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A past, present and future look at
our neighborhood beltway
By Jamie Korf and Garrison McMurtrey

tate Highway 100 has certainly earned its share of bragging rights. It spans 16 miles, eight
decades and seven suburbs, connecting the western suburbs of Minneapolis and downtown
through its north-south arterial route. Although improvements have been made over its lifetime, congestion continues to bog down its daily commuters. While some may view the highway as no more than a pesky gridlock, it’s important to not let its deficiencies dwarf its illustrious
past. Minnesota’s first official freeway and America’s first beltline freeway, Highway 100 is a landmark
in the history of Minnesota’s highway network.

At the end of the 1930s, the Minnesota Highway Department and the Works Progress Administration embarked on a cooperative venture that would provide a highway beltway around the Twin
Cities to facilitate circumferential movement. Assigned as the Highway 100 project, it not only proved
an economic salvation for the unemployed affected by the Depression, it was also designed to be a
destination in and of itself.
The largest construction project of its time, Highway 100 revitalized the Twin Cities, spawning
suburbs out of rural villages and forming a new mindset around transportation projects.
Orville E. Johnson, secretary of the Hennepin Good Roads Association, promoted the idea of a
beltline highway, asserting that the congestion issues riddling city streets could be relieved if highways
from the west were conjoined with a bypass road. With existing highways and county roads in mind—
both paved and unpaved—state highway engineers mapped a plan that would channel incoming traffic
around the outer reaches of the Twin Cities.
The Minnesota Highway Department, now MnDOT, decided upon a 12.5-mile corridor that would
run south from Robbinsdale’s U.S. Highway 52 (what we know now as County Road 81) through
Brooklyn Center, Crystal, Golden Valley, St. Louis Park and Edina to state Highway 5 (otherwise
known as 78th Street), the border between Edina and Bloomington. With two lanes running each
direction, separated by wide medians and bridges at major intersections and railroad crossings, the
bypass highway would improve efficiency of the state’s highway system. The concept behind the highway’s landscaping was to give it a parkway-life experience. Because of that, it was built with a wider
right-of-way.
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PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE ST. LOUIS PARK HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

The Road to its Past

JUST LIKE THE ORIGINAL HIGHWAY
100, THE NEW VERSION WILL SOON
TAKE ITS PLACE IN HISTORY.
MnDOT engineer Carl Graeser and renowned landscape architect Arthur Nichols led the
highway’s design efforts. Many WPA workers were tasked with the construction, and because WPA
was meant to keep workers busy, hand digging took precedence over the use of bulldozers. The
first of their kind, Minnesota’s first three cloverleaf interchanges were built at Highway 100’s busiest
intersection: state Highway 7, U.S. Highway 12 (now Interstate 394) and state Highway 55 (Olson
Highway).
The western portion of Highway 100 met its completion date in 1940, but further construction
was interrupted because of World War II. The beltline was officially completed in 1950, and from
there, demand from the baby boom led to a jump in growth for the suburbs. An extension from U.S.
52 in Robbinsdale to U.S. Highway 10 (now Interstate 35W) in New Brighton was built to provide
access to the manufacturers of essential war matériel.
The three-mile corridor from I-394 North to CR 81—a strip known as Lilac Way from the original
Highway 100—was recognized as a historic district in the National Register of Historical Places.
Just like the original Highway 100, the new version will soon take its place in history.

What You Need to Know

Last spring, MnDOT began a $60 million construction project on Highway 100 that includes
reconstructing Highway 100 at the Highway 7 and Minnetonka Boulevard interchange in St. Louis
Park and widening the road to include three lanes in each direction. The scope of this project is vast,
but the benefits that will follow its completion will impact all motorists along this corridor. Because

The project’s cloverleaf design (opposite) set a
creative benchmark for the future of efficient,
dynamic highway systems. Laborers (above)
put in long days of back-breaking work for their
well-earned WPA paychecks, including concrete
pours such as that at Wayzata Boulevard (left).
liveplayAAA.com
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Highway 100 was at the
forefront of the roadsideparks phenomenon, when
families would come out
to the highway for a good
old-fashioned drive and
picnic. The picnic furniture along the highway
was made out of stone,
and the three-family barbecue grills were referred
to as beehives (above).
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Highway 100 has seen a great deal of wear
and tear over many decades, this project
will address some of the basic maintenance
and repair needs of its bridges and ramps.
There are improvements that must be
made to ensure interchange safety at Highway 7 and Minnetonka Boulevard, along
with better traffic operations, capacity
and mobility on Highway 100 itself. This
project will help support regional and local
economic development through maintenance of current access.
The most important aspect of this
project is addressing how it will affect
you, the motorist who travels this route
to visit family, drop off kids at school or
shop at your favorite local business. March
through July is the peak time of construction, although construction will continue
through November 2016. It will continue
to result in commute times six to eight
times greater than what they once were.
There will be several weekend closures
of Highway 100 between I-394 and state
Highway 62. The Minnetonka Boulevard
and Highway 7 bridges will be closed independently of each other, and Highway 100
will be reduced to two lanes each direction
on the southbound side in 2015 and on the
northbound side in 2016.
There are a few other projects coming down the pike that will impact this
corridor, including an I-394 resurfacing,
the construction of an auxiliary lane on
Highway 12 and an additional lane on
Interstate 494.

kick off this series by discussing the twoyear construction project affecting roughly
132,000 motorists who travel along this
corridor every day.
When determining how to effectively
convey the purpose and scope of this
project, along with answering the concerns
of the public, we decided to go straight to
the source: MnDOT. MnDOT Communications Coordinator Bobbie Dahlke has
experienced her fair share of town-hall
meetings with curious and frustrated motorists. Her expertise and straightforward
approach resonated with all who attended
the forum.
Although there were some attendees
frustrated by the news she delivered,
everyone left the event well-informed and
ready to tackle all the expected construction delays and closures in the coming
months. Dahlke not only covered the
scope of the Highway 100 construction
project, she addressed a couple of other
projects that will affect commutes along
the corridor. The Highway 100 project in
particular will cover just south of Interstate
94, between Barry Street and West 36th
Street.
As a leader in traffic safety, AAA Minneapolis wants to ensure all motorists stay
up-to-date on developments centered on
Highway 100 and on other communityrelated construction projects. Stay tuned
for details on upcoming forums as AAA
Minneapolis remains your resource for
traffic-safety issues.

Minneapolis' First
Community Forum

For More Information

Even on a night with bone-chilling temperatures, nearly 200 community members, business leaders and elected officials
braved the February cold to be a part of
AAA Minneapolis’ first community forum.
It was the first in a series of town hall-style
meetings AAA Minneapolis will be hosting
throughout 2015. In a year when transportation will be a hot-button issue at the
state Legislature—and as a leading voice
for transportation-related topics—AAA
Minneapolis believes it’s important to keep
the community informed and prepared for
what’s to come.
As a company headquartered along
Highway 100, we felt it was important to

AAA Minneapolis has launched a web
page devoted to public information on
lane closures, alternate routes and safety
tips to consider when traveling in these
construction zones. Visit us at AAA.com/
hwy100 and receive real-time updates to
get through the construction season. You
can also watch footage captured from our
community forum. Sign up to receive
alerts from MnDOT by visiting www.dot.
state.mn.us/metro/projects/hwy100slp.
Jamie Korf is public relations and social
media coordinator of AAA Minneapolis.
Garrison McMurtrey is community
outreach coordinator. AAA

