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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

/éhe Half-Chance Bridge is a single span wrought iron arch on Marengo
County Road 39 near Dayton. The main arch span of the bridge is 100 feet
while the overall length including approaches is 217 feet. The bridge is
lgigggﬁ wide and the roadbed is twenty-eight feet above the waters of the
Chickasaw Bogue Creek. The wooden plant roadbed is suspended from the
overhead arches by seven iron tension rods in a bowstring type pattern
on each side. Three iron crossbeams support the arches at and near their
vertex. The abutments supporting the arches each consist of two thirty
inch steel columns. The approaches consist of a wooden roadbed over an
iron pony truss

The bridge is located in a scenic rustic setting surrounded by large
hardwood trees and slightly rolling hills. After restoration, Half-Chance
Bridge will become the focal point of a historic-recreational facility.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Half-Chance Bridge; the oldest iron bridge in Alabama, is a sig-
nificant transportation and engineering landmark. It is one of the Lower
South's few remaining examples of a bridge design style which prevailed
in the 1860-1890 period. The Half-Chance Bridge was built before 1880
by the King Iron Bridge Manufacturing Company of Cleveland, Ohio with
angles made in Trenton, New Jersey. _»

This landmark is located in Marengo County which is a part of the
Black Belt section of Alabama. This rich belt of dark soil which forms
a ribbon across the center of the state was the heart of the "Cotton
Kingdom when this crop was the principal source of wealth in the South.
The region around the confluence of the Tombigbee and Black Warrior
rivers in Marengo County has been historically known as the "Canebreak"
and is an area of unusually rich and lush river bottomland. The town of
Linden, one of the terminal points of the Half-Chance Road, was settled
by some of the French Napoleonic exiles who had originally established
the short-lived Vine and Olive colony at Demopolis in 1817. Linden was
first called Hohenlinden after one of Napoleon's victories. The county
itself is named for his great Italian victory over the Austrians. The
leader of the Vine and Olive colony was General Count Charles Lefebre
Desnonettes who had been Napoleon's aide-de-camp at Marengo and who had
rode with the general during the bitter retreat from Moscow. The French
attempted to cultivate grapes and olives at Demopolis, however, the cli=-
mate was unsuitable and the noblemen were not experienced at common labor.
The .colony failed and many of the exiles returned to France but they left
a lasting legacy of culture and gentility to the county.

The towns of Dayton at the northeast end of Half-Chance Road was pri-
marily a settlement of wealthy planters. Many fine antebellum structures
survive there.

Iron bridges date back only to 1779 when Abraham Darby and John Wilk-
inson constructued a cast iron bridge over the river Severn at Coalbrook-
dale, England utilizing a design by Thomas Farnells Pritchard. The first
wrought iron bridge was not erected ,until 1808 when Bruyere constructed
a footbridge over the river Crou @8 Sti, Penis, France. The first heavy

weight bearing wrought iron biddge constigeted was a railroad bridge in
Switzerland built in 1853, ~ = % .
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SIGNIFICANCE

The first cast iron arch bridge in America was constructed at Browns-
ville, Pennsylvania in 1836 over Dunlap Creek. This 80' span was designed
by Captain Richard Delafield of the U. S. Corps of Engineers.

Timber was the primary American bridge construction material until 1860.
Between 1860 and 1880 many cast and wrought iron bridges were built inclu-
ding the Half-Chance Bridge in Marengo, County, Alabama. After 1880 most
bridges were made of steel and still later, concrete. Most of the iron
bridges were replaced or by-passed. The Half-Chance Bridge is one of the
few surviving iron bridges in Alabama. It served nobly for many decades
as an important link of the transportation system of Marengo County con-
necting cotton plantations and timberlands with market-places via road,
river, and rail.

The bridge, spaning Chickasaw Bogue derives its name from the community
called Half-Chance.

The Alabama Historical Commission will restore this transportation

landmark, in cooperation with the American Society of Civil Engineers,
(Alabama Section.)
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