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Built in 1868 by William Cowin of Lambertville, New Jersey 
the New Hampton pony Pratt truss Bridge spans the Musconetcong 
River from Lebanon Township, Hunterdon County into Washington 
Township, Warren County.

The end posts of this bridge are octagonal vertical iron 
tubes capped with a square decorative cap. The cap has the date 
on one face and relief flower design on the other two. The top 
chord, of course, projects from the fourth face. This chord is 
also a hollow octagonal iron tube approximately eighty feet long. 
The intermediate posts which divide the truss up into eight panels 
are two flat iron bars connected at spaced intervals, tapering 
slightly with a box-like cap at the top which encases the 
diagonal chords. Sometime in the 20th century the intermediate 
posts were braced with additional welded steel supports which now 
partially obscure these box caps. Two steel guard rails on 
each side presently protect the structural supports from vehicular 
damage. The first rail is about 1 1/2 feet above the road surface 
and the second perhaps 2 feet above the first.

The diagonal bars project from the top of one vertical post 
to the bottom of that of the next panel.

The diagonals are all connected by pins at the base of the 
intermediate and end posts.

Beneath each pin connection the sub-structure supports are 
provided by steel I floor beams which cross the width of the bridge 
Above these steel beams are additional I beams which span the 
length of the bridge. While these structural beams beneath the 
roadbed are possibly original or at least 19th century the bed 
itself is modern asphalt and a metal plank deck, added in 1966.

Description

The foundation on the banks is stone and built up slightly 
on the Warren County side to make a level roadway.

On the whole, the bridge has had very few alterations and 
considering its age is in excellent condition, capable carrying 
up to ten tons, according to engineering estimates.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The New Hampton pony Pfcatt truss is one of three Pratt 
bridges in New Jersey and one of America's few existing 
early iron Pl^att trusses.

Transportation/Erigineering

As the United States increased its industrial might in the 
19th century transportation throughout the nation developed 
correspondingly and as the means and methods of travel became 
more and more sophisticated increased demands for improved 
highways encouraged engineers to develop improved roadbeds, 
canals, railways, and bridges.

Increasingly heavy modes of travel, especially in the rail­ 
ways, forced engineers to consider increased weight capacity 
of bridges.

At first the pragmatic American, often scornful of, abstract 
theory, was reluctant to adopt technological innovations. 
Massive weight and resultant structural collapses, however, 
compelled Americans to master the scientific and mathematical 
tools necessary for safe bridge design. With engineering and 
metallurgy lagging behind construction requirements in the 
United States collapsing bridges prior to 1870 were not an 
uncommon phenomenon in the country.

The Pratt truss, originally introduced as a wooden bridge, 
later using combination wood and iron, and finally completely 
constructed of iron members, was America's first scientifically 
designed truss bridge.

(Iron had a number of advantages over wooden-being strong, 
durable, fire-resistant, and resiliant.)
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Significance Cont 1 1

Accepted reluctantly by Railroad engineers when first presented 
in the mid 19th century, the iron Pratt truss gradually gained 
national favor by 1870, becoming a common feature on the 
Pennsylvania Railroad and numbers of their affiliates.

Later, in modified and perfected forms the Pratt bridge 
became the standard all-steel truss bridge for American 
highways and railroads.

While the primary adoption of the iron truss was generated 
by the rapid development, of the railroads the enormous 
weights of the trains eventually led to their replacement. 
Vehicular truss bridges, however, were not subject to the 
enormous stresses which railroad bridges were exposed 
(particularly on secondary level) and consequently survived 
more frequently.

Still, for an early Pratt truss bridge to exist today is 
rare.

The wording on the New Hampton bridge is difficult to read 
because of wear and numerous paintings, but in part, it says:

D.N.
Committee for Hunterdon County 
J.B. Bowers, ' ___ , ____________ 
Committee for Warren County
_Built for Freeholders of Hunterdon and Warren 
Counties by Wm. Cowin, Lambertville, New Jersey 
1868 "

Industry

Little is known of William Cowin, builder of three extant 
Pratt-type iron truss bridges in Hunterdon County.

Born in England in 1825 to William and Sarah Cowen the 
family apparently came to the United States between 1830 and 
1840, but did not settle in New Jersey until a few years later.

William Cowen, Sr. was a molder in a foundry in Lambertville 
in 1850 while William Jr. was listed as being a pattern maker.
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By I860, however, William Cowin had changed his name slightly 
and became owner of a foundry and machine shop in Lambertville 
making primarily coal railroad car Cowin f s business, which 
employed some forty men, also made and erected five iron bridges 
in 1860.

The 1870 Census also records William Cowin as being the 
owner of an Iron Foundry in Lambertville, now employing 80 men. 
Unfortunately, while the records note that the foundry made car 
wheels and other castings, no mention is made of his bridge 
building activities, although it is known that he enacted at 
least one iron bridge (Glen Gardner) in 1870.

Cowin became involved in at least two other industrial 
interprises, the Lambertville Paper Manufacturing Co. (est. 1870) 
and the Amwell Mills Co. (cotton-mill est. 1866), but by 1880 
he^disappeared from the Lambertville scene.

Vy> ,.->

Today, only the bridges remain as an artifact providing a 
glimpse into Cowin's bridge erecting enterprises.
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