














 

 

APPENDIX B 

 

William Bruff and the Brooklyn Elevated Railway 

 



 

 

James Blaine Walker, Rapid Transit in Brooklyn, ’Fifty Years of Rapid Transit’, 1918, Chapter XIX 

In 1877 and 1878 the Brooklyn Elevated project languished.  Other rapid transit schemes attracted 

public attention.  Deacon Richardson negotiated the lease of Atlantic Avenue to the Long Island 

Railroad Company.  In June 1878 the Brooklyn Steam Transit Company, previously referred to, then 

dominated by S. B. Chittenden, broke ground for its road on Atlantic Avenue, but Deacon 

Richardson caused railroad iron to be piled over the excavations and hired men to drive off the 

other company's workers if they dared to remove it.  

The style and form of the first elevated road in Brooklyn were settled in 1878 by a Rapid Transit 

Commission appointed on the petition of property owners by Mayor Howell, under the Act of 

1875.  This commission consisted of J. W. Adams, N. H. Clement, C. J. Lowrey, J. Y. Culyer and Felix 

Campbell.  Several plans were submitted to the commission, which finally decided on the type of 

road later built and thus sounded the death knell of the "silent safety" and "saddle-back" devices. 

It was this commission which organized the Kings County Elevated Railroad Company, which was 

later to put into operation Brooklyn's second elevated railroad system. Boston capitalists got a 

large share of the original stock, and for some time there was continued agitation against 

"foreign" capital gobbling up the Brooklyn franchise.  

In 1879 the Brooklyn Elevated Railroad Company was reorganized. R. B. Floyd-Jones, a well known 

Long Islander, acquired control and brought in the most picturesque figure in Brooklyn's rapid 

transit history, W. Fontaine Bruff.  Bruff was an English engineer, who parted his hair as well as 

his name in the middle.  He was one of the early types of the breezy, energetic promoter, and 

while he spent money lavishly he seems to have had a talent for gathering it in, and is credited 

with infusing life into the languishing project and bringing about the road's construction.  When 

he finally got the work started he would drive to it each morning in a stylish carriage, with a 

liveried coachman.  He brought bankers into line and for a time funds rolled in upon him at the 

rate of $90,000 a week.  He was elected president of the company in January, 1879.  

In the meantime the Kings County Elevated Railroad Company became active, under the 

presidency of Judge H. G. Bond.  Unable to get the consents of property owners in the required 

number, it applied to the courts for a commission to determine the necessity of the road. In 

March 1879 the court appointed J. G. Hewlett, S. B. Bartow and Thomas E. Silliman. In April it 

became known that the Brooklyn Elevated had let a contract in February for the construction of 

its line to Floyd-Jones.  Then ensued a fight between Bruff for the Brooklyn Company and Bond for 

the Kings County Company, which wanted a franchise for a part of the route of the former.  In 

spite of opposition Bruff started work with sixteen men on May 12 at the corner of Reid and 

Lexington Avenues.  The police, who had announced that this would not be permitted, promptly 

stopped the work and arrested all hands.  Later they were released on bail, and next day Bruff 

resumed operations with another gang.  They, too, were arrested, and work then was suspended 

pending the action of the courts.  Finally the defendants were discharged and Bruff was 

permitted to resume work.  

 

While these events were in progress the Brooklyn aldermen approved the franchise of the Kings 

County company.  The act aroused a storm of indignation and Mayor Howell vetoed the grant and 

rebuked the aldermen, who promptly passed it over his veto.  The fight for the franchise was then 

taken into court.  Meantime, Bruff had put in the foundations for his elevated columns at every 

point on the Brooklyn Company's line touched by the Kings County Company's franchise or had 

erected scaffoldings or iron work.  He had 700 to 800 men engaged. On October 9, 1879, the Court 



 

 

of Appeals decided against the Kings County Company, leaving the field clear for the Brooklyn 

Elevated.  

During the year 1880 materials came in slowly, construction work lagged and a fight on Bruff 

began.  In October the directors quarrelled and many resigned.  Finally on the application of one 

director, Edward S. Keeler, the Supreme Court ended Bruff's reign by appointing Richard G. Phelps 

as receiver for the company. His appointment was attacked and after much litigation he was 

ousted and John B. Lydecker and Samuel M. Schaeffer were confirmed as receivers.  They issued 

$2,500,000 in receivers' certificates and built two miles and a half of elevated structure, from 

Hudson Avenue and Prospect Street to Bedford and Lexington Avenues.  Then the money ran out 

and work stopped.  From that time to 1884 little was accomplished.  In 1881 the Common Council 

adopted a resolution permitting the Brooklyn Elevated Company to change its route so as to 

include Myrtle Avenue and part of Fulton Street in its franchise.  Mayor Howell vetoed it and the 

aldermen were enjoined from passing it over his veto.  On the last day of the year, however, they 

did so in the face of the injunction and all were arrested.  After a hearing in January, 1882, they 

were sentenced to jail for from ten to thirty days each.  They actually were incarcerated for a short 

time, but were released on legal proceedings pending trial.  In the following November most of 

them had to go to jail for a brief period.  

In 1884 the Brooklyn Elevated was reorganized, taken out of the receivers' hands and successfully 

financed to completion.  This was brought about principally by Frederick Uhlman, who acted as 

Chairman of the Bondholders' Committee.  The first mortgage, which was held by the Farmers' 

Loan and Trust Company, was foreclosed, and on May 12, 1884, the property was bought in by 

Uhlman on behalf of the trustees for the bondholders for $100,000 in excess of the receivers' 

certificates.  On May 29 articles of incorporation were filed for the Brooklyn Elevated Railroad 

Company, with the following named directors: Frederick Uhlman, Alfred J. Pouch, Stephen Pettus, 

Elbert Snedeker, Hugo Rothschilds, Edward Lauterbach, Charles J. G. Hall, Abram J. Hardenberg, 

Leonard Lewisohn, Adolph Landenberg and Henry W. Putnam. On June 1 Putnam was elected 

president, Hall vice-president, Snedeker treasurer and Pettus secretary.  

Thereafter everything went smoothly.  An extension of time was obtained from the Legislature 

and work all along the line was pushed.  The first rail was laid in January, 1885, and on May 13 

following the first five miles of road was placed in operation. Mayor Low, then Brooklyn's Chief 

Magistrate, participated in the opening ceremonies, and the people hailed the first rapid transit 

line with great enthusiasm.  

 




