
The Interstate at 50
Kenneth McConnell
Contractor’s employee

Summer 1958

I was age 20 and needed a summer job in 1958 between my college years at Grandview College in Des Moines.
The Jensen Construction Company had the contract to build the Interstate 80 bridges over the Des Moines River
north of town.  I was a tall, skinny kid with no experience, so I did any job they could train me to do.

As I began work the piers had been laid and the beams were scheduled to be built.  The piers were 101 feet apart
and seven spans long (707 ft). Each span required six beams and there were two bridges, so there were 84
beams required.
At the east end of the westbound lanes (northeast of the bridges) was a site where the beams were constructed.
Three base slabs were built where the beams were fabricated.

Each day the procedure was to position and tie preformed re-rod shapes that were used to hold the re-rod
lengthwise and these flex tubes that were strung the complete length of the 101-foot beam. Then the wood forms
were fastened around the steel. When all the forms were completed the beam was filled with concrete. After
setting up for two days, these wood forms were stripped from the form base and reused.

This beam was now ready for pre-stressing. This was done by putting a bundle of wires inside the tubes (first
beam mentioned) and securing one end of the wires while the other end was gripped and pulled with great force.
The position of the tubes was such that by pulling on the wires the center of the beam would raise off the base
pad creating an arch in the middle of the beam.  The beam was then picked up by two cranes (one at each end),
transported to the piers, and set in place. I worked on each of the jobs described to build these beams.

This sequence created a new beam every day with a new beam being fabricated, a second beam setting and
drying and the third beam stripped and located on the piers.

When the first bridge (the north one) had all its beams located, a wooden platform floor was built between the
beams.  I then worked with the crew that laid the re-rod on the floor of the bridge in preparation for the cement
roadway. The re-rod was laid crosswise and lengthwise and each joint required a wire tie.  When this was done
the cement was poured.  For this job I drove a cement truck. The cement mixing site was east of the river. I
would fill the truck with cement and drive down into the river bottom and deliver the cement to a crane that
would lift it to the pouring and finishing crews on the bridge. The weight of the roadway deflected the arch
created by those tubes and wires to a flat smooth roadway position.

While all these jobs were difficult and exhausting, the most stressing job was my next one where another young
man and I were to stand on a platform that was attached at the top end of a 50-foot long crane. This platform
was then lifted up under the bridge between the beams where we had to remove the form lumber that had been
the floor of the roadway. The lumber was then moved to the second bridge floor. This lumber had to be piled on
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the platform where we were standing. The stressful part was that the crane operator would drop the platform
when it was break or lunch time. He would often do this without warning. We might be working on something
when the floor would just drop, leaving us dangling or sliding on the pile of lumber. We finally took large
chunks of concrete with us and threatened the operator that we would drop these down the crane on him if he
failed to warn us before moving the platform. Workplace safety and rules have been improved since those days.

This job lasted all summer. We had a rainy period, some flooding and plenty of hot weather. I made lots of
money as we worked from sunup to sundown 7 days a week. The bridges when finished had pretty aluminum
railings which were later replaced with cement following an accident where a car went through the railing into
the river. Both of these bridges have been widened now to three lanes.
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