
 

 

 

 

 

Before bridges in New York City existed, people 

relied on the waterways to get around and 

transport goods. The Brooklyn Bridge was the 

first steel-wire suspension bridge to be built in 

the world. A suspension bridge is a bridge that is 

held up by cables and usually suspended over 

water.  

A suspension bridge has several key structures. 

The underground foundations of the Brooklyn 

Bridge are called caissons. The caissons were 

large, air–filled containers that were pushed 

deep under the East River. By working in the 

caissons, engineers were able to dig all the way 

down to the earth’s solid bedrock. Towers were 

then built up from the caissons. The towers hold 

up the cables, which in return, hold up the deck, 

or roadway. 

A force occurs when two materials in a bridge 

interact with each other. The cables in a suspen-

sion bridge experience pulling, or tension, be-

cause they are being pulled down toward the 

anchorage at either end of the bridge, as well as 

being stretched as they hold the deck up. The 

towers in the bridge are being pushed down into 

the ground by gravity and the heavy main cable, 

thus experiencing compression (see diagrams 

attached). 

During your class’ park visit, students will explore 

the history of the bridge, be challenged to build 

a model suspension bridge, and take a walking  

tour of the bridge. To prepare for your program, 

students can begin to understand why bridges 

are important, what they look like, and the sim-

ple physics behind building stable bridges. 
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http://www.history.com/topics/brooklyn-bridge
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/buildingbig/lab/forces.html
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Anchorage: Part of the bridge that anchors it to the land. 

Heavy stone pillars used to anchor the ends of the cables 

of a suspension bridge. 

 

Arch: A curved symmetrical structure spanning an opening and 

typically supporting the weight of a bridge, roof, or wall. 

 

Bedrock: Solid rock that is part of the Earth’s crust. 

 

Bridge: A structure built over something (as a river or a 

railroad) so people can cross. 

 

Cable: Entwined wires that hold up the deck of the 

bridge. 

 

Caissons: Pressure filled wooden boxes used during the 

construction of the Brooklyn Bridge to dig through the silt 

to the bedrock below. (A waterproof chamber used by 

people working underwater.) 

 

Cantilever: A long projecting beam or girder fixed at only 

one end, used chiefly in bridge construction.  

 

Compression: Pressing, pushing together (note the word 

press within compression). 

 

Deck: Part of the bridge used for cars, bikes and pedes-

trians to cross. 

 

Drawbridge or Bascule Bridge: A bridge that can be 

opened in the middle by raising a section of the roadway 

or deck. 

 

Engineer: A designer or builder of complex structures 

such as bridges, highways, etc. 

 

 

 

Ferry: A passenger boat that carried people and goods 

from Manhattan to Brooklyn before the Brooklyn Bridge 

was built. 

 

Force:  An interaction between two objects, usually  

resulting in a push or a pull. 

 

Granite: A hard, heavy building stone. 

 

Hanger/Suspender: Vertical cables that connect the main 

cable to the deck.  

 

Pressure: The action of a force against an opposing force 

present in the caissons. 

 

Roadway or Deck: The part of a bridge on which traffic 

runs. 

 

Stay: Diagonal cables that help hold the deck in place. 

 

Suspension Bridge: A bridge held up with cables, sus-

pended over water or land. A bridge that is supported by 

strong cables running along its length (suspension cables) 

and by shorter, vertical cables (suspender cables) that 

hang down from the suspension cables. 

 

Swing Bridge: A bridge that can be opened by swiveling a 

section in the middle. 

 

Tension: Stretching, pulling apart. 

 

Truss: A framework of wooden or metal beams used to 

support a roof, bridge, or similar structure. 

 

Tower: A tall structure that holds up the cables and span 

of a bridge. The towers were the first part of the Bridge 

that was built. 
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