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PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge was constructed ca. 1860 during the period when
preparations were being made to lay track for the Western North Carolina Railroad from
Salisbury to Morganton and then across the Blue Ridge to Asheville. Although the line
did not reach Morganton until after the Civil War, ca. 1868, the bridge is believed to
have been complete before the war. Other than the fact that the track has been removed
from the bridge, the structure is completely intact and is a very rare and unusual
resource associated with this·early period in the history of the railroad in western
North Carolina. In addition the bridge is a rare example of antebellum, stone bridge
construction in the state.
The bridge is located across Hunting Creek just ·north of Highway 64-70, between its
intersections with East ·Union Street 'and Stonebridge Drive. The bridge is almost
directly unde-rneath the present 1910 metal railroad bridge and was abandoned when
locomotives became too heavy ·f0r the stone span to ·support. A second bridge was constructed directly in the path of .thepr-esent bridge, pilings from that structure still
remain. The grade was·raised 'about 1910, when the metal structure was constructed.
Although·located only a short distance from a major highway, the bridge is relatively
inaccessible. The bridge itself is clear of overgrowth; however, the area around the
structure has dense underbrush and sparse trees.
The Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge is a two-span, arched stone bridge with an eightfoot wide, flat, stone bed. ·Tt is 130 feet long and stands about 24 feet above the
creek. Each of the arches rises about fourteen feet and the center support is seven
feet wide.. The faces of the: stdnes are rusticated but the edges are cut to fit snugly
together. The arches are formed by stone voussoirs. Although simple and functional,
the design of the bridge exhibits outstanding craftsmanship and it appears as solid as
the day it was completed. A local railroad official speculated that it was probably
still capable of supporting a small locomotive.
It is believed that the bridge may be the work of William Murdoch, a contractor who
worked in North and South Carolina. Murdoch is known to have constructed a similar,
but much larger, bridge near Salisbury and he is known to have worked on this section
of the Western North Carolina Railroad. Railroad records, which usually contain detailed
information for structures such as this, do not include information on this bridge aside
from the fact that it was tinder construction in 1860. Possibly the beginning of the
Civil War and the comparatively small size of this project account for the ommission.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge was constructed ca. 1860 over Hunting Creek as the
Western North Carolina Railroad was extended across ,Burke County. Although the bridge
is believed to have been completed in 1860; trains did not actually ,use it until ca. 1868
when track was laid into Morganton. The bridge is located almost directly below the
present metal bridge, eight to ten feet lower than the present grade. Although the
grade was raised 9-bout 1910 when the present bridge was construc,ted, the path of the
tracks remains virtually unchanged. The bridge. is a two-span, arched bridge of coursed,
rough-faced ashlar. It iS,a rare surviving example of a stone railroad bridge and is
among the oldest extant railroad structures in the state. The Hunting Creek Bridge
may be the work of contractor William Murdoch, who constructed a similar but much larger
bridge near Salisbury. Murdoch's name is mentioned in connection with construction
on this section of the rail line; however, the Hunting Bridge is not identified
specifically as his work. Whether or not Murdoch is responsible for the bridge, it
remains significant in engineering for its construction technique. It is also important
as a reminder of the extension of the Western North Carolina Railroad into Western
North Carolina and is believed to be the earliest surviving resource associated with
that proj ect. ,

CRITERIA ASSESSMENT

A.

C.

The Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge is significant for its association with the extension of the Western North Carolina Railroad into western North Carolina. The
corning of the railroad was of critical importance as it opened the western Piedmont
and mountains to commerce, industry, and tourism. The bridge was superseded by a
~ew adjacent bridge ca. 1890.
The Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge is significant in the area of engineering as a
rare surviving example of a stone railroad bridge. The bridge may be the work of
William Murdoch, a well known construction engineer, who worked in North and South
Carolina.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Construction of the Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge is known to have begun ca. 1860
and was probably completed before work halted on the line, ca. 1861. The bridge is
the earliest and most intact resource associated with the coming of the railroad to
western North Carolina. In addition, the bridge is a rare SUrVlVJ.ng example of a
nineteenth century railroad bridge and is sifnificant in engineering for its form
of construction.
In 1858 plans were made by the Western North Carolina Railroad to extend service to
Morganton and on into the Blue Ridge Mountains to Asheville. The project was massive,
if only in terms of logistics, but officers and stockholders embraced the plan
enthusiastically. Railroad service would make the west more accessible to tourists
and settlers and would make shipment of goods and raw materials in and out of the
region far less arduous.
The annual stockholders meeting was held in Morganton in 1858. A number of prominent
Morganton citizens were involved either as officers or major stockholders including
Samuel McDowell Tate, E. J. Erwin, Tod R. Caldwell, John C. McDowell, and R. C.
Pearson.
The rail line was scheduled to be completed to a spot near Morganton by 1861. Survey
of the line had already begun in 1858. By 1860 the line was complete as far as three
miles east' of Morganton. It was also reported that construction had begun on the
Hunting Creek bridge in preparation for completion into town. The bridge may be the
work of William Murdoch, the contractor known to be responsible for a much larger,
but similar bridge near Salisbury. Murdoch did work on this section of the line
but is not specifically mentioned in connection with this bridge.124
The coming of the Civil War halted progress on the rail line and work did not resume
until the late 1860s. After the war much of the rail line that had been laid had to
be repaired. It is possible that the bridge was completed during this time if it
had not been finished before.
Although the beginning of rail service for Morganton about 1868 did not work miracles
for the town's severely depressed economy, it did make a great deal of difference when
the town began to revive. Certainly rail service was a major consideration in locating
the state mental hospital in Morganton.
(See continuation sheet)
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The boundary for the Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge National Register nomination is shown
as the red line on the accompanying Burke County Tax Map #44-54 drrum on a scale of 100
feet to the inch. The boundary includes the bridge and approximately three feet of
property to each side of the structure. The boundary excludes the adjacent railroad
cracks :and present bridge.
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Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge:
Historical Background
Item number
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The Hunting Creek Bridge was replaced by another bridge by at least 1890.
That bridge,
for \vhich pilings are still visible, \Vas at the same low grade as the stone bridge.
The present iron bridge was constructed in 1910, probably at the time the grade level
was raised.
The stone bridge is located almost directly under the present bridge,
indicating that the road bed has remained virtually unchanged.
The Hunting Creek Railroad Bridge is a small, low-arched span constructed 6f roughfaced ashlar.
It appears as solid today as the day it was constructed, a testament
to the skill and craftsmanship of the engineers and workmen who planned and built
the Western North Carolina Railroad.
(For footnotes, see Cover Form, Item 9.)

