
Essay 

Moss on the Median 

When looking at designing or 
updating major thoroughfares 
it might be good to look at 
more issues than just traffic 
flow and safety. 

BRIAN BRENNER 

B efore Route 3 was widened north of 
Boston, it offered motorists the illusion 
of driving through the wilderness. The 

two northbound and southbound expressway 
lanes were separated and insulated from their 
surroundings by wide swaths of woods, both 
in the median and along the rights-of-way. For 
most of the ten or so miles from the Route 128 
junction north to Interstate 495, the road 
seemed to be isolated in its forest and not a 
ride through suburbia. Come weekends in 
early October, the old highway was in its glory 
as the trees started to turn color. One could 
drive at a pleasant clip for miles under a dark 
blue autumn sky, with orange light sparkling 
off the shimmering maple trees. There was the 
promise of pumpkins and crisp Macintosh 
apples at the country farms along its exits. 

This illusion of a drive through the woods 
was created, in part, by the highway's original 
method of design and construction. Instead of 
plowing over the full right-of-way and plant
ing grass, the road was placed and built with 
comparatively little disruption to the sur-

rounding terrain. This approach was particu
larly true for the median strip, which 
remained densely wooded. 

Unfortunately, soon enough commuter 
traffic on Route 3 moved at more of a slow 
crawl through the woods than a pleasant 
drive. Traffic studies determined that it was 
time to widen the four-lane highway to six 
lanes and improve the substandard inter
change layout. Once construction began on 
the widening project, one of the first things to 
go were the trees in the median. This space 
was deforested. Areas of deep gullies were 
filled in and paved over. The widened, recon
structed highway now looks much different. 
It is a well designed, vastly improved high
way in terms of traffic flow. However, what 
used to be a drive through the woods has 
been replaced by a somewhat dreary, charac
terless slog - it has been turned into 
Everyexpressway. The forested median is now 
an open, grassy space. Whereas the old high
way used to fit - in its way - into the land
scape, the new version is a wide, open gash 
that seems to make as big an impact (and 
scar) on the terrain as possible. 

Parkway vs. Expressway 
Limited access highways are a relatively new 
type of infrastructure, dating back to the 
1910s. Some of the earliest highways were 
"parkways" that were constructed in New 
York. These highways had architecturally 
sculpted viaducts (what we think of as "con
text-sensitive design" today), and they were 
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designed more for leisure travel than com
muting. As car culture took hold and traffic 
volume increased, parkways gave way to 
"expressways." Expressways were the fore
runners of the current Interstate highway pro
gram, which has standardized and institution
alized the form. Unlike the pastoral parkways, 
expressways were no-nonsense highways, 
intended to be fast, efficient, and built in part 
to provide transportation facilities for military 
use during wartime. It is only more recently 
that aesthetics and context-sensitive design 
(where the facilities are understood and even 
designed to be part of their surroundings) are 
considered. As part of these recent improve
ments, expressway bridges now have road 
and place name markers attached in an effort 
to help drivers feel more connected to the 
landscape through which they are driving. 

Parkways became more widespread thanks 
to Robert Moses, the late commissioner of the 
New York Tri-Borough Bridge and Tunnel 
Authority. Under his leadership, parkways 
and many aspects of the suburban form were 
developed around New York City, particular
ly on Long Island.1 Parkways were designed 
to be not just limited access highways, but an 
aesthetic experience. Therefore, rights-of-way 
featured trees and fields, and overpasses were 
adorned with stone veneer and architectural 
details. Parkways were not originally con
ceived as massive people movers, but were 
thought of as roads for pleasure drivers. Caro 
documents some other unsavory aspects of 
the original designs, such as the deliberately 
low overpasses intended to keep busses and 
mass-transit riding city dwellers away from 
using the parkways and, thus, invading sub
urbia.1 

Modifying Parkways 
Today, on Long Island, you can drive on two 
types of freeways: the typical, brutal, no-non
sense expressway like the Long Island 
Expressway, or one of many parkways such 
as the Northern Parkway. The parkways' 
original Sunday drive function has long been 
superseded by the hordes of commuters that 
motor back and forth each day. The Long 
Island parkways still have wooded rights-of
way, and the viaducts are still sheathed in 
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attractive stone. But these freeways have 
been rebuilt over the years for the purpose of 
moving traffic, with the addition of lanes and 
more modern geometries at their inter
changes. 

Traveling north from New York City, driv
ers have an interesting choice in Connecticut 
between the Merritt Parkway and Interstate 95 
(originally the Connecticut Turnpike). The 
Merritt Parkway is an historic highway with 
neo-classical and modernistic style bridges 
festooned with all sort of ornamentation. 
Except for the crushing traffic, a jaunt on 
Merritt Parkway is pleasant and invigorating, 
with long stretches of woods and a canopy of 
trees to drive through. Interstate 95, on the 
other hand, is a particularly ugly, placeless 
highway that takes no prisoners as it makes its 
Sherman's march across the landscape to New 
Haven. 

With time, Interstate 95 has softened, and 
the Merritt Parkway has hardened. Interstate 
95 has undergone reconstruction and land
scaping improvements so that it is not as 
much of a scar as it used to be. Much of the 
reconstruction has been nicely done, with aes
thetically shaped, attractive viaducts. On the 
other hand, the Merritt Parkway has been sub
ject over the years to many ill-advised recon
struction projects to improve traffic flow while 
ignoring the historic design of the bridges and 
woodsy layout of the terrain. Several miles of 
highway are protected by aluminum crash 
barriers that have not weathered well, and do 
not fit in with the parkway theme. 

Recently, some groups have organized 
against the rebuilding. In June 2005, the 
Merritt Parkway Conservancy and the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation, 
together with the Norwalk Land Trust, the 
Norwalk Preservation Trust and the Norwalk 
River Watershed Association, filed a lawsuit 
against the Federal Highway Administration 
(FHWA), seeking to downsize the massive 
new interchange project on the historic Merritt 
Parkway at Route 7 and Main Avenue in 
Norwalk, Connecticut. The project was origi
nally designed under the assumption that 
Route 7 would become a full capacity north
south expressway. But Route 7, the express
way version, was never completely built, so 



the plaintiffs argued that the project no longer 
makes sense. 

Future Development 
Driving down Interstate 495 in Norton and 
Mansfield, Massachusetts, you encounter a 20-
mile-long straight stretch of six-lane highway 
with a very wide grassy median. One can only 
imagine what the same space would look like 
with woods preserved in the median. An 
argument against a forested median is that it 
would be undesirable and unsafe to have deer 
and other large animals nesting in that space 
and darting into traffic. But animals have 
found a way of adapting to suburbia regard
less, and one counter-argument maintains that 
a boring, featureless road can result in more 
accidents. In terms of land usage, the 
Interstate 495 right-of-way features a lot of 
wasted, useless space. If the wide median can
not be filled with trees, a better approach 
would be a layout similar to the Mass Pike or 
the first nine miles of Interstate 95 in Rhode 
Island, east of the Connecticut border, where 
there is no wide median, and, for safety, the 
lanes of traffic in each direction are separated 
by a tall, concrete Jersey barrier. 

At some point in the future, all of what is 
currently unused land will be used. Some esti
mates say that eastern Massachusetts will be 
built out by 2050.2 Wooded highway median 
strips may start to fulfill a role never intended 
by designers: that of miniature habitat pre-

serves in areas where the natural habitat has 
largely been plowed over. Some wooded 
medians are particularly wide, such as Route 
128 in Dedham, and Interstate 95 in 
Connecticut just west of the Rhode Island bor
der (although, in the case of Route 128, a use 
was found for part of the land by siting a new 
prison in the median). These unused tracts 
feature acres of preserved woods that will 
likely never be developed. The woodlands are 
peculiarly sited for preservation, being 
enveloped by streams of vehicles on all sides. 
At some future date, when our cities and sub
urbs are fully built out, we will drive on some 
stretches of freeways that still appear to be 
carved out of the forest and the roads will 
remind us of a time when the land was in a 
wilder state. 
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