LONDON BRIDGE

By Gerard J. St. John


The childhood song echoes down through the years, “London Bridge is falling down, falling down, falling down . . . .”  Falling down, indeed!  Most Americans probably picture London Bridge as that very large structure dominated by two centrally located towers which are connected by a walkway high above the drawbridge road surface.  But that is not London Bridge.  That is Tower Bridge, which many Americans also confuse with that dreadful tower prison where Thomas More was locked up prior to his execution.  The tower prison, of course, is the Tower of London, which is a building, not a bridge.  London Bridge is a low-standing granite bridge with a flat roadway, supported underneath by five long arches.  It is not the kind of bridge that one would expect to fall down.  Nonetheless, if you travel to London, you will not find it.  It is not there any more.  It moved – all the way to Arizona.


In 1968, London Bridge was disassembled and shipped to Lake Havasu City, a retirement and resort development on the western edge of Arizona.  At Lake Havasu, the bridge was reconstructed and it now spans part the Colorado River, out to a small island.  And, as one might expect, it is a major tourist attraction for the Lake Havasu Chamber of Commerce.  Many desert travelers seek out this oasis in the Mojave Desert, expecting to find the Tower Bridge complete with an honor guard of red-cloaked Beefeaters.  They settle for a  Beefeater martini.


I learned about Arizona’s London Bridge in the early 1970's, during a hearing in Denver, Colorado.  It was an Interstate Commerce Commission hearing on UPS’ request for the right to handle small package shipments throughout eight Rocky Mountain states, including Arizona.  We were presenting the testimony of businessmen to prove that there was a transportation need for such service and that UPS’ operations would not adversely affect the businesses of the existing truck and bus companies.  Our witnesses generally testified that they shipped small packages, i.e., those under 50 pounds, and could not use trucks or buses for their package shipments but were forced to use the unsatisfactory service of parcel post.  It was important not to criticize the truck and bus service because the ICC had already determined that the public needs those carriers.  The Commission would not authorize a new service to compete with those existing carriers and thereby jeopardize businesses that fill a public need.  But it was perfectly acceptable to criticize parcel post.  The government was fair game.  The Post Office would not go out of business if UPS was allowed to handle small package shipments.  My job was to prepare business witnesses to testify effectively.  And one of those witnesses was a jeweler from Lake Havasu City in the State of Arizona.

His company sold jewelry, inexpensive but unusual jewelry.  There were pins, earrings, brooches, cuff links and necklaces, all of which featured small, polished pieces of smooth, shiny granite – granite from the original London Bridge.  The witness told me that, when the London Bridge was reconstructed, it was not done in exactly the same fashion as the original.  There was an excess quantity of stone that could be cut, polished and made into mementos.  The samples that he brought to the hearing were attractive.  During our discussion of consumer interest in this unique product, I ventured the thought that, since there was only a finite quantity of stone left over from London Bridge, once that quantity was sold the limited supply would operate to increase the price of these items.  The jeweler smiled slowly, tipped his head to one side and said, “You know, when the bridge was reconstructed, it was done around a steel framework and with a shorter length.  We’ve got a helluva lot of granite left over.  There are tons of the stuff!”


The jeweler testified at the hearing and he did just fine.  The ICC awarded UPS the operating rights it sought, and the company then went on to acquire intrastate rights in Arizona and in every other state in the nation.  Its little brown trucks can be seen in every village and town.  But I suspect that there are still tons of granite in Lake Havasu City, waiting to be cut and polished.


Twenty years later, I thought of the Lake Havasu jeweler and the London Bridge when Buddy Segal asked me whether I recalled any particularly interesting witnesses from the UPS operating rights cases.  Buddy was the lead lawyer in virtually all of the UPS cases, including that hearing in Denver.  At the age of 81 years, he was writing a collection of anecdotes about some of the cases he had handled and some of the more interesting people he had met.  Eventually, he wrote about three UPS witnesses: an American Indian woodcarver, a fruitcake salesman, and the owner of a mail-order funeral business.  He did not remember the Lake Havasu jeweler; so the London Bridge story was not included among his anecdotes.


When Buddy decided to publish his anecdotes, he involved me in every aspect of the publishing arrangements.  I had assisted him in editing the text, and even suggested the title of what we called “the Book,” May It Please the Court!  The book was published by Dorrance Publishing Company, an organization that specializes in private printings.  They call it the “vanity” trade.  Buddy chose a soft-cover style.  His daughter-in-law did the lettering and the artwork for the cover.  The cost was just over $11,000.


Dorrance’s minimum printing quantity was one thousand books.  One hundred books were shipped to Buddy and the remainder was retained by Dorrance to fill mail-order and electronic sales.  Buddy gave many of his copies to close friends and relatives, and also sold a number of them to acquaintances.  A few center city book stores carried the book.  Profits on the sales were donated to Special Olympics, a well-known charity.


The book sold reasonably well, considering that Buddy was not a public figure whose name might generate a great demand for such a publication.  But after about a year, it was clear that there would be no more sales.  Dorrance shipped its remaining inventory to Buddy’s office.  The shipment arrived in fourteen cardboard boxes.  We put them in a nearby file room.  When I began teaching an introductory law class at Saint Joseph’s University, I gave a copy of the book to each of my students.  While it was not required reading, it was on my list of books approved for the book report that was due in the second half of the semester.


Buddy Segal died on November 25, 2002.  The Segal family did not want the excess supply of books and they left it to me to dispose of the books.  I sent an e-mail message to all of the lawyers and staff in the law firm, offering them a copy of the book without charge.  About one hundred of them took me up on the offer.  Still, there were ten boxes remaining.  That will supply the students in my introductory law classes for quite a few years to come.


Apparently, overstocking is not unusual in the publishing business.  Over the past few years, I spent a considerable amount of time researching and writing a history of the Philadelphia Bar for use during the Bar Association’s 200th anniversary.  A special edition of the Association’s Philadelphia Lawyer magazine was published to celebrate the event.  My article was the main part of that bicentennial publication.  The history also was appropriate as initial reading for my introductory law class.  Beginning in August 2002, I gave each student a copy of the bicentennial publication and assigned the history as required reading for the next class.  It was an excellent way to demonstrate the wide scope of the law and the variety of functions performed by lawyers in our society.  But my past experience with the Philadelphia Lawyer magazine was that past issues quickly became unavailable.  I had to develop an alternative source for this history if I was to continue to use it in my class.


The two most obvious options were to make photocopies or to persuade the University Press to reprint the article, albeit without the surrounding bicentennial materials.  The second alternative was the most desirable.  The Bar Association usually authorizes republication of its articles so long as the material states that it is being published with the permission of the Philadelphia Bar Association.  And Graham Lee, the chairman of the Political Science Department at Saint Joseph’s, told me that the University Press would print any material that was necessary for my class.  The time had come to raise the issue with someone at the Bar Association.


At the editorial board’s annual Christmas luncheon, I mentioned to Kate Maxwell, the managing editor of the magazine, the likelihood that the supply of bicentennial magazines would soon be exhausted.  Kate looked surprised.  She said, “Gerry, we ordered a double run of that publication.  It will be a very long time before that supply runs out.” Knowing what Buddy Segal’s inventory looked like, it was easy to imagine the multitude of boxes that it would take to hold approximately 15,000 copies of the bicentennial magazine.  Slowly, that image of jumbled boxes changed into a small mountain of granite.  “Yes Kate,” I thought, “it’s just like the London Bridge.”
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