American History Inspirations

The Brooklyn Bridge that spans the river tying Manhattan Island to Brooklyn is truly a miracle bridge. In 1883, a creative engineer named John Roebling was inspired by an idea for this spectacular bridge. However, bridge-building experts throughout the world told him to forget it; it could not be done. Roebling convinced his son, Washington, who was a young up-and-coming engineer, that the bridge could be built. The two of them developed the concepts of how it could be accomplished and how the obstacles could be overcome. With unharnessed excitement and inspiration, they hired their crew and began to build their dream bridge. The project was only a few months under construction when a tragic accident on the site took the life of John Roebling and severely injured his son, Washington. Washington was left with permanent brain damage and was unable to talk or walk. Everyone felt that the project would have to be scrapped since the Roeblings were the only ones who knew how the bridge could be built. Even though Washington was unable to move or talk, his mind was as sharp as ever, and he still had a burning desire to complete the bridge. An idea hit him as he lay in his hospital bed, and he developed a code for communication. All he could move was one finger, so he touched the arm of his wife with that finger, tapping out the code to communicate to her what to tell the engineers who were building the bridge.  For thirteen years, Washington tapped out his instructions with his finger until the spectacular Brooklyn Bridge was finally completed.  (Glenn Van Ekeren, in The Speaker’s Sourcebook, p. 38)

It was a hot September 17, 1787, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. In the State House, 39 delegates were signing their names to a document that is now the oldest and most successful written national constitution in force. On that day, 81-year-old Benjamin Franklin – inventor, writer, politician, savant – spoke his feelings about the revolutionary new document: “Mr. President, I confess that there are several parts of this Constitution which I do not at present approve, but I am not sure I shall never approve them. Thus I consent, sir, to this Constitution because I expect no better, and because I am not sure it is not the best.” (Paul Kroll, in The Plain Truth magazine)

Two men who knew each other well -- the second and the third Presidents of the U.S., John Adams and Thomas Jefferson -- died on the very same day in the very same year, the Fourth of July in 1826. Adam's last words were: “Jefferson still lives.” Jefferson had died, however, a few hours earlier. (The fifth President, James Monroe, also died on a Fourth of July -- 1831.) (Isaac Asimov's Book of Facts, p. 419)

Every vote means something. This was really the case in 1864. Lincoln was in deep political trouble. The war was dragging into its third unpopular year. In the North, it was becoming “Mr. Lincoln’s War,” and that opened the door to real doubt as to his reelection. For the weary people in the North, a new president was the easy way to get out of an endless conflict. To the people in the South, the only chance for a negotiated peace seemed to be a new occupant in the White House. But battlefield successes intervened and insured the President’s reelection. Nevertheless, while he won a strong victory, it was not overwhelming. Lincoln’s only known landslide victory was far from Washington, D.C. No one ever officially announced the total results of the voting even though every ballot was carefully marked, collected, and counted. The final outcome of this one landslide was interesting – even stunning. In it Lincoln received 7,000 votes out of a total of 7,350. That’s more than 95 percent – unheard of in popular voting! The reason for this immense personal popularity? A hometown section in Illinois or a block of elderly people told how to vote? No! The polling place was a “Prisoner of War” Camp at Andersonville, Georgia. And the voters were the captive Union soldiers who believed in their man! (Derric Johnson, in The Wonder of America, p. 212)

The Chicago Exposition had to have some spectacular monument, and a thirty-four-year-old American bridge builder named George had an idea. But some of the nation’s leading engineers insisted his dream was preposterous and unsafe. So George had to convince them, one by one, of his technical knowledge. Everyone knew that a bridge with that much steel would require a year to build, and this much more complex structure George had in mind must be completed in just four and one-half months. “Impossible,” they said. Yet, his “impossible” dream was completed on the eve of the Fair. Then the skeptics were at it again when it was announced that he would be unable to attend the dedication. Sick? Who could believe that? Well, his wife did. And public confidence was glued together again when she went up first, making the ascension to the top of that “thing” which was taller than a twenty-five-story building. When she came down, thousands went up. And the tower George built never did pass from the American skyline. But, he never knew. You see. He really was ill that day. Tuberculosis. He died a few weeks later. But his contribution to the Chicago Fair has replicas everywhere today, keeping his name alive in gaily-colored lights around the world. The bridge builder of 1893 was George Washington Gale Ferris. And his monument was the Ferris Wheel. (Derric Johnson, in The Wonder of America, p. 80)

In 1802, France dispatched 33,000 men to conquer Haiti, and, from there, to secure its control of the Mississippi Valley. Mosquitoes stopped the force with a devastating epidemic of yellow fever. This led directly to the Louisiana Purchase, in which the United States bought – at a fraction of its worth – the entire territory from the Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains. (Richard Conniff, in Reader’s Digest) 

It began officially when President Calvin Coolidge placed a drill in the hands of a workman in South Dakota. But it really started long before that in the heart and mind of an Idaho-born patriot, Gutzon Borglum, who was primarily a man with a mission, a sculptor seeking something big enough to fashion in honor of his country. “There is not one monument big enough for America,” he would often say. But Borglum found his challenge in the Black Hills of South Dakota. The southeastern face of the 5,700-foot granite mountain suggested a monumental sculpture in honor of his country. It would be the resolute Washington, the visionary Jefferson, the deep wisdom of Lincoln, and the vigor of Teddy Roosevelt, all done massively in 60-foot faces. Nine times Borglum remade his model. He climbed scaffolds; he trained others, he checked everything, even the effect of a shadow on a cheek or chin. Gutzon Borglum carved and chipped through fourteen summers, but he died seven months before the project was finished. His son completed his work. Today a million tourists a year see Borglum’s monument that’s big enough for America. And you know, in a way we’re all sculptors. Borghum left behind Mount Rushmore. What will you leave? (Derric Johnson, in The Wonder of America, p. 172)
Or consider His providential hand during the colonial period. At the Pilgrims’ coming, these shores fairly bristled with tomahawks, arrows, and hostile natives all along the east coast, as the Spanish discovered when they tried to settle in Florida. One of the fiercest of those tribes dwelt near Plymouth, which most surely would have slaughtered those Pilgrims in the first few days of their arrival. However, a pestilence had come and destroyed virtually all of them, leaving nothing but the corn they had stored up for winter, the same corn which saved the Pilgrims from utter extinction during that first winter. There is probably no place else on the east coast of America, where they could have landed and survived. In fact, you may know that the Pilgrims tried to leave and go farther South but again, the winds drove them back again! These same winds under the direction of the invisible hand of the Almighty, who conducts the affairs of men. (Dr. D. James Kennedy, in Let Us Remember)

During his successful come-from-behind Presidential election campaign in 1948 against the Republican frontrunner, Thomas E. Dewey, President Harry S. Truman conducted a thirty-five-day, 31,000-mile “whistlestop” campaign, delivering 356 speeches. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 362)

And then again, Washington’s army was trapped in Trenton. The ground was muddy from rain and the artillery could not be moved. The British, seeking the helpless condition of the American army, and the lateness of the hour, determined to rest during the night, believing the Americans safe from escape. But, during the night, the wind changed and came from the north, and the temperature plummeted. The wet ground froze solid as concrete and Washington, taking the advantage, led his artillery away, down a side road. By down, he had again escaped. (Dr. D. James Kennedy, in Let Us Remember)

Bishop Milton Wright handled his western jurisdiction of the United Brethren Church with the skill he’d learned over a half century of churchmanship. His area was the sprawling, growing West of these United States just at the turn of the century. Of the many pronouncements he was called on to make, one was a judgment on several popular writings of the day suggesting that man might design and construct a machine that would make him airborne. A statement by Bishop Wright was obviously needed. “Only angels are meant to fly, and not a man!” Those words ended it for all loyal churchmen. But it was near this same time that two young men, two brothers in their thirties, labored on a primitive machine at the sandy beach of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. These brothers had a great faith to add to the very doubtful project. You see. They believed that it could be done. Men, as well as angels, should fly. Their first attempts were abortive. They didn’t even get off the ground. But finally, on a lonely beach, the brothers proved Milton Wright wrong when their flying machine became airborne for a total of 128 feet. And what, were their names? Orville and Wilbur Wright, of course, the famous sons of Bishop Milton Wright, who once said it couldn’t be done. (Derric Johnson, in The Wonder of America, p. 78)
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