Charter Oak Bridge History
1940 to 2021

Introduction
In conjunction with The I-91 Charter Oak Bridge Project,
that includes two projects designed to reduce
congestion and improve safety in Hartford, East
Hartford, and Wethersfield, the Connecticut Department
of Transportation is developing a platform on which
historical artifacts and visual materials related to this
iconic bridge are preserved for the benefit of public
record and stakeholders, now and in the future.

The Hartford-East Hartford Bridge
The Charter Oak Bridge is one of the three highway
bridges over the Connecticut River in Hartford,
Connecticut. The twin steel stringer bridge carries the
Wilbur Cross Highway (Route 15/U.S. Route 5) over the
river, connecting the downtown city of Hartford with the
Town of East Hartford.
Named for Connecticut's famed Charter Oak, the original
crossing opened as a toll bridge in the early 1940s, allowing
through traffic to pass south of downtown Hartford. It was
replaced by the current bridge in 1991, which is free to
motorists. As of March 2021, it has an average daily traffic
of 79,800 motorists.
History
The first motor vehicle bridge across the Connecticut River
at Hartford was the Bulkeley Bridge, which opened in 1908.
In 1929 the Connecticut General Assembly passed an act
creating a commission to study the need for a second
bridge. The outcome was a proposed new bridge from Main
and Pitkin Streets in East Hartford to Wyllys Street at
Wethersfield Avenue in Hartford. In 1931 the commission
hired a design consultant. The new design was an 800-foot
suspension span, with the eastern end shifted south to Main
Street and Silver Lane. The project went to bid in 1933 and
would cost $4.4 million. However, the Great Depression
struck, banks were closed, and nothing further was done
with the bridge until the decade was nearly over.
With the opening of the Merritt Parkway in 1940 and the
construction of the Wilbur Cross Highway underway, the
General Assembly authorized a new bridge commission,
this time for a toll bridge that would carry the area's first
expressways across the Connecticut River. The commission
studied several sites and arrived at a Silver Lane to
Wawarme Avenue alignment.
In late 1940, construction began.

Above: The I-91 Charter Oak Bridge Project with widened Charter Oak
Bridge—January 2021. Below: Map with the location of the bridge.

Bridge Construction Disaster—1941
On December 4, 1941, disaster struck, when a 222-foo section of the bridge fell into the Connecticut River during construction.
Sixteen men fell to their deaths in the icy river, and 606 tons of steel, including a 176-ton derrick, plummeted into the water. One
body was never recovered, said Larry Larned, a supervising engineer for the state Department of Transportation (DOT). Sixteen
other bridge workers were saved by fellow workers and Hartford firefighters. The late Cal Robinson, an inspector with the DOT's
predecessor, the Connecticut Highway Department, was credited with pulling eight men to shore. Engineers later determined that
the bridge section, erected over the water from the Hartford side, fell as a result of movement in the falsework, the temporary
steel and wood structure used to support the bridge girders until enough had been erected to reach the next pier. The temporary
support structure moved as a result of a shift in the unstable varved clay under the river.

The Hartford-East Hartford Bridge —1942
Despite the December 4, 1941, disaster, the bridge's builder, the American Bridge Company, ordered new steel the same day
the bridge fell, and it was completed on time.
The four-lane The Hartford - East Hartford Bridge (later named the Charter Oak Bridge) and approach highways opened to
traffic on September 5, 1942. At 3,016 feet, it was the longest span continuous plate-girder bridge in the country. Tolls were
collected in both directions at a plaza in East Hartford, side, just west of a cloverleaf at Main Street. Statistics included:



Elevation - 85 feet; Main river span - 842 feet



East Hartford viaduct (over future Route 2) - 1,104 feet



Northwest viaduct - 920 feet. This ramp connected Route 15 south directly to I-91 north. When the bridge was replaced in
1991, this ramp was removed; there is no direct access anymore.



Southwest viaduct - 1070 feet, carrying Route 15 thru lanes.



The entire bridge, including metal railings and narrow metal divider, was painted a brilliant dark blue and cast
ornamental medallions, seen later in this publication, were incorporated into the railings.





In 1948, the designation of state Route 15 was changed, to include a continuous planned expressway, complete in
many places, from Greenwich to Union. This included the Merritt Parkway, the Berlin Turnpike, and the Charter Oak
Bridge, forming at the time Connecticut's most advanced, prominent highway. The bridge carries US 5 to this day along
with Route 15, but also carried US 6 from 1943 to 1970.
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The Charter Oak Bridge 1942 to 1989
When the Route 2 expressway opened around 1960, four ramps were added to connect to Route 15 just ahead of the toll station.
They provided full access to Route 2 to and from the Bridge direction (but not to the northeast). Today only two direct connection
ramps remain, from Route 15 northbound to Route 2 east and west; but before the bridge was replaced, there were mirror-image
ramps across Route 15, guiding Route 2 traffic onto the bridge.
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The American Institute of Steel Construction (AISC) Award– Class II—1942

AISC Competition History - See page 32 for 1942 Charter Oak Bridge Award Page
(Shown Below)
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Original Decorative Construction Features—1942
Castings of malleable iron were commissioned to adorn the railings on both side of the original Charter Oak Bridge.
The castings included four alternating images: the Old State House in Hartford; The Charter Oak; an airplane, symbolizing the
aviation industry; and the First Congregational Church of East Hartford.

When the original bridge was replaced, the railings were dismantled and some of the original medallions were placed in
memorials at Charter Oak Landing. A plaque notes the new bridge’s start date—May 1988, and opening date—August 1991.
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The Bridge Metal Work and Medallions—Plan Sheet 1941
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The Bridge Medallions

Medallions originally were in the railings along the
Charter Oak Bridge. Today (at left) some of the original
medallions and iron work have been refurbished and are
on display at the Connecticut Department of
Transportation headquarters in Newington, CT.
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The Charter Oak Bridge of 1942

From ConnecticutHistory.org—Last State Highway Toll Paid—Today in History: April 28
On April 28, 1989, William Thornton, president of the Manchester Sand & Gravel
Company paid the last state highway toll in Connecticut on the Charter Oak
Bridge. It was a prearranged moment of symmetry for, when the bridge opened in
1942, Thornton had been the first person to pay the toll at just 13 years old.
Connecticut has a long history with toll roads. Between 1792 and 1839, about
100 private turnpike corporations were chartered; they built 1,600 miles of toll roads,
or turnpikes, across the state. These private corporations were businesses that built
and maintained these roads in order to collect fees from travelers.
Fee System Takes its Toll
Connecticut became the second state in the country to form a highway department
in 1895 and by 1908 this department took over the management of 1,000 miles of
roads. Tolls were often used to defray the expense of improvement and
maintenance. By 1955, Connecticut began construction of a 129-mile-long,
controlled-access toll highway connecting New York City to Rhode Island, the
Connecticut Turnpike. The project started before the Federal-Aid Highway Act of
1956, so the eight barrier toll plazas remained in place even after the highway
Toll officer
became an integral part of the Interstate Highway System (I-95).
badge

In 1982, protests from community groups such as “Banish All Tolls” began
pressuring the legislature. The tolls were seen as an unfair barrier to commuters; they wasted gas, caused congestion, and
created noise and hazardous air pollutants. A horrific accident in January 1983 at the Stratford toll plaza added more pressure,
prompting the Connecticut State Highway Department and the legislature to examine the tolls from a safety standpoint. The
decision was made to remove the eight toll plazas on the Connecticut Turnpike and the one on the Bissell Bridge by
December 31, 1985. In 1986 additional legislation required the closure of the tolls on the Merritt and Wilbur Cross parkways by
1988. The Charter Oak Bridge in Hartford has the distinction of collecting the state’s last toll.
The Boothe Memorial Park and Museum contains one of the toll booths removed from the Igor I. Sikorsky Memorial Bridge on
the Merritt Parkway.
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A New Bridge—Construction in the 1980s and 1990s
As traffic increased and the planned beltways (I-291 and I-491) were reduced in scope or cancelled entirely, the state paid
particular attention to the overworked I-84/I-91 interchange and surrounding highways. What eventually came out of this was
added responsibility for the Charter Oak Bridge; it would take over the connections previously served by the Founders Bridge
and two tight ramps to I-91. At the same time, the Charter Oak Bridge was showing its age, both in materials and roadway
design.
After considering alternatives such as widening or adding a parallel span, the state decided to build a new bridge immediately to
the south, and dismantle the old one. Work began in 1988 and the new bridge, free of tolls, opened to traffic on August 8, 1991.
The new 3,400-foot plate-girder bridge has a more modern, conventional look, with reinforced concrete and graceful support
piers. It has several spans measuring 215 feet in length, and has a vertical clearance of 69 feet above the Connecticut River. It
includes six lanes, two shoulders and a protected eight-foot-wide pedestrian walkway on its north side, as well as bicycle and
handicap access from both sides of the river.

Left and below: The new interchange was rebuilt
during the late 1980s and early 1990s along with
the Charter Oak Bridge and the Route 5/15
portions of the Wilbur Cross Highway.

Left: The Charter Oak Bridge etching
1992, by E. Martinez.
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The New Charter Oak Bridge — Opening Ceremony Program 1991
Cover

Back page

Center
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The I-91 Charter Oak Bridge Approach Improvement Project
On June 9, 2015, Governor Dannel Malloy announced a five-year, $200 million construction project to rebuild the interchange
between Route 5/15 and I-91 at the southwest end of the bridge. Although the interchange was rebuilt during the late 1980s and
early 1990s along with the Charter Oak Bridge and the Route 5/15 portions of the Wilbur Cross Highway, traffic along the section
has increased significantly since the reconstruction and the removal of the two connector ramps between I-91 and the Founders
Bridge (CT-2), which is located further north, closer to Downtown Hartford. The Charter Oak Bridge took over these connections
following its replacement in 1991, and became the main southeast bypass of Hartford for traffic traveling on I-91 and I-84. The
project includes the replacement of the single-lane on-ramp from I-91 Northbound to Route 5/15 Northbound (Exit 29) with a
double-lane ramp and the separation of the I-91 and Route 5/15 carriageways, which currently weave with each other for one
mile approaching the interchange. These upgrades will improve connections between I-91 and I-84.

The Charter Oak Bridge itself is not being replaced,
however it has been widened at the southeast side to
accommodate the new I-91 Exit 29 ramp access.

Reserve
Road

Page 11

Charter Oak Bridge — Structural Steel Beams Installation for Route 5/15 NB Widening

N

Above: Facing south, the bridge deck on the new portion of
Route 5/15 NB on the Charter Oak Bridge.

Above: The Charter Oak Bridge new bridge deck on Route
5/15 NB under construction.

Below: The steel girders as seen from the construction site
below the bridge. The existing I-91 NB Exit 29 is on the left.

Below: A group from the Connecticut Society of Civil
Engineers tour the Project site in September.
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Nighttime Erection of Steel Girders Over I-91 NB

Staging area for steel
erection, south of the
Charter Oak Bridge.

New steel girders in place
over I-91 NB for widening
of Route 5/15 NB

New retaining wall
and abutment.

View of new steel girders and
diaphragms from under I-91 NB.
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Charter Oak Bridge Widening

Concrete deck before paving,
and rebar for future parapet.

Paving bridge deck.

View of the structural steel on the
widened bridge (left) and tie-in to
the original bridge (right).

Site of future merge of the onramp onto Route 5/15 NB.

Traffic shifted
from here...

Widened Charter
Oak Bridge

… to here

Left: Both lanes of
Route 5/15 NB traffic
shifted to the right,
onto the widened
Charter Oak Bridge,
on December 15,
2020. This traffic shift
has opened up a new
site for construction
of the future merge of
the on-ramp onto
Route 5/15 NB.
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Future Path for I-91 NB Exit 29; Autumn 2020 Work Summary

N
Traffic shifted to the
right for construction
of future on-ramp

Future site of on-ramp
to Route 5/15 NB

Widened Charter
Oak Bridge

Existing I-91 NB
Exit 29

Exit 89

Future I-91 NB Exit 29
will fly over Route
5/15 SB

Future I-91 NB Exit 29
Off-ramp

Exit 27
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I-91 NB Exit 29 Bridge Construction
Tub girders span the abutments of the future I-91 Exit 29. As steel erection operations required closing one lane of
traffic, for safety, work was done at night. Piers have been wrapped to prevent staining during the time there is no bridge deck in
place to protect them. The final tub girders were set in place on this site during the fall season, allowing for progress on the
construction of the bridge deck.

Installation of tub
girders at night

Below: A view from the abutment at the top of the future bridge with steel tub girders in place before bridge deck installation.

Charter Oak Bridge
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I-91 NB Exit 29 Bridge Deck Construction
Major work on this bridge deck was completed
in the fall of 2020. The stay-in-place forms were
welded in place onto the steal beams. These
forms have foam coverings and shear stud
connectors to join steel girders to the concrete
deck.
Next, rebar was installed in a grid across the
entire deck.
The concrete was pumped up from trucks below.
A deck finishing machine was used to roll over
poured concrete to take it to the proper grade and
cross-slope.

Stay-in-place
forms installed

Work completed by spring 2021:
Rebar installed



Deck and parapet completion



Northern abutment construction



Merge-ramp onto Route 5/15 NB
construction; paving



New Exit 29 relocation opening

Concrete is
pumped up
from street level

Concrete pour
and placement

Workers utilize deck
finishing machine

Concrete bridge deck
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I-91 NB Exit 29 Bridge Deck Construction
Facing south, the bridge deck on
the future I-91 Exit 29, as seen
from the deck of the widened
Charter Oak Bridge.

New bridge deck

Charter Oak Bridge Widening
Construction of the Charter Oak Bridge widening over I-91 NB.

Please see our Website for Info on Current Work: I-91CharterOakBridge.com
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Internal Reference Pages—Working Info only—To be edited later as Resource Page
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charter_Oak_Bridge
Kurumi: The Hartford—East Hartford Bridge—http://www.kurumi.com/roads/ct/br-cob.html
Last State Highway Roll Paid—Today in History: April 28, 1989: https://connecticuthistory.org/last-state-highway-tollpaid-today-in-history/

1941: The Year the Bridge Fell—The Hartford Courant
THE HARTFORD COURANT, December 4, 1991
https://www.courant.com/news/connecticut/hc-xpm-1991-12-04-0000208707-story.html#:~:text=On%20Dec.,the%
20Connecticut%20River%20during%20construction.

New Construction
From DOT website: https://portal.ct.gov/DOT/General/History/Chapter-9-DOT-History
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