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Did You Know… 

…That a few of Chicago's highway bridges were designed by famous engineer Joseph Strauss? 

Famous Chicago-based bridge engineer Joseph Strauss ran a consulting engineering firm called the 

Strauss Bascule Bridge Company. He and his company held a large number of bridge patents relating to 

various bascule bridge designs. A common thread in the design of his bascule bridges was a fixed main 

trunnion, coupled with a separate counterweight trunnion, allowing the counterweight to rotate in 

addition to the leaf as the bascule was raised. This design differed from the city of Chicago, whose in-

house engineering staff developed a simpler fixed trunnion design where the main trunnion was the 

only trunnion, with the counterweight being rigidly attached to the bridge. Because the city had its own 

engineering staff capable of designing this type of bascule bridge, the city found little need of the 

proprietary, patented bascule designs offered by Strauss, nor did they require the services of his 

company. Strauss was not happy with this, and he even filed a lawsuit against the city claiming patent 

infringement. This ultimately had no impact to the city, which continued to design its own bascule 

bridges throughout the 20th century.   

Despite Strauss meeting a dead-end with the city of Chicago, he did find business with another area 

agency, the Chicago Sanitary District (today the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater 

Chicago), who did hire Strauss to design several highway bridges in the city. For various bureaucratical 

reasons, some of the bridges in Chicago were built by the Chicago Sanitary District. The Jackson 

Boulevard Bridge on the South Branch of the Chicago River is fairly easy to recognize as a "black sheep" 

of bridges in the downtown area. Its trusses have a smooth, curved design, and plaques on the bridge 

proudly proclaim the bridge as a "Strauss Trunnion Bascule Bridge." Despite this, the patented trunnion 

design is hidden underneath the roadway in a tail pit, a characteristic shared with bridges designed by 

the City of Chicago. In the absence of the aesthetic differences of the bascule leaves and the bridge 

plaques, visitors would not have any indicators as to the design of the bridge. It is for this same reason 

that the unique identities of two other bascule bridges in Chicago remain essentially invisible to visitors 



today. The California Avenue Bridge Over Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal and the Cicero Avenue (IL-50) 

Over Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal are two bridges that were built in 1926 and 1927 and designed by 

the Strauss Bascule Bridge Company. Visually, they are strikingly similar to the nearby Ashland Avenue 

Bridge over Sanitary and Ship Canal and the Halsted Street Bridge over South Branch Chicago River, 

which were designed in the 1930s by the city of Chicago.  

Both the California Avenue and Cicero Avenue bridges do not obviously give away their design because 

they lack the original bridge plaques, which likely would have named Strauss on them. These bridges sit 

on a section of waterway which no longer requires bridges to open for boats. The bridgetender houses 

have been removed on the California Avenue Bridge, and the houses on Cicero Avenue are covered up. 

To make matters even more confusing, the Cicero Avenue Bridge, which was originally two truss lines 

wide, was widened by the addition of a third truss line in 1966. This work was performed by city of 

Chicago engineers, and the bridge has a rehabilitation plaque naming city engineers, but without 

reference to the original design being by Strauss. However, the widening of this bridge can be seen in a 

historical photograph, and in this photograph, the tail pit is shown with the wall removed, making the 

Strauss design clearly visible.  

Today, the differences in the design of the California Avenue and Cicero Avenue Bridges can only be 

seen by the more careful of observers. There are differences in the configuration of the bascule leaf 

trusses at the ends which can be seen when these two bridges are compared with the bascule bridges 

designed by the city. 

 



 
A photo of the California Avenue Bridge over Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal. Designed by the Strauss 

Bascule Bridge Company. 



 

A photo of the Cicero Avenue Bridge over Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal. Designed by the Strauss 

Bascule Bridge Company. 



 

A photo of the Halsted Street Bridge over South Branch Chicago River. Designed by the city of Chicago. 



 

This photo shows the Cicero Avenue Bridge being widened in 1966. The tail pit wall has been removed, 

revealing the two bridge trunnions, an indicator of a Strauss design, which are shown labeled here. 



 

This is a comparison of the truss details at the end of the leaves of the Strauss-designed Cicero Avenue 

Bridge (top) and the city-designed Halsted Street Bridge (bottom). 



 

This plaque on the Cicero Avenue Bridge was installed when the city widened the bridge in 1964. It does 

not mention Strauss' involvement in the original design of the bridge. 

 


