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Street address: W Walnut Lane, s12anning the Wissahickon Creek, between Park Line Drive and
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Postal code: 19144
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Historic Name: Walnut Lane Bridge
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3. TYPE OF HISTORIC RESOURCE
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~ Structure
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D Object

0-poor

4. PROPERTY INFORMATION
Condition:

D excellent

~good

Otair

Occupancy:

~ occupied

D vacant

D under construction

D ruins
D unknown

Current use: Vehicular and Qedestrian traffic

5. BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION
Please attach a plot plan and written description of the boundary.

6. DESCRIPTION
Please attach a description of the historic resource.

7. SIGNIFICANCE
Please attach the Statement of Significance.
Period of Significance (from year to year): from 1906

to 1914

Date(s) of construction and/or alteration: 1906-1908
Architect, engineer, and/or designer: George S. Webster, chief engineer, Heney H. Quimb:t, assistant
engineer, PhiladelQhia DeQartment of Public Works
Builder, contractor, and/or artisan: Reill:t and Riddle (PhiladelQhia)
Original owner: Pennsylvania DeQartment of TransQortation
Other significant persons:
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The historic resource satisfies the following criteria for designation (check all that apply):
[g]
(a) Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or cultural
characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation or is associated with the life of a person
significant in the past; or,
(b) Is associated with an event of importance to the history of the City, Commonwealth or Nation;
D
or,
(c) Reflects the environment in an era characterized by a distinctive architectural style; or,
D
(d) Embodies distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style or engineering specimen; or,
D
(e) Is the work of a designer, architect, landscape architect or designer, or engineer whose work
D
has significantly influenced the historical, architectural, economic, social, or cultural development of
the City, Commonwealth or Nation; or,
[g]
(f) Contains elements of design, detail, materials or craftsmanship which represent a significant
innovation; or,
[g]
(g) Is part of or related to a square_, park or other distinctive area which should be preserved
according to an historic, cultural or architectural motif; or,
[g]
(h) Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an established and
familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City; or,
(i) Has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in pre-history or history; or
D
(j) Exemplifies the cultural, political, economic, social or historical heritage of the community.
D
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Description of Boundaries
Located in the 21st Ward of Philadelphia in the Wissahickon section of Fairmount Park, the Walnut Lane
Bridge site encompasses the 585-foot length of the bridge and all its accompanying supports, foundations, and
balustrades.

Description
The Walnut Lane Bridge carries West Walnut Lane across the Wissahickon Creek, connecting the
Philadelphia neighborhoods of Roxborough and Germantown. The bridge has a total length of 585' -0" and is
composed of a large central arch with three smaller arches on the northern approach and two smaller arches on
the southern approach. Each arch is composed of two ribs. The central arch has a clear span of 23 3 '-0" and
rises 70'-3" from the springing line, giving the bridge a total height from valley floor to crown of 147'-0".
Eight arches with a 20' -0" span, four each on the northern and southern sides of the central arch, support the
deck of the bridge over the central arch. The smaller arches on the northern and southern approach are 53 '-0"
wide and of varying height, depending on the grade below. All vertical members of the bridge, including the
piers, abutments, and wing walls extend downward to bedrock, which is mica schist. The road over the bridge
is 40'-0" wide from curb to curb, with concrete sidewalks on either side, each measuring 8'-0" wide from curb
to parapet. 1 The total width of the bridge is 60'-0".

There is little metal reinforcement in the bridge, and the structure actually contains a large amount of sizeable
stone embedded in the concrete mixture, added in such a way to increase shear strength. Specification for the
bridge's construction stipulated that flat stones "not less than one man size," meaning that one man could
reasonably lift the stone, be "placed in radial planes as close together as practicable, always edgewise to the
centering. " 2

Great care was taken in the design and construction of the Walnut Lane Bridge to create a monolithic presence
in keeping with the natural setting of the Wissahickon Valley. The main arch span was designed with
incisions in the concrete, not only to imitate individual voussoirs but to hide lines of demarcation from
separate concrete pours during construction. Additionally, Henry Quimby, the assistant engineer for the
Philadelphia Department of Public Works invented a process to increase the resemblance of concrete to
natural stone. The "Quimby Process," as it became known in publications of the time, involved disassembling
the formwork while the concrete was still friable and removing the topmost layer of cement with a stiff wire
brush and rinsing with clean water to expose the aggregate. The end result was a rough surface that disguised
cracks and produced a more natural looking surface.

Minimal ornamentation exists on the bridge, limited mostly to the 884 cast concrete balusters lining the
sidewalks running along the bridge. These balusters were finished with the same Quimby process as the
1

City of Philadelphia, Department of Public Works and Bureau of Surveys, "Bridge on Line of Walnut Lane over the Wissahickon
Creek: Arch Details," Drawing No. 3 (19 April 1906); ibid., " ... Cross-Sections," Drawing No. 4 (19 April 1906); both in Walnut
Lane Bridge Inspection file, City of Philadelphia, Department of Streets, Highway Division, Bridge Maintenance Unit.
2
Department of Public Works and Bureau of Surveys, "Specification for Construction of a Bridge on the Line of Walnut Lane over
the Wissahickon Creek in Fairmount Park, Authorized by Ordinance, July 13, 1905," B, in Walnut Lane Bridge file, Fairmount Park
Commission Archives, Philadelphia, PA.

remainder of the bridge. The steel I-beams that support the deck of the bridge, spaced at 6'-0" on center
intervals, are fully incased in concrete and extend past the arches. The location of the beams is accentuated by
concrete brackets. The brackets are not overly decorative and have a simple profile.3 The brackets are not
applied decoration, but rather emphasize the method and means of construction. Additionally, four elaborate
bronze lampposts were installed on the bridge post-completion some time between 1910 and 1923.4 Plans
from 1906 indicate that lamps were intended for the bridge on either end of the central arch. 5 The lamps have
long since disappeared, their whereabouts unknown.

3

City of Philadelphia, Department of Public Works and Bureau of Surveys, "Bridge on Line of Walnut Lane over the Wissahickon
Creek: Refuge Bay and End Pier," Drawing No. 8586 (22 April 1907).
4
"Superb Lamps for Bridge: Handsome Bronze Candelabra for the Walnut Lane Structure Designed by William D. Groben."
Germantown Independent-Gazette, August 20, 1909.
5
City of Philadelphia, Department of Public Works and Bureau of Surveys, "Bridge on Line of Walnut Lane over the Wissahickon
Creek: General Plane," Drawing No. 8750 (19 March 1906).

Statement of Significance
(a) Has significant character, interest or value as part of the development, heritage or cultural
characteristics of the City, Commonwealth or Nation or is associated with the life of a person significant
in the past

The Walnut Lane Bridge stands as a representation of the reformist attitude in Philadelphia at the beginning of
the 20th century. After years of suffering under a corrupt political machine, a movement began to clean up the
city, and part and parcel of the movement was improvement of the physical city. George Webster, chief
engineer for Philadelphia, and Henry Quimby, assistant engineer, subscribed to a building philosophy that
sought to link beauty and utility, creating a sense of 'beautility' through connections wherever possible. 1
Creating an environment that was both practical and pleasing would raise the citizens of Philadelphia above
their current downtrodden state. No where could this idea be better embodied than in an actual bridge.

The bridge is both useful and beautiful. Before the bridge was completed in 1908 the only way across the
steep valley involved a six-mile detour to the north. The bridge received many accolades for being an
outstanding example of concrete construction, with the chief engineer of London, Maurice Fitzmaurice,
declaring the tour of the bridge worth the long trip across the Atlantic.2 Engineers and architects were not the
only ones singing praises for the Walnut Lane Bridge. In 1920 Christopher Morley, an American novelist and
playwright, wrote of walking up the footpath along the Wissahickon:
And then, just as one is about to sentimentalize upon the beauty of nature and how it shames the crass work
man, one comes to what is perhaps the loveliest thing along the Wissahickon-the Walnut Lane Bridge. 3
Despite the progressive era's good intentions, very few large projects were carried out before the start of
World War I. 4 Consequently, the bridge serves as a reminder, a graceful presence in the valley of the
Wissahickon, reminding current citizens of the greater aspirations of city planners, engineers, and reformists in
tum-of-the-century Philadelphia.
(t) Contains elements of design, detail, materials or craftsmanship which represent a significant
innovation

The Walnut Lane Bridge is an outstanding example of craftsmanship in concrete bridge construction.
Previously metal bridges were heavily in vogue, with three iron and steel spans built in the Fairmount Park

1

Jonathan E. Farnham, "Bridge Games: Recasting Architecture for the Cement Age," Grey Room (Cambridge: MIT Press, Fall
2002, no.9), 26-57.
2
Fitzmaurice's comments were reported in Frederic Blount Warren, "The Walnut Lane, Philadelphia, Bridge: A Majestic Concrete
Structure," Scientific American Supplement 66, no. 1715 (14 November 1908): 306.
3
Christopher Morley, "Up the Wissahickon," Christopher Morley's Philadelphia (New York: Fordham Press, 1990): 217.
4
David Young, "'A Poem Which Will Long Endure': The Walnut Lane Bridge at 100," The Germantown Crier (Germantown, PA,
Spring 2008, 58:1), 4-14.

between 1874 and 1895. 5 The Walnut Lane Bridge was the first bridge in a series of concrete spans in
Fairmount Park. 6 Inspiration for the Walnut Lane Bridge came from the Pont Adolphe in Luxembourg,
completed in 1903 and the first bridge with separate ribs. 7 Several proposals for the Walnut Lane Bridge were
put forth, including a steel viaduct and a unit masonry bridge. Steel was rejected by George Webster, the chief
engineer for Philadelphia, as inappropriate for the picturesque surroundings of the Wissahickon. 8 Choosing
concrete became a matter of economics, convenience, and the growing popularity of concrete in construction.
Concrete was cheaper than stone and required a less trained work force.

Concrete was just coming into use as a bridge building material at the close of the 19th century. The first plain
(meaning a lack of reinforcement) concrete bridge was completed in 1871 with a span of 31 feet and the first
reinforced concrete bridge was completed 18 years later with a 20-foot span.9 In 1893, the development of a
new type of reinforcement allowed for the spans of concrete bridges to grow significantly. The Walnut Lane
Bridge actually uses a minimal amount of internal reinforcement and is an intermediate step between plain
concrete bridges, which were generally constructed as masonry structures, and heavily reinforced concrete
bridges, which allowed for greater flexibility in design.

However, with such minimal reinforcement, the scale of the bridge is impressive. With a span of233 feet, the
bridge was the longest and highest concrete arch bridge in the United States at the time of completion. The
designers of the bridge took great care to insure the connections of the bridge were properly designed and
executed as to disallow any corrupting intrusion of contaminants. The attention to detail is evident in the
lasting quality of the bridge over the Wissahickon.
(g) Is part of or related to a square, park or other distinctive area which should be preserved according
to an historic, cultural or architectural motif
and
(h) Owing to its unique location or singular physical characteristic, represents an established and
familiar visual feature of the neighborhood, community or City;
The Walnut Lane Bridge exists as a notable landmark in the landscape of the Wissahickon Valley in
Fairmount Park. The park was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1972 and the Wissahickon
portion is characterized by its rugged, yet picturesque landscape. Spanning a steep, heavily forested valley,
5

John Bowie, ed., Workshop ofthe World: A Selective Guide to the Industrial Archeology ofPhiladelphia (Wallingford, PA: Oliver
Evans Press, 1990), 11-3 through 11-6. Richard J. Webster, Philadelphia Preserved: Catalog of the Historic American Building
Survey (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1976), 225.
6
Helen P. Ross, "Walnut Lane Bridge," Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, Historic American Engineering Record (HAER No.
PA-504), 1998. National Park Service, Washington, DC.
7
Charles S. Whitney, Bridges: A Study in Their Art, Science, and Evolution (New York: William Edwin Rutlidge Publishers, 1929),
186.
8
William A. Radford, ed., Cyclopedia ofConstruction, Carpentry, Building and Architecture (New York: 1909): 221.
9
David Plowden, Bridges: The Spans ofNorth America (New York: WW Norton Company, 1974), 297-298.

the bridge at once stands out from its setting and seems an integral part of the landscape. The Quimby process
exposed the aggregate in the concrete, creating a finish closer to natural stone than would be possible with
smooth-surfaced concrete. As such, the bridge is very much in keeping with the natural valley it spans, and
with the whole of the Wissahickon. The seamless quality between the bridge and the Wissahickon gorge has
been identified and praised by engineers and poets alike since before the construction had even finished. 10

There are several bridges crossing the Wissahickon Creek, and each exists as a distinct signpost on the
landscape. The Walnut Lane Bridge, however, is unique in its scale, both in span and height, and for the way
the structure seems to spring from the landscape. The heavily forested nature of the valley somewhat
disguises the bridge, no small task considering the bridges immense size. Yet even at the time of completion,
when construction would have cleared some of the surrounding brush, photographing the entire bridge proved
difficult. Today, the Walnut Lane Bridge sits nestled in the forest, and even though the structure is concrete, a
man-made material, the feeling of the area is one of harmony and connection.

Conclusion
Designed by men with reformation on their minds, the Walnut Lane Bridge is a physical reminder of the
progressive era in Philadelphia history-an era in which city officials sought to shake off the burden of a
corrupt political machine and unite the citizens of the city with a bright future. Additionally, for the careful
design and attention to detail that yielded an expansive plain concrete bridge, the structure is well worth
listing. Not only was the construction of the bridge executed well, the design yielded a sculpture of
connection in perfect harmony with the landscape of the Wissahickon, creating an unforgettable marker on the
area. For these reasons, the Walnut Lane Bridge satisfies criteria a, f, g, and hand is ready to take its place on
the Philadelphia Register of Historic Places.

10

Jonathan E. Farnham, "A Bridge Game: Constructing a Co-operative Commonwealth in Philadelphia, 1900-1926" (Ph.D.
Dissertation, Princeton University, 2000).
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Figure 1: Location of Walnut Lane Bridge over the Wissahickon Creek.

Figure 2: Walnut Lane Bridge—Plans and Elevation. Source: Athenaeum of Philadelphia

Figure 3: Walnut Lane Bridge—Aerial Perspective Rendering. Source: Athenaeum of Philadelphia

Figure 4: Walnut Lane Bridge—Centering. 1906. Source: Athenaeum of Philadelphia

Figure 5: Walnut Lane Bridge—Cross Sections of Abutments. 1906. Source: Athenaeum of Philadelphia

Figure 6: Bridge details.

Figure 7: Photograph of bridge formwork.

Figure 8: Postcard of bridge.

Figure 9: HABS photograph.

Figure 10: Birdseye view looking north.

