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1. Introduction 
During the Depression era, Oklahoma’s transportation network became a focus, and a direct financial 
beneficiary, of government efforts to combat unemployment and provide emergency relief as federal 
dollars flowed into road and bridge projects through the relief programs for the jobless.  In the period 
between 1933 and 1945, when the federal relief programs were implemented, road crews worked on 
constructing bridges, straightening routes, surfacing earthen roads, eliminating at-grade hazards, 
providing drainage, and beautifying the roadway landscape.  The efforts to improve the state’s 
transportation network under the auspices of one of the federal relief programs represent an important 
trend in Oklahoma history. 
 
More information on the history of road and bridge building during the Depression era is found in the report 
Oklahoma Depression-era Road-related Resources and Bridges, 1933-1945 (revised draft June 2012). 
 
The federal relief programs that had the most substantial impact on the state’s transportation network 
during the subject period were:  
 

• Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), including the Civil Works Administration (CWA) 
division 
 

• Work Progress/Project Administration (WPA) 
 

• Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) 
 
The Public Works Administration (PWA) was also an active federal relief program in Oklahoma.  While 
most of the work completed by the PWA entailed large-scale projects such as construction of 
hydroelectric dams, municipal buildings, and courthouses, there were several minor road and bridge 
construction projects.  
 
The purpose of this document is to present the National Register of Historic Places (National Register) 
evaluation criteria that apply to bridges and bridge-class culverts.  Bridge-class culverts are culverts that 
are 20 feet or longer in length.  Hereinafter, bridges and bridge-class culverts will be referred to 
collectively as bridges.  National Register evaluation criteria pertaining to Depression-era road-related 
resources constructed between 1933 and 1945 will be developed in a subsequent project phase. 
 
In 2012 a total of 5,707 structures comprised the population of Oklahoma bridges constructed between 
1930 and 1945.  This includes 4,046 bridges and 1,661 bridge-class culverts in various ownership 
statuses, including state, county, and local ownership.1  The relationship between this population of 
bridges and the federal relief programs has not been confirmed.  Further investigations in a future project 
phase are expected to establish the relationship between structures and federal relief programs and the 
total number of bridges subject to application of the National Register evaluation criteria. 

                                                      
1 While the subject period begins in 1933, the date of construction of 1930 was used as the beginning date for 

bridge inventory records to account for bridges that have an estimated, rather than actual, date of construction, or to 
account for bridges designed before 1933 but not completed until the subject period.  Data from Oklahoma 
Department of Transportation, Bridge Inventory Database, 2012. 
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2. Overview of National Register Criteria 
The evaluation of Oklahoma’s Depression-era bridges built from 1933 to 1945 and associated with one of 
the federal relief programs is based on the National Register Criteria as outlined in National Register 
Bulletins: How To Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation and How to Complete the National 
Register Form, and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Archaeology and Historic Preservation: 
Identification, Evaluation, and Registration (SOI Standards and Guidelines). 
 
The National Register employs four criteria for evaluation: A, B, C, and D.  Criterion A and Criterion B 
involve associative value, Criterion C involves design or construction value, and Criterion D involves 
information value.  This section provides a brief overview of the National Register criteria that apply to 
Oklahoma bridges from the subject period. 
 
Criterion A:  Events – Properties that are associated with events that have made a significant contribution 
to the broad patterns of our history 
Criterion A recognizes bridges that have an important association with single events, a pattern of events, 
repeated activities, or historic trends that are significant within the context of transportation and bridge-
building history.   
 
Criterion B:  Persons – Properties that are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past 
Criterion B recognizes bridges that illustrate the important achievements of a person who was significant 
in the past.  Structures must be compared to other properties associated with the work of the individual to 
identify those that best represent a person’s historic contributions.  Architects, artisans, artists, and 
engineers are often represented by their works, which are eligible under Criterion C.  Therefore, the 
significant works of engineers or bridge-building firms are generally eligible under Criterion C, not 
Criterion B, and it is unlikely that bridges from the subject period are significant under Criterion B. 
 
Criterion C:  Design/Construction – Properties that embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, 
or method of construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or 
that represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual distinction 
Criterion C recognizes bridges that have distinctive design or construction characteristics that 
demonstrate the following: (1) the pattern of features common to a particular class of resources, (2) the 
individuality or variation of features that occurs within the class, (3) the evolution of that class of 
resources, and/or (4) the transition between classes of resources.   
 
Criterion D:  Information Potential – Properties that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history 
Criterion D is most often applied to archaeological properties and it is highly unlikely that any bridges from 
the subject period would be eligible under Criterion D. 
 
Because Criteria B and D are unlikely to apply, only a detailed discussion of Criteria A and C specifically 
applied to Oklahoma bridges during the subject period is provided.  Within the detailed discussion of 
Criteria A and C, this report identifies conditions under which bridges may possess National Register 
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significance based on themes in the historic context and a preliminary review of the Oklahoma 
Department of Transportation (ODOT)’s Bridge Inventory Database for bridges from the subject period.  
Using the historic context study and National Register Criteria discussed below, bridges will primarily be 
evaluated at the state level of significance.  If further investigations reveal important local themes, 
significance at the local level will also be considered.  It is not anticipated that bridges will possess 
significance at the national level. 
 
To qualify for listing in the National Register, bridges must first have a direct and documented association 
with one of the Depression-era federal relief programs established.  The bridge must have been financed 
(wholly or in part), designed, or constructed by or under the supervision of one of the federal relief 
programs previously discussed.  Federal funding should have been used for materials, labor, and/or 
supervision.  To establish a direct association between a bridge and a federal relief program, the following 
resources may be utilized: 
 

• Survey of bridge to determine if structure has a federal relief program plaque or stamp  
 

• Bridge-specific records  
 

• Oklahoma Highway Commission (OHC) Biennial reports for individual projects 
 

• Federal relief program records for individual projects 
 

• U.S. Community Improvement Appraisal Reports completed by counties, municipalities, and other 
entities 

 
Once a direct and documented association of a bridge with one of the Depression-era programs is 
established, one must then determine if the bridge has an important association to be considered eligible.  
Projects associated with the Depression-era programs, such as bridge construction, had positive impacts 
on the people employed to complete the projects and the communities the projects benefitted.  To 
establish an important association, bridges must be considered within the framework of the National 
Register evaluation criteria themes when compared to other bridges within the population and found to 
have contributed in a meaningful way to the development of the state’s transportation network, facilitated 
major passage between regions, or reflected the federal relief programs’ policies.  
 
 



Section 3 
Application of Criterion A 

 

\\msp-fp01\entp\2860000\114470.01\TECH\final\120615A.docx 4 

3. Application of Criterion A 
Under Criterion A, bridges in Oklahoma built from 1933 to 1945 may be eligible if they are associated with 
important events or trends that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of history.  As 
noted above, bridges must have an important association with the event or trend.  The primary event and 
associated sub-events—implementation of federal relief programs—are the focus of this study and are 
described in Oklahoma Depression-era Road-related Resources and Bridges, 1933-1945 (June 2012).  
The key themes related to this significant event are that of politics/government and social history.  Other 
themes and areas of significance may apply less frequently.  In any case, bridges may possess 
significance under Criterion A for a relationship with more than one theme.  

 

A. Politics/government and social history 
In the context of bridge construction during the Depression, the themes of politics/government and social 
history are interrelated.  Combined, these areas pertain to the state-level manifestation of the 
unprecedented national movement to provide relief to the unemployed during the Depression-era to 
stimulate the economy, while also initiating public works projects.  Various levels of government, from 
federal down to municipalities, were involved in the establishing and implementing the federal relief 
programs, which served to promote the welfare of society during the subject period.  Absent these federal 
relief programs, very little transportation infrastructure would likely have been built during the Depression 
era.  The impacts of these programs on the transportation network touched all parts of the state, and they 
continue to be apparent today.  
 
An example of a bridge that may possess significance under these combined themes is one that is an 
important representation of the collaboration between federal relief program administrators, project 
sponsors, and other parties to develop combined solutions for providing unemployment relief and 
establishing missing linkages in the transportation network. 
 

B. Community planning and development 
The theme of community planning and development relates to bridges that were designed and 
constructed as a component of a regional, community, or city plan during the subject period.  
Transportation networks were being upgraded to provide safer and more efficient connections throughout 
the state.  Solutions (including bridge construction) related to planning initiatives may possess 
significance under the theme of community planning and development.  Transportation solutions such as 
grade separation bridges that provided safer crossings implemented as part of an overall community plan 
may possess significance related to this theme. 
 

C. Economics 
The theme of economic development relates to bridges whose construction stimulated economic 
development and significantly affected commerce and industry in a region or city during the subject 
period.  The context determined that transportation networks had significant impacts on economic 
development in Oklahoma, but that an individual bridge within a network is not likely to be significant 
simply because of its presence in the system or network.  However, if further research and field survey 
indicates an individual bridge has a significant direct impact on economic development, this area of 
significance should be considered. 
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D. Entertainment/recreation 
The theme of entertainment/recreation relates to bridges that were constructed to provide access to, or 
were part of, an entertainment or recreation area, such as a park.  Based on the historic context, it is not 
likely that a bridge constructed as part of a larger entertainment or recreation area would be individually 
significant, but rather would be evaluated as a contributing resource to a potential historic district.  
However, if further research and field survey indicates an individual bridge reflects an important 
association on its own, this area of significance should be considered. 

 

E. Transportation 
The theme of transportation relates to the construction of Oklahoma bridges that served a significant role 
in the development of an important transportation route to open isolated areas to other parts of the state. 
This theme also relates to the bridges that facilitated the establishment of important routes for industry or 
commerce.  
 
Prior to the implementation of the federal relief programs, some areas of the state, such as the 
mountainous southeast corner, were inaccessible.  In other areas, the transportation network was still 
undeveloped enough at the beginning of the subject period that linkages between trade areas had not yet 
been made.  Bridges that provided the critical linkages to open isolated areas to other parts of the state or 
between important trade areas may have significance under this theme. 

 

F. Conservation  
The theme of conservation relates to bridges that were constructed to provide drought relief or in 
association with initiatives to conserve and restore natural resources.  The explicit purpose of many CCC 
and WPA projects was conservation.  In the mid-1930s, the economic depression was compounded in 
Oklahoma by severe dust storms and drought.  As a result, projects implemented under special programs 
provided additional employment relief and conservation efforts in areas of the state most severely 
impacted by the drought.  Bridges would be most directly associated with conservation initiatives that 
controlled flooding or erosion.  It is not anticipated that bridges would be associated with resource 
management conservation efforts such as reforestation and wildlife management. 
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4. Application of Criterion C 
Criterion C applies to bridges that may be significant for their design and construction, including such 
elements as engineering, architecture, and aesthetic treatment.  In this subject period, most bridges will 
achieve significance under Criterion C for the use of hand-labor workmanship, use of local building 
materials, or application of aesthetic treatment.  Bridges from this period may also be significant for the 
use of standard plans, when standard plans were used in extenuating or special circumstances.  
Evaluation of each area of potential significance is based in the policies and goals of the federal relief 
programs.  
 
The requirements of Criterion C that apply to bridges in the subject period are discussed below.  The 
National Register definition of each requirement is followed by an expanded discussion of its potential 
application to Oklahoma bridges of the subject period.  
 

A. Distinctive characteristics of a type, period, and method of construction 
This criterion takes into consideration the distinctive characteristics and fine craftsmanship of bridges 
constructed with hand-labor, the choices and availability of local building materials, and the use of 
standard plans, particularly in rural areas without access to professional designers. 
 
To employ the greatest number of people possible, projects completed under the auspices of one of the 
federal work relief programs were labor-intensive, rather than machine-intensive, activities.  This 
intentional use of hand-labor included the construction and finishing methods, as well as the quarrying 
and dressing of local materials for use on a project.  In addition to requirements for use of hand-labor in 
the construction, an underlying principle of the federal relief programs such as the CCC and WPA was to 
construct structures using local materials such as stone.  As a result, bridges often reflected rustic 
architectural style promulgated by the National Park Service.  Bridges displaying the distinctive 
characteristics and fine craftsmanship of hand-labor methods reflect the unique approach of the federal 
relief programs to provide employment to the greatest number of people possible coupled with the 
aesthetic principles of those programs.  
  
During the subject period, the Oklahoma state highway department developed standard plans for various 
bridge types.  Although the standard plans were primarily used for construction of bridges on the state 
highway system, county and local governments may have elected to use the state standard plans in 
certain circumstances.  For example, a county or local government in a rural area may have used 
standardized plans if they did not have direct access to engineering staff to design bridges for the local 
road system.  A bridge constructed using a standard plan as a result of extenuating circumstances such 
as this may possess significance.     
 
Assessing National Register significance under Criterion C based on bridge types and the patterns of 
features common to those types is not the focus of this study of Depression-era bridges.  In order to 
conduct such an evaluation, a comparison of the entire bridge population from the subject period, not just 
the pool of bridges with a direct and documented association with a federal relief program, would be 
appropriate but is beyond the scope of this study.  
 



Section 4 
Application of Criterion C 

 

\\msp-fp01\entp\2860000\114470.01\TECH\final\120615A.docx 7 

B. Work of a master 
While engineers and contractors planned and executed the projects, design and construction of bridges 
during the subject period typically followed established practices.  Furthermore, the nature of the projects 
was to employ as many people as possible, and attributing a particular project to one individual would be 
challenging.  This area of significance is not anticipated to be applicable to bridges constructed during the 
subject period.  However, if further research and field survey on a particular structure reveals the potential 
association with a known master or a craftsman whose work is distinguishable from others by its 
characteristic style and quality, this area of significance should be considered.  
 

C. Possess high artistic value 
Bridges designed with outstanding architectural style expressed in their overall form, aesthetic treatment, 
or ornamentation may possess high artistic value.  While the intentional application of ornamentation was 
limited on many of the bridges from the subject period, some may reflect influences of a particular style 
and contribute to larger trends of formal architecture.  Popular styles such as Art Deco and Art Moderne 
are sometimes reflected in the aesthetic treatments applied to bridge elements such as railings and 
pilasters. 
 
The addition of any one aesthetic treatment, such as simple open balustrade concrete railings, usually is 
not adequate to demonstrate high artistic value.  The overall design and form must reflect aesthetic 
design intent versus limited or isolated application of ornamentation. 
 

D. Represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may 
lack individual distinction 

This theme relates to a collection of related resources that individually lack distinction but collectively 
represent a significant and distinguishable entity known as a district.  Significance is derived from being 
an important unified entity, or collection, and the interrelationship of its resources.  Significance is also 
established through the application of other areas of significance besides just this one.  In other words, a 
district will meet this aspect of Criterion C plus Criterion A, Criterion B, other portions of Criterion C, or 
Criterion D. 
 
It is anticipated that bridges related to this theme would be related to components of a larger 
transportation project that included road-related resources.  Therefore, it is anticipated that this theme will 
be further developed in a future project phase that includes evaluation criteria for road-related resources.  
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5. Integrity Requirements for National Register Eligibility 
According to the National Register Bulletin – How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evaluation, 
integrity is the ability of a property to convey its significance.  To be listed in the National Register, a 
property must not only be shown to be significant under the National Register Criteria, but also must 
retain integrity.  The evaluation of integrity is sometimes a subjective judgment, but it must always be 
grounded in an understanding of a property's physical features and how they relate to its significance.  
 
Historic integrity should be distinguished from structural (or functional) integrity.  Structural integrity 
describes the ability of a bridge to function as it was originally designed and may be present in a structure 
that has little or no historic integrity.  On the other hand, a bridge may retain historic integrity while losing 
structural integrity.  For example, a bridge significant for its hand-labor craftsmanship that has had its 
substructure undermined through flooding may not function as originally designed due to a reduced load 
capacity.  However, the bridge would retain historic integrity because no change had been made to the 
fabric of the structure, which was the significant element of the bridge. 
 
Within the concept of integrity, the National Register Criteria recognize seven aspects or qualities that, in 
various combinations, define integrity.  To retain historic integrity, a property will always possess several, 
and usually most, of the aspects.  The seven aspects of integrity are:   
 
Design – The combination of elements that create the form, plan, space, structure, and style of a 
property.  
Design refers to the physical features that make up the structure.  In bridges, changes in design often are 
closely related to changes in materials. 
 
Materials – The physical elements that were used in the original design and construction of a bridge.   
Bridge materials (concrete, steel, or timber) are used in a structure’s design and construction.  Bridge 
materials are intimately connected with design.   
 
Workmanship – The physical evidence of the crafts used in the construction of a bridge. 
Workmanship and crafts reflect the labor and skill of artisans.  With the increasing standardization and 
industrialization of bridge design and construction during the twentieth century, the use of crafts became 
rare and is unlikely to be a significant aspect of integrity for bridges of the subject period. 
 
Location – The place where the historic property was constructed or the place where the historic event 
occurred. 
Location refers to the specific place where a bridge was built or an event occurred. 
 
Setting – The physical environment of a historic property  
Setting refers to the character of the place in which the bridge played its historical role.  Setting often 
reflects the basic physical conditions under which a property was built and the functions it was intended to 
serve.  
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Feeling – A bridge's expression of the aesthetic or historic sense of a particular period of time. 
The aspect of feeling results from the presence of physical features that, taken together, convey the 
property's historic character.  
 
Association – The direct link between an important historic event or person and a historic property. 
A property retains association if it is the place where the important event or activity occurred and is 
sufficiently intact to convey that relationship to an observer.   
 
An important part of establishing integrity is determining whether a bridge retains the essential physical 
features that are character-defining and enable it to convey its historic identity.  This process involves the 
following steps: (1) defining the essential physical features related to significance, (2) determining if the 
features are retained and visible enough to convey significance, and (3) determining which aspects of 
integrity are important to the bridge’s significance and if they are present.  That is, the amount of change 
to a bridge—its loss of integrity—needs to be weighed against its engineering and historical significance 
in making eligibility recommendations.  In some cases, alterations during the structure’s historical period 
may contribute to its significance and this would not lead to an assessment of a loss of integrity.   
 
Different aspects of integrity affect the eligibility of a structure in different ways, depending on how each 
relates to the property’s significance.  The retention of specific aspects of integrity is paramount for a 
property to convey its significance under each of the criterion.  Therefore, the assessment of integrity for 
Criterion A differs from the assessment for Criterion C.  A discussion of the aspects of integrity and their 
relationship to Criteria A and C follows.   
 

A. Assessing integrity related to Criterion A 
Criterion A relates to the significance of a structure gained through its historical associations.  Therefore, 
integrity aspects of location, setting, feeling, and association play an important role in demonstrating the 
structure’s significance.  As a result, these aspects of integrity are often weighed more heavily in the 
assessment of a structure’s overall historic integrity.  Integrity aspects of design, workmanship, and 
materials are also important, but alterations that affect these aspects may not result in the same level of 
diminished integrity for structure’s found to be significant under Criterion A.  Table 1 summarizes 
examples of alterations and provides guidance on their relative importance to the loss of historic integrity 
for a structure eligible under Criterion A.    
 



Section 5 
Integrity Requirements for 

National Register Eligibility 
 

\\msp-fp01\entp\2860000\114470.01\TECH\final\120615A.docx 10 

Table 1.  Assessment of Historic Integrity Under Criterion A 
Category Item Examples 

Location, 
setting, feeling, 
and association 

Extensive alterations – 
likely to lead to an overall 
loss of historic integrity that 
renders a structure not 
eligible under Criterion A. 

- Relocated structure,  where relocation clearly separates 
structure from context of historic theme (e.g., bridge is 
significant for relationship with historic transportation route 
and is relocated away from the historic road) 
 
- Extensive overall loss of historic integrity due to cumulative 
multiple alterations 
 
- Widening of a superstructure with additional lanes not 
representing evolution of a transportation route and historic 
theme 
 
- Substantial changes to the physical environment in which 
the structure exists and the relationship between the 
resource and its surroundings (e.g., a bridge located in an 
area that was historically rural but has been substantially 
developed over time; bridge located in an area where other 
federal relief work, such as placement of stone riprap along 
a shore line as an erosion control measure, was undertaken 
but has been substantially replaced over time) 

Alterations –  
These alterations must be 
evaluated on a case-by-
case basis.  Depending on 
the degree of alteration and 
number of alterations, the 
cumulative effect may lead 
to an overall loss of historic 
integrity that renders a 
structure not eligible under 
Criterion A. 

- Relocated structure, where relocation site may possess 
some elements of historic theme  
 
- Parallel new bridge is constructed to create one-way pair, 
thereby impacting relationship with historic theme 
 
- Rural bridge has been encroached upon with development 
or other features that impact historic theme 

Materials, 
workmanship, 
and design 

Alterations –  

individually not likely to lead 
to a loss of historic integrity 
under Criterion A. 
Cumulatively, any of these 
alterations could lead to a 
significant loss of historic 
integrity rendering the 
structure not eligible under 
Criterion A. 

- Removal of original architectural treatment on the structure 
 
- Incompatible repairs to structure 
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B. Assessing integrity related to Criterion C 
Since Criterion C relates to the engineering and/or architectural significance of a structure, the integrity 
aspects of design, workmanship, and materials are typically more important.  This is because they allow a 
structure to convey its physical features and characterize the type, period, or method of construction. 
Location and setting are important under Criterion C when the design responds to the immediate 
environment.  A change in location, setting, feeling, or association may result in diminished integrity.  
Table 2 summarizes examples of alterations and their relative importance to the loss of historic integrity 
for a structure eligible under Criterion C. 
 

Table 2.  Assessment of Historic Integrity Under Criterion C 
Category Item Examples 

Materials, 
workmanship, 
and design 

Extensive alterations – likely to 
lead to an overall loss of historic 
integrity that renders a structure 
not eligible under Criterion C. 
 

- Widening of the structure with new and different 
superstructure type (e.g., widening a concrete arch 
bridge with prestressed beams or girders to provide 
sidewalks) 
 

- Multiple, substantial, individual alterations creating 
cumulative effect on integrity 
 
- Substantial removal of original architectural or 
ornamental treatment on structure 

Alterations –  

Individually not likely to lead to a 
loss of overall loss of historic 
integrity under Criterion C. 
However, these alterations must 
be evaluated on a case-by-case 
basis.  Depending on the degree of 
alteration and number of 
alterations, the cumulative effect 
may lead to a loss of historic 
integrity that renders a structure 
not eligible under Criterion C. 

 

- Substantial repairs to super- or sub-structure not 
consistent with original type 
 

- Minor removal of original architectural or ornamental 
treatment on structure 
 

- Replacement of original rail/parapet with rail/parapet 
not in-kind or in character with the structure that 
impacts significance 
 

- Lengthening overall structure with approach spans 
not in keeping with original span type(s) 
 
- Replacement of approach spans with new spans not 
in keeping with original span type(s) 

Location, 
setting, feeling, 
and association 

Alterations – Generally, not likely 
to lead to an overall loss of historic 
integrity under Criterion C.  
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6. Conclusion 
The application of the National Register Criteria and integrity requirements provides a framework for 
evaluating the significance and integrity of Oklahoma bridges constructed from 1933 through 1945 as part 
of a federal relief project.  The National Register Criteria are based on the historic context, Oklahoma 
Depression-era Road-related Resources and Bridges, 1933-1945 (revised draft June 2012), a preliminary 
review of National Bridge Inventory data in ODOT’s Bridge Inventory Database, and guidance provided 
by the National Park Service.   
 
As such, it has some limitations and further investigation, including field survey and site-specific research, 
will inform the application of the National Register Criteria and consideration of historic integrity.  Site-
specific bridge research (including plan and inspection file review) could reveal additional areas of 
significance for the subject structures and inform the assessment of historic integrity.  In particular, site-
specific bridge research would add to the identification of themes related to Criterion A, especially at the 
local or regional level, that may demonstrate a structure’s significance. 
 
The National Register Criteria and integrity considerations are expected to be updated in subsequent 
project phases to incorporate the results of further investigations.  
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