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"Some people's beauty lies not 
in the features, but in the 

varied expression that the 
countenance will assume under 
the various emotions. She is...a 

most entertaining talker, which 
is a mighty good thing you 

know, I myself being so stupid." 
- Washington Roebling 

on his wife Emily, 
in a letter to his 

sister, 1865



The Brooklyn Bridge

The Brooklyn Bridge looms majestically over New York 
City’s East River, linking the two boroughs of Manhattan 

and Brooklyn. Since 1883, its granite towers and steel 
cables have offered a safe and scenic passage to millions of 
commuters and tourists, trains and bicycles, pushcarts and 

cars. The bridge’s construction took 14 years, involved 
600 workers and cost $15 million (more than $320 million 
in today’s dollars). At least two dozen people died in the 

process, including its original designer. Now more than 125 
years old, this iconic feature of the New York City skyline 
still carries roughly 150,000 vehicles and pedestrians every 

day.



• Emily Warren was born on September 23, 1843, to 
Sylvanus and Phebe Warren at Cold Spring,  New 
York,  as  the  second  youngest  of  the  couple’s  12 
children. 

• Her  father  was  a  state  assemblyman  and  town 
supervisor.  She  was  especially  close  to  her  older 
brother Governor K. Warren.  

• Intelligent  and  curious  from  a  young  age,  she 
loved  to  learn  and  wanted  to  pursue  a  formal 
education. She was educated at a convent school in 
Washington and was fully supported by her older 
brother in her intellectual pursuits. 

•Eventually her brother graduated from the United 
States  Military  Academy  at  West  Point,  and 
became  a  corps  commander  in  the  Union  army 
during the American Civil War.



• Emily met and married Washington Roebling, an engineering officer on her brother’s 
staff.

• Emily’s father-in-law John Augustus Roebling, a prominent civil engineer, designed 
the Brooklyn Bridge. As he began work on it, Emily and her engineer husband went 
to Europe to study the use of caissons for the bridge.

• Meanwhile, her father-in-law sustained a crush injury to his foot in a freak accident 
when a ferry pinned it against a piling. The amputation of his crushed toes resulted 
in a tetanus infection due to which his health deteriorated quickly. Realizing that he 
would not survive, he appointed Washington Roebling in charge of the project.

• After his father’s death, Washington took over the project and immersed himself in 
it.



John Augustus Roebling 
• Born in Germany in 1806
• Moved to America
• Started Saxonburg, Penn
• Failed at being a farmer
• Worked as engeeer on 

Portage Railroad canal 
system wth hemp rope

• Created steel ropes
• Made a fortune
• Created “safe” suspension 

bridges
• Saw a need to the Brookyn 

Bridge and sold the idea
• Died of tetanus after foot 

crushed and “water pour” 
treatment infected him



Washington Roebling 
• Born in Saxonburg in 1837
• Built the Allegheny Suspension 

Bridge, Cincinnati-Covington 
Bridge, and the Brooklyn Bridge

• Emily’s brother was serving with 
the Fifth Army Corps during the 
American Civil War. While visiting 
him in 1864, she met Washington 
Roebling who worked on her 
brother’s staff. 

• The two fell in love and tied the 
knot on January 18, 1865. This 
marriage resulted in the birth of 
one son.

• Contracted the bends from the 
building of caissons for the 
brookline bridge











Decompression sickness (DCS; also known 
as divers' disease, the bends or caisson 
disease) describes a condition arising 
from depressurization where nitrogen 
bubbles are absorbed in the blood and 
limit oxygen causing headaches, joint 

pain and rashes to paralysis and death. 



Emily Takes Over • An intelligent and well-read woman, she already had 
basic knowledge about construction of bridges. She began 
reading more about the subject and gained extensive 
knowledge on topics like strength of materials, stress 
analysis, and cable construction.

• She actively became involved in the construction of the 
bridge, taking over much of the chief engineer's duties. 
She supervised the day-to-day operations and planned the 
bridge's continued construction jointly with her husband. 
The responsibility of dealing with politicians and others 
associated with the bridge also fell upon her.  

• •
• • In 1882, questions were raised regarding 
Washington’s capability to serve as the Chief Engineer. 
During this time Emily became her husband’s 
spokesperson and attended gatherings on his behalf, 
becoming the first woman to formally address the 
American Society of Civil Engineers. 

• •
• • Impressed by her works, the politicians retained 
Washington as the Chief Engineer of the Brooklyn Bridge 
which was finally completed in 1883. Before the bridge’s 
grand opening, she rode the first carriage across from the 
Brooklyn side, carrying a rooster as a symbol of victory.



• In 1882, questions were raised regarding Washington’s capability to serve as the Chief Engineer. 
During this time Emily became her husband’s spokesperson and attended gatherings on his 
behalf, becoming the first woman to formally address the American Society of Civil Engineers.

•Impressed by her works, the politicians retained Washington as the Chief Engineer of the 
Brooklyn Bridge which was finally completed in 1883. Before the bridge’s grand opening, she rode 
the first carriage across from the Brooklyn side, carrying a rooster as a symbol of victory.





Emily Takes Over







At the dedication ceremony before the opening of the bridge, Congressman Abram S. Hewitt 
said the Brooklyn Bridge was, “An everlasting monument to the self-sacrificing devotion of woman.” 
He continued, “The name of Mrs. Emily Warren Roebling will thus be inseparably associated with all 
that is admirable in human nature”.





Emily rode in a carriage from the Brooklyn side to the Manhattan side while carrying a 
rooster on her lap. The rooster is a symbol of victory. Within 24 hours over 100,000 

people crossed the bridge!



Brooklyn Bridge Rumors

❖Just six days after the opening on May 30, 1883, a rumor spread 
that the Brooklyn Bridge was going to collapse. This caused a 
panic and stampede that crushed and killed 12 people.

❖In order to squelch such rumors and demonstrate the stability of 
the bridge, P.T. Barnum (of the Barnum and Bailey Circus) led a 
parade of 21 elephants across the bridge on May 17, 1884. Today, 
the Brooklyn Bridge is a treasured landmark and a symbol of 
New York City.
 
 



• Upon completion of her work on the Brooklyn 
Bridge, Emily invested her time in several women's 

causes including Committee on Statistics of the 
New Jersey Board of Lady Managers for the 

World's Columbian Exposition, Committee of 
Sorosis, Daughters of the American Revolution, 
George Washington Memorial Association, and 

Evelyn College.

• Emily also participated in social organizations 
such as the Relief Society during the Spanish–

American War. She travelled widely—in 1896 she 
was presented to Queen Victoria and she was in 
Russia for the coronation of Tsar Nicholas II.  

• She also continued her education and received a 
law certification






