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In 1906, Lewis and Clark County Commissioners and officials of the Helena Power Transmission Company sponsored

the construction of the York Bridge, a three-span, pin-connected Pennsylvania through truss over the Missouri
River. (Photograph Travis Smith, Montana Highway Department),
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INTRODUCTION

This report is the result of the
Montana Historic Bridge Inventory, a
project of the Historic American En-
gineering Record, undertaken for the
Montana State Highway Department in
cooperation with the Montana State
Historical Society.

The Montana Historic Bridge
Inventory is to be used by the
Highway Department as a planning tool
when evaluating whether bridges in
the state should be maintained or
replaced. Rather than investigating
the cultural significance of a
particular bridge after plans had
been made for that bridge, the
Highway Department saw the benefit of
assessing the significance of bridges
within the state as a single thematic
unit. Such an approach accomplishes
three things: 1) it allows the
significance of any one bridge to be
more accurately evaluated in the
context of the history of bridge
building in Montana; 2) it is more
cost-effective in the 1long run to
inventory all bridges at once than to
inventory them piecemeal; and, 3) it
provides the Department with infor-
mation at the outset of the planning
process to help decide whether a
given bridge should be preserved and
maintained, or, if it must be
replaced or altered, the inventory
guides the planning for mitigation
measures.

There are four basic parts to

the Montana Historic Bridge Inven-
tory. The first part was the actual
field work. All bridges in the state
over 20 feet in span and over 45
years of age were visited. Bridges
included all vehicular bridges, both
on and off the Federal Aid System, as
well as significant privately owned
bridges. (Included in the 1list of
privately owned bridges are numerous
railroad bridges). While the inven-
tory is sponsored and will bhe used by
the Highway Department for the
planning of vehicular bridge projects
it 1is important to include railroad
bridges in the inventory so that a
complete historical context can be
created. The inventory includes only
major railroad bridges (those brid-
ges over 45 vyears of age and longer
than 20 feet in span). Bridges were
photographed on the site and field
notes were made. These notes in-
cluded a description of the structure
as well an assessment of condition
and contextural setting. Fieldwork
also included historical research to
determine dates of construction,
builders, and other pertinent infor-
mation. All of the field work
culminated in the preparation of an
Historic American Engineering Record
(HAER) inventory card for each
bridge. Approximately 500 cards were
prepared.

The second portion of the
project was the preparation of a
final report (this publication) which
is intended to provide a brief and
general description of the history of
bridge building in Montana from its

beginning to the 1930's. Informa-
tion in this final report comes from
both primary sources uncovered during
the field work and secondary sources
pertaining to Montana's economic
history which can be related to the
history of bridges in Montana. This
report is not meant to be the
definitive work on bridges in Mon-
tana, but it is hoped that it has
made some important connections be-
tween bridge building and its rela-
tionship to the economic, transpor-
tation, and technological history of
Montana while indicating further
questions which deserve more histori-
cal investigation.

The results of the field work
and this final report were used to
evaluate the significance of the
various bridges, and they were
divided into three categories of
significance: Category I--the 24
most significant bridges in Montana;
Category II--those bridges believed
to be eligible for the National
Register of Historic Places; and,
Category III--those bridges which
either are not eligible for the
National Register or for which enough
information was not gathered within
the limited time of this inventory to
make a determination of eligibility.
This evaluation of bridges was
presented to a Bridge Advisory
Committee, made up of engineers,
historians, and historic preserva-
tionists from around the state. The
committee ratified the categorization
of the various bridges. The Montana
State Historic Preservation Office in




Helena will use the information
gathered in the inventory to prepare
a thematic nomination of 79 bridges
(all category I and II bridges) to
the National Register.

The 1last portion of the project
was the more detailed photo-Jocumen-
tation of the Category I bridges.
HAER's photographer accompanied the
project coordinator to each of the
twenty bridges and, using a 4" x 5"
view camera, carefully photographed
each to show in detail how the
structure and each of its components
functions. Many of those photographs
are reproduced in this publication.
All of the photographs, as well as
all the inventory cards, will be
deposited at the Library of Congress.
Copies of the photographs and inven-
tory cards can be found at the
Montana State Highway Department's
Office of Planning and Research, the
Montana State Historical Society, and
the Denver Regional Office of the
National Park Service.

HISTORY OF BRIDGES
IN MONTANA

To study the building of bridges
in Montana is to study the building
of Montana. Within the patterns of
bridge building across the state, one
can discern the broad economic pat-
terns which have formed across the
state's history. The major theme of
Montana history is economic: that of
a resource-rich frontier far from the
nation's main centers of economic

activity. The variations on that
theme are shaped by influences from
those distant centers, by the physi-
cal nature of the territory, and by
political responses to the economic
and environmental forces. Among the
remains of the .interaction between
economic and environmental forces are
bridges.

Montana is a geographically
large state covering 560 miles from
east to west and 290 miles from north
to south. The western third of the
state is mountainous and rugged while
the eastern two-thirds is open and
arid. Because of its topography and
climate, Montana was one of the last
areas of the United States to be
settled by Europeans. Prior to the
European settlement, Montana was
populated by Native American tribes,
nomadic Plains Indians in the east
who followed the buffalo and more
sedentary tribes in the western
mountain valleys. The first known
European activity in Montana was that
of French-Canadians who traded with
the 1Indians along the upper Missouri
during the 1790's; the major resource
attracting traders at that time was
furs. England, France and Spain had
been vying for control of the
interior of the North American
continent and by the 1780's, the
newly-formed United States joined
in the struggle. The U. S. made a
major step towards gaining control
when, in 1803, Robert Livingston and
James Monroe negotiated the purchase
of the entire Lousiana Territory from
Napoleon. The territory extended

from New Orleans to the headwaters of
the Missouri River.

Before the United States pur-
chased the Louisiana Territory, west-
ward expansion had brought settlers
west of the Mississippi River and
President Jefferson had planned and
obtained Congressional approval for
the famous Lewis and Clark Expedi-
tion. The objectives of the expedi-
tion were to look for a water route
to the Pacific Coast, to contact the
Indians for purposes of fur trade
with Americans, and to explore the
territory west of the Continental
Divide for possible future acquisi-
tion. Lewis and Clark travelled up
the Missouri River, the first major
transportation thoroughfare into the
Montana Territory during that period.
Along the way they noted abundant
wildlife and the upper Missouri was
soon opened to extensive fur trade.

Fur trading posts, subsistence
ranch operations, and a few missions
were the only white settlements in
Montana during the first two-thirds
of the 19th Century as the westward
expansion of the U. S. by-passed the
Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains
and moved to the West Coast. With
the gold rush of the 1860's came
Montana's first major surge in white
settlement. From then until the end
of the 1910's waves of people flooded
the state to exploit newly-discovered
resources. In the 1870's, eastern
Montana was opened to the livestock
industry. The 1880's saw the begin-
ning of copper mining in Butte, an



area that was to become the greatest
copper producer in the world by 1900.
And around 1900, the homestead era
began. This greatest of all the
booms brought thousands of hopefuls
to the arid plains of eastern Mon-
tana. Each of these exploitive en-
deavors required a transportation
network to carry supplies into the
territory and to carry the raw
resources to eastern markets. These
transportation networks in turn re-
quired bridges to provide reliable
year-round crossing of Montana's
rivers and streams.

EARLY
TRANSPORTATION

During the first half of the
19th Century, fur trade was the major
Furopean economic activity in what
was to become Montana. American, as
well as Canadian, fur trading com-
panies established trading posts
(called forts) throughout the terri-
tory. The major transportation link
to the east was the Missouri River
and its tributaries. The first post
built in Montana was completed in
1807 on the Yellowstone River at th
mou th of the Big Horn River.
White trappers and traders used keel-
boats to carry supplies upstream to
the forts and to carry the furs down
to market. The fur trade flourished
until the 1840's when a combhination
of decimated animal populations in
Montana and a growing textile indus-
try in the East led to decline in the
fur business. Of the two dozen fur

trading posts established in Montana,
only Fort Benton w3gs to last as a
permanent settlement.

The impact of the fur trade was
significant, but not because it left
permanent settlements in Montana.
The traders explored and mapped the
territory so that by the time of the
gold rush, the territorial geography
was known. The traders also estab-
lished the Missouri River as a major
transportation route and brought with
them missionaries who established the
first permanent settlements with
farming. However, major settlement
was not vyet to occur in Montana, in
part because of its repugation as the
"Great American Desert."

The Oregon Trail began carrying
pioneers to the Northwest in the
1840's, but it went south of Montana.
By the 1850's, even with the fur
trade in decline, Montana found
itself in the midst of an emerging
transcontinental transportation net-
work. In the early 1850's, the
United States was considering a
transcontinental railroad to the

Pacific Coast. A southern, a cen-
tral, and a northern route were the
three possibilities considered.

General Isaac Stevens, accompanied by
a young Lieutenant John Mullan, was
in command of the 1853 railroad
survey of the northern route. After
the central route was chosen (along
the route of the present Union Pa-
cific Railroad), Congress, in 1855,
authorized the construction of a
military road to connect the Missouri

River from its head of navigation at
Fort Benton to the Columbia River at
Walla Walla, Washington. The road
would thus allow the transport of
people and goods from St. Louis to
the Pacific Northwest. It would also
allow the military to move more
rapidly in response to Indian
troubles. Lieutenant Mullan was put
in charge of construction of the new
road and was ready to begin in 1856,
but conflicts with the Indians
delayed the actual work until 1859.
Construction progressed from west to
east and the road was complete to
Fort Benton, Montana by 1860.

Construction of the Mullan Road
was no small task. Crossing the
Bitterroot Range by climbing out of
what 1is now Idaho along the Coeur
d'Alene River and descending the east
slope of the Bitterroots into present
day Montana along the St. Regis
River, the Mullan Road bridged the
Coeur d'Alene River forty~-two times
and the St. Regis River forty-seven
times. After the first season, all
but four of those bridges were
washed out. The length of the road
was 624 miles. Using only hand tools
and horse-drawn equipment, Mullan and
his crew were able to fashion a road
thirty feet wide. The road included
120 miles through dense mountain
forests and thirty miles of earth and
rock excavation. It is estimated
that the Mullan Road carried 20,000
immigrants to the Washington Terri-
tory durgng its first four years of
service.




Lieutenant John Mullan standing beside one of his bridges under construction along the
Mullan Road. This is a speculative painting by Montana artist Shorty Sharpe.
(Montana State Highwav Department),

Although the federal government
built the Mullan Road, it did not
appropriate much money for mainten-
ance. After the bridges washed out,
the Mullan Road would have been
relegated to use as a pack trail were
it not for entrepreneurs who repaired
the bridges, maintained the road, an
charged tolls for their efforts.
Thus, an early pattern was set for
transportation in Montana, and tolls

were collected for roads, bridges and
ferries throughout the territory for
years to come.

The Mullan Road brought another
transportation form into prominence
in Montana. The Missouri River had
already been established as the major
link to the east, but not until 1859
and the Mullan Road did the first
steamboat, the Chippewa, travel past

Fort Union, at the confluence of the
Missouri and the Yellowstone Rivers
in the Dakota Territory, to Fort
Benton. From that point until the
beginning of the railroad era in
Montana, Fort Benton was the major
commercial center and transportation
hub in the Territory.

Fort Benton became the headquar-
ters of the first major shipping and



mercantile businesses in the Montana
Territory with peaks of a9 dockings
in 1867, and 47 in 1879. Between
1860 and 1865 there were between two
and eight steamboat landings at Fort
Benton per year. Then with the gold
rush in southwestern Montana in the
mid-sixties, Fort Benton boomed.
The boom continued through the 1870's
as Fort Benton channeled supplies to
newly established Canadian Mounted
Police outposts and to recently
created Indian Reservations to the
north. But by 1880, the Northern
Pacific Railroad had reached central
North Dakota and a branch line from
the Union Pacific in Utah had entered
southwestern Montana. Except for an
innovative burst of activity with the
cons truction of the Fort Benton
Bridge (Description 14) in 1888 and
minor local river boat traffic after
1880, Fort Benton was to become ®m
minor city in Montana.

The last important pre-gold rush
transportation 1link between Montana
and “civilization" was the freight
road connecting Fort Hall, Utah with
southwestern Montana. The route was
established in the early 1850's by a
Mexiign trapper named Emanuel Mar-
tin. The route became important
with the gold discoveries in south-
western Montana in the 1860's, and
with the completion of the transcon-
tinental railroad in 1869, it exper-
ienced heavy freight and passenger
traffic. Therefore, it follows that
the first railroad to enter Montana
came from the south, not the east,
generally along the route of this
Utah-Montana connection.

TRAVEL DURING THE
GOLD RUSH DAYS

When prospectors drifted into
Montana Territory and discovered gold
in Beaverhead Valley on Grasshopper
Cre? in July of 1862, the rush was
on. The town of Bannack was formed
and miners flooded into Grasshopper
Creek. Exploring the nearby valleys,
prospectors found gold in Alder Gulch
of the Ruby Valley in May of 1863 and
Virginia City was formed. Although
the rush to Montana did not equal the
magnitude of the rush to California
in 1849 or to Colorado in 1859, it
was still larger than the existing
transportation networks could supply.
In 1862 there were less than15,000
non-Indian persons in Montana. By
the end of that year there were peig
haps 500 persons in Bannack alone.
By 1866 there was a peak gold rush
population of 28,000 in Montana, and
Montana was only second to Califﬁrnia
in gold production in the U. S.

The major 1link to Bannack and
Virginia City was the freight road
from Utah, now terminating at Corinne
rather than Fort Hall. Corinne was a
non-Mormon town and identified more
closely with Ege Montana frontier
than with Utah. The freight wagons
were pulled by oxen and were slow.
Consequently, prices were very high
in Montana. Because the condition of
the road depended on the weather,
prices sometimes sky-rocketed, as
they did during the winter of 1863-
64. Heavy snows caused a shortage of

flour in the mining camps and led to
the "Bread Riots" in Virginia City.
Adding to the costs of freight were
the numerous tolls collected along
the way.

In July of 1865 gold was dis-
covered in Last Chance Gulch and the
town of Helena sprang up. Helena was
near the route of the Mullan Road,
and the link between the gold fields
and Fort Benton was made. From that
point wuntil the railroads arrived,
the Missouri River was the greatest
route of supply to the gold fields
and the main shipping point for pros

duction from the gold fields.
The resulting transportation network
gave rise to Helena as a major

commercial center so that after gold
played out in Last Chance Gulch,
Helena was able to continue as a
major town in Montana and eventually
grew to become the capitol of the
Territory.

After 1866, gold production
began to taper off in Montana, but
the gold rush left a scattering of
permanent communities, the beginnings
of an agricultural base, and a net-
work of roads throughout southwestern
Montana. The road from Corinne
forked in Montana with one fork
serving Bannack and continuing on to
the Big Hole, Deer Lodge, and
Bitterroot Valleys. The other fork
served Virginia City and went on to
Helena and the Mullan Road with
another fork heading into the Galla-
tin Valley. Each of these major
roads had smaller branches serving
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1,
the smaller mining camps.

The early network of roads left
in Montana by the gold rush yielded
some of the first permanent bridge
sites. These early Montana bridges
were built and maintained by local
entrepreneurs who charged tolls.
Many of the road routes and bridges
have since been abandoned, but other
bridge crossings, such as Browne's
Bridge (Decription 1), remain in use
to this date. However, the original
structures have long since been re-
placed.

BEGINNINGS OF
PERMANENT
SETTLEMENTS

In 1864, Congress divided
the Idaho Territory into two parts,
thus creating the Montana Territory.
Governor Sidney Edgerton, in his
first address to the new Territorial
Legislature, stressed the need for
improved roads. The only action
relating to roads taken by the Leg-
islature Juring that session, how-
ever, was to license thirty-five
bridge, ffgry, and wagon road toll
companies. In the 1866 Legisla-
ture, the only road-related action
taken was to request that Congress
appropriate omoney to improve the
Mullan Road.

In 1869, the Montana Legislature
finally began the serious considera-
tion of transportation in the Ter-

ritory. The Legislature empowered the
counties to set up road districts
with road supervisors to care for
them. The same Legislature author-
ized county commissioners to levy
special taxes for bridge building.
Finally, 1in response to the public
outcry against the exorbitant costs
of tolls, the Legislature rejected
several toll road and bridge fran-
chises and prohibited the collecting
of tolls on the Mullan Road, fr T
Fort Benton to the 1Idaho line.
However, not until 1877 did the
government begin to miae serious
improvements on the road.

The advent of quartz mining for
silver and gold in Montana had a
great impact on the development of
the Territory, bringing modern in-
stitutions and technologies. Indi-
vidual miners had been able to
extract gold from the stream beds of
southwestern Montana. Quartz mining
required organized companies to dig
the ore, operate stamp mills, raise
capital and coordinate all of those
various activities. So the quartz
miners brought with them people with
new skills such as bookkeepers,
lawyers, promoters and technicians.
They helped establish banks. They
established the timber industry §
Montana to provide mine timbers.
Finally, quartz mining required im-
proved transportation to ship the
required equipment to the mines and
mills and to ship ore to the mills.

Some of the first quartz silver
operators were local miners who had

grown rich and powerful on Montana
gold. But in almost all cases they
required assistance from the East.
The remoteness of Montana was the
biggest problem facing quartz miners.
There were no skilled hands to op-
erate the mines and mills. The
railroads were still far away and so
were the ore processing facilities.
Nevertheless, even dJduring the years
around 1873, equipment was being
shipped up river to Fort Benton and
ore was being shipped from the mines
to Fort Benton and Corinne and from
there to smelters in California,
Germany and Wales. Rich resources
caused the railroads to 1look to
Montana with increasing interest.
The Northern Pacific began its push
to the West from Minnesota in 1870,
and, in 1871, the Utah Northern was
formed to build a branch from Utah
north to Montanae. However, both
projects were delayed by the Panic of
1873. Montana businessmen tried to
get the Legislature to offer sub-
sidies to the railroads to speed
their arrival, but the lure of re-
sources was enough that the railroad
soon arrived and,no local subsidies
were ever granted.

Following the Panic of 1873,
silver mining activity began to in-
crease in Montana. The most im-
portant new mining center was Butte.
Butte had been a placer camp in the
mid-60's and then died until William
Farlin began mining and milling
silver in 1876. When Farlin failed
to make payments on his loan, W. A.
Clark, a Deer Lodge, Montana banker






