
SENATE.... No. 280.

The Committee on Harbors to whom was committed the order
relative to navigation in Charles and Miller’s Rivers and
Fort Point Channel, and the remonstrance of J. T. Heard
and fifty-one others against closing the draws in said rivers
and channel, together with the report of the committee on
Federal Relations thereon, having duly considered the sub-
ject, submit the following

The question presented is apparently a narrow and simple
one, viz.; whether it is expedient to ask the consent of the
Federal Government to the permanent closing of the draws in
the bridges that span Charles and Miller’s Rivers and Fort
Point Channel. But this involves a wider inquiry, and a care-
ful balancing of great interests, in order that no injustice may
be done, or unwise legislation attempted. The order looks to
the future; its especial object has been accomplished by calling
early attention to a subject of vast importance to more than one-
half the population of the State. This is a new question in the
legislature, but it will doubtless be familiar to our successors,
until some definite and comprehensive plan shall have been
matured for the relief of the traffic over the bridges crossing
these streams.
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What is the evil complained of
Fort Point Channel is a narrow tidal stream between Boston

Proper and South Boston. It is the outlet of the South Bay, so
called, a shallow basin with mud flats at low tide, all of which

limits of Boston. The value of theis now w
cargoes landed at wharves in this bay last year was estimated
at $8,600,000, chiefly lumber, lime, sand and other building
material

Fort Point Channel is now crossed by two railway bridges
(the Old Colony and Newport, and the Boston, Hartford and
Erie), and by four highway bridges. Two more highway
bridges are projected, and will be built when the flats near the
Boston, Hartford and Erie Railway terminus shall have been
occupied and in

Last year 13,325 vessels of all kinds passed through the draws
of those bridges—more than twice the number that passed nine
years ago! To open and close one of these draws for the pai
sage of a vessel occupies from six to twenty-five minutes. The
average time is not less than ten minutes. Frequently, after
the long prevalence of unfavorable winds, when the lower har-
bor is full of vessels, eight or nine of the best hours of the day,
in the aggregate, are consumed in the opening and closing
of the draws; while the public—foot-passengers, trucks, wagons,
horse-cars and other vehicles—are kept wearily waiting in long
lines, ten or twenty minutes at a time. The bridges are old,
narrow and shabby ; the draws are antiquated and slow. They
belong to the age of cocked-hats and flint-lock muskets. Some-
times, on Federal Street Bridge, may be seen a line of cars,
teams and travellers 'on foot, extending in either direction as
far as the eye can reach. A stranger to our system of bridges
would naturally wonder what it was all about, but he would
marvel more when told that it was an occurrence multiplied
from twenty to seventy times a day,—nothing but a little lum-
ber vessel of 150 or 200 tons burden going through the draw !

This is the evil complained of,—an inconvenience which has
grown to be an intolerable nuisance to the people who have
occasion to cross the highway bridges in and near Boston.
Years ago, when the population of South Boston was only
10,000, and the number of vessels passing up Fort Point Chan-
nel but a few hundred annually, this inconvenience was not
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felt. Now, the population of South Boston approximates 50,-
000,—nearly all of whom do business in the city proper; and
they and the vast population behind them, in ward sixteen and
parts of Norfolk and Plymouth Counties, are stopped more
than 13,000 times a year on the Fort Point Channel bridges.
When we consider that 763 horse-cars, filled with passengers,
some 50,000 persons on foot, and more than 16,000 teams each
day pass over these highway bridges, and are subjected to the
interruption of closed gates and open draws, some estimate of
this annoyance can be formed. Men and women of the working
classes lose part of their wages by being delayed a few minutes
during the precious hours of the morning, business men fail to
keep their appointments, and travellers lose their trains and
temper through this interruption.

The railways, too, are more or less affected by it, though
their draws move faster; but they have pecuniary interests on
both sides which balance their complaints. Some 370,000 tons
of freight and 3,173,840 pasf
Fort Point Channel bridges in
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that nothing need be said in reference to it. It runs into
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and Middlesex counties,—the great thoroughfares to the north,
east and west. Complete returns of the traffic are not availa-
ble • but same notion of its magnitude can be had when we
consider that there are 1,500 horse-cars daily, carrying some
20,000 passengers.

The railroads entering the city at that side carried last year
over the bridges across Charles River 1,228,243 tons of freight
and nearly 8,000,000 passengers

The total value of the cargoes that delayed these immense in-
terests at the bridges 10,000 times in the year 1870, was only
$4,762,875 ! Yet here and on Fort Point Channel the “ navi-
gation interest ” claims the right of way over these little marine
highways, no matter how seriously it interferes with the greater
interest, and with this claim we have probably no power to med-
dle further, unless with the consent of the federal government.

The traffic on these waters and on the bridges over them has
more than doubled in ten years, and it is still rapidly incraes-
ing. It is a noteworthy fact that in proportion to the decline
of foreign commerce at the port of Boston, the coastwise trade
has increased. What we have lost in the former we have
doubtless more than gained in the latter. This increase bids
fair to continue ; and as a very large proportion of our coasting
vessels seeks landing places above the bridges, it becomes a ques-
tion of grave moment, what shall be done to afford them proper
accommodation, and at the same time not more seriously im-
pede public travel across the streams. It would be well if the
vessels could pass directly into the interior basins in large num-
bers, and the travelling public as directly, and without delay,
move in and out of the city. To furnish these facilities is to
remove all difficulty—to solve the problem of accommodation
for all interests—to make Charles River basin a convenient and
accessible hive of commerce.

The counsel for the wharf owners, arguing against closing
the draws, predicts that in the course of the year 25,000 vessels
will pass through Fort Point Channel annually, and about the
same number up Charles River. Judging by the past ten years
experience we can see no reason to doubt, that in time even a
greater number will seek entrance to those waters. But before
that times comes the traffic over the bridges will have doubled,
and the conflict between the two interests will have reached a
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crisis. To allow 18,000 vessels to pass through one of our pres-
ent draws takes from seventy to eighty days of the year in the
aggregate. When we come to take one hundred and sixty days
from twice the number of people that now suffer we will begin
to see the end of the “ navigation interest ” in our interior
basins.

What then, in view of these facts, is to be done ? The in-
convenience of the present system is conceded by all, but no
definite remedy has yet been proposed. Some say, our draws
should be improved. But how improved ? We have now, to
be sure, the poorest bridges and slowest-moving draws of any
great city in the world. But our bridges are nearly all too
close together on -Charles River to use any kind except the
“retractile ” or “ parallel-ruler ” draw in the highway bridges.

The oldest of the kind moves slowly enough ; but the latest,
that in the outer Charlestown bridge built on “ scientific prin-
ciples,” at great expense, and with all the modern improve-
ments, is still slower and more unwieldy. It is manifest that
the construction of that draw has not settled this vexatious
question. Unless the best and quickest-moving draws can be
placed in all the bridges on Charles River it would be a mere
waste of money to make the change in any of them, as there is
no water-space for floating vessels between them. Whether a
new location or alignment of the bridges is practicable, or
whether any differentkind of structures can be devised to over-
come the difficulties now presented, your Committee cannot
say ; but one fact seems clearly established, viz. : that there is
a growing conflict between the land and water traffic, and that
unless some change in the present system be made, the public
necessity will at an early day demand the closing of the draws.

But is an application to Congress on the subject expedient at
this time ? When we reflect that there is at least as great an
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good policy to force the issue. To close our draws at the pres-
ent time would shut out at once 25,000 vessels a year; and until
the occupation and improvement of the South Boston flats, an<f
other shoal waters in the bay, it would be impossible to accom-
modate that number elsewhere in Boston Harbor.

The order, however, did not contemplate immediate action,
but rather to first obtain the consent of Congress, and act un-
der it when the proper time arrived ; —in the meantime bridg-
ing the streams on some comprehensive plan of elevated struc-
tures, and experimenting with tunnel and other plans. The
existing structures are too low at high tide to allow the passage
of even a scow or barge ; so “ lightering ” is quite out of the
question.

There is a vast area of available water-frontbelow the bridges,
not yet occupied or improved for wharf purposes ; but dealers
in fuel and building materials prefer to improve and build in
the interior basins, though obliged to pay additional freight for
each bridge on the way up.

While it remains possible to find a remedy in any other mar-
ner, the commerce of these streams should not be disturbed.
Elevated bridges, basin draws, tunnels and other improvements
have been projected or successfully used elsewhere. It should
seem that ingenuity has not yet been overtasked and exhausted
here. It may prove to be enough to merely present this prob-
lem to the engineering and mechanical skill of Massachusetts
to have it solved—to explain the inconvenience and obtain the
remedy. The present system of communication impedes the
growth and checks the prosperity of Boston. While a resident
of Charlestown or South Boston is impatiently waiting at a
drawbridge ten or fifteen minutes for the passage of a schooner,
a resident of Brookline or Newton reaches his home. In point
of time a man living at South Boston Point, Charlestown Neck
or Cambridge, is farther from the State House than if he lived
at Needham, Hyde Park or Braintree. While the question of
rapid transit has been agitating other great cities, while improve-
ments to that end have been progressing in Europe and all over
this continent, we seem to have contented ourselves with the
facilities of a by-gone time. It is strange that while we have
done so much to bring the Great West nearer to Boston, we
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should have suffered communication between Boston and its
suburbs to grow daily more slow and indifferent.

Your Committee, therefore, while agreeing that the time has
not yet come to resort to the closing of the bridge draws, are
unanimously of opinion that there is pressing necessity for
some action in the premises, in order that an immediate remedy
may be found for the great public inconveniences so plainly
proved. They therefore report that it is inexpedient to memo-
rialize Congress on the subject, and, in view of the facts of the
case, ask the adoption of the accompanying Resolve.

Fpr the Committee,

P. A. COLLINS, Chairman.
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Resolved, That the board of harbor commissioners inquire
into the feasibility of constructing tunnels under Charles River
and Port Point Channel, consider what relief can be provided
for the traffic across said river and channel, by a system of im-
proved bi'idges, the use of steam in moving vessels and draws,
or by any other means, and report to the next general court,
with plans and estimates.

In the Year One Thousand Eight Hundred and Seventy-One.

RESOLVE
In relation to the Traffic across Charles River and Fort Point

Channel.
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