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In 1853, shortly after the founding of ASCE,
a circular was distributed to the membership
“asking for printed reports, maps, plans, etc., in
order to start a Civil Engineering library.” Due to
the lack of a headquarters the library was not started
until 1867. The library received a big boost when
William J. McAlpine and William Arthur
contributed their personal collections in 1872 and
1873. The collection grew steadily until 1897 when
it numbered 22,000 books, reports, plans, etc. and
was housed in the new headquarter building on 57
Street in NYC. Catalogs of the collection were
issued frequently. As | write this| am looking at the
1900 catalog, Volume I, with 703 pages (34 pages
on bridges) covered the period from the founding of
the Society to 1900. Volume Il covering al new
books, reports, and periodicals that were added to
the collection between 1900 and 1902. This catal og,
covering only two years, was 293 pages long with
the Bridge Section aone covering five pages.

In 1916 the Civil Engineering library
merged with the libraries of the other founder
societies, AIME, ASME, and AIEE to form the
Engineering Societies Library. The collection of the
ESL library grew rapidly with funding provided by
a per capita assessment on each of the founder
societies. As early as the mid-1960s it was clear
that the old system of cataloging the ever increasing
collection was needed and would cost a great deal
of money which was resisted by some of the
Founder Societies. In 1993 the United Engineering
Trustees decided that the best way to provide better
access to the collection would be to merge with
another technical Library. A chalenge to this
decision was taken to the New Y ork Supreme Court
which approved of the transfer of the books, reports,
etc. to the Linda Hall Library in Kansas City,
Missouri. Over 250,000 books were transferred and
are now avalable and cataloged. It wasn't until
1998 that the last portion of the collection was
transferred to LindaHall. LindaHall was not set up

to handle many of the large maps, photographs and
drawings of the ESL collection. This material is of
particular interest to historians of civil engineering
and engineers that are restoring old structures. This
material was transferred to the Library of Congress,
LOC, and unfortunately is still in boxes in one
large room, is not cataloged, and is accessible only
with a great deal of effort. The LOC has indicated
that it does not have the funding to un-box,
organize, and catalog the material without grant
support.

Many members of the Society believe that
the closing of the ESL, particularly the ASCE
Collection, was a poor decision on the part of the
Board of Direction. Bruce Bradley from Linda Hall
is very supportive and willing to assist civil
engineersin accessing their materials.
http://www.lindahall.org/collections/engineering/in
dex.shtml. The LOC offers little support even
though access to the room housing the materia is
provided. C. Ford Peatross is one of the contact
people. http://www.loc.gov/rr/print/adecenter/ade-
about.html. Unfortunately it is not known how
much of the materials transferred to the LOC
actually made it to Washington. Reading Volume |
of the Catalog, especially, will give the reader an
appreciation of how complete the collection was
and what alossit has been to the profession.

In the July issue the bridge was the infamous
Ashtabula Bridge that failed on December 29, 1876
and resulted in the death of 80 people and at least
63 wounded. Five died after their rescue. Its failure
was reported on by a committee of ASCE. The
image in the upper right was that of Octave Chanute
a leading railroad, bridge, and wood preservation
expert. In addition, he was a leader in early flight
and assisted the Wright Brothers in their early
experiments. He served as President of ASCE in
1891. Heisthe only Civil Engineer to be portrayed
on a stamp of the USPS. In addition, his image is
painted on the dome of the capitol in Washington



for his contribution to flight along with DaVinci,
Langley and the Wright Brothers.
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