HA-1578 1931
Wilson Mill Bridge

Wilson Mill vicinity

public (unrestricted)

The Wilson Mill Bridge carries Maryland Route 161 over
Deer Creek near Wilson Mill. It consists of a Parker steel
through truss, 180 feet long, and a steel pony triangular
truss, 8l feet long, to the south of the larger truss. The
combination of a pony truss with a large central through truss
is unique amony Maryland's state owned bridges built before
1935. The remains of stone abutments and wingwalls are located
near this bridge, and can resonably be connected with an
earlier crossing of Deer Creek.

This bridge is one of six historic truss bridges --
part of Maryland's state road system in Harford County, and
one of 26 bridges of the same general structural type through-
out the state road network -- identified by the Maryland
Historical Trust for the Maryland Department of Transportation
in a jointly conducted survey which took place during 1980-81.
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Wilson Mill Bridge carries Maryland Route 161 over Deer Creek
in a N-S direction. It consists of one Parker steel through truss, 180'
long, and one pony triangular truss, also steel, 8l' long, to the south
of the large truss. The three central panels of the Parker truss have
an additional horizontal member at their mid-point which is intergrated
into the members which it intersects. All connections are riveted. The
roadway is 20' wide. The junction of the two trusses rests on a concrete
pier.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The combination of a pony truss with a large through truss is
unique among Maryland's state owned bridges, at least in those built
before 1935. The remains of some stone abutments and wingwalls were
located near the present bridge, and can reasonably be connected
with an earlier crossing of Deer Creek on a different alignment.
(see M/DOT Survey general bridge significance, attached).

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY
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GENERAL BRIDGE SIGNIFICANCE

The significance of bridges in Maryland is a difficult
and subtle thing to gauge. The Modified significance cri-
teria of the National Register, which are the standard for
these judgements in Maryland, as in most states, must be
broacly applied to allow for most of these structures, In
particular the 50 year rule which specifies a minimum age
for structures can be waived, and is more commonly done so
for engineering structures than for others, Questions of
uniqueness and typicality, exemplary types, etc,, must set
aside for now, because they presuppose a wider knowledge of
the entire resources than is presently available, Indeed,
this survey is an initial step toward understanding the
extent to which Maryland's bridges are part of her cultural
resources, Aesthetic considerations may have to be side-
stepped entirely, for such structures as these are generally
considered mundane and ordinary at best, and sometimes a
negative landscape feature, by the layman, It does take a
specialized aesthetic sense to appreciate such structures
on visual grounds, but a case for visual significance can
be made, The remaining criteria are those of historical
associations, The relative youth of most of these struc-
tures precludes a strong likelihood of participation to
events and lives of import, The best generalization can
be made for most bridges is that they are built on site of
early crossings, developing from fords and ferries through
covered bridges and wooden trusses to their present state,
This significance inheres in the site, however, and in most
cases would not be diminished by the adsense of the present
structure,

These criteria may also be addressed positively, The
pPrimary significance of these bridges, those which were
built between the two World Wars, consists in their asso-
ciation with rapidly changing modes and trends in transpor-
tation in America during the period, The earliest of them
saw the appearance of the automobile and its rise as the
preéminent means of getting Americans from place to place,
Roads were being improved for increased speeds and capacity,
and bridges, as potential weak links on the system, became
particularly important, The technology for producing them
was not new, and would not change significantly during the
period, Accordingly, great numbers of easily, quickly and
relatively cheaply built concrete slab, beam and arch bridges
were built to span the samll crossings, or were multiplied
to cover longer crossings where height was no problem,
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Truss bridges with major structural members of compound beams,
of either the Warren or Pratt types, while more expensive and

considered more intrusive on the landscape, were built to span
the larger gaps,

With an aesthetic which allowed concrete slab bridges to
have classical balustrades, or the application of a jazz-age
concrete relief; with the considerable variety possible in the
construction of medium sized metal trusses; and with the lack
of nationwide standards for highway bridge design, the result-
ing body of structures displays considerable variety, The
sameness of appearance of currently produced highway bridges
leads one to believe this variety will not reappear, For
that reason alone it is wise to keep watch over our existing
bridges, Regardless of ones taste and aesthetic preference,
one must be admitted that these older bridges add their va-
riety and visual interest to the environment as a whole, and
that it is often the case that their replacement by a stan-
dard highway bridge results in a visual hole in the land-
scape,

In situations requiring decisions of potential effect
on these structures, they should receive some consideration,
As the recording and subsequent understanding of Maryland's
Cultural resources grows, they will be recognized as a sig-
nificant part of that heritage,

It should be noted that two non-negligible classes of

structure have been omitted from this set, The first is the
huge number of concrete slab or beam bridges of an average
of twenty feet or less in length, These are so nearly u-

biquitous and of such minor visual impact (they are often
easy to drive across without noticing) that they were not
inventoried, They are considered in the general recommen-
dations section of the final report of this survey, however,

The second category is that of the "great" bridges,
the huge steel crossings of the major waterways, While
they are awesome and aesthetically appealing, they are not
included in this inventory because they do not share the
problems of their more modest counterparts, They do not
lack for recognition, they have not been techmologically
outmoded, and are in no danger of disappearing through re-
placement, In a sense, they are not as rare; hundreds of
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these great bridges are known nationally, and there is
little doubt as to the position of any one bridge with-
in national spectrum. There seems little point in in-
ciluding them with the larger inventory of bridges. From
an arbitrary point of view, their dates are outside the
1935 1limit which we set for the consideration of bridges.
We have departed from that limit on occasion, but will
not in this case. These bridges, too, will be considered
in the final report.

Mcveable bridges deserve a special note regarding
their significance. They are rare, and all but the most
recent of them have been listed by this survey by virtue
of that fact alone. They are, by their nature as inter-
mittent impediments to the smooth flow of traffic, threat-
ened. We rarely tolerate disruptions to what we perceive
as our progress. This has been demonstrated recently by
the replacement of the drawbridge at Denton, on one of
the major routes to the Atlantic Coast from the rest of
Maryland.

However much we are inconvenienced by them, we must
admit that moveable bridges contribute a share cf interest
to the landscape. As with significance judgements in
general, we here enter a realm which is governed by taste
and opinion. Some of us might not enjoy being forced to
site back for a while toc look at the surroundings which
we would otherwise totally ignore, especially if the en-
gine is in danger of boiling over. But there are those
who are fascinated by the slow rise of a great chunk of
roadway, moved by quit, often invisible machinery; who are
amused by the tip of the mast which skims the top of the
temporary wall; or who reflect on the nobility inherent
in a river and the fact that we have not subdued every
waterway with our autos, while knowing that we can if we
want to.
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