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Origins of Houston’s Freeways

1930 Governor Ross Sterling proposes the Houston-
Galveston Super Highway

Late 1930s Houston Mayor Oscar Holcombe promotes the 
Gulf Freeway

1940 City of Houston buys the right-of-way of the 
Galveston-Houston Electric Railway

1943 TxDOT approves the Gulf Freeway. Other routes 
approved in 1945.

1946 Construction begins on the Gulf Freeway



Houston’s Freeway Era Begins
Gulf Freeway Dedication

September 30, 1948

Dewitt Greer and Oscar Holcombe



Where it all began

Gulf Freeway at Calhoun, November 1948



Celebrating Traffic

Traffic count sign

1950
100 million vehicle-miles



Development of the Freeway Master Plan

1947
First freeways 
approved by 
TxDOT

Bellaire
The plan shows a 
bypass route on 
Post Oak Road, 
but the route is 
not designated 
as a freeway



Development of the Freeway Master Plan
1953 Plan shows the West Loop aligned through 

Bellaire on Post Oak



Development of the Freeway Master Plan

1954

Plan has the 
West Loop 
on Post Oak 
and the 
Southwest 
Freeway 
through 
north Bellaire



Building Public Support: 1956 $15 million bond issue



1958 Harris County $15 million bond Election
(=124 million in 2015 dollars)



TxDOT-Houston 
Leaders in the 

Golden Era

A.C. Kyser, 1907-1984
Houston Urban Project 
Office Manager, 
1955-1972

Wiley Carmichael, 
1912-1996

TxDOT Houston District 
Manager, 1955-1973

The Visionary The Underachiever

Loop 610 and 
inside the Loop

Outside the Loop



A.C. Kyser
retirement, 1972



Origins of a Freeway on Post Oak Road

December 1931: 
Bypass routes 
proposed

“The purpose of 
these two loops 
is to divert traffic 
around the city 
avoiding 
congested city 
streets.”



1942: Bypass 
Loop Study for 
national defense 
Loop followed Post Oak 
Road and Bellaire Blvd



September 1954: Official Request for inclusion in 
the state highway system

Shown below: pages from official presentation booklet



Influential 
Support for the  

Post Oak 
Alignment

R.E. “Bob” Smith
1894-1973

“By 1964 Smith owned 
more land than any other 
person in Harris County, 
over 11,000 acres” 
– Texas State Historical 
Association web site



West Loop North of Westheimer



West Loop at San Felipe



December 1954
Houston City Council initially rejects alignment due 

to perceived benefit for Smith
Houston Chronicle, December 23, 1954
“…a majority [of council members] indicated 

opposition on the argument that the routing would 
increase the value of vacant land owned by 
Robert E. Smith, political backer of the mayor”



Socialite Candace Mossler (died 1976) and 
Developer Melvin Powers (died 2010)

• Candace Mossler began an 
affair with her nephew Melvin 
Powers in 1962

• Jacques Mossler, husband of 
Candace, moves to Florida 
after uncovering the affair

• Jacques Mossler murdered in 
Florida in June 1964, leaving 
$33 million estate

• Candace Mossler and Melvin 
Powers accused; acquitted in 
sensational trial in 1966

• Powers becomes successful 
real estate developer, 
including the Arena Towers 
on US 59



Timeline of Loop 610 Planning in Bellaire

Dec. 1954 Bellaire residents 
protest to city 
council

April 1955 City of Bellaire 
refuses to pay for 
right-of-way cost of
$2 million
(= $18 million in 
2015 dollars )



Timeline of Loop 610 Planning in Bellaire

Feb. 1956 North of Bellaire Blvd, 
alignment shifted to 
the west side of Post 
Oak due to Marian 
Catholic High School

“When we had to pick up 50 more feet [from 
Marian Catholic High School], they said the 
additional footage from their side would ruin 
them”

“It’s better to take houses than go up 
against the Catholic Church,” said County 
Attorney Burke Holman. “It doesn’t pay to 
fight them.”



Timeline of Loop 610 Planning in Bellaire

March 1956 Bellaire residents pack Harris County 
Commissioners Court to protest; 
Commissioners approve final alignment



Timeline of West Loop Pre-construction

1957-1961 Corridor for freeway 
cleared in Bellaire

June 1960 190 of 273 needed 
parcels for West Loop 
acquired (both Bellaire 
and Houston) 

1961 City of Houston sells 23 
acres of Memorial Park 
to TxDOT for $816,103 
(=$6.5 million in 2015 
dollars)



Right of Way Clearance in Bellaire

January 1960 photo



Abe and Marvin Zindler Properties



Abe Zindler Property, SW corner Bellaire Blvd



Abe Zindler quote in the 
Bellaire Texan, 
November 16, 1955:

“I’m not stuck on it, but 
what can we do about it. 
If they need it, and that’s 
the best route, then we 
can’t stop progress.”



South of Bellaire Blvd, acquisition
Typically 4 lots on the east side of Post Oak



Pin Oak Stables, Grandstand left intact





West Loop at Southwest Freeway

Looking southeast circa 1960

Opened in July 1962, the first modern-design 4-level interchange in Texas



Design Inspired by the iconic stack in Los Angeles

1952: A delegation of 56 Dallas leaders visits the interchange

• L.A. 4-level interchange completed in 1949, fully operational in 1953
• World’s first four-level “stack” interchange



Construction circa 1961



West Loop in Bellaire Openings

April 28, 1965
Frontage roads

March 19, 1968
Main lanes, ceremony 
on Bellaire overpass

No photos of the 
opening were found, but 
the big scissors were 
almost certainly used



First Practical Crash Attenuators in the U.S.
October 1968

• Installed on the 
West Loop at US 
59 and IH 10

Deadly hazard: concrete abutment 
at gore point (at 610/10)

Below: crash cushion at northbound 
West Loop at Southwest Freeway



National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
Signed by President Nixon on January 1, 1970

• Made it very difficult or impossible to build freeways 
where they were not wanted by locals

• By the mid-1970s most urban freeway-building plans 
were canceled in all U.S. cities



Ammonia Truck Accident, May 11, 1976
• Truck came northbound through Bellaire, crashed off the 

connection ramp to southbound US 59 due to excessive speed
• 5 killed, around 50 hospitalized



• 1992: West Loop widening canceled
• 1999-2003: Repaving in Bellaire
• Starting in 2016: First contract of rebuilding 

West Loop – Southwest Freeway interchange 

6 ramps will be 
rebuilt or modified



Sharpstown
Opened 
March 13, 1955

History



A Big Success

One month after opening
• 124 homes sold
• 420 homes under construction
• 1120 available lots sold out

One year after opening
• 1000 homes built
• Big birthday party with cake 

15 feet high and 20 feet wide
• Jarma Lewis climbed to the 

top to blow out the candle



Frank Sharp’s

1.Southwest 
Freeway

2. Astronauts

Frank Sharp, 1906-1993



January 1955 Southwest Freeway Alignment

• Through the 
north tip of 
Bellaire



January 1955 Southwest Freeway Alignment Study

• Near Saxon Street in Bellaire, then just north of 
Pin Oak Stables



January 1956: Final alignment north of the 
City of Bellaire



Expediting the Southwest Freeway to Sharpstown
• In 1957 efforts were focused on the inner loop 

section of the Loop
• Outside the loop on hold due to lack of right-of-way

Southwest freeway in the Shepherd/Montrose area



Construction at Hazard Street 1960



• R.E. “Bob” Smith offered to donate land if the freeway 
was realigned through his property.



Landowners Unite to Thwart Smith

• September 1957
Landowners offer to donate 10.5 miles of freeway 
right-of-way if construction of frontage roads would 
begin within a year

• 295 acres valued at $2.5 million ($21 million in 2015 
dollars)
Frank Sharp: 3.2 miles
Others: 7.3 miles

including J.K. Dorrance Estate, Fred J. Stancliff

• Frontage road construction underway in 1958 and 
dedicated in December 1961 



Sharpstown Center, 
Opened September 14, 1961



Opening of the first 
section of the 

Southwest Freeway
July 26, 1961

Elevated freeway at Montrose



US 59 Montrose
• Elevated freeway sunk 

into a trench
• Completed in 2006
• Elevated section to the 

east proposed for trench 
in future downtown 
rebuild



Main lanes from 
downtown to 
Westpark opened 
July 24, 1962

Sharpstown has 
“Freeway Opening 
Specials”



September 19, 1961
Announcement that Manned Spacecraft Center would be in Houston

Front: 
Walter Shirra (1923–2007), 
Deke Slayton (1924-1993), 
John Glenn (born 1921), 
Scott Carpenter (1925-
2013)

Back:
Alan Shepherd (1923-1998), 
Gus Grissom (1926-1967), 
Gordon Cooper (1927-2004)



Frank Sharp wanted the Astronauts in Sharpstown
• Late February 1962, Sharp offers homes to the astronauts

• In the Country Club Estates 2015 dollars
• Homes valued at $45,000 to $50,000 $360,000-$400,000
• Price to astronauts $10,000 $80,000

• Rejected by NASA head James Webb on 
March 2, 1962

• Federal employees could not receive 
gifts



March 6: Each astronaut offered a home in the 
1962 Parade of Homes in Sharpstown



NASA and White House not happy
• Life Magazine $500,000 exclusive contract ($570,000 per 

astronaut in 2015 dollars) had already upset many at NASA, 
especially director James Webb

• Issue simmered during March, with White House 
involvement in early April 



Homes Accepted….Then Declined

• March 29
Astronauts announce that they will accept the homes

• April 2
Press reports that the issue was escalated to the 
White House

• April 3
Astronauts decline offer via their representative at a 
Washington DC press conference



NASA Spokesman:
“NASA has advised the astronauts that 
acceptance of the homes is not considered to 
be in the best interest of all concerned.”

Translation: You better not accept the homes!

Astronauts’ Spokesman
“It didn’t take too much brains to figure out that 
it would make the boss mad if they accepted 
and would keep a controversy going.”



Astronauts welcomed to Houston July 4, 1962



Sharpstown Parade of Homes on Rowan Street 
July 1-15, 1962



Parade of Homes
Sharpstown 1962
• 8800-8900 block of Rowan
• Expected attendance: 200,000

Previous locations
• 1952 Edgewood
• 1953 Oak Forest
• 1954 four subdivisions
• 1955 Meyerland
• 1956 Glenbrook Valley
• 1957 Briarmeadow
• 1958 Sharpstown
• 1959 Westbury
• 1960 Walnut Bend
• 1961 Briargrove Park 

Location of Rowan home site in Sharpstown



1955 Meyerland Parade of Homes
• 5100 block of Jackwood
• 30 homes
• 8 original homes torn down

• 7 McMansions
• 1 vacant lot

• 5102 Jackwood featured an 
underground bomb shelter

“The well-publicized H-bomb shelter is 
reached through a stairway off the 
kitchen. Erected by Clean Span 
Engineering Company, the shelter has 
been highly praised by national civil 
defense experts.”



Frank Sharp Finally gets His Freeway

April 9, 1965, opening of main lanes through Sharpstown



Dallas-Fort Worth Freeways, Texas-Sized Ambition
www.DFWFreeways.com

Featuring

• Celebrations and opening stunts

• Central Expressway

• Stemmons Freeway and the JFK 
assassination

• SH 114 and the Delta 191 crash

• Texas Stadium

• “How Motorists and Other Living 
Things Can Find Happiness in 
the Dallas Freeway System” 
narrated by Mel Blanc



Thank You

Questions


