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FREFACE

The building of the Golden Gate bridge brought te
realization an old dream of Bay area residents. Planned in
the Golden Twenties and censtructed during the Depression
Thirties, the Golden Gate prcject sranned an important
period of California history. Outside of E. Cromwell Mensch,
~The Golden Gate Bridre (San Francisco, 1235) and Joseph B,

Strauss, The Colden Gate Bridee (San Francisco, 1937), both

of whkich provide detailed ;echnical descriptions, little
effort hitherto has been madé to place the bﬁleing of the
Golden Gate bridge in its historical setting. This study is
the first general history that has been written abéut the
bridge from original materials. -

| To uncover the story of the movement-to build a
bridge, to assess public opinion on toth sides of the Golden
Gate respecting such a structure, and to be cognizant of

other current problems, the author exsmined several Bay area

newspapers. In San Francisco, the Chrericle, Examiner,  News,

and Bulletin (after August 1929, the Cali-Bulletin) we;e
studied. The newspaver index of the California State ii»
brary in Sacramento pfo&ided several hundred references in
the Chronicle and Examiner relating to the bridge. An exam-
ination of the articles appearing in these two San Francisco
papefs léd to information contained in other Bay area

iv



Journals. Complete files of these newspépers were found in
the San Francisco City Library.

Beyond the Golden.Gate to the north, newspavers pos-
sessing a Qide local circulation were studied. The San &

Rafael (Calif.) Independent contained approximately 200

stories dating back to 1916. Additional bridge material was
obtained from the Marin (Calif.) Journal, a weekly also pub-

lished in San Rafael. Files of the Independent were located
1

in the litrary of the_San'Rafael quenendeht Journzl.

¥arin Jourral was found in the San Rafael City Library. A

third Korsh Bay newspaper examined at length was the Santa

Rosa (Calif.) Press Democrat. Santa Rosa was a ceedbed of

pro-bricge agitation, thus particular attention wzs given to

the editorial and news coverage of the Press Dercerat in the

years 19190 to 1932,
Other newspaper$ consulted included the Ukiah
(Calif.) Recutlican Press, Sausalito (Calif.) News, Palo Alto

(Calif.) Times, and the New York Times.

Valuable primary materials located in the San Fran-
——,

cisco City Engineer's office aided in piecing together the

c——

history of the formative years of the bridge project. Here,iﬁ

two scrapbooks were discovered containing letters exchanged
in 1920-21 by the city engineer, M. M. 0'Shaughnessy, and
Joseph B. Strauss, later to become chief engineer cf the

Golden Gate bridge district. These scrapbooks also contained

1. The San Rafael Independent Journal is the result of a
merger, in 19Lf, of the Independent and the Marin Marin Journal.
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the correspondence between O'Shaughnessy and the U. S. Coast
ard Geodetic Survey in Washington concerning a federal survey
of the Golden Gate channel to cetermire the feasibility of a
bridge. Since neither the O'Shaughressy-Strauss nor the
jjl/O'Shaughnessy-Survey correspondence is svailable to the pub-
< 1ie, printed'copies of tke mcst eignificant letters are in-
cluded in'the aprendix. Other local gevernment repositories

investigated included the files of the San Francisco Board

of Supervisors, containing the Journzl cf Proceedings of that
tody, and the files of the Californiz State Public Utilities
Comnission, wrere the znnual etatistice en ferry traffic

across the Golden Gate durin; <te twenties and thirties were

LY

recorded.

In the Marin County Free Litrary in San Rafael, the
maruscript copy of Cliffofd Flack's Mzrin Chronology, 1880-
1032, provided valuable data on Marin County histery, in-
cluding early sentiment for a Golden Gate crossing.

The litigation involving the btridge district was one
of the 1mportént themes throughcut the preconstruction pe-
riod. Since the Colden Gate Bridge and. Highway District was
the first bridge district formed urder the enabling statute
passed by the State of California in 1923, the rulings of
the county'superior courts and the California State Supreme
Court on the constitutionality of the bridge district took
on urusual significance.

The Francis V. Keesling Farers in the Borel Collec-~
tion at Stanford University provided the most important
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single source of material pefﬁaining to the construction
period. Keesling, a bridge district director from 1929 to
1936 and chairman of the 1nf1uen£ial building committee
during the same period, assembled three file drawers of
material concerning the bridge district.- Included in this
collection were the "Memorandum of Minutes™ of the board

of directors, 1930-36;'a 200-page daily calendar-in which
Keesling recorded a day-ty-day account of his bridge activi-
ties; and three scrapbooks containing approximétely 2,000
newspaper clippings. In addition, the papers contained
several hundred letters, memoranda, telegrams, financial

and traffic reports, proposals, surveys, speeches, and other

L)

printed matter.
Lacking an adequate political history of the Bay

region during the period of the thirties, the author relied
heavily upon the iibrary of the San Francisco Chronicle and

upon converéations with Earl C. Behrens, political editor

6f the Chronicle since the 1920's. Correspondence with some
of the major contractors (such as Bethlehem Steel Company),
several San Francisco business and booster organizations,
and James Adam, general manager of the Golden Gate Briége
and Highway District, supplemented the contemporary coverage
of the economic conditions dur{ng the deprescion.

The annual reports of the bridge district, California
State Senate committee reports, and newspaper accounts were
utilized for the final chapter, which surveys the history

of the span since its opening in 1937. Blographies, memoirs,‘



special studies, textbooks, and magaztne articles pertaining
to the history of the Bay region and California provided a
general background for the narrative.

A chronological ordering of nhg material was used
in dealing with the history of the project to 1933, For the
reriod of construction, 1933-37, a topical organizébion was
followed; this portion of the study included tréatment of
the financing of the structure, the building of the bridge,
and the maneuvering and impact of politicians upon bridge
policies. Throughout the dissertation an effort has been
made to interrélate the story of the Qold;H,Gate bridge'with

the local and national economic and political developments

of the period.
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CHAPTER I
GROWTH OF THE IDEA

Introduction»

Few metropolitan areas have been blessed with more =
natural‘advancages than the San Francisco Bay region.l‘ |
Today (1958) the more than 3,000,000 reople w#ho reside ih
the area live in a climate_:hat is mild the year round,
tempered by the presence of the facific Ocean. Rich agri-
cultural valleys, particularly the 515,C00-acre Santa Cléra
Valley in the south ard the narrow 2?3,000-ac5e Napa River
Valley in the north, produce large amounts of farm and dairy-
rroducts for the expanding populgtion. The San Francisco
Bay, which forms one of the finest natural harbors in the
world, has made the port of San_Francisco a gateway to the
Pacific and a leading world traée center. To all these

attributes may be added the fact that the area is rich in

1. See map, p. 2. The San Francisco Bay reglon as referred
to in this study is comprised of nine count.ies; they are::
San Francisco, Marin, Sonnma, Napa, Solano, Contra Costa,
Alameda, Santa Clara, and San Mateo. This nine-county unit
has been the basis for economic studies of the Bay area made
by state and local authorities. See California, Fact-Finding
Committee of the California Assembly on Tidelands Reclamarign
Development, Related Traffic Problems, and Relief of Con- °
restion on fransbay Crossings, Report on Development of the.
San_Francisco Bay Region, prepared by John L. Savage {San
Francisce, 1951}, p. 7; $an Francisco Department of City
Planning, The Population of San Francisco: A Half Century

of Change (San Francisco, 1954), p. 6. '

1
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3

natdrnl beauty, vearly attracting thousands of new residents .
and visit,or_s.2 _ o

The grokth of the.region, however, has.not’been with-
out its problems. Since the days of the Gold Rush, the neéd
of an adeqdace water supply for San Francisco and a satisfac-
tory baywide transvortation csystem has been a constant chali
lenge. Throughout Lherlatter half of the nireteenth century,
San Francisco's water supply was developed from local re-
sources., WNhen these failed to meet the requirements of the
rap;dly expanding metropolis, the construction of the Hetch=-
Hetchy aqueduct from Yosemite National Park in the Sierra
Nevada was undertaken. Begun'id 1914, and put into operation
in 1934, the Hetch-~Hetchy project has met the water needs_of
San Francisé_o.3

Unlike the development of water resources, howéver.
building an adequate transportation network in the Bay area
has been infinitely more complicated. Such significant
factors as geography, rapid pcpulation growth,-and the intro-
duction of the automobile had to be reckoned with in the

construction of any transbay transportétion system. San

Francisco, key to the area, is located on a narrow, hilly

2. Walter McElroy, ed., San Francisco: The Bay and Its
Cities (New York, 19L7), pp. L3-44. For a full discussion
of San Francisco's geography and points of interest see
Aubrey Dgury, California: An Intimate Guide (New York, 1947},
pp. 242-82. :

J. Ray W. Taylor, Hetch-Hetchvs The Story of San Francisco's
Strurrle to Provide a Water Supply for Her Future Needs (San
Francisco, 1926), pp. 9-13; McElroy, San Francisco, pp. h3-=h4.




L
tip of a peninsula bounded on the west by the Pacific Ocean,
on the ndrch by the Golden Gate, and on the east by the San
Francisco Bay. Across the Bay to ﬁhe east lies the city and
rort of Oakland, the western terminal for transcontinental
railroads. Immediately to the north beyond the Golden Gate
is Marin County; Fateway to the ?edwood country of Northern
California with its ricﬁ agricultural and lumber industries.k

The land-locked harbor of San Francisco with its many
bays ‘and inlets is a magnificent waterway, covering over 400
square miles much of which is navigable by ocean-going ves-
sels. The entrance to the Ray, the Golden Gate, is a pic-
turesque strait one mile wide at its narrowest pcint and some

L)

three miles 1ong. Through the strait flow all the waters
from California's Central Valley river sy_stem.5

The Spanish fouhded San Francisco in 1775 on the
water's edge from which they had access to ocean shipping
lanes. In the years to follow, however, the Spanish settlers
in the Bay area displayed little maritime interest. As late
as 1841, American vessels.visiting San Francisco found no

evidence that the Spanish had made any effort to enlighteﬁ

themselves concerning the maritime possibilities of the port,”

b

L. For a description of California's famed redwood empire
see Alfred Powers, The Redwood Country (New York, 1949) and
Howard Brett Melendy "One Hundred Years of the Redwood Lum-
ber Industry, 1850- 1850 (FPh.D. dissertation, Stanford Uni-
versity, 1952). :

5. 0laf P. Jenkins, ed., Geolopical Guidebook of the San
Francisco Bay Counties (San Francisco, 1951), pp. 79-8L,

6. John P. Young, San Francisco (San Francisco, 1912), 1
121-22, '
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The discovery of-gold in 1848 bfoughﬁ about radical
changes in the life of this coastal city. As hundreds of
ships sailed through the Golden Gate bringing with them tens
of thousands of gold-seekers, San Francisco hecame a world-
renowned pofcf Almost simultaneous with this developmeht
was the establishment of a river steamer cervice to carry the
heavy freight and passenger traffic moving from San Francisco
te Sacrarento and the gold fields that lay to the east.
These river steémers, which made their first regular rung in
1850, were brought to San Francisco around the Horn from_the
Atlantic seaboard.7

Also in 1850, the first regular ferry service was
inaugurated between San Fréncisco and the expanding settle-
ments on the eastern shore of the Bay centering arcund Oak-
land. By the time of the Civil War, the San Francisco-
Oakland ferry service had bteen increased to six trire daily.
The completion of the first transcontinental railroad in |
18692 with its western terminus at Oakland gave impetus to
a further expansicn of this service; on September 6, 1869,
the first ferry boat carrying transcontinental rail Fassen-
gers arrived in San Francisco from the train-ferry terminal

in Oakla'nd.8

7. Jokn W. Caughey, California (New York, 1946), pp. 202-301;
George H. Harlan and Clement Fisher, Jr., Qf Halkinr r_Beams
and Paddle Wheels (San Francisco, 1951) p. 16.

8. Neill C. Wilson and Frank J. Taylor, Southern Pacific:
The Roaring Story of a Firhting Railroad (New York, 19527,
P 1930




Throughout the remainder of the nineteenth ceﬁtury
and into the twentieth, the ferry boat facilities were ex- .
tended to many other points on the San Francisco Bay. New
‘routes were inaugurated, the number- of ferry boats was in-
creased, and the service was improved as the population in
the Bay region soared from 50,000 at the end of 1849 to over
1,330,000 by World War I. In 1917, the year America entered
the war, h},Ob0,000 passengers crossed the Eay on ferries.9

Up to the time the United States entered the world
conflict, the ferry systea had been able to meet the trans-
vortation needs of the San Francisco Bay area. There were’
some misgivings, hovever. A new form of transportation, thé
automovile, had made ite appearance on Califorpia roads
around the turn of the centufy. By 1910, the number of
motor cars in California had increaéed to L4,000; a decade
10

later that number had jumped to nearly 600,000, After

1010, the automobile tegan to appear in significant numbers
in ferry statiscicé. In the year 1917, over 60C,000 auto—
ferry trips across the Bay were completed. This upSurée in
automobile travel brought growing traffic congestion on the
ferry routes. The vessels, designed primarily to carry pase
sengers and a relatively few horse-drawn carriages, could

not accommedate the herdes of 'horseless carriages." The

9. Drury, California, pp. 243-4L; San Francisco, Chamber of
Commerce, Ninth Annuai_§tatistical Report of the San Fran-
cisco Chamber of Commerce, 1920 (San Francisco, 1921}, p. 8,

10. U. S., Public Roads Administration, Hiphway Statistics:
Summary to 1945 {Washington, 1947), p. R '




ferry owners continued to improve and qﬁgment their fleeCs,
but their efforts failed to meet the demands of the mounting-
11

number of car owners for more efficient transbay service.

A transportation revolution was in the making, one

‘which would have a great impact on the economic, social, and

political growth of the region. The an;omcbile was the key
to this new era, and to serve adequately this new form of
transportation it would te necessary to replace the ferry
boats with bridges. ? New York City, which since 1823 had
erected fdur bridges across the East Fiver linking Manhettan

Island with the mainland, provided an example for San Fran-

cisco.13 Building bridges in the San Francisco Bay, however,

presented many financial and engineering protlers which took
vears of careful planning, study, and public education to
resolve.

Tre Golden Gate bridege project, promoted as a partial

answer to San Francisco's transbay transportation problems,

11. The Southern Pacific Company constructed the first auto
ferry in 1908, followed by a second vessel in 1912. At the
time these two boats were evidently regarded as experiments,
since it was not until the twenties that the ferry companies
emphasized auto-ferry constructiori. At the height of the
ferry boat era--the late twenties and early thirties--a
fleet of over thirty vessels was devoted exclusively to
transporting automobiles. See Harlan and Fisher, Of Walking

'.59_317‘.§. pe 3

12. For a history of the automobile industry see M. M. Mus-
selman, Get A Horse! The Stery of the Automotile in America
(New York, 1950) and Allen Nevins, Ford: The Time, The Man,
The_Company (New York, 1954).

13. By 1910 New York was served ty the Brooklyn bridge
(1883), the Williamsburg bridge (1903), the Queensboro bridge
(1908), and the Manhattan bridge (1909 . 'See Encyclopedia
Britannica, IV, 127.




originated during World War I. Today (1958), twenty-one
years after its completicn, the role of this crossing is
still expanding, contributing to the development of an ever-

enlarging metropolitan area.

Bridge Froposals’
The most celebrated of the early bridge proposals
for the San Francisco harbtor was advanced by the fabulous
"Emperor Norton I* in 1362. In sugust of that year "Emperor"
Norton issued a proclamation-directing'that a suspension

bridge be constructed from Oaklznd to Yerba Buena Island to
Sausalito (Marin County), and from there to the Farallon
Islands. Although this scheme wis impossible of execution,
it, did underscore the basic desire for closer unity among
the variove Bay area communities . *
The proposal to bridge the Golden Gate had been agi-
tated for a number of years. The first definite considera-
tion given to the idea reportedly came in the 1870's, during
the initial railroad building era in California. In 1872,
Charles Crocker, one of the "Big Four" in the Central Pacific
railroad, presented a plan to the Marip County Board of Su~

pervisors calling for the construction of a railway bridge

across the Golden Gate. The purpose of the span was to make

1L. Emperor Norton I, Emperor.of the United States and Pro-
tector of Mexico, a real person who assumed a legendar{ role
during the early days of San Francisco. See Allen S, Lane,

~ Emveror Norton: The Mad Monarch of America (Caldwell, Idaho,
1939) and Albert Dressler, ed., Emperor Norton (San fran-
cisco, 1927), p. 20. :




San Francisco the western terminus of the-transcontinental
railroad which had been completed in 1869.15 During the re-
mainder of the nineteenth century and.into the first decade
of the twentieth century, plans to bridge the Golden Gate
were frequently supgested. But, like Crocker's, they were
all considered too visionary to be of practical value.16
After the beginning of World War I and prior to
American involvement, the idea was put forth again, this
time to take root and prosper until the bridge was planned
and constructed. The man primarily responsible for initi-

—

ating the movement wis James H. Wilkins, a local engineer

and newsctaperman from Marin County.

LY

Wilkins came to California in the year 1861, as a
vboy of seven. With his family he settled in Marin in the
town of San Rafael, twenty miles nofth of San Francisco.
Following his graduation in engineering from the University
of Califofnia in the late 1870's, Wilkins returned to Sén
Rafael. There, instead of pursuing hié engineering train-
ing, he established a weekly newspaper, th;FIgggig,.and began
" to take an active interest in public affairs. Shortiy after

1910, he. accepted a position on the San Francisco Bulletin.

15. San Francisco Bulletin, Aug. 26, 1916.

16. Another proposal that received some currency was made by
Thomas A. Box, a resident of Sausalito in Marin County. In
1296 he presented his plan to William Kent, at that time a :
United States Congressman from Marin. Kent evidently did not
take the cugpestion seriously; however, this did not prevent
Box from pursuing his project winning for himself the dubious
title of the "crazy old man" who wanted to bridge the Golden
Gate. San Francisco Chronicle, May 27, 1937.
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It was while he was on the staff of the Bulletin that he
published the first of several artiecles outlining the need

and a plan for a bridge across the Golden Gat.e.17

At the time of his first article in August 1916,

a—

Marin's economy was devoted almost entirely to agriculture,
x ’ "

In fact, one of the most striking féatures in the history of

the Bay area was the sharp contrast between the rate of
growth of San Francisco and that of Marin County, separated
as they were only by the Golden Gate. In the decades fol-
lowing the Gold Rush, San Francisco had grown to the status
of a major seaport on the Pacific Ocean, serving as the
regional capital for a large portion of the West. Since
1760 her population had grown from 57,000 to 417,000 by
1910.18 Marin, meanwhile, retained its tE:Si_EEESERE££E~
and occupations. During the 1870's, when the first railronds
were constructed in the county, some of the civic and busi-
ness leaders had a vision of developing a rival port on
their side of the bay. These plans'never materialized, how-
ever, as the momentum of an early start put San Francisco

)
in a commanding position.‘9 By 1910, Marin's population

7. Florence Donnelly, secretary, Marin Couhty Historical

Soclety, to author, Nev. 12, 1956.

19, U. S., Bureau of Census, Thirteenth Census of the_United
ctates: 1910. Population, II, 1l4%.

17, Marin County (Calif.) Journal, April 6, 1872; June 29,
1272, See J. P. Munro-Fraser, History of Marin County (San
Franzisco, 1280) for detailed coverage of Marin's early his-
tary. The best source for more recent events is Clifford
Flack, Marin Chronology, 1880-1932, an unpublished manuscript
{n the Marin County Free Library.
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stood at 25,000--only a fraction of that. of the major
metropolis that lay but one mile .away across the Golden
Gateazo

Water communication between Marin and San Francisco
was established on a permanent basié in 1868, when the first
regular ferry service was inaugurated.. Gradually this'route
was exﬁanded, and by 1917 a flourishing nascenger—freight-
auto cservice exist ed operating between San Francisco and the-
town of Sausalito. In 1917, over five and one-half million
passengers crossed the Golden Qate.21 The number of motor
cars carried in that year is not available, but in 1919 over
i?3,000 vehicles made the trip by water.22

James Wilkins was one of the growing nimber of
tusinessmen who traveled daily to San francisco from his
home in Marin County. Since the 1870's he had watched this
ferry traffic-grow and had experien§ed firsthand some of
the commuter's problems. By 1916 Wilkins had reached the
decisian that the future of Marin lay in closer transporta-
tion tiés with San Francisco. DraWing upon his knowledge of
engineering and using his faculty for writing, he launched
a one-man campaign in the Bulletin to win support for the

construction of a span across the Golden Gate.

20. U. Bureau of Census, Thirteenth Census of the United
States: iO. Population, II 146.

21. -San Francisco, Ninth Annual Statistical Report, p. 8;
George M. Harlan, "The Saga of the Ferries," fausalito
(Calif.) News, Feb. 27, 1941, pp. 1-2. '

22. Golden Cate Bridge and Highway District, Vol. II:







