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The Steyer bridge is a small structure consisting of a single arch, formed
by roughly-cut limestone voussoirs. The thick spandrels are laid up in
coursed rubble limestone. They merge with low "walls" of the same material
which form the foundation for the approaches to the bridge. The base of
these walls, all the way to the lower edges of the arch, have been reinforced
with concrete (in the 1970's). The bridge deck is concrete, edged with wood
posts and 2" x 4" rails, bolted together. The keystone of the arch is a block
of dressed limestone, intowhich the date "1875" and the mason's name, "Michael
Steyer" are cut.
The bridge is located in a heavily wooded area outside of Decorah. Looming over
it is a segment of concrete slab bridge (US52). When the highway was relocated
here, the Steyer bridge was slated for removal. Local protest persuaded highway
engineers to leave the stone bridge and to build over it. This relocation of
the highway also took place in the early 1970's.
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The Steyer bridge is one of the very few stone arch bridges known to exist
in Iowa. This engineering form was seldom used in this state, perhaps because
Iowa was settled late enough to take almost immediate advantage of the prefabricated metal truss which, as elsewhere, achieved great popularity in the
19th and early 20th centuries. Iowa's few stone bridges were generally the
result of special circumstances — specifically, a nearby source of good
building stone and a local mason skilled enough to deal competently with the
building of the arch.
In the range of stone bridges in Iowa, the Steyer bridge ranks as one of
the less sophisticated, when compared to the three span Ely bridge near Monticello
(Jones County) o r the finely designed and executed Keystone Bridge at Elkader
(Clayton County) which was the work of a trained engineer. Nonetheless, the
Steyer bridge certainly merits recognition, as an example of vernacular engineering
and as one of the limited instances of its type in the state.
Michael Steyer came to Decorah from Germany in 1867, to visit his brother Joseph
(later proprietor of the Steyer Opera House in Decorah). He stayed on, to earn
a good living as a m ason, a trade he had learned in Germany. Steyer purchased
a quarry near Decorah in 1876, and specialized in cutting stone for monuments
and tombstones. He is also believed to have built other bridges in Iowa,
but confirmation awaits additional research.
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