
MOTT’S HISTORIC OLD BRIDGE 
By Owen Blickensderfer 
 
 I have been thinking about the old bridge that once spanned the Cannonball 
River.  It connected Mott’s main street (Brown Avenue) with West Mott.  All that is left of 
the “Rainbow” bridge are 
concrete pieces piled along the 
river bank to impede erosion 
and key chains enshrining tiny 
pieces of concrete in plastic.  
Both ends of the bridge are still 
standing along the riverbank 
near the new bridge.  You can 
see what is left of the concrete 
roots of the arches (see 
photo).  Janelle Brackel 
painted a large, beautiful mural 
of the bridge just across the 
street from the old bank 
building in Mott’s business 
district. 
 
 As a child, I remember the picturesque old bridge by its swooping arches that we 
climbed on if adults were not around.  One of Mott’s longtime residents, Moe Mosher, 
told me that kids would jump off the bridge back in the old days.  The river was deeper 
back then.  Everyone used a swimming beach on the South end of Brown Avenue 
during the summer months.  The city hired lifeguards and they gave swimming lessons 

in the river.  Of course jumping from the bridge 
was forbidden.  I suppose children were less 
inclined to obedience back then. Moe tells me 
that it was a rite of passage to jump from the 
top of an arch.  The rest of the youth looked 
upon anyone who jumped off an arch with an 
added measure of respect.   Mott mothers 
slept better at night after the swimming pool 
opened in the late fifties.  Swimming in the 
river all but stopped after that.   
 
 After the civil war, steel became the 
building material of choice for bridges, but 
some people felt that the spindly steel 
structures were ugly. The rainbow bridge 
design was patented in 1911 by James B 
Marsh, the owner of the Marsh Engineering 
Company of Des Moines, Iowa.  Marsh bridges 
were built in almost every state of the union.  



The hallmark of the design was a steel arch embedded in reinforced concrete.  Marsh’s 
bridges would have looked much like any other steel bridge if it were not for the fact that 
the steel was covered by the concrete.  Marsh Rainbow Bridges expanded and 
contracted under varying conditions of temperature and moisture. These bridges were 
known for being strong, durable, aesthetically pleasing and maintenance free.  This was 
a big selling point in the Midwest where they built most of the rainbow bridges.  It was 
the appearance of the Marsh design that gave it the edge over all-steel structures when 
cities went shopping for a new bridge. 
 
 At the onset of the depression, the lower cost of steel bridges rendered rainbow 
bridges obsolete. Only fourteen examples of rainbow bridges still stand today.  With one 
exception, the Marsh Arch design has not been built for more than seventy years.  
Valley City, North Dakota began demolishing their Marsh Bridge in April of 2004 and 
they will build a new Rainbow Bridge to replace it.  The bridge should be finished in 
2005.  Kadrmas, Lee & Jackson won the design contract. 
    
 The old bridge that crossed the Cannonball in Mott was the first of its kind 
constructed in the state of 
North Dakota.  The low 
bidder for the project was 
Joseph D. Berry of Mott, 
who bid $40,180.50.  Back 
then $40,180.50 was big 
money.  County 
commissioners let the 
contract in late September of 
1920.  Construction began in 
the spring of 1921.  Labor 
was a much smaller 
percentage of overall 
production cost than it is 
today, and the Marsh design 
was labor intensive.  That is 
one reason that rainbow 
bridges are not likely to 
enjoy a comeback. 
 
  The Mott bridge was so narrow that there was barely enough room for two cars 
to pass each other.  I remember seeing streaks of scraped-off paint where cars passed 
close by the lower part of the arches.  The color of those paint marks changed 
periodically.  Some drivers would stop to wait for oncoming traffic to pass before 
crossing the bridge.  Sometimes, if cars arrived at opposite ends at the same time, the 
drivers would motion to each other to cross first.  One of my most vivid memories of the 
old bridge involved my father’s 1956 Chevrolet after I had just earned my driver’s 
license.  I was half way across the bridge one night, when another car came around the 
corner ahead of me and started across.  An experienced driver would not have given it 



a second thought, but I panicked and gripped the wheel, hard.  I knew I did not want to 
hit the arch on my right side.  So I sighted along the mirror on the driver door and 
maneuvered as close as I could to the other car without knocking our mirrors together.  I 
did not hear any scraping noises, but I am sure that from then on the other driver waited 
for traffic to pass before crossing the bridge.  

 
 The old bridge blocked the 
passage of ice floes when the river 
flooded and was wearing out in its 
final years.  They demolished it in 
February of 1982 after a new 
bridge was completed.   
   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I am collecting photos of Mott’s rainbow bridge for posterity and to post on the Mott web 
site.  Strangely enough, I do not have a really good photo of the bridge taken during 
summer.  I have a few pictures of it just before they demolished it, but they were taken 
during winter and fall.  If anyone has a good photo that I could scan on a computer, I will 
gladly return it intact.  Also, contact me if you have memories of the bridge that I can 
record for future generations.   Owen Blickensderfer   701-824-2948   or 
owen@discovermott.com.  You can see the Mott web site at www.discovermott.com .  
 
 
 
MEMORIES OF THE OLD BRIDGE 
By Paul Weeks 
 
  
Charles A. Lindbergh©s history-making flight from New York to Paris, on May 20 and 21, 
1927 was the first solo, nonstop leap of the Atlantic Ocean.  I ‘m among a handful of 
elders who were around on May 23, 1927. The Bismarck (N.D.) Tribune lay splattered 
on the floor of the Weeks home in Mott, 100 miles southwest of the capital, with the 
headline emblazoned across it©s eight columns: "LINDY MAKES IT" or something like 
that.  
 
 If my father©s enthusiasm over Lindbergh©s achievement was to teach me the values of 
bravery and stick-to-it-iveness, he wouldn©t for the minute have related it to the bridge 
arch over the Cannonball River. The big kids ran over the arches as if that was what 



you do for fun on the way to school. Such damn-foolishness wasn©t supposed to enter 
my head.  
 
A few days after learning about Lucky Lindy, I gazed up in awe of the concrete arches -- 
maybe 10 feet high. If Lindbergh could make it across the Atlantic, why couldn©t I 
conquer the arch?  I hesitated. I started up. Two or three steps. My knees began to 
shake. Another step. I dropped to my knees. I paused. Then I started to crawl. I crawled 
all the way.  
 
"Pauly Weeks Makes It!" I envisioned the headlines. My black stockings, held up by 
elastic garters, were torn and ragged and blood-soaked from my skinned knees. After 
the vision of headlines, my head began to envision going home to Mama and Dad. All of 
the schooling in honesty and obedience crumbled away. I hid the stockings and covered 
my bloody knees with another pair.  
 
Oh, my father finally heard about it. Ninety-three when he passed on in 1983, he read 
about it in the Los Angeles Times a year earlier. I©d written a memoir about returning to 
my old hometown -- 55 years after Charles Lindbergh and Pauly Weeks had made it. 
Dad had lived long beyond Americans landing on the moon.  
 
I remember swimming in the river east of the bridge over the Cannonball -- Mott had 
converted it into a beach -- when I was overcome with amorous intentions for Rose 
Auer, swimming alongside. We went under water, out of sight. The water in the 
Cannonball, you understand, was not exactly crystal clear even then. We began to kiss.  
 
But even under water -- not very deep -- we heard an uproar from the beach. The family 
who lived next to the river west of the bridge were screaming that their daughter, Katie 
Scharosch, from our class in school, had slipped into the water and couldn©t swim. 
 
We all scampered over the bridge, down to the water. Milo Voltz beat all of us and 
brought Katie, unconscious, to the water©s edge.  Artificial respiration, that we were 
taught in the Boy Scouts, was not nearly as good as it is today, and Katie died. It is 
ironic that a happy memory and an unhappy one are so closely linked. 
 
            When my former wife and I visited Mott several decades ago, we were having a 
few drinks at George Hardmeyer©s bar -- wasn©t it where his father used to have a pool 
hall? – Rose (Auer) and Chuck McNeill, her spouse, and a couple of others were 
hoisting one when a bartender rushed up and said the drinks were on him. He identified 
himself as -- the name slips me -- who remembered that I had come to his rescue at the 
same swimming hole in the Cannonball on another day.  
 
Ken Rixen! Is that right? That©s what popped into my mind. He didn©t swim, and I wasn©t 
much more skilled at it. When someone said that Kenny had slipped out of his 
innertube, I got to him first, unaware that a drowning person is just as likely to drown his 
rescuer in such circumstances. 
 



 Fortunately, someone retrieved the runaway innertube for both of us.  Later, someone 
said Mrs. Rixen wanted to see me. She was all in tears, couldn© t get her words of 
gratitude out. She thrust a full fifty-cent piece into my hand. I thanked her. Then my 
recollection is that Hugo Auer and I and another guy went down to the drugstore where 
we bought three large malted milks -- 45 cents -- and a nickel left over for a package of 
chewing gum. 
 
Every Wednesday, even in midwinter, I went across the bridge to get my 24 copies of 
the Sunday Minneapolis Tribune to deliver to customers. In winter I would use a sled. 
Because of the short days of winter, I would be coming home after dark. One night, 
brother Keith was with me. We were under the street light on the sidewalk of the Rev. 
Harper R. Burns parsonage, when I said to Keith: "Let©s remember this night as long as 
we live." December 20, 1929. We used to talk about it every year.  Mott was lodged in 
both of our memories forever. 
 
            My grandchildren are already in their 20s. But, thank heavens, I©ll never catch 
any of their children trying to run the arches over Rainbow Bridge.  Folks from West 
Mott claimed that the bridge created ice dams during the spring thaw, flooding their 
homes.  They built a new, higher bridge and tore the old one down.  I remember it well. 
It was built about a year after it was born, and my key ring today has a piece of the 
bridge to remind me of it often.  
 
  
 
Paul Weeks was a newspaper reporter in Los Angeles for many years.  He still writes a 
monthly column for The Stockton (CA)  Record. and lives  in Oceanside.  You may see 
his on-line columns at www.recordnet.com/vintage . 

 
The picture was taken on the steps on the house on 
Dakota Avenue of my grandmother, Mary 
(Macon) Batty. My grandfather, W.H. Batty, 
probably was still alive when that picture was 
taken.  
 
From left to right, my sister, Lois, born Feb. 7, 1919, 
she's still alive and lives in Rancho Cucamonga, 
CA, and is active in the Women's League of Voters.  
 
 
My mother, Minnie (Batty) Weeks, who married my 
dad on June 23, 1915.  

 
She is carrying me, Paul, born Dec. 9, 1920, so this photograph must have been taken about 1922 
or '23.  
 
My brother, Keith, born July 24, 1917, a lifelong musician, who died last Jan. 15 at the age of 89.  
 
My brother, Kenneth, who was born Mach 25, 1916. He died in an auto accident at the age of 82. 


