
What Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY item



page 1

Here are some clues:

I was born in California  
on May 27, 1937.
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In my youth, everyone  
doubted my potential.
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My formative years were  
spent in Bethlehem.
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Foghorn Leghorn is my  
favorite cartoon character. 
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I succeeded despite a rivalry 
between my fiercest champions.
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Everyone knows me, and many 
have sung my praises.
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I have a lot of  
experience with cars. 
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Some of my supporters  
made it halfway  

to hell on my behalf.
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I have been known to swing.
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Like a trapeze artist  
at the circus, I seek  
safety at all costs. 
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People have recently reported 
that they can hear me singing.
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I am a big fan of cables.
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Connecting people is  
my mission in life.
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I owe my existence to  
innovative designers.
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Daredevils are forbidden  
from my property. 
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My most important job is to 
alleviate congestion.
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Whether traveling on roller 
skates or stilts, people  

are drawn to me.



page 18

Unlike some people, I do not  
fear a suspension. 
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Neither high winds,  
rough surf, nor earthquakes  

can upset me.
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You may have seen  
me in Vertigo. 
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I am one of the engineering 
wonders of the world.
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I have been destroyed  
nine times on film.
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Given my distinct red color and 
graceful design, people love to 

take my photograph.
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People use me to get  
across the bay.
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I connect the city of  
San Francisco with  

Marin County, California. 
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Can you guess what I am? 

You guessed it. I am the  
Golden Gate Bridge. 
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Introduction
Considered an engineering marvel and 
one of the world’s most beautiful bridges, 
the Golden Gate Bridge connects 
the city of San Francisco with Marin 
County, California, via a nearly two-mile 

expanse. With its red hue, foghorns, and elegant suspension 
cables, the Golden Gate is featured in movies, photographs, 
and songs. Every year, an estimated 45 million vehicles cross 
the fabled bridge.
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Bridge Conception and Construction
The idea to construct a bridge across the Golden Gate Strait, 
joining San Francisco with Marin County, began in 1919. 
San Francisco officials tapped City Engineer Michael M. 
O’Shaughnessy with the task of exploring the feasibility and 
cost of the project. Met with skepticism and high dollar 
estimates, O’Shaughnessy contracted a Chicago-based bridge 
engineer named Joseph Strauss, who promised to deliver a 
cantilever-suspension bridge that would span the strait while 
staying within a budget of $30 million.
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Not only did Strauss approach the project with a can-do 
attitude, but he actively lobbied the communities that 
would benefit from the bridge to ensure their complete 
buy-in. His preliminary design and $17 million cost 
estimate was submitted on June 28, 1921.
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The project gained momentum 
when the California legislature 
passed a measure in 1923 to 
proceed with the planning and 
construction of the bridge. While 

the public expressed little opposition to the project, both 
business and community leaders voiced their concerns 
that the bridge would ruin the natural beauty of the bay 
and impede the region’s vibrant shipping trade. 
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There were additional doubts that the suspension 
bridge could be built to withstand another earthquake 
like the one that crippled the city in 1906. Strauss 

remained a positive champion for 
the bridge and was quick to point 
out its ability to ease the growing 
congestion that plagued both 
roadways and waterways along 
the strait.
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Another hurdle facing the Golden Gate Bridge project was 
finding the funds to pay for its construction at the height of 
the Great Depression. The San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge, 
often called the “ugly stepsister” to the more elegant Golden 
Gate, was in development at the same time and had secured 
the limited federal funds. 
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Funding had to come from the nearby counties by 
way of a $35 million bond issue that was approved in 
1930, paving the way for construction to begin in 1933. 
The Golden Gate Bridge opened to the public with 
much fanfare in May 1937, under budget and ahead of 
schedule. Considered a triumph of architectural beauty 
and engineering ingenuity, the bridge held the distinction 
of being the longest span in the world until 1964, when 
New York’s Verrazano-Narrows Bridge was completed.
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Discussion Starters
• In your opinion, which is a more difficult challenge 

when working on a project: getting people to agree on a 
plan or securing the necessary resources? Explain your 
position using your own personal experience. 

• If you have visited the Golden Gate Bridge or another 
engineering marvel—such as the Empire State Building, 
Panama Canal, Toronto’s CN Tower, or the Channel 
Tunnel—what impressed you most? Why?
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The Men Behind the Bridge

Many considered it an impossible feat to 
bridge the Golden Gate Strait, but two men 
possessed the necessary vision and talent to 
make it a reality. In his role as chief engineer, 
Joseph Strauss was tasked with overseeing the 
design and construction of the bridge. He also 

served as chief cheerleader for the project, working with 
business and community leaders to garner their support.
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A collaborative leader, Strauss surrounded himself with 
a skilled team of geologists, architects, contractors, and 

engineers. Among them was a talented 
design engineer named Charles Ellis, who 
was charged with overseeing the bridge 
design and construction. He meticulously 
calculated every specification to ensure 

strict adherence to engineering principles. Additionally, the 
finished structure had to be able to withstand the extreme 
environmental conditions of the region.
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Being so immersed in the details, 
Ellis failed to recognize the tell-tale 
signs of a falling out with Strauss. 
Unable to fully comprehend the 
complexity of the work, Strauss 
assumed that his design engineer was 

being overly cautious and wasteful in the way he managed 
his time and the project’s budget. Little did Ellis know that 
when he was encouraged to take a vacation in the middle 
of the project, it would mark his exit from Strauss’ team.
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News of his termination came via post in the final days of 
his vacation. Sadly, he would not live to see his significant 
contributions to the project recognized publicly. With jobs still 
scarce in the early 1930s, Ellis struggled to find a job worthy of 
his skills. In 1934, he joined the engineering faculty at Purdue 
University, where he remained until his death in 1949.
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In death, Charles Ellis would finally receive the credit he 
was due in the obituaries that named him the designer 

of the Golden Gate Bridge. Unlike 
Joseph Strauss, he was never interested 
in accolades or fame. Regardless, he 
felt slighted that his name was never 
mentioned in the press or on the plaque 
adorning the bridge at its opening.
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Ellis’ pivotal role in the Golden 
Gate’s design would ultimately 
be recognized in 2012, when a 
plaque was installed in his honor 
on the bridge’s south tower. His 

contributions to the field of structural engineering lived 
on through the textbook he penned, Essentials in the 
Theory of Framed Structures, which was required reading 
for engineering students for many decades.
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Discussion Starters
• How detrimental can rivalries be to personal and 

professional relationships? You are invited to share 
experiences from your own life. 

• Please share an example of when you did not 
receive the credit you were due for good work or an 
accomplishment. How did you respond to the slight? 
How was it rectified, if at all?
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Safety Measures
Early on, the challenges of erecting a bridge 
to span the Golden Gate Strait were apparent. 
Not only would it be the first bridge to be built 
over open sea, but there were other conditions 
like turbulent tides, fierce winds, and thick 
fog to further complicate the construction 

process. Chief Engineer Joseph Strauss made safety his top 
priority, implementing a series of rigid measures to reduce the 
incidence of injury and loss of life.
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At the time of construction, the fatality rate in bridge 
building was one death per million dollars spent. 
Determined to defy the odds, Strauss made it known 
that risky behavior, known as “daredevilry,” would not 
be tolerated, and violators would be fired on the spot. As 

unemployment continued to soar amid 
the Great Depression, there was no 
shortage of workers willing to follow 
even the most stringent safety protocols 
for a chance to earn a steady paycheck.
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Strauss ensured that his crew was 
supplied with the latest safety 
equipment and an on-site clinic as 
well. This included special Bullard 
hard hats utilized in the mining 
industry, respirator masks to reduce 

the inhalation of toxins, and glare-free goggles to improve 
visibility. Workers were issued emollient creams to protect 
their hands and face from getting chapped by the wind.
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They also were put on a special diet to combat the 
dizziness caused by working at such a high elevation. 

Strauss insisted that a safety net, 
similar to one used by a trapeze 
artist, be installed under the bridge 
to literally catch any workers who 
lost their footing. With an estimated 

cost of $130,000, this safety net extended 10 feet beyond 
the bridge’s width and 15 feet beyond its length.
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This innovative safety feature improved the workers’ 
confidence, productivity, and loyalty to an employer 
looking out for their safety. A group of 19 laborers, 
known as the Halfway-to-Hell Club, owed their lives 
to Strauss’ safety protocols and the net that saved 
them from certain death. By industry standards, the 
safety records of the Golden Gate Bridge project were 
impeccable with zero fatalities during the first three 
years of construction.
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In all, there were only 11 casualties, including a group 
of 10 men who perished in a single accident in February 
1937. When a section of scaffold broke through the safety 

net, it opened a hole through 
which the men fell to their deaths. 
Their sacrifice is memorialized by 
a plaque that adorns the south side 
of the bridge.
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Discussion Starters

• In your opinion, what would be the pros and cons of 
working on a high-risk construction project like the 
Golden Gate Bridge? Please share any experiences from 
your personal life. 

• How do you define courage? Who do you feel 
exemplifies a courageous life? Explain.
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A Bit of Trivia
• The Golden Gate Bridge has been closed only three times 

in its history due to strong winds.  In fact, it was built to 
withstand winds of up to 100 miles per hour and can swing 
up to 25 feet from side to side.

• On opening day, May 27, 1937, the Golden Gate Bridge 
welcomed more than 200,000 visitors who crossed the 
bridge on foot, roller skates, and stilts.
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• In California, earthquakes are always a concern. In  
1935 during bridge construction, workers felt a powerful 
tremor that caused the unfinished south tower to sway  
16 feet in each direction. In 1989, the Golden Gate Bridge 
withstood a 6.9-magnitude quake that led to a partial 
collapse of the nearby San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge.

• Among the most photographed bridges in the world, the 
Golden Gate was named one of the Seven Wonders of the 
Modern World by the American Society of Civil Engineers 
in 1994.
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• Given the hazards posed by the dense fog common in 
San Francisco Bay, there are foghorns mounted along the 
Golden Gate Bridge’s middle and south towers. Each horn 
emits a unique tone at different times of the day to help 
safely guide the ships below. During the summer months 
when fog is the thickest, the horns sound for six or more 
hours a day.
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• Hollywood has had a love-hate relationship with the 
Golden Gate Bridge. It has appeared in many great films 
like The Maltese Falcon (1941), Vertigo (1958), The Love 
Bug (1968), Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1978), and The 
Rock (1998). Over the past decade, the bridge has been 
destroyed nine times on film. 
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Can You Guess?
1. Joseph Strauss’ professional calling was 

marked by a bridge he could view from his 
childhood home. At the time it opened in 1866, 
several years before his birth, it was declared the 
world’s biggest bridge, spanning the Ohio River. 
Can you guess the city where Strauss grew up?
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Answer: 

Cincinnati
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2. The Golden Gate Bridge could have been decked 
out in yellow and blue stripes if the United States 
Navy had gotten its way. This color combination 

was thought to provide the most visibility, but when 
Bethlehem Steel applied a red primer to the steel 

pieces, it was determined that the color was not only 
highly visible but also complemented the scenic 

landscape. Can you guess the official name of the 
deep red tone that the Golden Gate is known for? 
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Answer: 

International Orange
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3. The Golden Gate Bridge’s twin suspension 
cables run 7,650 feet across the length of the 

bridge and over a pair of 746-foot towers. 
Each cable was formed by spinning 25,000 
individual steel wires into spools using a 

loom-type shuttle. Can you guess how long it 
took to complete this arduous job?
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Answer: 

Six months and nine days
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4. To mark the Golden Gate’s 50th 
anniversary in 1987, San Francisco 
hosted a bridge walk that attracted 
nearly 300,000 people. Under the 

weight of the crowd, the bridge sagged 
and groaned, prompting event officials 

to close the bridge. (continued...)
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While it was never in danger of 
collapsing, the Golden Gate’s trademark 
arch was temporarily flattened. Can you 

guess how many feet the bridge  
sagged on that day?
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Answer: 

Seven feet
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5. The Golden Gate Bridge has 
been mentioned in countless songs 
over the years from Judy Garland’s 
“San Francisco” to Eddie Condon’s 

“California, Here I Come.”
(continued...)
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However, in June 2020, the bridge 
began some of its own singing, emitting 
lyrical sounds that can be heard up to 

three miles away. Can you guess what is 
causing this spontaneous symphony?



page 64

Answer: 
Wind blowing through the  
recently installed handrails  

designed to improve the 
aerodynamics of the bridge
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