RISE
OF THE
IRON LADY

It is as much a symbol of France as a beret or a

e and rise of

baguette. Olivier Chartier charts the r
the Eiffel Tower

Like any Grande Dame exposed to time and the elements, the Eiffel Tower is thankiui for the
occasional face it

Two hundred meters above the ground, a team of painters, ciad in hamess and safety glasses, strip
paint off with hammers. A few months ago, they started painting the tower with some sixty tons of
paint..by hand!

Every seven years, these tightrope-walking painters give the Iron Lady a very special kind of face-

I, After 120 years she deserves it And she has hardly changed a bit, apart from a few missing
girders and a different complexion: practically red when it was buitt, the tower was yeliow for many.
years before taking on the attractive bronze tones that the funambuiist painters are doing their best to
preserve.

‘Yet, when you look t it, you do not notice the color 5o much as the architecture, a kind of 19th
century futuristic rocket shooting p above the Paris rooftops. The object of intense controversy at the
time, the tower very nearly was not bui
Just two weeks after bulding had started, on February 14th 1887, the greatest lving French artists
of the time put their names to an open letter in which they poured scor on the project, caling it
a “gigantic black factory chimney”, a “ghastly pilla of bolted metal", a “nail i the sky" and even a
“suppository full of holes”.

Gustave Eiffel simply replied that “the tower wil be the tallst structure ever buit by man ~ does that
not make it the most magnificent, in its own way? 1 think the tower wil have its own special bealty”.

The engineer was absolutely right: his tower was to remain the highest buiding in the worid unti 1929
~and in 2008, a record seven milfon visitors came to admite .

Not every one knows that, at first, Eifel himself was not convinced by the idea. When engineers
Maurce Koechiin and Emile Nougier had first shown him, three years before, therr plans for a metal
tower, Gustave Eiffel had not seemed in the least bit interested. It was only when his two employees
‘came up with a second version of the project that he took it on board.

F iready for hi il over Europe, then brought hs political
connections into play - with great success, as the government selected Koechin and Nougier's project
to represent France at the 1889 niversal exhibition, being staged in honour of the centenary of the

French Revolution.

“The project was to pass nto posterity, not n the name of the engineers who designed it, but in that
of their boss, Gustave Eifel, who had made sure of a twenty-year option on the tower's commercial
rights.
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At the end of those twenty years the tower was originally destined for demolition, as, in the

minds of those who commissioned i, it was nothing more than a temporary architectural tour

rything

de force of no practical vakie. Aware that this might be the case, Gustave Eiffel did
he couid to make 'his' tower indispensabe.
it was his idea to make the third floor, where he had his office, into a science laboratory,

where aerodynamics and meteorology might be studied. I 1898, the first wireless telegraphic.

communication took place, between the top of the Eiffel Tower and the dome of the

Pantheon, some four Kiometers away in the cenre of Paris.

# technology, albeit i its infancy, and decided to

Atrue visionary, Eifel believed in this n

er would be an ideal place for a miltary telecommunications station. The

suggest that the tow

cession by 70 years.

ted this and extended Eiffels

t accey

governmer

They did well to do so. During the First World War, the transmitters installed on the third floo
ion to take place

ling communic:

of the tow

er had an important strategic role to play, enal
el as picking up the German High Command's

ffand the Front, as

between the Gener:

message of surrender on November 10, 1918, and foiling the plans of the notorious spy, Mata

Harl

in doubt: no-one was thinking of demolishing it any more

The tower's future was no fong

nt con-artist Victor Lustig from seling it by the ton, in 1925, toa

{although this did not p

somewhat gulible scrap-metal merchant, before disappearing with a healthy deposit)

Over the years, the Eiffel Tower has attracted more cranks and eccentrics than crooks of

achute he.

>, tested a

Lustig’s ik, from Franz Reichett, for example, who, in Februar

h hole in the lawn underneath), to

had made, by jumping from the first floor (resulting in a

or all to see on YouTube,

today's base-jumper exploits are avalab

Let us ot forget, either, the aviators of the early 20th century, who fiked to fly round and

round the tower, seeing just how close they could get, o tightrope-walker Philppe P

he river

made his way to the second floor via a 700 metre cable stratched above

Andthen, of course, t who have added climbing the tower's 1,

and beat

to their list of sporting achievements. If you fancy having a go yourself, you might t

by mountain-bike (13min

the record for imbing to the second fioor on foot (8min 51se

58sec) or by unicycle (22 minutes)

Or maybe you'd prefer.coming down from the firt floor in @ wheel-chair (record - 11

will walk in the footsteps of history.

minutes). Whatever your preference, yo
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backstage at the Tower

The characters you meet at the Eiffel Tower add to the

experience, says Olivier Chartier.

You can't take the real one an

Eiffel Tower.
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