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Bridge freeways to relink neighborhoods
We used to think that we lived in a “cowboy economy” in which we had unlim-
ited resources. Land was considered cheap. With enormous suburban farms 
waiting for houses, urban land had little special value. The great adjustment of 
the last thirty years is that we now see ourselves on a planet of great but fi nite 
resources. We recognize that we have, as economist Kenneth Boulding phrased 
it, a “spaceship economy” in which there is no such thing as garbage but only 
raw materials for reuse.

The airspace above freeways is an enormous pool of undiscovered space, 
though due to the layers of government involved, tapping it is complex. As urban 
society implodes upon itself, these air rights over freeways are recognized as a 
valuable resource.

When Interstate 5 tore through Seattle 
in the 1960s, the construction was done 
with little regard to neighborhood impact. 
It became a noxious canyon, dividing what 
were once coherent neighborhoods. This 
convention center and adjoining park were 

built over the freeway in an attempt to 
knit back the central business district 
with an adjoining residential neigh-
borhood.
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Place shops on bridges
This bridge shows mixed-use from an earlier era, with a twist. 

The story of Pulteney Bridge should be familiar, for it shows how land 
development and transportation improvements work together. It is the eighteenth 
century. A landowner wishes to develop an estate across a river from the city of 
Bath, England, even at that time a major resort. The fi rst and critical step is to 
build a bridge to provide access to the land. Inspired by the Ponte Vecchio in 
Florence, shops are built on it to add a bit of Continental glamour and encourage 
people to approach and cross. 

The logic and effi ciency of putting shops at a crossroads of that type is 
impeccable.

Of course, no one could claim that putting shops on bridges is a necessity for a 
comfortable city. Pulteney Bridge is a whimsical example of discovered space. How 
could it have any relevance to the modern, auto-oriented world? 

Remarkably, “discovering” the space over a divider is actually quite relevant 
today. A most striking effort to knit together a city torn asunder by an interstate 
highway is under way in Columbus, Ohio. Named the “I-670 Cap,” it is a complex 
undertaking, requiring coordination among many levels of government, and an 
imaginative and plucky developer. The Ohio Department of Transportation had 
originally proposed widening the interstate, requiring a new bridge. In order to 
lessen the impact of that widening on surrounding neighborhoods, some genius 
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suggested widening the bridge itself to allow 
26,000 square feet of shops along with on-
street parking. The purpose, as with Seattle’s 
Freeway Park (see page 182), is to create a 
seamless pedestrian path from one neighbor-
hood to another over the dividing chasm of 
a freeway. If it is successful, pedestrians will 
be able to cross the interstate hardly knowing 
that it is there, aware only that they are walk-
ing down a pedestrian-oriented street. Based 
on the photo above, showing the project 
under construction in August, 2003, judge 
for yourself. I think it’s a winner.

I believe that this undertaking, while 
relatively small, is extraordinary and worthy 
of emulation. It provides a model, reaching 
far beyond Columbus to the many thou-
sands of freeway overpasses across America, 
of how to create a seamless transition.
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