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Vehicular traffic 

The River Road Bridge is technologically and historically 
significant as a rare surviving example of a pin-connected Pratt 
through truss from the period of circa 1880 to 191 O; in 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation Engineering District 2-
0 there are fewer than twenty documented examples left. The 
128.7' structure is one of the most complete and earliest examples 
of its type and design with original decorative elements. This long 
version maintains all standard details characterizing a pin
connected Pratt through truss design. 

As a vehicular bridge, it is also significant in the history of the 
Clarion River, which was the main shipping route to Pittsburgh for 
Elk County's lumber industry centered in Ridgway. Located at 
Hallton, the launching point for the log and lumber rafts on the 
Clarion River, the bridge is at the western end of a corridor of 
wood processing plants along the Clarion River that extended to 
Ridgway during the late nineteenth century. It is a remnant of that 
era and represents a technological solution for a water crossing in a 
rural industrial zone. 

Richard Vidutis, August 2002 

The Pennsylvania Historic Bridge Recording Project III is part of 
the Historic American Engineering Record (HAER), a long-range 
program documenting historically significant engineering, 
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industrial, and maritime sites in the United States. The National 
Park Service,U.S. Department of the Interior, administers the 
HAER program. The Pennsylvania Historic Bridges Recording 
Project III was co-sponsored during the summer of2002 by HAER 
under the general direction of E. Blaine Cliver, Chief; and the 
Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (PENNDOT), Bureau 
of Design, Dean A. Schreiber, Director; and the Pennsylvania 
Historical and Museum Commission, Brent D. Glass, Executive 
Director and State Historic Preservation Officer. Ms. Kara Russell 
of the Bureau of Design's Environmental Quality Assurance 
Division served as principal liaison. 

The fieldwork, measured drawings, historical reports, and 
photographs were prepared under the direction of Eric DeLony, 
Chief of HAER. The team consisted of Architects-Todd Croteau, 
Project Leader (HAER Architect), Roland S. Flores, Field 
Supervisor (HAER Architect), Marcy Ann Giannunzio (University 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor), Katherine Marie Kozarek (University of 
California, Berkeley), Sara Kryda (Illinois Institute of 
Technology), Jenna Michelle Murphy (University ofDetroit
Mercy), Sandra Christine Pires (ICOMOS-Portugal); Dr. Linda 
S. Phipps and Dr. Richard Vidutis served as project historians 
under the direction of Dr. Richard O'Connor (Senior HAER 
Historian). Jose C. Colon (Pennsylvania State University, State 
College) was the project engineer and Professor Thomas E. 
Boothby, Ph.D., PE, RA (Pennsylvania State University, State 
College) was the consulting engineer. Jet Lowe (HAER 
photographer) took all large format photography. Justine 
Christianson (HAER Historian) prepared all documentation for 
transmittal to the Library of Congress. 
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The River Road Bridge (Elk County Bridge No. MT-66), measuring 128.7' long and 

14.1' wide, spans the mouth of Spring Creek where it enters the Clarion River near the Village of 

Hilton, Pennsylvania. It is located approximately 400' south of State Route 3002 and carries 

Township Route 301 known locally as River Road. The owner of the bridge is Spring Creek 

Township. 

The River Road Bridge at Hallton was built in 1898 and is a remnant of Elk County's 

early development of wood processing industries and related worker towns that was based 

primarily on harvesting wood resources from the forests that extended throughout northwest 

Pennsylvania. The early settlers were attracted to the region by the forests, and the first industries 

reflected the area's natural terrain. The River Road Bridge crossed Spring Creek linking the less 

populated and natural resource rich lands to the west and south in Jefferson County. 

Eventually timber operations became larger and output increased, especially along the 

waterways of Elk County, which became vital for transportation by the early logging industry. 

The Clarion River became the main shipping route to Pittsburgh and other points south from Elk 

County. Along this important waterway, a corridor of wood based industries developed between 

Ridgway, at the eastern end, which was the regional center of the lumbering business, and 

Hallton, at the western end, where there were two processing plants. In Elk County, logs were 

brought to the Clarion, bound together in simple rafts, and run down river to the Allegheny River 

for eventual sale in Pittsburgh, a one-way trip of over 100 miles. By 1860, the lumbering 

industry throughout Pennsylvania had developed to the degree that it led the nation in lumber 

production. Unfortunately, this unfettered quest for wood would nearly deplete local supplies 

leading to an eventual decline in industry and economic development of the region as a whole in 

the early part of the twentieth century. 

HISTORY OF THE BRIDGE 

County and Township Histories 

Elk County is located in the Allegheny High Plateau Section of the Appalachian Plateau. It 
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is drained primarily by the Clarion River. Its natural resources include timber, coals, oil, natural 

gas, crushed stone, and fire clay. 1 

During the eighteenth century territorial conflict between Connecticut and Pennsylvania 

existed over the land that eventually became Elk County. Connecticut sent 5,000 pioneers into 

the area from 1762 to 1777 to claim the lands for itself. This dispute was not settled until the 

acceptance of the Trenton Decree in 1782. Formal settlement began after Pennsylvania had 

acquired the land from the Six Iroquois Nations in the Treaty of Port Stanwix (1784) and 

established the northern boundary line in 1786-87 along New York at the 42nd parallel.2 

The first permanent settlement in the area of Elk County occurred in 1831-32, about three 

decades before the formal establishment of the county. As with the native population that was 

being displaced by the Euro-Americans, the lands were primarily used as hunting grounds by the 

new settlers. 3 

Eventually, much of the area was acquired by land speculators and politicians involved in 

the early land disputes. In 1816, Benjamin F. Cooper purchased 400,000 acres in northwestern 

Pennsylvania and then began selling parcels to settlers and developers.4 By 1820, about half of 

Elk County's parent counties of McKean and Clearfield were settled. Jefferson County included 

the area that eventually became Ridgway, the first significant settlement in the area. Ridgway 

became a borough in 1880 after it was transferred from Jefferson County and developed into an 

important center for lumber and tanning industries by the nineteenth century. As with other 

timber processing settlements, such as Hallton along the Clarion River, cut timber was rafted 

down the Clarion to Pittsburgh. 5 

Elk County was created from the hills and valleys of McKean, Jefferson and Clearfield 

Counties on April 18, 1843.6 The county encompasses approximately 830 square miles and has 

ten townships and three boroughs. It is bounded on the north by McKean County, on the south 

1 John Clements, Pennsylvania Facts (Dallas: Clements Research, Inc., 1987), p. 137. 
2 Alice L. Wessman, A History of Elk County, Pennsylvania, 1981, Elk County Historical Society, Ridgway, 
Pennsylvania (Sykesville, Pennsylvania: Nupp Printing Co., and Ridgway, Pennsylvania: Ridgway Publishing Co., 
1982). 
3 Michael Leeson, History of the Counties of McKean, Elk, Cameron and Potter, Pennsylvania (Chicago: J.H. Beers 
& Co., Publishers, 1890), p. 578. 
4 Wessman, History, p. 10. 
5 Leeson, p. 634. 
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by Clearfield County, on the west by Forest County, and on the east by Cameron County. 

Spring Creek Township, named after the native creek that enters the Clarion River, about 

one mile west of what was known as Irwintown, was formed from Ridgway Township in 1846. 

Rural Industrial Development in Elk County 

Elk County's growth and development throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries resulted from its abundant natural resources. Coal mining, lumbering, and tanning were 

Elk County's earliest industries and set the stage for the development. It was the lumber industry 

that shaped early Elk County history beginning in the early nineteenth century. To a large extent 

the population grew primarily because of the wood processing industries and their trade. Later in 

the nineteenth century, the economy expanded with the development of such industries as 

tanning, coal, oil and gas. The continued development of the petroleum industries led to carbon 

product domination in Elk County in the twentieth century. 

In approximately 1815, rich coal deposits were discovered in the southern and eastern parts 

of the county. As early as 1852-53, coal deposits were worked near Spring Creek village, as well 

as at Laurel Run Forks in 1871 and at Irwin's Mills in 1877.7 Although the coal deposits of Elk 

County are found scattered everywhere, they were developed only at a few places; St. Mary's 

and the Dagus mines became the county's mining centers. 8 

In 1818, three early pioneers, Hiram Warner, Chauncey Brockway, Sr. and Isaac Horton 

arrived in southern Elk County and started the first sawmill in the area of Brandy Camp Creek to 

start capitalizing on the growing use of wood products throughout the territory.9 

The first tannery, an industry related to lumbering that was to grow in size and importance, 

was established in Jay Township in about 1820, in the southeastern section of the county. The 

bark of hemlock trees was used to produce extractions for the tanning of animal hides to make 

shoes, harnesses, and clothing. Once the bark was removed, the logs were sent to the shingle 

mills. Other large tanneries were constructed in Johnsonburg, Ridgway, St. Mary's, Jones, and 

6 Leeson, p. 573. 
7 Ruth E. Shanley, "Spring Creek Township," The Elk Hom 5/1 (1969), p. 1, 3. 
8 Leeson, p. 577. 
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The major period oflumbering in Elk County was between 1835 and 1910, with the 

development of the wood processing industrial corridor along the Clarion River between 

Ridgway and Hallton occurring between 1880 and 1910. This was part of the "Great American 

Wood Era" in Pennsylvania when associated wood industries were developed to exploit the vast 

natural resources of northwestern Pennsylvania's upland forests. 11 The most important core 

industries using wood were sawmills and tanneries, which became anchors for the related 

regional industries of paper making, wood distilling, and wood byproducts and the asheries, 

carbon factories, and other woodworking concerns. In turn, an increased demand for supporting 

service industries developed, such as foundries and machine shops. Other industries that joined 

in using local resources were coal mining, gas and oil drilling, and glass and brick making. 12 

Elk County's first major industry of timber production and marketing used almost 

exclusively the local white pine, the tallest tree in the virgin forest. Steam-powered and gang 

mills came into operation along various waterways of Elk County. During most of the history of 

the region's lumber industry, the Clarion River was the main shipping route to Pittsburgh and 

. th 13 pomts sou . 

Lumbering and tanning became concentrated in the central part of the county. 14 Their 

growth stimulated the construction of local roads and rail lines that connected the region's 

villages to major cities in Pennsylvania and adjacent states. The development of coal also saw 

the parallel development of railroad construction, with company towns and villages established 

9 Leeson, p. 17. 
10 · Wessman, History, p. 17. 
11 A. L. Bennett, "A Salute to the Johnsonburg Papermill, 1888-1988," The Elk Hom 24/2, p. S. 
12 Margaret Bishop, et al., "Historic Structures Inventory and Determination of Eligibility Report. Vol. 1. Route 219, 
Johnsonburg Improvement Project, Elk County, Pennsylvania," Prepared for PENNDOT, Engineering District 2-0, 
Clearfield, Pennsylvania (Prepared by KCI Technologies, Inc., Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, 1994), p. 17, 
13 Wessman, History, p. 17. 
14B· h lS op, p. 13. 
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Elk County never developed a strong agricultural economy because of the early 

concentration of settlements focused on timber processing. The early settlers were instead 

attracted to the region's forests and their abundant supplies of white pine and hemlock. By 1850, 

there were only three gristmills to process the area's wheat, com, oats, rye, and buckwheat, 

grains that the rest of Pennsylvania thrived on, but were unproductive in Elk County. Of the 718 

farms listed in the U.S. Agricultural Census of 1880, two-thirds were small farms under 100 

acres. Land use in Elk County was not concentrated in agricultural use. As the forests were 

depleted, the lumber industry branched out into western and northern areas to continue 

production. In all these areas lumbering dominated economic concerns and investment by local 

populations. 16 

History of Hallton 

Hallton, originally called Spring Creek, is conveniently located at the junction of Spring 

Creek and the Clarion River, midway on the roads between Ridgway, Brookville, and 

Marienville. The forest and lumbering enterprises that were an integral part of Hallton and 

Spring Creek townships' historic development are long gone, but remnants of those forests are 

still to be found in the Allegheny National Forest which sits alongside Hallton and at Cook 

Forest, a preserve that contains areas of old growth trees. 17 

James Watterson and Job Paine built the first sawmill at Hallton. Hall (for whom Hallton is 

most likely named), Gardner, and Company later erected a larger sawmill in the early 1880s. 

There were no roads in the Hallton area at that time. Consequently, all logs were splashed down 

Spring Creek to join the untold number of square timber rafts launched from other companies 

down the Clarion River each spring. Hallton became known as being the launching point for log 

15 Bishop, p. 13. 
16 Alan U. Tabachnick and Rebecca T. Pultorak, Historic Resources Survey, SR. 255. Section N02, Traffic 
Improvement Project, Benzinger Township, Elk County, Pennsylvania. Prepared for US Department of 
Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, and PENNDOT (Prepared by Cultural Heritage Research 
Services, Inc., North Wales, Pennsylvania, 1993), p. 4. 
17 Wessman, History, p. 458. 
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and lumber rafts on the Clarion River. 18 The sudden infusion of such a great amount oflumber 

into the market resulted in prices dropping for wood products. In order to provide a regular 

supply of timber and thereby maintain steady prices, plans were drawn up in 1890 to form the 

Clarion River Railroad, which would connect Hallton to the Buffalo, Rochester, and Pittsburgh 

Railroad at Croyland. During the same year, Hall, Gardner, and Company made a deal with the 

Eagle Valley Tanning Company of Ridgway to sell them bark taken from the company's 6,200 

acres of timber in Elk and Forest Counties. In order to avoid immersing bark in water, the Eagle 

Valley Tanning Company decided to build a logging railroad along several miles of Spring 

Creek to reach the bark. 19 The building of the railroad by a single tanning company in order to 

procure supplies of bark was unusual in the history of Pennsylvania. Normally timbering 

companies would supply tanneries with bark.20 In 1899, the logging railroad was extended all the 

way to Hallton, and by 1902; the whole railroad was incorporated as the Spring Creek Railroad. 

In 1904, it was sold to the Tionesta Valley Railroad the same year a new sawmill replaced the 

old one in Hallton.21 

In 1905, the second major plant to locate in Hallton was built. The Clawson Chemical 

Company built a sixty-cord wood chemical plant at the village, which became a thriving industry 

and lasted about forty years. Located about one-half mile from the mouth of Spring Creek in 

Hallton, the Clawson Chemical Company produced charcoal, wood spirits, acidic acetales and 

other articles of commerce extracted from or manufactured from wood within the counties of 

Elk, McKean, Warren and Potter. The plant received lumber from the Central Pennsylvania 

Lumber Company brought in by the Tionesta Valley Railroad until 1942:22 The railroad also 

connected the Hallton facilities with the Buffalo, Rochester and Pittsburgh Pennsylvania 

Railroad at Croy land. Soon after World War II, the coal and lumber industries of the region 

began to decline and eventual died out. Towns and transportation networks that comprised a 

once growing industrial region with a large number of plants began to shut down. Some of the 

18 Alice L.Wessman. "Elk County to Observe 125th Anniversary oflts Founding," The Elk Hom 4/1 (1968), p. 1. 
19 Wessman, History. 
20 Thomas T. Taber III, Tanbark. Alcohol, and Lumber: The Forest Industries of St. Mary's, Hallton, Wilcox. 
Portland Mils. Straight. Johnsonburg (Williamsport, Pennsylvania: Lycoming Printing Co., Inc., 974), p. 1032-1033. 
21 . 

Wessman, History, p. 45. 
22 Wessman, History, p. 1099-2, 1099-8. 
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boroughs, hamlets, and towns completely disappeared, while others exist today as sleeping 

communities for larger towns such as Ridgway and Clarion. The Clawson Company closed down 

in 1948, which at its height had employed close to sixty workers, most of whom lived in Hallton 

and the area.23 Today, hardly any trace of the two major plants can be found, and only a few of 

the original houses of the employees remain in Hall ton. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE BRIDGE 

Built in 1898, the one lane River Road Bridge is a single span pin-connected Pratt through 

truss river crossing that carries traffic from the two-lane River Road. The seven panel bridge 

measures 128.7' in length between ashlar masonry abutments, 18.2' tall, with an outside width of 

14.1 '. The bridge has integral wingwalls; there are no visible footings and no visible backwalls. 

The clear roadway width between the timber curbs is 12.1 '. The vertical clearance of the bridge 

is limited to 13.17' by the portal bracing while the inside vertical clearance is 15.5' .24 

The deck of the bridge consists of 2" x 4" nail laminated treated timber. Three 2" x 10" 

treated timber planks placed longitudinally in the wheel paths form the wearing surface of the 

deck. That system is placed on a floor beam and stringer floor system. The deck itself is secured 

to the steel stringers below by clips on both right and left faces of the stringers. There are no 

sidewalks or lighting fixtures on the bridge, although there is a 2" diameter gas line attached to 

the right truss along the length of the bridge. 25 

The Pratt through truss River Road Bridge is composed of vertical chord and diagonal web 

members with lateral and sway bracing. The lower chords consist of panels, each one comprised 

of two eye bars. The eye bars and rods form the tension members and built up compression 

members. The top chords consist of two steel channels. A steel plate that is riveted on the top 

flanges connects them, and steel stay plates are attached to the bottom flanges. End post 

construction is identical to the top chords. All diagonal web members are eye bars with two rods 

per panel on both trusses. Vertical members consist of two steel channels connected with lacing 

23 Taber, p. 1099-14; Ray B. Sykes, "Clawson Chemical, A Thriving Industry," The Elk Horn 20/2 (1984), p.1. 
24 Federal Bridge Inspection Report. Elk County Bridge No. MT-66, prepared by Pellegrini Engineers, Altoona, PA, 
April 9, 2002. 
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bars and stay plates, which are riveted to the flanges. The lower panel points have U-shaped 

hanger bolts with steel plates that connect the floor beams to· the pins. The vertical posts are 

attached to the top chords by means of gusset plates. The gusset plates also connect the top 

chords to the end posts while splicing top chord members. 26 

Interior sway bracing, consisting of back-to-back steel angles, is riveted to the top chords. 

Knee bracing is formed by radial steel angles with wrought iron ornamental lacing bars. They are 

riveted to the sway brace's face as well as to the web face on the interior vertical channels.27 

The portals of the bridge consist of back-to-back angles on both upper and lower chords. 

Steel lacing bars are riveted to the steel angles, which are riveted to the end posts. The radial 

angles holding the decorative lacing bars are connected on the top plate of the end posts to the 

lower chords. The railings and portals have a lattice finish with built-up knee braces and twisted 

bars in a fan shape. 28 

Six S-shaped steel floor beams support the stringer and deck. S-shaped I-beams are found 

on interior stringers with steel channel fascia stringers in panels two through seven. Panel one 

has seven steel I-beam stringers.29 

The bearings found on the bridge's truss members are steel masonry hinge bearings, but 

are not all visible. 30 

The bridge railing is made of cast iron channels with steel lacing and is bolted to the truss 

members. The railings are riveted to the channel webs.31 

The River Road Pratt through truss bridge had repair work done to it at an unspecified time 

in its history. The plate that was attached to the northeast diagonal end post is held in place by 

bolts. 

THE PRATT THROUGH TRUSS DESIGN 

25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
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The Pratt design was the most popular metal truss found in the bridges of nineteenth 

century America, most of which were pin-connected. Thomas and Caleb Pratt patented the Pratt 

design in 1844. The upper chords and vertical members being in compression while the lower 

chords and diagonals being in tension characterized the Pratt design. The sizes for the verticals, 

diagonals and chord members were standardized, a result of parallel chords and equal panel 

lengths. Standardization made fabrication and assembly relatively easy and was the main reason 

why Pratt designs became universally used. The relative ease and quickness in constructing the 

bridge at the site from standardized parts meant a client could complete a crossing economically 

and quickly. For bridge companies, efficient production meant increased profit. J.L. Waddell 

noted, "at least ninety percent of all American iron highway bridges are built on these 

systems."32 Waddell pointed out, "Its advantages are simplicity, economy of metal, and 

suitability for connecting to the floor and lateral systems."33 Pin-connected bridges were built 

throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, but by 1910, riveting had become the 

standard practice. In comparison to bridges erected in Europe, pin-connected joints were what 

made American bridges distinctive as they were employed in spans of 170' to 240'. 34 

The River Road Bridge shows instances of an intermediate form of fabrication that was 

first employed in smaller bridges. Shop-riveted truss members were delivered to the site where 

they were bolted together in the field. In some cases bolts replaced pins. 35 This clearly is the case 

with the River Road Bridge at Hallton where the adjoining truss members (upper chord and 

inclined end post) are riveted yet joinery is achieved by pinning with a bolt and bolting a cover 

plate over the angle. By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, riveted technology had come 

to be used almost exclusively in the United States.36 

When A.G. Lichtenstein & Associates examined and photographed the bridge in 1997 for a 

statewide inventory of Pennsylvania's bridges, it was closed to traffic because the stringers and 

32 J.A.L. Waddell, The Designing of Ordinary Iron Highway Bridges (New York: John Wiley & 
Sons Inc., 1891), p. iv. 
33 J.A.L. Waddell, Bridges (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1916). 
34 Milo Ketchum, Highway Bridges, 1908. 
35 James Cooper, Iron Monuments to Distant Posterity: Indiana's Metal Bridges, 1870-1930, sponsored by DePauw 
University, Federal Highway Administration, Indiana Department of Highways, Indiana Department of Natural 
Resources, and the National Park Service, Department of the Interior (Indianapolis: Pierson Printing, 1987), p. 49. 
36 Charles C. Schneider, "The Evolution of the Practice of American Bridge Building," Transactions of the 
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deck in one panel had failed. This problem had been fixed, and the bridge reopened to vehicular 

traffic by the time the bridge was documented for this project. Nevertheless, the River Road 

Bridge is slated for replacement in Pennsylvania's twelve-year plan because of its age and 

general signs of failing. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

The River Road Bridge is technologically and historically significant primarily because it 

is by now a rare example of this type of bridge in PENNDOT District 2-0. There are fewer than 

twenty documented surviving examples of a pin-connected Pratt through truss from the period of 

circa 1880 to 1910 in this part of Pennsylvania. In the inventory and evaluation of the bridge, 

A.G. Lichtenstein & Associates concludes, "This is one of the most complete and earliest to 

document the all [sic] standard details that came to characterize the pin-connected Pratt truss 

type/design in the 1890s."37 

As a vehicular bridge, the River Road Bridge at Hallton is also significant in the history of 

the once important industrial area that maintained two wood processing plants with materials 

from the forests of Elk County and surrounding areas. The bridge over Spring Creek at Hallton 

was built during the era when the facilities at Hallton were just being developed. A crossing was 

necessary to access resources to the west of Hallton for distribution to the mills and plants along 

the Clarion River east ofHallton all the way to Ridgway, the region's center of the lumbering 

business. Hall ton appears at the western tail end of this corridor of wood processing enterprises. 

The bridge is a remnant of an era that required a crossing to obtain harvested resources and 

distribute wood products. The bridge represents the era's technological solution for a water 

crossing in a rural industrial zone. 

PROJECT INFORMATION 

American Society of Civil Engineers LIV (June 1905), p. 222. 
37 Pennsylvania Historic Bridge Inventory and Evaluation (River Road Bridge, Elk County). Prepared for 
PENNDOT by A.G. Lichtenstein and Associates, Inc., 1997. · 
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According to Spring Creek Township Supervisor, Mr. William Tell, the River Road Bridge 

was built in 1898, which was recorded on the bridge plaque before it was lost. Unfortunately, the 

builder of the River Road Bridge was not noted. Attempts to locate road and/or bridge dockets 

and commissioners' minutes at the Elk County Court House in Ridgway proved futile since the 

county has not retained those historic documents. Potential research at the Elk County Historical 

Society was precluded because of political problems that have kept it closed to researchers. 

Numerous phone calls to the historical society brought no response. Fortunately, the local library 

in Ridgway does maintain some materials related to local history, such the Elk Hom magazine, 

and tum-of-the-century county histories. 

Because of the lack of available information at the county level, research was continued in 

Harrisburg at the Pennsylvania State Library consulting Elk County newspapers. Here, too, no 

specific information about the building of the River Road Bridge at Hallton was uncovered. 

Consequently, no information is available on the designer, fabricator, and builder of the River 

Road Bridge at Hallton, Pennsylvania. 
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