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Historic Bridges of Texas

STATEMENT OF HISTORIC CONTEXTS
HISTORIC BRIDGES OF TEXAS, 1866-1945

I.

GEOGRAPHICAL FACTORS

Since the early 1800s, bridge designers and builders in Texas have encountered diverse topography,
extreme weather variations, and a wide range of soils and drainage. Topographical conditions are
particularly varied in the eastem two-thirds of the state, presenting bridge designers and builders with a
significant challenge. This large area, encompassing the Interior Lowlands and Coastal Lowlands regions of
Texas, exhibits a topography ranging from dense forests and rocky hill country to rolling plains, coastal
prairies and low-lying marshlands. Sparse vegetation, thin soils and steep slopes produce high velocity
runoff and currents in several large river basins, such as the Brazos, Colorado and Trinity, compelling bridge
engineers to use long span lengths with relatively few piers. Areas with rocky soils, such as those in Central
Texas, can carry bridge foundations to bedrock fairly easily, eliminating the need for unusual or difficult
foundation designs. Some of the areas along the Gulf Coast and in East Texas, however, have soft clay and
marshland soils that often require relatively short spans and deep foundation pilings.'
The extensive network of rivers, streams and tributaries found in the Coastal Lowlands are
particularly prone to severe flooding, drift accumulation and fast flowing currents. Weather disuirbances of
tropical origin are responsible for the tremendous flood-producing storms that affect this area of the state.
Seasonal floods can quickly mrn small intermittent streams into fast-flowing torrents of water that wreak
havoc and destruction on roads and bridges. From the state's earliest history, there are tales of flo(xls that
washed bridges downstream, destroyed timber approach spans and undermined bridge piers. Tropical
storms, navigational factors and the presence of islands and peninsulas along the Gulf of Mexico have also
influenced bridge design and construction across the Gulf and the lower Sabine River, affecting the strength,
length and height of many spans.^
The arid, flat regions of west Texas and the Panhandle have presented the bridge engineer with few
opportunities for bridge construction. With its infrequent streams and rivers and predominantly dry climate,
this region of the Great Plains has historically required relatively few bridge crossings. The Trans-Pecos
Region in far west Texas is an isolated region of the state with low annual rainfall and no significant surface
streams other than the Rio Grande. The region was under the control of the Comanches and Apaches for
much of the 19th century and no significant Anglo settlement occurred until after Texas became a state in
1845. Low population density resulted in little demand for roads and bridges in this area during the state's
first hundred years. Deep canyons and the potential for cloudbursts and heavy rainstorms in the Davis and
Guadalupe mountains (which form part of the Rocky Mountain region of the western United States) continued
to impede transportation advances in that area of the state for decades to come.^

