
The ability to drive anywhere at 
anytime, to quickly dispose of garbage 
and recycle useful products, to unwind 
in a half-hour shower, to drink 
from a municipal fountain without 
fear of contracting disease—these 
pervasive luxuries made possible 
by public construction are “the 
major cultural and technological 
achievement of the last 150 years” 
according to a multifaceted exhibition 
in commemoration of the 2002 
sesquicentennial of the American 
Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE).  
Entitled Me, Myself and Infrastructure: 
Private Lives and Public Works 
in America, the exhibit features 
technologies taken for granted that 
structure our everyday lives.

It’s a story more concrete than girders, 
gutters, and highways. “Infrastructure 
is everywhere,” says historian-curator 
Gregory K. Dreicer, a Cornell Ph.D. 
and formerly a curator at the National 
Building Museum in Washington, D.C.  
“There’s infrastructure in your living 
room, in your cup of morning coffee and 
on top of your desk.”   Dreicer and exhibit 
designer Hall Smyth hope to honor the 
ASCE with an appreciation for the quiet 
and surprising ways civil engineers serve 
the public as problem solvers.  “Whether 
we know it or not,” says Dreicer, “each of 
us works with civil engineers to build our 
health, safety, and happiness.”  

Two companion exhibits for smaller 
venues also commemorate the 
1852 birthday of the ASCE.  Ask 
the Infrastructure explores a series of 

probing questions about the everyday 
importance of civil construction.  Who 
builds the tunnel, the viaduct, the 
sidewalk, the water treatment system?  
How much does it cost?  How long will 
it last?   The answers to these questions 
are the invisible links between public 
works and private lives.

A second companion exhibit called I 
on Infrastructure examines ways artists 
and writers perceive the work of the 
engineer.  Topics include the changing 
standards of beauty, the relationship 
between nature and artificiality, and 
gender influences on engineering 
design.  For more information, contact 
Norida Torriente at 202-326-5129 or 
ntorriente@asce.org.

Editor’s Note:  Gregory Dreicer is the author 
of  Me, Myself and Infrastructure, a book 
that parallels the ASCE exhibit in word and 
illustrations.  A 2003 PWHS Abel Wolman 
Award nominee, the book is available 
through ASCE at www.pubs.asce.org.

Exhibit Applauds 150 Years of Public Construction
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Featured by the ASCE in its traveling I on Infrastructure sesquicentenial exhibit, New York’s 
1931 George Washington Bridge reflects a “broad-shouldered monumentality,” a “machimo,” 
of a male-dominated profession fixated on mass and size.  “In recent decades,” the exhibit 
explains, “engineering societies have encouraged diversity. [Today] nine percent of civil engineers 
are women. Will this change our bridges?”  Pictured: Exhibit panel detail courtesy of The New 
York Public Library, Science, Industry and Business Library; and Chicken & Egg Public Projects.
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Just add water.   Better appreciation for 
the quality of life made possible by water 
systems and other public projects is the 
mission of Ask the Infrastructure, an 
ASCE sesquicentennial exhibit. (Courtesy 
of Chicken & Egg Public Projects, Inc. and 
Boym Partners, Inc.)
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About the Society
• Sara Wermiel’s 

Army Engineers’ 
Contribution to the 
Development of 
Iron Construction 
in the Nineteenth 
Century, 
volume 21 in 
the Society’s 
acclaimed Essays 
in Public Works History examines early 
uses of iron in fireproof buildings 
and skeleton frame lighthouses.  
Available for $10 (members) or 
$15 (nonmembers) from APWA at 
www.apwa.net/bookstore.   Also 
available: An Interview with Myron D. 
Calkins; Historical Photos on CD-Rom; 
and One Hundred Years of Public Works 
Equipment.  

• The forthcoming PWHS Essay in 
Public Works History will explore 
mysteries of prehistoric water 
development at Colorado’s Mesa 
Verde.  Author Ken Wright will 
feature the publication in an October 
lecture at the Library of Congress.

• PWHS is now soliciting manuscripts 
for the 2004 edition of Essays in 
Public Works History.  Potential 
authors should submit an abstract of 
no more than 300 words to:  Todd 
Shallat, Editor, History Department, 
Boise State University, Boise, ID 
83725-1925; tshalla@boisestate.edu.

• The Arizona Chapter has recruited 
Mark Pry to write a chapter history.  
Pry, who holds a Ph.D. in public 

history from 
Arizona State 
University, 
is currently 
writing a 
contract 
history 
concerning 
Tempe’s 

water system.  Publication credits 
include The Town on the Hassayampa: 
A History of Wickenburg, Arizona, 
Immigrant Banker: The Life of Emil 
Ganz, and Fifty Years Under the ‘Sun C’: 
The Story of Rancho de los Caballeros.

• The APWA Rocky Mountain Chapter 
has compiled a chapter history with 
interviews and insightful personal 
stories.  Stay tuned to these pages for 
more information.  

Arizona chapter historian 
Mark Pry.

Conferences
• Technology, society, and nature 

in the history of civilization will 
be the theme of the International 
Committee for the History of 
Technology’s 30th symposium in 
St. Petersburg and Moscow, August 
21-26.  Information about ICOTEHC 
symposia and publications can be 
found at www.icohtec.org.

• The Association for Preservation 
Technology International will 
examine the care and repair of 
America’s 
historic covered 
bridges at the 
University of 
Vermont in 
Burlington, 
June 5-7, 2003. 
Contact the APTI organizers at 
coveredbridges@uvm.edu.

• The Society for the History of 
Technology’s 2003 annual meeting 
will be held October 16-19 at the 
Sheraton Hotel, Atlanta, Georgia. 
This will be a joint meeting with 
the Society for the Social Studies 
of Science.  Contact program 
chair Jennifer Alexander at 
shot2003@me.umn.edu. 

Websightings
• The Forest History Society Archives 

maintains over 25,000 photos, 
slides, negatives, plates, and films 
documenting the history of human 
interaction with the environment. 
Samples and a search engine can be 
found at www.lib.duke.edu/forest/
photos.html.

• The U.S. Department of 
Transportation maintains a 
history web page with timelines 
and biographical information at 
www.isweb.tasc.dot.gov/historian/
history/htm.

• Civil War reenactor Jan Romanovich 
tells the story of the United 
States Sanitary Commission, a 
government agency created in 1861 
to coordinate Union army relief 
efforts.  The site provides photographs, 
correspondence, clippings, and agency 
reports at www.netwalk.com/~jpr/.

• The Harvard Map Collection in the 
Pusey Library has a new exhibition 
on history of early American road 
maps and road construction.   For 
samples and an introductory essay see  
www.news.harvard.edu/gazette/2002/
10.24/32-maps.html.
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 Forty-seven swastikas span the Colorado River above Yuma, Arizona.  A tribute to Man’s 
monumental attempt to remake the western desert, the swastikas line a concrete bridge 
over one of the U.S. government’s first reclamation projects.  Lore has it that German 
prisoners of war decorated the bridge and dam during WWII.  In fact the swastikas were 
approved by the government’s own Reclamation Service.  Swastikas with crossbars to the 
right had long been good-luck symbols in both Old and New World mythology.  Swastika 
(a.k.a. “Laguna”) Dam became the nation’s first rock-fill structure footed in silt deposits.  
Designed in 1903, just months after Congress passed the landmark 1902 Reclamation 
Act, the durable dam may have been modeled after a South Asian structure dedicated to 
Indra, a Hindu god.   Indra is believed to control thunder and manipulate watercourses.  
Traditionally the deity has been represented by the four-armed swastika.  Picture 
courtesy of Walter S. Frank.  

• Post queries and receive news 
through infoNOW, an APWA 
networking service free to 
society members.  To post a 
message, go to the infoNOW 
website (infonow.apwa.net) and 
login using your e-mail address. 
Alternatively, you may post a 
message by sending an e-mail to: 
pwhs@infonow.apwa.net.

• Nationally respected water engineer 
Ken Wright will be the PWHS 
luncheon speaker  at APWA’s Congress 
in San Diego on Monday, August 
25th.  The author of Machu Picchu:  
A Civil Engineering Marvel, Wright 
will tell the story of how an ancient 
people managed their water resources.  
The presentation will feature award-
winning color slides taken by Ruth 
M. Wright, the author of The Machu 
Picchu Guidebook.  Be sure to register 
for this exceptional event.

• Two award winning authors of books 
on the history of western water 
resources will be featured speakers 
at a PWHS-sponsored session at the 
APWA Congress & Exposition. The 
session, “Western Water Resources: 
A History of Controversy,” will cover 
the issues in western water rights 
and water supply, which have been 
matters of great controversy since the 
beginning of European settlement in 
the American West. 

 The featured speakers will be Professor 
Donald J. Pisani and William L. 
Kahrl. Pisani holds the Merrick Chair 
of Western American History at the 
University of Oklahoma in Norman, 
OK. He is the author of numerous books 
and articles on the American West and 
environmental history. Kahrl, an astute 
analyst of water and environmental 
policy, is the author of two of the key 
books on California water resources. A 
former Sacramento Bee editor, Kahrl is a 
senior consultant for Burson Marsteller 
in Sacramento, CA.

 This session will be held at the APWA 
Congress in San Diego on Sunday, 
August, 24. 

News and Events
Research

• The Juanelo Turiano Foundation 
announces the 2004 García Diego 
International Award for research in 
the history of technology, especially 
civil engineering.  The submission 
deadline is June 2004.  Address 
inquiries to the Fundación Juanelo 
Turriano at fgoicolea@caminos.recol.es.

• Janet R. Daly Bednarek returns to the 
days when planners feared airports 
as agents of decentralization in “City 
Planning and Municipal Airports, 
1927-1940, Planning Perspectives 15 
(2000)4:349-375.

• Joel A. Tarr examines the 
interconnected politics of air, 
water, and land pollution in “The 
Metabolism of the Industrial City: 
The Case of Pittsburgh,” Journal of 
Urban History 28 (2002)5:511-545. 

• James F. Shepherd traces the rise 
of environmentalism and the 
evolving expectations for river 
engineering in “The Benefits and 
Costs of the Columbia Basin Project: 
Earlier Perspectives and Changing 
Perceptions,” Agricultural History 76 
(2002)2:463-480.  

• The Library of Congress’ Theodor 
Horydczak photographic collection 
is a recent addition to the American 
Memory archive that documents the 
changing face of public architecture 
in Washington, D.C.  Digitized 
images are available at http://
memory.loc.gov/ammem/thchtml/
thhome.html.

Swastikas on the Colorado  

The Jefferson Memorial about 1920 from 
the Library of Congress’ Theodor Horydczak 
collection.   
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There is no history without memory, 
and no way to historically appreciate the 
built environment of Kansas City without 
considering the memories collected in the 
newly released Service in the Heartland: A 
History of APWA’s Kansas City Metropolitan 
Chapter.   Written by APWA’s Connie 
Hartline with contributions from metro 
chapter’s ten-member history committee, 
the 110-page hardcover book mixes 
photographs and original documents with 
personal recollections. 

The history begins in 1963 with regional 
meetings to standardize building codes.  
By April 1965 a nucleus of metro area 
professionals had subdivided away 
from APWA’s Missouri chapter.  Russell 
Helms, public works director for the City 
of Independence, became the metro 
chapter’s first president.  Future APWA 
President Myron Calkins of Kansas City 
became secretary-treasurer.

Today with its 42 committees and task 
forces the thriving chapter serves more 

than 800 members.  Their legacy has been 
an impressive record of teamwork—the 
cooperation required for the updating 
of codes, the planning of professional 
seminars, and the hosting of the triennial 
Mid-America Conference & Exhibit 
Show, founded in 1983. The Snow Plow 
Rodeo is another success of the metro 
chapter.  Begun in 1997, the rodeo with its 

obstacle course for heavy equipment now 
attracts participants and spectators from 
surrounding Midwestern states.     

“Just look at what we’ve been able to 
accomplish,” said past president Warren 
Welch, reflecting on the chapter’s thirty-
eight years.

Filling potholes in Kansas City, about 1950.  Courtesy of the University of Missouri/Missouri 
State Historical Society’s Western Historical Manuscript Collection. 

History in the Heartland
KC Metro Chapter recalls public works


