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Historic Name: Choate Bridge 

Common Name:

Address:

City/Town: Ipswich 

Village/Neighborhood: Ipswich 

Local No:

Year Constructed:

Architect(s):

Architectural Style(s):

Use(s): Other Engineering; Other Transportation 

Significance: Archaeology, Historic; Engineering; Literature; 
Transportation 

Area(s):

Designation(s):
MA Archaeo/Historic Landmark (4/1/1966); Nat'l Register 
Individual Property (8/21/1972); Preservation Restriction 
(4/1/1966) 
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Superstructure:   
Overall length:  80’6” Deck width:  35’6” Skew:   none 
Main unit: No. of spans: two Span length:   each 30’ long at spring line 
Approaches: No. of spans:  none Span length:    

Substructure (structure below deck) 
Height above feature spanned:  approx. 10’ Material of abutments or piers:   granite 

 
 

 Recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.      Listed 1972 
 If checked, you must attach a completed National Register Criteria Statement form. 
 

 
 
ENGINEERING/DESIGN ASSESSMENT 
Describe important design features and evaluate in terms of other bridges within the community or region. 
 
See attached HABS and HAER documentation 
 
 
HISTORICAL NARRATIVE 
Explain the history of bridge and how it relates to the development of the community. 
 
See attached HABS and HAER documentation 
 
 
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY and/or REFERENCES  
 
 
See attached HABS and HAER documentation 
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* MASSHJGHWAY HISTORIC BRIDGE INVENTORY * 

Town/City: Ipswich MHDDist.: 4 
Facility Carried: ST 1A, South Main Street 

over 

Feature Intersected: Ipswich River 
Structure No: MUN 513 058 101 Photo Nos.: Dist. 5 photos 
BDEPTNo.: 1-1-2 B.I.N.: 2PQ AASHTO Rating (date): 66.6(10/19/94) 
Common/Historic Name (source): Choate Bridge (datestone) 

National Register EUgibiiity Finding (by/date): H* (NPS; 8/21/72 and 9/17/80) 
* individually listed in 1972; listed as a contributing structure within the South Green Historic District 
in 1980. Certified as a Massachusetts Historic Landmark 4/1/66. 
Year Built (source): 1764 (datestone; Waters, "Ipswich River") 
Years Rebuilt (source): 1838, widened on east (Waters, "Ipswich River"); 1989, rehabilitated 
Builder (source): 
Designer (source): 

2 simple spans, semi-elliptical(?) stone arches. Both spans ca. 30'-6" clear span; both arches rise ca. 
9' from spring lines. Original 1764 arches measures ca. 20' wide; 1838 extension added ca. 16' on 
easterly side. 1764 arch sheeting is composed of mortared (lime and sand), coursed, roughly squared 
stones of modest size, apparently surface-split and roughly dressed; the visible original (western) 
spandrel wall is built of mortared, larger-sized broken rubble, heavily chinked. The arch sheeting of 
the 1838 extension is composed of dry-laid, coursed, large-block, quarried granite blocks (semi-
cylindrical drill marks); the 1838 (eastern) spandrel wall is built of large-block, drilled/split rubble. 
Prior to 1989 rehabilitation, both spandrel walls, in particular, showed evidence of later repointing. 

There are ca. 3'-high mortared stone parapets, built of roughly coursed smallish stones and capped by 
double-pitched wooden copings, on both faces of the bridge; the westerly parapet is presumed to date 
from 1764, the easterly from 1838 (both with numerous later repairs). 

It is not known if the present, ca. 8' long, stone cutwater on the upstream nose of the pier is part of 
the original 1764 construction or a later addition. 

Structure Length: 72' Length of Maximum Span: 30' 
Skew: - Deck Width (out-to-out): 36.7' 
Main Unit, No. Spans: 2 Lengths: 30' 
Approaches, No. Spans: - Lengths: -
Plaque: 1764 datestone Location: S end, W parapet 
Alterations, unusual features, comments: 

An 18" utility line runs along the river bank and passes under the northerly span next to the northerly 
abutment. 

A utility line formerly mounted on the westerly fascia of the bridge, and another formerly carried on a 
separate structure adjacent to the easterly fascia, were relocated into the arch fill during the 1989 
rehabilitation. 

A 1948 proposal to widen the bridge with a stone-faced reinforced concrete extension was not carried 
out. 

04/28/98 2:00 PM 
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Visual Quality (bridge/setting): High • Average Low • 
Site Integrity: Retained • Lessened ^ Violated • 
Site Description: 
In downtown Ipswich, with a couple of 19th century wooden commercial buildings tucked up against its 

abutments on the west, a ca. 1900 brick-and-frame commercial building to the northeast, and an open 
parking area fronting a colonial-period house to the southeast. Ca. 1880s Caldwell Block to NW is a 
good, relatively well-preserved Italianate commercial design; is individually NR-listed. 
History of Bridge and Site: 
The present stone arch bridge replaced the last in a series of wooden bridges which had spanned the 

Ipswich River here since at least as early as 1641. A town committee appointed to review the last of these 
timber bridges in 1764 reported that the existing bridge was in need of thorough repair and "is now by six 
or eight feet too narrow for safe passing for horses and carts and other carriages which meet one another." 
This committee recommended construction of a replacement bridge of 20' width, comprised of four 
corbelled stone slab spans sandwiching a wider central opening spanned by timber stringers. The town 
presented this proposal to the Court of General Sessions which appointed its own committee to review the 
situation. This committee reported that they considered "it will be most for the public service" that the 
new bridge be a two-span stone arch structure, each span about 30' clear. The town and the county 
accepted this decision and agreed to split the expense of the new bridge. Col. John Choate, an influential 
Ipswich resident who had been active in the drive to approve the new bridge, oversaw its construction in 
the summer and fall of 1764. The completed bridge was named in his honor by order of the General 
Court. 
Sources: Thomas F. Waters, "Ipswich River: Its Bridges Wharves and Industry," 1922. 

BH: Y 
RR: Anderson-Nichols, 1978; Purcell, 1988 
Plans: 1948 proposed extension (Cab. 148/15) 
OBH: 1928 photos 
Other: HAER MA-81, A 

Summary Statement of Significance: 
The oldest currently known bridge in Massachusetts with a solidly documented date of construction; 

the second-oldest documented bridge currently known in the United States (the 1697 Frankford Avenue 
stone arch bridge in Philadelphia is the oldest). One of some 250+ bridges/culverts in the 
MassHighway bridge database currently known to be examples of the stone/brick arch structural type. 
Notable as an unusually well-preserved example of typical, 18* century masonry arch construction, 
even including some surviving, apparently original, lime/sand mortar in the arch barrel, and at least one 
(the westerly) original stone parapet (or "guard wall"). A perfect illustration of the evolution of stone 
masonry technology in the 18* and 19th centuries - the smallish, roughly squared ring stones of the 
original 1764 arch are moderately well-finished examples of a typically 18* century (or earlier) surface-
cutting masonry technology, while the massive, drilled/split granite blocks, left unfinished, which form 
the arch ring of the 1838 extension are evidence of a typically 19* century, sub-surface quarry-based 
technology. 

Located in the heart of downtown Ipswich next to an NR-listed 1880s commercial block, and within 
the boundaries of the NR-listed South Green Historic District. 
Statement Prepared By: S.J. Roper, MassHighway Historic Bridge Specialist Date: 4/28/98 
Field Survey By: Dist. 5 Date: 

04/28/98 2:00 PM 
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HISTORIC BRIDGE INVENTORY &' EVALUATION 

CHOATE BRIDGE 

D a t e . February 25, 1980 

Municipality Ipswich S.H. N.S.H 

Street Name & Route # -Rrmtft 1A 

Over Ipswich River 

„ i t So. Main St. 
Street Name & Route # _ 

Bridge No. 1-1-2 Bridge Key # 041-513-058 Dist. 

II 

III 

CRITERIA FOR DETERMINATION OF HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE 

Builders Contribution 

Quantity 

Unknown X Several Many 
(1-10) (10 or more) 

Unknown 

Yes No. 

Name of Builder: 

Designer: 

Plaque: 
(1764( 

AGE: Pre 1850 _ 

TECHNICAL 

Bridge Type Stone Arch — C£LC-U-J (M^ 

Bridge Width 5 5 
Total Length of Bridge 
Number of Spans: 2_ 
Patented: Yes No 

1850-1900 1900-1930 

_Span Lengths 
Unknown 

40' 

Load Carrying Capacity: Adequate 
Configuration: Unique X Unusual_ 
Types of Materials: 

Stone ' 
Deck Bit. over Stone (Concrete)? 

List Special Features and Modifications: 

Rebuilt 1839 
Rebuilt 1948 

_Inadequate 
Common 
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IV. ENVIRONMENTAL 

Aesthetics: Unusual 
Site Integrity: Retained_ 
History of Bridge and Area: 

Good Common 
Vi,olated_ 

V. ECONOMICS 

Owner: Municipal County State Federal 

R.R. 

What is your recommendation? 

Maintenance X Replacement 
Are materials available for Rehabilitation: 
Is structure scheduled for replacement? Yes 

Rehabilitation 
Yes 

No 
No 

VI. PHOTOS - INDICATE SHOTS TAKEN 

X 1. 
2. 
3 . 

X 4 . 
X 5 . 

Setting 
Builders Plaque 
3/4 View 
Thru View 
Under View 

6 . Elevation 
7 . Joint & Connections 
8 . Machinery 
9. Decorative Features 

VII. COMMENTS & CONCLUSIONS 

1. In your judgement, does this bridge have historic value? Yes 
2. Please explain your answer to #1 

No 

3 . Additional Comments required on back of page 

Preparer: 
Title: 
Date of Survey: 

INCLUDE TOPO SHEET SHOWING LOCATION 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDING SURVEY 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Historic American Buildings Survey Arthur C. Haskell, Photographer April, 1934 
Ext- View of west side 
HABS MASS,5-IPSWI,8-1 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDING SURVEY 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 Historic American Buildings Survey Frank O. Branzetti, Photographer Nov. 1, 1940.  
VIEW OF EAST SIDE  
HABS MASS,5-IPSWI,8-2 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-1 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-2 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-5 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-6 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-5 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-6 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-7 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-8 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-9 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-10 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-11 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-12 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-13 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-14 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-15 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



IPS.909 

HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-16 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-17 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-18 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
SEE INDEX TO PHOTOGRAPHS FOR CAPTIONS 
 
HAER No. MA-81-19 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 


