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DOCUMENTING the history and seven historic parks of
Lilac Way on Highway 100, from Robbinsdale to Edina
SUPPORTING restoration of Graeser Park and its rare
beehive fireplace in Robbinsdale, MN
ENCOURAGING re-evaluation of Rock Island area on
Minnetonka Blvd. in St. Louis Park for potential restoration

TPT DOCUMENTARY ‘HIGHWAY 100 LILAC WAY’. AIRED 9/26/2001, 27:05.
Examines Lilac Way on historic Highway 100. Transcribed by Karen Laukkonen on 2.27.18 as part of
restorelilacway.com. Please excuse any grammatical errors. Watch the video on TPT website.
This tape was produced as a result of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, in cooperation with the State
Historic Preservation office. Funding for Highway 100 Lilac Way was provided by the Federal Highway Administration
and by Mn/DOT (now MnDOT)
For those who ride on Highway 100 on a day-to-day basis, it may be no more than a symbol of gridlock. But this
12-1/2 mile stretch of road in western Hennepin County is a landmark in state history. Built during the Great Depression, it transformed the Twin Cities, creating suburbs out of small villages, and spawning new ways of thinking about
transportation.
As the largest construction project of its time, Highway 100 was an economic salvation for thousands of desperate
Minnesotans. Today, like the generation that built it, the Highway 100 we know will soon become history—expanded
to meet a demand its original designers could not have dreamed of.
The year is 1930, a few months after the stock market crash that sent the nation into an economic tailspin.

VERN JOHNSON, HIS FATHER WORKED ON HIGHWAY 100 PROJECT.
“Factory work was at a standstill. Building trades were at a standstill. So, we really were poor. And people say they
were poor, but they didn’t know it. Well, that’s not a fact, we were poor, and we knew it!”
Unemployment skyrocketed from 3% in 1929, to 16.3% by 1933. Roughly 14 million Americans were unemployed. In
Minnesota, things were much worse, as nearly 1 in 3 adults were out of work.

VERN JOHNSON, HIS FATHER WORKED ON HIGHWAY 100 PROJECT.
“Dad felt just terrible about the whole thing, it was tough on those old guys. Well, they weren’t old then, but it was
tough on those men. It somehow took away their dignity, which isn’t fair.”

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, FIRST INAUGURAL ADDRESS
“These, my friends, are the lines of attack. I shall presently urge upon a new Congress in special detailed measures
for their fulfillment...”
In his inaugural speech in 1933, Roosevelt outlined what would eventually be known as the New Deal, out of which
came several federal relief programs creating new jobs. The Works Progress Administration was one of these
programs. The WPA put 600,000 Minnesotans to work at about $60 a month – barely enough to scrape by, yet a
huge relief.

VERN JOHNSON, HIS FATHER WORKED ON HIGHWAY 100 PROJECT
“Finally, they found jobs for these guys that had been jobless for so long. Several years they were out of work! Now,
that sounds terrible to a person who has been out of work for two weeks. You go without a job for two years, see
what that’s like.”
In Minnesota, the WPA was established in 1935 and was headed by Sidney Stolte. Workers built schools, bridges,
public utilities, the State Fair’s 4H building, and other improvements throughout Minnesota.
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The largest project by far was Highway 100.

HARRY C. BOYTE, SENIOR FELLOW, HUMPHREY INSTITUTE
“Highway 100 was a partnership between the WPA (Works Progress Administration) and the Minnesota Highway
Department. In that way, it was a really strong example of partnership between different units of government which
was pretty unusual in those days.”
The push for a new highway dates back to the Roaring 20’s when the Twin Cities were going through growing pains.
Waves of European immigrants had swelled the population. The automobile became more affordable to the middle
class. Truckers and farmers with their produce and livestock shipments found themselves tied up in congested city
streets.
Even after the start of the Depression, Northern Minnesota was becoming a popular vacation destination for tourists
throughout the Midwest, which meant even more traffic flowing through the Twin Cities.

JUDITH MARTIN, DIRECTOR, URBAN STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA
“The road structure in most of the Twin Cities was pretty grim in the early 20th century. There weren’t many roads.
Most roads that were there were just dirt. If you have a dirt road and it rains, it is going to be muddy and hard to get
through. If it snows, it is going to be tough to plow and get rid of the snow. So, it’s not a reliable means of transportation for the most part, even though there were a lot of roads around.”
Ironically, it was during the Depression, when fewer people were buying cars, that the plans for better roads in and
around the Twin Cities were put in place. For the first time in Minnesota, the novel idea of a highway going not to a
place but around it, became a reality.

JUDITH MARTIN, DIRECTOR, URBAN STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA
“Highway 100 in particular was part of a plan that was envisioned for what was called the Beltline freeway around the
entire Twin Cities. It’s a particular place, but it’s part of a much larger package of thinking about mobility and transportation around this metropolitan area.”
Highway engineers incorporated dirt roads and existing paved roads into a design for the new Beltline. An additional
12.5 section would need to be built to complete the 66-mile loop.
This stretch was to be the first state-of-the-art highway in Minnesota. Numerous innovations would provide safe,
efficient traffic flow, including two lanes in each direction with wide medians between them. Limited access to the
highway from side roads, bridges at major intersections and railroad crossings, and the first cloverleafs in Minnesota.
Landscaping, including roadside rests, would create a parkway experience. The Highway Department chose a
corridor that would run from Highway 52 in Robbinsdale, through Crystal, Golden Valley, and St. Louis Park to Highway 5 in Edina. The chosen location was, at the time, sufficiently far from the Cities and drew an indifferent public
reaction.

VERN JOHNSON, HIS FATHER WORKED ON HIGHWAY 100 PROJECT
“Highway 100 was out in the country, this was all wilderness out here to us who lived in the city.”

HENRY R. GROVE, GREW UP IN THE AREA DURING THE 1930S
“My dad always called that road ‘way out in the sticks.’ Who is ever going to use that road? Why are they building
that out there, and that was just a way to keep people employed, and he always kind of made fun of it. I think a lot of
people could never envision in the mid-‘30s or late-‘30s that there would ever be a need for that kind of a highway
way out there. I think that whoever planned that stuff, even though it was maybe a make-work scheme during the
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Depression, certainly had a lot of foresight.”
Preliminary surveys for the highway began in 1933. Cliff Swenson is one of the few surviving workers left from the
original survey crews.

CLIFF SWENSON, ONE OF FEW SURVIVING WORKERS OF ORIGINAL SURVEY CREWS
“When I started working it was all World War 1 equipment. You know, an army ambulance to ride in. Then of course I
was all mixed up when it got to working on the Beltline, because I was used to working 100-feet out, each side of the
road. Here you were 300-, 400-, 600-feet over the next hill. There were two crews that first winter I worked, and one
truck. I was in the crew that they just dumped off, and you stayed there until noon or quitting time. There were no
toilet facilities or nothin’! Some places it was the woods, some places it was in town.”
There were a number of people involved with the development of the Beltline, but when it came to the ‘Showcase’
section, the 12.5 mile stretch that became known as Lilac Way, two individuals stood out – Highway Department
engineer Carl Graeser, and renowned landscape architect Arthur Nichols.

HARRY C. BOYTE, SENIOR FELLOW, HUMPHREY INSTITUTE
“Carl Graeser was a highway engineer with the Minnesota Department of Highways. He came from Germany and got
a degree in engineering from Norwich University in Vermont in 1909, and then came to work for the Department of
Highways in 1922.”
Graeser had strongly promoted the idea of a Beltline all throughout the 1920s. He was the obvious choice for head
engineer of the project and was later dubbed the Father of the Belt Line. Graeser had quite the job on his hands,
building a highway, and keeping thousands of WPA workers busy.

CLIFF SWENSON, ONE OF FEW SURVIVING WORKERS OF ORIGINAL SURVEY CREWS
“I think Graeser was a good engineer. But he was different. He was trying to run the crews like the German army. He
did a lot of good work. The front office, the central office, couldn’t keep up with his ideas.”

LEE NELSON, RETIRED PERSONNEL DIRECTOR, MNDOT
“He had the record of supervising more people directly, than any other individual ever has, before or since. And that
was because he had WPA labor, just anyone who was unemployed could go on WPA. It would be raw work kind of
thing. But he had a crew of 4,000 people. He was signing a payroll of 4,000. That’s quite a record, it still stands as
almost unbelievable.”
Graeser understood many of the men working on the highway didn’t have cars. So, he rented buses to help those
who needed it.

LEE NELSON, RETIRED PERSONNEL DIRECTOR, MNDOT
“They reported kind of en masse. That was a challenge to the individual leadership of the engineer, or Graeser, or his
assistants, to be able to organize them and have some kind of tool like a shovel or a wagon or wheelbarrow or
whatever it was – it was as simple and plain as that.”

DONALD WOODARD, FATHER WORKED ON HIGHWAY 100
“My dad was on the shoveling crew. We have to think of them moving dirt, where they didn’t have the loaders like
they have now to move the dirt around. They would actually do it by shovel, to take dirt out of a hill and load it onto a
truck. And the truck would haul the dirt to where it was needed to get a roadway, and to smooth out the hills, and fill
in the valleys.”
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CLIFF SWENSON, ONE OF FEW SURVIVING WORKERS OF ORIGINAL SURVEY CREWS
“It’s like they talk about a computer broke down, and quick hurry out and hire a thousand clerks to replace that
computer that’s down. Well that’s a joke, but the point is to hire 1,000 people instead of a bull dozer to come in and
move about the same amount of dirt. But it kept people employed.”
Construction on the western edge of the belt line started in Edina, then proceeded North to Highway 7 in St. Louis
Park, where the first cloverleaf in Minnesota was built.
The cloverleafs, while not designed as a part of the beautification of the highway, were the answer of modern engineering to the demand for fast, yet safe crossings. Cloverleafs were built at three of the busiest intersections
• Highway 7
• Highway 55
• Highway 12
Each cloverleaf covered 30 acres at a cost of $65,000.

HENRY R. GROVE, GREW UP IN THE AREA DURING THE 1930S
“A lot of people had never seen these things before. When our farmer relatives would come up to Minneapolis, we
would take them down and show them this cloverleaf. Everybody would laugh and have a great time over it. Because
whoever designed something like that!”
In 1937, construction on the northern part of the highway was started, running from Highway 81 - formerly 52 - in
Robbinsdale, to Highway 7 in St. Louis Park.
At Lilac Way, another of Graeser’s unique designs came into play. He designed a 30-foot center median dividing the
lanes. However, as a cost cutting measure, the medians were only built along certain parts of the highway. Where
these medians were not installed, and only double yellow lines were used as dividers, the resulting costs were measured in deaths and injuries to motorists.

HENRY R. GROVE, GREW UP IN THE AREA DURING THE 1930S
“The head-on collisions on Highway 100 divided by only yellow lines, either people weaved over the yellow line or
were drunk or something, the head-on collisions were absolutely – there were mammoth collisions out there.”
Eventually, all the yellow lines were replaced with concrete dividers.
To accommodate the parks and landscaping Arthur Nichols would be adding along the northern section of the
highway, Graeser sought a 350-foot right of way, a third wider than the typical roadway.
In 1906, working for a New York firm, Nichols came to Minnesota with Anthony Morrell to work on the Glensheen
Estate in Duluth, and both fell in love with the beauty of the state. In 1909, they formed a partnership and moved to
Minneapolis. Despite the loss of his partner 18 years later, Nichols continued working under the name Morrell and
Nichols.
Once the stock market crashed, Nichols had to look for new ways to support his family.

PEGGY NICHOLS ANDERSEN, DAUGHTER OF ARTHUR NICHOLS
“There was a Depression, and in the ‘30s, there were not these large estates that he and Mr. Morrell originally did.
And he realized that he was not going to have the type of work that he had had previously. So, he went to work for
the Highway Department in 1932.”
In 1933, Nichols became the landscape architect for the Highway 100 project.

HARRY C. BOYTE, SENIOR FELLOW, HUMPHREY INSTITUTE
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“Art Nichols was a landscape architect who had long been concerned about the beautification of the public environment. And he of course was interested in flowers and parks, as well as highways. So, he was a natural fit with the
spirit of the New Deal.”

14:30, ARTHUR NICHOLS QUOTE:
“Considering the suburban character of the Beltline, a landscaping development in which lilacs form, the keynote has
possibilities of great beauty and attractiveness. This is not the normal type of landscaping for highways, but this
particular situation invites a departure from our generally followed practice. We will endeavor to keep the landscaping
as naturalistic as possible, and yet have lilacs form the predominating theme during their blooming season.”
Nichols found a ready, if unusual partner, in a group of Golden Valley housewives.

RUTH THORNESS, FORMER GV GARDEN CLUB PRESIDENT
(1912 – 2007, as a charter member she was instrumental in the planting of Golden Valley’s Lilac Way.)
“The Golden Valley Garden Club decided we’d like to take on a project. And that was about the time that they were
talking about the highway. And these women thought that being that the Golden Valley official flower was the lilac,
maybe we could make some arrangement with the Highway Department to earn money to buy the lilacs to be planted alongside the highway. And that what we did. We sold lilac plants for 15 cents apiece, and then later on we sold
peony roots for 15 cents apiece. We sold, and sold, and sold, and earned money to buy those lilacs that were planted between Glenwood Avenue and Golden Valley Road. But the landscaping department of the Highway Department
took care of arranging where they would be put, and planting them. But we paid the money for the lilacs.”
The original idea for such lush landscaping of lilacs was put forth by the Minneapolis Journal which apparently
coined the name Lilac Way. Nichols laid out the lilac bushes in irregular masses rather than rows, separated by open
space set against a backdrop of evergreens, elms and other trees and bushes. Knowing how important jobs were,
Nichols kept WPA workers busy planting lilacs when not working on the highway.
When the landscaping project was completed in 1938, over 30,000 deciduous plants, with more than 7,000 lilac
bushes, had been planted.
Nichols also designed FIVE roadside rests for tourists passing through the Twin Cities and for residents of Minneapolis and St. Paul, who would go for a leisurely drive along Lilac Way in the spring to enjoy the lilacs in bloom, or a
place to come and enjoy a family picnic in the summer.

HARRY C. BOYTE, SENIOR FELLOW, HUMPHREY INSTITUTE
“One of the things that happened on Highway 100 that was true for a number of WPA projects, was that it provided
an opportunity for artisans like stonemasons to use their skills on public projects of significance.”

RUTH THORNESS, FORMER GV GARDEN CLUB PRESIDENT
“The WPA workers had made all these nice stone tables and benches, and they were quite permanent! Nobody could
pick them up and carry them away. People used them for many, many, many years. They really enjoyed them, very,
very much.”
The rustic style was very popular in the 1930s, and the amenities in the parks reflect that. Many of the parks included
picnic tables, rock waterfalls, limestone pools surrounded by benches, rock gardens, fireplaces, walkways, flagpole
stands, wayside rest signs and 2 beehive barbecues.

VERN JOHNSON, HIS FATHER WORKED ON HIGHWAY 100 PROJECT
“My father would tell me about these barbecues here, the beehives they were called. There’d be two or three guys
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calling out a size stone that he wanted, so when the guy cut the stone he would put number 2 or 3 or whatever, and
that would go to a certain place on the fireplace, so they didn’t get them mixed up. It was all cut with a hammer and
chisel, there weren’t any saws or anything like that that they have nowadays, diamond-bladed saws – this was all cut
by hand.”
The Western leg was completed in 1940. There were 11 bridges (3 being cloverleafs), and five wayside rests. (NOTE:
there were originally 7 Lilac Way parks on Highway 100, but only five remained at the time of this video.)

LEE NELSON, RETIRED PERSONNEL DIRECTOR, MNDOT
“The whole city was proud of it, it was kind of the first experience of freeways, of protected driving and pleasant
driving.”

RUTH THORNESS, FORMER GV GARDEN CLUB PRESIDENT
“Golden Valley was very proud of the Lilac Lane, they really felt that that was something that made Golden Valley a
little unique.”
Where some people would use the highway to go for a Sunday drive, to get to the store, or to just head North, the
residents of Golden Valley found a unique use for Lilac way.

RUTH THORNESS, FORMER GV GARDEN CLUB PRESIDENT
“The Garden Club decided to have a Lilac Time Parade, and we invited the schools and all different organizations in
Golden Valley, anybody who was interested to be in the parade. They blocked off Highway 100 from Glenwood
Avenue to Golden Valley Road, no traffic at all. And the kids came with their bicycles all decorated up, and the
Garden Club had wheelbarrows full of lilacs. Several people carried lilacs, it was really quite an affair. We had 1,200
people for the first parade. They had a place where you could buy hot dogs, and so forth, and that was a hit too.
And we really had a good time.”
In 1941, with the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the U.S. entered World War II. The WPA workers were taken off highway
construction and transferred to tasks supporting the war effort. Because of the war, the Beltline would not be finished
until 1950.
This meant Carl Graeser, Father of the Beltline, would not live to see his dream completed. Graeser died in 1944.

JUDITH MARTIN, DIRECTOR, URBAN STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA
“The guys started coming back from war, starting families, huge baby-boom population. Housing conditions in cities
being so crowded because nothing was built, really, of any significance for the decade of the 1930s and 1940s. So
there’s a pent-up demand for all sorts of new housing. The growth of suburban development here from the 1950s and
‘60s basically meant that Highway 100, which was built for recreational travel, was totally overwhelmed. It simply
could not handle the amount of demand that was created, as major thrust of development basically went way beyond
it. So, it has to be rebuilt, because it’s simply not able to handle the amount of demand that’s being created.”
With this major thrust in development, and increases in speed and traffic along Lilac Way, one of the first major
upgrades to the highway was made in the 1960s. The Highway Department installed guard rails, and eliminated
left-hand turns. Graeser’s unique designs made modifications to the highway relatively easy and inexpensive.

21:48: DESPITE ALL THE UPGRADES, GRAESER’S BELTLINE COULD NOT KEEP UP WITH THE
CONTINUOUS INCREASE IN POPULATION AND TRAFFIC.
A new route around the ever-expanding metro area was built: 494/694. This would take the place of Highway 100 as
a bypass around the Twin Cities. Outside of the western section, the remainder of the Beltline would be designed into
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the new bypass or absorbed into the ever-growing suburbs.
In the ‘70s, the southern section of Highway 100 in Edina (not
considered part of Lilac Way), needed further improvements. New
lanes were added, along with new bridges. The cloverleaf at Highway 12, now 394, was also redesigned.
In the new millennium, Lilac Way is no longer used for Sunday drives
or parades, and family picnics no longer take place in the parks. The
suburbs Lilac Way once served have expanded well beyond their
boundaries, and with this increase, highway officials say Lilac Way
must also expand and grow to serve the people it was built for.
Of the five parks built by Nichols, the remains of 3 still exist (note:
this is as of 2001).
• Lilac in St. Louis Park (Minnetonka Boulevard) and Blazer in Golden Valley; The sites of these two parks will
eventually be eliminated
• Graeser Park in Robbinsdale, named after the Father of the Beltline, will be updated into the new highway
design
Lilac Way will eventually have 6 lanes, and the two cloverleafs at Highways 55 and 7 will be changed to better accommodate today’s traffic flow and speed. Bridges will replace stop lights, which had been added at various intersections. The bridges originally built along this stretch will be replaced, and the new design for Lilac Way will try to
reflect as much of the original design as possible.
Despite all of this, the pride and the beauty that was once part of Lilac Way is quickly disappearing.

JUDITH MARTIN, DIRECTOR, URBAN STUDIES, U OF MN
“You’re never going to see Lilac Way again. It’s not functional, what we build now are big roads to move large numbers of people as quickly as possible. It’s hard to imagine that anyone could fathom 494/694 as a place you would go
to have a picnic. It’s just not going to happen. It’s a little slice in time, a moment when relatively few people had cars,
and the people who had cars were using them more for recreation than for regular commuting. It’s a nice historical
artifact, but it is never going to be created again.”

RUTH THORNESS, FORMER GV GARDEN CLUB PRESIDENT
“Golden Valley had a reputation for the lilac drive, and I think it was kind of sad we had to lose it. Same thing with our
Lilac Time Parade, I felt bad when that was over with too. I guess I’d like to hang on to some of the old things real
well. I just think about the pleasure that people got from it, they enjoyed it. Some of the old things weren’t so bad,
too. You kind of lose sight of that, I guess. It was sad really, and I think a lot of people feel the way I do about it. But
you know, we have to do something about the traffic.” (Smiling)
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