
The advent of rolled I-beams and cast-iron 
supports seeded an American genius for 
vaulting construction—for wave-resistant 

“screw-pile” lighthouses, fireproof truss 
bridges, and iron-framed brick buildings 
and towers such as the Smithsonian 
Castle in Washington, D.C.  West Point-
educated army engineers were among the 
first to master the technology.  In Army 
Engineers’ Contributions to the Development 
of Iron Construction in the Nineteenth 
Century, Volume 21 in the Society’s 
acclaimed Essays in Public Works History, 
historian Sara E. Wermiel documents iron 
innovation from the 1830s to the eve of 
the Civil War.  Wermiel concludes that 
army-sponsored projects, especially the 
bridge and lighthouse work of the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers and its sibling 
organization, the U.S. topographical corps, 
led to late 19th century innovations in 
fireproofing, prefabrication, and ultimately 
the most recognizably American of all civil 
engineering technologies—the steel and 
glass skyscraper.  

The illustrated two-part essay begins with 
iron skeleton lighthouses.  Several of the 
earliest of these lighthouses, dating from 
the 1850s, are still standing on their original 
water-covered sites (off the south coast of 
Florida).  The second part deals with iron-
framed fireproof buildings built by the 
federal government in the 1850s under the 

overall direction of an 
Army engineer, Capt. 
Alexander H. Bowman.  
Dozens of fireproof 
federal buildings went 
up in this decade 
and some are still 
standing, such as 
the post offices in 
Windsor, Vermont, 
and Georgetown 
(D.C.).  This 

section of the essay 
treats the origins of rolled I-beams.

 
The 74-page illustrated book can 
be ordered from APWA’s online 
bookstore, www.apwa.net/bookstore/
detail.asp?ProductID=359 or directly from 
APWA at P.O. Box 802296, Kansas City, 
MO  64180-2296; (816) 472-6100.  ($10 
members, $15 nonmembers + shipping 
and handling)  Wermiel is a history 
Ph.D. from the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology who specializes in building 
technologies and co-leads the Historic 
Resources Committee of the Boston Society 
of Architects.  She invites comments and 
queries at 70A South Street, Jamaica Plain, 
MA  02130, fireproof2@att.net.

Memorable, 
productive, and 
well attended by 
society members 
from the public 
works profession 
and academe, 
PWHS events at 
last September’s 
Congress in 
Kansas City 
ranged widely 
through a rich 

history of public construction.  Kansas City’s 
close dependence on the Missouri River was 
the subject of Sunday’s session.  Chaired 
by trustee Paul Walker, the session featured 
excellent papers by Corps of Engineers 

hydrologist Michael Bart and historian 
Amahia Mallea (see A River Running Through, 
p. 2).   Past President Martin Melosi, 
Monday’s luncheon speaker, educated and 
entertained with the strange tale of the 
controversy over historic landmark status 
for the City of Fresno’s sanitary landfill.   
Princeton’s Jameson Doig also spoke 
eloquently of the importance of historical 
understanding in accepting the 2003 
Abel Wolman Award.  During president 
Michael Salmon’s state-of-the-society 
address, we learned that Richard Ridings 
promised to boost PWHS’s endowment 
by obtaining a pledge from his employer, 
and he challenged his fellow APWA past 
presidents to do likewise.  But Monday’s 
most surprising moment belonged to past 
president Bob Esterbrooks.  Reaffirming the 

importance of the society’s work during the 
afternoon business meeting, Bob made a 
remarkably generous pledge to personally 
match outside contributions.  

With the publication of the society’s 21st 
Essay in Public Works History, Howard Rosen 
steps down from the editorship to join 
the society’s board of trustees.  No one 
has done more to elevate the quality of 
our publications.  Formerly PWHS general 
secretary and the editor of nine acclaimed 
essays since he moved to the Midwest 
from Stanford in 1982, Howard passes 
the editorship to Todd Shallat of Boise 
State University (p. 3).  For sustaining us, 
informing us, and moving public works 
history in many exciting directions, we owe 
Howard heartfelt thanks.

A Genius for Iron Construction 
Wermiel Essay lauds army innovation with iron
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Florida’s Sand Key Lighthouse.  Designed 
by Lieutenant George Meade and 
completed in 1853, the screw-pile type iron 
lighthouse survived an 1856 hurricane that 
obliterated its beach (National Archives).    
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“A River Running 
Through”
Kansas Citians ponder the 
Missouri’s importance to 
municipal growth

Kansas City’s intimate relationship with the 
Missouri River blossomed during the first 
decades of the 20th century, said historian 
Amahia Mallea in her September 2002 
address to the APWA Congress and PWHS.   
Mallea, a Ph.D. candidate under University 
of Missouri-Columbia professor Susan Flader, 
presented research from her forthcoming 
environmental history dissertation about the 
city’s reliance on the river during the reform- 
minded Progressive Era. 

Mallea explained that the city began 
drinking from the Missouri in 1887.  The 
first water plant was used until 1928 when 
the city opened a larger capacity facility 
within the city limits but still upstream 
from its own pollution.  Kansas Citians 
were blessed with water quantity but 
experienced problems with quality; typhoid 
fever rates were high in part because of the 
city’s downstream location.  By 1910, a 

growing population of 1.5 to 2 million was 
releasing waste into the Missouri watershed 
and Kansas City itself was no different–
sanitarians estimated that the city dumped 
40 million gallons of raw sewage into the 
river daily.

Municipal projects fundamentally changed 
the way Kansas Citians interacted with 
rivers.  Streams disappeared as city engineers 
paved streets to expedite sewage runoff.   
In addition to taking away sewage and 
industrial waste, the river also flushed 
garbage.  The city allowed its private 
contractors to dump municipal garbage into 
the river.  Although the US Army Corps of 
Engineers, beginning in 1908, denounced 
open dumping as a hazard to navigation, 
the Missouri River long remained an 
“ultimate sink” for industrial and municipal 
waste.   
 
Because not all people had equal access 
to city services and infrastructure, not all 
Kansas Citians interacted with the river 
the same.  Because African Americans, for 
example, had poor access to municipal 
water, sewer, and garbage service, they 
suffered disproportionately from water-born 
disease.  

Doig 
wins 
Wolman 
Award
Jameson 
Doig’s Empire 
on the Hudson 
(Columbia 
University Press, 
2001) is the 2002 

winner of the society’s Abel Wolman Award. 
Awarded annually, the Wolman Award 
recognizes the best new book published 
on a public works history topic. The 
award was established in 1987 to provide 
encouragement and recognition for authors 
to pursue research in the field of public 
works.

Revered and reviled in almost equal 
amounts since its inception, the Port 
Authority of New York and New Jersey 
has been responsible for creating and 
maintaining much of New York and New 
Jersey’s transportation infrastructure—the 
things that make the region work. Doig 
traces the evolution of the Port Authority 
from the battles leading to its creation in 
1921 through its conflicts with the railroads 
and its expansion to build bridges and 
tunnels for motor vehicles.

Chronicling the adroit 
maneuvers that led the 
Port Authority to take 
control of the region’s 
airports and seaport 
operations, build the 
largest bus terminal 
in the nation, and 
construct the World 
Trade Center, Doig 

reveals the rise to power of one 
of the world’s largest specialized regional 
governments. This definitive history of 
the Port Authority underscores the role 
of several key players: Austin Tobin, the 
obscure lawyer who became Executive 
Director and a true “power broker” in the 
bi-state region; Julius Henry Cohen, general 
counsel of the Port Authority for its first 
twenty years; and Othmar H. Ammann, the 
Swiss engineer responsible for the George 
Washington Bridge, the Bayonne and 
Goethels bridges, the Outerbridge Crossing, 
and the Lincoln Tunnel.

Today, with public works projects stalled 
by community opposition in almost every 
village and city, the story of how the Port 
Authority managed to create an empire on 
the Hudson offers lessons for citizens and 
politicians everywhere.

Jameson Doig is Professor of Politics and 
Public Affairs at Woodrow Wilson School, 
Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey. 
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Effluent O.K. Creek carried typhoid fever 
through Kansas City before engineers 
enclosed the stream in 1912. (Kansas City 
Board of Public Welfare Report, 1911-1912). 

Grand Avenue, Kansas City, about 1900 
(Library of Congress).



Pasley, Schladweiler 
honored
PWHS has selected Dave Pasley’s “Getting 
Out from Under” (Planning magazine, 
November 2001) to receive the Michael 
Robinson Award. Established by the Public 
Works Historical Society, the Michael 
Robinson Award annually recognizes the 
single best article published in the field of 
public works history. This award is intended 
to provide encouragement and recognition to 
historians and practitioners whose research 
and publications have made outstanding 
contributions to the history of public works.
Published in the November 2001 issue of 
Planning, a publication of the American 
Planning Association, the article highlights 
the positive changes that occurred in 
San Antonio’s approach to stormwater 
management and the large flood buyout 
program initiated in San Antonio in 
response to massive flooding that occurred 
in October 1998. This serious, balanced 
examination of the subject matter explained 
the community’s evolving and increasingly 
proactive approach to stormwater 
management throughout the 1990s. The 
article was able to create a positive image of 
the public works profession for thousands of 
planning professionals throughout the U.S. 
and Canada. 

The 2002 Aedile Award goes to Jon 
Schladweiler for “Tracking Down the Roots 
of our Sanitary Sewers,” a slide presentation.  
The Aedile (a title used by public works 
officials in the ancient Roman Empire) 
recognizes outstanding contributions 
toward the collection, preservation, and 
dissemination of public works history.

Schladweiler traced the history of sewer 
systems from 3,500 B.C. through the early 
1900s.  It wasn’t until the mid-1800s that 
people began to understand that “filth,” when 
mixed with their water supply, resulted in 
disease and death. Then, the evolutionary 
development of modern-day sewers re-
energized and began a betterment of sanitary 
conditions in the higher-populated areas. The 
advent of separate sanitary sewage conveyance 
systems was a by-product of that change.

About the Society
• PWHS officers for 2002-2003 are 

President, Jeffrey K. Stine, Ph.D., curator 
of engineering & environmental history, 
Smithsonian Institution; President-elect, 
Jerry M. Fay, national program director 
for public works, HDR Engineering, 
Inc., Phoenix, Arizona; Past President, 
R. Michael Salmon, deputy chief 
administrator, Tampa, Fla. Howard Rosen, 
Ph.D., University of Wisconsin-Madison; 
and Richard Cunningham, Street-Sewer 
Repair Superintendent for the City and 
County of San Francisco, Calif.; join Sarah 
Elkind, Ph.D., San Diego State University; 
Ronald Calkins, City of San Buenaventura, 
Calif., and Paul Walker, U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers as Trustees. By presidential 
appointment, Kenneth Eyre will fill Jerry 
Fay’s unexpired term on the PWHS Board 
of Trustees.  Eyre is an associate with 
Greeley and Hansen in Norfolk, Virginia. 

• Todd Shallat of Boise State University 
has been appointed PWHS editor with 
responsibilities for Essays in Public Works 
History and Public History News.  Shallat 
received the Ph.D. in applied history 
and social science from Carnegie Mellon 
University in 1985.  His publications 
include a 1980 Essay in Public Works History 
(Fresno’s Water Rivalry) and a 1994 history 
of the Corps of Engineers (Structures in 
the Stream) which won the society’s Abel 
Wolman Award.  Formerly an APWA staff 
member, he has been active with the 
society since 1976.  

• PWHS is soliciting manuscripts for Essays 
in Public Works History.  Founded in 1976, 
the popular series publishes high-quality 
documented research on the history of civil 
and military engineering, highways and 
transportation, flood control, community 
water systems, wastewater and sewage 
systems, urban planning and infrastructure, 
public utilities and recreation, solid waste 
and sewage, parks and public monuments, 
public buildings, airports, and other aspects 
of public construction.  Potential authors 
should submit an abstract of no more than 
300 words to: Todd Shallat, Editor, History 

Department, Boise State University, Boise, 
ID 83725-1925; tshalla@boisestate.edu.

• PWHS members can now post queries and 
receive news through InfoNOW, an APWA 
networking service. Go to the InfoNOW 
website (infonow.apwa.net) and log in 
using your e-mail address. Alternatively, 
you may post a message by sending an e-
mail to: mailto:pwhs@infonow.apwa.net.

• Have you made a contribution to the PWHS 
Endowment Fund yet?  The Fund was 
established to support current and future 
PWHS award programs, special events 
and projects approved by the Board of 
Trustees.  Contributions to the Fund qualify 
as charitable deductions for the donor, 
subject to IRS regulations.  All non-cash 
contributions will be valued at fair value 
in accordance with generally accepted 
accounting principles and IRS regulations.  
To make a contribution, send your gift to 
APWA, P.O. Box 802296, Kansas City, MO 
64180-2296. Please make your check out 
to APWA-Public Works Historical Society 
Endowment Fund.

• The Arizona Chapter is planning a 
celebration and researching a history 
publication for its 50th anniversary 
in 2004.  Contact Jerry Fay at 
JFay@hdrinc.com.

• The Kansas City Chapter has published 
Service in the Heartland, an illustrated 
history of chapter activities since its 
founding in 1963.  Stay tuned for more 
about the chapter’s history program in 
the spring issue of Public Works History.  
Queries meanwhile can be directed to 
chapter historian Larry Frevert at Larry_
Frevert@kcmo.org.

• Water development in the desert Southwest is 
the tentative topic of the society’s session at the 
APWA Congress at the San Diego Convention 
Center, slated for August 25, 2003.

News and Events
Research 
• The University of Missouri-Kansas City’s 

Western Historical Manuscript Collection-
Kansas City maintains some 700 cubic 
feet of APWA archival material concerning 
APWA history, including photographs, 
interview transcripts, and biographical files.  
Related holdings on transportation, city 
planning, engineering, conservation, and 
landscape architecture further enrich the 
collection for historians of public works.  
For contact information see www.umkc.edu/
WHMCKC/. 
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“Abel” threesome:  Professor Howard 
Rosen, Professor Abel Wolman, and APWA 
founder Bob Bugher view a cartoon of 
Abel at a 1986 dinner held in his honor 
in Baltimore.  Rosen—whose tenure as the 
society’s editor concludes with Wermiel’s 
study of iron construction, his ninth Essay 
in Public Works History—is currently a 
program director in engineering professional 
development at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison.  
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• The Society for the History of Technology 
(SHOT) invites applications for the Brooke 
Hindle Postdoctoral Fellowship for 2003-
2004. To apply for this $10,000 award; 
contact Ross Bassett at 

 ross_bassett@ncsu.edu. 

• The Huntington Fund for the Heritage of 
Civil Engineering offers fellowships to 
work in the library’s rich collections; see 
www.huntington.org/LibraryDiv/fhce01.html. 

• UC Berkley Library provides 
bibliography on the history of building 
design at www.lib.berkeley.edu/ENVI/
BldscienceHist.html

• Roadwork and sewers in Anchorage and 
the wilds of Alaska are among the public 
works topics humorously explored in 
Frank Nyman’s light-hearted memoir From 
Horsepower to Rocket Power—50 Years of 
Engineering in Alaska, available from the 
author at 3711 West 40ths Ave., Unit B, 
Anchorage, Alaska 99517; Nyman@ak.net

Conferences
• The transformation of old industrial 

centers will be the theme of the 
12th Congress of The International 
Committee for the Conservation of 

Industrial Heritage (TICCIH) to be held 
in Moscow, Ekaterinburg and Nizhny 
Tagil on July 10-17, 2003.  For details see 
www.ticcih2003.ur.ru/.

• The National Council on Public History has 
issued a call for proposals for the poster 
session at its annual meeting in Houston, 
April 32-27, 2003.  For more information 
see ncph.org/2003%20Annual%20Mtg.htm.

• The Society for American City and Regional 
Planning History will hold its tenth 
biennial meeting in St. Louis, November 
6-9, 2003. For more information see 
www.urban.uiuc.edu/sacrph/.

Web Sightings
• The American Society of Civil Engineers, 

founded in New York City in 1852, 
recently celebrated its 150th anniversary 
with a variety of national and community 
outreach programs. Explore the ASCE 
heritage committee’s interactive web site at 
www.asce.org/history/hp_main.html.

• Rube Goldberg cartoons parody 
Yankee ingenuity in a Berkeley College 
of Engineering online exhibit at 
www.coe.berkeley.edu/explore/history.html.

• Jeff Brown’s “Rediscovering the Lost City” 
(Civil Engineering 2001) features Ken 
Wright’s award-winning research on 15th 
century Inca waterworks, available online 
at www.pubs.asce.org/ceonline/0101feat.html.

• The life work of Chicago Architect Arthur 
Gerber (1878-1960) makes a fascinating 
case history of urban mass transit at 
www.geocities.com/WallStreet/Floor/3748/.

• The building of the Panama Canal is the 
subject of a superb interactive web site 
with a documents library and historical 
photographs; see www.canalmuseum.com/.

• The Minnesota Historical Society is 
researching a state history of bridges; to 
view a photo gallery, see www.mnhs.org/
places/nationalregister/bridges/bridhist.html.  

• The methods and mission of industrial 
archeology are featured in an online 
exhibit from the Smithsonian’s National 
Museum of American History Archive 
Center at www.americanhistory.si.edu/
archives/e-2.htm. 


