
SENATE . . . .  No. 746

Cbe CommotUnealtt) of Massachusetts

SPECIAL REPORT OF THE DIVISION OF M E T
ROPOLITAN PLANNING AS TO A BRIDGE 
OVER THE M YSTIC RIVER BETW EEN 
BOSTON AND CHELSEA.

D iv is io n  of  M e t r o p o l it a n  P l a n n in g ,
20 So m e r se t  St r e e t , B o s t o n , July 15, 1941.

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives in General Court
assembled.

Chapter 30 of the Resolves of 1941 reads as follows:
C h a p t e r  30.

Resolve providing for I nvestigation by  the D ivision of M et
ropolitan P lanning relative to the A dvisability and Fea
sibility of LAYING OUT AND CONSTRUCTING A BRIDGE OVER THE
M ystic R iver between  the C ities of B oston and Chelsea.

Resolved, That the division of metropolitan planning is hereby 
authorized and directed to investigate the advisability and feasibility 
of the laying out and construction of a bridge over the Mystic river 
from a point at or near City square in the Charlestown district of the 
city of Boston to a point at or near Chelsea square in the city of Chel
sea. Said division shall report to the General Court the results of its 
investigation and its recommendations, if any, together with drafts 
of legislation to carry such recommendations into effect, by filing the 
same with the clerk of the senate on or before July fifteenth in the 
current year. Approved July 3, 1941.

Accordingly, the Division submits its report herewith.

Existing Bridges.

The so-called Chelsea bridges, connecting Chelsea 
Street, Charlestown, and Broadway, Chelsea, form a 
vital link in the highway system from Boston to the 
north. There are in reality three bridges in continuous
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line,— the North Bridge, over the Mystic River; the 
Boston & Maine Viaduct, over the Mystic docks and 
yard; and the South Drawbridge, over the so-called 
South Channel or "Little Mystic River.”

The North Bridge consists of a drawbridge 363 feet 
long, providing two 125-foot channels when opened. In 
1935 the approaches to this bridge (pile structures) were 
rebuilt by the city of Boston.

The Boston & Maine Viaduct, approximately 1,350 
feet in length, is a steel structure carrying a roadway 
44 feet wide. The structure is owned and, with the ex
ception of the wearing surface, is maintained by the 
railroad.

The South Bridge, rebuilt in 1924, has a bascule draw 
span and provides two roadways each about 20 feet in 
width.

T r a f f i c .

River Traffic.

The heavy water-borne traffic passing through the 
North Draw requires frequent openings. In 1940 this 
bridge was opened 6,184 times. It can readily be seen 
that this large number of openings causes much delay 
not only to the vehicular traffic on the bridge but to the 
vessels which must pass through. The South Draw, 
while having a considerably less number of openings, 
1,369, does, nevertheless, also cause serious delay and 
congestion. A complete opening and closing of the North 
Draw at times causes as much as ten minutes delay to 
vehicular traffic. This condition is somewhat relieved 
by the fact that openings, with rare exceptions, are pro
hibited during the morning and evening rush hours.

Street Traffic.

The frequent draw openings above mentioned cause 
serious impediment to the flow of vehicular traffic be
tween Boston and Chelsea. A recent traffic count, 8 a .m . 

July 2 to 8 a .m . July 3, 1941, shows 35,397 vehicles pass
ing over the bridge.
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Previous Studies.
In 1933 a Special Commission, consisting of the Com

missioner and Associate Commissioners of Public Works, 
the bridge engineer of the city of Boston, and the city 
engineers of Chelsea and Revere, made a report to the 
Legislature on this matter. The report, printed as 
House, No. 176 of 1934, suggested three possible solu
tions, as follows:

Scheme 1. —  North Bridge draw to be raised to provide 31 feet 
clearance above high water. This would allow about 40 per cent of 
the vessels then requiring openings to pass under the closed bridge. 
The cost was estimated at 1942,000, including land.

Scheme 2. —  The three bridges to be widened to a width of 80 feet 
and a new North Draw span to be built at 31 feet clearance, at an 
estimated cost of $3,992,000, including land damages.

Scheme 3. ■— A high level bridge with 135 feet clearance which 
would eliminate all draw openings, at an estimated cost of $7,775,000, 
including land.

The commission expressed its preference for the high 
level bridge, but did not recommend it because of the 
then existing economic conditions. It did, however, rec
ommend the repairs to the North Bridge approach, which 
were accomplished, as hereinbefore stated, in 1935.

D escription of Present Plans.

This Division in its present studies has considered two 
plans somewhat similar to those studied by the previous 
commission. Blueprints of each study No. 196-01R and 
No. 196-02R accompany this report.

Scheme 1. High Level Bridge  —  Study No. 196-01R .

This plan provides for a bridge crossing both the 
South Channel and the Mystic River at a height suffi
cient to provide 135 feet clearance above mean high 
water. This height would allow the passage of all ves
sels. It is proposed that the bridge shall be approxi-
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mately 88 feet in overall width, thereby providing two 
roadways 33 feet in width (sufficient to carry three lanes 
of moving traffic in each direction), with a 4-foot divid
ing strip between, and with suitable sidewalks on either 
side. The piers at the Mystic River are shown so located 
as to provide a clear sailing space of 800 feet. This, 
however, would not be entirely available to deep draft 
vessels unless some dredging were done near the Boston 
side. A channel 225 feet in width would be provided 
without additional dredging.

In order to provide suitable access to and egress from 
the bridge certain street widenings and rearrangement of 
traffic would be necessary. At City Square, Charles
town, which is the focal point on the Boston end, it is 
proposed that rotary traffic be provided by means of an 
oval shaped island. Northbound traffic would approach 
the bridge via Chelsea Street, and southbound traffic, on 
leaving the bridge, would follow Adams, Common and 
Park streets, which would be widened to 65 feet, to City 
Square.

The bridge approach would leave the existing grade of 
Chelsea Street at a point near Mount Vernon Street, and 
by means of a viaduct structure on a 5yV per cent grade 
would attain its required height before reaching the South 
Channel. From that point and across the South Chan
nel, the Mystic docks and the Mystic river the full 
height would be maintained passing over the main 
channel. From there it would descend by a 5i5o per 
cent grade following substantially the location of Broad
way to a point near Williams Street, Chelsea, where it 
would meet the existing grade of Winnisimmet Square. 
Here, again, some street widenings and traffic rearrange
ment would be necessary to provide access and egress.

It will be seen that while this scheme eliminates the 
North Bridge, it will still be necessary to keep the South 
Draw and a portion of the Boston & Maine Viaduct in 
operation in order to provide access for trucking to the 
Mystic docks. The estimated costs of this scheme are 
as follows:
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Bridge construction 
Surface construction 
Land damages

$8,527,000
227,000

1,325,000

Total $10,079,000

Scheme 2. —  Low Level Bridge —  Study No. 196-02R.

The estimates of Scheme 1 indicate that an invest
ment of approximately $10,000,000 would be neces
sary to eliminate all draw openings and the resultant de
lays to both vehicular and water-borne traffic. With 
that figure in mind we have attempted to work out an 
arrangement vhich would reduce the number of openings 
to a minimum and provide better facilities than now ex
ist for the movement of highway traffic.

In the opinion of those close to the problem, a bridge 
50 feet above mean high water would permit passage of 
all vessels except large steamships, of which there are 
about five a day. We have therefore worked out a 
scheme providing for that amount of clearance of the 
North Draw span. This plan contemplates a widening 
of the streets and approaches from City Square to a 
width sufficient to accommodate three lanes of moving 
traffic in each direction.

From City Square to Adams Street, the proposed lay
out would be the same as that described in Scheme 1. 
From Adams Street to the South Draw, Chelsea Street 
would be widened to 106 feet as a six-lane divided road
way, with an additional lane on each side for parking. 
The existing South Draw would be widened 33 feet by 
the addition of a two-leaf bascule span. The Boston & 
Maine Viaduct would be widened on its westerly side 
by the addition of a new viaduct of sufficient width to 
provide a 33-foot roadway. No change in grade is con
templated on the South Draw, and only a slight change 
would be necessary to a small part of the viaduct. In 
order to attain the 50-foot clearance over the Mystic 
River it would be necessary to provide new approaches 
thereto from the northerly end of the Boston & Maine 
Viaduct and from the Chelsea end also. The draw span 
proposed would be a four-leaf “ quick opening” bascule
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type, six lanes in width, spanning a 250-foot channel. 
From the approach to Winnisimmet Square, Broadway 
would be widened to 106 feet, similar to that described 
for Chelsea Street, Charlestown. The center strip would 

* be widened into an island at the Naval Hospital gate in 
order to facilitate entrance and exit to the hospital. The 
estimated costs of Scheme 2 are as follows :

Bridge c o n s t r u c t i o n ...............................................$4,160,000
Surface c o n s t r u c t io n ......................................... 326,000
Land d a m a g e s .................................................  781,000

T o t a l ......................................................... $5,267,000

Comparison of the Two Plans.

Scheme 1 will, as stated, provide a swift unimpeded 
flow of vehicular traffic between Charlestown and Bos
ton. It would be of tremendous help to water-borne 
traffic and would permit sailings at all times. (At pres
ent, sailings are sometimes delayed overnight because of 
the risk involved by night passages through the draw 
under certain wind and tide conditions.) The channel 
provided would, because of its width and better location, 
eliminate a difficult situation now existing at the draw, 
due to shoal water on the Chelsea side, just west of the 
bridge. The South Draw would, however, have to be 
kept in service in order to provide access from Charles
town to the Mystic docks.

Scheme 2 would undoubtedly go a long way toward 
relieving the deplorable conditions now existing. The 
widened bridge and highway would carry existing traffic 
very effectively and would have sufficient capacity for 
considerable future increase. The reduction of the draw 
openings to five per day would reduce traffic delays, and 
a bascule type of draw span would cut the time of open
ing to a minimum. At the South Draw there would still 
continue to be some delay.

Conclusion and Recommendations.
i

•!
Either of the two plans would be a marked improve- 

ment over present conditions. Scheme 2, while going a „
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long way in the right direction, would not be a complete 
solution. While a reduction in openings might be de
sirable, there would still be some delay, and a feeling- 
might exist that a thorough job had not been done. 
Then, again, the existence of the draw over the North 
Channel would still influence industries dependent upon 
water transportation against locating above the bridge. 
Furthermore, development of the Mystic River above 
the bridge might cause an increase in the number of 
larger vessels, again causing more openings.

The Division feels that this is a major problem calling 
for major treatment, In spite of its greater cost, we are 
inclined to favor the high level bridge as a complete solu
tion. The low level bridge could at best be considered 
only as a temporary expedient which would eventually 
have to be replaced by a bridge of the high level type. 
We realize that the cities of Boston, Chelsea and Revere 
are in no position to assume the cost of even the low 
level bridge at this time. We also know' that no high
way funds are available for this construction. This prob
lem is perhaps only one of many similar ones existing 
throughout the State at present. The lack of funds does 
not minimize nor eliminate their necessity nor desira
bility. It does seem that this and many other worth
while improvements are doomed to indefinite postpone
ment unless they can be financed in a way that will im
pose no additional burdens upon the State and its mu
nicipalities. To make this a self-liquidating project 
would relieve the public treasury of any obligations and 
would impose no great hardship upon the users of the 
bridge. Assuming its cost at $10,100,000, a state bond 
issue of that amount could be financed and retired and 
the bridge maintained by an annual income of $750,000 
per year. It is estimated that 10,150,000 vehicles per 
year pass over the bridge. On this basis a toll of 10 
cents per average vehicle would be more than sufficient 
to pay all charges. These amounts could be further re
duced if any Federal funds could be made available.

Therefore the Division recommends that Scheme 1, the 
high level bridge, be authorized; that the bridge be laid
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out and actually constructed when the Department of 
Public Works receives proper assurance that steel and 
other vital materials may be obtained; and that it be 
financed by a state bond issue, the interest and retire
ment charges of which and the maintenance costs shall 
be paid by a toll not exceeding 10 cents per average 
vehicle. A draft of a bill to carry this recommendation 
into effect accompanies this report.
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PROPOSED LEGISLATION

C&e Commontoealtf) of S©a00acini0ett0

In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Forty-One.

An A c t  a u t h o r i z i n g  t h e  l a y i n g  o u t  a n d  c o n s t r u c t 

i n g  OF A  HIGH LEV EL BRIDGE OVER THE MYSTIC R IV E R  

AND RELATED H IG H W AY IMPROVEM ENTS IN THE CITIES  

OF BOSTON AND CHELSEA AND THE REM OVAL OF THE  

CHELSEA NORTH BRIDGE.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Repre
sentatives in General Court assembled, and by the 
authority of the same, as follows:

1 Section 1. The department of public works of
2 the commonwealth, hereinafter called the depart-
3 ment, is hereby authorized and directed to lay out
4 and construct a high level bridge without a draw, in
5 a location to be determined by the department, in
6 the cities of Boston and Chelsea, over the Mystic
7 river and across the tracks of the Boston and Maine
8 railroad. Said bridge shall be located substantially
9 as shown on a plan by the division of metropolitan

10 planning entitled ‘ ‘ Proposed Bridge Boston to Chel-
11 sea Scheme 1 High Level Bridge Plan No. 196-01R” ,
12 on file in the office of said division.

1 Section 2. The department is hereby further
2 authorized and directed to provide suitable highway
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3 approaches to said bridge by the laying out and con-
4 structing of such portions as it may determine of
5 public ways hereinafter named to the increased
6 widths indicated: Park street (Charlestown) to a
7 width of not less than sixty-five feet; Common street
8 (Charlestown) to a width of not less than sixty-five
9 feet; Adams street (Charlestown) to a width of not

10 less than sixty-five feet. The department may also
11 construct in City square in Boston a traffic oval and
12 may relocate or widen such other public ways in
13 Boston and Chelsea as it may deem necessary to
14 facilitate the flow of traffic to and from the new
15 bridge authorized by section one of this act.

1 Section 3. The department may, in the name
2 and on behalf of the commonwealth, take by eminent
3 domain under chapter seventy-nine of the General
4 Laws, or acquire by purchase or otherwise, such pub-
5 lie or private lands or railroad land or parts thereof
6 or rights therein and public ways as it may deem
7 necessary for carrying out the provisions of sections
8 one and two, including such land or rights in land as
9 may be necessary for the construction of any drain-

10 age outlets; provided, that no damages shall be paid
11 for public lands so taken.

1 Section 4. Upon completion of the bridge author-
2 ized by section one of this act and its related high-
3 way improvements authorized by section two, the
4 department shall remove or cause to be removed the
5 bridge now or formerly known as the Chelsea north
6 bridge. All parts of said bridge and the appurte-
7 nances between its abutments shall be removed in
8 such manner as will leave no obstruction to naviga-



1941.] SENATE —  No. 746. 11

9 tion in the Mystic river. Any funds received from
10 the sale of material taken from said bridge shall be
11 deposited with the state treasurer for the purpose of
12 reducing the obligations authorized by section six of
13 this act and in the manner prescribed therein.

1 Section 5. The bridge authorized by section one
2 of this act shall, upon completion, become and be
3 maintained as a state highway. The highways au-
4 thorized by section two shall, upon completion, be-
5 come city ways and shall be maintained by the re-
6 spective cities in which they are located.

1 Section 6. To meet the cost of the work author-
2 ized by this act the state treasurer without any other
3 authority than that herein contained shall at one
4 time or from time to time, upon request of the com-
5 missioner of public works, borrow on the credit of
6 the commonwealth such sums not exceeding in the
7 aggregate principal amount ten million, one himdred
8 thousand dollars, as may be required; provided, that
9 if any federal funds are allocated for the purposes of

10 this act, the aforesaid principal amount shall be re-
11 duced by the amount of said federal fimds. The
12 state treasurer shall issue in one or more series, bonds,
13 notes or other forms of written acknowledgments of
14 debt, hereinafter referred to as obligations. Each
15 series shall carry such rates of interest as the state
16 treasurer may determine, with the approval of the
17 governor, and shall be payable serially in such amounts
18 and at such times as the state treasurer may deter-
19 mine, with the approval of the governor; provided,
20 that the principal payments of each series shall be
21 made annually in amounts as nearly equal as may
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22 be. The obligations last payable of any series issued
23 hereunder shall become due not later than twenty
24 years from the date of the obligations of such series.
25 All obligations issued under this act shall be signed
26 by the state treasurer and approved by the governor.
27 All interest payments and payments on account
28 of principal on such obligations shall be paid from
29 the General Fund or ordinary revenue of the com-
30 monwealth.

1 Section 7. Upon completion of the new bridge,
2 the department shall operate the same as a toll bridge,
3 charging at all times such schedule of tolls and charges,
4 to cover as nearly as may be the payments required
5 by section six and in addition thereto the ordinary
6 operating and maintenance costs of the bridge. Such
7 schedule may provide special tolls or charges for the
8 operation by public utilities of passenger buses over
9 said bridge. No tolls shall be charged for the use of

10 the bridge by pedestrians. The initial schedule of
11 tolls and charges shall be established prior to the
12 opening of said bridge for public travel.


