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1. Introduction and Background 

The Oklahoma Department of Transportation (ODOT) retained Mead & Hunt, Inc. (Mead & Hunt) to 

conduct an inventory of bridges and road-related resources constructed during the Great Depression 

under the auspices of one of the federal relief programs.  The programs that had the most substantial 

impact on Oklahoma’s state transportation network during the subject period of 1933-1945 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 Inventory Methodology that applies 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.  Inventory Methodology pertaining to 

Depression-era road-related resources constructed between 1933 and 1945 may be developed in a 

subsequent project phase.  

 

The inventory addresses 5,707 bridges and bridge-class culverts in Oklahoma built 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 significance of a historic bridge can be judged and 

explained only when it is evaluated within its historic context.  To present and document trends and 

events that led to the construction and design of Oklahoma’s bridges, a report entitled Oklahoma 

Depression-era Road-related Resources and Bridges, 1933-1945 Historic Context Study was completed 

in June 2012.  The context study provides a framework for understanding the broad patterns of roadway 

transportation development and bridge design and construction in Oklahoma during the Depression-era.  

 

The current report provides a methodology to organize and analyze bridges to identify candidates for field 

survey.  The methodology begins with stratifying, or separating, bridges into groups and subgroups based 

on common data needs.  Next, it identifies available data sources and outlines the data collection 

procedures that will be applied to gather the data needed to determine whether bridges may possess 

                                                      
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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significance and integrity under the National Register of Historic Places (National Register) Criteria for 

Evaluation.  

 

The National Bridge Inspection (NBI) database was provided by ODOT in February 2012 as a baseline 

data source to organize and analyze bridges.  This database includes NBI data and supplemental ODOT 

bridge inspection information.  The database serves as a tool to facilitate stratification of bridges.  Testing 

of assumptions was also used to develop the Inventory Methodology.  The testing included consultation 

with ODOT bridge inspection staff, review of the ODOT bridge records, and sampling approximately 200 

bridges to determine the nature and extent of data at ODOT Central Office and Division Headquarter 

Offices, and through readily available federal relief program records. 
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2. Stratification 

The stratification task involves developing a methodology to group bridges based on common data needs 

for the bridge inventory.  Recognizing that it is not feasible or practical to field survey all bridges built 

during the subject period, this methodology involves stratifying the bridge population into groups and 

subgroups based upon the ability to establish a direct historic association and the data needed to 

evaluate bridges for National Register eligibility.   

 

Four main groups are established based on availability of data and future needs: 

 

Group 1 – Excluded bridges 

Excluded bridges are structures that are outside the project scope.  Reasons for exclusion are: bridge is 

privately or railroad owned; bridge has been replaced with a temporary structure; or the bridge was 

previously evaluated as not eligible as part of a Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act 

(Section 106) action.   

 

Bridges will be placed into Group 1 based on NBI data and guidance from ODOT staff, and a review of 

the ODOT Cultural Resources Program files will be needed to determine which bridges have previous 

Section 106 actions and determined not eligible.  Group 1 bridges are outside of the scope of the 

statewide inventory project and are thereby eliminated from further consideration.  Table 1 indicates how 

many bridges would be excluded from the study based on ownership, as a temporary structure, or due to 

previous Section 106 reviews.  No further work is required for the bridges in this group.     

 

Table 1.  Excluded Bridges 

Reason for exclusion No. of bridges 

Railroad and privately owned bridges 57 

Temporary structures 513 

Section 106 review completed – determined not eligible To be determined 

 

Group 2 – Listed or eligible bridges 

Bridges constructed during the subject period that are already listed in the National Register or have been 

determined eligible for listing in the National Register by the Oklahoma State Historic Preservation Office 

(SHPO) are removed from consideration since they have already been evaluated.   

 

Bridges will be placed in Group 2 based on information gathered from the Oklahoma SHPO 

Determination of Eligibility (DOE) files and available National Register Nomination forms that include 

historic bridges and from the report entitled “Oklahoma Historic Bridge Survey Phase I, A Re-evaluation of 

Spans of Time: Oklahoma Historic Highway Bridges,” completed in May 2007.  Listed or eligible bridges 

(Group 2) do not require eligibility evaluation; these bridges may be reintroduced into the project in a 

subsequent phase for development of management plans.  

 

Group 3 – Previously studied bridges 

Previously studied bridges (Group 3) were originally evaluated in 1993 and re-evaluated in 2007 based 

on the bridge types of trusses, concrete arches, and masonry arches.  As a result of the previous studies, 
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they were determined not eligible.  However, they were not evaluated for potential significance related to 

the themes identified in the historic context entitled Oklahoma Depression-era Road-related Resources 

and Bridges, 1933-1945 Historic Context Study completed in June 2012.  Therefore, previously studied 

bridges built between 1933 and 1945 are included in this inventory. Table 2 below indicates the 

percentage of Group 3 bridges to be included in the inventory and subject to further data collection. 

 

Group 4 – Bridges constructed between 1933 and 1945 that have not previously been studied 

This group includes bridges owned by the state, counties, or local governments that have not previously 

been studied. 

 

Group 4 represents the remaining bridge population subject to data collection.  

 

Estimated percentages of bridges within the two groups to be carried forward in the project are provided 

in Table 2.  Due to the need to verify bridge dates of construction, the total number of bridges and 

classification of bridges by group is expected to change based on new information.  For this reason, 

numbers within each group cannot be provided and only estimated percentages are offered.  

 

Table 2.  Estimated Percentages of Bridges Within Groups 3 and 4 

Group Description Percent 

3 Previously studied bridges  5 

4 Bridges not previously studied  95 

 Total (bridges built between 1930 and 1945) 100 

 

Group 3 and 4 are further stratified into subgroups to facilitate National Register evaluation.  Additional 

data is needed for bridges in Groups 3 and 4 in order to make assignments to appropriate subgroups.  

The assignment of bridges to subgroups will occur after additional data has been collected as described 

in Section 3. 

 

Subgroup A – Bridges constructed between 1930 and 1932 

Bridges in this subgroup need to have dates of construction confirmed.  Based on guidance from ODOT 

and the sampling of inspection records, there is a potential for the date of construction to have been 

estimated to be 1930, rather than be an actual construction date.  This is expected to be more often the 

case for county- and locally-owned bridges than for state-owned bridges as state-owned bridges are 

more likely to have original plans. Bridge records will be used to confirm dates. Based on guidance from 

ODOT, it is anticipated that many bridges from the subject period were constructed using standard plans, 

and an analysis of ODOT-maintained standards plans from the subject period may also be used to 

confirm dates of construction. Data such as bridge type and structure length of each bridge would be 

compared to the standard plans from the subject period.   

 

If records or standard plan comparison indicate the date of construction does fall within the subject period 

of 1933-1945, the bridge would be moved to Subgroup B described below for further consideration.  If 

records indicate that the date of construction is 1930-1932, the bridge will be removed from the inventory 

and no further consideration given.  
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Subgroup B – Identified historic association 

This subgroup includes bridges where an association with one of the federal relief programs can be 

established through presence of a stamp or plaque on the structure visible in inspection file photographs; 

information in the bridge records, such as original plans with a project number that has a federal relief 

program prefix; federal relief program records; or other data.   

 

Following identification of historic association, these bridges may be further classified to identify other, 

potential specific areas of significance related to special features or distinctive characteristics: 

  

Subgroup B.1 – Identified special features 

This subgroup includes bridges where a special design feature has been identified.  Examples 

include bridges with distinctive characteristics and fine craftsmanship of hand-labor methods or 

features that convey artistic value. 

 

Subgroup C – Small structures 

This subgroup includes small structures, commonly referred to as culverts, which have a common form 

that lacks engineering significance and may be constructed using prefabricated materials.  Examples 

include metal pipe culverts and reinforced concrete box culverts without masonry substructures.  Often 

these small structures are classified in the NBI with Item 43 ending in “19,” which indicates “under-fill.”  

Due to their ubiquitous nature and overall lack of craftsmanship or distinctive characteristics of hand-

labor, this subgroup of structures do not, in general, have the ability to individually convey historic 

significance associated with the federal relief programs. Therefore, this subgroup of structures will be 

removed from further study and recommended individually not eligible for National Register listing. 

However, any small structures with aesthetic treatment or representing the distinctive characteristics and 

fine craftsmanship of hand-labor methods will be moved to Subgroup B to determine if an historic 

association can be identified.  Additionally, if research indicates there is a collection of small structures 

related to one federal relief project, the collection will be moved to Subgroup B for National Register 

eligibility evaluation as a potential historic district. Structures less than 20 feet are not included in the NBI 

and are not addressed in this phase of the inventory project. 

 

Subgroup D – Unknown historic association 

This subgroup includes bridges where an association with one of the federal relief programs cannot be 

established through presence of stamp or plaque on the structure, information in the bridge records (such 

as an original project number with a federal relief program prefix), or other method.   
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3. Data Collection 
This section identifies data sources and procedures to collect sufficient data to place bridges into 

appropriate groups and subgroups.  Stratification into groups and subgroups facilitates analysis of 

individual bridges using the National Register Criteria for Evaluation during the next phase of the project. 

 

A. Data needs 

Stratification organizes and defines two groups of bridges (Groups 3 and 4) with common data needs to 

assist in determining National Register eligibility.  This section identifies the type and level of data needed 

to be gathered for each group with remaining data needs.  The sequence and use of data sources to 

gather data needs are identified in Activities 1 through 8 in item C of this section.  Subgroup D will have 

substantial data needs. 

 

The following list summarizes the data needs for Groups 3 and 4:  

 

 Review bridge records such as inspection file photographs and bridge plans to:  

 

o Verify construction date for bridges constructed from 1930-1932 

 

o Determine historic association with federal relief program 

 

o Identify aesthetic treatments or distinctive characteristics and fine craftsmanship of hand-labor 

methods  

 

B. Data sources 

This summary of available data sources of bridge data is based on information learned through 

completing the context study and from testing the assumptions of the methodology for stratifying the 

bridge population.  During the testing, a sample of approximately 50 state-owned bridges was reviewed 

based on inspection file records obtained from the ODOT Central Office to further test the bridge 

stratification methodology and assumptions regarding data needs.  In addition, a sampling of 

approximately 150 county- or locally-owned bridges was reviewed at the headquarters offices for ODOT 

Divisions Two, Five, and Eight.  This sampling was selected to represent various types and materials, 

dates of construction, and to correlate with a sample of federal relief program records.  For example, a 

sample of county- and locally-owned bridges located in Pittsburg County was reviewed.  This review 

included inspection records, the U.S. Community Improvement Appraisal Reports prepared in 1938, and 

the WPA project index cards. 

 

Table 3 provides a summary of the existing data sources, including primary locations, and data available 

for bridges built during the subject period. 
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Table 3.  Historic Bridge Inventory Data Sources 

Location Data 

ODOT Central Office 

 NBI database 

 Bridge plans for state-owned bridges located in individual bridge 

inspection files 

 Standard plans and specifications 

 Inspection records for state-owned bridges 

 Inspection photographs for state-owned bridges 

 Oklahoma State Highway Commission Annual Reports 

 “Oklahoma Historic Bridge Survey Phase I, A Re-evaluation of Spans of 

Time: Oklahoma Historic Highway Bridges” (May 2007) 

ODOT Division 

Headquarter Offices 

 Inspection records for county- and locally-owned bridges 

 Inspection photographs for county- and locally-owned bridges 

 Bridge plans for county- and locally-owned bridges when available 

Oklahoma SHPO 
 National Register nominations 

 Determination of Eligibility (DOE) files 

State Library 

 Maps and atlases 

 WPA Project Index Cards 

 Various reports pertaining to federal relief programs 

Counties and 

municipalities 

 County commissioners records and minutes with focus on financial 

records 

 County highway department records 

 City highway department records 

 County historical society collections 

 County and city library collections 

 City/town newspapers 

 

C. Data collection procedures 

These procedures are based on common data needs and the sources available to complete an 

evaluation for different groups and subgroups.  Based on the testing, inspection record review is the first 

step for obtaining data about the bridge population to assign them to subgroups.  Inspection records for 

state-owned bridges are available electronically at the ODOT Central Office, whereas inspection records 

for county- and locally-owned bridges are available in hard copy format at the ODOT Division 

Headquarter Offices.  Due to the large number of bridges under consideration (estimated at 5,707), it is 

not considered practical to visit each county or city to search for plans, commissioners’ records and 

minutes, county or city highway department records, or other primary information for individual bridges.  

Specific procedures are recommended to fill the data gaps for county- and locally-owned. 

 

Following inspection file review, bridges remaining in the study will be mapped to show their distribution. 

The maps will then be compared to locational data about specific federal relief projects obtained from 

sources such as WPA project records, U.S. Community Improvement Appraisal Reports, and the June 
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2012 report entitled Oklahoma Depression-era Road-related Resources and Bridges, 1933-1945 Historic 

Context Study as an additional method to identify concentrated areas for local research efforts.  

 

For county- and locally-owned bridges that are assigned to Subgroup D – unknown historic association – 

after inspection file review and mapping, a county- and city-level questionnaire, along with a list of bridges 

in the study and located within the recipient’s area of jurisdiction, will be sent to county or city 

representatives, such as highway engineers, to assist in identifying association with federal relief 

programs and special features, and to verify construction dates and bridge types. For example, the 

questionnaire will ask about the presence of a federal relief program stamp or plaque on the bridge and 

interesting physical features such as decorative features or an unusual design. It will also include space 

for respondents to provide information about the bridge, such as date of construction, type of bridge, and 

availability of plans, as well as any information about the history of the bridge related to a federal relief 

project.   

 

Bridges with extensive overall loss of integrity that would prevent the bridge from conveying historic 

significance will be removed from further consideration.  Determinations about egregious integrity will be 

based on the integrity considerations identified in the previously-prepared National Register Criteria for 

Evaluation of Oklahoma Depression-era Bridges and Bridge-class Culverts (June 2012). 

 

Activities to collect data identified below apply to both Groups 3 and 4 of bridges constructed in Oklahoma 

between 1930 and 1945, unless otherwise specified. 

 

Activity 1 – Identify previously studied bridges to assign to Group 3 

 

 Develop a comprehensive list of bridges in the 2007 “Oklahoma Historic Bridge Survey Phase I, A 

Re-evaluation of Spans of Time: Oklahoma Historic Highway Bridges,” ODOT Cultural Resources 

Program Section 106 files, and OSHPO files that were previously evaluated but not for an 

association with federal relief programs. 

 

 Identify bridges in the NBI and code bridges to Group 3.  

 

Activity 2 – Verify construction date for bridges with date of construction of 1930-1932 (Subgroup A) 

Research and preliminary analysis have revealed the date of construction may not be an exact date, but 

rather an estimated date.  This may be more often the case for county- and locally-owned bridges where 

original plans are less likely to be in ODOT’s bridge records than for the state-owned bridges.  The NBI 

field to be verified is year built (item 27) for bridges in Subgroup A.  Information contained in bridge 

records will be used to verify construction dates. Another strategy to confirm date of construction may 

include a comparison of standard dimensions, such as bridge width, for the period to an individual 

bridge’s dimensions. For example if a bridge is identified as being less than 20 feet wide, it is likely to 

have been constructed before the subject period.  There are 981 bridges that have a date of construction 

between 1930 and 1932.  

 

 Review relevant bridge records at the ODOT Central Office or ODOT Division Headquarter 

Offices. 
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 Analyze ODOT-maintained standard plans from subject period and compare data such as bridge 

type and structure length of each bridge to standard plans.  

 

 If date is confirmed as falling within the 1930 to 1932 period, the bridge will be removed from 

further consideration. 

 

 If research indicates the date should be changed and it falls within the subject period (1933-

1945), the bridge will be coded to appropriate subgroup of Group 4.  

 

 If data is not available to confirm a date of construction, it will be assumed that the date of 

construction provided in the NBI database is accurate and the bridge will be removed from further 

consideration in this inventory. 

 

Activity 3 – Establish historic association with federal relief program (Group 3 and 4) 

 

 Review data sources to establish historic association with a federal relief program.  Methods to 

establish historic association may include: identifying the original project number with a federal 

relief program prefix, noting the presence of a program stamp or plaque in photographs, or 

identifying federal relief program-related information on original bridge plans.  

 

 If historic association identified, code bridges to Subgroup B. 

 

 If historic association not identified, code bridges to Subgroup D. 

 

Activity 4 – Identify small structures  

 

 Review NBI data by bridge types ending in “19,” which indicates “under fill” to identify small 

structures or prefabricated types and code to Subgroup C.   

 

 As with Activity 3, review data sources to establish historic association with a federal relief 

program.  

 

 If bridge records indicate a structure has special features and the historic association is 

established, code the bridge to Subgroup B.1.  If the structure does not have special features, but 

information indicates there may be a collection of small structures associated with one federal 

relief project, code the collection of bridges to Subgroup B for further evaluation as a potential 

historic district. 

 

 If the structure does not have special features or information does not indicate there is a related 

collection of structures that warrants further evaluation, the structure will be removed from the 

inventory and coded as not eligible for the National Register. 
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Activity 5 – Complete county- and city-level questionnaire for bridges in Subgroup D – Unknown historic 

association 

 

 Develop list of bridges for which an association to one of the federal relief programs could not be 

established. 

 

 Develop distribution list of county commissioners and county and city highway engineers. 

 

 Develop questionnaire to solicit specific data needs to identify historic association. 

 

 Distribute questionnaire and list of bridges tailored to each recipient.  

 

 Review questionnaire responses to compile results and code bridges to Subgroups B and B.1.  If 

no historic association is found the bridge remains in Subgroup D. 

 

Activity 6 – Identify special features by bridge type for Subgroup B.1 – Special features 

 

 Review bridge records, including bridge inspection files and plans, in the ODOT Central Office, 

ODOT Division Headquarter Offices, and questionnaire responses.  

 

 Identify special features by date of use, material, and bridge type to code bridges to 

Subgroup B.1. 

 

Activity 7 – Prepare mapping (Subgroup D – Unknown historic association) 

 

 Map locations of bridges and compare to locational data about specific federal relief projects 

obtained from sources such as WPA project records, U.S. Community Improvement Appraisal 

Reports, and the June 2012 report entitled Oklahoma Depression-era Road-related Resources 

and Bridges, 1933-1945 Historic Context Study .  

 

 Correlate the federal relief project locations with locations of bridges built during the subject 

period to establish historic associations.  

 

 If correlation is made and historic associations are established, code bridges to Subgroup B – 

identified historic association, and subgroup B.1, if possible.  If historic associations are not 

established, code bridges to Subgroup D - Unknown historic association. 

 

Activity 8 – Conduct limited local research (bridges remaining in Subgroup D- Unknown historic 

association) 

 

 Identify remaining bridges constructed during the subject period with data needs to establish 

historic association. 
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 Develop priorities for local research. Counties and municipalities with the highest concentrations 

of bridges remaining in Subgroup D will be the focus of local research to establish association 

with a federal relief program. Strategies to prioritize the local research may include the following: 

  

o Through analysis of bridge locational data, identify counties and cities with highest 

concentrations of remaining county- and locally-owned bridges. 

 

o Through focused review of the U.S. Community Improvement Appraisal Reports, identify 

counties and municipalities that appear to have had active, extensive, and/or numerous 

federal relief projects. 

 

 Based on the priorities established by the strategies discussed above, conduct research at county 

and municipal sources, such as county commissioners’ financial records, county or city highway 

department records, county and city library collections, and local newspapers.2   

 

 Analyze results and code bridges for which historic association is establish to Subgroup B – 

identified historic association, and subgroup B.1, if applicable. 

 

Activity 9 – Database update 

 

 Synthesize data from Activities 1 through 9 into the historic bridge inventory database to facilitate 

analyses. 

 

Upon completion of activities 1 through 8 above, bridges remaining in Subgroup D will be assumed to 

have no historic association with a federal relief program and will be removed from further consideration 

in this inventory.  If research reveals historic association in the future, the National Register Criteria for 

Evaluation should be applied. 

 

                                                      
2
 Note: Not all bridges will be subject to local research efforts. 
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4. Conclusion 

Completion of data collection activities is expected to lead to further understanding of the state's 

transportation networks and bridge construction completed in association with federal relief programs as 

presented in the context study.  Stratification and data collection activities will guide the selection of 

bridges for field survey.  Bridges coded to Subgroups B and B.1 have potential for historic significance 

and would be subject to field survey.  Field survey completes data collection for the inventory project, 

allowing for sufficient data to complete National Register evaluations.  

 

Upon completion of data collection, the National Register Evaluation Criteria will be applied to each 

bridge.  The result of applying the National Register Evaluation Criteria will be a list of bridges that are 

eligible and those that are not eligible for listing in the National Register.  For each eligibility determination 

made, the rationale will be provided. 

 


