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Highway 100: Minnesota’s
First Freeway Once Known As
‘Beltline’ & ‘Lilac Way’
A video produced in 2001 by
public television channel tpt 2
described today’s Minnesota
Highway 100 from a commuter’s
point of view: “For those who
drive Highway 100 on a dayto-day basis, it may be no more
than a symbol of gridlock.” True
enough, but this 15-mile stretch
of western Hennepin County
highway is much more than that. It was Minnesota’s first
freeway and is an important landmark in the history of
Minnesota’s highways.
Built in the 1930s, during the Great Depression, and the
1940s, before and during World War II, Highway 100
helped to transform the Twin Cities. It was instrumental
in creating suburbs out of rural villages and spawning
new ways of thinking about transportation.
Geezers like me are old enough to remember her prime
days, when passersby could “sniff the sweet scent of
lilacs that rose from her soft shoulders and visitors would
flock to her roadside parks for picnics.” I especially recall
introducing my then-girlfriend Monica Lenz (later my
wife—for the last 54 years) to my parents at a 1954 family
picnic in Lilac Park, a roadside picnic area on the east side
of Highway 100, just north of Minnetonka Boulevard.
Spanning eight decades and six suburbs, Highway 100
is still the main link connecting the first-ring, western
suburbs of Minneapolis and downtown. Over the years,
many improvements have been made, but congestion

roads that would channel incoming traffic around the
outskirts of both Minneapolis and St. Paul, avoiding the
downtowns of both cities. The Beltline was designated as
Highway 100.

continues to clog rush hour
traffic. “Slow,” “irritating” and
“boring” are words used by
many to describe Highway 100.
But they are words that obscure
the road’s historic past.
Ironically, although the Great
Depression of the 1930s
rendered many unable to
afford a car or truck, that
was when the concept of
a “bypass” highway was
first proposed to relieve
growing automobile/truck
traffic and congestion on
Minneapolis’ streets. In a
Minneapolis Journal article,
Orville E. Johnson, Secretary
of the Hennepin Good Roads
Association, contended that
a bypass highway “would
improve efficiency of the
state’s highway system.”
‘Beltline’ Highway Would
Circle Both Twin Cities
A plan for a so-called
“Beltline” highway that
would bypass the entire
Twin Cities area surfaced
later. State highway engineers
L.P. Zimmerman and Clyde
Metham envisioned a 61-mile
outer drive made up of
existing highways and county

The Minnesota Highway Department (now MnDOT)
chose a 12.5-mile corridor that would run south from
Highway 52 (now Highway 81) in Robbinsdale through
Brooklyn Center, Crystal, Golden Valley, St. Louis Park
and Edina—to Highway 5 (78th Street), the border between
Edina and Bloomington at the time. The new segment, also
to be numbered Highway 100, would become Minnesota’s
first freeway. Numerous innovations would provide safe,
efficient flow of traffic with two lanes in each direction
and grade separation bridges at major intersections and
railroad crossings. Landscaping and roadside parks would
help to create a “parkway experience.”
Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections

By Joe Sullivan
Contributing Writer

The connecting link from Highway 5 (78th Street) and
Superior Boulevard, (Highway 12) to the north was to
be built with State funds by extending the southern
terminus of Highway 5 to Highway 12. The first segment
of the proposed new highway would be located about a
mile west of the Minneapolis border and run north from
Edina’s West 50th Street/Vernon Avenue to Excelsior
Boulevard in St. Louis Park. The second segment
would be built farther to the north—between Excelsior
Boulevard and Highway 12.
This 1935 map shows the
highways that intersected
with the 12.5–mile section of
the new Highway 100 built to
parallel the western boundary
of Minneapolis about a mile
west of the city limits.

Survey Crews Chart Route For New Segment
Surveying for the new highway began in 1931. One of
the workers on the original surveying crew recalled,
”When we started working on the project, all we had was
surplus World War I equipment. Sometimes, we were in
the woods; sometimes, in a town. No toilet facilities or
nothing. I was accustomed to [surveying] 100 feet out
on [each] side of the road. Here we were working on

[rights-of-way] 300, 400 up to 600 feet wide.” The land
for both sections of highway was acquired and
condemnation started late that fall.
When it came to the new 12.5-mile stretch of highway, the
names of two individuals stood out: MnDOT engineer Carl
Graeser and renowned landscape architect Arthur Nichols.
Born and raised in Germany, Graeser earned a civil
engineering degree from Vermont’s Norwich University
in 1909. He joined MnDOT as a project engineer in 1922.
An active champion of the Beltline project during the
mid- and late-1920s, Graeser was the obvious choice to
be its head engineer. He patterned the plan for the new
freeway after Germany’s autobahn and would later be
dubbed “the father of the Beltline.”
Nichols graduated from Massachusetts Institute of
Technology and came to Minnesota in 1906 to work with
fellow landscape designer Anthony Morell on Duluth’s
famous Glensheen Mansion. Both moved to Minneapolis
in 1909 and their collaboration continued until Morell’s
death in 1927. Nichols’ career imploded with the 1929
stock market crash and he went to work for MnDOT as
a landscape architect in 1927.
Cloverleaf Interchanges Were First In State
Minnesota’s first three cloverleaf grade separations
were built at Highway 100’s busiest intersections—with
Highways 7, 12 and 55. Each covered 30 acres and cost
$65,000 to build. The cloverleaf, which allowed traffic
to flow better and avoid congestion, was a brand-new
idea to almost everyone in Minnesota. Said one man in
channel tpt2’s video: “When our farmer relatives would
come up to Minneapolis, we would take them over and
show them the cloverleaf. Everyone had a great laugh,
saying: ‘who would ever design something like that. . .?’”
(continued on next page)
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Highway 100: Minnesota’s
First Freeway Once Known As
‘Beltline’ & ‘Lilac Way’
A video produced in 2001 by
public television channel tpt 2
described today’s Minnesota
Highway 100 from a commuter’s
point of view: “For those who
drive Highway 100 on a dayto-day basis, it may be no more
than a symbol of gridlock.” True
enough, but this 15-mile stretch
of western Hennepin County
highway is much more than that. It was Minnesota’s first
freeway and is an important landmark in the history of
Minnesota’s highways.
Built in the 1930s, during the Great Depression, and the
1940s, before and during World War II, Highway 100
helped to transform the Twin Cities. It was instrumental
in creating suburbs out of rural villages and spawning
new ways of thinking about transportation.
Geezers like me are old enough to remember her prime
days, when passersby could “sniff the sweet scent of
lilacs that rose from her soft shoulders and visitors would
flock to her roadside parks for picnics.” I especially recall
introducing my then-girlfriend Monica Lenz (later my
wife—for the last 54 years) to my parents at a 1954 family
picnic in Lilac Park, a roadside picnic area on the east side
of Highway 100, just north of Minnetonka Boulevard.
Spanning eight decades and six suburbs, Highway 100
is still the main link connecting the first-ring, western
suburbs of Minneapolis and downtown. Over the years,
many improvements have been made, but congestion

roads that would channel incoming traffic around the
outskirts of both Minneapolis and St. Paul, avoiding the
downtowns of both cities. The Beltline was designated as
Highway 100.

continues to clog rush hour
traffic. “Slow,” “irritating” and
“boring” are words used by
many to describe Highway 100.
But they are words that obscure
the road’s historic past.
Ironically, although the Great
Depression of the 1930s
rendered many unable to
afford a car or truck, that
was when the concept of
a “bypass” highway was
first proposed to relieve
growing automobile/truck
traffic and congestion on
Minneapolis’ streets. In a
Minneapolis Journal article,
Orville E. Johnson, Secretary
of the Hennepin Good Roads
Association, contended that
a bypass highway “would
improve efficiency of the
state’s highway system.”
‘Beltline’ Highway Would
Circle Both Twin Cities
A plan for a so-called
“Beltline” highway that
would bypass the entire
Twin Cities area surfaced
later. State highway engineers
L.P. Zimmerman and Clyde
Metham envisioned a 61-mile
outer drive made up of
existing highways and county

The Minnesota Highway Department (now MnDOT)
chose a 12.5-mile corridor that would run south from
Highway 52 (now Highway 81) in Robbinsdale through
Brooklyn Center, Crystal, Golden Valley, St. Louis Park
and Edina—to Highway 5 (78th Street), the border between
Edina and Bloomington at the time. The new segment, also
to be numbered Highway 100, would become Minnesota’s
first freeway. Numerous innovations would provide safe,
efficient flow of traffic with two lanes in each direction
and grade separation bridges at major intersections and
railroad crossings. Landscaping and roadside parks would
help to create a “parkway experience.”
Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections

By Joe Sullivan
Contributing Writer

The connecting link from Highway 5 (78th Street) and
Superior Boulevard, (Highway 12) to the north was to
be built with State funds by extending the southern
terminus of Highway 5 to Highway 12. The first segment
of the proposed new highway would be located about a
mile west of the Minneapolis border and run north from
Edina’s West 50th Street/Vernon Avenue to Excelsior
Boulevard in St. Louis Park. The second segment
would be built farther to the north—between Excelsior
Boulevard and Highway 12.
This 1935 map shows the
highways that intersected
with the 12.5–mile section of
the new Highway 100 built to
parallel the western boundary
of Minneapolis about a mile
west of the city limits.

Survey Crews Chart Route For New Segment
Surveying for the new highway began in 1931. One of
the workers on the original surveying crew recalled,
”When we started working on the project, all we had was
surplus World War I equipment. Sometimes, we were in
the woods; sometimes, in a town. No toilet facilities or
nothing. I was accustomed to [surveying] 100 feet out
on [each] side of the road. Here we were working on

[rights-of-way] 300, 400 up to 600 feet wide.” The land
for both sections of highway was acquired and
condemnation started late that fall.
When it came to the new 12.5-mile stretch of highway, the
names of two individuals stood out: MnDOT engineer Carl
Graeser and renowned landscape architect Arthur Nichols.
Born and raised in Germany, Graeser earned a civil
engineering degree from Vermont’s Norwich University
in 1909. He joined MnDOT as a project engineer in 1922.
An active champion of the Beltline project during the
mid- and late-1920s, Graeser was the obvious choice to
be its head engineer. He patterned the plan for the new
freeway after Germany’s autobahn and would later be
dubbed “the father of the Beltline.”
Nichols graduated from Massachusetts Institute of
Technology and came to Minnesota in 1906 to work with
fellow landscape designer Anthony Morell on Duluth’s
famous Glensheen Mansion. Both moved to Minneapolis
in 1909 and their collaboration continued until Morell’s
death in 1927. Nichols’ career imploded with the 1929
stock market crash and he went to work for MnDOT as
a landscape architect in 1927.
Cloverleaf Interchanges Were First In State
Minnesota’s first three cloverleaf grade separations
were built at Highway 100’s busiest intersections—with
Highways 7, 12 and 55. Each covered 30 acres and cost
$65,000 to build. The cloverleaf, which allowed traffic
to flow better and avoid congestion, was a brand-new
idea to almost everyone in Minnesota. Said one man in
channel tpt2’s video: “When our farmer relatives would
come up to Minneapolis, we would take them over and
show them the cloverleaf. Everyone had a great laugh,
saying: ‘who would ever design something like that. . .?’”
(continued on next page)
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New President Roosevelt Launches His ‘New Deal’
In his 1933 inaugural speech, newly elected U.S.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt called for passage of
his now-famous “New Deal.” Out of it would come
several economic relief programs designed to create
jobs for hundreds of thousands of American workers,
unemployed in the wake of the Great Depression.
One of Roosevelt’s best-known relief programs, the Works
Progress Administration (WPA), was established in 1935
to employ out-of-work citizens for labor-intensive projects.

Much of Highway 100 was built by WPA workers hired from
unemployment relief lines in downtown Minneapolis. Many of
the workers didn’t have cars, so buses brought them to and
from the work site.

Construction of the Beltline segment provided an
immediate boost for the state’s struggling economy. In
the first 12 months, 2,500 to 3,000 WPA workers were
recruited for jobs as power shovel operators, truck
drivers, blacksmiths, blasters, landscapers, stonemasons
and manual laborers.
MnDOT and Hennepin County financed small pieces of
the new stretch of Highway 100, but the WPA contributed
a substantial share of the cost of labor, equipment and
materials for construction and landscaping. General
overhead and supervision costs were covered by MnDOT
and county funds.

Local Newspaper Named
Highway ‘Lilac Way’
The original idea for
planting lilac bushes on
both sides of the new
highway was put forth
by the Minneapolis Journal,
which also coined the
name “Lilac Way.” A July
1935 article in the Journal
proposed beautification of
the roadway that would
highlight the native lilac
bushes already growing in
the area. The proposal was
quickly endorsed by scores
of local clubs and civic
When I first met Laura Campbell
groups. The outpouring
in 1954, she was Miss Golden
Valley. She also reigned over the of community support
convinced MnDOT, and by
Golden Valley Lilac Festival as
Lilac Queen that year. Now Laura autumn 1935, the Lilac Way
Sullivan, she has been married to name for the new section of
highway was a sure thing.
my brother Denny since 1957.
Nichols enlisted a group of willing volunteers (unusual for
MnDOT) among Golden Valley housewives. A member
of the Golden Valley Garden Club, quoted in the tpt2
documentary, explained her club’s participation, saying,
“We sold lilac plants to the public to earn money for the
purchase of lilacs to be planted next to the highway. The
[State’s] landscapers took care of arranging where they
would be put and planting them, but we paid for the lilacs.”
Nichols kept the WPA workers planting lilacs and other
flora when they weren’t working on the roadway itself.
When the landscaping was completed, more than 7,000
lilac bushes had been planted.

Existing lilacs removed from the roadbed were replanted
along the roadsides. In addition to lilac bushes, the
landscaping project included thousands of other shrubs,
vines and plants including honeysuckle, roses, dogwood,
wild sumac, bridal wreath plus elm, ash, cedar, spruce
and juniper trees.

Minnesota Historical Society photo

Excavation for the first Highway 100 segment began in
Edina around 1934. Actual work on the road itself started
in 1936 and by 1941 it was finished. This leg of the new
freeway extended from West 50th Street/Vernon Avenue
in Edina to Excelsior Boulevard in St. Louis Park.

Minneapolis Tribune photo

Depending on weather conditions, it took 50 to 75 men and four
to six months to complete a grade separation bridge such as
this one under construction at the beltline freeway and Wayzata
Boulevard (Highway 12) in 1935.

Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections

Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections

In Minnesota, WPA workers built schools, bridges, public
utilities, the State Fair’s 4-H building and made other
improvements around the State. By far, the WPA’s largest
Minnesota project was the 12.5–mile segment of the
Beltline highway in western Hennepin County.

Lilac Way originally had five roadside parks. This was Graeser
Park in 1940, located at Highway 100 and West Broadway in
Robbinsdale. Portions of the park still exist. Two others—Blazer
Park in Golden Valley and Lilac Park in St. Louis Park—were
later closed. Dedicated in 1939, Graeser Park featured native
limestone benches, tables, grills and “beehive” barbeque
fireplaces. Robbinsdale is now considering a proposal to
MnDOT for possible acquisition and restoration of the site.

Original roadside development plans show that at certain
points along the project area, the standard 200-foot right-ofway was expanded to accommodate the lush landscaping
and roadside rest and picnic areas. Beautification of Lilac
Way was largely finished by late 1938.
(continued on next page)
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt called for passage of
his now-famous “New Deal.” Out of it would come
several economic relief programs designed to create
jobs for hundreds of thousands of American workers,
unemployed in the wake of the Great Depression.
One of Roosevelt’s best-known relief programs, the Works
Progress Administration (WPA), was established in 1935
to employ out-of-work citizens for labor-intensive projects.
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unemployment relief lines in downtown Minneapolis. Many of
the workers didn’t have cars, so buses brought them to and
from the work site.
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immediate boost for the state’s struggling economy. In
the first 12 months, 2,500 to 3,000 WPA workers were
recruited for jobs as power shovel operators, truck
drivers, blacksmiths, blasters, landscapers, stonemasons
and manual laborers.
MnDOT and Hennepin County financed small pieces of
the new stretch of Highway 100, but the WPA contributed
a substantial share of the cost of labor, equipment and
materials for construction and landscaping. General
overhead and supervision costs were covered by MnDOT
and county funds.
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highway was a sure thing.
my brother Denny since 1957.
Nichols enlisted a group of willing volunteers (unusual for
MnDOT) among Golden Valley housewives. A member
of the Golden Valley Garden Club, quoted in the tpt2
documentary, explained her club’s participation, saying,
“We sold lilac plants to the public to earn money for the
purchase of lilacs to be planted next to the highway. The
[State’s] landscapers took care of arranging where they
would be put and planting them, but we paid for the lilacs.”
Nichols kept the WPA workers planting lilacs and other
flora when they weren’t working on the roadway itself.
When the landscaping was completed, more than 7,000
lilac bushes had been planted.

Existing lilacs removed from the roadbed were replanted
along the roadsides. In addition to lilac bushes, the
landscaping project included thousands of other shrubs,
vines and plants including honeysuckle, roses, dogwood,
wild sumac, bridal wreath plus elm, ash, cedar, spruce
and juniper trees.

Minnesota Historical Society photo

Excavation for the first Highway 100 segment began in
Edina around 1934. Actual work on the road itself started
in 1936 and by 1941 it was finished. This leg of the new
freeway extended from West 50th Street/Vernon Avenue
in Edina to Excelsior Boulevard in St. Louis Park.
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Depending on weather conditions, it took 50 to 75 men and four
to six months to complete a grade separation bridge such as
this one under construction at the beltline freeway and Wayzata
Boulevard (Highway 12) in 1935.

Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections
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In Minnesota, WPA workers built schools, bridges, public
utilities, the State Fair’s 4-H building and made other
improvements around the State. By far, the WPA’s largest
Minnesota project was the 12.5–mile segment of the
Beltline highway in western Hennepin County.

Lilac Way originally had five roadside parks. This was Graeser
Park in 1940, located at Highway 100 and West Broadway in
Robbinsdale. Portions of the park still exist. Two others—Blazer
Park in Golden Valley and Lilac Park in St. Louis Park—were
later closed. Dedicated in 1939, Graeser Park featured native
limestone benches, tables, grills and “beehive” barbeque
fireplaces. Robbinsdale is now considering a proposal to
MnDOT for possible acquisition and restoration of the site.

Original roadside development plans show that at certain
points along the project area, the standard 200-foot right-ofway was expanded to accommodate the lush landscaping
and roadside rest and picnic areas. Beautification of Lilac
Way was largely finished by late 1938.
(continued on next page)
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North Section Partly Completed In 1941
Construction on the northern section of Highway 100,
north from Glenwood Avenue to Highway 52 (now 81),
began in 1937 and was partially completed in 1941.

‘Super Beltline’ Replaces Most of Original Beltline
In 1955, Congress launched the 41,000-mile interstate
system of highways, a massive construction program
that the federal government would pay 90 percent. It
was scheduled for nationwide completion in 1968.

This is how Highway 5 (78th Street), looking east, and
France Avenue South looked in 1958. Note the billboard
(left center) directing travelers to the new Southdale
Center. Highway 5 would become part of the southern
leg of I-494, which was completed in 1965.

In the mid-1940s, the original Beltline circle of highways
surrounding the Twin Cities was finally completed by
marking existing Highway 96 to White Bear Lake as
Highway 100, the final link in the 61-mile loop. For the
next 20 years, until the mid-1960s, Highway 100 truly
lived up to its informal nickname as the “Beltline.”
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In the July 1, 1955 issue of the Minneapolis Star Tribune,
plans to construct an 80-mile “Super Beltline” circling the
Twin Cities were revealed by officials of MnDOT and the
Federal Bureau of Roads. “Construction of the first link
of a ‘Super Beltline’—starting along 78th Street (Highway
5), south of Minneapolis—was scheduled to begin in the
spring of 1956,” the announcement said.

In the 1970s, a bridge with half-diamond ramps was
completed at Highway 100 and Benton Avenue. The
portion of Highway 100 between Excelsior Boulevard and
West 36th Street in St. Louis Park was also upgraded to a
six-lane freeway. The last traffic light in this segment was
eliminated by a new bridge over Highway 100 at West
36th Street around 1985.
The Edina Council also approved a plan, which called
for Highway 100 to become a limited-access route, with
interchanges at 77th Street, 66th Street [later changed to
70th Street], Benton Avenue and the existing interchange
at West 50th Street/Vernon Avenue.

Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections

Norton & Peel photo from
Minnesota Historical Society

When the United States entered World War II in
December 1941, workers were taken off WPA projects
all over the nation and transferred to wartime jobs in
so-called “defense plants.” Because of shortages of
materials and labor needed for defense purposes, some
portions of the last segment of the Beltline freeway were
not completed until after the war ended in 1945. Graeser
would not live to see his dream fulfilled. He died in 1944.

Edina Approves State’s Plan For Highway 100 Upgrade
In 1964, the Edina Village Council approved plans for
major revisions to the southern-most remaining leg of
the Highway 100 freeway. The plans called for a six-lane,
divided highway between West 43 1/2 Street (Edina’s north
boundary) south to Highway 62, and a four-lane divided
highway the rest of the way south to Interstate Highway
494 (78th Street).

Last Uncompleted Highway 100 Segments Were Finished
Between 1989 and 1992, as part of Interstate Highway
394 construction, an additional lane in each direction was
added to the original four-lane segment of Highway 100
between Minnetonka Boulevard and Glenwood Avenue.
The State’s first cloverleaf at Highway 12 was also
redesigned and upgraded.

In 2006, the four-lane segment of Highway 100, between West
36th Street and Cedar Lake Road, was widened by adding
temporary third lanes built on the shoulders in both directions.
More recently, reconstruction of the last of the 1937 Highway
100 bridges between Excelsior and Minnetonka boulevards and
rebuilding of the interchange at Highway 7/Hennepin County
25 and the railroad bridge just to the south were completed.
Present-day Highway 100 has six lanes from Edina’s I-494
south border, north to Highway 81 in Robbinsdale.
Lilac Way Honored As Historic District
Today, the most intact of the surviving segments of the
original Lilac Way extends from I-394 north to Highway
81. This three-mile corridor has been recognized by the
National Register of Historic Places as an historic district.
Despite all of this activity, the pride and beauty that was
once part of Lilac Way is disappearing. One of the Golden
Valley Garden Club ladies saw the change this way:
“We’re never going to see Lilac Way again. What we build
now are big highways that move large numbers of cars as
quickly as possible. It’s hard to imagine that anyone could
pick 494 or 694 as a spot to have a roadside picnic.”

This 1955 map illustrates an early tentative route of the proposed
“Super Beltline,” which later became Interstate Highways 494
and 694 surrounding the Twin Cities. Note also, the routing of
proposed interstate Highways 35W, 35E and 94 (dashed lines)
and the original Highway 100 Beltline (dotted lines).

Between 2000 and 2004, the segment between Golden
Valley’s Glenwood Avenue and Highway 81 in
Robbinsdale was also upgraded to a six-lane freeway.
North of Highway 81, Highway 100 became a four-lane
freeway connecting with Interstate Highway 694. The
last stoplights along this segment were eliminated and
the interchange with Highway 55 was converted from a
cloverleaf to an enhanced diamond interchange.

Background material and photographs for this article
came from the Minnesota Historical Society, Minneapolis
Public Library—Special Collections, channel tpt2 video
“Highway 100—Lilac Way,” MnDOT Website, MnDOT
Report: “Highway 100 Reconstruction;” interviews
with Michael Phillips, writer/producer of channel tpt2
video “Hwy 100—Lilac Way;” Tom Marshall, Director,
Robbinsdale Park & Recreation; Robert Vogel, Edina
Heritage Council consultant; and the following
publications: Minneapolis Journal, Minneapolis Tribune,
Minneapolis Star, Minneapolis Star Tribune, St. Louis
Park Sun and St. Paul Pioneer Press.
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North Section Partly Completed In 1941
Construction on the northern section of Highway 100,
north from Glenwood Avenue to Highway 52 (now 81),
began in 1937 and was partially completed in 1941.

‘Super Beltline’ Replaces Most of Original Beltline
In 1955, Congress launched the 41,000-mile interstate
system of highways, a massive construction program
that the federal government would pay 90 percent. It
was scheduled for nationwide completion in 1968.

This is how Highway 5 (78th Street), looking east, and
France Avenue South looked in 1958. Note the billboard
(left center) directing travelers to the new Southdale
Center. Highway 5 would become part of the southern
leg of I-494, which was completed in 1965.

In the mid-1940s, the original Beltline circle of highways
surrounding the Twin Cities was finally completed by
marking existing Highway 96 to White Bear Lake as
Highway 100, the final link in the 61-mile loop. For the
next 20 years, until the mid-1960s, Highway 100 truly
lived up to its informal nickname as the “Beltline.”
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In the July 1, 1955 issue of the Minneapolis Star Tribune,
plans to construct an 80-mile “Super Beltline” circling the
Twin Cities were revealed by officials of MnDOT and the
Federal Bureau of Roads. “Construction of the first link
of a ‘Super Beltline’—starting along 78th Street (Highway
5), south of Minneapolis—was scheduled to begin in the
spring of 1956,” the announcement said.

In the 1970s, a bridge with half-diamond ramps was
completed at Highway 100 and Benton Avenue. The
portion of Highway 100 between Excelsior Boulevard and
West 36th Street in St. Louis Park was also upgraded to a
six-lane freeway. The last traffic light in this segment was
eliminated by a new bridge over Highway 100 at West
36th Street around 1985.
The Edina Council also approved a plan, which called
for Highway 100 to become a limited-access route, with
interchanges at 77th Street, 66th Street [later changed to
70th Street], Benton Avenue and the existing interchange
at West 50th Street/Vernon Avenue.

Minneapolis Public Library—Special Collections

Norton & Peel photo from
Minnesota Historical Society

When the United States entered World War II in
December 1941, workers were taken off WPA projects
all over the nation and transferred to wartime jobs in
so-called “defense plants.” Because of shortages of
materials and labor needed for defense purposes, some
portions of the last segment of the Beltline freeway were
not completed until after the war ended in 1945. Graeser
would not live to see his dream fulfilled. He died in 1944.

Edina Approves State’s Plan For Highway 100 Upgrade
In 1964, the Edina Village Council approved plans for
major revisions to the southern-most remaining leg of
the Highway 100 freeway. The plans called for a six-lane,
divided highway between West 43 1/2 Street (Edina’s north
boundary) south to Highway 62, and a four-lane divided
highway the rest of the way south to Interstate Highway
494 (78th Street).

Last Uncompleted Highway 100 Segments Were Finished
Between 1989 and 1992, as part of Interstate Highway
394 construction, an additional lane in each direction was
added to the original four-lane segment of Highway 100
between Minnetonka Boulevard and Glenwood Avenue.
The State’s first cloverleaf at Highway 12 was also
redesigned and upgraded.

In 2006, the four-lane segment of Highway 100, between West
36th Street and Cedar Lake Road, was widened by adding
temporary third lanes built on the shoulders in both directions.
More recently, reconstruction of the last of the 1937 Highway
100 bridges between Excelsior and Minnetonka boulevards and
rebuilding of the interchange at Highway 7/Hennepin County
25 and the railroad bridge just to the south were completed.
Present-day Highway 100 has six lanes from Edina’s I-494
south border, north to Highway 81 in Robbinsdale.
Lilac Way Honored As Historic District
Today, the most intact of the surviving segments of the
original Lilac Way extends from I-394 north to Highway
81. This three-mile corridor has been recognized by the
National Register of Historic Places as an historic district.
Despite all of this activity, the pride and beauty that was
once part of Lilac Way is disappearing. One of the Golden
Valley Garden Club ladies saw the change this way:
“We’re never going to see Lilac Way again. What we build
now are big highways that move large numbers of cars as
quickly as possible. It’s hard to imagine that anyone could
pick 494 or 694 as a spot to have a roadside picnic.”

This 1955 map illustrates an early tentative route of the proposed
“Super Beltline,” which later became Interstate Highways 494
and 694 surrounding the Twin Cities. Note also, the routing of
proposed interstate Highways 35W, 35E and 94 (dashed lines)
and the original Highway 100 Beltline (dotted lines).

Between 2000 and 2004, the segment between Golden
Valley’s Glenwood Avenue and Highway 81 in
Robbinsdale was also upgraded to a six-lane freeway.
North of Highway 81, Highway 100 became a four-lane
freeway connecting with Interstate Highway 694. The
last stoplights along this segment were eliminated and
the interchange with Highway 55 was converted from a
cloverleaf to an enhanced diamond interchange.

Background material and photographs for this article
came from the Minnesota Historical Society, Minneapolis
Public Library—Special Collections, channel tpt2 video
“Highway 100—Lilac Way,” MnDOT Website, MnDOT
Report: “Highway 100 Reconstruction;” interviews
with Michael Phillips, writer/producer of channel tpt2
video “Hwy 100—Lilac Way;” Tom Marshall, Director,
Robbinsdale Park & Recreation; Robert Vogel, Edina
Heritage Council consultant; and the following
publications: Minneapolis Journal, Minneapolis Tribune,
Minneapolis Star, Minneapolis Star Tribune, St. Louis
Park Sun and St. Paul Pioneer Press.
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