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Today, the Santa Monica (1-10) Freeway is an indelible marker across the Los Angeles
landscape, a mini-equator that delineates boundaries between cultural and historical
hemispheres of the city. Southern Californians depend on the freeway as a vital link
between the Westside and downtown Los Angeles and as a transcontinental connection
to points east. But in the 1940s, '50s, and '60s, the I-10 was part of a massive public
works project to bind the nation with concrete superhighways, then perceived as a threat
that united local communities and later -- according to one admirer -- as a work of art.

Although transportation planners envisioned its general path to the sea as early as the
1940s, the Santa Monica Freeway is best understood as a member of Southern
California's second generation of limited-access highways. Unlike L.A.'s first freeways,
their routes mapped by local planners and their construction financed by municipal and
state funds, these second-generation freeways were part of a broader statewide and
national effort.

Many were part of the National System of Interstate and Defense Highway, which in
Southern California included the Santa Ana (I-5), San Diego (1-405), and Santa Monica
(I-10). Under the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act of 1956, the federal
government would provide 90 percent of the funding for these new freeways that
extended across the continent.

Greater state funding came in 1959 with the establishment of the California Freeway and

Expressway System, which incorporated early, sporadic efforts at freeway building into a
coherent statewide map of urban and rural superhighways.
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The Santa Monica Freeway under construction at La Cienega and Venice boulevards in
1964. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Times Photographic Archive, UCLA Library.

Creating the Santa Monica Freeway Departures History & Society




Construction of the Santa Monica Freeway divided neighborhoods and displaced
residents. Here, work continues on the freeway southwest of downtown L.A. Courtesy of
the Los Angeles Examiner Collection, USC Libraries.

Transportation planners envisioned a freeway between downtown L.A. and the coast as
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Transportation officials break ground on the Santa Monica Freeway's first segment, a
viaduct over the Los Angeles River, on June 17,1957. Courtesy of the Los Angeles
Examiner Collection, USC Libraries.

It's little surprise, then, that local opposition immediately coalesced against the Santa
Monica Freeway when state highway planners announced a major part of its route in
August 1955. The entire route — known originally as the Olympic Freeway — would span
16.6 miles between the East L.A. Interchange in Boyle Heights and Pacific Coast Highway
in Santa Monica, barreling through quiet bedroom communities on its path to the sea.

Hundreds of churches, homeowners groups, and other community organizations rallied
against the proposal, focusing their opposition on the 6.6-mile stretch west of La Cienega
Boulevard.

Channeling the ire of his West L.A. constituents, State Assembly Member Thomas Rees
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downtown to the coast. Instead of attacking the idea itself, opponents limited their
criticism to the freeway's route, advancing alternatives that would steer the freeway clear
of their homes. Many, for instance, argued for a viaduct freeway atop Venice Boulevard,
whose commodious median had been unused since the Pacific Electric decommissioned
its Venice Short Line in 1950.

Although planners rejected the Venice proposal, in April 1956 they did revise their
original route in the face of community opposition. But while the new route saved 47
homes, it largely shifted the freeway away from the domains of its most vocal opponents
and into new neighborhoods. Local opposition persisted, but the highway commission
held firm.

On June 17,1957, construction crews broke ground on the first segment of the newly
renamed Santa Monica Freeway over the Los Angeles River. Land acquisition for the
freeway's right-of-way began in 1958, and by 1961 families — living in houses the state
had purchased and then rented back to their occupants — received orders to move.

On December 4, 1961, Governor Edmund "Pat" Brown dedicated the first, easternmost
segment of the freeway as crews began work on the route's West Los Angeles and Santa

Monica portions. At its western extreme, the freeway required a 7,000-foot-long, 20-
foot-deep cut before reaching the Pacific Coast Highway's McClure Tunnel.
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A segment of the Santa Monica Freeway near downtown L.A. opens on August 16, 1962.
Courtesy of the Herald-Examiner Collection, Los Angeles Public Library.

Surrounded by other beauty contestants and public officials, Governor Edmund
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Workers on the Santa Monica Freeway construction site in 1960. Courtesy of the Los
Angeles Examiner Collection, USC Libraries.

Perhaps the most ambitious part of the project was the route's interchange with the San
Diego (I-405) Freeway. Designed by Marilyn Reece, the first woman to serve as an
associate highway engineer for the state, the interchange cost an estimated $20 million
to build. With the aid of an early computer program, Reece plotted the curves of its ramps
and soaring, 75-foot-tall bridges to allow automobiles to transition between freeways at
55 miles per hour — a significant speed increase over the tolerance of earlier
interchanges, like downtown's Four Level, which required cars to slow to 35 miles per
hour.

Later, in his 1971 book "Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies," architectural
historian Reyner Banham singled out Reece's interchange for praise:

...[T]lhe wide-swinging curved ramps of the intersection of the Santa Monica and
the San Diego freeways, which immediately persuaded me that the Los Angeles
freeway system is indeed one of the greater works of Man, must be among the
younger monuments of the system. It is more customary to praise the famous
four-level intersection...but its virtues seem to me little more than statistical
whereas the Santa Monica/San Diego intersection is a work of art, both as a
pattern on the map, as a monument against the sky, and as a kinetic experience as
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had dissipated, and civic groups participated in the dedication festivities. The final
segment through Santa Monica opened on January 5, 1966.

Olympic Boulevard is diverted in Santa Monica as grading and other work begins on the
Santa Monica Freeway, circa 1964. Courtesy of the Santa Monica Public Library Image
Archives.
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The interchange of the Santa Monica and San Diego freeways under construction in 1963.
Courtesy of the Los Angeles Times Photographic Archive, UCLA Library.
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Marilyn Reece (left) with fellow civil engineer Carol Schumacher at the 10-405
interchange, which Reece designed. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Times Photographic
Archive, UCLA Library.
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Opening of the Interstate 10 freeway into Santa Monica on January 5, 1966. Courtesy of the Santa
Monica Santa Monica Public Library Image Archives.

Heavy traffic on the Santa Monica Freeway in 1970, four years after its opening. Courtesy
of the Photo Collection, Los Angeles Public Library.
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institutions, and private collectors. Hosted by the USC Libraries, L.A. as Subject is
dedicated to preserving and telling the sometimes-hidden stories and histories of the Los
Angeles region. Our posts here provide a view into the archives of individuals and
institutions whose collections inform the great narrative—in all its complex facets—of
Southern California.

Read More

The San Gabriels: The Remarkable History of L.A.'s Threatened
National Monument

An exploration of the rich history and culture of the San Gabriel Mountains and its eponymous
river.
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Unaccompanied and Pregnant, Challenges of Finding Health
Services

One-third of the unaccompanied minors flooding the southwest border are girls, many escaping
sexual violence in Central America, and arriving in the U.S. pregnant or with young children and
are left to navigate a precarious health care system.
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