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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Initially constructed in 1914-15, the Antelope Hill Highway Bridge was a ten-span 
reinforced concrete girder highway bridge on the designated principal road route 
between Yuma and Phoenix, Arizona. Within the half dozen years after its construction, 
the bridge was expanded by the addition of five similar reinforced concrete girder 
spans and by the construction of a wooden trestle section at one end.

The original Antelope Hill Bridge, built between June 1, 1914 and August 18, 1915, 
stretched 650 feet across the Gila River at the base of Antelope Bill, about four miles 
northwest of Tacna. The structure consisted of ten 65-foot reinforced concrete girder 
spans resting on nine pairs of reinforced concrete piers and two reinforced concrete 
abutments. The roadway of the bridge was 16 feet wide and on either side supported a 
handrail composed of 2.5-inch steel pipe, although no walkway was provided. Cost for 
the construction of the original portion of the bridge was $42,320.66 to which was 
added $12,653.94 incurred by flood damage during construction for a total cost of 
$54,974.60.

Floods on the Gila River in 1916 washed out the north approach to the bridge for 
a distance of two miles while widening the channel of the river at the north end of 
the structure, requiring the state officials to take some action to restore the bridge 
to service. The expedient chosen by the state engineer was the extension of the bridge, 
Five additional reinforced concrete girder spans on concrete piers were placed at the 
north end of the bridge. These spans were of the same design as those used in the 
original bridge, together forming a 15-span structure measuring 975 feet in length. 
This addition to the bridge was begun in 1917 and completed in 1918.

The newly-extended 5 Antelope Hill Bridge remained in service for only a few months. 
It was used until the week after Thanksgiving 1919, at which time approximately 500 
feet of the north approach was washed away and flood waters damaged the concrete 
structure itself. The third and fourth pairs of piers from the north end settled about 
.3 foot and shifted downstream a like distance. In February 1920 flood waters cut back 
the north approach an additional 300 feet, washed away the north abutment, and shifted 
the northernmost two pairs of piers about a foot downstream, causing them to settle 
between .2 and .3 foot. The remaining two pairs of concrete piers of the 1917-18 
extension settled between .1 and .3 foot.

The office of the Arizona State Engineer made one final effort to save the 
Antelope Hill Bridge. After the 1919-20 floods, the damaged portion of the concrete 
section of the bridge was returned to service and an 855-foot timber pile trestle 
extension was placed on its north end. This trestle crossed the recently widened 
channel area which had grown north of the original bridge. The bridge continued to 
be used in this state for some time.

At the present, the Antelope Hill Highway Bridge stands abandoned in the bed of 
the Gila River at the base of Antelope Hill. It is parallel to the present-day 
County Road 328 "low water" crossing of the Gila River and the Southern Pacific Rail­ 
road multiple overhead truss bridge crossing. Two of the reinforced concrete girder 
spans have fallen into the river and only remnants can be seen of the timber trestle.
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*1ost of the concrete portion of the bridge, however, remains in place, although the 
steel pipe handrails have been removed. It is possible to walk across most of the 
bridge from its south end. A small roadside park, an appropriate location for an 
interpretive marker, is located near the south abutment of the bridge.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Antelope Hill Highway Bridge across the Gil a River near the base of Antelope 
Hill in southern Yuma County, Arizona, was an integral part of the planned "Ocean to 
Ocean" Highway, linking California with the remainder of the United States. The 
bridge provided the crossing of the Gil a River on the section of the highway between 
Yuma and Phoenix. The continued difficulties with flooding at the Antelope Hill site 
eventually caused the rerouting of the highway from its original position to that of 
today, the route of Interstate Highway 8. Thus the history of this structure is not 
merely that of a bridge, but also that of the factors in the decision for the routing 
of a major transcontinental highway.

The plans for the construction of a highway bridge across the Gila in the vicinity 
of Antelope Hill took shape in 1912-13, when a reconnaissance and preliminary survey 
was made of the 202-mile route between Yuma and Phoenix. At this time bridge sites 
were considered at both Antelope Hill and the Dome community, but soon Antelope Hill 
became the preferred location.

During 1913 plans were drawn in the office of the state engineer for a reinforced 
concrete girder bridge at Antelope Hill. Bids, requested from contractors for the 
construction of the structure, were opened at Phoenix on December 15, 1913, but after 
they were considered the state officials decided to postpone construction until May 
1914 and to build with state penitentiary inmate labor. Within a short time, however, 
it was learned that a sufficient number of prisoner laborers was not available. 
Consequently new plans and specifications were drawn up and approved by the state 
engineer. Then on May 12, 1914, the new bids were opened and the contract for the 
bridge was awarded to the lowest bidder, Perry E. Borchers.

Construction began at the bridge site on June 1, 1914, and was carried on by the 
contractor until August 18, at which time he forfeited his contract due to lack of 
funds. With his bondsmen, the contractor requested the Yuma County Board of Super­ 
visors, through the Arizona State Highway Department, to continue the work until -its 
completion. The Board of Supervisors agreed, but several months of delay followed 
because the state highway department required a number of months to secure the equip­ 
ment necessary to conduct the project, "as the equipment turned over by the contractor 
was utterly unfit to economically carry on the work." Thus work did not resume until 
November 10, 1914. Then floods in late December and January so seriously damaged the 
bridge under construction that work was delayed until the following spring.

By June 3, 1915, the local press could report that two spans of the structure were 
already in place and that two more would be poured the next week. Much of the work in 
tne spring, however, was devoted to repairing or reconstructing portions of the bridge 
and approaches which had been damaged in the floods, which caused over $12,000 worth 
of damage.
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Reconstruction work on the northern approach to the bridge was carried out by 
a group of Arizona State Penitentiary convict laborers, who worked in the Antelope 
Hill vicinity from March 15, 1915,to June 1, 1916. These men, who comprised what 
was called the "Honor Prison Camp," numbered between thirty-five and fifty and 
lived in a tent camp together with their supervisors and guards. Each man was 
furnished with a cot, mattress, sheets, and blankets. One man was detailed as 
laundryman for the camp. The prisoners dressed in civilian clothes and with only 
two exceptions they lived lives similar to men in ordinary construction camps of 
the day. These exceptions were that they had set hours for going to bed and that 
they were not allowed to leave the camp without permission, and then only to the 
extent of one mile free range, with absolutely no permission to enter towns. Food 
in the camp was described as "on a par with that furnished in the best free labor 
camps, and better than that furnished in many." Breakfasts consisted of bacon, 
corn, mush, syrup, bread, and coffee, with hot cakes twice weekly. Lunch included 
beef stew, potatoes, beans, bread, dried fruits, and coffee, while dinner normally 
consisted of steak or stewed beef, potatoes, rice or macaroni, canned sweet corn, 
peas or tomatoes, bread, and coffee. On Sundays a special breakfast of ham and 
eggs was served. Twice a week pie or cake was served with lunch, and three times 
a week the men were given smoking or chewing tobacco.

Finally the bridge was opened to traffic on August 18, 1915. Local residents 
made plans for a gala celebration dedicating the bridge and closing another link 
in the "Ocean to Ocean" Highway, but they wisely scheduled the festivities to take 
place in October, after the passage of the high summer temperatures. The cele­ 
bration was observed at the bridge on Sunday, October 24, 1915, with a day-long 
affair. The celebrants from Yuma traveled to the bridge first by chartered Southern 
Pacific train to Tacna, four miles from the bridge, and they they were transported 
to the site in especially prepared hay wagons. They departed Yuma at 8:30 in the 
morning, arrived at Tacna by 10:00, and were at the bridge site by about noon. 
Among the participants at the festivities were Governor George W.P. Hunt and State 
Engineer Lamar Cobb. For the first two hours the merrymakers entertained themselves 
by inspecting the bridge, visiting with each other, and exploring the surrounding 
area, some of them climbing Antelope Hill. Then about 2:00 p.m. all gathered at 
long wooden tables arranged under the bridge in the dry bed of the Gila, where they 
would be protected from the sun, and they dined on a meal of barbecue beef, beans, 
various relishes, coffee, and cold lemonade. After the repast, which, according to 
the local newspaper, all ate "until they could eat no more," the visitors formed 
into a long line. They then walked as a group across the dry bed of the river to

GPO 892 455
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the north bank of the Gila, up to the end of the bridge, and then walked along the 
entire structure to its south end, returning to the riverbed and their places in 
the shade to listen to speeches by the governor, state engineer, a university 
professor, and local dignitaries.

By the time that the speeches were over, the sun was going down and the temper­ 
ature was lowering. Canvas had been stretched over a portion of the deck of the 
bridge to provide a dancing surface, and to music provided by the Yuma Indian Band, 
the visitors danced atop the bridge until after the sun had set. As a local reporter 
noted at the time, "hundreds joined in this part of the festivities, and it made a 
merry and never-to-be-forgotten picture." Finally the visitors again boarded their 
hay wagons for the ride back to the waiting train and return to Yuma in the darkness.

Unfortunately, the remainder of the story of the Antelope Hill Bridge is not 
so pleasant as the account of its dedication. The history of the bridge is marred 
by difficulties with floods. The structure had hardly been opened when it was 
damaged by high water; floods in January 1916 not only washed out the north approach 
to the bridge for a distance of approximately two miles, but also widened the channel 
of the river at the north end of the bridge by approximately 300 feet. The only 
answer to the problem was to extend the bridge to the north and to attempt to prevent 
further washing away of the north bank of the Gila. In March 1917 the Arizona State 
Legislature appropriated $50,000 from the General Fund for the extension of the bridge 
and for the construction of a new northern approach. The extension consisted of five 
additional 65-foot reinforced concrete girder spans resting on pairs of reinforced 
concrete piers and a reinforced concrete abutment. These spans were identical in 
design to those on the original bridge. By the summer of 1918 the foundations for the 
new piers and abutment were complete and the entire extension expected to be finished 
by the end of the season. At the same time extensive efforts were made to improve 
the road between the north end of the bridge and Phoenix, as it remained the principal 
route between the two points despite the repeated bridge problems.

The Antelope Hill Bridge remained in service until the next severe winter 
floods, which this time came the week after Thanksgiving in 1919. On this occassion 
about 500 feet of the north approach washed away. Structural damage was done to the 
piers of the northern extension of the bridge, some of them both sinking and shifting 
downstream. Then in February 1920 another severe flood destroyed about 300 feet more 
of the north approach and washed away the north abutment and one of the concrete 
girder spans. The waters also caused some of the piers on the northern extension of 
the bridge to sink farther and to move farther downstream. These floods, typical of 
the annual high water on the Gila, caused the officials of the Arizona State Highway 
Department to reconsider the location they had chosen for the Yuma to Phoenix section 
of the "Ocean to Ocean" Highway. Their biennial report for 1918-1920, for example,
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reported that the "Antelope Hill: Bridge Is located at a point where it is impossible 
to control the river and keep it under the bridge." Plans were undertaken to shift 
the route of the highway to "an entirely new location on the south side of the Gil a 
River." This decision would obviate the problems caused by the Antelope Hill crossing

The bridge, despite its almost yearly flood damage, was not abandoned. The final 
effort to keep it in service came in 1920, when an 855-foot timber pile trestle was 
constructed at its north end to carry traffic across the newly widened channel of 
the Gila* Completed at a cost of $20,028.87, the new trestle allowed the bridge to 
stay open for some time. Finally the bridge was replaced in 1929 by the construction 
of a new suspension bridge across the Gila at Dome, the location originally con­ 
sidered with Antelope Hill as the site for a river crossing, but by this time all 
major vehicular traffic between Yuma and Phoenix was passing along the new desig­ 
nated route by way of Gila Bend. This route was designated as Federal Aid Project 
Nos. 26 and 55 and the Yuma County portion was first constructed in 1922-23. This 
is the route of the present-day Interstate Highway 8 from Yuma toward Phoenix and 
Tucson.

Today the Antelope Hill Highway Bridge stands abandoned in the bed of the Gila 
River at the base of Antelope Hill. It is parallel to the crossings of both County 
Road 328 and the Southern Pacific Railroad, Several of its concrete spans have 
washed into the river, but most of them remain in position and it is possible to 
walk across much of the bridge.

The bridge's significance is based on its link in the southern transcontinental 
road transportation route known as the "Ocean-to-Ocean Highway." It served as the 
only year-round crossing of the Gila River between Phoenix and Yuma.
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Excise Boundary Justification for Engineering and Transportation

The nominated portion of the Antelope Hill Highway Bridge includes the 14 concrete 
spans covering 910 feet, the 45 timber trestle bats covering 855 feet, and 100 foot 
approaches on either side of the bridge for a total of 1,965 feet % The bridge is 
16 feet wide at roadway, and the total width of the nominated portion shall be this 
16 feet plus an additional 20 feet on both sides, making a total nominated width of 
56 feet. See construction details (Exhibit "A").
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1. N
A
M
E
(
S
)
 O
F
 S
T
R
U
C
T
U
R
E

Antelope 
Hill 

Bridge 
(Gila 

River Bridge)

2. L
O
C
A
T
I
O
N

Abandoned highway grade 
parallel 

with Yuma 
County Road 

328
3.6 miles 

northwest of Tacna; 
SE1/4 

S21 
T8S R17W

Yuma 
County, 

Arizona 
_
_

3. D
A

TE(8) O
F C

O
N

STR
U

C
TIO

N
 

1914-15
4. USE (O

R
IG

IN
A

L/C
U

R
R

EN
T)

highway bridge 
/ abandoned

6. RAT1NQ

individually listed, 
NRHP: 

state 
significance

ft. C
O
N
D
I
T
I
O
N

deteriorated

span number 
: 

15 
span 

length 
: 

65.0' 
total 

length: 
975.O

1 
roadway wdt.: 

16.0*

owner: 
Yuma County

reinforced 
concrete 

slab and girder 
(2 

girder) 
concrete abutments 

and wingwalls w/ 
solid concrete 

piers 
concrete deck

other 
features: 

incised panels 
on girders; 

threaded 
steel 

pipe 
guardrails 

removed; 
concrete 

curbs

superstructure
substructure
floor/decking

An 
integral 

part of the 
Ocean-to^Ocean Highway across 

southern Arizona was 
the 

bridge 
over 

the Gila River at 
the 

foot of 
Antelope 

Hill. 
In 

1912, 
Arizona 

State 
Engineer Lamar Cobb 

first 
surveyed 

sites 
at Antelope Hill 

and the nearby town of 
Dome and selected 

the 
former; for a 

bridge. 
The 

next year, 
his office designed a multi-span concrete girder structure 

and 
in 

December 
advertised 

for 
bids. 

Opting 
to use prison 

labor, 
the 

state 
then 

rejected all 
bids, 

but 
later 

redesigned 
and 

rebid 
the project when 

it 
became apparent 

that not enough prison manpower would 
be available, 

In May 
1914, 

Perry 
Borchers was 

hired 
to build 

the 
bridge. 

He 
began construction 

in June 
but soon 

defaulted, 
and, 

after 
floods 

damaged 
the 

partially completed structure 
that winter, 

the 
state again 

undertook 
the 

project with prison 
laborers. 

The bridge was 
finally opened 

to 
traffic 

on August 
18, 

1915. 
With a poorly selected 

site, 
however, 

the 
bridge 

suffered extensive 
damage with almost every major 

flood on 
the Gila. 

After years of repeated 
reconstruction of the concrete 

bridge and 
the 

timber pile approach 
trestles, 

the Antelope 
Hill 

Bridge was 
replaced 

in 
1929 by 

the Dome 
Bridge and abandoned.

As 
a major crossing on 

a 
nationally 

important 
transcontinental 

route, 
the Antelope Hill 

Bridge 
is 

significant 
for 

its 
pivotal 

role 
in 

early Arizona 
transportation. 

The 
bridge 

is 
also significant 

in Arizona 
History as 

one of the 
few 

structures 
remaining 

from the early 
state 

period which had 
been 

built 
using prison 

labor. 
Finally, 

the bridge 
is 

tech­ 
nologically significant as 

an 
outstanding example of an unusual 

structural 
type. 

Although numerous concrete 
girder 

bridges were 
built 

througout Arizona 
in 

the 
1910s, 

20s 
and 

30s, most 
featured designs 

with 
four 

or more relatively 
shallow girders. 

The 
earliest 

bridges 
typically employed 

two-girder designs. 
Of these, 

only the 
Antelope Hill, 

Hell 
Canyon 

and 
Santa Cruz 

bridges 
remain. 

A visually striking 
structure, 

individually enrolled 
on 

NRHP 
in 

1979, 
the 

Antelope 
Hill 

Bridge 
is 

an 
important 

early remnant of highway construction 
in Arizona.

N
P
I
 r
O
M
H
 tO 

»0»
Hietoric Am

erican Budding* 8««vey / Historic Am
erican Engineering Record 

National Park Service, U
S. Departm

ent of the Interior. P. a
 Box 37127, W

aehlnaton, DC 2O
013-7127
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