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Designing Engineers: 

Builder: 

Present Owner: 

Present Use: 

Significance: 

Project Information: 

Historians: 

I&M Canal National Heritage Corridor 
Crossing the South Branch of the Chicago 
River, east of Canal Street 
Chicago, Cook County, Illinois 

UTM:  16 E.447160 N.4633600 
Quad: Englewood 

1915 

Waddell and Harrington 

Pennsylvania Steel Company 

Amtrak 

Railroad bridge 

Originally built as part of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad system, this 
Waddell and Harrington vertical lift 
span is the only one of its kind across 
the Chicago River.  Upon its completion 
in 1915, it had the heaviest (1,500 ton) 
main span of any vertical lift bridge in 
the United States. 

The Illinois and Michigan Canal was 
designated a National Heritage Corridor 
in 1984.  The following year HABS/HAER 
embarked on an extensive inventory and 
documentation project of the 100 mile- 
long corridor.  Field work for this 
project was concluded in 1988.  Final 
editing of the documentation was 
completed in 1992. 

Frances Alexander, Gray Fitzsimons, and 
John Nicolay, 1986; Carolyn Brucken, 
1992. 
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This bridge was designed for the Pennsylvania Railroad by Waddell 
and Harrington, a consulting engineering firm that specialized in 
vertical lift spans.  (James A. L. Waddell held a number of 
patents for his vertical lift bridge design.)  The Pennsylvania 
Steel Company of Steelton, Pennsylvania, a steel-making concern 
in which the Pennsylvania Railroad had heavily invested, 
fabricated the Chicago River span.  After the two lift towers 
were erected, the 1,500 ton main lift span was placed in the 
elevated position 130■ above the water.  Timber falsework was 
used to erect the bridge in the open position.  Engineers chose 
this approach for constructing the bridge because of the need to 
keep the existing center-pier swing-span in operation until the 
new bridge was completed.  Upon its completion in 1915, the new 
movable bridge had the heaviest (1,500 ton) main span of any 
vertical lift bridge in the United States.  The double-tracked 
bridge has a main span of 272,-10" and consists of a Pratt 
through truss with riveted, gusset-plate connections.  The lift 
towers rest on concrete piers.  (Towers measure 195f-0" in 
height.)  No longer in use, though still in existence, the 
original bridge tender's cabin is located on the upper chord of 
the lift span; it has corrugated metal siding and a gable roof. 
The currently used bridge tenders1 cabin is a two-story brick 
building located twenty feet southeast of the south lift tower. 
Amtrak now uses and maintains the bridge.  Of the many moveable 
bridges across the Chicago River this is the only one that 
employs the Waddell and Harrington vertical lift span. 
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