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HISTORIC AMERICAN ENGINEERING RECORD 

GALVESTON, HARRISBURG & SAN ANTONIO RAILWAY 
DICKINSON BA YOU BRIDGE, BRIDGE TENDER'S HOUSE 

Location: The Dickinson Bayou Bridge 
San Leon Vicinity 
Galveston County 
Texas 

Construction Date: circa 1907 

Present Owner: Union Pacific Railroad Company 
1416 Dodge Street 
Omaha, Nebraska 68179 

Present Occupant: None 

Present Use: Abandoned 

HAER No. TX-71-A 

Significance: The Bridge Tender's House is associated with the Galveston Harrisburg & 
San Antonio Railway Dickinson Bayou Bridge, a Center-Bearing, Through 
Plate Girder Draw Span, which is a significant example of early twentieth 
century bridge design. The tender's house is situated to the north of the 
bridge and appears to date to the same period. 



Historical Infmmation 

GH&SA RAILWAY DICKINSON BA YOU BRIDGE, 
BRIDGE TENDER'S HOUSE 

HAER TX-71-A 
(Page 2) 

The Bridge Tender's House, built in about 1907 by GH&SA Bridge and Building crews, is a one-story, triple
pile building with front (southwest) and rear (northeast) shed additions. The building was altered by Southern 
Pacific (SP) with the addition of a kitchen and bathroom, and two storage rooms, which were built on either 
side of the entry porch in about 1940. The building's interior finishes, as well as some windows and doors 
and roof material were replaced at indeterminate dates. 

Dickinson Bayou Bridge was operated by a single bridge tender who was assisted by work 
crews who gradually were reduced in number from the 1930s through the 1960s. By 1967 he was 
also responsible for the operations of the bridge at Clear Creek (Whierzbicki 1997 :2). In the first 
decades of the twentieth century, the Bridge Tender's House is reputed to have been the 
residence of a bridge tender and his wife (Duke 1997: 2,3). By mid-century, however, the 
Southern Pacific had converted the house into an office, and the bridge tenders resided in nearby 
cities such as Houston. They only occupied the building during working hours. Richard Duke, an SP 
bridge tender, said the "quarters" at Dickinson Bayou were not called anything in particular, but indicated 
the quarters was "nice housing," with "a living area, a kitchen [and] a bedroom." He said he did not know 
when the house was built. "That was before my time. I remember they changed the roof, put shingles on, 
you know. But I don't remember [in] what year" (Whierzbicki 1997:2). 

SP bridge tender Felix Joseph Whierzbicki said two trains ran nightly over the Dickinson Bayou 
span and an identical span over Clear Creek in the Seabrook vicinity. "One came at 10 or 11 [in the 
evening] to Galveston and came back at about 3 or 4 in the morning. Took a good four, five [or] six 
hours round trip for a train. Sometimes an extra train would come by to San Leon, taking a shipment 
of plants up there. I would call on the phone to find out how far the train was from the bridge. I'd give 
them a green light to pass" (Young 1996: personal communitcation). Duke said most of the trains "were 
coming to Galveston from Spring, [Texas], mostly. And down to Texas City. They did a Jot of switching 
in Texas City. I know that most times we heard the trains coming. Later on they added radio" (Duke 
1997: 1 ). SP bridge inspector Russell Young said the bridge tender on duty "would close one span and 
drive ahead by truck to close the other. He would take a boat out to both spans and then after the train 
had crossed the last bridge, would repeat the operation in reverse" (Duke 1997: 1 ). 

"We had a boat at each bridge," Whierzbicki said, "a ten-foot aluminum boat." Duke said it was a 
paddle boat. "We'd take the boat, and there'd be a ladder to get up there on the platform with the motor. 
Took only about five to ten minutes. It was only, say, about 150 to 200 feet from the shore. Not too far 
at all" (Duke, 1997: 1). 

Whierzbicki operated the swing spans at Dickinson Bayou and Clear Creek for almost 40 
years. Duke worked as a relief tender for 26 years. He said Whierzbicki almost always worked alone, 
operating both bridges. "Sometimes, one of us would relieve him. But mostly, it was Felix who 
worked by himself" Duke said. He described the life of a bridge tender as "a Jot of waiting." 
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You'd get there sometimes at 8 in the morning and wait for the bridges to need 
lifting and sometimes you'd be there a good 14 hours. We had a regular eight-hour shift. 
But sometimes the train wouldn't get there 'ti! 12, and then they'd run their route to places 
like Texas City and that took a little while. Sometimes we'd work 12, 13, 14, 15, 16 
hours. You almost never worked a regular eight-hour shift. Felix worked so much overtime 
that he was making more money than the supervisors. They would try to cut back his hours, 
but he always ended up working overtime - most times, doubled his salary. He worked more 
than any of the other guys out there, and he knew more about the bridges than anyone else" 
(Duke 1997:3). 

Accidents sometimes occurred because of dents in the two main girders of the Dickinson 
Bayou and Clear Creek spans. "Sometimes shrimp boats ran into them," Whierzbicki said. "A 
sailboat ran into the wooden structure [fenders] at Seabrook [Clear Creek]. And sometimes sailboats 
[got] wedged under the bridge. The wind would sometimes wedge boats under the bridge, too, and 
they'd stay there until somebody came and [lifted it]." Duke recalled no boat accidents, but 
remembered one railroad accident "when [a] San Leon car came loose and ran into the [motor 
housing]. . .I don't remember what year that was, but I remember that nobody got hurt," he said. 
(Duke, 1997 :2]. Duke also recalled hearing of a fatal railroad accident "where some guys got killed" 
while he was off-duty. "I don't know the name of that train, and I don't know the year either. But that 
was the only one that I know about where anyone lost their life" (Duke, 1997:2]. 

The Bridge Tender's House was altered at indeterminate dates. The alterations included the 
addition of wood novelty siding and a composition shingle roof in about 1940), application of 1/8" 
gypsum board throughout the interior, and replacement windows and doors. 

Architectural Information 

A. 

.L 

Description of Exterior: 

Overall Dimensions: The building, including the front and rear shed additions, measures 30L9," 
in depth and 27L9" in width. 

Foundations: The building rests on 611 x 8" pith-sawn sills which are supported by sixteen round and 
square piers. Round piers are typically 1 O" in diameter, while square piers range in size from 611 x 
1 O" to nominal 8" x 8". They are spaced at varying distances and are strengthened by diagonal 
bracing of varying dimension. The braces include 2" x 5 1/2", 3" x 811 and 6" x 8" pith-sawn and 
circular-sawn members. The width of the building is divided into tlu·ee bays which measure 8L 11 ", 
9 1-1 ", and 8'-11 ", respectively. The building's depth is divided into four bays which measure from 
front to back, 5L8", 8L8", 81-8", and 6L1 O". 

Wall Construction: Exterior walls range from 5 1/2" to 5 5/8" in thickness and are covered in 3/4" 
wood novelty siding (ca. 1940) with a 5 3/4" exposure. The building is trimmed at the comers with 
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3/4 11 x 5 1/2 11 corner boards, which tenninate into a 3/411 x 7 3/411 barge board. The barge board is 
trimmed with crown molding. 

4. Structural System. Framing: The building is of balloon frame construction, using 1 3/4" x 3 3/411 

circular-sawn studs which have been spaced at 23 11 - 24 11 centers. The floor framing consists of 3" 
x 10 pith-sawn floor joists which are unevenly spaced at 19" - 25" centers. Laid 1101theast to 
southwest, they are secured to 311 x 1 O" pith-sawn sills. Ceiling joists are typically 1 3/4" x 7', are 
pith-sawn and spaced at 23" - 24 11 centers. The roof framing consists of 2" x 5 1/2" or 2" x 5 3/4" 
pith-sawn rafters which tenninate into a l" x 5 3/4" ridge beam. Random width, circular-sawn wood 
sheathing, ranging from 611 - 16" are spaced at irregular centers. 

i. Porches: An enclosed porch is located between two storage rooms (100, 106) on the front (southwest) 
facade. The porch floor consists of 1/4" marine plywood over 3/4" x 6 11 tongue and groove floor 
boards, laid northeast -southwest. 

6 Chimneys: One interior chimney, originally served a flue for a wood burning stove in the living 
room/office (105). It is located in a closet in a bedroom (102), projects into an adjacent bedroom 
(101), and is coated with plaster. 

7. Openings: 

a. Doorways and Doors: The original front (southwest) door has been removed and the rear 
(northeast) door has been severely damaged. The rear door is five-panel, is 1 1/2" in 
thickness and measures 21-11" x 61-11 ". Another original door has been reused at the entry 
to a storage room (106). It is five-panel, is 1 3/8" in thickness, and measures 3'-0 l/4"in 
width and 61-4" in height. Farly twentieth century door heads and jambs are encased by 1/2" 
x 5 1/2" wood trim (ca. 1940). 

b. Windows: The original windows were 6-over-6 light wood sash that measured 2'-1 O" in width 
and 51-10" in height. Most of the original wood sash has been damaged or removed. Two 
windows of simlar dimension were located in the southwest (front) wall of the building, 
providing light for the living room/office (105) and bedroom (101 ). The addition of the 
storage rooms ( 100, 106) required that they be boarded up. Three one-over-one light 
aluminum sash have been added in the kitchen/dinning area (103) and bathroom (104). Two 
windows measuring 2'-2 1/2" x 2'-11" are located in the northwest and southwest walls of 
the bathroom. One window, 2Ll 1" x 4'.8", is located in the southeast wall of the 
kitchen/dining area. Another window of indetern1inate size is located in the 1101iheast wall 
of the same area. It was removed along with an 8'-8" section of wall. A small window or 
vent was located in the attic and nmthwest gable end and has been removed. All windows 
are cased in 1/2" x 5 1/2" wood trim. 
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a. Shape. Covering: The roof is gabled and extends outwards to cover two shed additions, 
located on the northeast (front) and southwest (rear) of the building. These additions include 
two storage rooms (100, 106), an entry porch and the kitchen/dining area and bathroom ( 103, 
104). Composition shingles cover original wood shingles that are typically 5 1/2" in width. 

J2, Cornice: The building has an open soffit and exposed 2" x 4" rafter tails that terminate into 
3/4" x 7 3/4" fascia board. 

C. Description oflnterior: 

I. Floor Plan· Entry to the Bridge Tender's House is made by means of a porch, flanked on either side 
by two storage rooms (100, 106), through a doorway in the front (northeast) facade and into a living 
room/office (105). Two bedrooms (] 01, 102), oriented northeast-southwest, are entered through two 
doorways in the southeast wall of the living room/office. Access from one bedroom to the other is 
provided by a cased opening. One of the bedrooms (102) has a small closet. A kitchen/dining area 
(103), oriented northwest-southeast, is entered through a doorway in the southwest wall of the living 
room/office. It provides access to a bathroom (] 04) and a small closet. 

2. Flooring: The original floor finish of the building was 1" x 3 1/2" pith-sawn, tongue and groove floor 
boards laid northeast-southwest. They have been covered with two layers of 9" x 9" linoleum tile, 
mono-chromatic in the living room/office and bedrooms (101, 102, and 105) and in two colors in the 
kitchen/dining area and bathroom (103, 104). The floor finishes of the storage rooms (100, 106) are 
1/4" marine plywood over 3/4" x 611 pith-sawn, tongue and groove floor boards . 

.1 Wall and Ceiling Finish: The walls and ceiling were originally covered with 7/8" x 3 1/4" beaded wall 
board, laid vertically. This wall material was later covered with two layers of wallpaper--the first with 
a linen backing--at indeterminate dates. Both early wall and ceiling finishes were again overlayed with 
1/4" thick, 4L0" x 8'-0" sheets of plywood (ca. 1940). The joints were covered with 3/8" x 11/2" 
wood furring and the surfaces painted. The bases of the walls are trimmed with 1" x 7 3/4" base 
boards and interior corners are covered by 3/4" half rounds. The storage rooms (100, 106) and closets 
(102, 104) are unfinished. 

4. Doorways and Doors: Original interior doors are present in the two bedrooms (IO 11, l 02 ). They are 
four-panel, are 1 3/8" in thickness, and measure 21-8" x 6'-7 l/2". Both have been cased in 1/2" x 5 
1/2" wood trim (ca. 1940). There is a cased opening seperating the bedrooms (101, 102) and the 
closet door (102) has been been removed. 

_i Decorative Features: With the exception of original wall and ·ceiling finishes and decorative moldings 
at the doorways, there are no decorative features in this building. These finishes were 
standard GH&SA and Southern Pacific (SP) materials that were in use during the period. 

6. Light Fixtures: All original light fixtures have been removed. 
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Heating: An lnterthenn gas-fired furnace, commonly used for mobile homes or recreational vehcles 
(RV) has been located against the southwest wall of the living room (105). Probably installed in the 
1970s, the unit provided heat for the building during the winter. 
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