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FORMING CONNECTIONS: EXPLORING THE INTERSTATE

Images of the city of Houston cannot be imagined with­
out inclusion of the interstate. Since the inception of
Eisenhower's Federal Highway Act of 1956, it has become
the arterial connector within Houston. As building has
progressed, so has the relevance of these ribbons of
roadway, ever-expanding with a seemingly effortless
ability to overcome the landscape of this city. Yet, these
roadways are a necessity in this vast locale expanding
nearly six hundred square miles.1 Houstonians have
become accustomed to the interstate as a figure within
the city landscape, accepting a continual expansion in
response to population growth now over 2.2 million with
outlying areas increasing this number to over 4 million. 2
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In a city daring to be proud of its "no zoning" stance, the
interstate contributes effortlessly to the establishment
of growth patterns and new capital markets, impacting
real estate values while also establishing striking edge
conditions that have led to a perforation of the social
fabric. The city's urban core is particularly vulnerable to
the effects of accommodating regional mobility as district
neighborhoods are disconnected through established
edge conditions of the interstate.

Texas Tech University's College of Architecture imple­
mented the Houston Practicum + Studio program
in 2004 in an effort to provide students with practical
experience while engaging a provocative urban prob­
lem through a studio environment. Each summer, the
studio course accepts a project through a partnership
with Central Houston, Inc., the primary liaison organi­
zation for all major development projects (both public
and private) slated to take place in the urban core.
This allows the potential for studio impact on decision
making processes through design. This summer, the

organization asked students to explore the possibilities
of establishing connections through a defined project
area intersected by Interstate 45 and State Highway
59 in the lower southeast region of the downtown area.
The particular site comprises some 190 square blocks
and includes four significant urban districts: Downtown,
East Downtown, Midtown and Third Ward. Physically,
a variety of site conditions apply, such as: a segment
largely uninterrupted for vehicular passage yet imposed
upon by the large overhead interstate of 1-45;a portion of
SH-59 largely recessed below grade with large overpass
streets; a large intersecting interchange consuming at
least twenty acres of land and four distinct districts each
with their own cultural and historical identity. Thirteen stu­
dents were divided into four teams in order to manage
the site within the time limitations of a ten week summer

studio. Teams were named according to colors: blue,
red, green and orange. In addition to the more practical
considerations of connecting districts penetrated by the
interstate, students were also asked to reconsider the

role of the interstate in the city.
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The results represented alternate considerations for
this urban problem. Team Blue (Edgar Gallegos, Robert
Babb, Nathan Diamond and Merlyn Samuel) presented
their ideas to establish a new boulevard along Dowling

Street which would celebrate the pedestrian user, inte­
grating public parks, wider sidewalk conditions, street

cafes, the reorganization of the existing bus route and
implementation of a trolley system. The proposal also
calls for infill construction focused towards transit ori­

ented development. Parcels of open land south of the
existing convention center would be home to additional
park space surrounded by mixed-use development in
an effort to draw more users to the area. A portion of the
park would expand over 1-45 creating safe, green pas­
sages for pedestrian and bicycle use. In consideration of
the freeway overpass, the team boldly proposed the use
of land beneath the freeway structure as a go-cart facility,
celebrating vehicular movement of Houston in a tongue­
in-cheek manner. The team envisioned an environment

that would playoff the bustle of the overhead vehicular
movement by providing a place of entertainment for
families living in and around the downtown area.

Team Green (Robert Borgeson, Mckee Kelley and Sean
Cox) proposed a New Urbanist scheme where streets
are narrowed as sidewalks are widened, providing for
a more pedestrian focused environment. In addition,
the team proposed the integration of a green trolley

system penetrating the interstate and reconnecting all
four site districts.

Team Red (Joseph Engelhardt, Jenna Murphy and
Andrew Stiglmeier) developed a hybrid approach to
the interstate. Influenced heavily by Kevin Lynch's ele­
ments of urban form (paths, edges, districts, nodes
and landmarks), the team set out to reorganize the 190
square block site according to these elements estab­
lishing a green beltway edge along and underneath the
interstates. In addition, pedestrian and bicycle pathways
were developed at key locations. The pattern of move­
ment was impacted by the need for pedestrians to move
between districts as the interstate traverses above and

below grade to accommodate these connections. The
solution recognizes the need for the automobile, while
placing the pedestrian in a position of significance in this
hierarchy of movement systems.

1~




