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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Atherton Bridge is a single span pony truss constructed in 1870. Located on 
Bolton Road, in a rural area surrounded by f l a t , open flood plain, the bridge spans 
the Nashua River approximately 3/4 miles east of South Lancaster. 

The eight truss paneled structure has a span of 72' and width of 18%' and rests 
on large granite block abutments. Although the bridge is not a patented version of 
the Post truss like the nearby Ponakin Bridge (NR-eligible) i t employs many Post truss 
features such as diagonal compression members that incline toward the center of the 
bridge and riveted dual tension rods that incline outward, the outermost of vdiidi 
extend two panels and the others across one panel. Compression members are 
Phoenix Columns (patented by the Phoenix Iron Co. of Phoenixville, Pennsylvania). 
The end posts are vertical dual tension rods. Top chords are riveted compound beams. ' 
Floor construction consists of a cross planked deck siqDported by longitudinal planking 
on riveted transverse "I" beams that rests directly on the bottom chords, an older 
type of bridge technology. Vtood transverse beams notched to f i t over the bottom chords 
are spaced between each "I" beam.: , -.. .. v 

Because several compression members are loose from their fittings, the bridge has been ' 
closed to t r a f f i c for several years. , 
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The Atherton Bridge possesses integrity of location,design, setting, materials, and 
workmanship and is associated with major transportation and the development of routes 
in Lancaster. In addition, i t is one of two remaining examples known to the Historic 
American Engineering Record of an inportant nineteenth century bridge truss type. 

When erected, the Atherton Bridge was Lancaster's f i r s t iron bridge. Built on one 
of the main roads into Lancaster, the bridge is the most recent in a succession of 
earlier bridges. As was common practice, the structure was named for a nearby family, 
the Athertons, descendants of James Atherton, one of the signers of the petition for 
incorporation of Lancaster in 1653. 

The bridge, which was built by .'the town for the sum of $4,000 in 1870̂  incorporates 
many design features of the Post truss, patented by Silicon S. Post c. 1866. S.S. Post 
was a well known New Hampshire bom c i v i l engineer "whose work in addition to bridge 
design and building included surveys and construction of railroads, particularly the 
New York and Erie. He was the originator of the system of railroad baggage checking 
universally adopted and drew the f i r s t design for making railroad time tables. He was 
also a founding member of the original (1852) American Society of Civil Engineers. 

The Post truss is distinguished by compression members that incline toward the center of 
the bridge. I t was a major bridge form in the second half of the nineteenth century 
and was the most freqimetly used bridge form for the trans-continental railroad. Other 
important Post truss bridges include the Union Pacific Railroad's crossing of the Missouri 
River at Omaha. Two and one-half miles in length, this bridge was the largest on the line. 
The Missouri River crossing of the Missouri-Kansas-Texas Railroad was also a Post patented 
bridge with a span of 256'. Despite the truss' popularity, the Atherton and the nearby 
Ponakin Bridges (NR-eligible) are the only known surviving examples. Taken together, 
the bridges comprise a unique pair of structures representing an inportant era in 
American engineering. 
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^̂ 73 Harvard Road 
Lsncncter, Mass. 015I?3 
31 Julv 1572 

To the Board of Selectnen and the Road Commissioners 
Lancaster, Massachusetts OI523 

Gentlemen: 1 

I have j u s t received confirmation from the Chief of the H i s t o r i c 
American Engineering Record (HAER) of the Department of the I n t e r i o r 
i n Washington, D. C, that "both the Atherton and Ponakin Bridges are 
of s i g n i f i c a n t h i s t o r i c a l importance and should "be saved i f at a l l 
possible. He states that "Both "bridges date from the early lS70's 
and are rare examples of the Post truss." "Taken together, the "bridges 
comprise a unique pa i r of structures representing an important aspect 
of America's engineering heritage." "1-iany Post trusses were "built 
throughout America, "but the two i n Lancaster are the only ones the 
KASR knows to survive." 

The town already has provided repair fijnds to maintain the Pona­
k i n Bridge operational at a minimum r e s t r i c t e d load, and i t i s on a 
roadway that has very l i t t l e t r a f f i c now since the new Lunen'burg Road 
has "been opened. • 

The Atherton Bridge, however, has "been closed f o r a nun"ber of 
years and i s planned to "be torn down and replaced, p-nd i s on a road­
way that would have heavy t r a f f i c i f i t were opened again, '-.'ith t h i s 
confirmation of i t s significance, we should i n i t i a t e new plsns to 
save i t . 

A way to do t h i s would "be f i r s t to leave the Atherton Bridge i n 
i t s present location, and repair i t enough to use i t f o r foot t r a f f i c , 
horsehack r i d i n g a.nd other recreational uses. These uses v/ould t i e - i n 
well with the Master Plan f o r the tovni, and the uses of the Nashua 
River Greenway i n t h i s area. Then second, move the highv/ay south and 
"build a new "bridge there to support the t r a f f i c expected on th i s road­
way. . t ' 

Enclosed i s further information on h i s t o r i c truss iDridges and 
th e i r preservation. ' I , > 

End: L t r dtd 7/26/72 from 
Douglas L. G r i f f i n , 

Information on Simeon S. 

Sincerely, 

P h y l l i s A. Farnsworth 
National Register Coordinator for 

Lancaster H i s t o r i c a l Commission 

EAER 
Post 

A r t i c l e , Sec 3» Executive Order 11593t H i s t o r i c Bridge 
Preservation at the Community Level 

•i 



ENraiES IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER 

MASSACHUSETTS 
STATE 

Date Entered SEP 10 ig?9 

NcLine 

Atherton Bridge 

Ponakin Bridge 

International Trust Company Building 

Location 

i i \ Lancaster 
fl" Worcester County 

I Lancaster vicinity 
Worcester County 

Boston 
f Suffolk County 

Also N o t i f i e d 

Honorable Paul G. Tsongas 

Honorable Edward M. Kennedy 
Honorable Edward P. Boland 
Honorable John J. Moakley 

NR Byers/bjr 9/18/79 

State Historic Preservation Officer 
Mrs. Patricia L. Weslowski 
Executive Director 
Massachusetts Historical Commission 
294 Washington Street 
Boston, Massachusetts 02108 

For f u r t h e r information, please c a l l the National Register at (202)343-6401. 


