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The railroad bridge spanning the Pecos River at Fort Sumner is of standard plate- 
girder design common to the bridge plans adopted by the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe 
Railway at the turn of the century. The structure consists of fifteen one hundred 
foot Class AA Deck Plate Girders supported by fourteen concrete piers. At its maxi­ 
mum height the bridge measures seventy-seven feet in height. The Jength of the 
structure is approximately |50pfeet. The bridge is anchored by two concrete winged 
abutments, and the piers are jutted on the north base to prevent the collection of 
debris on the river bed.

The class A Plate Girder Span, the longest in the four classified divisions in this 
bridge design, were the lowest in cost. The depth provided for the least weight 
possible under the specifications. Each girder is composed of a web plate, four 
flange angles, and six cover plates. The top and bottom laterals are single angles 
riveted to connection plates equipped with plates at the intersections. The one 
hundred foot girder span holds a maximum flange stress of 130,200 pounds dead load and 
344,700 pounds live load.

This standard plate girder bridge is equipped with ballasted floors and the girders 
are topped by a course of creosoted timber. The timbers measure ten inches in 
depth and the decking is fourteen feet wide. Walks were placed on each side of the 
bridge which measure two feet in clear width outside of the ballast deck. The walks 
are protected by three feet hftgh angle iron hand railings.

Construction of the plate girder over the Pecos River was preceded by the building 
of a pile and trestle bridge which permitted the laying of track to expedite further 
westward construction. This structure also served as falsework for the erection of 
the steel superstructure.

In order to maintain good alignment and a grade suitable for heavy traffic, the 
gradation work was expensive at the approaches to the crossing of the Pecos River.

Though in constant use for more than seventy years, the Fort Sumner Railroad Bridge 
stands in very good condition at the present time.
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The development of modern Fort Sumner was a direct outgrowth of two important tech­ 
nological advances made in the area at the turn of the century — the initiation of 
an irrigation system and the arrival of the railroad.

The at^foot plate girder bridge built by the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway 
at Fort Sumner proved to be the pivotal project in the railroad's legacy to the 
community. The bridge is the best preserved construction of this design in the 
State of Mew Mexico.

Before the arrival of the Santa Fe (1905-06), the only permanent inhabitants in the 
area lived in an adobe shanty town located near the old fort. However, following 
the onset of widespread irrigation and the coming of the railroad, the former 
community (Sunnyside) was all but abandoned in favor of permanent settlements west 
of the fort.

The bridge at Fort Sumner was one of the principal engineering works along the 
renown Belen Cutoff, a route devised by the Santa Fe to circumvent the difficult 
grading operations required to connect the main Kansas lines with the railroad 
west of the Rocky Mountains. With the acquisition of the Pecos Valley and Northeastern 

Railway and the later extension to Amarillo, Texas, a large section of the alternate 
route was already realized. The only remaining distance was a gap of approximately 
two hundred miles in eastern New Mexico.

Between 1900 and 1902 a number of railroads, including the Santa Fe Central and the 
Rock Island, were engaged in active construction in New Mexico, with Albuquerque as 
one of the potential objectives. Officials of the A.T. & S.F. determined that a 
crossing at Abo Pass, about twenty-five miles southeast of Belen, would provide the 
best passage point to the mountains east of the Rio Grande, given the position of 
the company's existing lines. In mid-1906 a rail line was extended between Texico 
and Belen. When the project was completed it inlcuded 279 miles of track, 249 of 
which joined Belen and Texico.
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Fort Sumner was one of the towns that developed rapidly after the arrival of the 
railroad. Prior to the construction of the bridge in 1906, the "town" of Sunny- 
side consisted of only several saloons, three restaurants and a number of tents. 
Even though Vaughn became the division point on the route, Fort Sumner continued 
to flourish following the arrival of the railroad.

The Eastern Railway of New Mexico (Belen Cutoff) is noteworthy not only because 
it linked the east and west lines of the Rio Grande by a direct, low grade freight 
line, suitable for heavy transcontinental traffic, but it was also one of the 
first major construction projects undertaken by the A.T. & S.F. after the company 
went into receivership at the turn of the century.

The Fort Sumner Railroad Bridge is the most impressive existing structure on
the Belen Cutoff route, and is the premier historic engineering feature in De Baca
County.
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