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Uncovering Lost Houston



1. What was removed 
by urban freeway 
construction? 

2. Who was 
displaced?

roadsTaken:
Research Questions



National Context



Houston 
Context

• Houston planners 
applied these ideas to 
urban freeways with 
free hand. 

“Houston actually had more influence on 
the location of its freeways than almost any 
other city in dealing with the Highway 
Department.” 
– Ralph Ellifrit, Planning Engineer



Who planned the 
location 
freeways?
• Ralph Ellifrit who 

worked for…
• Hare & Hare who, 

under contract 
for…

• Will C. Hogg who 
created the city’s 
first…



Ralph Ellifrit
City Planner

Will C. Hogg
Chair of 1st

Planning Commission 

S. Herbert Hare 
Hare & Hare, Kansas City

Planning Consultants

William James 
Van London

Chief Engineer, Gulf Freeway



Houston Context – Power of Georeferencing 



Highways: “A valuable tool” 
“Frequently the central business 
district of a city is surrounded by a 
belt of land suffering from urban 
blight. Often such land served as 
good residential neighborhoods at 
one time, but later deteriorated 
into slum areas.  It is important to 
remember that urban highway 
can be a valuable tool in 
rehabilitating such slum areas. 

J.C. Dingwall, Texas Highway 
Engineer, 1968





THIRD WARD



1947 Proposed Freeway map (red) overlaid on the racial geography map (1929) of Houston. 



1947 Proposed Freeway map (red) overlaid on the Racial Restriction Area map (1929) of Houston. 



1947 Proposed Freeway map (red) overlaid on Home Owners’ Loan Corporation 
(HOLC) "Redlining" map of Houston (1930s).



Archived at Rice

Permanent digital archive 

through Fondren RRR

Highway Research Architecture Describing Buildings

Information (stories, type, price, etc.) 

from tax records, Sanborn maps, 

entered by the Highway team. 

Planning Maps and 
Historical Photography 

Digitizing Databases

Data is scraped and cleaned 

from existing transcriptions of 

historical databaess and 

transcribed by OCR software 

and by hand. 

Linked Database 
and Map

Databases and linked maps 

available on the open access 

Houston Highways project as part 

of the Center for Energy Studies 

and Spatial Studies Lab 

partnership. Data and map are 

interactive, searchable, 

downloadable, and sortable.

Displaced Structures 
Database and Map

Buildings linked through 

street address to people 

who inhabited them at the 

time of highway clearance. 

Mapping Buildings

Using ArcGIS, the Highways 

research team traces shapes 

of displaced structures. 

Archival Maps

Historial maps and 

photographs of Houston 

collected from multiple state 

and local archives, including 

Sanborn Fire Insurance maps, 

TxDoT R.O.W. maps, and 

historical aerial photography.

Displaced People 
Database

People linked through street 

address to building they 

inhabited at the time of 

displacement.  

Census records matched with 

yearly city directory records in 

order to correct outdated info.

City Directory Records
Neighborhood Case Studies

Highways research team conducts case 

studies on a limited number of city 

blocks, finding the new addresses of 

families and businesses displaced 
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Digitized and georeferenced 

by Highway team

Archival Databases

Historial demographic and 

population records from local 

archives including the 1940 

and 1950 US Census rolls.

Historical Structures Ingest → 

Historical People Ingest → 



Archival Maps Historical Structures Ingest → 



Archival Maps Historical Structures Ingest → 



Georeferencing Historical Maps
Mapping 
Buildings

Historical Structures Ingest → 



Tracing Buildings with ArcGIS
Mapping 
Buildings

Historical Structures Ingest → 



Map of Houston, showing partially complete mapping of 
displaced structures (. ~8000)

Linked Database 
and Map

Mapping the 
Lost City



Data
Scraping 

Script

Archival Databases Historical People Ingest → 



Linking Databases

Digitizing Databases
Digitizing Databases

Digitizing Databases

Join function

Created database 
describing buildings in 

highway R.O.W.
(over 11,000 collected)

Scraped Database from 
1940 and 1950 Census
(over 300,000 entries) Matches between 

databases showing 
people displaced by 

highways

Historical People Ingest → 



1950 US CENSUS DATABASE CREATED USING HISTORICAL MAPS

Match! “806 Meadow”

Digitizing Databases



City Directory Records

Updating Databases

Digitizing Databases
Digitizing Databases

Houston yearly city 
directory updated to year 

of ROW clearance. 

Scraped Database from 
1940 and 1950 Census

Historical People Ingest → 
Census records matched with 

yearly city directory records in 

order to correct outdated info.



Adding Census Tract Data
Linking Census 

Tract Data

New database with 
average household 

characteristics

Census summary 
statistics from 

1940 – the present

Historical People Ingest → 

Spatial Join



Highway Research Architecture in Practice 

Building: Dwelling, 1 Story
Address: 806 Meadow
1950 Residents:

Map of Houston’s Fifth Ward Neighborhood showing 
structures displaced by the East and Eastex Freeways.

Databases and linked maps 

available on the open access 

Houston Highways project as part 

of the Center for Energy Studies 

and Spatial Studies Lab 

partnership. Data and map are 

interactive, searchable, 

downloadable, and sortable.

Information on each 
structure and who 
inhabited the building is 
available when 
structure is selected. 
Full data available for 
download. 

Laurence Madison Negro 
(Black) Male

Retha Max Negro 
(Black) Female

Abbie L Max Negro 
(Black) Female

Aurthur Max Negro 
(Black) Male

Earnestine Max Negro 
(Black) Female

Linked Database 
and Map
Linked Database 
and Map



Highway Research Architecture in Practice Planning Maps and 
Historical Photography 

Digitized and georeferenced 

by Highway team

The same photograph georeferenced with an 
interactive “viewcone,” enabling users to see a map 
of sight lines of an image.



Dowling (Emancipation) Commerical Area



Major Business 
Displacements
• 843 Total commercial 

buildings
• Of the 15 largest 

districts:
o 7 in Black neighborhoods 

or poor neighborhoods
o 4 on the borders of Black 

or poor neighborhoods
o 4 (48 businesses total) in 

white neighborhoods

• 28% of businesses 
closed*

• 29% of business 
operators, net worth 
worsened*

• *THD Study 1974



Disproportional Displacement in Houston



Disproportional Displacement in Houston



Freeway Revolts



Residents Respond

“We didn’t like [the freeway]. We 
weren’t excited about it because 
it wasn’t helping us... And it [the 
freeway project] was just 
displacing a lot of black people.”

- Myrtle Ross, Fourth Ward 
resident

That [highway building] set the 
Third Ward back...In the Third 
Ward you have a larger ratio of 
undeveloped land to the total 
land than you normally 
have...That transportation 
problem became a 
development problem for the 
Third Ward.” 

   - Ernie Atwell



The Consequences of 
Undemocratic Design

• ~21,000 Houstonians displaced by freeway 
construction

• Majority of displacements were Black 
Houstonians, despite making up around 20% 
of the area's population

• Renters, the poor, the old, non-white, and non-
Anglo displaced had less notification of 
construction and had worse outcomes after 
displacement

• Displaced residences roughly equivalent to 
removing every home in the Memorial Villages



The Limit to Freeways: 
"More Democratic" less "Great Designer"
“We shouldn’t slow down on our 
freeway building program. But 
there’s a limit to how many we can 
build. Eventually, vital parts of the 
city will have to be destroyed for 
more freeways.” 

- Roscoe Jones, City Planner, 1965



roadstaken.org
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