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Old ,Fiver Bridge - 

Ah'9lO3 COlMMQN 

-- 
$ZJLOCATION 

STREET 3 NUMQEa 

fiver Mad and Saline R i v e r  - -NOT FOR PLFBUCATlOM ' 

CITY, TOWN COUGRESSIONAP D!STRICT 

Benton , VICrNlTY OF Secgnd 
SrATE CODE COUNTY CODE 

P-rkansas . . .  05 S a l i n e  l25 .. 
 C CLASSIFICATION 

CRTE G ORY OWNERSHIP STATUS 
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CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE i 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND OHIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE I 
The O l d  River Bridge in Saline County spans the Saline f iver  southxest - 
of Benton on the O l d  RiLitary Road- 

The river's w i d t h  is breached by two separate spans resting on six 
concrete f i l l d . c y l i n d r i c a l  columns constructed on iron plate. From 
these columns spring the iron *flat" t russes of each span. 

The trusses' vertical compression members are open webbed columns of 
riveted channel and plate .  The ver t ica l  tension rnmkrs are round 
iron rods connected with pinned connectians. Top and b t t o m  chords 
of the t m s s  foms are box beams w i t h  webbs of channel i r a n  and riveted 
i ron  plate flanges. 

Each span consists of two truss conf i g u r a t b n s  connected by "I" be& 
support ing the wooden road*-ay between. 



AREAS OF StGN1FICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 
ARCHEOLVGY-PREHISTORIC ,COP4MWNITY PIAFI%ING -LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE -RELIGION 

A R C H E O L O G Y  -HISTORIC _CONSERVATiON ,LAW ,SCIENCE 

AGRICULTURE ,ECONOMICS -LITERATURE ,SCULPTURE 

A R C H I T E C T U R E  ,EDUCATlO;N -MILITARY S O C l A V H W M A N l T A R l A N  

A R T  ?EMG INEEAING d U S 1 C  -TU€Af ER 

-COMMERCE ,EXPLORAmDKISETTLEMENT -PHtPOSOW-lY . . . . . -  .. ~TRANSPOFITATION 
,COUMUNI~AXIONS J NOUSTRY JOU~CSIGOVERNMEMT -OTHER (SPECIFW 

JNVEMTION 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The beghning of the building of bridges implied a fair degree of c i v i l i -  
ration and intelligence. It sprang f r o m  a desire to rnaifitain and extend - 

aD orderly way of l i f e  w i t h  ready comnunication from place to place. 
The bridge, specificallyr was a symbol of man's conquest of the river. 
blot only a channel for human migrat ion  and commerce, the river was a 
challenge and barrier to overcone. Bridges, l*e f i re ,  represented an 
expansive force of man's conquest of nature ,  

It: i s  not known when the first bridge was c o n s t l u c t d ,  b~t at some time 
in the past, ran l o v o r d  a log  across a stream and built the first 
bridge. The oldest bridge on record +,xs bailt in Ecj -pt  across the Kile 
PZver by Pharaoh Menes of the F i r s t  Dynasty about 2650 B.C. 

It was n ~ t  until the 18th century that t h e  first iron bridge was constructed.  
Designed by Th~inas ~ritchard. this bridge was constructed in 1379 at t h e  
vi l lage of Coalbrookdale, England. I ron bi rdges  were slow to take hold 
in popularity. Although they w e r e  cheaper to construct  than stone bridges, 
engineers had doubts about.the structural safety of iron bridges. In 
the  l a t e r  par t  of  the 18th century Scotsman Thomas Telford brought a b u t  
a genera l  zloption of iron bridges through h i s  constructiun oE several 
sound i r o n  bridges. 

The O l d  P!ver Bridge in Saline County, Arkansas, is a s i g n i f i c a n t  
h i s to r i ca l  strructuxe as one of t h e  oldest  xemaining bridges in the 
state. Const ruc ted  in 1889 at a ,cost 0 2  $5,000, this iron brige 
over t K e  Saline River represents a great deal of the history of the 
county. 

The first recorded settler in S a l i n e  County \%-as t . ; i l l i a m  Lockhart  who 
came f r o m  N o r t h  Carolina in i815. A f t e r  deciding t h a t  he did not  
piant to s e t t l e  his family around L i t t l e  Rack he r:otred south along the 
~issouri Trail ( la ter  tamed "The F I i P i t a r y  Road"). A t  the p i n t  where 
the trail crossed the  Saline River Tdocktart c h ~ s e  to settle. For two 
years the L o c k h a r t s  w e r e  the only  settlers in the entire area. Ry 
1819 a set t lement  consisting of abou t  ten families had been e s t a b l i s h e d  
a t  t h e  point. whr:re the trail crossed t h e  S a l i n ~  River. In 1027 E z r a  
M. Gwen esta3lished a mall settlement west of t h e  Sa l ine  River and named 
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it CoLLegeville. Early in 1831 a post office was established at the 1 
"czossing of the S a l i n e ' h i t h  William Mckhart as posmaster. The I 
settlement was officially named "Saline. " I 

The "Old  Kissouri Trail" became inportant as the connection between 
Collegeville and L i t t l e  Rock and as a main road through the county. 

i I 

I 

I t  was made a m i l i b r y  road in 1324 and there were constant  requests. 
for Congress to appropriate funds to improve it. In the early 1830's 
a l l  that had been done to change the road from a barely passable trail 
was cut t ing  of timber. for the  r i g h t  of way. The argument was nade to 
Congress t h a t  it was the main artery of travel fro% St. Louis and Mern2his 
southwest into Texas and Mexico, a-?d therefore a na t iona l  concern. Bes ides  
a rough pakh to fol low, the S a l i n e  River posed a problem, for during 
several months of the year it was impossible to ford it. In 1831 t h e  
Arkansas Le~islature passed a law giving to William Lockhart an exclusive 
right to cons t ruc t  and operate a toll bridge over t h z  S a l i n e  R i v e s  at 
the p i n ?  rvherc it was crossed by the Military Road. The passage ra tes  
to be charc;ed were to be fixed by "the prozer court." Lockhart was to 
keep the bzi2ge in good repair for the durakion of t h i s  twenty year 
franchise. 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e  of tho Military Road is exemplified by an article 
appearin7 in the November 30, 1830, Arkansas Gazette reading: 

"The xoad on this s i d e  of the Kississip>i is f u l l  of 
.navers - principal ly emigrating toward t he  weskern 
coznties of this Terr i tory .  The throng at the  ferry 
at Eemphis, we u~derstand, is sometimes so great 
t h a t  movers are not unfrequent ly  detained a day br 
t w o  before t h e i r  turn f o r  cross ing o3er arrives-* * * * 
The emigrants by this route a re  principally f r o m  
Tennessee, Alabama, t h e  C a r o l i n a s ,  and Georgia - and 
w e  learn from travelers that the rage for emigration 
to Arkansas from those S t a t e s  is still increas ing.*  * * * 
If the emigrat ion to Wkansas c o n t i n c e s  at the rate 
it has for t h e  L a s t  year, it will n o t  bz many years 
before o u r  population w i l l  entikle us to ail honorable 
adnisr  i o n  in to  the  Union w i t h o u t  the necessity of 
"squcezinq inn, as some are znxious that w e  should 
do at t h e  present  t i m e . *  * * *It is estimated that 
1500 s o ~ l s  have cros:;ecl at tha t  f e r r y  since l a s t  
spring, who were r les t ined  for  Srashingtan county .  " 
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Lackhart was actively involved Ln making his community important. Through I 

h i s  efforts, w i t h i n  a four  month period of time in 183Lp a contract had ! 
been let for ' "cut t ing out and opening the  road1', the toll bridge franchise i 

an3 the establislrment of a post office on the site. 1 
I 

In 1830 a settlement five miles up the river had been started by Chzrles 
C a l d w e l l -  Benton, as it came to be known, began to grow and was ncitred ' 

t h e  county seat at t h e  formation of Saline County in 1835. This exp~nded 
the  importance of the Mili tary  Road but sloxly lead to the decline of 
settlement in Lockhart's "Saline. "' 

In 1889 the Sal ine  County C o u r t  appropriated $5 ,000  for the constxuctioa 
of an iron bridge over the Saline River at the Military Road Cross ing .  
Constructed in t h a t  year, the  bridge remained in use until April of 
1974 wh-n a t ruck  loaded with concrete blocks  severely damaged t h e  flour 
of the bridge. * 

I 

The corrmnity o f  Benton recognizes the historical value of the bridge 
and t3.e s i t e  ehich it occupies and is takir tg  steps to place Lhere a 
mrker w i t h  a sketch of the history of the site. Plans are also being i 
made to u t i l i z e  the bridge as a walkable seninder of the significance 
of the site. L 

As one of t h e  oldest  s t a n d i n g  bridges in .rirkansas, and as an area of 
strong historical significance, t h e  Old R i v e r  Bridge serves as a local 
landmark in Saline CouLty. 
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ARKANSAS HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION PROGRAM 
Suite 500, Continental Building, blain and Markham 

Little Asek, Arkansas 72231 Telephone: (501) 37 1-2763 
Noveder 10, 1976 

The Honordsle Esmer  Shell  
P3ayor 05 the City of Benton 
C i t y  Ha11 
Benton, Arkansas 

Re: Old River Bridge ,  Saline County 

Dear Mayor Shell : 

The s taf f  of the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program is pxeparing a N a t i o n a l  
Register 'nomination for the  O l d  Fiver Bridge which w i l l  be presented to the 
Arkansas S t a t e  R e v i e w  Committee at t h e i r  December meeting. If ap?raved, t h e  
nomination w i l l  be submitted to the National Register office in ~ashington for 
f i n a l  consideration. 

The National ~ e g i s t e r  of Historic Places is a l i s t i n g  of historic s i t e s ,  build- 
ings, objects and d i s t r i c t s  from a11 across t h e  courltry that are worthy of 
pre-servntion. 

Entry in L\e Nat iona l  Register is a n  honor tuhich places no obligation on a pri-  
vate owner. It doos, however, provide protection through comment by t he  Advi-  
sory Council on Historic Preservation from federally financed, assisted or 
licensed projects thzt  might: affect a Nztional ~ e g i s t e r  property. 

If you h a l e  any questloas conc~rning the  program or your property's nomination, 
pleasa contac t  Sandra Taylor of our s t a f f ,  

Enclosed are t w z ~  c~pies of t ~ s  l e t t e r .  Please complete the  form below, sign and 
retcrn "Ae original to our office. The copy is for your files, We would appre- 
ciate receiving aiy com.2ns you might have concerning the nomination of this pro- 
perty. If w e  do not hear from you w i t h i n  30 d a y s ,  your approval will be assumed. 

Sincerely,  

Barbara Waodard, Deputy Director 
Arkansas Historic Prese rva t ion  Program 

E l :  e m f  

cc: DavidDcrnuth 

3 appxove of the ,?bov? propPj:ty being  no~. ina ted  
to the  N 2 t i o n s . l  Register of His tor ic  P I . z z ~ s .  v" 

Yes No . - 


