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An aerial photo of the East Rondo /Rice Street neighborhood from the late 1950s;
The sidewalks of St. Anthony Avenue and Ravoux Avenue in 2018, showing the I-94 corridor.

Chapter 1: Introduction
Who’s street?

On the evening of Friday June 17th, 2017, a group of people gathered at the edge of Saint Paul’s historic Rondo 
Avenue neighborhood made a collective decision that challenged social assumptions about public space in Saint 
Paul. Protesting the police shooting of Saint Paul resident and school worker Philando Castile, a group of dem-
onstrators marched down the Dale Street onramp and onto the Interstate 94 right-of-way, “blocking” the move-
ment of cars traveling through Saint Paul’s Rondo neighborhood for a few hours. 

In a bit of tragic irony, the controversial demonstration on the freeway that evening took place on precisely the 
land that was once old Rondo Avenue, the diverse heart of Saint Paul’s African-American neighborhood. De-
cades prior to that night, the contested ground for the demonstration was literally seized for “public purposes” 
during the freeway construction era of the 1950s and 1960s, when thousands of people were forcibly removed 
from their homes and businesses in the heart of Saint Paul. 

Apart from raising awareness about systemic police brutality, the demonstration, which led to a police stand-off 
and criminal charges that were later dismissed, illuminated key questions about the relationship between free-
ways and public space: 

What exactly is the difference between a public sidewalk, a public street and a public freeway? Do governments 
and public institutions have responsibility to redress the wrongs of the past?

These questions lie at the heart of the issue of public space in the United States. Everywhere in American cities, 
freeways have blended into the background of everyday life. These infrastructures allow thousands of cars to 

Fig. 1: A demonstration to protest the shooting of Philando Catstile in I-94, at what was once the loca-
tion of Rondo Avenue.



Sidewalks, cars, parking, and the edge of the I-94 freeway along Concordia (Old Rondo) Avenue;
a sidewalk on Lexington Parkway just south of the I-94 on-ramps. 

speed past the homes, businesses, walls, and trees of historic urban communities. The effects of the freeway blur 
into a vague urban landscape. For many people, these massive pieces of public infrastructure become almost 
invisible, the sounds of the cars almost inaudible, the speeding traffic to and from the freeway ramps almost 
insensible. And yet the presence of freeways, frontage roads, noise walls, pedestrian bridges, on- and off-ramps, 
and tens of thousands of cars that rely on them, continue to make a material difference in the lives of people who 
live near them every day. 

As always in urban life, individual and collective well-being rely on quality public spaces for sociality, mobility, 
and recreation. In an era when governments are beginning to examine freeway infrastructure more closely, look-
ing at impacts on public space should be an important step in the process of reconsidering and rethinking the 
historical and present-day relationship between freeways and nearby communities.

This study uses public space as a lens to think about the past, present, and possible future relationship between 
freeway infrastructure and public space. As government and institutions weigh the costs and benefits of potential 
changes to freeways for future generations of city dwellers, it is important to consider how changes might impact 
the parks, playgrounds, streets, and sidewalks on which communities rely. The focus here is on describing the 
importance of public space for a community, examining narrowly the 1.25 square mile historic Rondo communi-
ty surrounding the Interstate 94 corridor in Saint Paul, Minnesota. The goal of the study is to look at the size and 
quality of public space within the study area, both before and after the construction of the freeway that dramati-
cally and irrevocably transformed the neighborhood over 50 years ago. 

Chapter 2 describes the overall purpose and methodological approach. This part of the study focuses on key 
reasons why public space is important for neighborhoods, outlining the connection between quality public space 
and physical, mental, and social health. Secondly, this chapter describes the mixed qualitative and quantitative 
methods that are used in this study to examine public space, both in the past and in the present-day. 

Chapter 3 describes in general terms how this study defines public space. Here it describes the typology of 
categories, the difference between formal and informal public spaces, and the fundamental role that streets and 
sidewalks play in the landscape of public space for an urban neighborhood like Rondo. 

Chapter 4 looks specifically at the historic landscape of the Rondo Community Study Area (RCSA), how pub-

Fig. 2: The 1.25 square mile Rondo Community Study Area (RCSA).



lic space might have existed before the freeway construction period radically transformed the neighborhood. 
Drawing on historic documents and accounts, this part of the report describes the different types of public space 
that might have existed in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Much of this public space landscape was informal in 
nature and, in many cases, relied on bottom-up institutions such as social clubs, businesses, or individuals to fill 
important roles in the community. Meanwhile, streets and sidewalks were largely oriented towards local uses, as 
opposed to regional users and traffic patterns that emerged after the freeway was built. 

Chapter 5 examines the neighborhood’s public spaces in the present day, specifically focusing on size, type, and 
some specific measurable qualities. These include noise pollution, air pollution, and a basic proxy for safety and 
comfort along the street and sidewalks within the area. 

Finally, Chapter 6 offers a few conclusions based on potential changes to the freeway infrastructure. Here, the 
study attempts to think about how changes to the 94 freeway corridor might affect public spaces in the future, 
largely in positive ways. 

The goal of this report is to focus closely on the role that public space plays for the health and well-being of a 
community. Specifically, this study tries to look at the how construction of the I-94 freeway system and related 
changes that occurred during the construction years impacted everyday public spaces.  Using public space as 
lens, it is compelling to think about the past, present, and future of public space, and the history of stability and 
change in the historic Rondo Community. Hopefully this report is the beginning of a larger conversation around 
the relationship between urban communities, historical inequity, and publicly-owned freeway infrastructure. No 
matter what happens next, no matter the future of the historic Rondo community and the freeway that divides it, 
public space will play a critical role. 
   

University Avenue and Mackubin Street in 1959 (image from MNHS);
picnic tables near the I-94 corridor and the Ober Community Center.



Rice Street and Rondo Avenue, 1954 (image from St. Paul HRA archive);
store on Selby and Griggs, 1951 (image from MNHS).

Chapter 2: Purpose and Methodology
If we were down in the yard playing or whatever the case may be, we would have an opportunity to talk and 
interact with people. As I got a little older and started going down to the old Oxford Playground as I was grow-
ing up, we were fortunate to have a couple of good center directors there. We were also fortunate enough to 
have some men from the community: Mr. John Pettiford, Johnny Cotton, Mr. Carter -- they used to call him Big 
Six -- and some others that used to come down and volunteer their time down at the old Oxford Playground 
when we were first developing and creating it.

(William L. Collins Jr., from Voices of Rondo.)

Since the beginning of European settlement, American territory has been largely organized around the principle 
of private property. This means that our laws and practices divide cities and towns almost completely into two 
categories -- public space and private space -- and this distinction remains a fundamental way of thinking about  
urban environments.

For the most part, private space is a clear concept. People own homes, businesses, or lands and, within often 
complex sets of regulations, do with them what they wish. On the other hand, public space is typically less trans-
parent. Within the larger category of public space, many distinctions play important roles in shaping how we 
perceive these spaces in everyday life. 

Often these differences are both important and subtle, as streets, sidewalks, parks, schools, government land, 
and other types of public space form the main stage on which the theater of community unfolds. A great deal 
depends on details, and the quality and quantity of these spaces can be a critical factor in creating healthy neigh-
borhoods. Ideally, our public spaces can foster thriving relationships and ensure the health of informal ties that 
create a social sense of place.  

One purpose of this report is place a spotlight on the quality and quantity of public space, past and present, in 
the Rondo Community Study Area (RCSA). Quality public space is important for a host of reasons, and many 
of these are difficult to quantify or precisely describe. Because public space can make a huge difference in com-
munity and individual well-being in many different ways, examining those factors will help better determine the 
connection between design and community.

Public Space and Public Health
At root, public space shapes the health of individuals and communities. Without parks, playgrounds, fields, 
and other similar spaces, it can be difficult for children and adults to play games, get exercise, and participate in 
social activities. Having access to good quality, safe, and inviting streets and parks is vital for good mental and 
physical health outcomes 

At the same time, while both Minneapolis and Saint Paul pride themselves on having some of the best park sys-
tems in the nation, access to these spaces are not always evenly allocated to those who need them. Even with in 
the nearly boundless ability of creative people to “make do” with marginal recreational spaces, there is no substi-
tute for having quality public spaces that foster activity.

Similarly, while many people often equate public spaces to parks or “natural” public lands, streets and sidewalks 



A young person walking around the Oxford Rec Center with sports equipment;
the view over the freeway from Concordia and Lexington.

form the most fundamental and most used network of public spaces in our cities. How these spaces are designed 
are huge factors driving health, mobility, security, and freedom for people living in urban neighborhoods like 
Rondo. When sidewalks are narrow, unpleasant, unsafe, or truncated by an uncrossable road, people become far 
less likely to walk around their neighborhoods. Added together, these effects can have dramatic consequences for 
people’s health and well-being. 

For example, a 2013 study by the Robert Wood Johnson foundation, shown above, found that living near the I-94 
corridor in the Rondo community caused life expectancies went down by around ten years years compared to 
other nearby zip codes in other parts of Saint Paul and Minneapolis.

Public Space and Public Safety
In her 1960 book, Life and Death of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs described how “the trust of a city street is 
formed over time from many, many little public sidewalk contacts... most of it is ostensibly trivial but the sum is 
not trivial at all.”  

These days, the effect of  Jacobs’ idea of “eyes on the street” falls under the umbrella of community policing. 
In dozens of subtle ways, large and small, the safety and social health of a community depends on the interac-
tions that take place on public spaces, on neighbors who know and recognize each other, who are willing to help 
someone in need. Security depends on the thousands of internal connections that take place on public spaces in 



Farrington and Aurora streets, 1940 (image from MNHS);
picnic tables near the I-94 corridor and the Ober Community Center.

communities like Rondo.

By all accounts, these sorts of informal social ties were a rich part of the fabric of everyday life in the pre-94 
Rondo community. In memories collected that detail growing up in the Rondo neighborhood, the theme of 
people watching out for one another recurs continually, especially to describe how young people experienced the 
network of care and authority that adults in the community had developed. 

There are many examples of this kind of “eyes on the street” informal network. This is one such story, from David 
Vassar Taylor:

Truthfully, you could not go anywhere without being under the watchful eye of some adult or some caring adult 
who knew who you were and your family connections. That was tough. Because as a young man who wanted 
to sow oats! No play whatsoever. By the time we were juniors in high school we were venturing out of the com-
munity, but at the same time we had to tell our parents where we were going and report back and that was 
without cell phones. 

(David Vassar Taylor, Voices of Rondo.)

According to the narratives collected by local historians and community elders, growing up in the pre-94 Rondo 
neighborhood was an experience full of social connection and careful attention, for better and for worse.  But 
without vibrant and people’d streets, parks, and sidewalks, it is very difficult for a community to maintain the 
sense of public trust that is the backbone of public safety. If the quality of public space erodes or disappears, so 
too does the social fabric that often serves as the difference between security and danger. 

The informal qualities of public space shape feelings of security and safety. For example, if a neighborhood is 
plagued by constant noise, it becomes more difficult for its citizens to connect, converse, or communicate. If a 
neighborhood is beset by pollution, it’s less likely people will spend time outdoors enjoying the fresh air. If streets 

Fig. 4: Description of freeways and pedestrians from What Freeways Mean to Your City, a 1965 publi-
cation put out by the Automotive Safety Foundation.



are dangerous and beset by speeding cars, people will be less likely to play near them. There are many such quali-
ties that shape public space in conscious and subconscious ways. Together these effects alter the social connec-
tions on which security and camaraderie depend.

Mobility and access
A resilient network of public spaces is likewise crucial for everyday mobility. The freedom to move around a 
neighborhood is one of the most fundamental human rights, yet one damaging consequence of post-war urban 
design was the disruption of walkable street connections. Traditional street grids and sidewalks on which people 
relied for access to services and destinations were routinely severed by barriers like freeways, parking lots, and 
literal walls. Too often, high-speed roads, built in the name of increasing mobility for regional drivers, eliminated 
connections that local people relied upon for their daily needs. These changes to city streets and public space ef-
fectively stranded people who, for one reason or another, did not have access to private cars. 

As Eric Avila describes in this 2014 book, The Folklore of the Freeway, these impacts were particularly harmful to 
Saint Paul’s Rondo community. He writes that “the paths that urban freeways took in the course of their con-
struction followed not the dictates of empirical science but, rather, the subjective axes of racial and class power.”

According to Avila, the Rondo neighborhood is a perfect example of a case where racial and class power led to 
the destruction of a vital African-American community, and one where, “in the age of the freeway, the experi-
ences of black communities like Rondo and Overtown [in Miami, Florida] suggests a forced sense of historical 
rupture or a timeline broken 
by an onslaught of bulldozers.”

Even when some measure of 
pedestrian access was main-
tained, as in the case of the 
pedestrian bridges spaced 
every half mile over I-94 
through the Rondo neighbor-
hood, these public spaces were 
of low quality, difficult to use, 
and unwelcoming. Mean-
while, crosswalks and side-
walks across busy streets were 
neglected, and safety concerns 
were ignored. The end result of 
designs for high-speed driving 
was poor quality public spaces 
in places like Rondo. These 
policies meant that streets and 
sidewalks curtailed mobility 
and freedom for generations. 

Only after a half-century of disinvestment and neglect are planners, engineers, and decision makers beginning 
to pay closer attention to the connection between public space and mobility. The gains to public health, public 
safety, and mobility that come with improving the quality of public spaces is tremendous, and only beginning 
to be felt in urban neighborhoods in cities like Saint Paul. And yet, because of the slow pace of reinvestment in 
streets and public spaces, and the way that infrastructure decisions linger for generations, there are still many 

Construction for widening Rice Street south of University Avenue, 1963 (Image from St. Paul HRA archive);
Selby and Dale, 1975 (Image from MNHS).

Fig. 5: Interstate 94 looking east, 1967. (Image from MNHS.) 



examples of how poor quality spaces curtail mobility in the Rondo Community Study Area. 
  

Social ties and public space
In addition to being important factors for health, safety, and mobility, sidewalks are also a foundation of every-
day social activity. serve as the foundation for informal social ties that create community., In the 1990s, Los An-
geles planner James Rojas offered a similar observation about how fences and front yards became “living rooms” 
for people in working class neighborhoods in East Los Angeles. In these neighborhoods, the ubiquitous chain 
link fences of the front yards became an interface between public spaces and the sidewalks, much like the front 
porches idealized by Jane Jacobs created an opportunity for safe interactions and loose ties between neighbors. 

This is Rojas’ description:

Depending on the practical needs of the owner, the use and design of the front yard vary from junk yards to 
elaborate courtyard gardens reminiscent of Mexico. The maintenance of the front yard varies from house to 
house; one may be kept up nicely while the next is not. No one is ever penalized for not watering or taking care 
of his front yard.

In these enclosed front yards, the resi-
dents’ private worlds unfold. All the sights 
and sounds from the uncontrollable street 
have been manipulated and tailored to 
the needs of the owner. The enclosed front 
yard acts like a room without a ceiling 
because of the personalization and sense 
of security. Things that look like clutter 
from outside the fences actually are as 
organized and purposeful as objects in a 
room.

(Rojas 48)

These two examples point to the centrality of 
public space for the production and perfor-
mance of social interaction, and the complex-
ity and variety of the ways that public space 
fosters relationships and interactions between 
strangers, neighbors, and friends in urban 
areas. 

In this way, public space does not merely 
function in a vacuum as a place for engage-
ment, activity, and mobility. Rather, the 
spectrum from private to semi-public to fully 
public environments allow for the delicate 
and often overlooked networks of identity 
and community to function. The eye contact 
from people walking their dogs down the 
sidewalks, the recognition of neighbors, 

Campaign sings on a chain linnk fence on Central Avenue;
a yard sale on Marshall Avenue.

Fig. 6: From the Frogtown Small Area Plan (SMAPL).



public characters, and neighborhood children that is the hallmark of a great park, and the network of mobility 
that comes from a safe and welcoming sidewalk and bicycle system, or a street designed for the complete range 
of users of all ages and abilities. Together these are reveal the promise and importance of public space in urban 
neighborhoods.

Freeways and public space
The story of Saint Paul’s Rondo community reveals the pernicious effect of freeways and car-centric infrastruc-
ture on public spaces in traditional urban neighborhoods. The story of the Rondo community is well known be-
cause it offers such a dramatic example of how the seemingly scientific and neutral construction of the interstate 
freeway system in the United States operated as a cover and justification for structural racism. 

According to Avlia :

The highways that stand in today’s cities are not innocent spaces. Despite the objective posturing of highway 
planners and engineers, despite the reams of published data that justified their conclusions, and despite the heft 
of a profession replete with its own schools, trade journals, and associations, the freeway in the city ultimately 
followed the spatial coordinates of power, money, and ideology. More than a dedicated channel for efficient traf-
fic flow, the urban freeway boosted the stakes of downtown redevelopment, serving as powerful agents of slum 
clearance and in many instances, of “negro removal.” It dealt its destruction unevenly, dictated by the prejudice, 
expediency, and resources of the time.

For Avila, the destruction of the center of the Rondo community, and the later remembrance and celebration of 
that community that had once thrived, are examples of how freeways and racism intersected in the United States. 
These stores are examples of how communities of color coped with the changes forced upon them. 

Yet it is important to illustrate that the effects of the construction of I-94 on the Rondo neighborhood did not 
end at the limits of the freeway and the bulldozer. The boundaries of the former blocks between Rondo and St. 
Anthony Avenues were not the only spaces affected by the dramatic changes that came with 94.  Instead, the 
public spaces and urban fabric were transformed all through the Rondo community. For example, many of the 
streets themselves were changed, removed, or widened. In place of the dense network of streets that once existed, 
a wider, less integrated street grid was constructed. Similarly, intersections where freeway interchanges met the 
historic fabric of the Rondo community -- Marion Street, Dale Street and Lexington Parkway -- the on- and 
off-ramps had massive effects on the safety of the surrounding community. By normalizing dangerous speeds on 
community streets, the resulting one-way multi-lane amplify the effects of the destruction that took place.

Likewise, air and noise pollution oper-
ate atmospherically and over distances to 
significantly affect the quality of public 
and private spaces near freeways. This 
particulate pollution and ambient noise 
have been shown to have harmful effects 
on the health of a community. Thus, the 
role of freeways as eroding public space 
and community takes place even far from 
the freeway walls itself. 

These consequences are a direct result 
of structural inequality. From 1959 to 
1962, in the Merriam Park neighborhood, 

The new pedestrian bridge over the I-94 trench at Chatsworth Street;
MnDOT-owned public space along I-94.

Figure 7: A bicyclist on the 94 bridge over Prior Avenue.



neighbors rallied against plans to construct a freeway interchange on Prior Avenue. The successful pushback to 
freeway plans offers one example of how much community activists were aware of the negative effects of free-
ways on neighborhoods, even back in the late 1950s and blocks away from the freeway itself. Thanks to the work 
of these activists, the Prior Avenue interchange in 
a white, upper-middle-class neighborhood in Saint 
Paul was not built; meanwhile, three interchanges 
were constructed in the Rondo community. 

The unequal access to power between predomi-
nantly African-American and other neighborhoods 
reveals the extent to which access to power was not 
evenly distributed in Saint Paul during the 20th 
century. The legacy of the freeways offers testament 
to this inequality, and a concrete example of (infra)
structural racism to this day.     

Finally, vehicle speeds are a critical factor deter-
mining the quality of public space. Speed is so 
fundamental to safety and quality of life in urban 
neighborhoods because the safety differential be-
tween slow and high speed car travel are so great. 
If a person is struck by a car traveling below 30 miles per hour, the vast majority of those crashes are non-fatal. 
Whereas, if a person is struck by a car traveling over 35 miles per hour, the majority of those crashes are fatal. 

The higher speed that are commonplace on many Saint Paul arterial streets near the I-94 area make the prob-
ability of death into a near certainty. The anxiety and concerns that come from being near fast-moving car traffic 
in urban areas pose a huge barrier to public health and personal security. On average within Saint Paul, a person 
is struck by a car every other day on average. Generations of people living in the Rondo community have coped 
with the omnipresent threat of the freeway system.

Methodology
This public space study measures and analyzes the effects of the Interstate 94 freeway system on the Rondo Study 
Area public space, historically and in the present day. This study focuses on quantitative analyses of the environ-
mental factors that shape public space in an attempt to examine the connection between public spaces and social 
and individual experiences in the Rondo neighborhood. To do this, this study looks at overall quantity and some 
measurable aspects of the environmental quality within public spaces in the Rondo study area.

The Rondo Community Study Area is approximately 1.5 square miles in area. The present day borders are Uni-
versity Avenue on the north, Marion Boulevard and Summit Avenue on the east, Selby Avenue on the south, and 
Lexington Parkway on the west. This area roughly encompasses the main traditionally African-American neigh-
borhood during the 20th century, as saint Paul became a destinations for African-Americans during the Great 
Migration which saw over six million people move from the southern “black belt” to northern cities (Wilkerson, 
2010). During the engagement process around the proposed Rondo land bridge study, it was repeatedly men-
tioned in personal anecdotes that Selby Avenue, for example, served as a racial dividing line for much of the 20th 
century, and black residents of Saint Paul were not welcome on the wrong side of these borders for much of the 
time.     

The study consisted of two main approaches:, an area analysis and an affective factor analysis. The first attempts 

Saint Paul pedestrian crash map;
aerial view of downtown showing street grid 1950 (Image MNHS).

Figure 8: The link between speed and safety.



to measure the sheer amount of public space available to people living, working, and passing through the Rondo 
neighborhood around 1950. Using plat map and aerial photographic evidence, the analysis compiles a general 
spatial overview of the public space that existed in Rondo before the freeway construction commenced, without 
offering much analysis of the qualities of that space. With more data available, the present-day area analysis offers 
a similar measurement of the overall quantity of public space in the neighborhood. In addition, the present-day 
area analysis categorizes the public spaces according to classifications based on criteria like accessibility, purpose, 
and public or private ownership.

The second part of the study offers a more fine-grained qualitative analysis of the public spaces in the Rondo area 
using measurable criteria that shape the affective and experienced quality of these spaces. Focusing on vehicle 
speed, noise, and particulate pollution, this part of the study attempts to analyze and measure the qualitative 
factors that compose and shape the quality of public spaces in present-day Rondo area. Together these analyses 
attempt to describe both the quality and quantity of public spaces in the Rondo area, comparing and contrasting 
the pre-freeway construction era with the present- day freeway era. 

With conversations underway that consider the potential for changes to the urban environment in and around 
the I-94 freeway in the Rondo community, there are great opportunities for dramatically altering the amount 
and quality of public spaces in the Rondo neighborhood. This study does not try to offer a prescription or advice 
about what the future might look like, but rather tries to clarify the stakes of the conversation around the future 
of Rondo, the I-94 corridor, and the public spaces that surround it. Great change is possible, and it is up to the 
Rondo community and the broader Saint Paul public to figure out how best to seize the possibilities offered by a 
new vision for the freeway system in historic Rondo.

Rice Street and Rondo Avenue, 1954 (image from St. Paul HRA archive);
constructin of I-94, 1966 Iimage (image from MNHS).

Figure 8: The Rondo Community Study Area.



Chapter 3: Public Space Typography
Categories of public space

A technical definition of public space:  “a place that is generally open and accessible to people”. Examples in-
clude roads, public squares, parks, beaches, and other varied places. Yet the simplicity of the definition hides the 
complexity of everyday practices. In the real world, public space is best understood as a spectrum. Public spaces 
come in many forms, and each specific place can offer greater or lesser opportunities and freedoms to people and 
groups in different ways.

For example, some public spaces are well designed for athletic activities like basketball, soccer, or even golf. Some 
public spaces are great for young people and children. Others might be ideally suited for picnics, family gather-
ings, or quietly reading a book. It is impossible for one public space to offer all things to all people. But taken as 
a whole, public spaces can provide freedoms and opportunities for wide swaths of the community in different 
ways.

This section of the study uses a typographic analysis of public space to gauge how the public spaces in the Rondo 
community study area are distributed. It uses broad categories to think about the function of these different 
spaces. Rather than a fine-grained analysis of the specific opportunities or limitations of individual public spaces, 
this approach breaks down the public spaces into categories based on ownership, usage, and de facto access. The 
goal of this approach is to easily understand what kinds of public spaces exist in the Rondo Community Study 
Area (RCSA), to provide a way to consider how public space has changed in the past, and to think about how it 
might change in the future.

With those goals in mind, the study identifies three typological categories of public space: formal public space, 
informal public space, and streets and sidewalks.

In many ways, the first category is the most obvious. Formal public spaces are those spaces that are owned and 
managed by public entities, most importantly the City of Saint Paul through the Department Parks and Rec-
reation or the Saint Paul 
Public Schools. For the 
most part (though there are 
some grey areas even here) 
these spaces are clearly de-
marcated and understood 
by community members 
to be open to all, within 
reason, certain hours, and 
with basic public safety 
conditions. These include 
parks, playgrounds, recre-
ational paths, athletic fields, 
and similar formally public 
spaces. There are many of 
these spaces present today 
within the study area.

The second category is 

Boyd Park fence;
path thorugh Central Village park.

Figure 9: Official park sign at the entrace to Carty Park.



informal public space. These 
spaces are not technically 
owned by public entities, but 
often perform as public spac-
es in different ways. Some of 
these spaces are open to some 
people but not others, de-
pending on the specific rules 
and social norms that govern 
them. These spaces are often 
dynamic, changing depend-
ing the seasons of time of 
the day. They can become de 
facto public spaces during 
certain times, while revert-
ing back to private spaces 
at other times. These spaces 
include parking lots, vacant 
lots, grassy margins, commu-
nity gardens, etc.

The third category, streets and sidewalks, is the most common and ubiquitous public space in the Rondo Com-
munity Study Area. However, in many ways, these also the most overlooked and contested spaces, as the fight 
over design, access, and “who belongs” on the street can present difficult challenges. 

For the most part, the streets of the RCSA are dominated by private automobile traffic and are carefully designed 
and regulated to encourage this use, marginalizing other types of activity that might have once existed on the 
streets and sidewalks of the community. On the other hand, it is still a common sight to see children or families 
playing on the sidewalks or streets, especially farther away from the fast-moving traffic of the arterial or frontage 
roads that ring the Rondo community.

In this way, streets and 
sidewalks are continually 
contested, both by shifting 
regulations and also by the 
continually changing prac-
tices of everyday life. For ex-
ample, the practice of selling 
“garage sale” goods in ones 
yard, of skateboarding down 
a sidewalk, or of hanging out 
on a corner by a convenience 
store are all ways in which 
streets and sidewalks serve as 
public space. 

Figure 11: Fences along sidsewalks in the RCSA.

Figure 10: A picnic table near the Ober Rec Center.

Informal public space near Marshall Avenue;
Western Avenue during the Little Mekong Night Market. 



Quality of public spaces
Whether a public space is good or bad depends greatly on perspective. For example, the kinds of surfaces and 
spaces that a skateboarder would enjoy might be the opposite of what a nature-lover might look for in a public 
space. Some people enjoy public spaces with with lots of activity and interaction between strangers, while others 
seek a quiet refuge. With that in mind, measuring the quality of public space is difficult and subjective. For that 
reason this study looks to examine public spaces according to the following qualitative and quantitatitve mea-
sures:

Noise: decibel measures of sound in the space
Pollution: particulate pollution found in the air in the space
Size: the amount of space available
Proximate comfort: the speed and volume by which cars travel near the space

There are certainly many other qualities that can impact the quality of a public space such as foliage, aesthetics, 
and shade trees, but many of these are more difficult to measure. Using these available metrics, this study looks 
to create a rough way of comparing and evaluating public spaces in the RCSA. 

One further note concerns “third spaces.” The term “third space” was first coined by in the 1980s by sociologist 
Ray Oldenberg, who defined them generally as any place that was neither home nor workplace. Public spaces in 
general serve as excellent “third spaces” because they offer social possibilities and community beyond the inti-
mate worlds of the home and workplace, but in addition, an area’s bars, cafés, barber shops, churches, local retail 
stores, and other types of public-private establishments become these kinds of spaces.

For example, the famous Tiger Jack’s charcoal shop at Dale and St. Anthony Avenue was a third-space in the 
Rondo community, and still serves in that capacity in some ways today. Similarly, cafés like Heritage Tea House, 
Golden Thyme Coffee, or any barber shop, corner store, salon, or grocery can serve important purposes within 
the community, offering a place for social interaction and community building outside the domestic or profes-
sional environments.

St. Anthony Avenue and Ravoux Street;
Rondo Plaza.

Figure 12: A historic Rondo community map on display.



The delineation of the third spaces, past and present, within the RCSA is beyond the boundaries of this study, 
but as many others have pointed out and described, the community is rich with these types of spaces and institu-
tions. These function in ways similar to public space and represent a complementary asset to neighborhoods like 
Rondo.

The next section will use this typography as a guide to look at the historical extent and quality of public space 
within the RCSA, with the caveat that a detailed understanding of these places and environments is impossible in 
the present day.  

 

Figure 13: Tiger Jack’s charcoal shop at Dale and Rondo (Image MNHS).

Rice Street and Aurora Street, 1954 (Image from St. Paul HRA archive);
the parking lot of the St. James AME Church on Central Avenue.



Aerial and satellite photos of east Rondo, 1945 (above) and 2017 (below), 
showing the differentce in land use and street level connections (Aerial from UMN Borchert map archive).

Chapter 4: Historic Analysis
In the period before the construction of Interstate 94, public space in the Rondo Community Study Area (RCSA)
had a different character than it does today. Before and during freeway construction, roughly from 1955 to 1970, 
the area went through dramatic and transformative changes to the nature of public space. These changes impact-
ed the community, shifted mobility patterns, and altered the ratio of formal to informal public space. In short, 
the freeway permanently transformed the quality of the public space on the streets and sidewalks in the neigh-
borhood.

Most narratives of historical change in Rondo rightly focus on the destruction of hundreds of homes, and dis-
placement of thousands of people, that occurred in order to construct the I-94 freeway between downtown Saint 
Paul and Minneapolis. But the freeway construction and associated “urban renewal” projects also remade the 
street grid, resulted in the creation of new parks, and spurred the rebuilding of blocks of homes with different 
patterns of land use and spatial arrangement, as well as other more subtle changes. Outside of the freeway foot-
print itself, acres of land were cleared, homes were demolished, streets were widened or removed, and more. 

To put in another way, if someone who grew up in the post-freeway era were to be transported back to certain 
parts of 1950s Rondo, they might find the landscape unrecognizable. Particularly on the eastern end of the 
neighborhood, large parts of the community were erased and remade to impose new spatial ideals and sensibili-
ties. If patterns of social connection and mobility were embedded in the former landscape of public space, they 
were were lost to the bulldozer. In other places, the neighborhood would look relatively unchanged. As always, a 
lot depends on perspective.

Figure 14. Public space is marked in gold.



Radical change of the freeway era
The governmental policies of the post-war freeway construction era placed mobility for regional car travel at the 
center of planning priorities. Most of the decisions made during the post-war freeway-building era came at the 
expense of the quality of life and even the very existence of urban neighborhoods and communities that lay in 
the routes of these roads. As historian Eric Avlia describes, these resulting changes were inseparable from, and 
contributed to, the politics of structural racism that stemmed from unequal access to housing and local power. 

He writes:

The highways that stand in today’s cities are no innocent spaces. Despite the objective posturing of highway plan-
ners and engineers, despite the reams of published data the justified their conclusions, and despite the heft of a 
profession replete with its own schools, trade journals, and associations, the freeway in the city ultimately followed 
the spatial coordinates of power, money, and ideology. More than a dedicated channel for efficient traffic flow, the 
urban freeway boosted the stakes of downtown redevelopment, serving as powerful agents of slum clearance and 
in many instances, of ‚“negro removal.” It dealt its destruction unevenly, dictated by prejudice, expediency, and 
resources of the time. 

(Avila 50)

Despite being constructed under the banner of seemingly objective engineering science and a seemingly neutral 
ideology of utilitarian progress, the construction of the 94 freeway through the Rondo Community Study Area 
came at the clear expense of particular groups of people. In addition to the literal displacement from homes and 
shops, another large consequence of the engineering decision was the eradication and transformation of public 

I-94 Construction at Fairview Avenue, 1967 (Image MNHS);
Driveway and homes at 187 Rondo Avenue, 1954 (Image from St. Paul HRA archive).

Figure 15: Map showing two alternative routes for I-94 before it was constructed.



space within the RCSA.

From the housing perspective, the Rondo example offers a textbook case of racially targeted removal. In one his-
tory of the routing and construction of the freeway, the disproportionate racial impacts of the Rondo route was 
well known.

As one historian put it:

The November 1, 1945 issue of the Pioneer Press wrote that the new highway should be accessible to the University 
of Minnesota as well as designed to offer Minneapolis residents the ability to, “reach the State Capitol with more 
ease”‚ Any decisions going forward would have to take into account the ease of travel between the two cities, and 
almost immediately a route was chosen to run between University and Marshall Avenues. Saint Anthony Avenue, 
the only viable existing street option that was platted through to Minneapolis, ran parallel to these two streets 
stretching from downtown Saint Paul to the western city line and was considered the best option almost immedi-
ately. 

By 1945 Saint Paul’s eighty-two year old “founder of city planning”‚ George Herrold, considered in local political 
circles to be an “unbending idealist” was voicing what he considered to be significant concerns about the use of 
Saint Anthony Avenue (at this point known as the St. Anthony Route). Using the proposed route would decimate 
the long established Prospect Park and Rondo neighborhoods, essentially cutting the life out of them. With twenty 
two different railroad lines already chopping the city into small “islands” Herrold felt adding an additional high-
way system in this way would make things worse. He recommended that the highway run a mile north of Univer-
sity Avenue adjacent to the railroad lines that were already there (this would come to be known as the Northern 
Route).

City officials never seriously considered Herrold’s plan. The majority of the traffic that would use the new high-
way came from the south of University Avenue and the additional travel inconvenience for drivers meant that the 
Northern Route would most likely carry less traffic than their plan. Also, because people would spend additional 

Map of Saint Paul from the Schmidt study, 1935;
Corner store at 161 North Victoria Avenue, 1959 (Image MNHS).

Figure 16: 1920s plat map showing the later freeway and urban renewal plans overlaid on top. 
(UMN Borchert Map library).



drive time to get the Herrold’s route, the assumption was that the streets would need to be repaired more often‚ 
costing the city more money. Highway Department officials felt the unfortunate reality of their task was that they 
needed to place convenience above the social impact of their plan and that their decision was the best one for the 
growth of the area. 

Herrold believed that the social impact of what they were doing should take precedent over everything else. The 
predominantly African-American communities affected would have a hard time finding new homes in other city 
communities, and putting the highway through their neighborhood would cause significant crowding issues. He 
felt the city had an opportunity to create entirely new desire lines with his plan without having to displace entire 
neighborhoods.  

(Reciher, streets.mn article 2013)

As this narrative puts plainly, for some people involved in the original decision, the trade-off between justice for 
less privileged residents and access for more privileged drivers was clear. 

Another historian described the attempt to halt, re-route, or mitigate the freeway, outlining the effects on the 
Rondo community:

Leaders of the African American community became aware of the approval of the St. Anthony route in 1953, six 
years after it occurred. It came up because there was a push to rehabilitate a school in the affected area, and it was 
learned that the school was in the path of the proposed freeway. The area residents used this information to get a 
new school built at another site, but there was little other activity regarding the freeway until 1955 when it became 
apparent that federal funding for the massive undertaking was about to pass. Reverend Floyd Massey, a commu-Tiger Jack’s charcoal shop c. 1975 ((Image MNHS); 

Apartment buidling at 305 Mackubin Street, c. 1910 ((Image MNHS).

Figure 17: Construction for the widening of Rice Street on the east end of the RCSA, 1963.
(Image St. Paul HRA archive.)



nity leader, learned that the St. Paul Planning Board, of which he was a member, would be asked to approve the 
intercity freeway proposal. On Massey’s advice, residents formed the Rondo/St. Anthony Improvement Associa-
tion, the first of many organizations to be formed in response to freeway construction. Timothy Howard was presi-
dent of the group and worked closely with Massey to decide how to proceed. Many neighborhood residents already 
had been displaced by the urban renewal project, so further displacement was a concern, but they also weighed the 
claims made by freeway proponents that this project would stimulate development and bring economic opportu-
nity to their neighborhood. There was evidence to support such claims and expectations.

In addition, it seemed possible that displacement might result in the integration of some other neighborhoods as 
community leaders hoped for enactment of an ordinance making discrimination in the rental and sale of homes 
illegal as part of their negotiations with political leaders. Furthermore, they were persuaded by the technical 
evidence provided by MHD’s traffic data. Based on all of these things, Howard and Massey decided to focus on 
limiting the effects of the freeway and using the publicity to gain support for a new housing ordinance.

Even though they coordinated their efforts with other African American groups, they made no headway on the 
housing ordinance at the local level, so in the summer of 1956, Howard and Massey went to Governor Orville 
Freeman and MHD officials asking them to give authority to a state agency to make sure the relocation was done 
without discrimination. Governor Freeman referred the matter to the state Commission on Human Rights, which 
had no legal power. The leaders attended hearings in fall 1956, voicing their concerns about relocation, but at that 
time, there was no specific government body charged with addressing their problems, and little action was taken. 
Howard appealed to officials to at least use appraisers from the neighborhood, who would be sympathetic to the 
homeowners; to a large part, that request was met. The relocation went fairly smoothly, but the vision of a fair 
housing ordinance was not realized. One in eight African Americans in St. Paul lost a home to I-94. Many black-
owned businesses, such as barbershops and movie theaters, were lost and never replaced. Of the homes demol-
ished, 72% had been homes to African Americans. Research conducted after the relocation found that the density 
of nonwhite residents increased in all parts of the surrounding nonwhite area. What formerly had been a vibrant 
mixed community became primarily black and economically depressed.

(Cavanaugh 14-15)

The historical pattern 
of disenfranchisement 
and disempowerment of 
residents of the Rondo 
community in favor of 
regional drivers, economi-
cally influential actors, 
and powerful decision 
makers is clear. This is one 
of the key reasons why, in 
2015, Minnesota Depart-
ment of Transportation 
head Charlie Zelle official-
ly apologized to residents 
of the Rondo community 
in a ceremony that took 
place on old Rondo Av-
enue.

Similarly, and more 

University and Mackubin, 1959 (Image MNHS);
Selby Avenue pothole, 1951 (Image MNHS).

Figure 18: Church rummage sale on Fisk Street.



democratically, since the construction of the 94 freeway and the destruction of a wide swath of the urban fabric, 
the commemoration and remembrance of the formerly contiguous community has taken place in earnest. For 
example, the former street grid and buildings have been commemorated in local histories, and maps of the old 
neighborhood are routinely on display at the annual Rondo Days festival, at the Selby Jazz Fest, in the Minnesota 
Historical Society (whose building sits within the borders of the RCSA), or most recently at the Rondo Commu-
nity Commemorative Plaza on Fisk Street.

Importantly, the urban transformations triggered by the I-94 freeway project were not limited to the footprint of 
the freeway itself, the one-block-wide area between Rondo and Saint Anthony Avenues. Rather, the streets and 
sidewalks in the blocks surrounding the Rondo community were also reshaped, or in some cases obliterated, 
during the freeway construction period. The most dramatic changes to the Rondo community occurred in the 
eastern section of the neighborhood (by some narratives, this area was sometimes called “Cornmeal Valley”). In 
this part of the community, the complex and fine-grained street grid that that dated back to the earliest days of 
platting Saint Paul’s streets was eradicated. In its place, planners and engineers carved a wide-grained, simplified 
road network with much wider streets in the place of the old ones. Marion Boulevard, John Ireland Boulevard, 
Kellogg Boulevard, and Rice Street are all good examples of this change. 

The new street grid reflected an auto-centric planning ideology that devalued the complexity and quality of pub-
lic space in favor of a focus on access for drivers traveling through the neighborhood at speed, often on or off the 
new freeways. The earlier streets such as Jay Street, Louis Street, and Ravoux Street were erased from the map, 
replaced with a wider street grid of “boulevards” that boasted increased traffic volumes and speeds. At the same 
time, blocks of housing and commercial buildings were cleared away.

During this period, similar street widening projects took place elsewhere within and around the RCSA, even 
outside of the eastern end. These were typically concentrated around the on- and off-ramps for the freeway. For 
example, both Dale Street and Lexington Parkway were widened to increase volumes and speeds of cars, com-

An I-94 on-ramp on Condordia Avenue;
Rondo and Arundel, 1940 (Image MNHS).

Figure 19: Widening Rice Street, 1963. (St. Paul HRA archive.)



ing at the expense of safety and comfort on the streets and sidewalks. Meanwhile, the slow-speed and mixed-
use character of pre-freeway streets and sidewalks like Rondo or St. Anthony Avenues was changed. Before the 
freeway, these streets had supported a complex mix of land uses and a rich social life that was rooted in everyday 
contact on the sidewalks and public spaces. After the freeway construction, Rondo Avenue itself was renamed 
Concordia Avenue, while being turned  from a low-speed, two-way street into a high-speed, one-way frontage 
road. Since that time, Concordia has served, not as a neighborhood public space, but as a regional collector road 
and, during times of relative congestion, an alternative to the freeway itself. 

In this way, the effects of the freeway on public spaces, especially the streets and sidewalks, extended well beyond 
the physical boundaries of the I-94 freeway. With both the presence of high-speed freeway traffic around the 
three on- and off-ramps within the Rondo Community Study Area, the high-speed arterial county roads, and 
the frontage roads paralleling the freeway, the construction of the Interstate altered the experience of streets and 
sidewalks, often for the worse.

Pre-freeway public space
One remembrance of growing up in the Rondo community during the 1930s and 1940s describes the way that 
the street itself served as a public space, vibrant with community interaction:

Up until a certain age, you could not ride your bicycle in the street. And naturally, when you get around the cor-
ner from your house, you thought you were safe so you would go off the sidewalk and you would get on the street. 

We lived on Saint Anthony and we would ride our bikes around the block. When we got on Victoria or on Milton, 
we pull right off the sidewalk and get in the street and go down Rondo in the middle of the street and look up and 
see somebody’s mother staring at you, and you knew, “Oh, oh. When I get home I’m in trouble because they saw. 
They know.” 

Everybody had the same rules. So they knew I was under a certain age and shouldn’t be in the street. So when I 
got home, my mother knew all about it. 

(William L. Collins, Voices of Rondo)

The freeway construction period transformed the character of the formal and informal public spaces within the 
RCSA, as well. Before the freeway, historically there were very few formal public spaces in the neighborhood. In 
the 1950s, there were no official city parks within the RCSA. While there were a few schools with public grounds, 
for the majority of the public space within the community was informal, a social arrangement whereby the land 
was public in practice, rather than in fact. For example, the “Welcome Playground” at was a small block-size 
open space connected to the Welcome Hall Community Center at St. Anthony Avenue and Farrington Street. It 
was a place for the public to gather and recreate, but it was not a formal city park. 

“The Hollow‚“ an informal “open space” at St. Anthony Avenue and Kent Street with a variety of areas for public 
play, had a similar status within the community. One remembrance from Kathryn Coram Gagnon, described the 
area in the early 1950s as an informal public space:

The Hollow was where I learned to skate. And I was good! If you were at my house, I would show you my medals 
and trophies from speed skating. Antway, my dad had stated me skating as a very young child, and had taken up 
to the Hollow to skate. And as I got a little bit older, ti turned out that I was pretty good. The Hollow was about 
a half a block from my house, and I won a little race up there, and then next level of that particular competition 
was held at Phalen [an official city park].

Elks Lodge on 559 Carrol Avenue, 1975 (Image MNHS); 
Mount Olive Mission, 304 Rondo Avenue, 1956 (Image St. Paul HRA Archive).



(Katheryn Coram Gagnon, Voices of Rondo, 162) 

In these ways, the informal character of public space in the RCSA reflected the nature of pre-freeway neighbor-
hood’s network of informal ties. Communitues centered on gathering places such as social clubs, “third spaces” 
like shops and restaurants, and independent civic centers that provided the opportunity for social connections. 

As one history describes one of these clubs:

The Hallie Q. Brown Community Center, along with other African American community centers in the Twin Cit-
ies, provided lodging for visiting Black professionals, entertainers, and travelers, who were often prohibited from 
staying or eating at white hotels. Many former residents of Rondo recall the Hallie Q. Brown Community Center 
as a hub of the community, one in which nearly everyone participated at one time or another. Classes at the com-
munity center included health, drama, dance, social etiquette, and literature of the Harlem Renaissance.

(Rondo Cultural Context Survey 55)

And, most importantly, the streets themselves were places where social interaction and play could take place. 

Changes to public space
Following the construction of 94, the landscape of public space was deeply transformed by new developments 
such as the Western Redevelopment Area,  where changes to the streets and sidewalks within the community 
rearranged how public space cultivated social relationships. While some parts of the pre-94 patterns of public 
space remained in place, particularly in the western half of the community and on the the south side of the I-94 Truck crash on Western Avenue, 1929 (Image MNHS);

asphalt and an on-ramp on St. Anthony Avenue 2018.

Figure 20: A fence along Dale Street.



freeway, in other parts of the RCSA the pattern of buildings, 
streets, and their connections through the neighborhood were 
demolished and replaced with a new kind of built environment. 
Examples include the Marion and Rice Street corridors, the 
Hanover homes and the Liberty Plaza complexes near Western 
Avenue, and the homes around the new Central Village and 
Carty Parks.

In some of these cases, the pre-freeway landscape was replaced 
with formalized city parks. This is true in the case of Carty Park, 
Boyd Park, and parts of the Martin Luther King and Oxford Rec 
Centers. In other cases, new developments were constructed 
around difficult to classify quasi-public spaces, some of which 
are technically public, like the Western Avenue Sculpture Park 
and the Central Village Park. In others cases, such as the plazas 
in the courtyards of the Hanover Homes, these spaces are tech-
nically private while serving as de facto public spaces for many 
people in the community. Together, these post-freeway public 
spaces from a complex and sometimes opaque patchwork of 
public space with a wide range of qualities.

After and during the freeway construction period, thanks to strong efforts from community members, many of 
these informal public arrangements were formalized as part of the city’s network of publicly owned public space. 
Spaces like the informal Oxford Playground or the Hallie Q. Brown Center were expanded and officially made 
part of the St. Paul’s park system. During the decades after the freeway construction, these spaces were expanded 
and improved to offer a mix of public, quasi-public and symbolic public spaces. For example, the “People’s Park” 
on which the Rondo Days festival takes place is one such quasi-public space that, at various times, has been used 
in official and unofficial ways to serve as a wide variety of roles.

In sum, after the freeway demolished and rebuilt much of the area, throughout large parts of the RCSA the 
network of formal and informal public spaces was radically transformed. In some cases, new parks were con-
structed. In others, semi-formal public spaces were created, often surrounded by new post-war housing patterns. 
In other cases, informal armaments were replaced with a mix of public and private spaces.

In addition to the transformation of informal and formal public space, the remaining transformation was around 
the streets and sidewalks. The replacement of the pre-freeway fine-grained network of narrow slow-speed low-
traffic streets with wide high-speed high-volume arterials eroded the quality and potential of these fundamental 
public spaces. At the same time, the freeway itself curtailed mobility, dramatically reducing the amount of con-
nections that existed between different parts of the Rondo Community Study Area. 

This was particularly striking across the freeway itself, where the limited-access roadway became an impen-
etrable barrier only accessible via narrow, unwelcoming, and infrequent pedestrian bridges or by negotiating 
dangerous sidewalk connections near the freeway onramps and arterial bridges. At the same time, however, the 
widening and increasing danger presented by the widened high-speed arterials like Marion and Kellogg Bouel-
vards, Dale Street, Lexington Parkway repressed a huge transformation for the community. Even Rondo (now 
Concordia) and Saint Anthony Avenues became high-speed multi-lane one-way streets intended to relieve traffic 
by serving as de facto frontage roads for the new freeway. Together, these changes to the design of the street 
network reshaped the kind and quality of the streets and sidewalks within the RCSA, the most fundamental and 
wide-spread type of public space that exists in any city.

Basketball hoop at Carty Park, 2018;
Selby and Dale, 1975.

Figure 21: Historical public space ratio.



Chapter 5: Present Analysis
The present state of public space within the Rondo Community Study Area (RCSA) offers a complex mix of 
qualities. Many of these factors are beyond measure, factors such as aesthetics, environment, or other subjective 
judgments relating to how people coexist in an urban neighborhood. Others are more objective, and this chapter 
examines some of these with an eye toward how these qualities might affect the usefulness of public space and 
how it might be appreciated and valued by the people in a community. After offering an overview of the general 
scale and type of public space that exists within the RCSA, this chapter uses a few key metrics to provide a quali-
tative lens to which to look at the quality of these spaces.  

These factors are not intended to be universal or comprehensive. How public space is valued depends greatly on 
the “public”  in question, as the qualities that make public space appealing to some groups of people might make 
them unappealing to others. For example, some people prefer wide open spaces, but others find refuge in non-
human life, foliage, gardens, birds, and the like. Similarly, public spaces good for skateboarding, basketball, or 
temporary festivals might offer poor places for children’s play, social gatherings, or the other ways of appreciating 
the urban environment. Because of these differences in public audience, no public space is ideal for all people. 
That said, a few basic measures can offer a measure of general quality. In this chapter, a few of those metrics are 
explored with an eye to how they might change in the future.

Formal and informal public space
The last chapter looked at the pre-freeway public space landscape. This chapter examines the present day ar-
rangement of public space within the RCSA, which has become rich with formal public spaces in a range of 
types, shapes, and sizes. At the same time, a wide variety of informal public spaces remain commonplace within 
the community, and, depending on the specific place, can be well-used, infrequently used, or neglected. 

The list of formal public spaces within the RCSA ranges in size from the 15-acre complex around the Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Recreation Center on the large end, down to the two-acre Boyd Park on the small. (Rondo and 
Little Mekong Plazas are even smaller.) Together, these eleven public spaces total almost 48 acres and offer a 

Field outside Maxfield Elementary;
Informal public space near the Hanover Townhomes.

Figure 21: Green = formal public space; blue = schools, institutions, informal public space



wide variety of amenities, qualities, and varities of formally public landscape. For example, the layout and design 
of Carty Park and Boyd Park, on the east and west portions of the RCSA, both exemplify classic neighborhood 
parks: rectangular areas with well-defined edges, a playground, winding paths amongst a mix of trees and open 
space. Meanwhile, large, complex public spaces like the ones around the Oxford and Martin Luther King Recre-
ation Centers offer a variety of types of public space, including lawns, little-used grassy medians, playgrounds, 
benches, and fully-equipped athletic fields. On the less programmed side of the park spectrum, public spaces 
such as Central Park and the Western Avenue Sculpture Park provide examples of how open public space can be 
used in unique and unexpected ways.     

At the same time, informal public space, not technically owned by the city or local public institutions, remains 
prevalent within the Rondo Community Study Area. In some cases, these spaces are neglected or marginal (in 
the case of Minnesota Department of Transporta-
tion-owned medians, used frequently by panhan-
dlers, literally so). These informal places provide 
space for a wide variety of activities ranging from 
literal shelter, recreation, and commerce, as well as 
space that goes simply unused. For example, the 
Unidale Mall parking lot offers a classic case of how 
informal public space can operate as a space for 
commerce. During weekends on warmer months, 
the privately-owned parking lot transforms into a 
vibrant farmer’s market on the north edge of the 
Rondo Community Study Area along University 
Avenue. The rest of the week, however, the land 
reverts back into being unexceptional pavement for 
the storage of cars. 

Similarly, informal public places like the parking 
lots behind restaurants or churches can transform 
into public spaces during events or holidays, and 

Figure 23: Little Mekong Plaza on University Avenue.

A farmer’s market in the parking lot at University and Dale;
and a rummage sale in the parking lot of the Gospel Temple Church.

Figure 22: RCSA streets coded by traffic speed and volume.



other public spaces like vacant lots or large yards can be used in ways that become de facto public spaces during 
certain times of the year, week, or day.

In contrast to the expansion and improvement of the informal and formal public space within the RCSA, the 
street and sidewalks offer a more divided picture. When compared to the pre-freeway era, the present state of the 
streets and sidewalks, the largest and most fundamental category of public space within the RCSA, has suffered 
in quality. On one hand, in many cases, the traditional street grid and relationships between sidewalks, streets, 
and the surrounding private space has been left intact. Primarily these are the residential streets located off the 
arterial and collector routes. In and along these streets, the combination of low levels of car traffic and slow 
speeds allows the public space of the street to be used comfortably and safely by the residents and other commu-
nity members. For example, it is not uncommon to see children and families playing football or catch on streets 
like Iglehart or Central Avenues, close to their homes and safe from speeding cars.

On the other hand, compared to the pre-freeway era, the arterial streets of the Rondo Community Study Area 
have been greatly transformed. The combination of street widening, a narrowing of the sidewalks and pedestrian 
right-of-way, high traffic volumes, and high vehicle speeds create a perception and reality of danger that dramati-
cally affects how these spaces can be used by people not driving in personal vehicles. Streets like Lexington Park-
way, Dale Street, Rice Street, Concordia Avenue, St. Anthony Avenue, and Marion Boulevard all have the effect 
of eroding the quality of the public space on the streets and sidewalks. The present-day design restricts who can 
use it, and how welcoming and accessible these public spaces are along those corridors. In general, the perceived 
comfort level of streets within the Rondo Community Study Area can be mapped along a qualitative hierarchy, 
which can serve as a proxy for the quality of perceived and actual safety within the community. [See Figure 22.]

These differences in quality affect people’s mobility within the community. For example, during the recent study 
of pedestrian yield rates in Saint Paul, sites within the study area had relatively poor rates of stopping for pedes-
trians. University and Kent, for example, served as a control site, while and Marion and Charles (just outside 
of the Rondo Community Study Area) did show some improvements thanks to infrastructure improvements. 
Meanwhile, Dale and Jessamine, to the north of the RSCA, showed poor rates of driver yeilding, revealing how 

A sidewalk next to busy Dale Street.
Figure 24: PM-10 particulate pollution levels at different points in the RCSA, showing a derivation 

from daily mean. Yellow represents higher levels. 

Particulate pollution measures (PM-10) on an afternoon in Rondo.



arterial corridors like Dale Street, connected to the Interstate 94 on-ramps, continue to be barriers for people 
within the community. 

In this study, two more data sets were also collected to show how specific qualities may affect the experience of 
public spaces within the community. These were noise and particulate pollution, both of which are created and 
amplified by the changes to the streets and sidewalks that occurred during the freeway-era changes of the 1950s 
and 60s. 

In the first case, particulate pollution data was gathered within the Rondo Community Study Area during four 
different days in the spring and summer using an Airbeam 2 mobile pollution meter. This device relies on open-
source programming to map real-time pollution data gathered at three different measures of particle size, PM 1, 
PM 2.5, PM 10, along with relative humidity. These were then mapped across the Rondo Community Study Area 
in both absolute numbers and relative difference from the daily mean measurements of pollution on the days the 
data were gathered. 

The patterns from the analysis show an overall increase in pollution closer to high traffic areas and arterial 
streets. Air pollution of this kind has invisible but palpable effects on public health, impacting, for example, the 
rates of asthma for people within the community who are exposed to these increased levels on an everyday basis. 
As previous studies have shown, location has a large impact on overall health outcomes for communities like 
Rondo. In addition, proximity to freeways and other major arterial roads have a negative effect on people’s indi-
vidual and collective health outcomes. 

A vacant lot along Dale Street;
and the life expectancy graph for Saint Paul (green = longer life expectanacy) from Quartz.com, 2018.

Figure 25: Driver stopping behavior at different RCSA intersections. 
(Chart courtesy of Roadway Safety Institutte at the University of Minnesota.)



The second quantitative measure gathered was noise pollution. This is important because noise pollution pres-
ents another invisible, often unnoticed factor that shapes the experience of public space. Vehicle noise, for ex-
ample, is a near constant presence for people living, walking, or recreating within earshot of the freeway corridor.  
In this study, ambient noise was measured using a Zoom H2 microphone with a “dead cat” windscreen placed at 
different locations within public spaces at key points within the RCSA during an afternoon rush hour.

Rather than offering a comprehensive look at noise pollution within the area, these data are intended to visualize 
the invisible relationship between ambient noise and the freeway system around the community.  In many often 
subtle ways, noise shapes how people can experience and enjoy public spaces. For example, noise levels at dif-
ferent points within the Carty Park reveal how proximity to the I-94 freeway can affect public space even within 
the one-block distance of the park boundaries. Similarly, the differences in noise pollution throughout the public 
spaces around the MLK Rec Center, between Marshall and Concordia (Old Rondo) Avenues, show how much 
the proximity to the freeway can shape aural landscape of public space. The measured differences of 20 db might 
mean the difference between people having a everyday conversation, for example, hearing a bird song, or the 
sounds of children at play.  [See Appendix for more sound data.]

Conclusion
Together, these data and maps are intended to offer a lens through which to think about how public spaces are 
affected by freeways and vehicle traffic patterns, and to show how the freeway and its roadway connections 
impact everyday life. It is worth remembering that how one views the present state of public spaces within the 
Rondo Community Study Area depends greatly on perspective. Many of the dynamics that make public space 
appealing or unappealing to different people are subjective, and change depending on where one lives, how 
one gest around, or one’s concept of a good life. At the same time, the freeway does impact the quality of public 
spaces within the Rondo Community Study Area and specific objective measures can offer a general proxy for 
some key qualities.

Using these three different qualitative measures - safety and comfort, noise pollution, and air pollution - it is 
possible to get a more objective understanding of the state of public spaces within the neighborhood. These tools 
offer one perspective onto the relationship between the quality of public space and the environment, social, and 
infrastructural factors that shape these spaces. In general, they show how the freeway system has impacted the 
community. 

In often subtle and invisible ways, the impacts of freeways and traffic related to the freeway continue to shape the 
everyday landscape of the Rondo community. Often these factors fade into an everyday landscape, recessing into 
the background of life in St. Paul. Yet these particular factors continue to make meaningful differences within the 
lives of the people that live within the neighborhood, often in ways that curtail the potential of the public space 
in the community. 

While it is impossible to say what the RCSA might have looked like if the freeway was never constructed through 
the middle of the small neighborhood, it is possible, through measures like the ones used in this study, to begin 
to glimpse some of the lasting effects of that construction. 

In the final chapter, this study will look at some of the potential changes that might occur to public space with 
alternatives to the infrastructure of the existing freeway. Specifically, by looking at how these individual metrics 
and measure might change, it will be possible to think about how any proposed changes to the freeway within 
the RCSA might re-shape public space in new and potentially liberating ways. 

Dale Street and Marion Boulevard;
Sound levels at different points in public space near Dale street and I-94.



Chapter 6: Future possibility
The possibility of a land bridge over the I-94 corridor has the potential to dramatically reshape the public space 
of the Rondo Community Study Area (RCSA). There are a wide range of outcomes that might result from a large 
investment in a new infrastructure along freeway through the RCSA, but in each case, the landscape of public 
space could be radically improved and expanded. For example, any change to the freeway corridor in the form of 
a lid, or any change to the street grid that would come with a land bridge, or any additional connections over and 
around the freeway corridor, could add large amounts of formal and informal public space to the neighborhood. 
Any of these changes could dramatically improve mobility connections over and around the freeway corridor, 
and transform the affective factors of the area such as noise, air pollution, and danger presented by speeding traf-
fic.

So far in this study, Chapter 2 outlined the purpose and methodology, focusing on some key reasons why public 
space is important to the physical, mental, and social health of a community. It then detailed the mixed set of 
methods by which this study proceeded. Chapter 3 described the general outlook for how this study approached 
public space, laying out definitions and a typology of different categories of space that were used to think about 
the community. Chapter 4 looked at the pre-freeway landscape of public space within the RCSA showing how, 
before the freeway construction period transformed the urban fabric through much of the community, most 
public space was informal. In many cases, these spaces relied on a grassroots network of clubs, institutions, and 
individual actors to fill the void left by the lack of formal public spaces in the area. At the same time, the street 
and sidewalks were, for the most part, oriented around and towards the local community rather than serving 
regional users and traffic patterns. After the freeway construction in the 1950s and 1960s, many of these rela-
tionships were transformed, shifting the ratio of formal and informal public spaces and transforming many of 
the streets and sidewalks from local streets to regional traffic connectors. Chapter 5 focused on the present day 
qualities of the public space within the RCSA, specifically focusing on size, type, and some measurable qualities 
about which data was gathered. These included noise pollution, air pollution, and a basic proxy for safety and 
comfort along the street and sidewalks within the area. 

Lexington Parkway sidewalk over I-94 ;
Rondo community garden and Peace Pole.

Figure 26: One rendering of a freeway “lid” over I-94 in the RCSA. 
Potential formal public space is marked in green.



Finally, the end goal of the study is to pivots toward the future of public space within the RCSA. Key questions 
include:

What could public space look like if some of the built environment -- especially around the freeway and its con-
nections -- were changed in the future? How might changes affect the specific qualities of public space that were 
measured here? How might they affect qualities that were beyond the scope of this study? 

Though the exact design or scope of a potential land bridge over the I-94 corridor is not yet decided, many of the 
different possibilities share a potential to transform the public spaces of of the RCSA in key ways. One possibility 
for the land bridge is that it could dramatically open up opportunities for more formal public space, such as city 
parks, playgrounds, athletic fields, or other spaces in the heart of the RCSA. Just using the footprint of the free-
way itself, land on which no new buildings could likely be constructed, there would be almost 20 new acres of 
public space available within the community. This new space could be used in countless ways, as either informal, 
pop-up public plazas, for community festivals and events, or formally as part of the city’s park system.

In addition, different proposals for completing a land bridge or other type of freeway cap infrastructure project 
on and around the I-94 corridor could increase the amount of informal public space along the existing margins 
of the freeway, the land on the marginal sides of St. Anthony and Concordia (Old Rondo) Avenues.

Another way that possible changes to the I-94 freeway could impact public space, including a land bridge or oth-
er scenarios, would be using the land adjacent to the I-94 footprint itself in various ways for community, hous-
ing, and mixed-use structures. By focusing these opportunities on informal public spaces and “third spaces” the  
Rondo Community Study Area’s rich tradition and legacy of informal institutions could be an asset in the de-
velopment and rebirth of the historic Rondo Avenue corridor as renewed mixed-use urban street. For example, 
street festivals, church activities, athletic events, fairs, markets, shops, apartments, or other examples of informal 
community activity that has long thrived in the neighborhood could have new spaces in which to take place.

In a scenario where a land bridge project allowed for the development of the existing marginal land along the 
historic Rondo / St. Anthony corridor, a major transformation of the streets and sidewalks would be possible 
within the heart of the Rondo Community Study Area. Currently Concordia (Old Rondo) and St. Anthony 

Figure 27: Yellow marks the potential addition with a freeway lid over I-94.

A freeway lid in Seattle, WA; 
a view down Selby Avenue looking east.



Avenues are both high-speed frontage roads that parallel the I-94 freeway corridor. If a future project developed 
the adjacent land along these streets, they could be re-designed to include a suite of traffic-calming amenities 
which would dramatically change the safety and experience of these public spaces. Much like the street cross-
ing improvements at Charles Avenue, just north of the RCSA, these changes could slow traffic speeds and allow 
the space of historic Rondo Avenue to restore many of the qualities that made it a thriving community corridor 
before the freeway construction transformed the street designs in the neighborhood. 

Using the measures included in this study as examples, it is possible to imagine how some of these other qualities 
might shift with significant alterations to the urban environment, such as a land bridge. For example, previous 
land bridge projects in the US have significantly reduced particulate pollution in surrounding areas. Meanwhile, 
noise pollution is reduced around freeway caps and land bridge projects, transforming the quality of public 
spaces, streets, and sidewalks in adjacent neighborhoods. 

As public conversations and community engagement progresses around the future of the RCSA and its relation-
ship to the freeway corridor, one that is fraught with historical trauma and ongoing injustice, it remains possible 
to imagine a future freeway mitigation project such as a cap or land bridge making a large difference for public 
space within the community, both in total overall area, quality of existing and future space, and the connection 
and linking of existing communities by improving mobility.  In thinking how this change might occur, it will be 
important to continue to examine the past and present quality and extent of public space within the neighbor-
hood.

Hopefully this study will lay a foundation for looking at the future of public space within the RCSA. Because of 
their fundamental position in fostering community and social connection, public spaces will remain a vital lens 
through which to think about the future of the community. Theny can also serve as a role model for how cities, 
states, and large governmental organizations can remediate some of the wrongs of the past done in the name of 
transportation efficiency, and at the expense of the people with the least voice and the most to lose. Particularly 
compared to the mistakes of the mid-century planners, it is possible to imagine a future that knits the urban 
fabric of old Rondo neighborhood back together and allow it to transcend the freeway that, for generations, has 
degraded the quality of public space within the neighborhood.  

The “Little Mekong” plaza on University Avenue; 
bicycles at Oxford Rec Center.



Appendix: Sound Data
Charts of raw sound data measured in decibels at points in the Rondo Community Study Area.
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