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REPORT OF THE SPECIAL HOUSE COM M ITTEE TO 
INVESTIGATE THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE UNION 
STREET DRAW BRIDGE BETW EEN THE TOWN OF 
NORWELL AND MARSHFIELD.

k
A u g u s t  16 , 1 9 6 5 .

To the Honorable House of Representatives.

The special House Committee authorized under H. 3965 for 
the purpose of making an investigation and study of the con
struction of the Union Street Bridge between the towns of Norwell 
and Marshfield, having held public hearings on July 14, 1965 and 
July 26, 1965 and having met in executive session make the fol
lowing report.

H is t o r y

In 1953 the legislature was petitioned for authorization for 
the construction of a fixed bridge over the North River on Union 
Street in Plymouth County in the Towns of Norwell and Marsh
field. In 1955 another petition was filed by Senator Newland 
Holmes. In 1956 Representative Nathaniel Tilden filed Llouse 
Bill 2948, a petition of the Plymouth County Commissioners and 
the Towns of Marshfield and Norwell for construction of a fixed 
span bridge. As a result of the filing of this petition, Chapter 658 
of 1956 was enacted, which called for the construction of a draw
bridge not to exceed $250,000 in cost.

The firm of Barnes and Jarnis were retained as engineers for 
9 the project. They drew specifications for the bridge and after 

consultation with the County Engineer, Mr. Louis Perkins, who 
was also employed by the same firm, Barnes and Jarnis, submitted 
them to the Plymouth County Commissioners, who accepted them.

Three proposals were made by the engineering firm: (a) a
limited construction using the same approaches, (b) a more com-



plete construction but including the use of existing trunnions, 
and (c) a completely new bridge except for the foundation.

A combination of Plans b and c were finally used as a result 
of the County Commissioners’ desire to stay within the budget 
cost of $250,000. The plans were approved by the Massachusetts 
Department of Public Works.

Between the fall of 1956 to April of 1961 there were several 
pieces of legislation filed by Barnes and Jarnis; in 1957 to cor
rect clearance and extend time, in 1958 to correct the width and 
extend the time, and in 1960 a bill was filed which increased the 
appropriation to $360,000, and extended the time to 1961. Sub
sequent to the preparation of specifications, construction was let 
out to bid. Two bids were received, the County Commissioners 
accepting the low bid of $250,000 of Builders Ironworks, Incor
porated.

The bridge was open for traffic, but not yet accepted by the 
Plymouth County Commission on June 22, 1962. On June 4, 
1963, with the bridge still not accepted by the County, a heavy 
cement truck drove over the bridge causing damage for which the 
legislature is now being petitioned for authorization to spend the 
sum of $75,000 to repair.

It appears that under tension a bolt holding the trunnion block 
of the draw mechanism broke, causing the trunnion to fall out of 
place and break, making the draw mechanism inoperable.

Suit has been brought by the Plymouth County Commissioners 
and is now pending against Barnes and Jarnis, Incorporated, Con
sulting Engineers; and Builders Ironworks, Contractors.

F i n d i n g s

1. Testimony indicated that an estimated traffic of boats would 
be from twelve to fifteen per weekend, requiring the opening of 
the drawbridge.

2. Originally, action by the County Commissioners was in res
ponse to a petition signed by four boat owners. No public hear
ings were held to determine the necessity of a drawbridge.

3. From the outset it appears that the Plymouth County Com
missioners were either unable to properly supervise, or not in
terested in, the planning and construction of the bridge.

4. No Plymouth Commissioners or their representatives re



viewed the contracts or the specifications and there is no record 
of the County Commissioners watching over the work actually 
being done, and no action other than inquiries, oral in nature, 
to speed up the work to conform with the terms of the contract. 
Legal counsel was not retained by the County Commissioners 
until after the bridge was completed and broke.

5. As a result of this lack of supervision, the work went far 
beyond the contract time.

6. The saving of $6,000 by using the old trunnion in large 
|measure was responsible for the breakdown necessitating expensive

repairs. The decision to use the old trunnion was agreed to by 
the County Commissioners. Testimony has shown that a faulty 
design and an error of judgment on the part of the engineer 
resulted in the failure of the trunnion.

7. From an initial authorized expenditure of $250,000, the cost 
of a completed bridge in working order may well be in excess of 
$450,000.

8. The sum of $75,000 as requested by pending legislation to 
put the bridge in working order, is by Commissioner MacDonald’s 
admission, an arbitrary one, and probably in excess of the amount 
needed. There appears to be no proper appraisal or investigation 
done by knowledgeable people on which to base a legitimate opinion 
of the cost of repairs.

9. No authorization of new expenditures for repairs should be 
made until an accurate appraisal and determination of costs by 
experts can be accomplished.

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

That House Bill #2276 be substituted by a bill authorizing 
the expenditure of a sum not exceeding $5,000.00 for current 
maintenance of the Union Street Bridge and for plans and specifica

tion s  and cost estimates of necessary repairs.

R e p . JOHN R. BUCKLEY,
Chairman.

R e p . PAUL M. M URPHY,
Clerk.

R e p . ROBERT B. AM BLER
R e p . DAVID L. FLYNN



M IN O R ITY REPORT

The purpose of this Commission created by order of the House 
of Representatives (House No. 3965) is “ to determine the reasons 
for the non-operation of the draw on said bridge and other apparent 
engineering irregularities” .

The majority states in its report that under tension a bolt hold
ing the trunnion block of the draw mechanism broke, making the 
mechanism inoperable. This conclusion cannot be faulted. It 
is indeed uncontroverted that the downstream trunnion block ~ 
cracked, and a bolt broke. ®

Nor can this member of the Commission disagree with the 
recommendation of the majority that engineering figures and 
drawings should be obtained this year to determine what would 
be the proper method and cost of repairing the bridge before 
an act is passed to authorize the carrying out of repairs. Cer
tainly, this is the safest and best course to follow.

Regrettably, however, the majority has gone far beyond the 
stated purposes of this investigation, and I must take issue with 
some of the statements and conclusions in their report. For the 
convenience of the reader, I shall take these matters in the ordei 
of their appearance in the report.

First, there is a statement that the County Engineer, Lewis 
Perkins, of Hingham, consulted with the Engineers, Barnes and 
Jarnis of Boston, and that Perkins was an employee of Barnes 
and Jarnis. This has little, if any relevance to the question of 
the breaking of the trunnion. Its presence in the report is ap
parently to create an impression that Perkins negotiated an inside 
deal to gain a lucrative connection for Barnes and Jarnis. The 
fact is that Perkins did some engineering as an independent con
tractor with Barnes and Jarnis, after the bridge design job was 
awarded to that firm. He was not their employee and the en
gineering he did wTas the design of street lines and drainage work 
for the approaches to the bridge, this being the kind of work he^ 
does as County Engineer on many projects. The fact that Barnes 
and Jarnis engaged him for this work indicates nothing irregular.

The majority in its finding number one implies that a draw
bridge was of little importance because of twelve to fifteen boats 
per weekend might make use of it. It should be made a part, of



this report that the North River is a navigable waterway under 
the jurisdiction of the United States of America, and that to 
have closed the stream to traffic would require federal action. 
The presumption in the case of any navigable waterway lies in 
favor of keeping it open.

As regards the majority finding number two, it is misleading 
to report that no hearings were held to determine the necessity 
of a drawbridge. Indeed many hearings were held, these by the 
Joint Committees of the General Court to which the bills for the 

| bridge construction were referred. There was no obligation upon 
the County Commissioners to hold any hearings whatsoever and 
as indicated by the majority third finding, the County Commis
sioners were not the moving force behind the legislation in favor 
of a new workable bridge.

The majority states in its finding number three that “ it appears 
the Plymouth County Commissioners were either unable to super
vise properly, or they were not interested in the planning and 
construction of the bridge.” I do not concur in this finding. The 
fact is that the Commissioners hired excellent engineers to design 
a bridge. They saw to the hiring of an excellent resident engineer 
to supervise the construction, this being Mr. Earl A. Allen of 
Norwell. The bridge did not break because of any defect in 
supervision by the County Commissioners. It failed because of 
an error in judgment by the engineer, which resulted in the re-use 
of inadequate old trunnion parts. In stating that the County 
Commissioners were not “ interested” the majority is twisting the 
meaning of a statement of Commissioner Norman G. MacDonald 
in which he said the Commissioners were not interested in getting 
the job to build the bridge, not that they had no interest in carry
ing out the job as it was given to them by the Legislature.

Further, the majority states in its finding number four “ No 
Plymouth Commissioners or their representatives reviewed the 
contracts or the specifications and there is no record of the County 

„J Commissioners watching over the work actually being done, and 
no action other than inquiries, oral in nature, to speed up the 
work to conform with the terms of the contract. Legal Counsel 
was not retained by the County Commissioners until after the 
bridge was completed and broke” . In reply to this, it should be 
stated that a contract and specifications were drawn by engineers,



whose sole professional interest was to benefit the County of 
Plymouth, their client. The work was supervised by a competent 
resident engineer.

Also, in regard to finding number four, there is nothing to indi
cate counsel should have been retained by the Commissioners 
before the time they did so, that is, when it was necessary to sue 
the engineers and contractors after the failure of the bridge.

As regards finding number five, the speed of the work is not 
under study here, and no conclusions regarding the speed of the 
work or the alleged failure of the Commissioners to oversee were 
before the Commission for discussion. Insinuations to this regard 
should not appear in this report.

In regard to majority finding number six, it should be made : 
clear that all of the evidence taken together indicates that the 
Union Street Bridge failed because of an error in judgment by 
the engineers when they advised the County Commissioners that 
it would be safe and practical to incorporate the old trunnion 
parts in the new bridge. The Commissioners justifiably relied 
on this advice and the parts were so used. On June 4, 1963, a 
heavily loaded concrete mixer truck passed over the bridge, and 
the downstream trunnion block broke under the strain.

In conclusion the record shows there is absolutely no evidence 
produced before this Commission which would tend to show that 
the bridge failed by erason of lapses of any kind on the part of 
the County Commissioners. One can only conclude, after hear
ing the evidence and then reading the report of the majority, 
that the purpose of their report is to portray the Plymouth County 
Commissioners in a bad light through the use of extraneous mate
rial, insinuations of fact, and unfounded conclusions. Paradox
ically, this Commission has provided a good service in bringing 
to light the true facts regarding the Union Street Bridge. These 
true facts should not be permitted to languish unnoticed and un
reported in the pages of the transcript of testimony.

EDW ARD P. KIRBY. $


