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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Johnson Creek Covered Bridge in Robertson County can be reached by Kentucky 
Route 1029, 1 3/4 miles northeast of Ky. Route 165. With two spans it crosses 
Johnson Creek over an old buffalo trace, near Blue Licks Battlefield.

The bridge was constructed in 1874 by Jacob N. Bower and is of the Smith truss 
design. Around 1912, Jacob Bower's son Louis added an arch on each side to support 
the Increased traffic using the bridge. The bridge is 114 feet in floor length and 16 
feet wide, according to measurements by Louis S, Bower, grandson of Jacob Bower 
and a local covered bridge builder. At present it is closed to vehicular traffic and is 
in extremely poor repair.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Johnson Creek Covered Bridge, constructed in 1874, is located 4.0 miles north of 
Blue Licks Battlefield State Park in Robertson County.

The bridge is important as being the only known example of Robert J. Smith's truss system 
in Kentucky and the only covered bridge extant known to have been built by Jacob N. Bower 
(1819-1906). Bower came to Kentucky from Virginia and is said to have constructed as 
well as repaired bridges in many states surrounding Kentucky, such as in Ohio and 
Indiana. His son and grandson, both named Louis, continued the tradition as builders 
of covered bridges.

The Johnson Creek bridge served heavy traffic in the early days of its construction by 
connecting old Route #68 with Mt. Olivet, county seat of Robertson County.

Arsonists have attempted to destroy the bridge at least once by fire and inadequate 
maintenance has left it in its present deteriorated condition. Action without delay will be 
necessary if Robertson County is to keep its only covered bridge.

At one time Kentucky had hundreds of covered bridges spanning her rivers. Just prior to 
World War II, sixty-five were still standing. By 1952, the numbers had shrunk to 
thirty-nine. Now only sixteen remain. These sixteen, which represent a variety of 
structural types, are concentrated in the central and northeast sections of the state in 
the small communities or rural areas of the state.

Many reasons have been offered to explain the construction of covered bridges in Kentucky 
during the 19th century. The road across the bridges were kept dry and free of snow in 
winter. Most important, however, was the protection the covering over the bridges 
provided against the deterioration of the wood. It permitted the timbered trusses and 
braces to season properly and kept water out of the joints. The life of the bridge was, 
therefore, significantly prolonged, averaging generally seven to eight times that of one 
left uncovered.

Many of the covered bridges owe their present survival to modern spans constructed nearby that 
relieve the covered bridges of heavy traffic. Six are now closed to vehicular traffic although, like 
the others, they are visited by large numbers of tourists. All but one are publicly owned. Few 
are well maintained and most are in need of immediate repair or restoration if their preservation 
is to be secured.
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15. THE SMITH TRUSS. The Smith Truss is a most 
interesting form of light but strong construction. It 
was designed by Robert J. Smith of Ohio, a 
successful inventor, builder, contractor, and 
promoter, who often provided prefabricated 
structures built at his mill in Tippecanoe City, 
which he later moved to Toledo. He patented his 
first truss in 1867 and a second in 1869, and he 
later developed - but did not patent - reinforced 
(type 3) and further improved (type 4) versions. The 
1867 type was probably never used. There are 27 
covered bridges of the three other designs located 
in Ohio, Indiana, and (one each) Mercer County, 
Pa. , and Santa Cruz, Calif. Type 2 is built of 
single timber diagonals with counterbraces set at 
60 degrees and bolted to the upper and lower chords. 
The intersecting braces, set at 45 degrees, are 
arranged with ends against the counterbraces. The 
center panel has an open V. The end diagonals are 
braced and the roof framing is specially designed 
for rigidity. The reinforced type 3 is similiar to 
type 2 except that two braces have been added to f 
the open-V center panel. The improved type 4 is of 
substantially different design and was not used till 
1875. It consists of double diagonals the full length 
of the bridge, with .a second set of single diagonals 
intersecting the first. All are set at 60 degrees, 
and the end diagonals are braced.



Johnson Creek Covered Bridge 
Alham.bra, Robertonson County, Ky. 
Kentucky Covered Bridge Association 
June 1972, Photo 3, Diagram and 
description of Smith truss.
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