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ARROYO COLORADO LIFT BRIDGE 
 
  THE ARROYO COLORADO IS THE LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY’S ONLY 

NATURAL WATERWAY BESIDES THE RIO GRANDE. THE 89-MILE STREAM 

EXTENDS FROM MISSION IN HIDALGO COUNTY TO THE LOWER LAGUNA MADRE 

IN CAMERON COUNTY. FROM EARLY COLONIZATION IN THE LATE 1700s, THE 

ARROYO HAS BEEN AN IMPEDIMENT TO TRAVEL, WITH ONLY TWO PROMINENT 

LOCATIONS TO CROSS. IN 1910, THE TOWN OF RIO HONDO, MEANING “DEEP 

RIVER” IN SPANISH, WAS ESTABLISHED. BECAUSE OF ITS LOCATION ON THE 

EAST BANK OF THE ARROYO COLORADO, TRAVELERS FROM THE NEAREST 

MAJOR TOWN OF HARLINGEN OR ANY OTHER TOWN WEST OF THE STREAM HAD 

DIFFICULTIES TRAVELING TO RIO HONDO.  

 FOLLOWING THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE SAN BENITO CANAL, LAND AROUND 

RIO HONDO BEGAN TO OPEN FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT. A NARROW 

LOW WATER WOODEN BRIDGE SUSPENDED ON PILES WAS STRETCHED ACROSS 

THE ARROYO IN THE 1920s BUT WAS FREQUENTLY SUBJECTED TO FLOODING 

AND HIGH TIDAL FLOWS. TO BETTER SERVE TRAVELERS FROM THE WEST, A 

ONE-VEHICLE FERRY WAS PUT INTO OPERATION UNTIL 1927 WHEN A ONE-LANE 

STEEL SPAN BRIDGE WAS ERECTED. WHEN THE PLAN TO DREDGE THE ARROYO 

COLORADO TO CREATE A PORT FOR HARLINGEN MATERIALIZED, A TEMPORARY 

SWING BRIDGE WAS BUILT. IN MAY 1953, THE NEW VERTICAL-LIFT BRIDGE 

SPANNING OVER 380 FEET IN LENGTH AND 25 FEET IN WIDTH OPENED. 

DESIGNED BY THE NEW YORK ENGINEERING FIRM PARSONS, BRINCKERHOFF, 

HALL & MACDONALD, THE BRIDGE OPERATED WITH TWO ELECTRIC PULLEY 

MOTORS ON EACH SIDE OF THE SPAN WITH A LIFT AND DESCENT OF TEN TO 

FIFTEEN MINUTES. THE BRIDGE IS NOT ONLY A PRACTICAL ECONOMIC LIFELINE 

AND A PRIME GATEWAY TO AREA ATTRACTIONS BUT IS THE ONLY LIFT BRIDGE 

BUILT BETWEEN 1945 AND 1960 IN TEXAS THAT IS STILL IN OPERATION.  
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                                    Arroyo Colorado Lift Bridge at Rio Hondo, Texas 

  

I.              Context 

  

            The Arroyo Colorado is the Lower Rio Grande Valley's only natural waterway besides the Rio  

Grande River. It is an 89 mile long coastal stream in the Lower Rio Grande Valley of South Texas. It  

extends from Mission, Texas in Hidalgo County eastward to the Lower Laguna Madre at the Laguna  

Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge in Cameron County. The flow in the arroyo is now partially  

controlled by man-made structures but was not only so. At times it could carry overflow flood waters  

from the Rio Grande  and hence could inundate developed farmland and urban areas and did.  

From early colonization in the late 1700s, the arroyo has been an impediment to travel. (1) Two famed  

crossing sites, the Paso Real just east of Rio Hondo and Paso de las Tavernes still further east, provided  

transiting areas for cattle, stagecoaches, and travelers alike. When General Zachary Taylor advanced his  

army from Corpus Christi to the Valley prior to the commencement of the Mexican American War he  

crossed the soldiers at the Paso Real, which was then known for a time as Taylor's Crossing. (2)  

That the arroyo was an obstruction to development is gleaned from the fact the when the King of Spain  

awarded the Concepcion de Carricitos a land grant to brothers Eugenio and Bartolome Fernandez its  

northern border was the difficult to cross Arroyo Colorado. This later resulted in a large triangular  

parcel of land to its north that would not be granted to anyone and would eventually be designated  

Texas School Land. (3)  

        What was to become Rio Hondo in the former Espiritu Santo Spanish land grant was off the  

beaten path because the Alice Stage Coach Line's route from Brownsville to the Paso Real ferry  

crossing was  to the east of the area. There were a number of old and large ranches in northern  

Cameron County but none in the vicinity of what was to be Rio Hondo. The nearest ranch to the future  

townsite was Rancho Colorado about 1 1/8 mile south of the site and 2 ¾ miles east lay the El Mamon  

Ranch. The Handbook of Texas Online tells us that: 1910 Rio Hondo was established and named for its  

location along the Arroyo Colorado.  In Spanish rio hondo means "deep river." One of its first settlers is 

J. R. George, who operated a general store and served as the first postmaster when a post office was  

established in 1911.  In 1914 Rio Hondo had a population of 150, a restaurant, and various stores and  

businesses.  By 1925 its population was 250 and had increased to 1,000 by 1929.  The town was  

incorporated in 1939, when it had 713 residents and 33 businesses.  The town population was an  

estimated 1,128 in 1950 and 1,793 by 1990. 

  

II.            Overview 



  

Because of its location on the east bank of the Arroyo Colorado, anyone traveling from the nearest  

major town of Harlingen, or other towns west of the stream, had a difficult time traveling to Rio  

Hondo.  

Fortunately the town would grow agriculturally and commercially due to the coming of a locally-  

inspired railroad. The San Benito and Rio Grande Valley Interurban Railway Company (later the San  

Benito and Rio Grande Valley Railway Co. or the Spiderweb as it was affectionately called) had been  

initiated in 1910 in the name of trustee Robertson, acting for the St. Louis and San Francisco Railroad  

Co. (Frisco), which advanced funds for the construction.  Benjamin Yoakum was the president of the  

Frisco at this time and had his hand in many early Valley endeavors.  Robertson went to Palestine, TX  

to purchase the necessary steel, ties and, as he related, "junk locomotives and cars" from George M.  

Dilley and Sons. By November 1910 Robertson had already laid three miles of track north from San  

Benito and on 6/7/11 it reached Rio Hondo.  

The construction of the San Benito Canal was the event which was to open the land around the future  

Rio Hondo for agricultural development. The immediate area was subdivided and platted by the  

Espiritu Santo Land Company, to its north was the Sugar Land Subdivision, to the northeast the  

Fernando Subdivision, and to the east the San Benito Irrigated Lands Subdivision.  

A narrow low water wooden bridge suspended on piles was stretched across the arroyo in the 1920s. It  

was frequently subjected to flooding and high tidal flows and was therefore unreliable.  

To better serve those coming from the west, a one-vehicle ferry was put into operation. It crossed from  

farm land to the end of  Madero Street, three blocks north of Main Street (Colorado Avenue). This   

ferry would continue to operate until 1927 when a one-lane steel span bridge would be erected across  

the Arroyo Colorado to the town's main street. The bridge was in fact a second-hand one. It had been  

erected in 1911 to connect Harlingen with San Benito across the arroyo to its southeast. When  

Harlingen built a new two-lane bridge in early 1925 the old one was dismantled and moved to Rio  

Hondo for re-erection at a cost of $14,175. The bridge was 200’ long and 16’ wide.  

An old photo dated 1927 and in the Rio Hondo Museum shows a group of fashionably dressed Rio  

Hondo woman in front of a narrow, timbered bridge with steel girders atop it. It is labeled the military  

convoy bridge, but remains a mystery as to its construction and use by the military.  

 In 1927 an important event is to transpire. On 2/18/27 Harlingen Mayor Ewing directs the  

Intracoastal Canal Association, and it holds its 1927 convention in Harlingen. He convinces the  

Association to back Hill's (he was the founder of Harlingen) plan to dredge the Arroyo Colorado.  

The idea is to create a port for Harlingen, southwest of Rio Hondo. During the Great Depression years 

  



progress to this goal will be fitful. On 3/6/38 a dredge in the Arroyo Colorado is progressing toward  

what will be the Port of Harlingen. 

From the Rio Hondo Museum’s album of press clippings, we learn that it will, however, take 12 years  

before, on 4/18/50, a temporary swing bridge is stretched across the arroyo to service Rio Hondo for  

the next few years until the new  lift bridge is built. Approached by wooden ramps the swing bridge  

was a large barge furnished with a wooden deck. Tethered on the Rio Hondo bank it was moved across  

the channel by a cable on the west side. On 4/29 the old one lane steel bridge is demolished to allow 

passage of the canal dredge. The dredging of the arroyo to Harlingen has been made possible by a  

$550,000 appropriation to the Corps of Engineers as Texas Senator Lyndon B. Johnson is to notify 

local officials on 10/5/49.  

The chronology of events to follow:  

Depending on funds available and the contractor hired, various dredges will work on the channel. First  

is the “Mobile”  to be followed by the “Caribbean”.  

10/26/50  The new dredge, C.S.E. Holland, under contract to Bauer-Smith Construction Company of  

Port Lavaca arrives at Rio Hondo.  It will complete the last 6 ½ miles of canal from Rio Hondo to  

Harlingen.  

The disposal of dredged spoil material became a contentious issue as the city fathers of Rio Hondo  

objected to plans of the Arroyo Colorado Navigation District to deposit such material within city  

limits. After months of back and forth discussion the material was set to be placed north of the town.  

A second contentious issue that was to arise was the ownership and use of the large oxbow isolated  

from the arroyo when its channel was straightened. In 1961 a state attorney general ruling will give the  

mile long horseshoe bend, capable of holding 300,000 million gallons, to Rio Hondo to utilize as a  

reservoir.  

6/15/51  The Gulf Intracoastal Waterway from Corpus Christi to Brownsville is completed and the  

opening to Port Harlingen is effected at the mouth of the Arroyo Colorado on the Laguna Madre.  

2/27/52  Port Harlingen facilities are completed and dedicated, and its first cargo shipment in a  

commercial barge arrives at one of seven docks. It has a 500 by 400 foot turning basin dredged to a  

depth of 12 feet and tied to a 125' wide channel down the Arroyo Colorado for 26 miles to the  

Intracoastal Waterway. Port Harlingen is now tied to 14,000 miles of inland waterways. In a 

 preemptive move the City of Harlingen had annexed 850 acres at and surrounding the port before 

 nearby Rio Hondo could do so.  

The initial cost of the bridge for the three entities, Cameron County, the State Highway Department,  

and the Arroyo Colorado Navigation District, was originally estimated in 1948 at  $447,600. The  

Highway Department would subscribe its portion only to the amount that a fixed bridge would cost and 



  

the other two entities would have to come up with any extra that a moveable one would entail. As was  

often the case in projects of this nature, costs exceed estimates. In a few years there was a $114,935  

shortfall. Eventually the difference was made up, but the completion time rises to two years as a  

shortage of steel and the financial problems take their toll.  

End of May 1953  The now $657,000 lift bridge over the Arroyo Colorado opens to vehicular traffic  

with the formal opening ceremony taking place in the second week of June. It connects the west side of 

FM 106 to Rio Hondo and allows for tall waterway traffic to reach Port Harlingen. It is the only such  

engineered  bridge of its type in Texas. In 1955, 121 barges with 159,299 long tons of freight utilize 
  
Port Harlingen. Outgoing cargo passing under the bridge consists primarily of raw sugar produced in 
  
the Valley and sent to the Domino refinery at Chalmette, Louisiana  for conversion into white sugar. 
  
Annually over 100,000 tons of raw sugar are transported in six locked barges pushed by a tugboat. In- 
  
coming cargo consists primarily of petroleum products, sand for industrial use, and fertilizers. 
  

  

III.         The Structure and Its Operation 

  

A vertical-lift bridge or lift bridge is a type of movable bridge in which a span rises vertically while  

remaining parallel with the deck. The counterweights in a vertical lift are only required to be equal to  

the weight of the deck, whereas bascule bridge counterweights must weigh several times as much as  

the span being lifted.  The biggest disadvantage to the vertical-lift bridge (in comparison with many  

other designs) is the height restriction for vessels passing under it. This is a result of the deck emaining  

suspended above the passageway. The great majority of vertical lift bridges in the United States are for  

railroad use rather than for vehicular traffic.  

This bridge was designed by the old and prestigious engineering firm of Parsons Brinckerhoff, Hall  

and MacDonald of New York. William Barclay Parsons founded the firm in 1885. It has an immense  

number of significant infrastructure projects to its credit.  

Design: Vertical lift  

Dimensions: 

Length of largest span: 145.0 ft. 

Total length: 381.9 ft. 

Deck width: 25.3 ft. 

 



Vertical clearance above deck: 19.3 ft. for vehicular traffic  

Clearance from mean low tide to span in open position: 73 ft.  

Approximate latitude, longitude:  

26°14'08" N, 97°35'05" W  

Inspection (as of 08/2007)  

Deck condition rating: Satisfactory (6 out of 9) 

Superstructure condition rating: Satisfactory (6 out of 9) 

Substructure condition rating: Satisfactory (6 out of 9) 

Appraisal: Functionally obsolete 

Sufficiency rating: 59.7 (out of 100)  

Average daily traffic (as of 2005): 5,780  

Clearance from low mean tide to lift span when closed 27.4’  

Clearance from low mean tide to lift span when opened 73.0’  

The bridge has two electric pulley motors on each side of the span, but one on each side is simply a  

spare are should a problem arise with a motor. There is also a standby electric generator for use should  

the domestic electric power fail. The lift and subsequent descent are relatively fast and combined  

usually average 10 to 15 minutes in duration.  

The bridge is operated by the Texas Department of Transportation. Twelve hours of advance notice is  

requested from tugboat companies. Three blasts of a tugboat horn are the signal to raise the bridge;  

one blast by the boat indicates it is safely clear of the bridge. An air horn on the bridge will signal four  

time if the bridge can’t be opened. Although twelve hours advance notice is requested, even three  

hours will suffice as the single  bridge operator needed resides in the area and can readily access the 

facility.  

Maintenance on the bridge is minimal. It has only been repainted twice in a 30-year period. 

  

IV.         Significance 

  

The Arroyo Colorado Lift Bridge at Rio Hondo is not only a practical service lifeline to the community  

but a structure of beauty.  As the community becomes increasingly urbanized and its resident  

population grows, the bridge serves as a time and cost-saving method to transit to other Valley draws. 

It also has become one of the prime gateways to access the increasingly popular Rio Grande Valley  

Laguna Madre Wildlife Refuge via FM 106 and the General Brant Highway. In a region where   

anything of height stands out because of the level terrain, the bridge presents an aura  something of 

  



impressive majesty when encountered around the bends leading to it from the west. Lastly, it plays a  

vital economic and commercial role in enabling the functioning of the very viable Port of Harlingen.  

The people of Rio Hondo are justly proud of their unique bridge. 
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