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Chapter 1
The Big Dig

Boston is one of the oldest cities in the United States. Because it is so 
old, its streets were often congested and confusing. In 1959, the city 
built a brand-new highway called the Central Artery that carried 

75,000 vehicles a day on an elevated roadway through the middle of the 
city. But by 1990, 100,000 cars were using the Central Artery. Traffic 
often slowed to a crawl. The Artery also cut off Boston’s North End neigh-
borhood from the rest of the city.1

Boston’s answer was a massive project known as the Big Dig. It involved 
building a new ten-lane underground central highway through the city to 
replace the old elevated Central Artery. This underground highway included 
the Thomas P. O’Neill Jr. Tunnel and the Ted Williams Tunnel. The Big Dig 
took 15 years to construct, at a cost of $14.6 billion. It relieved traffic con-
gestion and created more green spaces downtown.

However, the Big Dig has had problems since it began. Just 10 years 
after it was officially finished, many pieces need repair. Both the Williams 
and O’Neill Tunnels are close to the ocean. Salt water leaks in through 
cracks in the concrete. These leaks often back up traffic. The concrete 

How long did it take to finish the Big Dig?
The first 25 percent of construction took five years to 
complete. The halfway point was reached in the spring of 
1999. The project was officially finished in 2007.2

Q
&
A
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How much concrete was used to construct the Big 
Dig?
3.8 million cubic yards of concrete, or enough to build a 
sidewalk three feet wide and four inches thick from Boston 
to San Francisco and back three times.5

Q
&
A
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Part of  the Big Dig project included constructing two new tunnels, the 
Thomas P. O’Neill Jr. Tunnel and the Ted Williams Tunnel, beneath 
Boston and Boston Harbor. They are part of  the reason why the Big 
Dig took 15 years to complete.
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cracked because it was only mixed to withstand 50-degree changes in 
temperature. Boston actually experiences 100-degree changes.

Light fixtures corroded (kor-ROE-ded). This made the nuts on the 
bolts that attached them crack and caused some light fixtures to crash 
onto roadways below. The safety handrails attached to pedestrian 

Thomas “Tip” O’Neill was a member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives from 1953 to 1987. He served as Speaker of the 
House between 1977 and 1987. Ted Williams was a Hall of Fame 
outfielder for the Boston Red Sox. In 1941, he became the last 
player to hit over .400 for a season.

In this photo, traffic enters and exits 
the Ted Williams tunnel, connecting 
to the I-80 highway or traveling to 
Logan Airport. Inset: The entrance 
to the Thomas P. O’Neill Jr. Tunnel.
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(peh-DESS-tree-an) walkways have been nicknamed “ginsu guardrails” 
(after a certain type of sharp knife) because the sharp posts cause injuries 
and deaths to passengers ejected from cars during crashes. The worst 
incident involving the tunnels occurred in 2006. Four slabs of concrete, 
weighing about three tons each, fell onto the road when a metal anchor 
holding them in place broke. One slab fell onto a car, crushing it and killing 
a female passenger.3

The cost to repair the ceiling slabs and light fixtures alone is estimated 
to cost $88 million. Salt water corrosion and leaks in the tunnels cause 
flooded air vents and damaged electrical systems. Salt used in the winter 
on the roadways adds to the corrosion. Some of the money for repairs 
could be drawn from a $500 million maintenance (MANE-te-nuhnce) 
fund, created from a lawsuit against the contractor who built the tunnel. 
However, any large-scale repairs to the Big Dig system will cause road and 
tunnel closures and traffic delays over long periods of time.4 Repairs are 
underway, but issues caused by salt and corrosion are a permanent part 
of the tunnels. They will continue to cause issues going forward.

Firefighters inspect a section of  ceiling in the Interstate 90 
eastbound connector tunnel through Boston after it collapsed 
onto the roadway and killed a woman passenger in a car.
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