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The site of Camp Clarke bridge was located nine miles east of 
Chimney Rock and about three miles west of present-day Bridgeport.

The actual bridge at Camp Clarke was a massive structure over two 
thousand feet in length. The bridge contained sixty-one trusses and pili 
which were deeply set into the soft bottom of the North Platte River. 
The piles were secured locally. These were cut in the hills southwest 
of the construction location.

Several buildings were constructed. A hotel 9 store, saloon, and 
corral were situated on tjje south side of the1 Platte River. A small 

.mflnary.blocfchoii^snd blacksmith shop were located on the north side 
of the fiver, .-..' r ,.;:v

Henry T. Clarke, a veteran freighter and bridge builder constructed 
enduring structures. In the early 1900's Clarke bragged that the bridge 
was still fn use.

In about 1913 several of the buildings were still extant. But throu 
the years the buildings were razed. Now only a few of the piles are visi 
ble, and water no longer flows under this bridge. The North Platte River 
flows along the northern end of the bridge.
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Two years before his eventful meeting with the Sioux at-the Little 
Big Horn George Armstrong Ouster's Black Hilis expeditron once again 
brought the cry of "Gold Fever" to the United States.

With Sidney, Nebraska being a railroad town and the distances between 
Cheyenne and North Platte being too great from the Black Hills, it only 
seemed natural that Sidney Barracks would become a boom town.

During 1874 and 1875'. Custer was the main community. After the early 
strike was over the miners began to "work" the northern hills near Dead- 
wood Gulch in 1876.

Almost every town wanted to open a road to. the Black Hills. Sidney 
on the main line of the Union Pacific was actually closest to the miners 
and materials could be sent by rail from Omaha and Chicago. Sidney and 
Cheyenne had a number of freighters who were supplying the Indian agen­ 
cies and the Army. These freighters, aware of quick profits,were willing 
to extend their operations into the "Hills".

In 1873 the Oglala were moved from their reservation on the North 
Platte River to the White River near Crawford in northwest Nebraska. This 
agency was called Red Cloud Agency and one year later in 1874 the Army es­ 
tablished Fort Robinson. Numerous freighters from Sidney and Cheyenne 
supplied this agency and military post.

The main problem on the Sidney-Red Cloud Agency-Black Hills Trail was 
fording the North Platte River. The North Platte even during dry weather 
was troublesome. But during high water the river was impassable.

If the freighters in Sidney wanted a bridge they had two choices, 
one at Fort Laramie and the other at North Platte. Then in 1876 the Si ri­ 

te the Black Hills Trail was streamlined with the construction of a 
duty bridge. This bridge was the brain child of the Omaha merchants 
ion Pacific and Henry T. Clarke.

Hng the winter of 1875-76 Clarke,a veteran bridge builder, and 
jr, was contacted by several businessmen in Omaha to determine 
iibility of building a bridge. During the spring of 1876 Clarke
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reported that it was possible but the structure would be nearly one-half 
mile in length.

This adventurous undertaking ran into financial problems but Clarke 
agreed on a set fee and then charged tolls.

The railroads, including the Chicago and Rock Island, were interested 
in the project from the beginning. They were so interested that construc­ 
tion materials were shipped free from Davenport, Iowa and Moline, Illinois 
to Sidney. At Sidney the materials were transshipped to the construction 
site.

/ Clarke's bridge when completed in June, 1876 was a massive structure 
two thousand feet in length with a solid six to one truss span. Toll houses 
were constructed and tolls assessed each outfit. The rates were $2.00 for 
each outfit consisting of two animals, a vehicle and a man and 50<£ extra for 
each additional animal. A single freighter wagon pulled by five yoke of oxen 
would be charged $6.00. (Lass 1972: 196)

The Army was extremely anxious for the construction to be completed. It 
was extremely important for rapid troop movement during the campaign of 1876. 
Accordingly a troop was stationed at Camp Clarke, a small blockhouse on the 
northern side of the river. The trail was well protected. Fort Sidney pa­ 
trolled the southern end of the trail and troops from Fort Robinson patrolled 
the northern end and the troops at Camp Clarke guarded the PIatte.

For about five years after the construction of Clarke's bridge the Sid­ 
ney Trail was lively. Hundreds of emigrants trekked along inmost of them 
on the way to the Hills. The trail slowly died because of various reasons, 
construction of a rail line in South Dakota and the Hills gold boom had died 
away. The majnperiod of use was 1875-1880. By 1882 the trail was rarely 
used.
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Acreage Justification

An area large enough to include 
the approaches to the bridge and the 
commercial building sites. This area 
has been chosen to provide adequate 
protection to the environment of the 
area.
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