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Every work day between 150,000 to 175,000 cars, buses, trucks, and other vehicles jam Route 128, in some spots beyond its capacity, creating massive traffic jams that raise the tempers of commuters and the temperatures of their engines.  To accommodate the growing demands on the road, bridges between Wellesley and Canton are being rebuilt to make room for construction of a fourth lane on both sides, which will eliminate the practice, since 1991, of using the breakdown lane for through traffic.  North of Boston, the intersection of 128 and Route 93 has become one of the busiest in the state with, according to the Mass Highway Department, up to 400,000 vehicles moving through the cloverleaf daily.

Not bad for a highway that was once derided as a “road to nowhere.”

That is what many called the four-lane divided highway proposed in 1934 by William F. Callahan, then the new head of the Department of Public Works, the original name for the Mass Highway Department.  Callahan, about the closest Massachusetts has come to its own Robert Moses, (New York’s prolific road-builder who is credited – and blamed – for that city’s traffic and transit woes,) envisioned a circumferential highway around Boston, connected to a series of radial roads that would lead into the city.  Skepticism abounded, but Callahan had two things in his favor.

First of all, he had cleverly selected a route that avoided town centers.  While this led to the “road to nowhere” appellation, it made it easier for Callahan to acquire land for the road, as well as large swaths on either side for future expansion, which he believed would be necessary once the road was built and businesses began to locate alongside.  Ironically enough, the other was the Great Depression, which had led to a revolution in the role of the federal government in providing state aid, one million dollars of which went to help the state fund the construction of the road.  So, with few objections to be made over cost or land  – and everyone applauding the creation of jobs – construction on Callahan’s road began.

Two sections of Route 128, one between Lynnfield and Peabody and the other around the Dedham and Westwood area, were completed before politics (newly elected Governor Leverett Saltonstall removed Callahan from his DPW post in 1939), recovery (by the early 1940s the Depression was waning and funds from the federal government were drying up), and the advent of U.S. participation in World War Two stopped work for several years.

After the war, politics and the plight of the masses would combine again to resuscitate the highway.  In 1949 newly elected governor Paul Dever reinstated William Callahan to his old post at the helm of the DPW.  And the Depression-era cries for “work and wages” were replaced by calls for wheels and freeways, leading the legislature to approve $400 million in highway bonds between 1949 and 1952, despite the lack, at that time, of federal participation.  Over the course of the next decades the two completed sections of Route 128 would be extended north, south, and in between, so that by 1959 it was one continuous road from Gloucester all the way down to Braintree.

Post-war prosperity, cheap gas, the lure of the suburban dream, and the promise of quick commutes inspired companies to build offices and factories near the highway.  Developments of homes sprang up and towns shuddered under the burden of supplying services such as police, fire, water, and schools.  Even before it was completed Route 128 was widened from four lanes to six, then later, in most places, to eight, as yet another highway – Route 495 – was being planned and built fifteen miles further outside Boston.  Once sparsely traveled, Route 495 now shares many of the same capacity issues as Route 128, and cities and towns around both roads continue to grapple with the burdens brought on by spiraling growth.  Yet these highways, revered by many as catalysts for the prosperity of the 1980s and 1990s (and the hope for renewed prosperity in the future), keep getting widened and their interchanges get bigger.

But the roads have also inspired tough questions from some who fear the escalating demands on dwindling budgets and diminishing open space.  That this issue has become one of widespread concern is demonstrated by two candidates for governor, Shannon O’Brien and Mitt Romney, weighing in on the otherwise arcane subjects of sprawl and growth – and both indicating they are in favor of some form of “smart growth.”  Recently, in a stunning reversal, and under intense pressure from surrounding communities, the Mass Highway Department pulled its study for a mammoth new interchange between Routes 128 and 93.  All signs that we may perhaps be at a crossroads (no pun intended) with respect to our beloved highways.  With a commitment to managing growth and development and to improved mass transit, we may yet avoid a highway-based version of Charlie on the MTA, with no way to get off Bill Callahan’s “road to nowhere.”

- - - - - - - -

Yanni Tsipis and David Kruh’s book, Building Route 128, is due out next year.

