
Essay 

The Last Game 
at Foxboro 

The decision to rebuild or 
replace structures that we 
have some attachment to 
does not always obey a 
linear, rational process. 

BRIAN BRENNER 

On a cold, clear day in December we had 
tickets for the last regular season game 
at Foxboro Stadium. This football 

game was the biggest of the year. It was against 
the dreaded, first-place Miami Dolphins. If the 
Patriots won, they would continue on to the 
playoffs and maybe the Super Bowl. However, 
it was also the last game the Patriots would 
play at Foxboro. The old, dumpy stadium was 
to be retired and replaced this year by the spec
tacular, luxurious Gillette Stadium under con
struction right next door. 

We parked at one of the small lots a mile 
north on Route 1 and joined others walking to 
the stadium. On both sides of the road, fans 
had set up makeshift camps - those infamous 
tailgate parties with lounge chairs, beer and 
barbecues of roasted wieners. It looked like a 
scene from a Steinbeck novel, without the dust 
bowl. As we got closer, our path crossed the 
new stadium construction site. The traffic plan 

included a new, limited-access interchange 
with Route 1. The superstructure for a three
span, prestressed AASHTO section bridge 
was in place for Route 1 northbound, but the 
traffic had yet to be rerouted over it, and all 
the sidewalks were ripped up. So we walked 
in mud. There were throngs of us now, foot
ball pilgrims migrating to the stadium, trudg
ing muddily down Route 1, with the trenchant 
fragrance of late fall, roasted wieners and the 
Porta-Potties lining the dirt parking lots. 

The story of Foxboro Stadium is a caution
ary tale for civil engineers. The infrastructure 
question posed is, "When does an old facility 
become beloved and when is it declared a 
dump?" Not long after Foxboro Stadium was 
completed, the general consensus was that it 
was a dump. Even before the big market pro
fessional sport extravagances of the last 
decade, Foxboro Stadium was a poor cousin to 
just about every other football stadium in the 
United States. The structure was basically a 
double earthen mound, with some metal 
stands rising on either side of the field. The 
metal stands did not have seats. In most cases 
you sat on benches. Like the planners of the 
Titanic who figured out the number of life 
boats, the stadium engineers did not quite cal
culate the correct number of bathrooms. To 
make up the slack, the stadium had an array of 
strategically placed Porta-Potties at the 
entrances, and this was one of its many charms. 
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The debate about rebuilding versus replac
ing is something we are increasingly dealing 
with across the United States. Much of our 
infrastructure was built in the period after 
World . War II, and these structures are 
approaching the end of their useful lives. This 
debate has played itself out all over Boston. 
Consider the city's three main sports venues. 

' In addition to Foxboro Stadium, the basketball 
and hockey teams used to play in Boston 
Garden, and the Red Sox play in Fenway Park. 

The old Boston Garden was determined to be 
worn out. It had failed air-conditioning and 
some of its seats were behind columns where 
you literally could not see the game without 
leaning to the side. Although the basketball
playing Celtics, the most successful Boston sport 
team, won 16 championships there, the decision 
was made that sentiment did not supercede eco
nomics (and the greater usefulness of a com
pletely new building) and the Boston Garden 
was demolished. except for the old wood par
quet floor, which was packed up and saved. The 
replacement arena is the new Fleet Center, built 
next to Central Artery cable-stayed Zakim 
Bridge. This facility is functional and comfort
able, but is antiseptic and without charm. 

On the other hand, the consensus now 
seems to be that Fenway Park, the baseball 
stadium, is considered to be beloved and sal
vageable. Of the three old stadiums, Fenway 
Park is in some ways in the worst shape of all. 
It has serious structural problems due to its 
age. The small seats were designed for the 
1920s man - apparently we have gotten taller 
and larger in the ensuing decades. The bath
rooms are not much better than Foxboro 
Stadium, except that there are no Porta
Potties. But Fenway Park is an old-time stadi
um with intimacy, incredible sight lines and 
unique quirks, such as the "Green Monster," 
the giant wall in left field that blocks the home 
run balls from crashing down on the 
Massachusetts Turnpike. Instead of demolish
ing Fenway Park, the discussion now is to 
reuse and expand it. In many ways, reusing it 
is poses much tougher design and construc
tion challenges than just ripping it down and 
starting from scratch. 

Determining whether an old structure is 
rebuilt versus replaced is a non-linear, occa-
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sionally irrational process. We can do well as 
engineers to bring to the public table our 
rational, analytic skills to these debates. As 
infrastructure experts, we are the best 
equipped to lead the discussion. However, 
dealing with non-linear aspects takes a set of 
skills and an appreciation for things that we 
are not used to or trained in. 

Back in Foxboro, as the football pilgrims 
walked through old stadium's gate, we were 
treated to views of the new stadium then 
under construction. The new Gillette Stadium 
entrance has a large, pedestrian arch bridge. 
Colorful placards describing the new con
struction proudly informed us that the cost of 
the new bathrooms was greater thanthe entire 
construction cost of the old Foxboro Stadium. 
These placards were strategically placed at a 
row of Porta-Potties. 

The game featured tough defense by the 
Patriots and a few trick plays. The home team 
ran up a big lead after the quarterback handed 
off to a running back. Usually the running 
back would run at this point. That is what the 
Dolphins' defense thought would happen. 
The trick was that the quarterback ran instead 
and was open to receive a pass. It turned out 
that the running back used to be a quarterback 
in high school, and he floated a perfect pass to 
the quarterback for a 23-yard gain. In shock, 
the Dolphins were pretty much sunk after 
that. The sun set at Foxboro Stadium in the 
fourth quarter. The Dolphins tried to rally, but 
the lead was too big and the home team crowd 
was too hostile. We chanted, "Squish the 
Fish," although we knew that dolphins are 
mammals. (No one could think of a good 
rhyme for "mammal.") The seconds ticked 
away and, in the end, the score was much 
closer than it should have been. The Dolphins 
actually had one last play to get back in it -
an on-side kick where they could retain pos
session and drive for a tying touchdown. But 
their kick failed, and the home team was vic
torious. The players stayed around for a few 
minutes to revel, gloat and shake hands with 
the fans. Then we departed back to the mud, 
and the stadium lights were turned off. 

NOTE - This essay was originally written in 
January 2002. As we all know, the unthinkable 



happened shortly after that. The curse on New 
England sports momentarily lifted and the Patriots 
pulled off one of the greatest football upsets ever in 
the Super Bowl. Prior to that was the real last game 
in Foxboro Stadium, the amazing snow bowl play
off against the Oakland Raiders, featuring the fum
ble that was really an attempted forward pass. 
Redemption does not come easily in Massa
chusetts, land of stone walls, harsh weather and 
really bad drivers. But for that one shining 
moment, every ball bounced the right way and 

every field goal soared through the uprights. Now 
that football season is a memory, and Foxboro 
Stadium has been reduced to rubble. 
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