Merritt Parkway _ o ' HAER Ho. CT-83° 7

Beginning in Greenwich and . BEEEIREPUARE R PR
running 38 miles to SBtratfaora

Jreenwich :

Fairfieis County

Connecticut

PHO'I’OGRAPH‘S
WRITTEN HISTORICAL AND })Efscmpm DATA
REDUCED COPIES OF MEASURED DRAWINGS .

ey



/G, COMN M ) J= a2, |

{ ¥V

HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD

Location:
Construction Date:
Designer:

Present Owner:
Present Use:

Significance:

Project Information:

MERRITT PARKWAY
HAER No. CT-63

Extends 38 miles from Greenwich to Stratford in Fairfield County, Connecticut
1934-40

George L. Dunkelberger/Connecticut State Highway Department

Connecticut Department of Transportation

Motor highway restricted to non-commercial vehicles

The Merritt Parkway was the first divided-lane, limited-access highway in
Connecticut. As one of the first roads to combine the aesthetics of scenic and
recreational parkways with the efficiency of high-speed motorways, the Merritt
Parkway represents a significant development in the evolution of American
highway design. The ornamentation of the Merritt’s bridges introduced
commercial architecture styles such as Art Deco and Art Moderne into a new
context. By improving access to New York City, the Merritt Parkway played a
crucial role in the rapid commercial and residential development of Fairfield
County in the 1930s and 1940s.

The recording was undertaken during summer 1992 by the Historic American
Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record (HABS/HAER)
Division of the National Park Service in cooperation with ConnDOT, the Federal
Highway Administration, and the Connecticut Historical Commission.

Eric Delony, Chief of HAER, project leader

Sara Amy Leach, HABS Historian, project leader
Jacqueline A. Salame, architect and field supervisor
Gabrielle Esperdy, historian

Todd Thibodeau, historian

Corinne Smith, engineer

Joanne McAllister-Hewlings, landscape architect
Mary Elizabeth Clark, architect technician

B. Devon Perkins, architect technician

Jet Lowe, HAER photographer

/
?

i

e

1

o
U

;



.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Statement of Si Slgmﬁcance o
Methodology .
Acknowledgements and Pl‘OjeCt Informatlon

HISTORY OF THE MERRITT PARKWAY

Chapter 1: ThePuggoseoftheMernttParkway

Traffic Artery . . .
A Public Work .

An Aid to Regxonal Development -

Chapter 2; Legislating and Financing the Merritt
State Legislation . ... .. ............
Financing .

Chapter 3: Planning for a Parkway . .

FalrﬁeldCountyandReglonalPlanmng

The Route

Post Road Honky-Tonk and the Anti-Billboard Movement - - - . .« «« + v oo v voon o

Highway versus Parkway

meWestchesterCOuntyExalﬁple'.II'..'..Z.......ﬁ’.ﬁﬁﬁi'.:ﬁﬁ'.ﬁ'_'.'.'.'_ﬁﬁ'.:

Lobbying for a Parkway .
Parkway Accessories . . . .

Chapter 4: Land Acquisition and Right-of-Way . . ..

Chapter 5: Politics and the Merritt Parkway
Macdonald versus Hurley .. .
Bridges Under Fire . . . .

Highway Department Publlc Relatlons

Chapter 6: The Merritt Parkway Opens .. .. .........
Opening Fanfare . e .
Traffic on the Parkway
The Toll Controversy . . Ce e
The Impact of the Merritt Parkway N
Praise, Criticism, and Boosterism . . . .

DESIGN OF THE MERRITT PARKWAY

Chapter 7: The Merritt Parkway Design Team . . ..
Organization of the Highway Department . .
The Bureau of Engineering and Construction . . .
Highway Department Engineers . ... .. ..

Merritt Parkway
HAER No. CT-63 (Page 2)

=1 A Oh N




Merritt Parkway
HAER No. CT-63 (Page 3)

Highway Architect George L. Dunkelberger .. .. ... ..... ... ... ... ..... ... 54
Bureau of Roadside Development . .. .. .. .. ... ... . it 55
Highway Department Landscape Architects . ... ........ ... ... . ... ........ 57
Chapter 8: Physical Context .. .. . ... . .. . i i e et e e e 59
Fairfield County Topography . . .. .. .. .. . . . i i 59
Existing Conditions . .. .. .. ... . 59
General Description ofthe Parkway . . .. . ... .. ... . i 60
Chapter 9: Planning and Construction . . . .. .. . . it ittt e e e e e 62
SUrveying . . . .. 62
Planning the Right-0f-Way . ... ... ... . . . . . . i it 62
Construction Contracts . .. . .. . . .. it i e e e 63
Clearing, Grading, Cutsand Fills . .. ... ... .. ... . . . .. 63
Paving and Drainage .. .. ... .. . .. e e 65
Chapter 10: Divided-Highway Design .. . .. .. .. .. . . i i it iie 68
Layout of the Roadway .. ... ... ... . .. . ... . i, 69
Medians . . .. .. e e e e e e e 70
s . e e e e e e 70
Inter AN s . . . L e e e e e e e e e 71
Pavements . . .. .. e e e e e e e 72
TUIOULS . . . e e e e e e 73
Chapter 11: Bridges . . ... .o i it i e e e e e e 74
Design--Engineering . ... ... .. i e e e e e 76
Structural Systems--Rigid Frame . . . ... ... .. ... ... ... . . ... 78
Structural Materials—Concrete . . . .. .. ... L L e 80
Bridge Design-—-Architecture . ... .. ... . . . e e 81
Techniques for Bridge Ornamentation .. .. .. .. ... ... ... . ... ... 87
ACLatiONS . o e e e e e e 91
Chapter 12: Service Stations, Maintenance Garage, and TollPlazas .. .. ................ 93
Service SEALONS . . . .. L e e 93
Maintenance Garage ............. e e e e e 96
Toll Plazas . . . . .. oo e e e e e 97
Chapter 13: Signs and Guardrails . .. ... .. .. .. . e 99
N 11 99
Guardrails . . . . ... o e e 100
Chapter 14: LandsCape . . . v .. oo it it ettt e e et et e e e e 103
Designing the Landscape . .. ... ... ... . . . . e 103
Planting Process . . . .. .. .. . e e 108
Bridges . . . e e e e e 111
Medians . .. ... . e 112
Existing Buffer Vegetation . . ... . ... .. . . . . .t it e 113
ROCK Gt . . v v e e e e e e e 113
Slope Treatment . . . .. .. . . e e e e 114
Cutsand Fills . . .. ... e e 114
Scenmic Features . .. .. .. . . . e e e 115



Merritt Parkway
HAER No. CT-63 (Page 4)

Appendix A: Merritt Parkway Construction Contracts .. .. ......... ...« .... .. ... 118
Appendix B: Merritt Parkway Bridges and Buildings .. ... ... ... ... ..., ......... 127

Sourc NSUlted . . . . . e e e e e e e e e



Merritt Parkway
HAER No. CT-63 (Page 5)

CONNECTICUT’S MERRITT PARKWAY:
HISTORY AND DESIGN

Gabrielle Esperdy
HABS Historian

with contributions by

Corinne Smith
HAER Engineer

and

Todd Thibodeau
HAER Historian

Historic American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record
National Park Service
Summer 1992



Merritt Parkway
HAER No. CT-63 (Page 6)

Introduction

Statement of Significance

The roadways and bridges of the Merritt Parkway embody numerous design and construction
technologies developed in the 1920s and 1930s, including a divided-lane roadway, reinforced concrete
pavement, and nearly fifty rigid-frame bridges. Stylistically, the Merritt’s bridges were inspired by trends
prevalent in the commercial architecture of the 1930s, but they introduced styles such as Art Deco and
Art Moderne into a new context--the parkway. Several experimental sculptural forming techniques
explored the ornamental use of concrete on the bridges. In landscaping the right-of-way and the median,
the Merritt’s designers relied on established parkway precedents to integrate the roadway into the existing
countryside and to create a progression of individual and changing vistas. These are achieved by planting
native trees, shrubs, and ground coverings in a contrived-but-naturalistic manner. Within a social
context, the Merritt Parkway had a dramatic impact on southwestern Connecticut by providing a decisive
link between Westchester County and New York City to the south. The Merritt played a crucial part in
the rapid commercial and residential devetopment of Fairfield County in the 1930s and 1940s.

Methodology

The research undertaken for the Merritt Parkway recording project brings together a variety of
primary and secondary source materials, including government reports, articles, drawings, photographs,
and maps. The historians have used these materials to trace the social and political history of the Merritt
and the evolution of the parkway’s design. Because of the Merritt Parkway’s importance in the state of
Connecticut and the surrounding region, much of this material has been preserved in public collections.
However, some key documents are missing. Internal Connecticut State Highway Department (now
Connecticut Department of Transportation) records relating to the construction of the Merritt are lost,
having been destroyed in accordance with a department policy of disposing of documents more than
twenty years old. The minutes of the Merritt Parkway Commission, though stored at the Connecticut
State Library in Hartford, could not be located. At the time of this writing, a search is underway to
locate them.

The history portion of this essay is based on materials prepared by the Connecticut State Highway
Department from the 1930s to the present. These include annual reports, land and road surveys, traffic
studies, and financial statements, as well as press refeases and promotional materials such as tourist maps
and brochures. Articles appearing in numerous Fairfield County town newspapers, principally the
Greenwich Press and the New York Times beginning in the 1920s, were especially useful in developing
a chronology of the planning, politics, and construction of the Merritt Parkway.

The design portion of this essay is based largely on the original drawings of the parkway’s
bridges, roadways, toll plazas, signs, and safety barriers. Unfortunately the original plans for the
landscaping of the parkway are lost--or may have never existed. Therefore, the landscape analysis is
founded on period photographs in the Connecticut Department of Transportation (ConnDOT) collection,
Equally valuable were the procedures manuals, reports, and other publications of the Bureau of Roadside
Development of the Connecticut State Highway Department, whose staff designers were responsible for
landscaping the Merritt. Other sources useful in understanding its landscaped, architectural, and
engineered facets are the many articles about bridge and highway/parkway construction in general, and
the Merritt in particular, published in architecture and engineering journals, especially Engineering News-
Record, Landscape Architecture, and the Journal of the Connecticut Society of Civil Engingers. A
number of these articles were written by members of the Merritt’s design team or other employees of the
Highway Department.
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Each bridge and building associated with the Merritt Parkway (HAER No. CT-63), has been
assigned its own number (which appears parenthetically after it), and is represented by an individual
report and photographs. For a physical description and construction history for each of these structures,
consult the respective report. A list of the structures documented as part of this recording project, and

the number assigned to it, are found in Appendix B: Merritt Parkway Bridges and Buildings (page 127).
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Chapter 1:
The Purpose of the Merriit Parkway

A Traffic Artery

The primary purpose of the Merritt Parkway was to relieve traffic congestion in southwestern
Connecticut, especially on U.S. Route 1, the Boston Post Road, which had become intolerably congested
with motor vehicles following their post World War I proliferation. One of the oldest roads in the
country, the Post Road was one of the most important traffic arteries between Boston and New York; it
was also the most heavily travelled highway in Connecticut, carrying both commercial and passenger
traffic. Connecting the industrial centers of New England with the port of New York, the Post Road was
the primary route by which raw materials entered New England and finished products left it.! Though
a critical commercial corridor, the Post Road was also a major tourist route. As the "Gateway to New
England,” the Post Road carried a steady stream of passenger cars and buses destined for the resort
communities that lined the coast in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts.

By the mid 1920s, there were too many cars and trucks for the road’s two lanes and serious
traffic accidents were on the rise.? The Post Road was quickly reaching its maximum traffic density and
was in critical need of added capacity. Stop lights, installed to regulate the flow of traffic, only added
to the congestion. In addition, the road surface was rapidly deteriorating because of constant use by
heavy trucks and buses. From 1923 to 1931 the Connecticut Highway Department undertook a series
of improvement projects designed to modernize the Post Road and increase its efficiency. Portions of
the road between the New York state line and New Haven were widened to four lanes, straightened,
repaved, and even rerouted around congested town centers in a few places.” Despite these efforts, the
Post Road remained, according to a highway department engineer, "an amazing succession of traffic
lights," which resulted in “frazzled nerves” and complete exhaustion.* As the New York Times
described it, these driving conditions made the Post Road of the 1920s an "historic thoroughfare [that
had] long ago lost its romantic interest."?

In 1926, even as modernization projects were underway, the state highway department began
preliminary studies for a new route to parallel the Post Road. Highway Commissioner John A.
Macdonald first proposed such a parallel route in a 1923 address to the Bridgepoct Chamber of
Commerce. He advanced the idea of an express "superhighway" for passenger cars starting at the state
line in Greenwich and continuing to New Haven.® Fifty miles long, 36’ wide, 9" thick, with an 80’

' C. G. Nichols, "The Merritt Parkway,"” Roads and Streets (March 1940}, 66.

2 The 35-mile stretch of the Post Road in Fairfield County was only one-twenty-fifth of the state’s trunk-line system;, but it produced one-fifth
of all deaths and injuries that occurred in the state. See Fairfield County Planning Association, "Safety and the Merritt Parkway,” Memitt
Packway Number (February 1934): 12,

3 Iohn A. Macdonald, “The Merritt Parkway,” in Highway Commissioner's Bieninial Report (Hartford: State Highway Department, 1940),
126.

* Warren M. Creamer, "The Mermitt Parkway: Queen of Turnpikes,” Connecticut Highways 4 (July 1962): 3.
* "Connecticut Opens Merritt Parkway,” New York Times, 30 June 1938, p. 25 (1).

¢ Quoted in Mary Louise King, "New Canaan and the Merritt Packway,” New Canaan Historical Society Annual 11 (1990-91): 11.
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right-of-way, the route would be built inland from the Post Road, far from the populous centers of the
coastal towns. For Macdonald, constructing a new parallel route and widening the Post Road were two
solutions to the same problem because "neither, of itself, would satisfy the present and future traffic
requirements. "’

Though it was Macdonald’s paraliel route that eventually became the Merritt Parkway, his was
not the first such proposal. As early as 1907, the Connecticut Automobile Parkway Corporation received
a charter to build and operate an "automobile boulevard” between New York and Boston. Though never
realized, the boulevard was to parallel the Post Road through Fairfield and New Haven counties with
grade separations at intersections with all public highways and railroad tracks.®

Macdonald derived his inland parallel route from a proposal by his predecessor at the highway
department, Commissioner Charles J. Bennett. Prior to 1923, Bennett recommended that a shoreline
truck route be built parallel to the Post Road, thus leaving the old route free for passenger traffic only.
After Macdonald took office he continued to study the truck route, but eventually abandoned it for two
reasons. First, he did not believe that industries already established along the Post Road would relocate
to a new route and, second, the cost of the right-of-way in the long-settled shoreline area would have
been prohibitive.® Despite Macdonald’s rejection of a state-sponsored truck route, some individual
Fairfield County communities continued to investigate truck routes well into the 1930s. In 1934, for
example, Norwalk’s City Planning Commission prepared sketches for a truck highway parallel to the New
York, New Haven, and Hartford Railroad that was intended to pull traffic directly from the Post Road.
Significantly, given the Merritt’s subsequent development, Norwalk’s truck highway was separated from
residential development with a 100° buffer strip intended to increase property values along the existing
railroad right-of-way.'

As Connecticut’s traffic problems became more acute and improvements to the Post Road proved
inadequate, the parallel route gained support from local politicians, civic leaders, and regional planners,
alike. This regional support is best understood in light of the geographic origin of traffic in southwestern
Connecticut, namely Fairfield County. Connecticut had long realized that because of geographic
proximity its road and highway system was intertwined with that of New York State. Traffic surveys
of the late 1920s showed that the majority of cars on the Post Road did not originate in Connecticut, but
rather from “territory west of the Hudson River, from metropolitan New York, and from the South.""
Commissioner Macdonald went so far as to state that the parallel route was "being forced upon”
Connecticut by traffic from New York."

The Regional Plan Association of New York understood this relationship and promoted a parallel
route even before Macdonald did. The regional plan, formulated in 1921, was designed to "treat as one

7 John A. Macdonald, "The Merritt Packway,"” Connecticut Sogicty of Civil Engineers Annual 2 (1938): 22.

® Conmecticut Automobile Parkway Corporation, Proposed Charter for New York and Boston Automobile Boulevard (Hartford, 1907), 5-9.
The charter empowered the Parkway Corporation to purchase or condemn all Jand needed for the route and to issue bonds o pay for the road.
In later debates over the Merritt Parkway, land purchase, condemnation, and bond issues played a central role.

? Nichols, 66.
1 George J. Comstock, "Truck Highways and Trailways Planned for Connecticut,” American City January 1935), 63.

"' Macdonald, Highway Commissioner’s Biennial Report, 126,

? Macdonald, Connecticut Society of Civil Engineers Apnual, 22. Such out-of-state traffic was often described as "foreign.” See for
example "Connecticut’s Charms, " editorial, New York Times, 17 March 1929, p. 4 (3).
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unit in planning those communities which are industrially and socially interdependent.” Located within
a 100-mile radius of New York City, Fairfield County was included in the plan as part of the New York
metropolitan region along with Westchester County and western Long Island. The major goal of the
Regional Plan was to provide a system of new railroads, highways, rapid transit, and parkways.” It
advocated new highways and parkways that separated the car and truck traffic of the old major roads and
favored new routes, like Macdonald’s parallel route, built to "divert traffic from or around populous
centers" with grade separation of local streets." The initial regional plan suggested a parallel truck
route in its scheme for regional trunk-line highways; a 1928 revision included a parallel passenger-car
route in its plan for a regional highway system, showing the new route as a northwest continuation of
Westchester County’s Hutchinson River Parkway.™

Fairfield County’s inclusion within the New York metropolitan region was spurred on by the
construction of Long Island and Westchester County parkways in the 1920s: Northern and Southern State
and Wantagh in the former, and Bronx River, Sawmill River, Hutchinson River, and Cross-County in
the latter. After their completion, commercial, commuter, and recreational travel between Connecticut
and New York greatly increased. Traffic studies showed that the Cross County and Hutchinson River
parkways, in particular, were the two tnost important thoroughfares connecting Connecticut and New
York.'* With divided lanes and grade separations, these parkways enabled motorists from New York
City and Westchester to travel quickly and efficiently to Connecticut. Unfortunately, upon reaching the
Connecticut border, motorists were forced onto local roads. Unless drivers were familiar with the back
roads, the only possible route through Connecticut was the congested and dangerous Post Road. The
proposed parallel road offered a dramatic alternative by extending the chain of express routes, thus
enabling safe and speedy travel from New York City to New England. By the late 1920s the parallel
route had gained widespread public support because it promised to relieve Fairfield County’s traffic
congestion with a new highway designed to provide "faster passage more safely.”!” With the onset of
the Depression however, the parallel route gained an equal amount of support because its construction
promised Fairfield County unemployment relief and economic recovery.

A Public Work

During the Depression, road construction projects ranked high among public works because of
the job opportunities they provided for large numbers of both unemployed and unskilled workers. In
Connecticut, as early as 1930, Highway Commissioner Macdonald realized the potential of road
construction for unemployment relief. According to department press releases, he ordered that all
scheduled highway work be “moved forward as rapidly as the department could formulate plans and specs
for construction," with the specific intention of "aiding the jobless, "

3 The ABCs of the Regional Plan (New York: Regional Plan Association, 1932), 10,

¥ Regiona) Plag of New York and Hs Eavirons, vol. 3 (New York: Regional Plan Association Inc., 1923), 24.

'* From Flan to Reality: A Report of Four Years’ Progress on the Regional Development of New York and lts Environs (New York:
Regional Plan Association, 1933), 37, 55.

¥ Warren M. Creaner, Report of a Preliminary Swudy for the Constiruction of a Relief Highway to Alleviate Congestion on U.8. Route 1
Between Greepwich and Brideeport (Hartford: State Highway Depanment, January 1943), 68,

7 "Conditions of Trsnsportation Require Express Motor Ways,” New York Times, 4 January 1931, p. 25 (10).

'8 State Highway Department, press release, 17 December 1930 and 29 December 1930 (Hartford).
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If regular highway department construction and repair projects provided tangible unemployment
relief, a road of the Merritt’s scale was guaranteed to provide benefits many times greater. In 1935 the
highway department estimated that the construction of the Merritt would employ some 2,000 men for
approximately two years.” To justify the enormous expenditures of capital necessary for a large-scale
project like the Merritt, public-works advocates pointed out that such projects represented “needful and
economically sound addition(s) to community facilities."® From Connecticut’s point of view, the money
needed to build the Merritt would have to be spent anyway on unemployment relief. By employing
thousands of workers in the Merritt’s construction, the state was simply securing a return on its
investment in unemployment refief.*

Aside from the workers employed directly in construction, the Merritt project would stimulate
employment in all sectors of state’s building industry, as contracts were let for grading, road laying,
bridge construction, and landscaping. In light of these benefits, many Connecticut citizens saw the
immediate construction of the Merritt as a valuable emergency measure in the best interest of the whole
state. The construction of the Merritt also made Connecticut eligible for a portion of federal funds then
being channelled into public road projects nationwide. The possibility of obtaining federal funds was one
of the %rucial factors that enabled Commissioner Macdonald to turn the parallel route from plan to
reality.

An Aid to Regional Development

In a 1935 press conference, Governor Wilbur Cross explained the threefold purpose of the
Merritt: in addition to providing a major traffic artery and thousands of jobs, the parkway would aid in
“the progressive and forward-looking development of Fairfield County.“® If the governor neglected
to explain exactly what he meant by forward-looking development, he was not alone. Similarly vague
espousals came from bureaucrats and regional planners alike, who described the Merritt as "a great boon"
and a “"vital factor” in the county’s development.”® What such platitudes really meant is well-articulated
by Robert Caro in The Powerbroker. Though discussing the impact of parkways on Westchester and
Long Island, his assessment is equally valid for Fairfield County:

Sleepy countrysides long static because of their inaccessibility suddenly became desirable locations
for factories and housing developments when a parkway brought them close to a city or large
town. Land in these areas suddenly became valuable.”

? William J. Walsh, "Cross Signs Parkway Bill, Asks Speed in Construction,” Bridgeport Post, 13 June 1935, p. 1. Prior to 1935 same
300 men were employed clearing the right-of-way. Sce "Merritt Job at Halfway Mack; Employs 300 Men," Daily News-Graphic, 24 November
1934,p. 1.

 John P. Hogan, "We can Relieve Unemployment through Public Works," Betler Roads (April 1933), 18.
2 "County (.0.P. Acts on Highway Layout,” Greenwich Press, 25 October 1934, p. 11.

2 A. Earl Wood, "The Merritt Parkway History and Plan,” Connecticut State Journal, August 1935, 33. Seec Chapter 2 for a complete
discussion of federal funding.

= Walsh, 1.

# Macdonald, Highway Commissioner's Biennial Report, 126; Regional Plan Association report quoted in "Steady Growth Seen for Fairfield
County, " New York Times, 6 September 1936, p. 5 (2).

¥ Robert Caro, The Powerbroker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1974), 207.
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The Merritt Parkway would bring Fairfield County close to one city in particular, New York.
Fairfield County had always been susceptible to the influences of development in New York City.
Indeed, the Fairfield County Planning Association considered New York the most important influence
on the county’s growth and development.” During the booming 1920s, county property values
increased by almost 90 percent, rising from an assessed valuation of $516,496,887 in 1920 to
$966,770,711 in 1930.7 Most of this increase was attributed to the growth of New York City. In 1926
the New_York Times reported that the growth of New York had a double impact on the county, turning
it into a haven for commuters and industries, both of which wanted to be close to the city.® That same
year a highway department engineer predicted the kind of development the construction of the parallel
road would spur. The surrounding area would turn into a “high-class residential district," serving New
York commuters.® This would result in increased real estate values and, of course, increased tax
revenues for state coffers.

In the 1930s, as property values gradually declined, Fairfield County officials anxiously looked
for ways to stimulate them back to pre-Depression levels. The construction of the Merritt offered a direct
means of achieving this, When completed, the parkway would open to development the self-described
“hinterlands” of Fairfield County, thousands of acres of land in what had recently been nearly
inaccessible countryside and farmland.™ One Connecticut realtor viewed the Merritt as a "marked
impetus to real estate development,” predicting that land adjacent to the parkway would be sold off in
five- and ten-acre Iots to meet the growing demand for suitable “country homes with acreage.”
Potential real estate value increases were even used to urge the Merritt's completion:

The increased values in real estate along the route will come from a completed highway--not from
a partially completed project. Why wait ten years, with millions [of dollars] tied up, before
realizing a return on the investment?*

Whether such an argument was as convincing as the simultaneous calls for relief from traffic congestion
or unemployment is unknown, But regardless of its purpose, the Merritt Parkway did indeed “control
the future of Fairfield County."*

26 The other influences were Atlantic Seaboard wraffic and transportation and the county’s own development. See Fairfield County Planning
Asgociation, "Digest,” Fairfield: The Ficst Planned County in New England (June 1933):3,

¥ Figures are for the county as a whole, Cited in Creamer, Report of a Preliminary Sudy, 110
2 "New York’s Growth Aids CT,” Mew York Times, 25 July 1926, p. 15 (10).
# "To Widen Boston Post Road,” New York Times, 17 February 1926, p. 3 (1).

¥ See "The Merritt Highway," editodal, New York Times, 3 June 1935, p. 16 (13, Helen Binney Kitchel, "Story of the Mervitt Pacloway,
Part 1," Greenwich Press, 24 March 1938, p. 6.

3 "Will Help Connecticut,” New York Times, 17 December 1933, p. 6 (10 & 12).

% "Memitt Highway,” Greenwich Press, 1 December 1932, p. 6.

* Merritt Parkway Number, 6-7.
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Chapter 2:
Legislating and Financin, Merritt Parkwa

State Legislation

However severe traffic congestion on the Boston Post Road and however intense lobbying efforts
of parallel route supporters, plans for the Merritt remained unrealized until legislative action was taken,
Only after the Connecticut General Assembly passed a succession of special acts, during a decade of
intense debate over the cost and location of the proposed route, did the Merritt Parkway become a reality.
By the mid 1920s, the idea of a parallel route had been circulating for some time, endorsed by regional
planners, road engineers, and politicians alike. In 1925, with the passage of House Bill 483, the
Assembly began to seriously consider the idea. This bill appropriated $15,000 for Highway
Commissioner Macdonald to use "in surveying for a parallel route to the Boston Post Road from
Bridgeport to the New York State line.™

Two years later, under increasing pressure from Commissioner Macdonald and regional planning
groups, the Assembly passed House Bill 803, authorizing the construction of a trunk line highway through
Fairfield County, passing "somewhere in the vicinity of Bridgeport to a point somewhere in the vicinity
of Glenville."? Though the bill authorized the Highway Department to begin construction immediately
by using already appropriated trunk line funds, no formal action was taken. Indeed, the only immediate
result seems to have been the decision, through lobbying efforts of Fairfield County Republicans to name
the proposed highway after U.S. Representative Schuyler Merritt.

By 1929, the Merritt Highway, as it was now known, was no closer to actual construction. The
delay seems to have been partially caused by the highway commissioner himself. Macdonald evidently
felt that additional state appropriations, beyond those in the yearly trunk-line budget, were necessary if
the highway was to be built quickly and efficiently. To arouse public opinion and hence spur the
Assembly into action, Macdonald enlisted Senator Charles J. Arrigoni to introduce a bill to repeal the
1927 act.®> Though defeated as expected, the bill stimulated efforts to expedite the construction of the
Merritt. Equally expeditious was the fact that 1930 was an election year and state politicians were
anxious to advance a project supported by the majority of voters in Fairfield County, if not Connecticut.
Not surprisingly, during the 1930-31 session, the Assembly quickly passed three bills concerning the
Merritt.

The first bill passed, House Bill 660, directed the Highway Commissioner to lay out a highway
from Stratford to Greenwich which, when complete would be part of the state’s trunk-line system of

! Connecticut General Assembly, House Bill 483: Ap Act Concerning Appropriation for Surveys, Jannary 1925,

* Connecticut General Assembly, House Bill 803: An_Act Concerning the Trunk Line System, fanuary 1927.

? This according 1o Stale Rep. Kitchel from Greenwich, who spoke with Arrigoni about the bill. See Helen Binney Kiichel, "The Story of
the Merritt Parkway, Part 2," Greenwich Press, 31 March 1938, p. 12.
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highways.* The significance of Bill 660 lay in its careful wording. By using the term "lay out"
(meaning the marking of the land in preparation for subsequent building) the bill specitically authorized
the first stage of construction of the Merritt, something that previous legislation had failed to do. In May
1931, to further assure the public that plans for the new highway were well underway, the Assembly
approved House Bill 613, creating the Merritt Highway Commission.® The commission consisted of nine
members appointed by the governor, as well as the highway commissioner ex officio. The bill
recommended that the Highway Department and the State Park and Forest Commission delegate all
control over the land through which the highway ran to the Merritt Highway Commission. This
accomplished, the commission was then charged with exclusive control and supervision of the
beautification of the roadside right-of-way as well as the licensing of concessions along the highway. The
bill further authorized the commission to supervise the expenditure of all money appropriated by Fairfield
County for the development of the highway and the adjacent land. Finally, the commission was to issue
all traffic rules and regulations governing the use of the Merritt.

Though Bill 613 appeared to give the Merritt Highway Commission broad powers to supervise
the construction of the Merritt, its authority was challenged once construction was underway. According
to the bill’s wording, the commission’s authority began “when said Merritt Highway shall be
constructed.” Commission members interpreted this to mean that they would be involved in all stages
of construction:

We had assumed that the commission would confer with, advise and assist the highway department
upon questions of design, location, landscaping and such problems that the drafters of the bill had
intended the commission to be an accessory before and during, as well as "after the act.

The Connecticut Attorney General had other ideas however, contending that the commission had no
authority over the Merritt until after construction was completed.” His decision effectively relegated the
commission from a supervisory position to an advisory one, reaffirming that the ultimate control of the
Merritt was in the hands of the highway commissioner.? The Merritt Highway Commission was free
to make recommendations during the construction of the Merritt, but the highway commissioner was
under no obligation to accept them.’

* Connecticut General Assembly, Special Act 314 (House Bill 660): An Act Concerning the Laying Out of a Highway, 1 May 1931,

 Connecticut General Assembly, Special Act 408 (House Bill 613}: An Act Creating the Merrit Highway Commission, 19 May 1931.

§ Kitchel, "Story of the Merritt Parkway, Part 3," Greepwich Press, 7 April 1938, p. 19,
7 "Attorney General Rules Macdonsld Does Not Have to Consult the Merritt Commission, * Greenwich Press, 14 December 1933, p. 15,

& A 1937 repont issued by the State Reorganization Commission stated that the "Highway Department has full responsibility for location,
design and construction of the highway, just as of any other trunk-line highway." Quoted in "Plans Big Highway for Connecticut,” New York
Times, 7 February 1937, p. 8 (2).

* 1In 1935 Rep. Kirchel introduced a bill to expand the commission’s powers. See Chapter 3.
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Financing

With the highway’s layout authorized and a special commission empowered at least in name, the
Assembly finally appropriated funds specifically for the Merritt with House Bill 512, which it approved
at the end of May 1931, Bill 512 allocated funds to the Highway Department to purchase land for the
right-of-way and to begin preliminary construction of the highway.™ As introduced the bill contained
an appropriation of $4 million, but when approved in the House the amount had dwindled to only $1
million, the first of many Merritt appropriations decreased through floor debate.

Despite this appropriation, work on the Merritt proceeded very slowly in the following years.
In 1932 several politicians, including U.S. Congressman Schuyler Merritt and Fairfield County
Commissioner Rex B. DeLacour, pointed out that at the present appropriation rate of $1 million per year
it would take ten years to build the highway." Unsatisfied with this prospect, they called for additional
funding measures which would permit immediate construction of the Merritt to be completed in a few
years. Among the financing plans being considered were a federal loan from the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation and a bond issue, both of which, according to optimistic supporters, would enable
construction to be completed in just one year. Under both plans the Merritt would become a toll road
for as many years as it took to liquidate the debt. Several state legislators advocated an increased
gasoline tax to pay for the Merritt but this idea was rejected.

Late in 1933 Governor Cross and Commissioner Macdonald announced that the Merritt would
cost $15 million to complete and that they were prepared to let construction contracts immediately,
pending a grant application for Federal Emergency Relief from the Public Works Administration
(PWA)."? In spring 1934, a $347,000 PWA grant was approved for grading and bridges along seven
miles of the highway in Greenwich and Trumbull with an additional grant of $91,077 awarded later the
same year.” While these federal grants were a welcome addition to the yearly appropriations, they
hardly silenced calls for further funding, particularly since the highway’s newly projected cost meant that
the Merritt would now take fifteen years to complete. Because the Merritt was urgently needed as a
traffic artery a fifteen-year construction plan was unacceptable. In addition, the money already spent,
some $5 million by 1935, was viewed as "an absolutely nonproductive investment" and a "direct loss to
the state.” Increasingly, state and county officials pressed for an immediate solution to the funding
problem, Throughout 1935, the most popular solution to gain support was a proposal to pay for the
Merritt with a $15 million bond issue.

Prior to 1935, Connecticut had paid for the Merritt through "pay-as-you-go" financing. Pay-as-
you-go adherents generally disapproved of bond issues, believing it was unfair to ask future generations

% Connecticut General Assembly. House Bill 512: An Act Conceming an Appropriation for the Merritt Highway, 25 May 1931.

" “Merritt Favora Loan to Finance Highway Costs,” Greenwich Press, 15 December 1932, p. 3; "The Merritt Highway," Greenwich Press,
1 Decernber 1932, p. 6.

'z “$15 Million for Highway,"” Mew York Times, 2 November 1933, p. 21 ().

B *"Way Now Open for Start of Highway," Greenwich Press, 1 March 1934, p. 9; John A. Macdonald, “The Merritt Parkway," in Highway
Commissioner’s Biennial Report (Hartford: State Highway Department, 1940), 127.

#* *Urge Rond Issue for Merritt Road,” Greenwich Press, 26 March 1935, p. 1.
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of highway users to pay for facilities that an earlier generation had built and used.” That Connecticut
consistently subscribed to this policy was noted by the New York Times in an article discussing the state’s
steadfast refusal to issue bonds.’® Rep. Kitchel believed that the policy was a partisan issue, stating that
Republicans did not generally support the use of bonds.”” Given this climate, it is not surprising that
all of the Merritt bond-issue bills introduced to the General Assembly since 1933 had been defeated.

Using bond issues to pay for major roads was hardly an innovative concept. In the 1920s, for
example, Robert Moses had used bond issues to finance his parkways through Westchester County and
Long Island. Throughout the 1930s the pros and cons of highway financing with bonds were widely
debated. Bond supporters argued that borrowing money to build a road immediately made great sense
because even as the state was paying for the road, motorists would benefit from it. Though this social
advantage was appealing, proponents asserted that there was an economic advantage to bond issues as
well. In a paper delivered to the Highway Research Board, T. H. Cutler noted that bond issues could
actually reduce the cost of road construction: the annual increases in materials and labor factored into the
cost of road financed by pay-as-you-go did not apply to a road financed with bonds.”® According to
Better Roads, a magazine to which the Highway Department subscribed, the Depression made this more
valid than ever before. In 1932 the magazine urged state highway commissions to take advantage of the
low cost of materials and labor caused by the Depression by issuing bonds to build roads immediately.”
That same year, in a speech before the Fairfield County Planning Association, Schuyler Merritt urged
the very same thing.

Just before the end of the 1935 session of the General Assembly, a bill authorizing Fairfield
County to issue $15 million in bonds to complete the Merritt was quietly brought before the state’s
Roads, Bridges and Rivers Committee, which quickly reported favorably on it. On May 31, after much
persuasion by Fairfield County senators, a bi-partisan majority of the Assembly voted to pass the bill,
a feat the Bridgeport Post described as a "legislative coup."” Even the staunchest pay-as-you-go
advocates had come to believe that the benefits of building the Merritt quickly with borrowed money
outweighed any drawbacks:

If such intangible qualities as convenience, safety, enjoyment can be measured against solids like
interest ot carrying charges of the loan they would far outweigh them. Add to this the increased

¥ Haery Tucker and Mare C. Leager, Highway Economics (Scranton, PA: International Textbook Company, 1942), 64.
oy ger, Righwiay beonomics

16 *Bond Issue Looms for Connecticut,” New York Times, 23 December 1934, p. 6 (4). Between 1919 and 1942 only four bond issues,
including that for the Merritt, were made to finance individual Connecticut Highway Department projects.

7 Kitchel, "Story of the Mersitt, Part 7," Greenwich Press, 5 May 1938, p. 11.

8 T, H. Cutler, “Financing a State Road System with Boads,” in Proceedings of the Bth Annual Meeting of the Highway Research Board
(Washington: Highway Research Board, 1929), 70.

® D. B, Levi, "Road Bond Issnes a3 Related 1o Prevailing Low Prices,” Better Roads (February 1932), 26.

¥ Witliam J. Walsh, "Cross Signs Parkway Bill, Asks Speed in Construction,” Bridgeport Post, 13 June 1935, p. 1.
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revenue from real estate and encouragement of new building and the scales were unquestionably
more than balanced. ™

As passed, the bill that became Section 537¢ of the General Statutes stipulated that once the $15 million
in bonds were issued, the debt would be amortized from the Highway Department’s annual budget.
Beginning with fiscal year 1936 and continuing for the next fifteen years, the department would pay §1
million to Fairfield County, which the county in turn would use to retire the bonds. Eventually, the
bonds were sold in two issues, in 1935 and 1937, respectively. When the bonds were retired in 1952,
the total cost of the Merritt was $21,225,334. In addition to financing, Section 537c¢ also called for the
Merritt’s immediate construction as a parkway, not a highway, and banned all commercial traffic.”

According to many newspaper accounts, the bond bill finally passed because legislators believed
the federal government was prepared to fund the Merritt through a PWA grant of $6.75 million and a
Reconstruction Finance Corporation bond purchase of $8.25 million. By August 1935, with the estimated
cost of the parkway now at $20 million, the newspapers stated that the federal government would fund
45 percent of the project pending approval of the state’s $9 million application.® Though it remains
unclear exactly why Connecticut’s application was turned down, the project seems to have become
embroiled in an existing dispute between the PWA and the Works Progress Administration. At issue was
whether or not construction of the Merritt would supply enough man hours to justify the $1,050 per
worker per year for which the state asked. PWA Administrator Harold Ickes supported it; WPA
administrator Harry Hopkins did not.* Although President Roosevelt himself favored the project,
efforts to negotiate a solution continued until 1938 and proved fruitless. In the end, Connecticut received
no Federal funding for the Merritt beyond the original 1933 PWA grants of $438,077 According to the
Greenwich Press, had Connecticut received all of the federal funding for which it applied, the Merritt
would have been the largest PWA project in the state and one of the largest in all of New England.”

M Kitchel, "Merritt Parkway, Part 7," 11.

2 State of Connecticut, “Seclion 537¢: The Merritt Parkway,” in Chapter 80: State Highways and Bridges--Part I, Supplement to
Connecticut General Statutes, 1935, See Chapter 3.

2 See for example, "Will Spend $20 Million on Merrin Parkway,” Mew York Times, 15 August 1935, p. 21 (1); "Asks PWA Parkway Aid,"
New York Times, 4 July 1938, p. 2 (1).

" Aid on Parkway Sirikes A Snag," Greenwich Press, 5 September 1935, p. 1.

* "Funding Parkway Project,” Greenwich Press, 11 July 1935, p. 3.
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Chapter 3:
Planning for a Parkway

Fairfield County and Regional Planning

When the Regional Plan Association included Fairfield County within the New York metropolitan
region in 1922, it recommended that Fairfield organize its own association to implement the regional pian
and find solutions to its specific planning problems. Two years later the county established the Fairfield
County Planning Association (FCPA), a group of private, but high-profile citizens who worked to
formulate a countywide plan dealing with population, land use, traffic circulation, parks, playgrounds,
and legislation.! From the beginning the FCPA realized that the county was subject to developmental
pressures from both New York and New England, two regions whose planning agendas were quite
different. What the two regions shared, however, and what affected Fairfield County most directly, was
an urgent demand for highway systems to serve the burgeoning motor vehicle traffic of the North Atlantic
states. The Regional Plan Association of New York (RPA) and the New England Regional Planning
Commission (NERPC)—-mouthpieces for their respective regions--articulated these highway needs in
published reports and maps that depicted Connecticut as a crucial junction conveying major streams of
traffic from one region to the other.

Concerned mainly with the flow of traffic into and out of New York City, the Regional Plan
Association advocated a series of arterial routes, express highways, and parkways designed to facilitate
movement between the City, Westchester County, Long lIsland, and Fairfield County. In 1933 the
Regional Plan Association promoted the Merritt proposal as a2 major radial route, calling it one of the
most urgently needed projects in the New York region. Together with the Hutchinson River Parkway,
the Merritt would provide “a separate route for passenger vehicles between the edge of the region and
New York City."?

For the NERPC, the Merritt was the first link in its Coastal Limited Way, a "freeway" running
from Fairfield County to Pennobscot Bay in Maine. The Coastal Limited Way was a system of "express
highways" linking the important industrial and commercial centers in New England and a system of
“major tourways over which the tourist or vacationist could drive in a leisurely and pleasant manner to
all of the principal recreation centers."* Though conscious of New York’s and New England’s plans for
the Merritt, Fairfield County had to balance these with its own quite distinct requirements for organized
growth and development.

Occupying 626 square miles in the southwest corner of Connecticut, Fairfield County contains
twenty-three towns and municipalities which, in the 1920s-30s, consisted primarily of farming

! Fairfield County Planning Association, "Digest,” Fairfield: The First Planned County in New England (Tune 1933): 3.

% From Plan 1o Realily; A Report of Four Years® Progress on the Regional Development of New York and Its Environs (New York: Regional
Plan Association, 1933), 37.

* New England Regional Flanning Commission, A Highway Systern for New England 54 (June 1938): 12,
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communities and small industrial cities. But change was coming rapidly to Fairfield County as thousands
of acres of land shifted from agricultural to suburban residential use. This shift caused the county’s
population to increase 110 percent in the first thirty years of the century, a growth rate surpassed only
by neighboring Westchester County and nearly twice as fast as the nation as a whole.* By 1930 the
county population was 386,000, with most people clustered in the shore communities of Greenwich,
Stamford, Darien, Norwalk, Westport, Fairfield, Bridgeport, and Stratford.

With the county’s population growth showing no sign of slackening, the FCPA aimed to control
population density through careful zoning and regulated commercial and residential development that
would meet the future needs of residents, and at the same time preserve the county’s natural beauty. In
1936, the FCPA stated its mission bluntly:

Unspoiled rural countryside within fifty miles of New York City will always be in demand.
People have and will continue to pay for it. The amount available is diminishing. Threatened on
all sides by shortsighted exploitation, Fairfield County must plan its protection and protect its
plan.®

Though the FCPA’s ultimate goal was to insure economic prosperity for the county, the organization
believed it could accomplish this without sacrificing the "natural amenities" that made Fairfield a place
where “comfort, beauty, convenience and opportunity for healthful living [were] most abundant. "® Given
its agenda, it is not surprising that the FCPA took an active interest in planning the Merritt Parkway, a
road destined to run through the heart of Fairfield County.

The Route

Before highway department engineers determined the precise location of the Merritt, they
investigated at least six full-length routes, as well as 