by Phil Bellfy

he Mackinac Bridge.

42,000 miles of wire in its main
cables, nearly © million rivets and bolts,
89,000 drawings and blueprints needed
to build it, and the 30,000
paint needed to paint it ever so otten
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doubts that the bridge could be built or
that it would stand for long. In fact it
took nearly 70 years of hard-sell before
the bridge took on its fictional life of
omnipolence.

The first public entreaty for a bridge
across the Straits of Mackinac appeared
in the Crand Traverse Herald on
February 5, 1884. There was, at that
time, a national mania for bridge
building which grew out ot the
Brooklyn Bridge drama. But in 18584
the idea of a Straits bridge was not
taken seriously

But the alternative, a ferry service
by the State in 1923, As

was institute

the bridge weighs over a million tons. | part of the State Highway Department,

It is a bridge of facts, of steel, of ce-
ment, of paint. [t conjures up a power-
ful image. Mighty Mac—World's
Longest Bridge (which is not entirely
true). Yes, the bridge is a magnificent,
stupendous, awe-inspiring engineering
teat.

This awe-inspiring Mighty Mac im-
age makes it difficult to believe that
there was Life Before the Bridge. There
existed a healthy skepticism, even

it carried passengers, railcars,
automobiles, and trucks. During its 35
year history, the ferry service carried
12 million wvehicles and 30 million
people across the Straits.

Despite this successful ferry service
agitation for a bridge became serious in
the late 20s and if not for the Depres-
sion, it may have been built. Later
plans were scuttled by World War 11,
The Korean War also slowed the
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let's-build-a-bridge momentum.
But after 25 years of delay and
amidst much public skepticism, in late

were sold and construction of the
Mighty Mac began in May, 1954.

Whatever a person’s feelings are
now concerning the bridge, the bridge
idea had to be sold—and not only to
the public, but to the investors who
bought the hundred million dollars
worth of bonds it took to build the
bridge. The selling job revolved around
this question: Why abandon a suc-
cessful ferry system and build a bridge?

In 1957, five ferry boats plied the
Straits, representing an investment of
about 11 million dollars. In 1955, these
boats carried over 907,000 vehicles. If
the $99.8 million needed for the bridge

1953, $99.8 million worth of bonds?

was used instead to buy more ferries (at
a cost twice their 1957 value), 20 more
ferries could have been bought.

This new fleet of 25 ferries could

have carried about 5 million vehicles

per yea

yet in its highest volume year

1978, the Mackinac Bridge carried only
half that many vehicles.

Despite the tremendous carrying
capacity and cost-effectiveness of an
enhanced ferry system, the idea was
never officially considered. And you
need look no further than to the
makeup of the original Mackinac
Bridge Authority to see why:

®Prentiss Brown - Congressman,
president of 1st National Bank of St. Ig-
nace.

@ Charles T. Fisher - president and
director of National Bank of Detroit,







