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LETTER FROM CALIFORNLA

JUMPERS

The fatal grandeur of the Golden Grate Bridge

) " BY TAD FRIEND

hortly after ter -thirty in the mom-
ing on Wedne sday, March 19th, a

" real-estate agent named Paul Alarab

began hiking zercss the Golden Gate
Bridge. Midway along the walkway,
which camies pedertrians and cyclists be-
tween San Francisc o and Marin County,
he stopped and cimbed the four-foot
safety miling. The 1 he lowered himself

T wanted to
carefully onto the bridge’s outermost,
reach, a thirty- wo-inch-wide beam

. known as “the ched ™It ts on the chord,

two hundred and twenty feet sbove San
Francisco Bay, that people intending to
kill thernselves o ten pause, On a sunmy
day, a5 this day wis, the view is glorious:
Ang\:llslra.ndmt]le:]:fr,A]mtrazsuaight
ahead, Treasurs [sland farther off, bi-
secting the Jong | ray tangent of the Bay
Bridge, and, layrzed across the hills to
the south, San Fandsco. '
Alamb tumed and looped 2 thick rope
over the railing, then wound it around
his right wrist fi-e times and grabbed it
with his gloved r' ght hand. His weekday
attire usually cor srsted of 2 business sut
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pear,” one man said "So the Golden Gate was the spot. Id heard ¢

with a “Peace” T-shart underneath, but
today he wore black gloves, black shoes,
black pants, a black T-shirt, and black
sunglasses. Through the palings of the
bridge rail and the rush of traffie, he
could see the mouth of the Bay to the
west and the Pacific beyond, Clasping a

staternent to his chestwith his left
hand, he leafied Bacloward, away from
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told thewn thathe wanied tospeak ot
mediz. Asit happened, s numberof TV -
crews were at the south end of the biddge,
filming standups abou heightened ter-
rotism precautions. A Telammdo crew
came out, and Alarab began to read
a declaradon sbout Iraqs. defenseless
women, children, and elderdy. “Wake
up, Americal” he said. “This war will
be known as ‘the war of cowards and
oil’ across the worldl™

As a Coast Guard cutrer idled in
the fifty-five-degree water below, the
bridge’s guardians tried toi talk Alarab
into coming up. “When CNN gets here,
Pm back over the other side of the rail-
ing,” he promised. One Highway Patrol
officer said, “Hey, dont Ilknow-you2”
Alarab squinted, and said; “Oh, surel”

=S SRR

the railing, and waited for help to arrive.
Alarzh, a forty-four-year-old Iragi-
man who kept a “No Hate" sign in his
office at Century 21 Heritage Real Es-
tein across the Bay. The day
before, he'd told 2 co-worker that the
prospect of civilian deaths in Iraq made
him sick to his stomach, Alarab had
chosen this day, the first of America’s
war against Saddam Hussein, to make a
statement of opposition.
Responding to 2 "10-31,” bridge code
for 2 jumper, four uniformed California
Patrol officars soon armived at
had been repairing the bridge. Alarab

et

the water fust sweeps you wnder:”

e

They had met during Alarab’s previous
adventurc on the brdge: in 1988, seck-
ing to publicize the plight of the hand-
icapped and the clderly, Alarab had
climbed down a sixty-foot nylon cord
into a large plastic can bed sus-
pended beneath the bridge. His weight
proved too much for the and
the can broke free with him inside. “Tt
scerned Lk the fall basted foreves,” Alarzb
said afterward. “T was praying for God
to give me another chance.” The fall
broke both of Alarab’s ankles and three
of his ribs and collapsed his lungs, but
six people to survive the plunge from Z
the Golden Gate. T never put my hfe 3
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on the line again,” he said at the time.

Survivors often regret their decision in
midair, if not before. Ken Baldwin and
Kevin Hines both say they hurdled over
the mﬂmg, afraid that if I:hﬂy stood on
the chord they might lose their courage.
Baldwin was twenty-eight and severely
depressed on the August day in 1985
when he told his wife not to expecr him
home till Iate. “T wanted to disappear,” he
said. "So the Golden Gate was 2k spot.
Td heard that the water just sweeps you
under.” On the bridge, Baldwin counted

, 10 ten and stayed frozen. He counted o

ten again, then vaulted over. “T still see my

| hands coming off the railing,” he said. As

he crossed the chord in flight, Baldwin
recalls, “I instandy realized that every-
duing in myLfe that Id thought was un-
fixable was totally fiable—except for
having ustjumped”

Kevin Hines was eighteen when he
took 2 municipal bus to the bridge one
day in September, 2000. Afrer treating
himself to a last meal of Starbursts and
Skittles, he paced back and forth and
sobbed on the bridge walkway for half
an hour. No one asked him what was
wrong. A beaudiful German tourist ap-
proached, handed him her camerz, and
asked him 10 take her picture, which
he did. “T was like, Fuck this, nobody
cares, ” he told me. “So I jumped.” But
after he crossed the chord, he recalls,
“My first thought was What the hell did
Tjust do? I don't want to die.”

Paul Alarab never told his colleagues
about his first experience on the bridge.
He didnt even tell his wife, whom he
married in 1990 2nd divorced in 1995.
The only hint of his fascination was his
business card, which he resisted
ing despite his boss’s complaint that it
looked unprofessonal The card featured
2 phato of Alarab on the shore of the
Bay; behind him lurked the Golden
Gate.

On that March morning, facing the
camera, Alarab read an ambiguous hand-
written addendum to his statement “T
would sacrifice myself as a symbol of

" children that will die. I you are antiwar,

e-mai) me at alarabpaul@hotmmail.com ™
After forty minutes, CNN had not ar-
rived znd it seemed that Alarab had
done all he could. Yt was 11:33 AM. He
bent to put his statement on the bridge,
then pliced his cell phone on it He then
unawound his wrist from the securing
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rope and stepped off the thord The of-
ficers on the walkway craned their necks
in a horrified hnc,watchmghmﬁll.

Ata 1977 rally on the Galden Gate
supporting the building of an ant-
suicde barrer above the 2 minis-
tes, speaking to six hundred of his follow-
ers, ttied to explain the bridge’s power
Matchless in its Art Deco splendor, the
Golden Gate is also unrivilled as 2 sym-
bol: itis a threshold that présides over the
end of the continent and a gangway to
the void beyond. Just being thers, the
minister said, his words growing inereas-
ingly incoherent, left him in 2 rather sui-
adal mocd The Goldet Gate, he sgid, is
“a symbol of human ingenuity, techno-
logical genius, but sodial faflure”
Eighteen months later, that minister,
the Reverend Jim Jones, who had de-
camped with his People’s Temple to
Jonestown, Guyana, ordered his adher-
ents to kil themselves by drinking grape
Kool-Aid mixed with potassium cyanide.
Nine hundred and twelve of them did.
Every two weeks, on averzge, some-
one jumps off the Golden Gate Bridge It
15 the world’s leading suicide bocation. In
the eighties, workers 2t a local
formed “the Golden Gate Leapers Asso-
ciation™—a sports pool in which bets
were placed on which day of the wesk

‘someone would jump. At least twelve

hundred people have been seen jumping
or have been found in the water sinee the
bridge apened, in 1937, induding Roy
Raymond, the founder of Victorids Se-
crer, in 1993, 2nd Duane Garrett, 2 Dem-
ocratc fund-etizer and a friend of Al
Gores, in 1995, The actual koll is proba-
bly considerably higher, swelled by le- .
gions of the stealthy, whe sneak onto the
bridge after the walkway closes at sm-
down and are carried to sea with the neap
tide. Many jumpers wrip suicide notes
in plastic and tuck them into their pock-
ets. “Survival of the fittest. Adios—unfit,”
one seventy-veas-old man said in hisval-
edictory; another wrote, “Absolutely no
reason ocept [ have 3 toothache”
There is a fatal prandeurto the place.
Like Paul Alarab, who lived and worked
in the East Bay, several people have
cwssed the Bay Bridge to jump from
the Golden Gate; there is no reood of
anyone traversing the Golflen Gate to
leap from its unlovely sister bridge Dr
Richard Seiden, 2 professor emerings ar
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the University of C lifornia at Berlcley’s

School of Public H salth and the leading
researcher on suick le at the bridge, has

“written that studies reveal % commonly

held attitude that romanticiees suicide
from the Golden (Rate Bridge in such
terms as aestheticall r pleasing and bequ-
tiful, while regrardin % a Bay Bridge sui-
cide as A

Unlike the Bay Bridge—or most
bridges, for that marer—the Golden

. Gatehas afmtpatl:u-‘.dj-amntm a low ex-

tenior railing. “Jumpi g from the bridge is
seen as sure, quick, al an, and available—
which is the most satent factor,” D
Jerome Motto, a local psychiatist and
sicide expért, ys. “It’s like having a
loaded gun on your kitchen table ”
Almost everyone in the Bay Area
Imows someone who has jurmped, and it
is perhaps not surprising that the most
commen fear among San Franciscans i
gephyrophobia, the fear of crossing
bridges. Yet the loczls take 5 peculiar
pride in the bridge's notoriety. “What
mekes the bridge so popular” Gladys
Hansen, the dry’s w official historian,
=ays, dung the ten m lion tourists who
visit the bridge each sear, is that irs 2
monument, a monuaient to death.” In
1993, a man narned St e Page threw his

thra‘:-yaa:—olddaught:r;Kdlic,omﬂm

- side of the bridge and followed her

atrocity, an Examinerp il that year found
that fifty-four per cert of the r-
dents opposad buﬂdirq;amﬁdduﬁcn

The idea of building-a barrier was firse
propased in the nineten-fifties, and it
has provoked controven 1 ever since. “The
bartle over a barrier is a7tually a battle of
idens,” Eve Meyer, the cxecutive director
of 5an Francisco Suicid : Prevention, told
me. “And some of the ileas are very old,
ideas about whether suicidaj people are
People to fearand hate.” [n centuries past,

N suicides were buried at might at 3 goss-

1oads, under piles of stanes, or had stakes
driven through their h s to prevent
their unquiet spirits from troubling the
rest of us. In the Unit:d Stapes today,

- somm:iutakcshismmlii:wuydghtnm
-3 nﬁnuw;s,andmiddnisn'm:hmommm-

mon than homicide. S ill, the issue js

8 rarely examined. In the Bay Area, the
- topicis virtually tboo. O 2 Golden Gate
3 ofical told me repeateclly, “T hate that
& You're writing abour this, '

In 1976, an engines' named Roger

Grimes began agitating for a bacricr on
the Golden Gate, He walked up ind

down.the bridge wearing 2 sandwich -

board that said “Pleage Care, Support 2
Suicide Batri:L"H:gzveupafew}ws
ago,sumnudﬁmtinmamasﬁmohsly

EbcmlasSathndsm,whm}numnal- :

ways find a constituency for the view that
pcmshouldbedﬁzmsorﬂw:poimnoﬂc
hasaﬂghtmadst,dmrewmﬁtﬂnm—
padxyfbrﬂmdepmai“Peopleum\iuy
hostile,” Grimes told me. “They would
throw soda cans at me, or yell, Jumpt' "

W-hmpmﬂAlmbm pulled from
the Bay at 11:34 AM., he was

unconsdous and badly bruised. The im-
pact had ripped off ks left glove and his
right shoe The Coast Guard crew, wear-
ing their standard jumper-retrival garb

to protect against leaking body fAuids—

Tyvex biohazard suits, masks, gloves, and
safety goggles—hegan C.PR. Half an
hourlater, Alarab was pronounced dead.
Gary Tindel, the assistant coroner of
Marin County, who examined the body

on the dock at Fort Baker, at the north |

end of the bridge, observed that “massive
bleeding had accurred in both ears, along
with apparent grayish brin matter in
and around the right ear” Tinda] brought
Alagb's antiwar statement and his cel]
phone back to the coroners office in San
Rafacl Soon afterward, the cell phone
rang. It was Alarab’s ex-wife, Rubing
Coton: their nine-year-old son had been
waiting more: than two hours at school
for his father to pick him up,

“May I speak with Paul?” Coton
as

“Tm sorry,” Tindel sid. “You can’t.”
Tindel explained that he was with the
coronér’s office and that Coton
call bark on his office phone. When she
did, he told her that her ex-husband had
Jumnped off the Golden Gate Bridge.

“Please don't joke,” Coton said,

Tindel described Alarabs outfit, but
Coton didni't recognize the clothes. Then
he told her that the corpse wore 4 yamn
necldace. And she recalled, suddenly,
that their daughter had made such a
necklace for Paul.

umpers tend to idealize what will hap-
penafier they step off the bridge, “Suj-
<idal people bave transformation fan-
tasicsmdampmnctGumgimlﬂﬁnldng,-
Tike children and pspchatics,” Dr. Lanny

] 003008
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Berman, the exemutive director of the
American Association of Suiadology,
says. “Jumpers ar : drawn to the Golden
Gate becanse the y bebove it's a gateway
to another place. They think that life

* will slow down n those final seconds,
' and then they'll hit the water cleanly, -

fike 3 high diver.” -

In the four- second fall from the
bridge, survivors say, time docs seem to
dow. On her wiy down in 1979, Apn
McGuire said o herself, “] must be
about to hit,” thr:c times. But the impact
is not clean; the coroner’s usual verdict,
suicide caused tv “multiple blunt-force
injuries,” suphe mizes the devastation.
Many people dea't look down fivst, and
50 thosc who jumnp from the north end
of the bridge hi- the land instead of the
water they saw f urther out. Jumpers who
hit the water da so at about seventy-five
miles an hour :nd with a force of fif-
teen thousand ounds per square inch.
Eighty-five per cent of them suffer bro-
ken ribs, which rip inward and tear
through the sp een, the lungs, and the
heart. Vertebra snap, and the liver often
ruptures. “It’s as if someons ok an egg-
beater to the qpans of the bady and
ground everytting up,” Ron Wilton, a
Coast Guard o ficer, once observed.

Those who rurvive the impactr usually
die soon afterwird If they go straight in,
they plunge so desply into the water—
which reaches ‘t depth of three hundred
and fifty feet- —that they drown. (The
rare survivors 3 lways hit feet first, and at
a slight angle.) A number of bodies be-
come trapped in the eddies stirred by
the bridge’s riassive stone piers, and
sometimes wash up as far away, as the
Farallon Tslanls, about thirty miles off
These suffer frorn "severe marine
depredation” ~shardk attacks and, par-
ticularly, the attentions of crabs, which
feed on the ey thalls first, then the loose
flash of the chesks. Already this year,
two bodies ha re vanished entirely:

On Daceraber 17, 2001, fourzen-
yetar-ol¢ Marissa Imrie, 2 petite
and attractive straight-A student who

© had planned to become a psychiatrist,

left her secod-period class at Santa
Rosa High {ichool, took a hundred-
and-fifty-dol ar taxi ride to the Golden
Gate, and jumped to her death. Though
Marissa was i tways very hard on herself
and had laxly complained of severe

52 THE NIW YORKER, OCTOGER O, 2003
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RAPUNZEL: STARBUCKS
Acquaintance’s No ring—

- gcquaintance. coffee, a sandwich,
Onee: young, tousled Glggles, like 2 girl,
blonde at a window. at the register.
Divorced, I heard. “T caxlt add.”

Ex’s third: Bites cake; flips

half her age. a psych journal:

First: an actual princess. Sudden ravaged face—
: with normaley.

Any contract’s:

cash; clout, position. Almost notices me-

Shrink, M.D.— -

grown kids, clients. —Hugh \Seidman

headaches and insomnia, her mother,
Renée Milligan, had no inkling of her

“She called us ‘the glue girls,’ we
were 50 close,” Millipan told me. “Shed
never spoken shout the bridge, and weld
never even visited it

When Milligan examined her daugh-
ter’s cornputer afterward, she discovered
that Marissa had been visiting a how-to
Web site about suicide that featured
grisly sutopsy photos. The site notes that
many suicide methods are ineffective
(poison is fatal only fifteen per cent of
the time, drug overdose twelve per cent,
arid wrist cutting a mere five per cent)
and therefore recommends bridges, not-
ing that “jumps from higher thaa . ., 250
feet over water are almost always fatal.”
Milligan’ bought the proprietor of the
site’s book, “Suicide and Attempted Sui-
cide” and read the following sentence:
“The Golden Gate Bridge is to suicides
what Niagara
ers.” She retumed the book and gave the
COMPUYES TWaY.

Every year, Marissa had written her
mother 2 Christras letter reflecting: on
the years cvents. On Christmas Day
that year, Milligan, going through her
daughter’s things, found her suicide
note It was tucked into “The Chroni-
cles of Marnia, ™ which sat beside a copy
of “Seven Habits of Highly Effective
Teenagers.” The note ended with a plea:
“Please forgive me- Don't shue yourselves

Falls is to honeymoon-.

off from the world. Everyone is betrer
off without this fat, dispusting, boring
girl. Move on.” '
Renée Milligan could not. “When I
went to my optometrist, | realized he
has big pictures of the Golden Gare in
his office, and 1 had 1o walk out,” she
said. “The image of thelbridge is every-
where. San Francisco s the Golden Gate
Bridge—T can't escape it.” Milligan re-
cently filed 2 wrongful-death lwsuit on
behalf of her daughters estate against
the Golden Gate Bridge District and
the bridge’s board of directors, secking
to require them to put up a barier. Fer
suit charpes, “Through their acs and
omissions Defendants have suthorized,
encouraged, and eondoned government-
assisted suicide.” Three previous lawsuits
agzinst the bridge byﬂicpﬂmm_ufaﬁ-
cides have all been dismissed, and the
bridge officials’ reply to Milligan's suit
lays out their standard|defense: “Plain-
tiffs’ injuries, if any, were the result of
Plaintiffs own actions (contributory neg-
Tigence).” Furthermore, the wply says,
“plaintiffs cannor show that Ms. Imrie
used the property with due care for the '

PUIPOSE-'; ITwas

As]oscph Strauss, the chief engineer

of the Galden Gare, watched his
beloved suspension bridge tise over San
Francisco Bay in the nineteen-thirties,
he could not imagine that anyone wonld

st r—
o e e L it ok MR
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use it without due care for its designated
purpose. "Who would want to jump
from the Golden Crate Bridge?” he told
reporters. At the biidge’s opening cere-
mony, in May of (937, Strauss read 2
statement in a low pice, his hands trem-
bling. “What Nature rent asunder long
ago man has joined today,” he said. The
class poet:at Ohic University, class of
91, Strauss also wote an ode to mark
the occasion:

As for the w inds of heaven,

My web-like cablis are spun;

I offer my span fo ' che raffic of man,

Ar the pate of the g s

Thres months ‘ater, a forty-seven-
year-old First Worl{'War veteran named
Harold Wobber tu:ned to a stranger on
the walkway, annoy need, “This is as far
az I go,” and hoppxd aver the mil, His
body was never found. The original de-
sign called for the rz il to be five and 2 half
feet high, but this was lowered to four
feet in the final biueprine, for reasons
that are lost to histc cy. The bridge’s chief
engineer, Mervin ' Siacomini, who re-
cently retired, told 1 ne half seriously that
Strauss’s stature— e was only five fect

tall—may have been a factor in the deci-
sior. Known as “the litle man who built
the big bridge,” Strauss may simply have
wanted to be able to sec over its side.

In May, 1938, Strauss died of 2 heart
armck, likely brought on by the stress
of seeing the bridge w completion. A
plaque dedicated to him at the southern
end of the bridge a few months later de-
clared the span “a promise indeed that
the race of man shall endure unto the
ages”; at that point, six people had al-
ready jumped off. And at the dedication
ceremony A B O'Brien, the bridge’s
director, defivered 2 notably dark enlogy.
Strauss “put everything he had” into the
badge’s construction, O'Brien said, “and
out of its completipn he got so litde. ..
The Golden Gate Bridge, for my dead
friend, tuned out to be a mute monu-

" ment of misary"

In the years since the bridge’s dedi-
cation, Harold Wobber's flight path has
become well worn. T spent a day reading
through clippings about Golden Gate
Bridge suicides in the San Francisco
Public Library, hundreds of two- or
three-inch tales of woe from the Chron-

- decade, the Centers for Disease Contral

00s/008

icle, the Examiner, the Call-Bulletin: - -
‘police said he was dcsp@ndent aver
domestic affairs™ cd.lc:.l .
ﬁ'omthca.rmy”, _pblmbmtchu" “the -
upholstery sall retsu.nmg the wrmth
of the driver’s body™; “saying ¢
bye' four times and looking ‘very sad’ ";
“%ick at heart’ over the treatment of
Jewish relatives in Germany™ “the baby’s -
cxies apparently irritared him past en-
durance™; “footprints on the fngwg:d-
ers were found early today®; “using his
]zstmclmltosmtchaﬁmweﬂonﬂu
guard railing.”

The coverage intensified in 1973,
when the Chronicleand the Examiner ini-
tiated coutirdowns to the five=bumdrmddy..
recorded jumper. Bridge officials tarned
back fourteen aspirants to the title, in-
cluding one man who had *500" chalked
on a cardboard sign pinned to his T-shirt
The eventual “winner,” who eluded bath -
bridge personnel and local-television
crews, was 4 commune-dwaller tipping
on L5D.

In 1995, as No. 1,000 approached,
the frenzy was cven greater A local disk
jockey went so far as to promise a case of
Snapple to the family of the victim. That
June, trymg to stop the countdown fever,
the California Highway Patrol haled its
official count at 997. In eary July, Eric
Atdkinson, age became the
unofficial thousandth; hewss seenjump-
ing, but his body was never found. -

Ken Holmes, the Marn County com-
ner, told me, “When the nuinber got to
around eight hundred and fifty, we went
to the local papers andmid,‘You’végatm
numbers " * Within the last

o . and Prevention and the Americm Aso-

B ciztion of Suicidology bave slso issesd

guidelines urging the medsa to downplay

. the suicides. The Bay Areaimediz now

usually report bridge jumps only i they
involve a celebrity or tie up traffie. “We
weaned them,” Holmes said, But, he

1 added, “the lack of publicity hastlt re-

duced the number of suiddes atall”

The Empire State Building, the Duo-
mo, St. Peter’s Basilica, and Sydney
Harbor Bridge were all suicide magnets
before bantiers were erected on them. 5o
were Mt. Mihara, a voleano in Japan
(more than six hundred peaple jumped
into it in 1936 zlone); the Armoyo Seco
Bridge, in Pasadena; and the Eiffel
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Do you bave a phone that dees't do too much?”

Hower. At |ince Edward Viaduet, in
Toronto, the gite of nearly five hun-
dred faral jumps, enginéers just fin-
ished constructing a four-million-dollar

“luminous " nel” of stanless-steel rods

above the rzilmg. At all of these places,
after the bar dexs were in place the num-
ber of jumpers declined to a handful,
or to Zero.

“In the sventies, we were really mo-
bilized for a barrier at the Golden Gate,”
Dr. Richarc! Saden, the Berkeley sui-

dde expest, mid me, In 1970, the board

of the Gollen Gate Bridge Highway

THE ' EW YORKER, OCTOBEN 13, 2003

e,

ing eighteen suicide-barrier propagsals,
including a nine~foot wire fenee, 4 nylon
gafety net, and even high-volmge laser
beams. The board’s criteria were cost,
gesthetics, and effectivensss. In 1973,
the vinetren-member board, most of
them politcal appointees, declared that
none of the options were “acocptable to
the public.” (The lser-beam proposal
was vetoed because of the likelihood of
*severe bums, possibly fatal, to pedestri-
In 1998, a company called Z-Clip
that ane of its hvestock fences

serve 35 a barrier. The seven—foot—tall

0DOBS008

mesh of wires had originally been used
in Chile to keep cattle 0|{t of pine-
seedling plantations, and would cost
a mere $2.3 million to $3.5 million.
The bridge board would not approve it,
however, Barhara Kaufman, 2 board
member, said that the fence msem-
bled the “barbed wire at concentrztion
camps.” -

Tom Ammiano, 2 leading candidate
for the mayoralty of San Francisco this
fall, is among the bridge’s most liberal
supervisors, He says thar a barrier is no
longer being actively considered, and
that only he and thiree or four other
board members fivor one. “There’s a lot
of white Republicans on the board who
resist " Ammiizno told me. He
laughed darldy, and added, “The Golden
Gate is anicon, my dear”

The most plausible reason for the
board’s resistance is acstheties. For the
past twenty-five years, however, three
hundred and fifry feet of the southern
end of the bridge have been festooned
with an eight-foot-tall cyclone fence,
directly above the Fort Point National
Park site on the shore of the Bay. This
“debris fence” was erected to keep tour-
ists from dropping things—including,
at one point, bowling balls—on other
tourists below. “It’s a public-safety issue,”
the bridge’s former chief enginecr, Mer-
vin Giacomini, told me.

Anather factor is oost, which would
seem particularly Important now that
the Bridge District has a projected five-
year shortfall of more than two hun-
dred million dollars! Yet, in October,
construction will be completed on a
fifty-four-mch-high steel bamier be-
tween the walkway and the adjacent
traffic lanes which is meant to prevent
bicyclists from veeripg inwo traffie. No
cyclist has ever been lalled; nonetheless,
the bridge’s chief engimeer, Denis Mul-
ligan, says that the five-million-dollar
barrier was necessary: “It's 2 public-
safety issue.” Enginerrs are also consid-
ering erecting 2 movible median to pre-
vent head-on collisions, at a cost of at
least twenty million doflars. “Tt's a public-
safety issue,” Al Boro, a member of the
Bridge District’s board of directors, saic
o me. '

A familiar argument against a bar-
rier is that thwarted jumpers will sim-
ply go elsewhere. In 1953, a bridge su-
pervisor pamed Mervin Lewis rejectec
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an early proposal for a barrier by saymg
it was preferable that suicides jump
into the Bay than dive off a bullding
“and maybe kil somebody else.” (It's
a public-safety issue.) Although this
belief makes intuitive sense, it is de-
monstrably untrue. Dr. Seiden’s study,
“Where Are They Now?,” published in
1978, followed up on five hundred and
fifteen people who were prevented
from attempting suicide at the bridge
between 1937 and 1971, After, on av-
erage, more than twenty-six years,
ninery-four per cent of the would-be
suicides were either still alive or had
dicd of natural causes. “The findings
confirm previous observations that sui-
cidal behavior is crisis-oriented and
acute in nafure,” Seiden concluded; if
you can get a suicidal person through
his arisis—Seiden put the high-risk
period at ninety days-—chances are ex-
wremely good that he won't kill him-
self later.

Thc current system for preventing
suicide on the bridge is what offi-

cals call “the non-physical barrier” Its
components include numerous security
cameras and thirteen telephones, which
potential suicides or alarmed passersby
can use to reach the bridge’s control
tower. The most important element is
randomly scheduled pawols by Califor-
nia Highway patrolmen and Golden
Gate Bridge personnel in squad cars and
an foot, bicycle, and motoreycle.

In two visits to the bridge, I spent an
hotr and a half on the wallway and
never saw a patrolman. Perhaps, on
camera, 1 didn’t exhibit trou-
bling behavior. The monitors
look for people standing alone
near the miling, and pay partic-
ular attention if they've left 2
baclkpack, a briefcase, or 2 wal-
let on the ground beside them
Kevin Briggs, a fiendly, sandy- ;
haired motorcycle pawolman, =
has a Imack for spottiog jumpers and
talking them back from the edge; he has
coaxed in more than two hundred po-
tential jumpers without losing one over
the side. He won the Highway Patrol's
Marin County Uniformed Employee of
the Year Award last year. Briggs tald
me that he starts talking to a potential
jummper by asking, “How are you fecfing
today?” Then, “What's your plan for to-
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momow?” If the person doeso’t have 2

" plan, Briggs says, “Well, lct's make one.

If it doesn’t work out, you can always
come back hers later”

"The non-physical barrier catches be-
twoen fifty and cighty people each ya,
and misses about thirty. Responding to
these figures, Al Boro said, °T think that'’s
positive, I think that’s effcetive. Of course,
you'd like to do everything you can to
make It zero, within reason”

De.s-pitc the coroner’s verdict, Paul
Alarab’s loved ones insist that he
didr't jump off the Golden Gate. Hav-
ing viewed the Telemundo tape, they
believe that when Alarsh was putting
down his antiwar statement he slipped
and fell. An accident is easier for friends
and family to accspt, wheereas suicide
leaves behind nothing but guilt Its im-
possible to know whether any one sui-
cide might have been prevented, but
many suicidal people do.indeed wish
to be saved. As the eminent suicidologist
E. 5. Shneidman has sad, “The para-
dige is the man who auts his throatand
cries for help in thesame breath.”
Those who work on the bridge leam
1o cope with the suicides they can't pre-
vent by kesping an emotional distance-
Glen Sievert, an ironworker who has
often. helped rescue potential jumpers,
told the Wall Street Journal, “1 don't ke
these people, I have my own problems.”
Even Kevin Briggs, the empathic patrol-
man, was surprised to learn, when he and
some colleagues had 2 weelds training
with a psychiatrist earfier'this year, that
suicidal people “are real: people—not
crazy people but real people sut-
fexing from depression.” None- .
theless, Briggs remains op-
) posed to 2 bamier “The bridge
] is about beauty” he told me.
“They're going'to jump any-
way, and you can’t stop them.”
Mary Currie, the bridges
gpolceswomun, is an intensc
woman with short dark-blond haic Last
February; she went on s foot patrol with
five Golden Gate patrolmen so that she
would understand than detail better.
Curric told me thar her group stopped to
assess & handsome middleaged man
whod been at the south tower for two
hours. “He said he wasjust taling a walle
But we all had a feshing,” Currie said.
“Siill, you can’t gang-tackle a guy for
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taking  walk. Five m’ nutes after our last
contacewith him, he * valked to the mid-
span and looked bac < We all took off
after him; I was only twenty feet away
whmhcwmtgm\‘fcmwlumgum,
feet first.
- “The other guys £ 1t they'd followed
procedure, done wh:t they had to do,
dn’t ger him, and | hey've moved on.
ButI had nightmares fora weel Should
I have grabbed his an des? Should there
be 2 barrier? I finally decided it was this
guy’s choice. I have depression in my
family—T've had som > myself—and you .
-L:f have to! ]ﬁght]1Et ‘Y}:ufml;:wsmlfo?:}: The Marketing Department of The New Yorker invites readers to .
mother had succeed=d in lalling her-
self—and she tried— -1 would be much
more devastated, and -y thinking would gathers F&Hﬁiz‘al opinion and guidance via Web-based surveys
e...” She shook lier head, banish- '
ing doubt. “That briclge is more than a throughout the year”
bridge: it's alive, it spez ks w people. Some
people come here, fir 4 themselves, and
Eﬁ.; some comys herz, find themselves, As a Compass member, you'll have the opportunity to weigh in
i
Tlhc&dgc ¢omes into the lives of al] on a variety of interesting topics. Survey participation is always .
Bay Area msidents sroner or later, and . . . . .
. it often stays. Dr. Je ‘ome Motto, who voluntary, and all information pravided remains confidential.
"3  has been part of tvro failed suicide-
g ] barrier coalitons, 1s o gw retred and liv-
g | ing in San Mateo. V"hen I visited him As a token of our appreciation, The New Yorker will award rmembers
E , i mmuﬂ’;&l{ﬁ t;]::;ftﬂ]::ﬂl; with a choice of New Yorker-themed computer “wallpaper”: a collage
% EﬂﬂT:{::;;:;fzﬁtEi;tGﬂ?ldml of vintage New Yorker covars or a selection of New Yorker cantoans.
him most ocourred in the seventies. “T
went to this guy’s aparoment afterward
with the assistant me lical examiner,” he
told me. “The guy vvas in his thirties,
lived alone, pretty ba: apartment, He'd
written 2 note and lef - it on his burean. It
said, Tm poing to w: Ik to the bridge. If
onnpcrsnnsmﬂe:sm mconﬂmway,I
will not jump,’
Motto sat back ia his chair, “Thar
was it,” he said. “Its so needless, the
numnber of people wi o are lost.”

join an exclusive online forum, The New Yorker Compass, which
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As people who vork on the bridge

Imow, smiles and genitle words don’t al- B i

ways prevent suicide:. A barrier would. ' Vs Rlz
. But 1o build one worild be to acknowl- . . i
edge that we do nat understand each Don't worry, Howard. The big questions
otfier; to acknowledg e that much of Life ) are multiple choice."
mﬁvndonthcchord on the far side of :
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man’s control over niture, and so it did.

g way to control the wldness within. 4+ | FECGSSEES '




