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Carbon County, Montana. 
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Vehicular Bridge 

On March 9, 1914, C.A. Gibson, Carbon County 
Surveyor, reported to the County Commissioners 
that the old wooden Howe truss bridge at 
Fromberg was in bad condition and that it would 
cost as much to repair the old bridge as it 
would to build a new one. Gibson was ordered to 
prepare plans for a new concrete bridge. The 
only clue as to why the county would order a 
concrete bridge (more costly than the steel 
truss bridges that were being built over the 
Clark's Fork at nearby locations during that 
period) is that there was a fellow in Fromberg 
named John Gibson who had a concrete business 
and who had recently (1911) patented a culvert 
design. It is not known what, if any, 
relationship existed between John and C.A. 
Gibson. Plans for the bridge were completed 
April 9, 1914, and on May 8, 1914 (bidding 
against such established bridge building firms 
as Security Bridge Co. of Billings, Montana) 
Beley Construction Co of Livingston, Montana 
submitted the low bid at $9731.50 and was 
awarded the contract. However, ,extra claims 
were submitted for the construction and the 
county ended up paying an additional $6080.77. 
Concrete for the project was supplied by John 
Gibson's company. The county evidently learned 
its lesson, since the following year they denied 
a request for a concrete bridge by the citizens 
of nearby Bridger unless the Bridger Commercial 
Club would subscribe to the bridge and pay the 
difference between a steel and a concrete 
bridge. The Fromberg bridge stands today 
unchanged from the structure designed by 
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C.A. Gibson except that a bituminous wearing 
surface has been added over the gravel fill 
roadway. The bridge is of three barrel arch 
spans, each 56 feet long and 8 feet from the 
spring line to the top of the arch. The arches 
are supported by concrete abutments and two 
concrete piers. Concrete spandrel walls extend 
upward 3 feet beyond the roadway to form the 
railings. Spandrel walls and arches are well 
reinforced with 1/2" and 3/4" bars. Lateral 
bracing is provided to the spandrel walls by 
3/4" rods tying the walls diagonally through the 
earth fill to the arches. The roadway is 15 
feet wide. The bridge has one major crack where 
the spandrel meets the east abutment, the piers 
have experienced major scouring, and it is 
otherwise in fair condition. In 1914, it was 
the largest concrete bridge in Montana and 
remains today the oldest multi-span concrete 
arch bridge in the State. 

Kevin Murphy, Historian HAER, 1984; from data 
compiled by Fredric L. Quivik, 1979 
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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 
FROMBERG BRIDGE 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Location: 

Quad: 

UTM: 

Date of Construction: 

Present Owner: 

Present Use: 

Significance: 

Historian: 

Spaiming the Clark's Fork of the Yellowstone River 
on East River Street 
Fromberg Vicinity 
Carbon County 
Montana. 

Fromberg, Montana (1956) 

12/664840/5028400 

1914 

Carbon County 
Red Lodge, Montana 

Highway Bridge 

The first and only multi-span, monumental 
reinforced concrete arch bridge built in Montana, 
the Fromberg Bridge facilitated the transportation of 
agricultural products (especially sugar beets) from 
the east side of the Clark's Fork River to the City of 
Fromberg and the Northern Pacific and Chicago, 
Burlington & Quincy Railroad lines on the west 
side of the river. The cement used for the bridge 
was supplied by the Gibson Culvert Company, a 
locally significant industry that pioneered the use of 
reinforced concrete in south central Montana. The 
Fromberg Bridge was the penultimate expression of 
Carbon County's experimentation with reinforced 
concrete and the progressive belief in efficiency, 
aesthetics, and permanence. 

Jon Axline, Montana Department of Transportation 
September, 2003 
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The Fromberg Bridge area was included within the original boundaries of the Crow Reservation. 
The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 delineated the region south of the Yellowstone River and north 
of the Wyoming border between Paradise Valley and the Big Hom River as the reservation. 
Through a series of land cessions beginning in 1883, the reservation was reduced in size to 
accommodate the demands of non-Indian mining, railroad, and cattle interests. In 1892, the 
section of the reservation from its existing western boundary westward to the Boulder River in 
Park County, including the Fromberg area, was withdrawn from the reservation. Indians who 
wished to remain in the ceded area, however, could file for homestead allotments and eventually 
obtain the title to the property if they followed federal regulations designed to transform them 
from semi-nomadic hunter/gatherers to sedentary farmers. Two Indian allotments (both for 
women) were located within the adjacent to the Fromberg Bridge site: Ena Hoos (Comes 
Herself) in Lots 7 and 8 in the SEV-i SWV-i of Section 16 and Esaska Heahsas (Horse Well 
Known) in Lot 9 in the SEV-i SWV-i of Section 16. Both women had relinquished their claims to 
the allotments by early 1905.1 

The 1891 General Land Office Map shows Sections 16 and 20, T5S, R23E as being divided into 
lots on both sides of the river. The lots were originally established to accommodate Indian 
allottees who tentatively planned to remain behind when the reservation was reduced in size in 
1892. The U.S. government opened the township for homestead settlement in 1893 after the 
Clark's Fork River valley was removed from the Crow Reservation. Thirteen individuals filed 
homestead claims in the township in 1893. The OZ Cattle Company wintered at the approximate 
location of the community of Fromberg in 1893 - 1894. Settlement of the township did not 
begin in earnest until 1897, when 43 people filed for homesteads there. Between 1897 and 1907, 
approximately 51 % of the 274 homestead entries filed in the township were made; of those, 47% 
obtained patents to their land. In May, 1897, French emigrant Sam Gebo filed for a 160-acre 
homestead in Section 17, T5S, R23E about one mile northwest of the bridge. Unlike his 
contemporaries, however, Gebo was primarily interested in coal deposits in the bluffs bordering 
the river.2 

Within a few months, a mining camp, named for its founder, Sam Gebo, arose adjacent to the 
coal mines. Gebo, who claimed association with Butte Copper King William A. Clark, found a 
ready market for the generally "dirty and gritty" coal with Clark's smelter operations in Butte 
and the Northern Pacific Railway (NPRR). The NPRR accommodated Gebo by constructing a 
branch line to the area in 1898. The coal camp, however, was not located on the line. Instead, 
the railroad established a station about a mile to the southwest and christened it "Fromberg" after 
an improbably-named Austrian emigrant named Counter Vax Fromberg. Fromberg was, 
apparently, an energetic local promoter, who concentrated his activities on drawing a railroad to 
the area. When the railroad arrived in the valley in 1898, the community of Fromberg became 
both the railroad station and post office for nearby Gebo. By the tum-of-the-century, the Gebo 
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camp had a population between 500 and 1,000 people and included a barber shop, newspaper, 
drugstore, cafe, rooming house, laundry, confectionary, jail and five saloons. Local residents 
taught at the school. 3 

Shortly after 1901, Gebo's fortunes began to fade as better coal deposits at Bridger and Bear 
Creek were developed by the NPRR and private syndicates. By 1906, Sam Gebo had left the 
area for coal mines near Casper, Wyoming. The community ofGebo's hard luck, however, 
proved a boon for Fromberg. By 1903, local homesteaders and ranchers began exploiting the 
agricultural potential of the Clark's Fork valley. Initially called "Poverty Flats" because the lack 
of irrigation systems made farming difficult, the establishment of privately-owned ditches and 
ditch companies caused the area to flourish beginning about 1905. In 1907, Albert Babcock, 
editor of the Billings Gazette wrote about the Clark's Fork Valley, 

This territory rapidly filled up with settlers and the fertile creek bottoms soon became the 
homes of hundreds of thrifty people and the country was transformed as ifby magic into 
fields of waving grain, and the Indian tepees were replaced by comfortable, though 
sometimes rude, dwellings of the white settlers. 

Indeed, the project area was largely been settled by 1910. The once hopeful community of 
Fromberg steadily grew and became an important trade center in the valley. It incorporated as a 
city in 1912.4 

Described in 1909 as one of the "youngest, thriving and growing towns in [Carbon] County," 
Fromberg quickly gained a reputation as the "Fruit Basket of Eastern Montana" because of the 
many apple orchards in the vicinity. Its status was based on extensive irrigation systems and a 
relatively mild climate that was especially conducive to the cultivation of apples. By 1910, the 
community claimed 765 residents. Fromberg served as a trade center for the valley, served by 
both the NPRR and, after 1911, by the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Railroad. The 
transcontinental railroads gave local farmers and ranchers access to national markets. The 
business district included, among many other enterprises, 4 general stores, 3 hotels, 4 saloons, a 
billiard hall/lunch counter, roller skating rink, lumber yards, bank, and four real estate firms. 
Three coal mines were located within two miles of the community, further adding to its 
economic base. Importantly, Fromberg was also the headquarters of a brick-making factory 
(1909) and, in 1914, the Gibson Concrete Culvert Company. This company, under the 
leadership of John Gibson, installed a large number of its patented concrete culverts in south 
central Montana. 5 

In 1914, Fromberg was fortunate to be located on the Billings - Cody lateral of the Yellowstone 
Trail - largely through the efforts of John Gibson in Fromberg. The Yellowstone Trail 
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Association (YTA) was created by a group of South Dakota promoters in October, 1912. Their 
initial goal was to construct a good tourist-based highway between Minneapolis and Yellowstone 
National Park. The Association, however, did not have the capital necessary to construct the 
road. Instead, it charged counties, towns, cities, and individuals along the route a membership 
fee to fund the operation of the YTA and provided some technical expertise to the counties along 
the route, who were actually responsible for the construction and maintenance of the road. 
Because it wanted to keep the membership a largely grassroots organization, there was no federal 
involvement in the construction of the road. Work was accomplished by volunteer labor through 
county road bonds and taxes. The lateral road between Billings and Cody was intended to 
provide an alternate route to Yellowstone National Park. At Fromberg, the Yellowstone Trail 
incorporated East River Street to the Fromberg Bridge, then proceeded southerly down existing 
Bluewater Creek Road. East River Street was also included in the original 1914 Federal Aid 
highway system, but was abandoned for an alternate river crossing to the south by 1923. Despite 
the modification of the route, Fromberg was the site of one of the most popular tourist camps in 
the state. Owned by the City, the camp included modem rest room facilities, cabins, gas 
electrical lighting, good water, and, most importantly, shade - all free of charge. The camp was 
located about one mile east of the Fromberg Bridge.6 

Fromberg continued to thrive throughout the 1910s. The agricultural economy of the area 
diversified in 1906 with the first cultivation of sugar beets in the valley near Fromberg. By 
1917, it had become the major crop harvested in the valley. The primary market for the beets 
was Billings Sugar Beet Company, which purchased farms in the valley, including a farm 
adjacent to the bridge (24CA1583). The company constructed a beet dump adjacent to the 
CB&Q line in Fromberg in 1919. Despite the drought and economic depression then plaguing 
Montana's rural areas, there was a constant demand for sugar beets, which was dependent on 
irrigation. Fromberg's population peaked in 1920 with 982 people living in the city. Despite the 
Great Depression, it still maintained its prosperity in 1939. The Works Progress Administration 
favorably described the community's "trim streets, faced with white and stores, houses and 
churches, have an air of peaceful activity. Few of the buildings are new, but all are well kept."7 

The original Clark's Fork River Bridge near Fromberg was constructed sometime before 1898 
and consisted of a timber Howe through truss. Like its successor structure, it was built along a 
section line. By March, 1914, County Surveyor Charles Gibson reported that the old bridge was 
in a "dangerous condition," and determined that it would cost more than it was worth to repair. 
He suggested that a new bridge be constructed at the site. The County Commissioners ordered 
Gibson to develop plans for a concrete bridge. Gibson completed the plans for a multi-span 
reinforced concrete arch structure in April, 1914. The significance of the concrete bridge was 
early recognized by the local newspaper, the Fromberg Herald. It reported that the "structure, 
when completed, will be one of the largest of its kind in the Northwest and much interest 
throughout the state is centered upon it."8 
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Seven companies placed bids on the construction of the new concrete bridge near Fromberg 
when the County Commissioners opened them on May 8, 1914. Submissions ranged from a low 
of $9,731 proposed by the Beley Construction Company of Livingston, Montana to a high bid of 
$15,490 submitted by the Illinois Steel Bridge Company. Fromberg concrete contractor John 
Gibson bid $11,228 on the project, but did not get the contract for the actual construction of the 
bridge. Instead, he provided Beley the cement used to build it. The Carbon County 
Commissioners had earlier stipulated that only $10,000 be allocated to construct the bridge. 
Beley's proposal did not include the construction of the timber pilings upon which the bridge 
would rest. At a public meeting held in Fromberg on May gt\ businessmen and farmers in the 
area pledged $1,000 toward the cost of the pilings. The Fromberg Herald boasted that 

This thousand dollar test dos not only demonstrate the loyalty and progressiveness of the 
Fromberg community, but fixes their stamp of approval upon the determination of the 
Commissioners in building permanent improvements. It has been truly said "The cement 
way is the only progressive way. 

The Commissioners stipulated that the new bridge be completed by October 1, 1914 so that 
farmers east of the river could get their crops to the Northern Pacific Railway's station at 
Fromberg.9 

The first ofBeley's construction crew arrived in Fromberg near the end of July, 1914. Within a 
week, it had constructed a cement house near the construction site and began hiring local 
laborers to build the bridge. Because the low bid for the project did not cover the cost of 
constructing the structure's steel-reinforced footings and timber piles, the Commissioners 
successfully solicited the area's businessmen and farmers to provide $1,000 for the bridge's 
foundation. The Herald boasted that every citizen would "naturally feel a degree of pride in the 
knowledge that they helped bring to Fromberg the largest concrete bridge in the great Treasure 
State!" Work on the bridge did not begin until July 30, 1914 because of the late arrival of the 
pile-driving machinery. 10 

Although work on the bridge proceeded smoothly, it became apparent by late August, 1914 that 
it would not be completed by the October 1st deadline. At a meeting of local citizens held on 
August 25t\ a committee of east-side ranchers suggested a subscription be raised to construct a 
temporary steel and timber bridge across the Clark's Fork about three-quarters of a mile 
upstream of the new bridge. They believed that the temporary structure was necessary to 
facilitate the transportation of fruit, grain and beet crops from the east side of the river to the 
railroad station at Fromberg. Of secondary importance to the group, apparently, was the 
necessity of children from the east side of the river to ford it near the construction site to get to 
school in Fromberg. Although the meeting's attendees were able to collect over half the $2,250 
necessary for the temporary bridge and garnered the approval of the county commissioners, it is 
unclear if the structure was ever built. 11 
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During the last week of September, 1914, an unexpected flash flood on the river destroyed one 
of the recently completed coffer dams for the bridge. The structure had, however, been repaired 
by October 1st_ Beley completed pouring the concrete for the arches and had begun construction 
of the guardwalls by November 11th. The concrete, however, had to cure for 30-40 days before 
the company would allow traffic on the bridge. The Beley company completed pouring the 
concrete and removed the falsework of the during the first week of December. It was not until 
the first part of January, 1915 that the bridge was finally opened for traffic. The Red Lodge 
Picket reported that 

The last wheelbarrow load of concrete was dumped into the structural work of the big 
bridge across the Clarke [sic] Fork river .... This means that the concrete traffic way, 
which is the largest of its kind in the northwest, with the exception of two similar bridges 
at Spokane ... will be ready for use within a short time. 

The Fromberg Herald called the bridge a "monument to Carbon County and the present Board 
of County Commissioners."12 

III. THE BRIDGE 

A. DESCRIPTION 

The Fromberg Bridge is a three-span, reinforced concrete monumental arch structure. The 
bridge is 219-feet long and 18-feet wide with a curb-to-curb width of 15.4-feet. Each span 
measures 56-feet in length and consists of solid concrete parabolic arches. The arches and 
abutments rest of timber pilings and there are concrete fenders extended from the base of the 
piers upstream. 

Superstructure 
The Fromberg Bridge is comprised of three solid parabolic arches, each arch is 56-feet in 
diameter and 8-feet from the spring line to the top of the arches. There are two reinforced 
concrete wall piers resting on footings with timber piles. The bridge is 219-feet long and 18-feet 
wide with a single-lane roadway width of 15-feet. The deck of the bridge is concrete that is 
badly spalled. Concrete fenders have been placed on the upstream side of both piers. Both are 
badly deteriorated and do not appear to be comprised of reinforced concrete. The arches are 
delineated by raised concrete arch rings. The spandrel walls and the arches are reinforced by 
one-half-inch and three-quarter inch steel bars, while the lateral bracing is provided to the 
spandrel walls by three-quarter inch roads tying the walls diagonally through the fill material to 
the arches. The spandrels and deck function as a veneer as the interior of the structure is filled 
with earth and rubble. Because the original plans have not been discovered (see below), it is not 
known what type of reinforcing bars were used in the construction of the bridge. 
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The deck of the bridge is flanked by reinforced concrete guardwalls that are flush with the walls 
of the arches. The guardwalls are extensions of the spandrels and are three-feet in height and 3-
feet wide. The guardwalls have 6 x 18 inch recessed panels both on the exterior of the walls and 
the interior facing the roadway. The panels are recessed two inches. There are five raised 
concrete pilasters on each side of the bridge that correspond with piers and arch peaks. The 
guardwalls are delineated by an extended cornice at the bottom and a beveled baluster. Each 
panel of the guardwalls have 24 vertical rectangular indentations that mimic the appearance of an 
open guardrail. The pilasters are extended six inches above the top of the guardwalls. The posts 
are 33 inches in height on the east end of the bridge and 60 inches in height at the west end of the 
bridge. Each post is 4-feet x 15 inches wide. Each post has a recessed 16-inch x 2-foot panel on 
the outside and inside faces. The guardwalls are anchored at each end by 15 x 36 inch concrete 
endposts. The endpost on the northeast end is badly deteriorated and has exposed reinforcing 
steel. The steel reinforcement indicates that the system of twisted square rods developed by 
Daniel Luten in the first decade of the 20th century was used by the builder to reinforce the 
concrete. 

Material 
No figures are available for the amount of steel and concrete used for the construction of the 
bridge. Rumors that the original plans for the bridge still exist have persisted for over twenty 
years. Efforts have periodically been made by the author to locate to the plans, but neither the 
staff of the Carbon County Clerk and Recorders Office or the county's Road Department know 
of their location. The author himself searched the storage vault of the old county courthouse in 
1998, but was unable to locate the plans. The search is on-going, however, and a copy will be 
provided to the Historic American Engineering Record as an addendum to this report when the 
plans are discovered. 

Reinforced Concrete Arch Bridges in Montana 
Reinforced concrete arch bridges were constructed in Montana during a brief thirteen-year 
period from 1914 to 1927. The Fromberg Bridge was first reinforced concrete arch bridge to be 
built in Montana and the only monumental solid parabolic arch structure constructed in the state. 
Carbon County Surveyor Charles Gibson and Fromberg contractor John Gibson (no relation to 
Charles) were the preeminent promoters and builders ofreinforced concrete bridges in Montana 
during the second decade of the 20th century. It is not known why Gibson and the county 
commissioners chose this design, but it certainly provided a showcase for material manufactured 
at the Gibson Concrete Works plant in Fromberg. Concrete arches were most representative of 
the aesthetic and practical appeal of reinforced concrete. Unlike angular steel truss and girder 
bridges, concrete could be molded to the whims of the designer or architect - as long as it 
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conformed to sound engineering principles. It was, in many ways, the building material of the 
Progressive Age, combining sleek design, efficiency of construction, and longevity.13 

In Montana, reinforced concrete arch structures were built primarily to accentuate the approaches 
to important cities or to compliment "a good view." In 1920, the Montana Department of 
Transportation (MDT) contracted with Great Falls architect George Shanley to design two 
bridges that would span the Missouri River at Great Falls. Shanley adapted an open-spandrel 
arch design already in use in the Pacific Northwest. The open-spandrels, brackets, decorative 
balusters, and arch rings were derivative of the Craftsman architectural style then nationally 
popular. The complicated design proved too much for the contractor and resulted in problems 
with the concrete decks and the ornamental balusters. Two years later, in 1922, Shanley's design 
was adapted for use at a Yellowstone River crossing south of Livingston in south central 
Montana. The Carter Bridge (24PA777) proved the strength of reinforced concrete, replacing 
two earlier bridges that had either been destroyed by high water or high winds. Like its cousins 
in Great Falls, the Carter Bridge was plagued by problems with the deck and balusters. The 
structural problems and high cost of this type of bridge prevented the Montana State Highway 
Commission from building any more open-spandrel arch bridges in the state. In 1935, however, 
the Civilian Conservation Corps constructed an single-span open-spandrel arch bridge southwest 
of Bozeman in Gallatin County. 14 

Construction of reinforced concrete arch bridges in Montana was spotty at best after 1921. In 
1914, the Milwaukee Road Railroad built a street overpass in Great Falls (24CA331). The 
Montana Highway Commission built three more single-span, solid arch bridges in 1926 and 
1927 before abandoning the arch all together. The three bridges were located on U.S. Highway 
89 at the southeastern outskirts of Glacier National Park. All were built by the same contractor 
who oversaw work on the Great Falls arch bridges and all were veneered in rubblestone to 
present a rustic appearance consistent with the primitive them of the park. They were the last 
arch bridges built by the MDT. Two of those bridges (24GL236 and 24GL237) still survive. 
The last known reinforced concrete arch bridge was constructed in Missoula on Vine Street by 
the City of Missoula in 1945 (24M0522). 15 

B. MODIFICATIONS 

There have been no modifications to the bridge since its construction in 1914. 

C. OWNERSHIP AND FUTURE 

The Fromberg Bridge is currently owned and maintained by Carbon County. The Montana 
Department of Transportation (MDT) programmed this off-system bridge for replacement in 
1999. Mitigation for National Register of Historic Places-listed bridges are treated under the 
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terms of a Programmatic Agreement (PA) that was implemented in October, 2001. The bridge 
will be demolished in 2006. 

IV. BIOGRAPHICAL MATERIAL 

John Gibson 
Born in Norway in March, 1876, John Gibson came to the United States in 1894 and settled in 
the Fromberg area in 1899. He worked first as a carpenter and a building contractor before 
opening a brick yard in Fromberg about 1905. The completion of the Yellowstone Park Railroad 
between nearby Bridger and the Bear Creek coal mines east of Red Lodge compelled Gibson to 
establish a second brickyard at Belfry, the railroad's newly-founded headquarters. In April, 
1903, he acquired a 160-acre homestead about two miles north of Fromberg through cash entry. 
The ancient river bluffs on the property provided the raw material for manufacturing cement. 16 

John Gibson formed Gibson Concrete Works in Fromberg in 1909 and first advertised his 
business in the Fromberg Herald in early January, 1910. By December of that year, Gibson 
boasted that he manufactured "all kinds of cement building, foundation, and chimney blocks" as 
well as ornamental cornices, columns, building tiles, fence posts, and sidewalk blocks. Within a 
few months, the Herald touted the company as "one of the busiest places in Fromberg." In early 
1911, Gibson patented a sectional reinforced concrete culvert that was held together by two steel 
rods. The Gibson Sectional Reinforced Concrete Culvert was designed for quick installation 
and a minimal amount of ground disturbance was necessary to install it. The expansion of 
Gibson's company coincided with the completion of the Chicago, Burlington & Quincy Railroad 
in February, 1911. The CB&Q and Northern Pacific railroads gave Gibson access to markets 
throughout the northern Great Plains, Rockies and Midwest. 17 

Concurrent with the establishment of the Gibson Concrete Works, Carbon County embarked on a 
program to improve its infrastructure through the improvement of roads and construction of 
bridges. Between 1898 and 1931, 51 % of the 122 bridges constructed by the county were 
reinforced concrete structures. The first reinforced concrete bridges were simple slab structures 
that crossed irrigation canals in the Clark's Fork of the Yellowstone River valley. In 1913, John 
Gibson constructed the first of 23 reinforced concrete in Carbon County. Among those was the 
first modern-style reinforced concrete T-beam bridge (24CB1309) in the state about two miles 
southeast of the Fromberg Bridge. By 1931 when he built his last bridge, Gibson was the most 
prolific bridge-builder in the county. It is likely, moreover, that even those reinforced concrete 
bridges not built by Gibson were built of cement provided by his cement company. It is because 
of Gibson Concrete Works that Carbon County has the greatest number of early 20th century 
reinforced concrete bridges in Montana. 18 
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Evidence suggests that Gibson's contract to provide the cement for the Fromberg Bridge enabled 
him to expand his sectional concrete culvert operations and incorporate the business as the 
Gibson Culvert Company. Shortly after filing Articles of Incorporation, Gibson had sold all of 
the available stock in the company to investors from Carbon County, Bozeman, and Billings. 
His advertising campaign included a demonstration of the culvert at the annual Montana county 
commissioners' meeting in Lewistown and considerable lobbying of the newly-created Montana 
State Highway Commission. In late 1913 and early 1914, the Commission frequently debated 
the relative merits of steel versus reinforced concrete culverts for "permanent" road construction. 
Most of the discussion involved the durability of steel culverts in the alkaline soil that 
characterized most of the state. The existing records do not reveal much discussion about the 
concrete culverts. In the Commission's second technical pamphlet, however, it recommends the 
use of concrete culverts and stated (without promoting Gibson's product), the sectional concrete 
culvert, 

can be placed in the road without closing to traffic for a period longer than necessary to 
do the required excavation work and setting the sections in place. As soon as installed it 
is ready for traffic, as the sections are cured in the yard where made and arrive on the 
ground thoroughly seasoned. 

Gibson's argument for his sectional culvert was strengthened when the Minnesota Highway 
Commission dropped the use of steel culverts in favor of reinforced concrete culverts.19 

Gibson completed the expansion of his concrete and culvert operations in May, 1914. The 
operation was housed in a building located adjacent to the Northern Pacific and CB&Q tracks a 
couple hundred yards northeast of the Northern Pacific's depot in Fromberg. The plant had a 
capacity of five railroad cars per day, with all the equipment powered by electricity. Other 
Gibson factories were located in Montana at Belgrade and Billings with another plant at Fargo, 
North Dakota. The Belgrade operation also included a seven-acre gravel bed east of the 
community. Although Gibson planned to build a fifth plant somewhere in western Montana, 
there is no evidence he ever did so. Gibson Sectional Reinforced Concrete Culverts were 
shipped throughout Montana and to Wyoming, the Dakota's and Minnesota. There is also 
evidence that he sold the right to manufacture the culvert to other businesses in the United 
States.20 

It is unclear what happened to the Gibson enterprises after World War I. The County directory 
lists both Gibson Concrete Works and the Gibson Culvert Company in 1918. By 1919, however, 
Gibson is listed only as a "cement worker," although a cement factory was still listed under the 
Fromberg heading in the directory. The 1920 census shows Gibson as the manager and president 
of a cement works. The 1927 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map for Fromberg shows the factory, but 
it was a relatively small operation compared to the program promoted in 1914. Gibson 
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continued to build reinforced concrete bridges in Carbon County until 1931 and was also one of 
the county's foremost road builders until the early 1930s. He confined his activities to Carbon 
County as there are no records indicating he built roads and bridges for the State Highway 
Commission during that period. John Gibson died in Fromberg in July, 1934, leaving behind a 
legacy as an early Montana advocate of and experimenters with reinforced concrete.21 

Beley Construction Company 
Born in upstate New York in 1859, Frarik Beley initially pursued careers as a farmer and picture 
frame maker before emigrating to Montana in 1887. After working on a ranch near Deer Lodge 
and at the Centennial Brewing Company in Butte, he relocated to Livingston, Montana in 
October, 1889. In Livingston, he was engaged in the ice and bottling business. Beley was 
elected mayor of Livingston in 1893. In 1904, he established a general contracting business and 
specialized in concrete work. In the first two decades of the 201h century, many of Montana's 
newly incorporated cities spent large sums on providing concrete sidewalks for their 
constituents. It was part of a national, progressive movement that involved cleaning up and 
modernizing the country's urban areas. The Fromberg Bridge was the Beley company's first 
large concrete bridge project in Montana and the only one it built in Carbon County. The 
company did not build any roads and bridges for the Montana Department of Transportation. 
Frarik Beley died in July, 1942.22 
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