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AN URBAN TRANSIT EVOLUTION 
THE MASTER HIGHWAY PLAN FOR THE BOSTON METROPOLITAN AREA 

Boston has seen three large highway projects since 
the Master Highway Plan was released in 1948. The 
mindset around highway planning and construction 
has evolved because city residents united their voices 
to advocate for their communities. The Department of 
Public Works (DPW) and other government entities 
have gradually shifted to construct highways and other 
infrastructure that is designed for people and is better 
suited for evolving needs of the city. 

Proposed Inner Belt & Southwest 
Expressway Interchange 

Image from Cambridge Historical Society 

In 1948, the release of the Master Highway Plan for the Boston Metropolitan 
Area announced the city's assessment and action plan for constructing high 
density expressways in and around Boston. The proposed major highway 
projects included the Western Expressway (now known as the Massachusetts 
Turnpike), Inner Belt, and Southwest Expressway, and were designed to connect 
surrounding suburbs to Boston and attempt to reduce traffic on existing roads. 

The plan explains the techniques the state used to determine the highway routes. 
One approach was to collect data and analyze all of the origins and destinations of 
individuals traveling to, from, and within the city. Although this seems like a logical 
first step for developing automobile infrastructure, this method only included 
people who owned a car. Since many city households did not own a car (i.e. 48% 
in Boston), a significant population of the city was ignored in the plan. Further, 
the highway routes were also based on where land was cheapest. This approach 
meant that residents from low income backgrounds, often people of color, who 
relied on these properties as their only accessible source of housing were targeted 
and most at risk to be displaced by the state. The plan refers to the location of 
city residents as an "impediment" to highway development, implying that the 
people are a nuisance to be navigated around instead of approaching established 
communities with respect. While they acknowledge the problematic nature of 
relocating people and claim to have considered alternatives, the plan proceeds 
with the same problematic highway routes and a plan to move Boston residents 
out of their neighborhoods in order to speed up the construction timeline of a road 
that would not benefit city residents in any way. 

2 



MASSACHUSETTS TURNPIKE 
The first major highway project was the Massachusetts 
Turnpike (Mass Pike). It was originally designed to connect M A S S 
Boston to the surrounding suburbs for cars traveling to 
and from the city since the existing major roads were at 
maximum traffic capacity. In 1952, a few years into the 
project, the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority was created, 
and the project was modified to span the entire state and 
pass through other major cities in Massachusetts. The p I K E 
highway was 135 miles long when it opened in 1965 and 
was extended by 3 miles recently with the construction of image from https:lten.wpea 
the Ted Williams Tunnel as part of the Big D)jg. org/wiki/Massachusetts Turnpike 

The untold story of the Mass Pike is that it was 
not just about moving people from point A 
to point B. It was also designed to "create an 
"economic lifeline" for Boston. People living in 
the city were not the priority, and the project 
had a direct impact on their lives. 

In Brighton, an older woman lost her home to the project. 
The state gave her one dollar and told her to leave the 
property immediately. 

In Chinatown, residents and homeowners on Hudson Street received notices 
saying "your property is now owned by the Massachusetts Turnpike Authority." 
Since the highway was designed to accommodate people from surrounding 
suburbs traveling into the city for work, these residents watched their 
neighborhood transform to accommodate temporary visitors instead of locals. 

= ORIGINAL ROUTE 
(1.7 miles) 

» CONST'R4 CTeD RouTE 
(Is8 mt ies) 
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INNER BELT& 
SOUTHWEST 
EXPRESSWAY 

QUICK FACTS 
Inner Belt: 10 miles, 
elevated, 8 lanes 

Southwest Expressway: 
8 miles, elevated, 8 lanes, 
mostly straight 

7500 families projected 
to lose their homes to the 
project 

Impacted neighborhoods: 
Boston (Jamaica Plain, 
Roxbury, Roslindale, 
Hyde Park), Cambridge, 
Somerville 

"=€X/STING HIGH\el) 
> INNER BELT ROAT£g 
·=+ 5NATHYNEST EXPRESS/A} 
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The Massachusetts Turnpike and its 
impact on city neighborhoods became a 
cautionary tale to Boston area residents. 
After the Federal Highway Act was 
passed in 1956 and funding for the 
Inner Belt and Southwest Expressway 
was secured, the state and the DPW 
started removing residents from their 
homes and bulldozing a path for 
highway construction. Anger began to 
rise as Boston residents felt the impact 
of not being considered in the state's 
transportation plan. While there were 
many components proposed in the 1948 
Master Highway Plan, the Inner Belt 

and Southwest Expressway generated 
the most unrest because of the lack 
of consideration of well-established 
communities and the discrimination 
behind the chosen highway route. 
Neighborhoods like Roxbury and Jamaica 
Plain would even be physically divided by 
the Southwest Expressway. The state was 
continuing to prioritize car owners instead 
of local residents, but this time urban 
planners, civil rights activists, antiwar 
protesters, and concerned citizens were 
ready. These were the circumstances that 
inspired the opposition movement that 
united Boston neighborhoods. 
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KEY PLAYERS 
As the state advanced Inner Belt and Southwest Expressway construction into 
the 1960s, informed individuals formed activist organizations to lead the anti 
highway movement and preserve the city's neighborhoods. As the fight against 
the highways progressed, these local experts and organizations combined forces 
to achieve their shared goal of altering the highway plan. 

ORGANIZATIONS 

I Urban Planning Aid 
I Black United Front 
I Black Panther Party, Boston Chapter 

I Greater Boston Committee on 
the Transportation Crisis (GBC) 

INDIVIDUALS (ANTI & PRO HIGHWAY) 

HOW THEY ORGANIZED 

Chuck Turner (anti): Chair of the Boston chapter 
of the Black United Front, chair of the GBC; led 
advocacy for Southwest Corridor. 
Fred Salvucci (anti): City planner; worked with 
the Boston Redevelopment Authority before 
joining the anti-highway movement. 
Father Paul McManus (anti): Chair of the GBC. 
Elected to citizens task force to reassess highway 
plans for the state in 1969. 
Jim Morey (anti): Rallied Cambridge residents 
against the Inner Belt, involved Jamaica Plain, and • 
connected Salvucci to the movement. 
Governor Frank Sargent (pro turned anti): MA 
governor during "People Before Highways" rally. 
Organized reassessment of highway plan and its 
impact on Boston. Canceled the Inner Belt and 
Southwest Expressway projects. 
Governor John Volpe (pro): Highway supporter. 
Left his position as Governor of MA early to 
become US Secretary of Transportation. 

• Public hearings with the 
Massachusetts DPW took 
place in school auditoriums 
across Cambridge, Boston, 
Jamaica Plain, Roxbury, and 
other affected neighborhoods. 
These gatherings gave 
citizens and activists 
organizing the movement 
time with representatives 
to ask questions and voice 
their opinions about the 
project. In some instances, 
these hearings resulted in 
chanting phrases like "We 
don't want a road. We want 
our homes," which Cambridge 
residents shouted at a DPW 
representative at one of their 
local meetings. 
Slide shows were frequently 
used by anti-highway 
organizers to convey their 
message and gain support 
from city residents. 

• Rallies were occasionally 
organized, with the "People 
Before Highways" rally in the 
Boston Common being the 
largest and most effective. 
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BUILDING A MOVEMENT 
TIMELINE OF FIGHTING THE INNER BELT & SOUTHWEST EXPRESSWAY 

1948 1956 1950s-1960s 1956 
Beginning 

1966 
Summer 
1966 

Master Federal Highway Act put Massachusetts Turnpike and Governor Urban 
Highway in motion to cover 90% Central Artery construction John Volpe 500 housing units Planning Aid 
Plan for of highway construction timeline. Two highways repealed local in Roxbury and organized 
Boston costs for any highway already being built added to veto power Jamaica Plain. and founded. 
released. project that connects the controversial nature of for highway 

to the Federal State the Master Highway Plan. projects. 
Highway program. 

December 1968 October 1967 O] (olf= 

Greater Boston 
Committee on the 
Transportation Crisis 
forms to coordinate 
the opposition to the 
highways. 

Anti-highway organizing 
kicks off in Jamaica Plain. 
The neighborhood becomes 
the second to organize and 
the first to challenge the 
Southwest Expressway. 

January 23, 1969 
------------------------------------, I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
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Frank Sargent takes office as Massachusetts 
governor to finish Volpe's term. One day 
later, Mayor White of Boston asked Sargent 
to remove the Inner Belt and Southwest 
Expressway from the federal interstate highway 

Report from the Governor's task 
force released and confirmed 
that the highway project was 
motivated by the federal funding 
incentives instead of considering 
what was best for city residents. 

"Beat the Belt" rally 
hosted by Save Our Cities 
Committee in Cambridge. 
First time people took to the 
streets to fight the Inner Belt. 

January 25, 1969 

"People Before 
Highways" rally at 
Boston Common. 

Over twenty state 
legislators and fifteen of 
the sixteen communities 
affected by the highways 
announce opposition to 
the project. 

January 1971 

Governor Sargent forms 
a task force of non-DPW 
people, many of them anti 
highway activists, to assess 
the Master Highway Plan and 
its impact on the city. 

1972 
L--------------------- 

Construction of 
the Inner Belt and 
Southwest Expressway 
halted. 

Road icon from http://clipart- library.com/clipart/983695.htm 

Jamaica Plain activists release report 
of damage Southwest Expressway 
would cause to neighborhood 
Activists across the city continued to 
develop alternatives to the highway 
plans in order to design their 
neighborhoods to meet their needs 
and community values. 

Construction of the Inner 
Belt and Southwest 
Expressway officially 
canceled. No new 
highways constructed. 
Advocacy for public 
transit and pedestrian 
accessibility continues. 
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PEOPLE BEFORE HIGHWAYS 
2,000 people from across Boston neighborhoods, 
Cambridge, Somerville, Brookline, and even surrounding 
suburbs converged in the Boston Common to rally on 
January 25, 1969. Officially called the People Before 
Highways rally, this event represented years of tireless 
activism to earn the support of residents and local 
representatives. Despite differences in race, socio-economic 
status, geographic location, education level, etc., the people 
of the Boston area came together to fight for the city that 
was home to all of them. 

Boston area residents 
marching at the People 
Before Highway's rally. 
Image from http://www.bu.edu/ioc/ 
people-before-highways/ 

Iconic symbol of 
the anti-highway 
movement in Jackson 
Square during peak 
years of fighting the 
Master Highway Plan. 

Image from https://www.jphs.org/transportation/people-before-highways.html 

The march led to the stairs of the Statehouse, where the Governor of 
Massachusetts, Frank Sargent, addressed the people. He made the promise 
to not "make any decisions that place people below concrete." Leaders from 
organizing activist groups had put together a strategic plan and were invited 
inside the Statehouse to share these thoughts with Governor Sargent. While the 
meeting was quick and did not result in any immediate changes to the highway 
plan, Governor Sargent did agree to put together a committee to assess the 
highway plan that would not include anyone from the Massachusetts DPW. For 
those organizing the movement, the rally initiated the reassessing of the highway 
plan, which resulted in stopping the construction altogether. It also established 
strong relationships between Boston communities and people from different 
backgrounds who all wanted to keep highways out of their backyards. 
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BIG DIG 
Since fighting the Inner Belt and 
Southwest Expressway, Boston's more 
recent highway project, the Central 
Artery/Tunnel Project or Big Dig, was 
designed and built starting in 1982 
to reduce car traffic in the city. The 
focus of the project was to bury the 
section of 1-93 that was elevated above 
downtown Boston. The Ted Williams 
Tunnel and Zakim bridge were also 

notable elements of the project. In 
total, the project spanned 7.8 miles of 
highway, half of which was tunnels. 
1-93 was known as one of the most 
congested highways in the United 
States with an accident rate four times 
higher than the national average. 
Putting it below ground ultimately 
reduced the number of hours cars were 
on the road by 62%. 

BEFORE THe BIG DIG 

AFTER THE BIG DIG 

=» {LE/ATED 

on \\3}H\NAY 

e» ["L/}IN EL, 0 CHANGES 

It is important to note 
that even though this 
modification seems like 
an intuitive change, city 
planners and others 
working on the project 
had to fight for the 
necessary funding. The 
original construction of 
the elevated highway 
displaced 20,000 Boston 
residents, and burying the 
highway meant reclaiming 
this land as part of the city 
instead of it only serving 
as a connection to the 
federal interstate highway 
system. President Reagan 
initially vetoed the 
project, but Fred Salvucci 
continued to champion it 
and Congress approved 
the funding by one vote. 

Inspired by "Boston's highway system before and after the Central Artery/Tunnel Project" gif, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big Dig 
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CITY IMPROVEMENT 
Halting the Inner Belt and Southwest Expressway and finalizing the Big Dig 
allowed for improvements to other elements of Boston's infrastructure. 

ORANGE LINE 
After the Inner Belt/Southwest Expressway project was 
halted, the city was able to reinvest the money from the 
project and use it to improve the MBTA. As a result. the 
Orange Line was extended and exists in the form it is in 
today. 

Southwest Corridor Park 
with Orange Line Train 

Image from Google Maps Street View 
1 Williams St. Boston, MA Sept. 2018 

ROSE KENNEDY 
GREENWAY 
The Big Dig created 
space for the Rose 
Kennedy Greenway, a 
stretch of public park 
that spans the Financial 
District and Waterfront. 
It is often used for public 
art. food trucks, and 
free events open to all. 
The Silver Line was 
also expanded after the 
project. making the city 
more T accessible.* 

Wake Up the Earth Festival 2018 

Rose Kennedy Greenway 
December 2019 

SOUTHWEST 
CORRIDOR PARK 
Built to connect Roxbury 
to downtown Boston via 
bike and walking paths 
with lots of green-space 
for play and events, 
Southwest Corridor Park 
was built on the land 
where the Southwest 
Expressway would have 
been. Every spring, 
residents of Roxbury 
and Jamaica Plain 
celebrate the defeat of 
the highway with the 
Wake Up the Earth 
Festival, which takes 
place in the Jamaica 
Plain section of the park. 
The day honors activists, 
artists, and residents 
who rejuvenated the 
space and made it the 
community landmark 
that it is today. 

To clarify, the Tis still an imperfect system in how it operates and 
who benefits from it. The city took a significant step by investing in 
the MBTA at these critical moments of infrastructural change, but 
there is still progress to be made in order to make the T equitable 
and functional. The same can be said for the parks mentioned. 
While these points of tension are not directly connected to 
highways, they are important to acknowledge. 
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FUTURE OF CITIES 
INNER BELT/ 
SOUTHWEST 
EXPRESSWAY 

1948 

--------------------------------------------------- 
24 years 1972 

Master Highway 
Plan 

1982 25 years 

Highway construction 
officially stopped 

2007 
BIG DIG ---------------------------------------------------- 

Beginning of 
assessment of 
area for project 

Streets reopened, 
main project 
completed 

The Inner Belt/Southwest Expressway took years of fighting, and the Big Dig 
was the most expensive highway project in the United States! There were major 
barriers to overcome in order to create an urban landscape that resembled the 
needs of city residents. 

In considering the best course of action for designing inclusive, sustainable, 
human-centered cities of the future, how can we guarantee that the voices of 
the people will be heard from the beginning to avoid infrastructural nightmares 
that uproot people and destroy neighborhoods? 

Think about it the next time you are driving into Boston, taking the T, or enjoying 
one of the parks that exists there because a highway does not. 
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LOCAL TRANSPORTATION 
INITIATIVES 
CITY GOVERNMENT AND TRANSPORTATION ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS 
HAVE PLANS FOR SUSTAINABLE, ACCESSIBLE TRANSPORTATION 

GO BOSTON 2030 
htlps://www.boston.gov/tra nsportation/go boston-2030 

The City of Boston's GO 
Boston 2030 plan is the official 
transportation needs assessment 
and plan of projects to fill these gaps. 
The plans focus on expanding public 
transit, creating more green-space, 
and bringing micro mobility solutions 
(i.e. bikeshare) to neighborhoods 
across the city instead of investing 
in road infrastructure. This report 
shares that car ownership in 
Boston has not changed since the 
1960s when citizens were fighting 
the Inner Belt and Southwest 
Expressway. Most Boston residents 
who own at least one car are white, 
meaning that car ownership is still 
disproportionate by race and income 
level. Investing in other modes of 
transportation for the future of the 
city also means promoting equity 
in transit options and in general to 
create a place where everyone has 
equal access to the Boston area. 
The goal of putting every household 
in Boston within a ten-minute walk 
of an MBTA stop (bus or train), a 
bikeshare station, and a carshare 
port is expressed in the report. 

TRANSPORTATION FOR 
MASSACHUSETTS 
https://www.t4ma.org/ 

Transportation for Massachusetts is 
another organization that is advocating 
for expanded public transit networks 
and transportation infrastructure that 
will promote equity and accessibility for 
all. They are advocating for this progress 
on a state level, and have offered these 
suggestions and many other non-car 
objectives to the states Commission on 
the Future of Transportation. 

KENDALL SQUARE ASSOCIATION 
https://www.kendallsq org/transportation/ 

The Kendall Square Association (KSA) 
is a Cambridge organization that works 
to advocate for the future of the Kendall 
Square since there has been rapid 
development and expansion in the 
area over the last ten years. They share 
the city of Boston's goal of making the 
area more accessible by transportation 
modes other than cars. Since Kendall 
Square is mostly occupied by companies 
and research/academic institutions, it is 
important to acknowledge the privilege 
they have and how it influences their 
ability to advocate for the area. 
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