
The Plattsmouth Crossing

R iv e r  v a lle y s  h a v e  a lw a y s  b e e n  o f  g r e a t  im p o r ­

ta n c e  a s  a r te r ie s  o f t r a n s p o r ta t io n  a n d  co m m erce . 

In  p io n e e r  d a y s  th e y  w e re  ro u te s  o f  re c o n n a is ­

s a n c e  a n d  e x p lo ra tio n  in to  th e  h in te r la n d  w h e re  

u s u a lly  n o  o th e r  p a th s  o f  tra v e l w e re  a v a ila b le . 

A s  n e w  re g io n s  d e v e lo p e d  th e  r iv e r  v a lle y s  w e re  

f re q u e n tly  fo llo w e d  b y  th e  im m ig ra n ts  a n d  la te r  

b y  r a i l ro a d s  a n d  m o d e rn  h ig h w a y s .

In  th e  M id d le  W e s t  th e  v a lle y s  o f th e  O h io , th e  

M iss is s ip p i, a n d  th e  M is s o u r i  d o m in a te d  th e  

p a t te rn  o f e a r ly  se ttle m e n t. B e y o n d  th e  w id e  

M is so u r i , th e  g r e a t  P la t te  R iv e r  v a lle y  s tre tc h e d  

w e s tw a rd  fo r  n e a r ly  a  th o u s a n d  m iles to w a rd  th e  

P ac ific . T h is  v a lle y  w a s  d e s t in e d  so o n  to  b eco m e 

th e  ch ie f tra il  to  th e  f a r  w e s t, a n d  la te r , u p o n  th e  

a d v e n t  o f  th e  “ iro n  h o rs e ,” th e  p rin c ip a l ro u te  o f 

m a ss  t r a n s c o n tin e n ta l  tra v e l.

B u ild in g  fe v e r ish ly  a c ro s s  th e  p ra ir ie s  o f Io w a  

a f te r  th e  C iv il W a r ,  se v e ra l r a i l ro a d s  c o n v e rg e d  

u p o n  th e  to w n  o f C o u n c il B luffs, w h ic h  A b ra h a m  

L in co ln  h a d  d e s ig n a te d  in  1862 a s  th e  e a s te rn  

te rm in u s  o f  th e  U n io n  P ac ific  R a ilro a d . O n e  im ­

p o r ta n t  ro a d , h o w e v e r , th e  B u rlin g to n  a n d  M is ­

so u ri R iv e r  R a ilro a d , s u b s id ia ry  o f th e  C h ic a g o , 

B u rlin g to n  a n d  Q u in c y , fo llo w e d  a  m o re  so u th -
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e r ly  ro u te  a c ro s s  th e  s ta te ,  h e a d in g  d ire c t ly  fo r  th e  

m o u th  o f  th e  P la t t e  R iv e r , so m e  tw e n ty  m iles  b e ­

lo w  th e  U n io n  P a c if ic  ju n c tio n  a t  C o u n c il B lu ffs . 

A p p a r e n t ly  it w a s  th e  s t r a te g y  o f  th is  lin e  to  b y ­

p a s s  th e  “ B lu ffs” a n d  O m a h a , a n d  to  fo llo w  a  

m o re  d ire c t  ro u te  to  th e  W e s t .

T h e  “ P la t ts m o u th  C r o s s in g ” o f  th e  M is s o u r i  

R iv e r  h a s  a lw a y s  b e e n  c o n s id e re d  a n  im p o r ta n t  

o n e . In  e a r ly  d a y s  th e re  w a s  k e e n  c o m p e titio n  b e ­

tw e e n  S t. Jo se p h , M is s o u r i ,  a n d  N e b r a s k a  C ity , 

P la t ts m o u th ,  a n d  O m a h a , N e b r a s k a ,  a s  to  w h ic h  

m ig h t e v e n tu a l ly  in h e r i t  th e  l io n ’s s h a re  o f th e  

r a p id ly  d e v e lo p in g  t r a n s c o n t in e n ta l  b u s in e ss , a n d  

th u s  e v e n tu a l ly  b e c o m e  lo c a te d  u p o n  th e  c h ie f  

tra v e l  ro u te  to  th e  f a r  w e s t . T h is  m a tte r ,  it seem s, 

w a s  a t  la s t  d e f in ite ly  s e t t le d  w h e n  L in co ln  d e s ig ­

n a te d  C o u n c il B lu ffs  a s  th e  p o in t o f  o r ig in  o f  th e  

U n io n  P ac ific  R a ilro a d .

T h is  d e c is io n , it m u s t b e  n o te d , d id  n o t  d e te r  

th e  B u r lin g to n  fro m  c o n tin u in g  to  ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  

o f th e  m o re  d ire c t  ro u te  fro m  P la t ts m o u th  to  th e  

R o c k ie s  v ia  L in co ln , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  h a n d lin g  its  

th r o u g h - f r e ig h t  tra ffic . W h i le  th is  tra ffic  p a t te rn  

fo r  f r e ig h t  is s till in  o p e ra tio n , a ll th r o u g h - p a s s e n ­

g e r  b u s in e s s  is n o w  ro u te d  v ia  O m a h a , a n  im p o r ­

ta n t  c o n n e c tio n  p ro d u c tiv e  o f  c o n s id e ra b le  p a s ­

s e n g e r  re v e n u e .

F ro m  th e  a d v e n t  o f  th e  w h ite  m an  th e  P la t te  

seem s to  h a v e  le f t  a n  in d e lib le  im p re ss io n  on  ex -
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p lo re rs  a n d  c a r to g ra p h e r s .  W il l ia m  D e s lis le  lo ­

c a te d  w h a t  is u n d o u b te d ly  th e  P la t te  o n  h is  m a p s  

o f 1703 a n d  1718. V ic to r  C o llo t in  1796 d e c la re d  

th e  " r iv e r  P la te "  w a s  a s  " la rg e  a s  th e  M is so u r i , 

a n d  ru n s  w ith  su c h  ra p id i ty ,  th a t  o a rs  a n d  p o le s  

a re  in su ffic ien t to  re s is t  th e  c u r re n t;  th e  o n ly  m o d e  

o f g o in g  u p  is b y  to w in g  . . ., its  w a te r s  a re  w h ite  

a n d  o f a  c h a lk y  co lo r; th e  la n d s  th ro u g h  w h ic h  it 

flow s a re  a lso  c h a lk y ; its  b a n k s  a re  b o rd e re d  b y  

sm all b a re  s lo p es , a n d  th e  a s p e c t  o f th e  c o u n try  is 

in  g e n e ra l d ry  a n d  b a r r e n ."

L ew is  a n d  C la rk  a r r iv e d  a t  th e  lo w e r  m o u th  o f 

th e  " G r e a t  R iv e r  P la t t "  on  Ju ly  21 , 1804 . T h e y  

fo u n d  th e  " v e lo s ity "  o f its  c u r r e n t  "m u c h  m o re  

ra p id  th a n  th e  M is s o u r ie "  a n d  a s c e n d e d  it w ith  

g re a t  " d if ic u e lty "  a  m ile  a b o v e  its  m o u th . S te p h e n  

H . L o n g  a r r iv e d  a t  th e  m o u th  o f th e  P la t te  on  

S e p te m b e r  15, 1819. H e  n o te d  th a t  in p e r io d s  o f 

flood th e  P la t te  p o u re d  a  g re a te r  v o lu m e  o f w a te r  

in to  th e  ju n c tio n  w ith  th e  M is s o u r i  th a n  d id  th e  

B ig  M u d d y  itse lf . A b o v e  th e  P la t te ,  w h ic h  is th e  

la rg e s t  t r ib u ta ry  o f th e  M is so u r i, th e  s c e n e ry  o f 

th e  B ig  M u d d y  c h a n g e s  a n d  b eco m es  m o re  in te r ­

e s tin g . A c c o rd in g  to  R e u b e n  G o ld  T h w a i te s  th e  

m o u th  o f th e  P la t te  w a s  ta k e n  a s  th e  lin e  b e tw e e n  

th e  " u p p e r"  a n d  " lo w e r"  M isso u ri. S m all w o n d e r  

th a t  th e  su rv e y o rs  fo r th e  B u rlin g to n  ra i lro a d  a n d  

th e  P la t ts m o u th  c ro ss in g  sh o u ld  b e  q u ick  to  re c o g ­

n ize  th e  P la t te  a s  th e  G a te w a y  to  th e  W e s t .
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In  th e  y e a r s  th a t  fo llo w e d , o th e r  n o ta b le  A m e r ­

ic a n s  v is ite d  th e  m o u th  o f th e  P la t te .  In  1842 

Jo h n  C . F re m o n t  c a m p e d  fo r  o n e  n ig h t  o n  th e  p ro ­

je c tin g  b lu ff  lo c a te d  ju s t  b e lo w  th e  p re s e n t  s ite  o f 

P la t ts m o u th  a t  a  p la c e  still k n o w n  a s  F r e m o n t’s 

P o in t . S ix  y e a r s  la te r , in  1848 , L ib e a s  C o o n  a p ­

p e a re d  on  th e  sc e n e  a n d  c o m m e n c e d  o p e ra t in g  th e  

f irs t f e r r y  a t  P la t ts m o u th . T h is  w a s  th e  b e g in n in g  

o f a  c ro s s in g  w h ic h  e v e r  s in c e  h a s  b e e n  im p o r ta n t .

T w o  e a r ly  r a i l ro a d s ,  b e fo re  th e ir  c o n s o lid a tio n , 

f ig u re d  p ro m in e n tly  in  th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  “ P la t t s ­

m o u th  C r o s s in g ” : th e  C o u n c il B lu ffs  a n d  S t. Jo ­

s e p h  R a ilro a d  a lo n g  th e  Io w a  s id e  o f th e  M is s o u r i , 

a n d  th e  B u r l in g to n  a n d  M is s o u r i  R iv e r  R a ilro a d  

in Io w a . T h e  la t te r  h e a d e d  w e s tw a r d  fro m  B u r ­

l in g to n  to  m e e t a n d  c o n n e c t a t  P la t ts m o u th  w ith  a  

n e w  c o m p a n y , th e  B u r lin g to n  a n d  M is s o u r i  R iv e r  

R a ilro a d  in N e b r a s k a ,  a n d  th e n c e  to  p ro c e e d  

w e s tw a r d  fro m  th is  p o in t.

O n  M a y  19, 1858 , a n  o rg a n iz in g  c o n v e n tio n  fo r  

th e  C o u n c il B lu ffs  a n d  S t. Jo se p h  R a ilro a d  w a s  

h e ld  in th e  “ B lu ffs .” G ro u n d  w a s  b ro k e n  fo r  th e  

c o n s tru c tio n  o f th e  r a i l ro a d  a b o u t  a  m ile  so u th  o f 

to w n  on  N o v e m b e r  7, 1859. A f te r  m a n y  d e la y s  

a n d  re o rg a n iz a t io n , th e  line  w a s  f in a lly  c o m p le te d  

to  S t. Jo se p h  in Ju ly , 1868 , w h e re  c o n n e c tio n  w a s  

m a d e  w ith  ro a d s  w h ic h  w e re  a l r e a d y  co m p le te d  

in to  S t. L o u is  a n d  H a n n ib a l .

M e a n w h ile , th e  B u r lin g to n  a n d  M is s o u r i  R iv e r
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R a ilro a d  in  Io w a  h a d  b e e n  c o m p le te d  to  O ttu m w a  

on  S e p te m b e r  1, 1859. F u r th e r  w e s tw a r d  p ro g re s s  

w a s  te m p o ra r i ly  h a lte d  b y  th e  C iv il W a r ,  b u t  in 

1865 th e  ro a d  o n c e  m o re  b e g a n  to  p u sh  o n w a rd  

a c ro s s  s o u th e rn  Io w a  to w a rd  th e  M is s o u r i . T h e  

la s t  sp ik e  w a s  d r iv e n  a t  G le n w o o d  in N o v e m b e r , 

1869, a n d  se rv ic e  w a s  o p e n e d  to  E a s t  P la t t s -  

m o u th  (P la t t s v i l le )  on  J a n u a ry  1, 1870. O n  D e ­

cem b e r 4 , 1869, th e  firs t B u r lin g to n  tra in  w a s  

o p e ra te d  in to  C o u n c il B lu ffs  o v e r  th e  C o u n c il 

B lu ffs a n d  S t. Jo se p h  line , v ia  P ac ific  Ju n c tio n . 

R e g u la r  se rv ice , h o w e v e r , b e tw e e n  C o u n c il B lu ffs 

a n d  th e  E a s t  o v e r  th e  B u rlin g to n , w a s  n o t  in a u g u ­

r a te d  u n til J a n u a ry  3 , 1870 .

O n  Ju ly  4, 1869, to  th e  a c c o m p a n im e n t o f a  

" b ra s s  b a n d  a n d  a  p a ra d e ,"  g ro u n d  w a s  b ro k e n  a t  

P la t ts m o u th  fo r  th e  B u rlin g to n  a n d  M is so u r i  

R iv e r  R a ilro a d  in N e b ra s k a ,  on  w h ic h  se rv ic e s  

w e re  o p e n e d  to  L in co ln  on  Ju ly  26, 1870. T h e r e  

b e in g  th e n  n o  b r id g e  o r  a d e q u a te  fe r ry  se rv ic e  a t  

P la t ts m o u th  c a p a b le  o f h a n d lin g  th e  r a p id ly  in ­

c re a s in g  ra il b u s in e ss , it b e c a m e  im p e ra tiv e  th a t  

th e  c o m p a n y  p ro v id e  th e ir  o w n  fac ilitie s .

A c c o rd in g ly  th e  ro a d  p ro c u re d  a  t r a n s f e r  b o a t, 

o r c a r - fe r ry ,  th e  V ic e  P r e s id e n t , w h ic h  w a s  b u ilt 

on  th e  O h io  R iv e r  a t  Je ffe rso n v ille , In d ia n a , p ro b ­

a b ly  in 1873. C a p ta in  P e te r  M a n n  su p e rv ise d  th e  

c o n s tru c tio n  o f  th e  b o a t. W h e n  c o m p le te d  it w a s  

b ro u g h t  to  P la t ts m o u th  to  e n te r  th e  ra ilro a d  se rv -
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ice . O n  its  f irs t v o y a g e  it c a r r ie d  a  d e c k lo a d  o f  

lim e o r  c e m e n t in  b a r r e ls  fro m  L o u isv ille , K e n ­

tu c k y , to  S t. Jo se p h , M is s o u r i .  T h e  c a rg o  w a s  u n ­

lo a d e d  b y  N e g r o e s  “ d r iv in g  o ld - fa s h io n e d  tw o ­

w h e e le d  d ra y s ,  h a v in g  a  lo n g  ta i lb o a rd  a n d  d r a w n  

b y  a  m u le ."

T h e  jo u rn e y  fro m  S t. Jo se p h  to  P la t ts m o u th  

w a s  “ m a d e  lig h t, a n d  to o k  a b o u t  tw o  d a y s . W h e n  

w e  ro u n d e d  F re m o n t  P o in t , —  b le w  th e  w h is tle  

fo r  to w n , a b o u t  h a lf  th e  p o p u la tio n  o f P la t ts m o u th  

w a s  g a th e re d  o n  th e  r iv e r  b a n k  a t  th e  fo o t o f 

M a in  S t r e e t  to  g re e t  th e  n e w  a r r iv a l .“ T h e  V ic e  

P r e s id e n t  h a d  a  c a r ry in g  c a p a c i ty  o f  five f re ig h t  

c a r s  o r  th re e  p a s s e n g e r  c o a c h e s , a n d  th u s  c o u ld  

h a n d le  c o n s id e ra b le  tra ffic  in  a  d a y . I t  w a s  

m a n n e d  b y  a  c re w  c o n s is t in g  o f “ a  c a p ta in , p ilo t, 

c le rk , tw o  e n g in e e rs , tw o  firem en , s ix  d e c k  h a n d s , 

co o k  a n d  n ig h t  w a tc h m a n . T h e  c a p ta in  s c a b in  

w a s  on  th e  r ig h t  s id e , a n d  th e  c le rk ’s c a b in  w a s  on  

th e  le f t  s id e , fo rw a rd  o f  th e  w h e e l h o u se . T h e  

k itc h e n  a n d  d in in g  ro o m  w e re  o n  th e  le f t  s id e , a n d  

b u n k  ro o m  on  th e  r ig h t  s id e  b a c k  o f th e  w h e e l 

h o u s e ,” fu rn is h in g  co m m o d io u s  q u a r te r s  fo r  all 

h a n d s .

T h e  r a p id ly  in c re a s in g  flow  o f tra ffic  to  th e  

W e s t  d u r in g  th e  la te  1 8 7 0 ’s so o n  c o n v in c e d  ra i l ­

ro a d  o ffic ia ls o f th e  n e c e s s ity  o f  th e  im m ed ia te  

c o n s tru c tio n  o f a  b r id g e  a t  P la t ts m o u th  to  re p la c e  

th e  f e r ry  w h ic h  w a s  fa s t  b eco m in g  in a d e q u a te  to
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h a n d le  th e  b u s in e ss . T h e  a t t e n d a n t  d e la y s  w e re  

b o th  a n n o y in g  a n d  c o s tly . T h is  p ro je c t  w a s  u n ­

d e r ta k e n  in 1879, w ith  G e o rg e  L. M o rr is o n  a s  

C h ie f  E n g in e e r  in  c h a rg e  o f c o n s tru c tio n , u p o n  

a u th o r i ty  o f a  c h a r te r  g r a n te d  te n  y e a r s  p re v io u s ly  

b y  th e  s ta te  le g is la tu re  o f  Io w a .

T h e  P la t ts m o u th  b r id g e , th e  fin es t b u ilt  o v e r  th e  

r iv e r  to  th a t  tim e, c ro s s e d  th e  M is s o u r i  R iv e r  se v ­

e ra l m iles b e lo w  its  c o n flu e n c e  w ith  th e  P la t te .  I t 

w a s  u n iq u e  in se v e ra l re sp e c ts . I t  w a s  th e  se c o n d  

e v e r  b u ilt  o f s tee l, th e  firs t h a v in g  b e e n  b u ilt  th e  

p re c e d in g  y e a r  b y  th e  A lto n  ra i l ro a d  a c ro s s  th e  

M is so u r i  R iv e r  a t  G la s g o w , M is s o u r i . T h e  s tee l 

e m p lo y e d  in  c o n s tru c tio n  w a s  m a d e  b y  th e  “ H a y ” 

p ro c e ss , a n  in v e n tio n  o f th e  il lu s tr io u s  A b ra m  

T u s to n  H a y  o f B u r lin g to n , Io w a , w h o  c o n tr ib u te d  

m u ch  to  m e ta llu rg ic a l p ro g re s s . P re v io u s  to  th is  

tim e, iro n  h a d  b een  th e  m e ta l u se d  in b r id g e  b u ild ­

in g , b u t  iro n  f re q u e n tly  c ry s ta ll iz e d , b e c a m e  b r i t ­

tle , a n d  b ro k e  w ith o u t  w a rn in g , w ith  d is a s tro u s  

re su lts .

F ro m  a  d e sc r ip tio n  g iv en  b y  C h ie f  E n g in e e r  

G e o rg e  L. M o rr is o n  to  }. A . M c M u r p h y  o f P la t t s ­

m o u th , w e  le a rn  th a t  th e  b r id g e  c o n s is te d  o f five 

s p a n s  —  tw o  la rg e  s p a n s  o f 4 0 0  fe e t e ach , a n d  

th re e  “ d e c k  s p a n s ” o f  20 0  fe e t each , re s tin g  on  six  

s to n e  a n d  c o n c re te  p ie rs . In  a d d it io n , on  th e  e a s t 

s id e  th e re  w e re  1 ,560  fe e t o f iro n  v ia d u c t, 1 ,440 

fee t o f w h ic h  c o n s is te d  o f 48  s p a n s  o f  30  fe e t each .
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T h e  b r id g e  flo o r w a s  u n ifo rm  o n  b o th  th e  iro n  

v ia d u c t  a n d  th e  five s p a n s .  O n  “t r a c k  s t r in g e r s ’ 

w h ic h  w e re  s p a c e d  n in e  fe e t  a p a r t ,  n in e  in ch  

s q u a re  o a k  tie s  w e re  s p a c e d  f if te e n  in c h e s  a p a r t .  

T h e s e  tie s , tw e lv e  fe e t  lo n g , w e re  lo c k e d  in  p la c e  

b y  o a k  g u a r d  ra i ls  te n  in c h e s  s q u a re . O n  th e s e  

tie s  th e  r a i l r o a d  t r a c k s  w e re  la id . A  fo o t-w a lk  o f  

tw o  in c h  o a k  p la n k s  w a s  b u il t  o n  e a c h  s id e  o f  th e  

b r id g e , a n d  a  w ire  c a b le  fo r  a  h a n d  ra il w a s  s t ru n g  

th ro u g h  u p r ig h t  iro n  s ta n c h io n s  p la c e d  a t  25 fo o t 

in te rv a ls .

T h e  c o s t  o f  th e  b r id g e  a s  r e p o r te d  fo r  ta x a t io n  

w a s  $ 6 0 0 ,0 0 0 . I ts  s u p e r - s t r u c tu r e  a n d  s u b - s t ru c ­

tu r e  w e re  d e s ig n e d  b y  C h ie f  E n g in e e r  G e o rg e  L. 

M o r r is o n . T h e  tw o  lo n g e r  s p a n s  w e re  b u ilt  b y  th e  

K e y s to n e  B r id g e  C o m p a n y  o f  P i t ts b u rg h .

T h e  e re c tio n  o f  a  s t r u c tu r e  o f  su c h  m a g n itu d e , 

in  th o s e  e a r ly  d a y s  b e fo re  th e  in v e n tio n  a n d  p e r ­

fe c tio n  o f  m o d e rn  e re c tin g  m a c h in e ry , w a s  n o  

sm a ll u n d e r ta k in g ,  p re s e n tin g  m a n y  se r io u s  p ro b ­

lem s to  b e  h a n d le d  b y  th e  e n g in e e rs  a n d  c o n s tru c ­

tio n  fo re m e n  in c h a rg e  o f  th e  w o rk . A f te r  th e  

p ie rs  w e re  c o m p le te d , a  te m p o ra ry  t r e s t le  w a s  

b u ilt  to  s u p p o r t  th e  p e rm a n e n t  s t ru c tu re  w h ile  in  

th e  p ro c e s s  o f  e re c tio n . T h e  e v e r -p re s e n t  o m in o u s  

h a z a r d  o f h ig h  w a te r s  c a u s e d  th e  b u ild e rs  m a n y  

a n x io u s  m o m e n ts , b u t  c o n s tru c tio n  w e n t  fo rw a rd  

w ith  h ig h  e ffic ien cy  a n d  d is p a tc h , a n d  w a s  fin a lly  

f in ish ed  a b o u t  a s  s c h e d u le d .
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T h e  b r id g e  w h e n  c o m p le te d  w a s  s u b je c te d  to  

se v e re  te s ts  b e fo re  it  w a s  a c c e p te d  fro m  th e  c o n ­

tra c to rs . T h e  P la t ts m o u th  D a ily  D e m o c r a t  o f 

A u g u s t  30 , 1880, r e p o r te d  th a t  th e  te s t  w a s  m a d e  

b y  e ig h t lo co m o tiv es  w h ic h  w e re  ru n  s im u lta ­

n e o u s ly  o n to  e a c h  o f th e  tw o  4 0 0  fo o t s p a n s . 

“ F i r s t  to  c ro s s  th e  b r id g e  w a s  th e  sp ec ia l t ra in  o f 

th e  B. & M . R . R . c o n s is tin g  o f c o a c h  15 a n d  lo co ­

m o tiv e  17 w ith  C h a s . P a t te r s o n  a s  e n g in e e r  a n d  

W o o d  c o n d u c to r . F o llo w in g  th a t  c a m e  th e  C . B. 

& Q . sp ec ia l tra in  w ith  lo co m o tiv e  2 7 0 ; A n d re w  

Jo h n so n , e n g in e e r ; d in in g  c a r  S a n  F ra n c is c o , 

F r a n k  D r u r y  in  c h a rg e ; P u llm a n  c a r  R o c h e s te r , 

a n d  sp ec ia l c o a c h  N o . 50.

“ T h e  te s t  e n g in e s  th e n  fo llo w e d  in tw o  se c tio n s , 

fo u r  in  each , u p  th e  lo n g  g ra d e  o n  th e  Io w a  s id e , 

a n d  w h e n  n e a r  th e  e a s t  e n d  o f th e  firs t s p a n  th e y  

c o u p le d  th e  se c tio n s  to g e th e r , m a k in g  e ig h t in  a ll, 

a n d  ra n  on  th e  sp a n , o c c u p y in g  3 2 0  fe e t o f th e  4 0 0  

fe e t le n g th  o f sp a n . T h e y  h a l te d  th e re  w h ile  civil 

e n g in e e rs  w ith  lev e ls  a n d  in s tru m e n ts  n o te d  th e  

d e flec tio n  c a u s e d  b y  th e  e n o rm o u s  w e ig h t  p la c e d  

u p o n  th e  s p a n s , a n d  fo u n d  th a t  it s e t t le d  in th e  

c e n tre  o n ly  th re e  a n d  o n e -s ix te e n th  in ch es , u n d e r  

a  w e ig h t  o f 4 4 0  to n s .

“ A f te r  th e  lo co m o tiv es  w e re  ru n  off th e  sp a n , it 

re su m e d  its  fo rm e r p o s itio n , w h ic h  sh o w s  th a t  th e  

s tee l o f w h ic h  it is m a d e  is b o th  te n a c io u s  a n d  

e la s tic , a n  a d m ira b le  c o m b in a tio n  o f  q u a litie s .
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T h e  n e x t  o n e  w e s t  w a s  te s te d  in  th e  sa m e  m a n n e r , 

a n d  a f t e r  it w a s  p ro v e d  s a fe  th e  b r id g e  w a s  p ro ­

n o u n c e d  a c c e p te d  a n d  r e a d y  fo r  r e g u la r  tra ffic . 

A ll th e  w h is t le s  on  s te a m b o a ts  a n d  lo co m o tiv e s  a t  

o n c e  w e re  s o u n d e d  a n d  th e  c h o ru s  o f  tw e n ty  o r  

m o re  b le n d e d  a n d  e c h o e d  o v e r  th e  M is s o u r i  b lu ffs .

I t  w a s  a  g r a n d  s ig h t  a n d  w e ll r e p a id  th e  lo o k ­

e r s -o n  to  se e  th o s e  p o w e rfu l  lo co m o tiv es , o f  4 4 0  

to n s  a g g r e g a te  w e ig h t ,  s ta n d in g  o n  th e  s p a n s , a n d  

th o u s a n d s  w e re  th e re  to  se e  it  fro m  P la t ts m o u th  

a n d  a d jo in in g  c itie s . W e  n o te d  J u d g e  M c D ill ,  o f 

th e  Io w a  b o a rd  o f  r a i l r o a d  c o m m iss io n e rs ; H o n . 

W m . H a le , o f  G le n w o o d ; a ls o  M r .  A . G o ttle ib , 

o f  P i t t s b u r g ,  w h o  is p r e s id e n t  o f  th e  K e y s to n e  

B r id g e  C o .

" A l to g e th e r ,  it  w a s  a  p ro u d  e v e n t in  th e  h is to ry  

o f th e  c ity  o f  P la t ts m o u th , a n d  th e  q u e e n  c ity  o f 

o u r  s ta te  (L in c o ln )  w ill so o n  fee l, I t ru s t ,  th e  

b e n e fit o f  th is  b r id g e , w h ic h  c o n n e c ts  h e r  w ith  th e  

C ., B . & Q . sy s te m  o f ra i lw a y , a n d  to  th e  e a s t ."  —  

" I t  w a s  m y  g o o d  fo r tu n e ,"  s ta te s  th e  r e p o r te r ,  " to  

r id e  fro m  P la t ts m o u th  to  L in co ln  w ith  S u p e r in ­

te n d e n ts  T h o m p s o n  a n d  M c C o n n if f  a n d  S u p e r in ­

te n d e n t  o f  T e le g r a p h  Y a te s  on  th e  s te a m  h a n d -  

c a r ;  a n d  w e  jo g g e d  a lo n g  a t  th e  a v e ra g e  r a te  o f 

tw e n ty  m iles  a n  h o u r  w ith  E n g in e e r  C u m m in g s  a t  

th e  th ro t t le  a n d  th e  b ra k e , a r r iv in g  h e re  a t  5 :3 0  

p . m .” T h e  p h o to g ra p h  a r t i s ts  a lso  im p ro v e d  th e  

tim e a n d  s e c u re d  g o o d  n e g a tiv e s  o f  th e  scen e .





Buildings Listed Clockwise from bottom right: Second Presbyterian
Church; Residence of Judge King; Book Store; Congregational Church; 
Public School Building; Root s Gallery; Jones Block; City High School. 
Boats identified: Pembina, Canada, Grey Eagle, Key City, Hawkeye State.
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L I T H O G R A P H  B V  E N D I C O T T  & CO . I N  T H E  L I B R A R Y  OK T H E  S T A T E  H I S T O R I C A L  S O C I E T Y

Buildings Listed Clockwise from top left: Residence of R. S. W est; 
Custom House and Post Office; Residence of Gen. Geo. W . Jones; City 
Hall and Market House; St. Raphaels Cathedral; Aetna Insurance Co. 
Office; Residence of Edward Langworthy; Shot Tower.
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“ I t  is c e r ta in ly  a  so u rc e  o f  r e g r e t / ’ s ta te d  th e  

B u r lin g to n  H a w k - E y e ,  ‘‘th a t  c irc u m s ta n c e s  p re ­

v e n te d  th e  a t te n d a n c e  o f o u r  ta le n te d  to w n sm a n , 

A . T .  H a y , E s q .,  a t  th e  ‘o p e n in g ’ o f  th e  fa m o u s  

H a y  s tee l b r id g e  o v e r  th e  M is so u r i  a t  P la t t s -  

m o u th . W i th o u t  him  th e  e x e rc ise s  w e re  like  th e  

p la y  o f H a m le t  w ith  H a m le t  o m itte d .”

A f te r w a r d s ,  th e  lo n g  w o o d e n  tre s t le  a p ­

p ro a c h e s  a t  b o th  e n d s  w e re  g ra d u a l ly  filled  w ith  

e a r th  from  th e  d e e p  c u t o n  th e  N e b ra s k a  s id e  o f 

th e  r iv e r . T h e  b r id g e  c o n tin u e d  in  se rv ic e  u n til 

th e  c lo se  o f th e  c e n tu ry , w h e n  h e a v ie r  m o tiv e  

p o w e r  on  th e  ra ils  m a d e  its  re p la c e m e n t w ith  a  

s t ro n g e r  s t ru c tu re  im p e ra tiv e . T h e  n e w  b r id g e  

w a s  b u ilt  in  1903, a n d  th e  tw o  4 0 0 -fo o t s p a n s  o f 

th e  o ld  o n e  re m o v e d  a n d  re -e re c te d  o v e r  th e  D e s  

M o in e s  R iv e r  in  M a r io n  C o u n ty  on  th e  O s k a -  

lo o sa  “b r a n c h ” o f th e  B u rlin g to n  w h ich  c o n n e c te d  

w ith  th e  A lb ia -D e s  M o in e s  line  a t  T r a c y .  O n e  

2 0 0 -fo o t s p a n  w a s  s h o r te n e d  to  175 fe e t a n d  

e re c te d  o v e r  th e  W e s t  F o rk  o f th e  G r a n d  R iv e r 

n e a r  A lb a n y , M isso u ri, in  1907, a n d  is still in  

se rv ice .

U p o n  th e  a b a n d o n m e n t o f  th e  A lb ia -D e s  

M o in e s  lin e  b y  th e  B u rlin g to n , th e  b r id g e  w a s  a c ­

q u ire d  a s  a  f re ig h t c u t-o ff  a n d  o p e ra te d  b y  th e  

M in n e a p o lis  a n d  S t. L ou is  R a ilro a d  u n til th e ir  
g ra d e  a c ro s s  th e  D e s  M o in e s  “b o tto m s ” w a s  

w a s h e d  o u t b y  th e  g re a t  flood o f  1947. B u s in e ss
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o n  th e  lin e  w a s  n o t su ffic ien t to  w a r r a n t  th e  c o s t o f 

re p la c in g  th e  g ra d e , a n d  so  a p p lic a t io n  h a s  b e e n  

m a d e  to  th e  I n te r s ta te  C o m m e rc e  C o m m iss io n  fo r  

p e rm is s io n  to  a b a n d o n  th e  “ b r a n c h .”

In  th e  e v e n t  th is  p e rm iss io n  is g r a n te d ,  u n le s s  

s te p s  a r e  im m e d ia te ly  ta k e n  to  s a v e  it, o n e  o f 

A m e r ic a ’s h is to r ic  b r id g e s  w ill so o n  b e  so ld  a n d  

d is m a n tle d  fo r  s c ra p  s te e l. O n ly  a  s h o r t  tim e  a g o , 

e n g in e e rs  te s te d  th e  s t r u c tu r e  fo r  d e te r io ra tio n , 

a n d  e v e ry  m em b er o f it r a n g  a s  tru e , u n d e r  th e  

te s t  h a m m e r, a s  th e  d a y  it w a s  b u ilt. S o  im p re s se d  

w e re  th e  e n g in e e rs  b y  th is  p e r fo rm a n c e , th a t  

s a m p le s  w e re  c u t fro m  th e  s lo p in g  e n d  m em b ers , 

to  b e  te s te d  in th e  la b o ra to r ie s  in  o rd e r  to  d e te r ­

m in e  “ w h a t  m a n n e r  o f  s te e l” c o u ld  th u s  w i th s ta n d  

th e  r a v a g e s  o f  tim e. T h is  a lo n e  is, in d e e d , p ro o f  

o f  th e  re m a rk a b le  q u a li ty  o f th e  “ H a y  S te e l” 

p ro c e s s , a n d  th e  in v e n tiv e  g e n iu s  o f  th e  m a n  

w h o s e  b ra in s  a n d  in g e n u ity  m a d e  it p o ss ib le .

Ben H ur W ilson


