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Big Dig event honors a hometown hero

Tip O’'Neill’s name
lives on via a tunnel
By Sean P. Murphy

GLOBE STAFF

A generation ago, the state’s con-
gressional delegation rippled with
political muscle, beginning with the
heavyweight House speaker, Thomas
P. “Tip” O'Neill Jr. of Cambridge.

“Let me tell you something about
Washington,” O'Neill told an inter-
viewer in 1992, when asked how he
had persuaded the federal govern-
ment to pay most of the cost of the
project, now known as the Big Dig, the
largest public-works project in the
country’s history.

“The squeaky wheel gets the
grease,” he said. “Maybe that’s not the
way to run a government, but that’s
the way the government runs. When
you have a delegation with the speaker
being from Massachusetts and every-
body else in powerful positions, Mas-
sachusetts did tremendously well.”

O'Neill left the House in 1987. He
died in 1994, long before the Big Dig
reshaped downtown Boston and loos-
ened clogged highways. But few ever
questioned whose tunnel it was.

Today, it becomes official. The two-
mile Interstate 93 tunnel beneath
downtown Boston is the Thomas P.
“Tip” O’Neill Jr. Tunnel.

To mark the moment, the O'Neill
family will host a ceremony aside the
new open space where the elevated
steel Central Artery once ingloriously
divided the city and its waterfront.

Scheduled to speak at an
invitation-only gathering beneath the
rotunda of the Boston Harbor Hotel
are O'Neill’s son, Thomas P. O'Neill III,
a former lieutenant governor and now
the head of the lobbying powerhouse
O'Neill and Associates.

The event, at 11 a.m., promises to
gather one of the greatest concentra-
tions of political power brokers in Bos-
ton since the national Democratic
Convention at the FleetCenter (now
TD Banknorth Garden) in 2004, a
short distance from today’s festivities.

As master of ceremonies, Chris
Matthews, the “Hardball” television
political commentator and former
O'Neill aide, is being given the task of
allotting time at the podium among
Senator Edward M. Kennedy, Senator
John F. Kerry, House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi, US Representatives Edward J.
Markey, Barney Frank, and Michael E.

Capuano, Mayor Thomas M. Menino,
Lieutenant Governor Kerry Healey,
labor leader Joseph Nigro, Turnpike
Authority chairman Matthew J.
Amorello, and US Transportation Sec-
retary Norman Y. Mineta, according to

Eventually, signs will direct motor-
ists to the O'Neill Tunnel, although the
highway will continue to be named for
John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, for-
mer mayor of Boston and grandfather
of Senator Edward M. Kennedy.
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State legislative leaders
initially indicated support for the
plan, which would have named a less-
er section of the project for O'Neill, in-
volving the portion of Interstate 90 be-
tween the Fort Point Channel and the
entrance to the Ted Williams Tunnel.
The naming rights of the interstate
highway system, however, belong to
Congress, which acted in 2005 on be-
half of O’'Neill. Capuano, who holds
the seat that O'Neill once occupied,
sponsored the measure.

many friendships,
among Republicans and Democrats,
he had built in 34 years in Congress.
Interviewed for the book “Mega-
Projects: The Changing Politics of Ur-
ban Public Investment,” by Harvard’s
David Luberoff and Alan Altshuler,
O'Neill in 1992 said he always consid-
ered the tunnel project critical to “the
rebirth and rebuilding of the city”
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