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CHICAGO, MILWAUKEE, ST. PAUL & PACIFIC RAILROAD COMPANY 
BRIDGE NO. DD-302 

Location: 

HAER No. MT-133 
CP0.3i 

The Clark Fork River at the former Milwaukee Road Crossing, 
Bonner vicinity, Missoula County, Montana (Sections 21 and 29 of 
Township 13N, Range 18W) 

Date of Construction: 1907; 1913; 1950 

Designer/Fabricator: Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul and Pacific Railroad Company 
(Milwaukee Road) 

Present Owner: Missoula County, Montana 

Abandoned and partially demolished Present Use: 

Significance: The remaining elements of the former Milwaukee Road crossing at 
Bonner, Montana reflect the critical relationship of the railroad to 
lumber and mining interests at this locale, and embody the 
engineering adaptations that were made throughout the life of the 
railroad. The presence of this rail link at Bonner and Milltown was 
part of a critical convergence of industrial forces that occurred 
where the Blackfoot River joins the Clark Fork River (formerly 
Hells Gate River). 

PART I. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: 

A. Physical History: 

1. Date of erection: 1907; 1913; 1950 

2. Engineer: Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul and Pacific Railroad 
Company (Milwaukee Road) 

3. Original and subsequent owners: Milwaukee Road 
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4. Builder, contractor, suppliers: Milwaukee Road 

5. Original Plans and Construction: Not located, though bridge and 
pier construction duplicates other Milwaukee Road bridges in the 
state and region. 

6. Alterations and additions: Pier remnants demark the original 
timber Howe bridge (1913), later pier installations that 
carried the replacement girder spans (1950) are interspersed. The 
rails and ties of the spur and main line of the Milwaukee Road 
were removed in 1980. 

B. Historical Context: 

Former Milwaukee Road Bridge DD-302 over the Clark Fork River at Bonner, 
Montana is an early twentieth century vestige of the myriad historical events and 
activities that have converged at this location since the 1806 passage of Lewis and Clark 
on their return from the Pacific Coast. Historically, the confluence of the Blackfoot and 
Clark Fork rivers (formerly Hells Gate River) offered strategic and industrial advantages 
to Euro American settlers that are reflected in timber mill operations, hydroelectric 
facilities, and early transcontinental railroad and highway systems. Farmers also 
cultivated lands alongside the river, renting some of their property for housing 
developments to accommodate the influx of lumber and railroad workers. 

The arrival of the Northern Pacific Railway (NPRy) along the north bank of the 
Clark Fork in 1883 spawned one of the region's major lumber ventures, the Montana 
Improvement Company, a chief supplier of lumber products for mining and railroad 
construction in the territory. In 1895, A. B. Hammond's rapidly expanding mining 
interests at Butte demanded vast amounts of lumber for operation, though local timber 
stocks were almost depleted. Hammond cast outward for new timber stands, establishing 
the Big Blackfoot Milling Company one mile upstream of the new town of Bonner. 

As the major consumer of mining timbers, Marcus Daly of the Anaconda Copper 
Mining Company decided to purchase the Blackfoot Mill in 1989. As new timber stands 
along the river were exhausted mill operations gradually moved up the Blackfoot River 
Valley, compelling a railway system to carry logs from forest to mill. The Big Blackfoot 
Milling Company Railway began service to the upper logging reaches in 1904, but it was 
not until 1910 that the line was connected with Bonner.1 During this period, the 

1 Big Blackfoot Railway, pp. 1-4. 
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competing Western Lumber Company arrived at Bonner 1903, followed by the 
construction of the Milltown Dam in 1905 to service the electrical demands of these 
enterprises. 

Eyeing freight profits still to be made by westward expansion, the Chicago, 
Milwaukee, St. Paul and Pacific Railroad Company (Milwaukee Road) routed its own 
line along the South bank of the Clark Fork River in 1907. First running along a narrow 
margin that passed between a high granite bluff and the Milltown Dam, the railroad's 
main line trackage was washed away by a flood that same year. The problem was 
immediately addressed by setting the railroad back several feet and boring a tunnel 
through the rock bluff. 

Completion of the Big Blackfoot Railway coincided with final spike driven in the 
Milwaukee Road's Montana extension in 1909. The only missing link remaining 
between the prolific lumber mills at Bonner and the Milwaukee system was a crossing of 
the Clark Fork River. 

By 1913 Daly had secured an agreement with the Milwaukee Road to build a spur 
connecting the main line of the Milwaukee Road with his milling operations at Bonner. 
Constructed by the Milwaukee that year, the spur of the Blackfoot Railway operated until 
interstate freighting absorbed the mill's traffic in the 1950s. 

Most of the original crossings along the railroad's main line were metal Pratt 
through truss spans, however, the lighter freight loads of the Blackfoot Railway spur 
required a less robust structure across the Clark Fork River. The traditional timber Howe 
truss, using two spans supported on three piers composed of clustered timber pilings, was 
the appropriate choice. Typical of other Milwaukee Road timber bridges, these spans 
were clad with lumber to protect the primary structural elements from weather and 
damage. 

The covered bridge remained a local icon for four decades, and played a role in 
the recreational pursuits of area anglers and hunters. Local references to the structure as 
the "Duck Bridge" denote the use of the East (upstream) side of the bridge by hunters 
shooting foul. Shooting was prohibited on the downstream (West) side of the bridge due 
to the "reserve" status of the Milltown Dam reservoir for recreational boating. 2 Other 
recollections are that the bridge was used as a swimming dive, and for fishing. 

In 1950 an upgrade of the Blackfoot spur crossing involved the installation of 
three steel girder spans to replace the original timber Howe structures. The differential in 
length between the original timber spans and the replacement girders necessitated the 

2 Related by long-time Bonner resident, Fred Willis, October 2006. 
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construction of two new piers, and the abandonment in-place of the first clustered pile 
piers. The new crossing had only a brief service as rail freighting was in decline. 
Standing idle for three decades, the steel girder spans remained until 1980 when the 
Champion Paper Company dismantled them, leaving five vestigial wood piers in the 
Clark Forks' main channel. That same year, the Milwaukee Road ceased operation and 
removed the rails and ties along its grade. 

In addition to the remaining Milwaukee Road (Blackfoot Spur) piers, there is a 
parallel alignment of wood pilings approximately one hundred feet from the former 
railroad alignment. These cut off pilings extend into the river channel toward the south 
bank. At the north bank, the remains of a crude log crib abutment of relatively large 
timbers suggest that a bridge crossing may have been located here previous to the railroad 
crossing. An 1885 Montana General Surveyor's map identifies a "cabin" at the 
approximate location where the log abutment remains. Although this historic property 
and historical references are not believed to be related to the Milwaukee Road crossing, 
their mention is included here as a minimal documentation effort and because they fall 
within the Milltown Superfund area of potential effect. Black and white photographs of 
these features are also included. 

PART II. ARCIDTECTURAL INFORMATION: 

A. General Statement: 

1. Engineering Character: Ruined wood pile and frame piers; gently 
curving, barrel vault poured concrete tunnel; railroad grade with 
removed rails and ties 

2. Condition of Fabric: Poor, loss of girder bridge spans; piers and 
abutments remaining; tunnel is entirely intact, as is the railroad 
grade running between the tunnel and crossing of the Clark Fork 

B. Description: 

The original Milwaukee crossing of the Clark Fork River at Bonner, Montana 
consisted of two, 125-foot Howe timber spans with iron bolt and screw connections, 
erected in 1909. In 1950 these spans were removed and replaced with three, seventy
foot-long through plate girders. The replacement structure could not be accommodated 
on the existing piers, and additional piers were interspersed with the three originals to 
carry the new girder spans. The girders were preceded on the South approach by 
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eighteen bays of timber pile bents; the North approach consisted of thirteen bays of pile 
bents. Both existing and replacement piers exhibit the same construction of clustered 
timber piles with exterior crib framing, some featuring points on the upstream side to 
divert ice away from the bridge. A timber crib abutment remains at the North bank, and 
reflects a similar construction of clustered pilings secured by round headed spikes. 

The surviving railroad grade extends 4,000 feet from the East tunnel portal to the 
crossing of the Clark Fork River. The tunnel, a poured concrete barrel arch vault 
exhibiting form lines, was built in 1907 just after completion of the line as it passed along 
the South side of the Milltown Dam. A flood that year washed away the grade and 
tracks, necessitating a set back of the railroad and boring through the adjacent granite 
outcrop. The tunnel has ten meter wings, approximately thirty feet long, and is identified 
at the top of the portal as "16 Y2," indicating its addition to the Milwaukee Road system 
after completion of the line, West. This tunnel is located between Milwaukee Road 
tunnels 16 and 17.3 

The flooding event also required that the railroad grade be elevated to its present 
configuration, creating a pond area on the South side. Along the pond, the railroad 
became a double track that enabled a crossing of the Clark Fork River to the North as the 
line became the Blackfoot Branch of the Milwaukee Road. 

1. Structural System, framing: timber pile clusters with timber 
frame cases of heavy milled lumber; milled timber abutments 
with gravel in-fill; 

D. Site: 

Poured in place concrete tunnel lining exhibiting form lines; 
concrete portals with side wings; 

The railroad grade consists of various native gravels and soils. 

1. General Setting and orientation: The bridge remnants are currently 
situated in the main channel of the Clark Fork River. No other 
development is visible immediate adjacent. 

3 Milwaukee tunnel numbers were assigned in order of construction, beginning with the original bridge (No. I) at Tunnel City, 
Wisconsin, and progressing westward. 
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PART III. SOURCES OF INFORMATION: 

A. Architectural Drawings: not found 

B. Early Views: Early plat maps (Montana General Surveyor's Office, 
Helena) 
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PART IV. PROJECT INFORMATION: 

This documentation was prepared for the Environmental Protection Agency by Lauren 
Mccroskey, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Seattle District, Seattle, Washington, 
November 2006. HAER recordation was undertaken to satisfy the terms of a 
programmatic agreement identifying cultural resources and mitigation measures for 
historic properties that will be lost during environmental restoration activities at the 
Milltown Superfund Cleanup site. 
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Figure 1. 
Site map of the Bonner/Milltown area at the confluence of the Clark Fork and Blackfoot 

rivers. The subject Blackfoot Railway Crossing (Milwaukee Road) is in the center. 
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Figure 2. 
Aerial view of the Bonner/Milltown area and convergence of the Blackfoot and Clark 

Fork rivers, ca. 1930. The original covered timber Howe through truss spans of 
Milwaukee Road Bridge No. DD-302 are visible in the center of the photograph. 

(Source: Environmental Protection Agency, Helen, Montana) 
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