
Editorial 

Great Civil Engineering 
Practice, Past & Present 

Afew months ago, Bob Stevens, the President of our Section of ASCE, the BSCES, asked in 
the monthly newsletter, "Where has great civil engineering gone?" With this edition of Civil 

Engineering Practice, the Editorial Board brings you two articles that highlight the career of a 
great bridge eng~eer of the latter nineteenth century and provide an example of great civil 
engineering on a recently completed project in Pittsburgh. Maybe today our work seems a little 
mundane, particularly in reminiscing back one, two and three decades ago when Boston was a 
focal point of many great civil engineering achievements on a number of world-class projects. 
Perhaps we in the Boston area became a little spoiled with all those super-sized civil engineer
ing challenges. Although the planning for new "great" projects in our area may have gotten a 
little slowed by the recession economy, public agencies and developers continue to plan and 
dream of the next great projects. The current issue of Civil Engineering Practice illustrates how a 
superb example of great civil engineering can be "lost" within the magnitude of the much large 
er project, the light rail transit (LRT) extension in Pittsburgh, as documented in the article by 
Panah, Pierce and Chong. Frank Griggs chronicles the engineering life of George S. Morison, 
who was one of the greatest bridge builders and design consultants of the late 1800s. 

The underpinning of continuous-span welded steel box girders of a bridge that are rigidly 
framed into steel bents with welded connections to eliminate the existing pile foundation sub
structure to permit LRT construction is a feat of great engineering. Not that such work has not 
been done in somewhat similar situations for other tunnel construction projects, such as in 
Boston for the Big Dig or earlier for Back Bay Station construction, but any time a project 
requires very tight tolerances on structure movement it makes for a very substantial project. In 
Pittsburgh, Panah, Pierce and Chong describe details of the underpinning operation that had 
limits of 0.25 inch during construction and then 0.125 inch after the completion of construction. 

Then, the engineering life of one of the great bridge engineers of the latter nineteenth centu
ry is woven into a series of ever more complex and challenging projects in Griggs's article about 
George S. Morison. This story is truly inspirational in regards to the drive and dedication of the 
Chief Engineer Morison, who achieved many "firsts" in bridge engineering and construction. 
In an era when it seems as though every bridge was pushed to be longer or carry heavier loads, 
the demand for such great engineering feats in the rapidly expanding United States continued 
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to offer Morison a never-ending menu of opportunities to build longer and more substantial 
bridges. This article by Griggs, along with the books by David G. McCullough - The Great 
Bridge: The Epic Story of the Building of the Brooklyn Bridge ~d Path Between the Seas: The Creation 
of the Panama Canal, 1870-1914 - should be required reading for all freshmen entering college 
to study civil engineering. 

So don't think we don' t have great civil engineering these days. While one person's person
al engineering achievements may not be as wildly spectacular as those of George S. Morison, 
we are nonetheless stewards of the built environment and the masters of the infrastructure of 
modem society. Maintaining, repairing and rebuilding that infrastructure is probably as impor
tant as building the next new longest, highest, widest, deepest new project. While this edition 
of your BSCES journal, Civil Engineering Practice, brings you just two articles, we decided to 
forgo breadth for depth in this issue. We are constantly looking for timely, practice-oriented 
papers that might just highlight great civil engineering or a substantial issue of civil engineer
ing practice. Perhaps you have worked on such a project, and would want to write a short tech
nical piece, or maybe you can point us in the direction of another member who might be more 
appropriate to write about it. Please contact me or any member of the Editorial Board with 
ideas, suggestions or draft papers on an aspect of civil engineering practice that you would like 
to see in your BSCES journal. 
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Sincerely yours, 

~k-Mx~ 
Professor Jim Lambrechts, P.E. 

Wentworth Institute of Technology 
(lambrechtsj@wit.edu) 




