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State Route 204 Chester Avenue Bridge 

To be rebuilt with Federal Stimulus funds  
 

Bakersfield, CA – Elvis was the King of Rock and Roll and the ’57 Chevy was the 
cruising car of choice when the Chester Avenue Bridge began carrying traffic to and 
from downtown Bakersfield. 
 
Now, this transportation landmark will receive a well-earned make-over thanks to the 
federal stimulus program designed to revive the nation’s economy. 
 
Griffith Company has been awarded a $13 million contract to remove the existing 
structure and build a new bridge to carry Highway 204 over Chester Avenue in the heart 
of Bakersfield, according to the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans).  
Construction on the new concrete box girder bridge is scheduled to begin on Monday, 
September 14, 2009 be completed in early 2011. 
 
The colorful history this bridge has had in the southern San Joaquin Valley made it a 
prime candidate for replacement.  The $787 billion American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act provided the financial vehicle to proceed with the project.  
 
“The Chester Avenue Bridge replacement was one of a number of infrastructure 
improvement projects put forth by California as candidates for federal stimulus funds. 
This project will provide a shot in the arm for the local economy, create jobs and deliver 
a safe, reliable bridge to serve the transportation needs of Bakersfield for many years to 
come,” said Caltrans District 6 Director Malcolm Dougherty. 
 
The 555-foot-long Chester Avenue Bridge opened in 1957 when Bakersfield boasted a 
population of 53,000 and the then U.S. Highway 99 was the city’s main commercial and 
entertainment center corridor.  
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The bridge spans the Chester Avenue Garces Memorial Circle where a larger than life 
statue of Franciscan friar Francisco Garces stands. Commemorating the life and work of 
the first person of European descent to cross the river that he named, Rio de San 
Felipe, now known as the Kern River, the Padre Garces statue has watched over 
circling motorists since 1939, when cars still had wind-wings and split windshields.  
 
The statue, sculpted by Finnish artist John Palo-Kangas, was a Great Depression-era 
Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Art Project, started in 1937 and 
completed in 1939. 
 
The Garces statue is a survivor. It withstood the 1952, 7.5 magnitude earthquake that 
toppled the Bakersfield City Hall and several other downtown buildings. It also emerged 
unscathed through a slight relocation from the center of the traffic circle to its present 
location near the south side of the circle to accommodate the original 1956 Chester 
Avenue Bridge construction.  
 
The bridge replacement project will include special protection for the 15-foot tall, carved 
stone padre.  A protective wooden structure will shield the statue during construction 
along with a strategically-placed temporary concrete barrier and the traditional safety 
orange plastic fencing to alert contractors to the sensitive area. The specially –designed 
protective shield will allow Padre Garces to continue to keep an eye on the traffic circle 
and will allow passers-by to view the stately statue.  
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