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| Dear Bridge:
. Have a Happy
100th Birthday

1t will be ““Happy 100th
Birthday’ this year for St.
Joseph’s Missouri River rail-
road bridge — known origi-
nally as ‘“The Great Iron
Bridge.”’

The first railroad locomo-
tive to cross the bridge
moved from Kansas to Mis-
souri on May 20, 1873, and
the grand opening celebration
took place on May 31 of that
year,

At the time the span was
built, St. Joseph owned most
of the stock in the bridge
company buf that ownership
was lost during national rail-
road manipulations of the
late 1870s.

* % ¥

After years of discussion,
the first concrete plan to
bridge the Missouri River
here and end reliance on
sometimes unreliable ferry-
boats, was approved by vot-
ers on Jan. 25, 1871. The vot-
ers authorized the city to is-
sue $500,000 in bonds and to
pay 10 per cent interest on
those bonds for a period of 20
years. The bridge company
was then to raise $100,000 in
private capital. There were
only 19 votes cast against the
bonds. : i

The plans almost fell
through when the company
was able to raise ‘only $18,000
in cash. On May 23, 1872, a

revised proposition, with the
city going ahead despite the
lack of all of the private capi-
tal, was approved by voters.

The contract for the bridge
was awarded to the low bid-
der, the Detroit Iron &
Bridge Works shortly there-
after and construction of the
$710,000 span was started.

* * *

Today’s span is a.far cry
from the original bridge.
Quadrangular spans west of
the pivot span, have been re-
constructed and so has the
365-foot long pivot span. 'Most
of the iron has been replaced
by steel and the old stone
piers have been encased in
concrete.

The wagon road on the
north side of the bridge was
added when the bridge was
remodeled before the turn of
the century and removed
when the Pony Express
Bridge was opened. Original-
ly, wagons used the same
roadway as the trains, with
ties being covered with plan-
king.

Though the city lost control
of the bridge to Jay Gould,
the railroad magnate on Juné
16, 1879, it continued to pay
off the bonds.

In its long history, the
bridge has served the com-
munity well, and today re-
mains a key link to the West
out of St. Joseph.

<4

souri River here was just two 'years old
when D. S. Mitchell, an early-day photo-
grapher here, took this picture of the
bridge in 1875. As can be seen, the sec-
tions of the bridge west of the pivot pier
were of the quadrangular type. They have
since been converted to the cantilever vari-
ety. The conirol house was in the center of
the pivot span, above the tracks. There
was a pedestrian walk but wagons used
the same floor area as trains and drivers
had to wait until trains cleared the bridge

The Great Iron Bridge across the Mis-

before they could cross the span.

This photograph shows the original
stone piers. At the left is the Missouri toll-
house. Outside the ornate house, two men
relax. One has a beard and the other,
with ‘muttonchop whiskers, wears a high-
crowned hat. The smoke stack at the cen-
ter of the bridge served the boiler used to
provide power to turn the draw span. The
photograph was copied from one in the
files of the St. Joseph Public Library. The
view is to the west.
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