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 . The fact that the tower has remained afloat since its initial construction in 1981 makes it an interesting relic of the past and
testament to the engineering skill and optimism of the bridge's initial planners. The nineteen-story, 660-foot-tall tower (above),

built by Norfolk's York Street Dredgers, is the fifth tallest pile-driven pile foundation in the world. The fourteen-story, 348-foot-
tall (above) cap-roofed substructure (right) rises ten floors above the piles. The deck of the substructure is supported by a series
of shear walls. _Courtesy of the Florida Department of Transportation._ At the time the eastern span was built in 1881, the need

for a crossing of the St. Johns River had never been more acute. The experience of the first half of the 19th century
demonstrated that the John's River was too treacherous for the great shipping canals that existed in the east. Although the river
had been navigated by the early French and English colonists, by the 18th century the riverside trading and farming settlements
had disappeared, replaced by the river's natural barrier islands. The tidal channel between the islands was a tangled, narrow trap

filled with shoals and sandbars. The ever-increasing demand for lumber throughout the region had become a problem for the
lumbermen who delivered the hardwood to the great plantations of the south. The need to control the river made its passage

imperative. However, there was no reason to build a bridge of any great size or importance. At the time, all major ships crossing
the mouth of the river were drawn by the great central channel to the sea, leaving just three or four miles of open water between

the river and the ocean. The idea of building a bridge that spanned the river in its natural channel was a very small, isolated
business. The groundbreaking for the St. Johns River crossing occurred in 1867, and by the following year the groundbreaking

for the new bridge began. The new eastern span was to be a colossal project, not unlike the Panama Canal or the Hell Gate
bridges in the Hudson River. The engineering of the St. Johns River crossing proved to be more difficult than was originally

imagined, and by the time the spans were ready for their official opening in June 1881, they were judged to be among the most
massive and most important engineering feats ever performed in the United States. An early photograph of the new eastern span

was the first picture ever published of the span. In this 520fdb1ae7
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