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LETTERS

Mr. Schickel,
Thank you for your “From the 

Editor” column in the April 2021 
issue of Informed Infrastructure. You 
described exactly how I feel with respect 
to the many bridge projects I worked 
on. Most of my career (I started in 1984) 
was spent with the famous East River 
bridges in New York City, mostly on the 
Brooklyn Bridge. 

Sincerely,
Curtis A. Cohen, P.E. 
 JUNMA Engineering PLLC, Certified 
DBE/MBE 

Mr. Cohen,
It sounds like you worked on some 

great projects! Keep up the good work. It’s 
hard to explain to some folks just what it’s 
like to be an engineer.

Robert Schickel
Editor in Residence
Informed Infrastructure
rschickel@v1-media.com

Please send comments and letters to:
Todd Danielson tdanielson@v1-media.com or 
Kevin Carmody kcarmody@v1-media.com

Traditional mail:
attn: Todd Danielson
1441 S. Plymouth Ct., Suite H
Chicago, IL 60605

From the Editor: Engineering Allows You To Be Part of History
April 2021, Informed Infrastructure
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The COVID-19 pandemic 
has created blocks of time 
that we didn’t previously 
have. For some of us, 
it’s the time we used to 
spend commuting. For 
others, it’s the time we 
spent shopping or attend-
ing cultural events. For 
me, it has created time 
to catch up on some 
reading. I will admit that 
in the past, I haven’t read 
every word of every issue 

of Informed Infrastructure. Now, with 
all this “extra” time, I’m much closer 
to getting every word.

I read with great interest a recent 
article on the magazine’s website 
about the repair of the 500-year-
old Shanghai Huanqing Bridge in 
China. Can you imagine working on 
this project? What a challenge and, 
indeed, privilege to be a part of that 
type of history!

I’d like to use this issue’s col-
umn to relate a past experience and 
explain a little about why I loved 
being a civil engineer.

The First Assignment
For my first assignment upon 

accepting a position in the Steel 
Section of the Bridge Design 
Department of the Indiana 
Department of Highways, I was 
asked to prepare plans for repairing 
a steel-truss bridge hit by a truck 
that was a bit too tall for the verti-
cal clearance provided by the sway 
frames. I had just started work a few 
days before, and, not only did I not 
know how to repair a bridge, I didn’t 
even know the process from assign-
ment through completed work. I had 
several questions:

• Where is the bridge? Near Fort 
Wayne. 

• How do I get there? Check out a 
state vehicle. 

• Do I have to draw up a sketch 
when I get there? No, use this 
Polaroid camera. 

• Today? Yes, today.
Luckily, a more-experienced 

engineer came with me, but I had to 
do the driving. Upon arriving at the 
structure, it became obvious the truck 
was too tall and had hit the first two 
sway (cross) frames, bending them 
and pulling the vertical members in 
toward the roadway where they were 
attached. There didn’t appear to be 
any immediate danger (according to 

the experienced engineer), so all we 
needed to do was assess the damage, 
get a few measurements and take 
some photos. That meant, of course, 
climbing up the verticals. 

This is precisely when I knew 
being a civil engineer was going to 
be alright. In college, the structural 
analysis class taught you how a truss 
works: how the load of the vehicle 
moves from the deck through the 
members, causing tension here and 
compression there; the load getting 
to the bearings, the abutments and 
finally into the earth. It was amaz-
ing to learn how that works and even 
more amazing to marvel at the engi-
neers who developed these systems. 

But to be up in the truss and able 
to feel the steel members respond to a 
vehicle driving across the bridge was a 
completely higher level of understand-
ing of the science of engineering. I 
wanted to stay there for a while, but 
there was the matter of measurements 
and photos. And it was a couple of 
hours drive back to Indianapolis (after 
we found a good place for lunch).

During the next few days, I looked 
up the plans for the existing structure 
and reconciled the field measurements 
we had taken. Then I decided on how 
much of the existing structure should 
be cut out and replaced, developed a 
construction sequence and drew up 
the plans. 

All the design and drafting work 
was a great learning experience, and 
it felt good to be able to put that 
90-year-old structure back in service. 
But nothing compared to hanging 
onto the truss about 16 feet above the 

roadway, feeling the vibrations and 
listening to the sounds of the bridge 
doing its job of transferring the loads 
put upon it into the ground.

Experience the Experience
Although my truss bridge isn’t 

nearly as old as the aforementioned 
bridge in China, it’s a part of history. 
In developing plans for its repair, 
I gained a respect not only for the 
bridge but for those who created it. 
I’m sure some Informed Infrastructure 
readers have had moments when 
you became aware of how important 
history is in engineering and how 
personal engineering can feel.

This is only one reason why I loved 
being an engineer, and it’s my hope 
that all engineers can have a similar 
experience. 

Robert Schickel has more than 40 years of 
experience in the design of civil and transportation 
projects. Recently retired, he remains active as 
Adjunct Professor in Civil Engineering at his alma 
mater, Valparaiso University; email: rschickel@
v1-media.com.
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Finally, there's a solid, economical substitute for galvanized steel: 
Weathering Grade steel tube from Bull Moose.

Compared to COR-TEN® and other ASTM A847 options, our Weathering 
Grade steel delivers equivalent performance for heavy-weather 
environments at a much lower cost.

OOver time, the surface of this material develops a stable, light-brown patina 
that protects from corrosion—and eliminates the need for costly 
(and environmentally harmful) painting/re-painting.

• Upfront savings on price
• Lifetime savings on maintenance
• 50000 strength

That’s Weathering Grade from Bull Moose. Call us to discuss your project.


