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Constructed as part of the original completion of the 
Beartooth Highway's "Section B", the bridge is 
significant as a contributing feature of the historic 
roadway due to 1) the low approach and design 
which enhances the site of the crossing; 2) the use 
of hand-cut local stone for abutments and piers; and 
3) the design's adherence to National Park Service 
design standards of the 1930s and the inclusion of 
landscape designers in the bridge's development. 

Anne Wainstein Bond, November 2005 

Dave Killam, RMC-Consultants, Project Manager 
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Architecture 2000, Historical Architects 

The Federal Highway Administration, in cooperation with the National Park Service and 
the United States Forest Service, proposes to reconstruct a segment of the Beartooth 
Highway through Wyoming. The planning process included the August 2003 publication 
of the Final Environmental Impact Statement and Final Section 4(F) Statement. Working 
with ERO Resources Corp. of Denver, Colorado, the Federal Highway Administration 
authorized development of a National Register of Historic Places nomination by 
Historical Research Associates, Inc. of Missoula, Montana (2005) and the Historic 
American Engineering Record documentation by RMC-Consultants, Inc. of Denver, 
Colorado (2005). 
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The Little Bear Creek Bridge #1 is a concrete slab single-span resting on cut-stone 
abutments with stone railings. Constructed in 1932 and 1933 as part of the original 
completion of the Beartooth Highway's "Section B" on the flats of the Plateau, the bridge 
is significant as a contributing feature of the historic roadway. The bridge's character
defining features are 1) the low approach and design which enhances the site of the 
crossing; 2) the use of hand-cut local stone for abutments; and 3) the design's adherence 
to National Park Service design standards of the 1930s and the inclusion oflandscape 
designers in the bridge's development. 

Physical Site: 
The Beartooth Highway crosses one of the most dramatic geological formations of the 
Rocky Mountains, the Beartooth Block, a large uplift straddling a portion of the border 
between Montana and Wyoming. Covering an area about 75 miles by 40 miles, this fault
bounded feature has an abrupt rise of close to 5,000 feet on the north and east, while 
falling with less sharp slopes on the western and southern boundaries. The largest portion 
of the Block is the southeastern portion, known as the Beartooth Plateau. Crossed by 
numerous small geologic fault lines, the Plateau is a broad and generally flat expanse of 
rock surface cut by creeks and the remains of glacial lakes and till (1 ). The courses of 
many of the small waterways follow the faults and cracks of the surface-exposed 
bedrock, and these mark the underlying geologic structures of the Plateau. 

The highway crosses the Little Bear Creek twice as the creek winds across the broad, 
slightly rolling landscape of the expanse of the Beartooth Plateau. The Little Bear Creek 
Bridge #1 is located just west of the Top of the World Store (which was originally built 
in 1934 at Beartooth Lake, and relocated to the present site in 1966). The creek and the 
highway run along a fault line, named "Top of the World" that is up-thrust to expose the 
underlying Gros Ventre Formation. The creek's route defines the boundary of contact 
between two major rock types, dated some 2 billion years apart from the Cambrian and 
Flathead periods. In the creekbed, Flathead sandstone and gneiss are exposed, and at this 
point, the highway crosses the splay of the fault line (2). 

Here, the Little Bear Creek flows from southeast to northwest, crossing the highway 
under the bridge at a strong diagonal. To the south, the creek banks are heavily covered 
with vegetation, including willow and ground covers. The land slopes gently away from 
the creek on the west, while to the east, it rises to a low, open area that slowly leads to 
forested hills in the near distance. A few rock outcrops are visible across the expanses of 
the thin vegetation of the hill, and scattered small trees increase in number toward the 
south. From the south, the creek opens from a narrow rocky bed to more open water just 
before passing under the bridge to the northwest. 

To the north of the highway, the creek's landscape is somewhat different, narrowing once 
again with heavy willow and groundcover vegetation lining the banks and leaning over 
the creek's flow. Rougher ground surfaces and a rocky streambed create small rapids and 
multiple channels as the water moves downstream to the northwest. The channel becomes 
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more twisted and turns directly to the west after a very short distance, following the 
geological border of the fault line. A low forested ridge is visible on the near horizon to 
the north, falling away as it extends to the west. 

The Little Bear Creek Bridge # I crossing is the only one at a significant angle, and its 
engineering required oblique angles for the abutments on the southeast and northwest, 
with tighter wall angles on the southwest and northeast. The concrete slab also 
accommodates the sharp angle of the road crossing. The turning of the creek just 
upstream and downstream of the bridge makes this the best point of crossing despite the 
angle of approach on both banks. 

Bridge Description: 
This bridge is the only one of the single-span bridges that crosses the watercourse at a 
defined angle, and thus has a unique shape. The highway approach to the Little Bear 
Creek Bridge #1 from both directions is low, with the roadbed not elevated as it leads to 
the bridge structure. The single span has a concrete slab frame with cut stone abutments 
on both creek-banks. The span's roadway is 6.2 meters (20.2 feet) wide and is consistent 
across its length. The pavement is striped at the side edges in white and with a broken 
yellow stripe in the center. A metal railing runs across the bridge on both sides, extending 
beyond the length of the concrete span into the cut stone railings of the abutments. The 
metal railing is composed of five spans with anchor posts at the end and between spans. 
Each metal railing span is constructed of upper and lower horizontal railings joined by 
seven vertical bars. The railing is set in the concrete bridge deck within inches of the 
outside edges. 

The deck sits on large abutments, each of which wraps under the deck of the bridge and 
roadway to the height of the deck base, and extending below water line. The rubble-filled 
structure is fully faced with cut rock, mostly granite of variable colors. Vertical wall 
elements, stone railings in effect, extend above the road and ground level at all four faces, 
paralleling the road approach to the bridge span. These walls are generally two-stones 
thick, and are set with recessed mortar to a depth of about 1/2 inch. Grey mortar, 
primarily of sand content, is used in all components of the bridge stonework. The smooth 
and uncolored concrete span's deck sits on an abutment shelf about 15 inches deep. The 
slab appears to be a single unit of uniform thickness. 

The abutment shape is very rectangular, with right angles and nearly vertical walls on all 
outside faces and on the portions under the span. The outside ends of the bridge abutment 
walls are squared to ground level, and are only partially tapered with the creek-bank 
slope. Some gravel and broken rock fills the area between the road surface and the stone 
wall, and lies as stabilization fill at the creek banks immediately adjacent to the abutment 
walls. An especially large dumping of broken rock obscures the south side of the east 
abutment, extending from the level of the roadway to the creek bank. 

The stone of the abutments and railings is laid in irregular courses across all faces. The 
locally acquired stone is variable in color and surface texture. Edge stones are finished to 
relatively flat surfaces, but all exposed stone faces have been dressed to varying degrees 
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of smoothness. The stones are mixed across the exterior faces of the abutments, to give 
the desired rustic appearance to the structures. The exception to this is on the north face 
of the east and west abutment where stone repairs massed the light gray stones in the 
upper two "courses" and more pink and brown stones on the lower portion. 

The Little Bear Creek Bridge # 1 is in less than fair condition. There are no evident cracks 
or visible weaknesses in the concrete deck, although there is some staining on the 
exposed surfaces. The metal railing is damaged and bent on the north side, but does have 
a relatively recent coat of green paint, applied after the railing was damaged. The road 
striping is worn more than that of the other historic bridges, and the road surface shows 
abrasion damage. 

The stonework on this bridge is in poor condition in places. The color change in the south 
wall masonry is evidence of past repairs, but of what age is unknown. Stones are loose 
and coming unattached to the wall on the south side of the east abutment, just at the point 
of attaclunent of the concrete slab end. Additional stones in the top course, supporting the 
end of the metal railing fixtures are detached and severely cracked. 

Design Elements and Standards: 
The Little Bear Creek Bridge # 1 is typical of its period and falls very much within the 
guidelines for landscape architectural design of the National Park Service's Landscape 
Division. Although the Beartooth Highway is outside the boundaries of Yellowstone 
National Park, the National Park Service (NPS) was an active partner in the design and 
construction of this thoroughfare to the Park's northeast entrance. From the earliest 
discussion of possible routes for the road, the NPS planners contributed expertise in the 
areas of engineering and landscape design. While the first comprehensive books 
establishing design preferences and standards for the NPS nationwide were not published 
until 1935 and 1938, the service's leadership had been shaping a design approach to park 
structures for at least a decade. 

In 1932, two senior federal officials contributed papers to a special volume of the journal 
Civil Engineering in which they addressed design standards for bridges. Frank Kittridge 
of the NPS, while expressing the opinion that "a bridge will always look like a bridge no 
matter what attempts are made to blend it into the surroundings" nonetheless 
acknowledged that the landscape architects promoted the use of masonry bridges that 
blended with their locale when "ruggedness oflandscape is the rule." Dr. L. I. Hewes of 
the Bureau of Public Roads discussed park road construction and its challenges. He 
advocated the use of masonry in the architectural detailing of bridges, culverts and 
structural walls, claiming that locally-derived stone was the most appropriate 
construction material (3 ). 

Just two years after the formal opening of the Beartooth Highway, NPS produced its 
second work addressing design standards for parks. This multi-volume publication 
provided an overview of design preferences for park structures, and examples of suitable 
and desirable architectural approaches to a broad range of structures and materials. Albert 
H. Good's three-volume Park and Recreation Structures discussed the design and 
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construction methods for almost every functional type of structure found within national 
parks. A chapter on bridges includes photographs and commentary on masonry bridges of 
several designs, and uses an example from within Yellowstone National Park that is 
similar in many aspects to the historic masonry bridges of the Beartooth Highway. Good 
posits his opinions about bridge materials and their importance in design by stating that 
only those materials "which are native to the area and predominate near the bridge will 
constitute a convincingly appropriate and harmonious medium of structural 
interpretation" and that such use results in bridges which seem to "spring from the spring 
or river band when truly related in color, texture and scale to adjacent rock outcrops." 
The Yellowstone examples is described as "a bridge of concrete floor construction 
undisguised, supported on stone piers m1d abutments- a combination of modern and time
honored materials and methods that is both reasonable and forthright" ( 4 ). 

Historical Background/ Assessment: 
Although much local and historical lore has attributed the construction of the stone bridge 
to the Civilian Conservation Corps, no documentary evidence of this belief has been 
identified. H. L. James describes this bridge as being "one of five remaining structures 
from the originally constructed Beartooth Highway." Stating that the bridge's 1934 
construction was by "supplemented labor from the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), it 
illustrates the craftsmm1ship of hand-chiseled granite used in the abutments" (5). Recent 
research disputes this claim, showing that although the CCC was active within the bounds 
of Yellowstone National Park, the CCC contributed minimally, if at all, to the 
construction of the Beartooth Highway. 

The "Final Construction Report (1931-1933), Section B, Grading" reports that the 
Section B contractors, McNutt & Pyle, subcontracted the construction of the section's 
bridges to Fred Lindsey, of Eugene, Oregon. The six reinforced concrete and 
combination steel and concrete bridges were completed during the 1932 season. The 
following year, McNutt & Pyle again subcontracted work on the bridges, this time for the 
masonry work. George Otten supervised crews of Italian stonemasons to select, shape 
and lay the local granite, a task requiring careful stonework technique. The project's final 
report noted that the work was attractive and of high quality, but that the crew's 
inexperience with any previous NPS projects resulted in "much adjusting and 
replacement of stones" throughout the process (6). 

Within Segment 4 of the Beartooth Highway, this bridge lies in a section of the road that 
has not been significantly reconstructed. In the 1960s (and probably during other periods 
since its 1936 opening), sections of the road were resurfaced and ditches re-aligned. 
Subsequent road surface repairs and bridge repainting and re-pointing has been 
completed, but without major redevelopment of the road substructure or alignment. In 
1998, the Department of the Interior and Related Agencies Appropriation Act authorized 
rehabilitation and minor widening of the entire Segment 4, with impacts to be determined 
upon the bridges. The 1999 Final Environmental Impact Statement stated that at the time, 
the four historic bridges "are substandard and are deteriorating" (7). 
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The Federal Highway Administration determined, and the Wyoming State Historic 
Preservation Office concurred, that the Little Bear Creek Bridge #1 was determined to be 
one of five resources along the route of the highway eligible for listing on the National 
Register of Historic Places. The bridge is eligible because it "represented an example of 
the period and style of construction" important to the development of Yellowstone 
National Park and its environs (8). As a contributing structure along the Cooke City
Red Lodge Approach Road, the bridge is a significant part of the highway's history and 
preservation. 
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