ROMANCE, ATTITUDE AND THE 

BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY

By Karen Childress 

Romance is an attitude, or so I like to think - the feelings and emotions set forth by happenings one might experience - the smell of warm cookies baking on a chilly morning, the luscious scent of lilacs in a spring breeze, the touch of a baby's silky cheek. I associate it with sensations of love and happiness - the joy of fond memories of a relationship, pleasure of the senses or stepping back into the nostalgia of another time and place. 

It can be found in the pages of a book, in the beauty of a butterfly sitting on wildflowers, the floating dust settling on a country road, or the glittery lights of a city street. Romance is not just for lovers, it is a point of view, a reaction, or a sensation - regardless of age or experience. 
Robert James Waller wrote The Bridges of Madison County, a sensitive story of an Iowa farmwife who had an affair that changed her life. The movie, starring Meryl Streep and Clint Eastwood, was filmed in and around the small town of Winterset. I didn't have the pleasure of visiting Madison County until a few years ago - long after the dust of fame had supposedly settled. I am still drawn back once or twice a year for whatever feeling stirs inside of me -- a feeling of getting in touch with nature, history, atmosphere and romance.  I go to Winterset for an attitude adjustment. 
The historical experience of Madison County is easily initiated upon finding an impressive tan stone courthouse in the center of the Town Square.  Friendly stores line the streets with brightly painted storefronts that beckon shoppers to enter. As I meandered along the sidewalks, my attention was focused on the fascinating variety of shops and businesses around the square. Parking spaces are still diagonal, without parking meters - welcoming visitors to park and stay awhile. 
It's the kind of small town where people speak or wave, not caring whether the strange face is a visitor from Russia or a neighboring town. According to Winterset residents, Madison County has had many visitors from around the world. I feel that, like me, most of those visitors were looking for the ambiance of Waller's story. 
In Winterset, I have always been welcomed with smiles, friendly hellos, and the feeling of warm solidarity. Shop owners are eager to relate their experiences and memories during the movie making period, as well as the history of their county. 
 Romance has many variations of meaning, but the one I find amusing is "legend" for experiencing the "legends" surrounding Madison County touches a quixotic chord. I believe that legends, history and dreams are what embody romance, be it a scenic panorama unfolding or holding a child's hand as you take a walk in the park on a sunny day. Madison County merely suggests one setting for understanding the disparity of attitudes about romance. 
On a corner lot is a small, odd-shaped house known as the boyhood home of one of the greatest legends of Madison County - John Wayne. Known primarily as a cowboy, scenes between the Duke and Maureen O'Hara might have fluttered a heart in his days of glory, and does even now when remembering his charisma and style. His deep voice and swagger marked him with romantic appeal, and John tossing Maureen in a pit of slimy mud was the ultimate in old west sexuality and romantic fun. 
A winding path through a tunnel of trees in City Park opens into a clearing where a gray stone tower is perched. It looks much like the turret of a castle.  Steps up into the Clark Tower direct you to a view of wooded hills and lush green valleys across Madison County. The thought of laborers hauling the stones from the quarry to the hilltop is an amazing feat, but the panorama from the tower is awesome and their efforts rewarding to the traveler. One can fantasize about the lives of the Clarks and the hardships of pioneer settlers in Indian Territory. 
I find the covered bridges to be the most fascinating attraction of Madison County. The historical value is interesting, but I don't believe the theory "if you've seen one, you've seen them all."  Each bridge has a personality of its own. 
Through Waller’s book, the Roseman Bridge was catapulted to fame. It is one of the most legendary of the bridges with a history of lovers' rendezvous, scary tales, haunting and deaths. The picturesque red bridge, built in 1883, is known around the area as the "haunted bridge." 
The last time I visited Roseman Bridge was a March day full of sunshine and promise of summer. The colors of winter had faded and green had started to emerge. The expanse of the red bridge looked bright in the sun. Birds were singing, squirrels were playing in the grass, and the lazy water trickled slowly as if in no hurry to get downstream. It was a quiet, solemn day, and the bridge emitted tranquility and peacefulness. Although I've heard tales of haunting and sordid history, Roseman Bridge that day was easily the bridge that lured Waller's Francesca and Robert into a romantic mood. 
Holliwell Bridge was built in 1880. It is the longest of the bridges and spans the meandering water of the Middle River. The bridge’s design is classic, yet there seems to be something almost mystical about the Holliwell - maybe because of its cool, dark, tunnel-like interior, the way it is situated in the trees, or maybe because of the echo of the running water spilling over the rocks. 
Each of the bridges is enchanting, with the carvings on the walls and the cracks between the planks of the floor. One can imagine horses crossing the bridges with hooves clopping in rhythm on the wooden-timbered floor, pulling wagons loaded with supplies or a buggy with the local doctor making a house call. 
Cedar Bridge, the only bridge open to vehicles, is a small bridge sitting above a park with a gazebo. Here, I conjured the scene of a horse-drawn surrey with a bride sitting anxiously on the royal blue velvet seat. The lovely bride steps carefully on the wooden steps built into the hillside, joining her handsome groom at the gazebo for a wedding in the warm spring sunshine. This is a happy bridge. 
The Cutler-Donahoe Bridge adorns the Winterset City Park, having been relocated from its place over a river. It has a pitched roof and appears to be more of a showpiece rather than a functional bridge. Kids picnicking with family can enjoy this bridge and the maze built into the shrubbery of the park. This is a fun bridge within the safe park atmosphere - a bridge for the family to enjoy. 
Driving north of Winterset and following the signs, I came upon Hogback Bridge. It appears to be a distance from the road, forlornly sitting in the middle of a field. Driving closer, I surmised it as an open, friendly bridge, often used in the old days on a route frequently traveled. The sunshine reflects from the bridge and brightens the area around it, making it easy to visualize climbing down the bank to throw in a fishing pole and spend a lazy afternoon in the quiet sunshine. 
In a small town called St. Charles, not far from Winterset, tourists will find the Imes Bridge. Having been relocated, it is the focal point of a small park, where families can picnic while the kids enjoy the bridge. On my last visit, I watched a mother and daughter, having ridden their bicycles from town, studying the messages cut into the wood. We all laughed as we heard the frogs croaking in their large puddle under the bridge. 
Each bridge has a history of its own, of earthy appeal and historical value, with graffiti carvings and scenery befitting the green fields and country atmosphere. It is easy to envision lovers in a buggy waiting for the rain to quit or children peering through the cracks in the timbers. I can imagine them as they go across, giggling while the horses whinny and snort, trudging through the wooden tunnels and entering into warm sunshine on the other side. The bridges are more than just a covered artery of transportation, they are an important part of the history of the county and the insight for building sturdy foundations for the future. 
A person can easily visualize a rainy day in a small farming town, when life was less complicated and farmers drank coffee in the café while the rain soaked their crops. The Northside Café represents the homey atmosphere in such a town, the gathering place for a class reunion or the friendly gossip over a cup of coffee. Naturally, more stirring notions come to mind when imagining Clint Eastwood warming one of those barstools, and that brings to mind another whole meaning of the romance of the Northside Café.  
Less than twenty miles from Des Moines, Francesca's house is another favorite movie attraction. The large weathered farmhouse was vacant for over thirty years before renovation turned it into a movie set. The house was decorated circa 1950's and if the nostalgia of a chrome dinette set and a Chevy pickup parked in the drive doesn't lure fantasies of days past, then look further. A tour guide will lead you through the history of the home and movie set, noting such detail as the “authentic” movie prop flyspecks on the ceilings, farmhouse furniture and finishing touches of the decor. 
The weeping floral print on the bedroom wallpaper is supposed to give you a subliminal feeling of sadness because of Francesca's situation. I found it hard to feel sad in the house when hearing the history of the restoration - from the vandalized banister to the wide porch spanning the front of the house. I was fascinated at the lengths a movie company will go to portray realism in a set, yet the history of an era unfolded when they did. The architecture and history of this rambling old home is one more way to find the legend, or romance in Madison County - even if thoughts of Francesca peeking out the window at Robert are the result of those romantic portrayals. 
The last place I visited on a recent trip was Howell Dried Florals and Green House. The ninety–year-old barn is home to naturally air-dried flowers, grown in the Howell’s fifteen acres surrounding their farm. To a city dweller, the atmosphere is completely overpowering – the colors magnificent and the decorative quality superb. It is nature, pure and simple – and in splendor whether at spring planting, the full bloom of summer, or the snow-covered wonderland of winter. 
Madison County holds many fascinating pieces of history, nostalgia and romance in a small radius of miles. The charm and atmosphere surrenders itself to friendliness, dignity and enchantment. Romance is where you find it, not only in sensual and visual feelings, but also in the "legend." 
Put a little romance in your life - open your eyes and look. The beauty of nature and history will unfold before you and you'll find romance, whether in a small farming community, the downtown business district of a city, or your own hometown. 
Winterset is just one place to start looking because there is still romance in Madison County.
 

 

NOTE:  This article was printed in Bridges Magazine in February, 2002.
