Francisco City Hall, Strauss on one side, the secretary of war on the other. The secretary of war screamed about what would happen if the "enemy" blew up the Bridge. Strauss explained that the whole thing would fall into 300 feet of water and sink. He also pointed out that, should the "enemy" get close enough to bomb the Bridge, there wouldn't be a whole hell of a lot left of the city.
Seven months later, the War Department gave the Bridge the okey-dokey, and the BGA floundered its way through the rest of the politics and red tape toward the Big Day. A problem with the bond issue ended up in a court case that should have gone smoothly but didn't. It seemed someone was trying to stall the issue, make it complicated; a delay could bankrupt the financially strapped Bridge District.
The fly in the ointment turned out to be Southern Pacific-Golden Gate Ferries, Ltd., though Southern Pacific claimed to have little interest in the case. But Golden Gate Ferries, Ltd.'s monopoly of the North Bay ferry crossings suggested otherwise. A bridge across the Golden Gate would all but doom their business, and they knew the Bridge District could not survive a long court case.
What they didn't know was how badly the public wanted that Bridge. When the city turned its collective anger on Southern Pacific, it wasn't long before the giant railroad tucked its caboose between its back wheels and high-tailed it out of town.
Strauss was named Chief Engineer in August of 1929; the design of the Bridge was changed from the beast-that-ate-the-Gate to something far more graceful and elegant, and the way was clear except for one remaining obstacle: $35 million!
Well, that turned out to be not much of a problem. Amadeus P. Giannini, head of Bank of America, was into helping his fellow man, and without even considering a $5.00 fee for using a debit card. Not that there were debit cards back then, but I like to think that even if there had been, old Amadeus wouldn’t have considered it. In any event, despite the bottom falling out of the market in the Crash of '29, he decided to buy the bonds. Too many people were out of work, and the building of the Golden Gate Bridge would bring in $750,000 a year on the labor front. With wages from $4 to $11 a day, $750,000 would hire a lot of people.
After 70 years, mad Emperor Norton's vision was on its way to becoming a reality!
The squabbling was over. The people had been won over, the War Department convinced, Southern Pacific sent scurrying, and the bonds sold. The money was in the cookie jar, and all that was left to do was build a bridge where most thought a bridge could never be built. Strauss had once said, "There is no such thing as a bridge that can't be built. Give an engineer enough money and he'll build you a bridge to hell."
He now had the money. San Francisco wanted a bridge. So, just what is the big deal about building a suspension bridge anyway?
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