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House of Representatives April 27, 1864.

The Committee on Roads and Bridges, to whom was referred
the Petitions of J. N. Bagg and two thousand and three
hundred others, inhabitants of Springfield, West Springfield,
Holyoke, Westfield, Agawam, Blandford, Longmeadow,
Southwick, and Granville; and the Remonstrance of E. A.
Warriner and thirty-four others, of Agawam ; as also the two
Orders offered by Mr. Loomis, of West Springfield, have
considered the same, and

The proprietors of the Springfield Bridge were incorporated
by the Act of February 22, 1803. The Act provided, among
other things, that “ the toll shall commence on the day of the
first opening of said bridge, and shall continue for seventy
years.” “ And the said corporation, at the time of the opening
of said bridge, shall cause a true and just account of the
expenses thereof, and at the end of every three years there-
afterwards, a just and true account of all receipts and disburse-
ments, to be returned into the office of the Secretary of this
Commonwealth. And, after fifty years from the opening of
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said bridge, the general court may regulate the rate of tolls
receivable thereat.” A bridge was built by the proprietors, in
pursuance of their charter, and opened to the public, on the
thirtieth day of October, 1805; and being among the first of
brides, if not the first bridge, across the Connecticut River, the
opening of it, it is stated, was attended with such demonstra-
tions of joy as rendered the occasion a memorable one in the
history of the surrounding community. This first bridge was
destroyed in the year 1814, and in 1815-16, was rebuilt. In
1818, the structure then existing was again, in great part,
swept away by one of the freshets to which the Connecticut
River has been, not unfrequently, subject; and the present
bridge was built in 1818-19. It was in evidence, that the
number of shares in the capital stock of the proprietors was
originally three hundred, and upon these, an assessment of 1130
was made, for the building of the first bridge ; after which,
and early in the history of the enterprise, twenty shares were
surrendered, so far as appears, without consideration, and in
1840, one other share was given up in exchange for a
life-lease of the use of the bridge by the holder; leaving, at the
present time, two hundredand seventy-nine shares, upon which,
as is alleged, and as appears by the books of the corporation,
there has been actually assessed and paid, in the whole, the
sum of two hundred and fifty-two dollars each. To aid in the
building of the present structure, a lottery was projected, and
expressly authorized by law,—the avails of which were about
eleven thousand dollars. The bridge now existing is a covered
structure, twelve hundred and eighty feet in length, built of
very massive timbers, upon stone piers, and though not of
modern style, is pronounced by able and experienced bridge-
builders to be safe. The bridge, it is hardly necessary to say,
has become, by the gradual increase of population of the towns
on the westerly side of the river, occupying lands proverbially
fertile, and, within the observation of the Committee, presenting
the appearance of enterprise and thrift, and especially by the
rapid growth of the city of Springfield, the centre of business
and market of the county,—a very important thoroughfare and
means of communication across theriver. The only other means
of crossing, competing with this at all, being the ferry at Aga-
wam, about one mile below; the Railroad Bridge, which, to
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some extent accommodates foot passengers, about one half mile
above ; and the Cabot Bridge, three miles still farther above.

The petitioners, who appeared by able counsel, contended
that, by reason of this great accession to the amount of travel
over the bridge, a public exigency now exists for greater accom-
modations, and more unrestricted intercommunication, than
are afforded, or seem likely to be afforded, under the present
control and supervision of it. They asked that the bridge be
made free, making the other matters referred to in tire peti-
tions and orders, incidental and wholly subordinate to this ; and
they distinctly disclaimed any wish or intention, in case their
prayer was granted, to deprive the corporation thereby of any
property or franchise without just and full compensation there-
for. They urged that such a measure will only anticipate by
some ton years, the will of the legislature which granted to the
company its charter, a legislature which could hardly have fore-
seen the great changes in population, wealth and business
which have been realized ; and especially they urged, that, dur-
ing that ten years, the interests of the company and the wants
of the public will bo growing more and more diverse. They
contended that the making of this a free bridge would very
materially enhance the value of lands in the villages on the
westerly bank of the river, by insuring the settlement upon
them of business men and men of wealth from Springfield :

and they represented the sentiment of the people of those
villages to be very unanimously and strongly in favor of a free
bridge. They alleged that, for some years last past, there have
been defects in the bridge, and want of liberality in the man-
agement of it in certain respects which wore a source of annoy-
ance to travellers; that the bridge was not always seasonably
covered with snow when sleighing was good outside of it; that
it was, at times, imperfectly lighted, and was often lacking in
cleanliness; that there were holes through the floor of it, to
such extent as to somewhat endanger the traveller ; that the
carriage-track on one side of it was rendered too narrow, by
the carving out from it of a sidewalk, while the sidewalk itself
furnished very meagre accommodation to foot passengers ; that
the grade of the road, as it led to the westerly end of the bridge,
was unreasonably steep ; and especially that the toll-house at
the easterly end of it was in dangerous proximity to the railroad



4 [April,SPRINGFIELD BRIDGE.

track. A great number of witnesses, men of intelligence, and,
for the most part, of candor, representing the several towns
from which the petitions in this case emanate, were introduced
on the part of the petitioners to substantiate these allegations.

The bridge corporation appeared by their counsel, and pro-
testing that by reason of the want of notice to them required
by law, they ought not to be called upon to defend in this
matter, contended that in the earlier history of this undertak-
ing, it was one of disaster and loss to the proprietors who had
sacrificed much, and ventured more, for the public good, when
the prospect of a pecuniary return was far from encouraging ;

that the term designated in their charter for their existence as
a corporation, with authority to exact tolls upon this bridge,
was established for the very purpose of enabling them to secure
the fruits of their enterprise when success should become cer-
tain and fruits attainable; that by the enjoyment of their
franchise for the full term granted to them, they could not hope
to realize more than a reasonable return for the outlay which
they have actually made. And they alleged that the great
increase of population and of business in the city of Springfield,
seemingly creating a sudden exigency for enlarged accommoda-
tions upon this bridge, proceeded from temporary causes and
could not be expected to continue ; that as to the allegations of
defects in the bridge, and shortcomings in the management of
it, so far as these had any foundation in truth, the defects and
shortcomings were occasional and unavoidable ; and they intro-
duced evidence tending to show that in fact such defects did
not exist to the extent alleged or attempted to be proved by the
adverse party.

The Cabot Bridge Corporation also appeared by their pres-
ident, as did also the proprietor of the Agawam Ferry, and
severally remonstrated against any action of the legislature,
having in view the removal of the tolls from the bridge in
question, on the ground that such removal would seriously
impair, if not destroy, their respective franchises.

The several parties in interest were given a patient hearing,
which occupied a number of days, and at its close, upon the
solicitation of both the petitioners and those representing the
corporation, the committee visited Springfield, and made an
examination of the bridge and its surroundings; and now,
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upon mature consideration of all the facts resting in evidence
produced before them, as well as in their own personal obser-
vation, the Committee are of the opinion that the petitioners do
not, in tins branch of the inquiry, present a case requiring
legislative interposition as prayed for. That the petitioners
have some grounds of complaint, the Committee do not doubt.
That inconveniences have been experienced by passengers upon
this bridge, by reason of occasional remissness on the part of
the proprietors, the proprietors themselves admit by their very
endeavor to explain and extenuate the same. If the gas lights
have, now and then, been extinguished in'dark nights, to show
conclusively that it was effected by the wind or by frost, is not
necessarily to show it to be beyond human ingenuity and fore-
sight to prevent such accidents. If, in the matter of snowing
the bridge, there was, now and then, an error, it was not
always an error on the side of extravagance and imprudence.
But the Committee can not help remarking, in this connection,
that the very superabundance of testimony which was brought
to bear upon particular instances of dereliction in these regards,
while it proved the facts beyond controversy, led naturally to
the further inference that they were noticeable and memorable
facts because exceptional. The grade at the westerly end of
the bridge, the holes in the floor and the sidewalk complained
of, did not appear to the Committee to be formidable objections;
the first might be remedied by a very trifling expenditure on
the part of those who have the control of the road ; the last
evinced, at least, a commendable effort on the part of the cor-
poration to compromise the conflicting claims of carriage and
foot passengers, and accommodate both in circumstances
where the field of action was limited. A more commodious
sidewalk is certainly desirable. In relation to the more
important charge of the exposure of travellers to danger,
by the locating of the toll-house near to the railroad track,
it was made to appear that after the taking of the com-
pany’s laud by the railroad corporation, under authority of
law, the bridge company erected the present building at a
greater remove from the end of their bridge and nearer to the
railroad track than the site of their former toll-house, for the
purpose of avoiding, so far as might be, the danger referred to,
and the Committee cannot say that they erred in judgment in
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so doing. And, generally, as to the matters in evidence and
urged by the petitioners against the continuance of the present
ownership and management of this bridge, the Committee are
not convinced that the difficulties experienced by travellers upon
it, for which the corporation are fairly responsible, are yet of so
serious character or so frequent occurrence as, for this cause
wholly or chiefly, to call for or justify the exercise of the sover-
eign right of eminent domain against the will, not to say the
interest, of the corporation. The Committee, moreover, find
no assurance that, under a different ownership and supervision
of the present structure, the public would be relieved of the
grievances complained of. They are, to a degree, incident to
any, the best, management of such a structure, and yet to
demolish the existing substantial covered bridge that it may
give place to an open bridge of more liberal dimensions and
more modern stylo, for several years to come, would be consid-
ered, by the petitioners themselves, doubtful policy, to say the
least. In short, the Committee have grave .doubts whether a
free bridge across the river at this point is yet a practicable
thing; and whether, in view of the present disparity of popula-
tion on the two banks of the river, and especially in view the
diverse condition of that population, on the one side condensed,
on the other scattered over a wide territory, a just and equitable
apportionment of the great burden of supporting such a bridge
upon those who should be benefitted by it, would be deemed
feasible; at all events they have not confidence in their own
ability to make such apportionment.

The Committee are greatly influenced in arriving at the
conclusion above stated, by the consideration urged on the part
of the Cabot Bridge Corporation and the proprietor of the
Agawam Ferry, that a free bridge at this place would bo
ruinous to their respective franchises. The petitioners ask, in
the alternative, that the tolls upon this bridge may be reduced.
The opinion seemed to prevail among them and in the commu-
nity very generally, that the stockholders of this corporation
were realizing an exorbitant income from their franchise, and
were accumulating extravagant profits upon their actual invest-
ment. The impression was a natural one under the circum-
stances, and attributable, mainly, to the fact that the corpora-
tion, in direct contravention of the express requirement of its
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charter, had neglected to furnish to the people the only means
of accurate and reliable information of the real par value of its
shares, and the amount of its receipts. The Committee find,
however, upon examination of the returns which have recently
been filed, and upon other evidence before them, that the stock-
holders have received, in the whole, little more than four per
cent, upon the amount actually paid in. The present rates of
toll upon the bridge are much less than were, in the case of
this very bridge, established by law, and somewhat less than
they are, at the present time, upon the Cabot Bridge; and the
Committee have not been informed, and are not aware of any
bridge, of equal extent, on which the tolls are less. They can-
not, therefore, upon the evidence before them, affirm that the
receipts of the corporation are, at present, excessive, nor pro-
nounce its policy and practice in the matter of exacting tolls,
illiberal. They do not, therefore, recommend legislative action
in the direction prayed for.

The Committee were also directed to inquire whether this
corporation had complied with that provision of their charter
relating to “ triennial returns of receipts and disbursements.”
In this matter there was no controversy about the facts. The
corporation were confessedly in default. They had neglected
to discharge this duty, with a single exception, during the
entire period of their existence as a corporate body, down to
time of the hearing in this case. That it was deemed an
important duty is indicated by the fact that it is expressly and
plainly enjoined in their Act of incorporation. That it is a use-
ful requirement, is abundantly evinced by the history of this
very case, in the mistakes and jealousies to which the omission
to comply with it has naturally given rise. But after the great
lapse of time, during which this omission has been allowed to
pass unnoticed, and, especially, in view of the consideration,
that if the returns now filed are to be taken as true statements
of the financial progress of the corporation, the omission could
hardly have proceeded from any fraudulent or sinister purpose,
the Committee do not believe it to he incumbent upon them to
recommend the adoption of measures whereby government may
avail itself of this cause of forfeiture.

In conclusion the Committee will say, that the petitioners
themselves were not in a position, before them, to bo rigorous
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and exacting in the matter of diligence. It did not appear that
any notice whatsoever was given by them to the corporation, of
their intention to present their petitions. Such failure to
comply with the plain requisitions of the statute, when calling
upon the adverse party to defend, in an investigation so impor-
tant as that involving their entire franchise and their existence
as a corporation, would, alone, have gone very far to lead the
Committee to the conclusions at which they arrive. Their
conclusions, however, are not based upon such ground. The
Committee, therefore, report that it is inexpedient to legislate
upon the orders aforesaid, and that the petitioners have leave
to withdraw.

All which is, in behalf of the Committee, respectfully sub-
mitted by

JONA. WHITE.


