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Teaching with Documents

Bridge to the Future:
Franklin Roosevelt’s Speech at the
Dedication of the Triborough Bridge

David L. Rosenbaum

hen President Franklin D. Roosevelt took office on March 4, 1933, 15
Wmillion Americans, or one quarter of the nation’s workers, were job-

less. Hope faded as despair spread. Three years later, on July 10, 1936,
Roosevelt took a special overnight train from Washington, D.C., to New York City
for the dedication of the Triborough Bridge. The next day, he entered the city with a
police escort and went to his home where he held a press conference on the progress
of relief work. The president’s procession then took the Manhattan approach to the
new bridge as cheering crowds gave him a rousing reception. The mayor of New York
City, Fiorello H. LaGuardia, introduced Roosevelt by saying, “We are fortunate in
having with us today the chief engineer, the master builder, leader of this great march

of the American people, the president of the United States.”

Standing on Randall’s Island,
Roosevelt spoke to a crowd of more
than 2,000 invited guests sweltering
in the summer heat. The ceremony and
the opening of the bridge were broadcast
by a number of radio stations including
nationwide hookups. Speaking to a hat-
covered audience, Roosevelt celebrated
the building of the massive bridge that
connected the boroughs of Manhattan,
Queens, and the Bronx. In his five-page
speech, the first two pages of which are
featured in this article, he reminded
his audience of the necessity of federal,
state, and local government cooperation
in improving America’s infrastructure
to meet modern needs. Roosevelt also
defended New Deal public works proj-
ects such as the Triborough Bridge as a
way to supplant an “up-to-date govern-
ment in place of old fashioned or anti-
quated government.” The Triborough

Bridge would not only be an important
transportation link to various parts of
New York City but also a symbol of prog-
ress through cooperative federalism.

The president noted that a great struc-
ture like the Triborough was not needed
in the “old days” when his great-great
grandfather owned a farm in Harlem. He
stated “government itself, whether it is
that of a city or that of a sovereign State,
or that of the Union of States, must if it is
to survive, recognize change and give to
new needs reasonable and constant help.”
He added, “Government itself cannot
close its eyes to the need for slum clear-
ance, and schools and bridges.”

Plans to connect Manhattan, Queens,
and the Bronx had first been announced
in 1916. New York City provided funds
in 1925 for surveys, structural plans, and
test borings. The plans led to a bridge
comprised of three separate sections—a
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bridge crossing the East River, a bridge
spanning the Harlem River, and a fixed
bridge across the Bronx Hills. The
Triborough remains the largest vertical-
lift bridge in the world, a type of movable
bridge in which a span rises vertically
while remaining parallel with the deck.
The total cost of the project was $60.3
million, $16.1 million coming from the
city and $44.2 million provided by fed-
eral funds (more than was spent on the
Hoover Dam).

Bridge building was not solely about
infrastructure; it was also about people.
Roosevelt told the crowd, “At a time of
great human suffering the construction
of this bridge was undertaken among
the very first of the tens of thousands
of projects launched.” Indeed, while
it was designed during prosperity, the
bridge’s construction began as the stock
market crashed on October 29, 1929
(Black Friday). Initially, the New Deal
offered direct relief in the form of cash
payments, surplus food, and clothing
to those in need. Two years into his
presidency, Roosevelt then launched
his greatest attack on unemployment
with the creation of the Works Progress
Administration (WPA). He said, “Our
greatest task is to put people to work.”

Accordingly, the WPA doled out the
tasks that began to change the physical
face of America. Lasting eight years, it



The Triborough Bridge (Public Works Administration photo)

employed 8.5 million people and spent
$10.5 billion. Roosevelt called the
WPA “The most comprehensive work
plan in the history of the nation.” When
the dust had cleared, the results from

WPA projects included 650,000 miles

of roads, 125,000 civilian and military
buildings, 800 airports, 16,100 miles

of water mains and distribution lines,
and 78,000 bridges, among them the

Triborough. Approximately 20,000 per-
sons were engaged in some manner dur-
ing the construction period. Triborough

Bridge and La Guardia Airport in New
York, Camp David Presidential Retreat

in Maryland, and Dealey Plaza (a city
park in Dallas, Texas) were some of the

most noteworthy WPA projects. The

results were dramatic as unemployment

dropped, the size and power of the federal

government increased significantly, and

America’s infrastructure was renewed.
Indeed, the work of millions of Americans

in the 1930s benefited the United States

long after the Depression ended.
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt speaks at the dedication of the Triborough Bridge from Randall’s Island
in New York City. (© CORBIS/Bettmann) Donated by Corbis-Bettmann
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ADDRESS OF THE PRESIDENT
08 THE OCCASION OF THE DEDICATION
OF THE TRIBOROUGE BRIDGE
NE¥ YORK, 3. Y.
July 11, 1936

Sovergor Lehamen, Meyor Lolusrdis, Secretiry
Ackes, Commissioper Moses, lidles wnd cegtlamen:

Meny of you who sre here todry, gld people
like myself, cen remember (that) whea (you) mg were
boys and girls the greater part of whut ecre now the
Boroughs of the Bronx :nd yueeas were cultivited (:g)
ferm lond., A Jlttle further bigk but not much more than
(cne) & hundred yesrs ago, my own greést-grendfither owned
& form in Harlem, rizht agross there (imdiceting), close
to the Menhsttan approach (to) gf this bridge. But L em
sulte sure, Dob Moses, thot he gever dresmed of the
bridge.

Ia the older duys there wes no need for &
(grest) structure jilke this connecting Long Islsnd :nd
Henhattan and the mainleod; end even 1f & vast population
in those duys had needed It, human ingenuity :nd englneer~
ing skill could not heve built it,

Some of us who wre cherged with the responsibil-
ities of government psuse from time to time to 35k our-
selves vwhether humsn aeeds end humsn inventions cre goling
to chenge =8 (grestly) rspidly in the generstions to come
a5 they heve ghipgeé ia the generstion thet his pessed,
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It 12 not clone that o5 tizme goes by we cre confronted
with nes needs -- needs crested by hitherto undrecmed of
conditicns -~ 4t is slso becouse grosth in humen Know-
ledge l:bels (now) thinsg »s needs (many) Lodsy, things
which in the olden deys we did not think of s needs,

For (iastence) gxemple, AL wes got so loag 50
that no one used to protest agsinst the dumplag of
sewange and gerbege iato our rivers snd herbors, HNo one
used to protest that our schoolhouses were badly ventil-
ated snd badly lighted., Ho one used to protest becuuse
there were no pleygrounds for children in crowded tenezent
éreas, HNo one used to protest egslnst [iretrsps (or) znd
fruotory sumoke.

In those duays government was not intersasted Ln
helping te provide bathing besches (nnd) swilmming pools
&nd recrectiocasl asreza; nor had those who toilgd g those
8sys concelved the thought thut tThey were satlitled to st
lesst one (dsy of) duy's rest in seven (snd) or estitied
o =n snnual vacatlion.

There sre &« few among us, Jugully & few, lucilly
only o few, who still, consclously or unconsclously, live
in & state of constent protest against the dully processes
of meeting modern needs. Most of us, [ ag gloc %0 sey,
are willing to recognize chinge snd to give it recsonable
vnd constiat help, (ipplouse)
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1. Provide students with a copy of the featured document. Allow
time for everyone to read it. Lead a class discussion by asking the
following questions: What type of document is it? What is the
date of the document? Who was the intended audience? Who
created it? What is its purpose? (You may want to ask students
to complete the Written Document Analysis Worksheet available
from the National Archives at www.archives.gov/education/lesons/
worksheets/written_document_analysis_worksheet.pdf.)

2. Assign students to take on the role of a newspaper reporter
who attended the dedication ceremony in New York City on July
11, 1936. Encourage them to study the featured photographs and
read President Roosevelt’s entire dedication speech (the three
additional pages are available online from the National Archives
in the ARC database at www.archives.gov/research/arc/, identifier
number 197577), in order to write a 400-word newspaper article
or editorial about the event. Invite student volunteers to share
their articles with the class.

3. Inform students that the Triborough Bridge was one of the largest
projects ever completed by the Works Progress Administration;
share with them the statistics included at the end of the article,
and ask them to consider the WPA’s impact. Assign small groups
of students to research WPA projects completed in your state and
list as many as they can. (You may wish to assign student groups
different geographic regions of your state, or different types of
projects.) After the groups have completed their lists, ask them
to select one project and write a one-page description about the
impact it has had on your state—then and now.

4. Ask students to conduct research into other speeches delivered
by President Roosevelt. Encourage them to compare and contrast

The president thanked the local and

come, justify our efforts and our hopes

this speech with three or four others. Lead a class discussion
about common phrases and themes, as well as differences, and
symbolism in the speeches. Ask students to select two to three
quotes that they find particularly meaningful and write a one-page
evaluation of the speeches in the context of the Great Depression.
Resources available from the FDR Library and Museum website
at www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu might be helpful.

5. Ask students to draw a map of their route to school, labeling

all bridges, roads, street signs, traffic lights, etc. Next, ask them

to indicate on their map the mode(s) of transportation they take

to school each day. Finally, ask students to define infrastructure,
and lead a class discussion about the types of infrastructure and

their importance. Ask them to consider what the government's

role is and what they think it should be in terms of planning, fund-
ing, and creating infrastructure; ask them to also consider which

government—the federal, state, or local. (You might remind them

that the federal government and the New York state government

jointly funded the Triborough Bridge project.) Assign students

to write a one-page opinion paper defending their views on

the government’s role. Invite student volunteers to share their
papers with the class.

6. Inform students that urban planners work with communities
to determine the need and location for roads, bridges, airports,
public buildings, and more. Invite someone from your local
planning and zoning commission to speak to your class about
such projects built in your area (past, present, and future). Assign
your students to generate questions ahead of time so that they
are well prepared.

car, bus, bicycle, and on foot on the first

state leaders, engineers, skilled and
unskilled workers, and also those work-
ers in mills and shops many miles away
whose work also helped make the bridge
a reality. Roosevelt concluded, “May
the Triborough Bridge, in the years to

day it opened. Presently, some 200,000
vehicles use the bridge each day. In
2008, the Triborough Bridge was offi-
cially renamed the Robert F. Kennedy-
Triborough Bridge. &

by truly serving the city, the state, and
the nation.” After posing for photographs,
shaking hands, and signing autographs,
the president left the bridge.

Sources estimated that hundreds of
thousands of people used the bridge by

Note about the featured document

available in ARC.

President Roosevelt’s address on the dedication of the Triborough Bridge, N.Y., N.Y., July
11,1936, is in the holdings of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library in Hyde Park,
N.Y. Digital images of all five pages are available online from the National Archives in
the ARC Database at www.archives.gov/research/arc/, identifier number 197577. The
photographs featured in this article are also in the holdings of the FDR Library and are

Davip L. RosenBaum is an education spe-
cialist and Lee ANN POTTER is the director
of education and volunteer programs at the
National Archives and Records Administra-
tion in Washington, D.C. Potter serves as the
editor of Teaching with Documents, a regular
feature in Social Education. You may repro-
duce the documents featured in this article
in any quantity. For more information about
the National Archives education program, visit
www.archives.gov.
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GEICO and Forrest T. Jones & Co. have teamed up
to offer a special discount on car insurance.

Visit geico.com for your FREE, no-obligation rate

Special member uote and be sure to select NCSS when asked for your
P q y
discount affiliation. New customers save an average of $500
when they switch.

GEICO offers you:
- Outstanding, round-the-clock service online
or on the phone, even on holidays and
weekends!

Ncss - Fast, fair claim handling.

- Money-saving discounts.

GEICO can also help you with homeowner’s and
renter’s insurance.

To find out how much you could save,
visit geico.com or call 1-800-368-2734 today. Gngch)Emoﬁ

Average savings amount based on national GEICO New Policyholder Survey data through August 2007. Discount amount varies in some states. Discount is not available in all states or in all GEICO companies. One group discount applicable per
policy. In New York a premium reduction is available.

Homeowner’s insurance is not available in all states. Homeowner’s and renter’s coverages are written through non-affiliated insurance companies and are secured through Insurance Counselors Inc., the GEICO Property Agency, doing business
as Special Services Insurance Agency in CA and GEICO Insurance Agency in MA, MI, NJ, NY, OK, SD, UT. Government Employees Insurance Co.  GEICO General Insurance Co. * GEICO Indemnity Co. * GEICO Casualty Co. These companies are
subsidiaries of Berkshire Hathaway Inc. GEICO auto insurance is not available in Mass. GEICO, Washington, DC 20076



