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1. Abstract

As a world city, New York is famous for many reasons; as a large city located primarily on islands at a complex
of rivers, bays, and tidal straits, it has long depended on structural engineering for viability. Prominent
structures include underwater vehicular and rail tunnels, bridges of every structural type, and aqueducts. Ten
different buildings have held the world record for height, two arch bridges have held the world record for
span, and four different suspension bridges have held the world record for their main span. With a multitude
of successful businesses and the physical constraints of the geography, the motivation for technical
innovation were present, and engineers were ready for the challenges.

These structures have generally not been built because they would break records, but rather because they
served a purpose. For example, the Brooklyn Bridge, with a center span fifty percent longer than the second-
longest at the time of its construction, was built because ferries were the only transportation between New
York and Brooklyn, then the first and third largest cities in the country. There is a close correlation, decade by
decade and beginning in the 1880s, between what was feasible in terms of structural engineering and what
has been built to enable the city to grow and prosper. This paper will examine that correlation and engineers’
role in the city’s evolution.
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