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Th e Lowertown area near downtown Saint Paul, Minnesota is both 
historically and culturally rich - the birthplace of the Dakota people and the 
city of Saint Paul, a key Mississippi River trading location, and the historic 
head of continental navigation for the Northwest.  For the last 150 years 
however, we have given this socially and environmentally vital riparian area 
over to machines and infrastructure: to railroads, automobiles, sewer systems 
and surface parking. Like many prior industrial areas throughout the U.S., we 
have erased the original history and ecological functionality of the land, fi rst 
by replacing it with hardscape engineered infrastructure lacking in cultural 
identity, and second by allowing that infrastructure to decay, obsolesce, and 
contaminate surrounding soil and water. 

Th is dual landscape architecture and urban planning project repurposes 
and rejuvinates a key area of Lowertown by connecting people and places, 
cleansing contaminated soil and water, and creating lively urban spaces for art 
and food.  Specifi c design moves include daylighting and reusing stormwater 
to create public space, sustain urban agriculture, and create new water-
cleansing wetlands. Additional approaches include the phytoremediation 
of rail yard contamination; reduction of impervious surfaces; establishment 
of creative pedestrian, bicycle, and light rail connections; and an active 
celebration of the creative local arts and food culture.  Th e resulting design 
transforms this concrete and asphalt brownfi eld area into a green and 
thriving community that has reestablished its historic, cultural, and living 
bond with the Mississippi River.

Overview

Mississippi River
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Th is project addresses a 78-acre site in Lowertown 
that has historically served as a pivot point where 
cultural, environmental, and infrastuctural systems 
come together.  Th e site is currently an auto-
dominated brownfi eld, which is neither a productive 
nor a profound use of a space that serves as the 
immediate backyard for Lowertown residents.  

Th e research question that initiated this project 
was this: how can we adapt the design and function 
of Lowertown’s hub of auto-oriented urban 
infrastructure so it succeeds as multi-functional public 
space?

Key objectives of this project include achieving 
this transformation while preserving the unique 
historic character of the site, and taking advantage 
of proximity to the Mississippi river, sweeping views 
and outdoor recreation opportunties. Overarching 
goals of the project are to restore the connection of 
people to the river and to environmental systems in 
this place, to reintroduce natural processes for water 
and land, and to celebrate the rich creative culture that 
is present here.  In essence, to connect, cleanse, and 
create on the site.   

Project Intent
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Context

Lowertown Yards
Th e project site is located within the Lowertown area 
of Saint Paul, and currently has no specifi c name.  
For the purposes of this project I will refer to it as 
Lowertown Yards. Th is name references the history 
of rail yards in the area, the area's potential function 
as a back yard for Lowertown residents, a ship's yard 
or horizontal post att ached to a mast similar to the 
intersection of Kellogg and Lafayett e Bridge, and the 
dictionary defi nition of "a great distance"  which this 
large site off ers in views of great abundance. 

Location
Th e boundaries of the Lowertown Yards site are I-94 
to the north, multiple railroad lines to the east, Warner 
Road and the river to the south, and Broadway 
Avenue to the west.  Th e site is located where many 
signfi cant elements of Saint Paul converge.  It is just 
north of where the Lafayett e/Highway 52 bridge 
crosses the Mississippi and southeast of where 
interstates I-94 and 35W split.  Holman Field airport 
is situated to the southeast. Th e site is nestled between 
downtown on the west and Bruce Vento Nature 
Sanctuary, high river bluff s, and the neighborhood 
of Dayton's Bluff  to the east.  Th e popular downtown 
Saint Paul Farmer's Market touches the western 
edge of the site.  Th e site's location on the edge of 
downtown is prime real estate for a growing city. 

Source: Saint Paul Public Works

View of Lowertown Yards site looking west towards Lafayett e bridge and downtown Saint Paul

Layers of Jurisdiction
Th e western half of Lowertown Yards is within 
the city of Saint Paul's Downtown neighborhood 
(district 17) and the eastern half is within Dayton's 
Bluff  (distrcit 4).  Part of the site also lies within 
the Minnesota National River and Recreation Area 
(MNRRA ).  Additional entities who own or manage 
properties or conduct or regulate activities in the 
area include the Saint Paul Port Authority,  the MN 
Department of Transportation, the US Army Corps of 
Engineers St. Paul District, Ramsey County and the 
Ramsey County Regional Rail Authority (RCRRA ), 
Th e BNSF/Soo Line/Union Pacifi c railroads, Capitol 
Region Watershed, and the Saint Paul Riverfront 
Corporation.  Lowertown Yards lies within City 
Council ward 2, currently represented by Dave Th une.
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Context

Saint Paul area with project site outlined in red. Source: USGS
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Details

Human, auto, and vegetation-dominated areas

Human

Auto
Vegetation

Site
Lowertown Yards contains multiple layers of urban 
infrastructure such as rail lines, freeways, bridges, 
local roads, bike and pedesrian trails, and storm sewer 
systems.  All of this is intermixed with a sea of surface 
parking and located on the fringe of a neighborhood 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  
Like many urban areas, the experience of the place is 
informed not only by these infrastructure systems, 
but also by multiple interstitial spaces that are not 
industrial per se, but share many chareacteristics 
with areas of heavy industry.  Th ese include polluted 
soils, restricted pedestrian access, high noise levels, 
a preponderance of hard surfaces, proximity to 
waterways for transportation, and design driven by 
engineering considerations over aesthtetics.  

Th e site does have a post-industrial beauty all its own 
however, with the rusted steel details of a bygone era, 
vast expanses of open space, and tactile qualities of  
old brick and natural stone.

A large portion of the site is occupied by the 
unused Gillett e/Diamond Products building which 
historically produced pharmecuticals and personal 
care products.  Th e city plans to repurpose this 
building as an operations and maintenance facility 
(OMF) for the Central Corridor light rail line 
currently under construction.  Light rail is planned to 
run east along 4th Avenue to its last station in front of 
Union Depot before terminating at the OMF.  

Constraints and Opportunities
Constraints on the site include the Gillett e building 
which is too large for the historical context of 
Lowertown, and serves as a visual and physical barrier 
to east-west connections.  Th e historic district also 

imposes restrictions on development.  Opportunities 
include proximity to the river and transportation 
routes, and a growing residential population.

History
Before the 1800s the area was primarly populated 
by Native American tribes and fur traders.  Th e 
Dakota people claim their birthplace in the nearby 
caves of Wakan Tipi (dwelling of the great spirit) 
in the sandstone cliff s overlooking the Mississippi. 
Th e fi rst European sett lers in the area made what is 
now Saint Paul the fur-trading capitol of the upper 
Mississippi river basin. Once established in the 1800s, 
Saint Paul became the head of continental navigation 
for the northwest, as trading boats landed here and 
continued north by oxcart. In the 1850s a developing 
railroad and river steamboat industry catapulted Saint 
Paul to boom town status.  Th e area was dominated 
by railroads, trade, warehousing, and manufacturing 
until the mid 1900's when the focus shift ed to light 
industry and automobile traffi  c.
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Mississippi in present formAncient glacial hydrology

Steamboats 1840 Automobiles

Railroads 

Human habitation

2 million B.C.E.

Geologic and Natural History

Human and Infrastructure History

1 million B.C.E. 100,000 B.C.E. 10,000 B.C.E. 1000 B.C.E. 1  A.D.

12,000 B.C.E.  Glacial metwater forms Lake Agassiz, covering parts of Minnesota, North Dakota, and Manitoba.

11,700 B.P.  Lake Agassiz drains south as Glacial River Warren, carving through bedrock at what is now Lowertown.

10,000 B.C.E. Nomadic Paleo-Indian people 
hunt plains west of Mississippi for bison and 
mammoth.

900 A.D. Hopewell peoples grow maize on riverbank 
and bury their dead in mounds on cliffs above the 
river, overlooking the Great Falls

1654 Fiench Fur Trappers 
reach the Upper Mississippi

1803 Louisianna Purchase transfers 
land in the area to American control

1837 Pierre “Pig’s Eye” Parrant and others 
establish settelement at Lambert’s/Lower landing

1841 Father Lucien Galtier builds first 
church/chapel in area, names it after Saint Paul

1680 Dakota show St. Anthony Falls 
to Father Louis Hennepin

1844 First Red River ox carts delivered furs, pemmican, buffalo robes, and 
other goods. Saint Paul becomes the fur trading center of the Northwest

1862  First rail track laid for 
Saint Paul & Pacific Railroad

2005 Bruce Vento Nature Sanctuary Opens

2012 Union Depot multi-modal hub scheduled to 
reopen for Amtrack and some other services

1850 Area around Lambert’s Landing comes to be known as Lower Town

1873-1893 “bottomless bog” of Lowertown is 
filled with 50 feet of glacial till soil removed 
from Baptist hill where Mears park is now

1849 Minnesota becomes a U.S. Territory, with Saint Paul as its capitol. 1893 James J. Hill completed the first transconti-
nental railway without public money - the Great 
Northern - 1700 miles from Saint Paul to Seattle

1880s First water and sewer system 
installed and streets were paved

1930’s Retaining floodwall built along the Lower Landing

2014  Central Corridor Light Rail scheduled to begin operation

1971 Union Depot closes and passenter 
rail depot moves to Midway Saint Paul.

11,700 years B.P.  Warren River Falls form at what is now Downtown Saint Paul, plunging 175’ into a deep 
gorge. The falls gradually move up river over time to present-day location near Downtown Minneapolis

9

History

Sources: Minnesota Historical Society, Ramsey County Regional Rail Authority

Source: Saint Paul PED GIS

Sources: MN Historical Society, Bruner Foundation, McKnight Foundation, Virginia Brainard Kuntz, John Lindley, F.C Miller, H.E. Wright Jr., Steve Trimble, J. Fletcher Williams

Site in 1940 Site in 1985 Site in 2007

 Union Depot area 1931 James J. Hill Union Depot area 1889 Steamboat arrival Red River ox cart 1880Chief Litt le CrowHopewell burial mounds
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History
Native and Early History

Pre 1650s Local Indian tribes refer to the white sandstone 
bluff s that frame the east of the site as “Im-in-i-ja 
Ska” or “White Rock”.

1680  La Salle sends Father Louis Hennepin to explore 
northern Mississippi.  Hennepin encounters a group 
of Sioux who bring him to an inlet “fi ve leagues 
below the Falls of Saint Anthony” now near Trout 
Brook outlet.

1690s  French establish fort at Lake Pepin and series of 
trading posts up and down the river, travelling by 
canoe and trading with local Indian tribes.

1700s  Mdewakanton river bands Sioux establish migratory 
camps at “Kaposia” in the curve of the river.

1765  Jonathan Carver discovers Wakan-Tipi  “Dwelling 
of the Great Sprit” (Carver’s Cave), mythological 
birthplace of the Dakota people.

1803  Louisianna Purchase transfers land in the area to 
American control.

1805  Lieutenant Zebulon Pike discovers a camp of four 
Kaposia band lodges at the mouth of historic Phalen 
Creek near Trout Brook.

European Settlement to Today

1837 Pierre “Pig’s Eye” Parrant sett les at Lower Landing 
joining Irish sett lers in the fi rst permanent European 
sett lement of Saint Paul. Sett lement comes to be 
known as Pig’s Eye.

1841  Father Lucien Galtier builds fi rst chapel at the 
sett lement, names it for Saint Paul.

1842  Saint Paul consists of 5 stores, one tavern, one 
chapel, and 20 log homes.

1840 Steamboats begin arriving with sett lers.
1844  First Red River ox carts brought to Saint Paul by 

Hudson’s Bay Company, carrying furs, pemmican, 
and buff alo robes. Furs were stored in Lowertown 
warehouses. Saint Paul becomes the fur trading 
center of the Northwest.

1849  Minnesota becomes a U.S. Territory, with Saint Paul 
as its capitol. News did not reach the town until one 
month later by steamboat.  Aft er the news, the town 
doubles in size to 142 buildings.

1850  St. Paul’s Minnesota Pioneer newspaper declares 
city name change from “Pig’s Eye” to “Saint Paul”.  
Area around Lambert’s Landing comes to be known 
as Lowertown.

1852  First year-round indoor/outdoor farmers market 
established.

1862  Saint Paul and Pacifi c are fi rst railroads laid in the 
city.  Th e railroads provide work for 1 out of every 4 
working people. Rail transport booms with 12 lines 
in the city at its peak: Great Northern; Northern 
Pacifi c; Chicago; St. Paul, Minneapolis and Omaha; 
Minnesota Central; Chicago Great Western; 
Minneapolis and St. Louis;  Wisconsin Central; 
Chicago, Rock Island and Pacifi c; Minneapolis, 
St. Paul, and Sault Ste. Marie (Soo); Chicago, 
Milwaukee, St. Paul, and Pacifi c; and Chicago 
Burlington and Quincy.

1873-1893 “Bott omless bog” of Lowertown is fi lled with 50 
feet of glacial till soil removed from Baptist hill (now 
Mears Park).

1879  Railroad magnate James J. Hill buys bankrupt St. 
Paul and Pacifi c railroad and turns it into the St. 
Paul, Minneapolis, and Manitoba Railway Co.

1880s  First water and sewer systems were installed and 
streets were paved.

1881  First Union Depot was built near Sibley and Th ird in 
Lowertown.  Seven years later at its peak it handles 
8 million annual passengers on 150 daily trains. It 
burns down in 1915, replaced in 1923 by the current 
Union Depot at Sibley and Kellogg.  At the Depot’s 
peak in 1920 there were 282 train movements daily, 
in 18 tracks with 9 platforms.  

1888 Streetcars fi rst installed, and ran until 1953.
1893  James J. Hill completes the fi rst transcontinental 

railway without public money, the Great Northern, 
1700 miles from Saint Paul to Seatt le.   Hill becomes 
known as "Th e Empire Builder."

1900s Trout Brook buried as a storm sewer.
1930s  Food wall built along the Lower Landing.
1968 Lafayett e/Hwy 52 bridge built.
1971  Current Union Depot closes and passenter rail 

depot moves to Midway Saint Paul.
2012  Union Depot multi-modal hub scheduled to reopen 

with plans for Amtrak passenger rail, commuter 
rail, high-speed rail to Chicago, Greyhound and 
Jeff erson bus lines, Metro Transit regional buses, 
platforms for future light rail lines, and three freight 
rail through-lines.

2014  Central Corridor Light Rail scheduled to begin 
operation, with fi nal stop at Union Depot and OMF 
housed in Gillett e/Diamond Products building.

1

Wakan-Tipi (Carver’s Cave)

Mouth of Historic Phalen Creek

Study Site

Kaposia

Lambert’s/Lower Landing

Pig’s Eye Lake 
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Environment

Geology and Soils
20,000 years ago glacial rivers converged to erode 
the land at what is now Lowertown Yards, creating 
a depression of exposed Prairie du Chien bedrock.  
Ancient river Warren carved out a giant waterfall 
nearby and fi lled the depression with 175 feet of 
Holocene sand and gravel sediment. Th is highly 
permeable, sandy outwash forms the basis of the soil 
at the project site.  Th ere is also a signifi cant amount 
of "urban soils" which are highly compacted nutrient-
depleated, and fi lled with construction debris.

Topography
Due to the erosive nature of ancient River Warren 
carving out bedrock in the area, Lowertown Yards sits 
at the bott om of a topographic bowl, surrounded on 
most sides by cliff s and higher terrain.  Water fl ows 
south and east from downtown into the site.

Ancient glacial riverbeds and site location
Source:  Wright, 1990

Site hydrology
Source: GoogleEarth, St. Paul PED GIS

Solar access and wind exposure
Source: Google Earth, St. Paul PED GIS data

Winter winds

Summer winds

Areas with solar 
access

Hydrology
Th e site is adjacent to the the river's 500 and 100 year 
fl oodplains and was historically a bog.  In the 1870s 
the bog was fi lled with soil from Baptist Hill (now 
Mears Park) to form solid ground for railroad tracks. 
Historic Trout Brook stream also ran along the eastern 
edge of the site but in the 1900s was buried in what 
is now the Trout Brook storm sewer trunk line.  It 
carries stormwater runoff  from the city's largest sub-
watershed directly into the Mississippi river via a 10 
foot diameter pipe.  In the 1930s a fl oodwall was built 
along Warner Road. Th e entire site is located within 
the Capitol Region watershed district.

Vegetation and Habitat
While surface parking has covered over most 
vegetation and natural habitat, there are pockets 
of fl oodplain species: cott onwoods and willow 
trees in particular.  Invasives abound as the entire 
area is a disturbed site.  To get an idea of how the 
site might have historically appeared, one can look 

at neighboring Bruce Vento Nature Sanctuary, a 
community-driven restoration project that restored 
fl oodplain habitat and hydrologic function to a 
contaminated rail yard.

Several species of mussels live in the nearby river 
area.  A signifi cant migratory bird fl yway follows the 
Mississippi up from the Gulf of Mexico, then parts 
from the river and continues north once it reaches 
Lowertown.  At the site one can observe hawks, 
eagles, and herons fl ying overhead. 

Solar Access and Wind Exposure
Most of the site does not contain buildings and so is 
fully exposed to the sun.  Th is openness also provides 
magnifi cent views of both downtown and the river 
bluff s. Because of high surounding terrain to the 
north, the site is somewhat sheltered from NW winter 
winds, while open to temperate SE summer winds 
coming up the river channel.

Holocene stream sediment: sand and 
gravel. Depth to bedrock 100-200 ft.

100 year floodplain

500 year floodplain

Pleistocene 
stream sediment: 
sand and gravel

750

725

700

Trout Brook storm 
sewer

Bedrock height 
above sea level
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Environment

Exposed bedrock geology
Source: MN Geological Survey

Trout Brook watershed in Saint Paul and species downstream
Source: St. Paul PED GIS
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Mississippi
River

Trout Brook 
watershed

Saint Paul



Airport flight path - no 
habitable structures

Lowertown 
Historic District

Proposed LRT 
Operations and 
Maintenance 
Facility

Stone, brick, 
& concrete 
buildings

I-94 and Hwy 52

Local 
roads and 
buildings

Lafayette Bridge

Warner Road

Asphalt & 
concrete 
parking 
lots

Raised deck 
parking

buildings

storm sewers, 
water

green space

bike, pedestrian 
trails

rail

sanitary sewers

roads

13

Infrastructure

Impervious surface areas

Transportation
Rail - Th e site is a key hinge point for rail 
transportation. Five percent of all rail traffi  c in 
the United States goes through this area, known 
as the Hoff man Junction. Five tracks carry freight 
throughout the US, and two tracks carry Amtrak 
passenger trains.  Twelve lines operated at the peak 
of the railroad era. Union Depot used to serve as a 
major rail hub but was closed in 1971.  It is currently 
being redeveloped and will reopen for rail and 
other transportation in 2012, driving economic 
development and investment, but also potentially 
placing additional environmental pressures on the 
area because of increased density or gentrifi cation.  
Th e rail lines currently act as a major barrier to 
connecting the site to the river and to Bruce Vento 
Nature Sanctuary.

Auto - Several major freeways provide auto access 
to the site or pass close by, including interstates I-94 
and 35E; highways 52, 61, 12 and 10; and county 
highways 36/Shepard Road and 36/Warner Road. 
Large delivery and semi trucks enter in and out of 
the area daily delivering goods to the downtown 
commercial district via wide local roads and the large 
arterial of Kellogg Boulevard.  Busy Warner Road 
and Kellogg Boulevard provide access but also act as 
barriers to the river.  Th e Lafayett e bridge soars 30-45 
feet above the site, bisecting it in half but also creating 
a unique, semi-enclosed outdoor "room" underneath.

Lafayett e Yards is 95% impervious, due primarily 
to the large amount of paved asphalt and concrete 
surface parking areas. Central Parking Company 
operates over 1000 surface parking lot spaces located 
on the site, only half of which are used on any given 
workday and a quarter of which are closed off .  Th ese 

Barriers to the river, Bruce Vento, and development

Inside Trout Brook storm sewer trunk line.  
Source: Capitol Region Watershed District Management Plan
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lots have the cheapest parking anywhere in the city, 
$1.50 for the entire day.  A quarter of these spaces 
are on top of a railroad deck raised 20 above the 
surrounding grade, off ering empty cars some of the 
best views of the Mississippi in the area. Downtown 
now has more parking than is used.

Transit and Bicycle - Th e western half of the site is 
within Metro Transit's downtown zone, and served by 
fi ve bus routes running down Broadway or Kellogg, 
as well as four more that pass close by.  Th ere are few 
dedicated trails for bicycles and pedestrians reaching 
inside the site.  Th e Sam Morgan Regional trail 
passes to the south of the site, while the Bruce Vento 
Regional trail passes to the east, with neither one 
connecting directly to Lowertown Yards.

Air - Holman Field airport is southeast of the site, yet 
has a fl ight path zone directly over the eastern part of 
Lowertown Yards.  Th is imposes restrictions on the 
types of uses and heights of buildings on site. Th e 
aff ected areas cannot contain permanent residential, 
churches, hospitals, schools, theaters, stadiums, 
hotels, trailer courts, or camp grounds, and buildings 
generally may not be taller than 70 feet (see barriers 
map, pg 13).  Urban agriculture however is an allowed 

use. It is largely because of these restrictions that half 
of the site has open views and exceptional solar access.

Buildings
Most of the buildings in Lowertown are large, turn 
of the century brick and stone warehouses with 
high ceilings and giant footprints. Th e common 
colors are red, brown, tan, and black. Th ey were 
built at the turn of the century for industry and 
commercial enterprises.  Many are protected by 
historic designation, and this is the main reason 
the downtown skyway system does not extend into 
Lowertown.  Most buildings have no setbacks and 
no green boulevards, with few street trees.  Large 
windows are common and a traditional street grid 
layout dominates.  Many of the buildings have been 
redeveloped into housing and artist live-work and 
studio spaces.

Water Systems
Sanitary sewers were installed in the 1880s and later 
separated from storm sewers.  As mentioned earlier, 
the Trout Brook storm sewer trunk line runs beneath 
Lowertown Yards and outfalls directly into the 
Mississippi.  Floodwalls were built in the 1930s along 
Shepard Road and the river for protection, but they 

Flood wall on Shepard Road
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Holman Field airportRailyardsLafayett e/Hwy 52 BridgeUnder parking deck Tilsner Artists' Cooperative

also act as barriers to river access.  One must walk at 
least four large city blocks west to Sibley to get around 
the raised parking deck and fl oodwall.

Parks and Green Space
Th ere is a lack of green space in Lowertown Yards.  
Th e nearby green spaces of Bruce Vento and Lower 
Landing are physically separated from the site by 
rail lines, busy roads, and fl oodwalls.  One can see 
the river from Lowertown Yards, but not get there.  
Th ere is also no dedicated dog park in the site area.  
Nearby Mears Park is well-loved and teetering on 
overuse, causing some friction between park lovers, 
gardeners, and dog owners.  Th ere is clearly pent-up 
demand for gardening space, as Mears Park gardens 
are maintained by a dedicated crew of area volunteers 
eager to work with soil and plants.



Levels and Layers
Landform in the area gradually rises in elevation from 
the southern edge of the site towards the northwest 
into downtown, and also with a dramatic jump in 
elevation to the east as one ascends the river bluff s.  
Elevations range from -5 feet near the river to 197 
feet at the top of the bluff s.  Although the actual site 
topography appears relatively fl at at a large scale, at 
the pedestrian scale there are a number of levels and 
layered systems of roads, bridges, decks, buildings, 
and even the active Holman Field airspace above the 
site, where one can watch planes overhead taking off  
and landing nearby.  Th is can make the experience 
of the place simultaneously enormous and richly 
complicated.

Sections A, B and C on the next page illustrate how 
the pedestrian experience moving north-south 
contains interrupted sight lines and barriers to 
connection with the riverfront.  Section D illustrates 
how Lafayett e bridge creates a partially enclosed 
outdoor "room" underneath its deck.  Any proposed 
design for the site will need to address vertical as well 
as horizontal elements, connections, and views.

Sections

Topography, fr om -5ft  at the river to 197ft  at the bluff s
Source: Saint Paul PED GIS

Locations and directions of section views
Source: GoogleEarth

B

D

A
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Sound
Th e expanse of relatively level land at the large scale, 
coulpled with the abundance of impervious surfaces 
both refl ects and echos sounds, allowing them to 
travel great distances.  At some locations one hears 
a jumbled symphony of train wheels on tracks, 
hydraulic break sounds, jet enginges, and motorcycle 
and bus misfi es, particularly when standing in the 

middle of the parking lots.  However, in such a large 
area of 78 acres there are also surprising pockets of 
stillness and subtle natural sounds, such as the wind 
in tall grasses near the railroad right-of-way, or calls 
of birds that are following the Mississippi migration 
path, and so cross over the site on their journey north.

C
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Land Use

Current land use. Source: Saint Paul PED GIS

Most of the site has historically been used for 
industrial and utility purposes, retail and commercial, 
railroad, or multi-family housing. Th e largest 
modern day user on the site has been Gillett e/
Diamond Products, a manufacturer and exporter 
of pharmaceuticals, chemical products, and boxes, 
paperboard, and disposable plastic. Diamond 
Products maintained a plant on 21 acres of the site 
and ceased operations in 2005.  Diamond Products 
also owns and operated 10 acres of surface parking 
adjacent to their plant.

Th e second largest current user of the site is Central 
Parking System which operates surface parking with 
1031 spaces just north of the rail tracks and river. 
Secondary modern users of the site include several 
small businesses such as Liberty Mailing Equipment, 
Alaska Direct Transport, Saramar Real Estate, Wai 
Continuum Architects, Sanders Wacker Bergly land 
maintenance, Iota Development AutoCAD services, a 
psychoanalyst clinic and cable installation companies. 

Th e southwest corner of the site has multi-story 
residential condos and artist live/work buildings 
(home of the Saint Paul Art Crawl), the Saint Paul 
Farmer’s Market, several vibrant bars and a few 
restaurants. Just to the northeast the residential 
neighborhoods of Dayton’s Bluff  and Payne-Phalen 
begin, along with the Metro State campus. 

Th is land use map shows how litt le park, green and 
open space there is in the area other than Mears Park, 
the riverfront, and Bruce Vento Nature Sanctuary.  
Bruce Vento, a former brownfi eld, was a community-

driven restoration project for fl oodplain, prairie and 
oak savanna just to the east of the site. It is separated 
from downtown by rail lines and isolated from 
residential areas by Mounds Boulevard and steep 
cliff s. 

17



Open and Green Space

Figure-ground with buildings in grey, open space in white, key green spaces in green, and site outlined in red. Source: Saint Paul PED GIS

Open Space
Th e Lowertown Yards site itself, although surrounded 
by residential and commercial neighborhoods, is 
mostly devoid of buildings.  Th is off ers an excellent 
opportunity for the creation of much-needed public 
open/green space.  Th is green space can have viable 
habitat with a high interior area to exterior edge 
ratio, a round patch shape with more limited edge 

conditions, and a chance to integrate with water 
systems. Th e current lack of public open space 
encourages overuse of Mears Park, and also restricts 
many activities to indoors, preventing a more active 
streetlife.

While the neighborhood of Dayton's bluff  to the 
east displays typical single-family building stock, the 

buildings of downtown to the west are signifi cantly 
larger in scale, with a square rather than a rectangular 
block patt ern, and litt le to no setbacks, so that green 
boulevard or backyard space is diffi  cult or impossible 
to come by.  Notice that the Gillett e/Diamond 
Products building is out of scale with the surrounding 
area.

18



Contamination

chloride  17%

total sustended solids  6%
volitile suspended solids  2%

trace elements  2%

total kjeldahl nitrogen 55%

nitrate 23%

amonia 14%

nitrite 2%
total phosphorus 3%

zinc 1%

micro elements 2% ortho-phosphate 56%

cadmium 1%

chromium 17%

copper 11%

lead 7%

nickel 8%

total dissolved solids  75%

Soil
As a result of industry, manufacturing, and railroad 
operations concentrated at the site over the years, 
there is localized contamination of soil and possible 
groundwater contamination. 

Historic Sanborn fi re insurance maps from the 
1880s and 1920s indicate multiple areas used for 
highly polluting activities such as petroleum and 
oil storage, creosote application, coal and fertilizer 
storage, gasometers, gas holders, and railyard storage 
and use of degreasers, solvents and paints.  Th ese 
activites resulted in a number of pollutants in the soil, 
including hydrocarbons, volatile organic compounds, 
petroleum and heavy metals.

Water
Non-point source pollution from throughout the 
watershed makes its way into the Trout Brook storm 
sewer and eventually outfalls into the Mississippi.  
Most of Trout Brook's stormwater contamination is 
made up of suspended solids which can be removed 
through fi ltering and sett ling processes, including 
constructed natural wetlands. 

In this instance the existing asphalt and concrete 
parking lots are oddlly useful, because they make 
much of the land surface impermeable to stormwater, 
preventing its infi ltration into the contaminated and 
highly sandy soils below, where infi ltrating water 
would quickly force contaminants into bedrock 
aquifers.  Any design for the area should either 
capitalize on and use this existing "contamination cap" 
or conduct other remediation techniques such as the 
use of plants to bioaccumulate (remove and store) 
pollutants from soil and water into their tissues for 
later harvesting and removal.

Trout Brook trunk line stormwater contaminants

Site contamination locations Site contamination sources
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Contamination

1885 Sanborn fi re Insurance map overlaid with current street outlines and fi gure-ground of current buildings in dark grey.  
Sources: Saint Paul PED GIS, Digital Sanborn Maps
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Current Users - Artists
Lowertown has one of the largest concentrations of 
resident artists in the country, with over 300 artists 
pariticapating in the twice-annual Art Crawl at 27 
buildings in the area.  Artists open their studios to 
the public for three days and sell directly from their 
homes.  Due to the success of Art Crawl,  "Lowertown 
First Fridays" were also established as monthly mini 
art crawls. 

Several types of creative activites are represented, 
including fi ne arts, craft s, music, performance, dance, 
photography, printmaking, textile arts, painting, 
bookbinding, ceramics, sculpture, jewelry, computer/
digital arts, accessories, and multi-media arts.

Many of these artists live in historic warehouses 
converted to live-work and studio spaces, valued 
for their high ceilings and low cost per square foot.   
Several buildings that cater to artists are adjacent 
to Lowertown Yards, including the Tilsner Artist 
Co-op (66 units), Northern Warehouse (52), Great 
Northern Loft s (53), Lowertown Commons (111), 
and Market House (58).  Up to two blocks from the 
site boundary are 392 additional rental and condo 
units, some of them subsidized aff ordable housing.

Several organizations that support the artist 
community have also sett led in or near Lowertown, 
including frame shops, Springboard for the Arts, 
Th e Lowertown Art Collective, the McNally Smith 
College of Music and the Creative Arts High School.  
However there is no arts supply store or community 
art center.  

Despite the importance of the local arts scene, it is not 
visible at street level because most artists are tucked 
away in large warehouse buildings.  Any design that 
is sensitive to the creative culture of the area should 
celebrate and support artists' activites.

Sources: minnpost.com, worldofstock.com, aaronfenster.com
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Current Users - Gourmands

Lowertown is also a place for gourmands - people 
who love food.  Th e Saint Paul farmers market 
downtown location is adjacent to Lowertown Yards 
on Broadway.  Currently open only on weekends, 
almost 25,000 people visit on a typical Saturday and 
Sunday.  Th e market is held outdoors under a series 
of open-air roofs where vendors park and sell from 
the backs of their trucks.  During the work week, the 
area becomes a paid parking lot.  Th ere is potential to 
move and/or expand this popular market to include 
a permanent indoor area allowing it to remain open 
year-round and more than two days a week. 

Saint Paul's fi rst year-round indoor/outdoor farmers 
market was established in 1852, and markets have 
been popular in Saint Paul ever since.  Th e current 

farmers market is "100% local" and hosts vendors that 
sell produce and products grown or created within 50 
miles. 

Most of what's sold is fresh produce, with only two 
arts and craft s vendors.  Given that the market is 
located in a vibrant arts community, a redesign of the 
area should consider expanding the market capacity to 
sell multiple products including arts and craft s.  Th ere 
are currently over 160 vendors participating, with a 
waiting list of 70, making expansion an even more 
att ractive option.

Products sold at the market include apples & apple 
products, asian greens and vegetables, asparagus, 
bath & body products, beans, beets, berries, breads 
& bakery items, broccoli, cabbage, candies & 
confections, carrots, caulifl ower, celery, cheese, 
cherries, christmas trees & wreaths, cucumbers, 
currants, eggplant, eggs, fi sh & poultry, fl owers, 
plants & shrubs, food vendors, gift s & craft s, grapes, 
herbs, honey & beeswax, jams & jellies, kohlrabi, 
lett uce, maple syrup, meats, melons, mushrooms, 
onions, organic products, pears, peas, peppers, 
plums, potatoes, pumpkins & fall decorations, 
rhubarb, specialty food products, squash, sweet corn, 
tomatillos, tomatoes, turnips, walnuts, wild rice, and 
zucchini.

Th e area also boasts several local, organic, and 
traditional restaurants, cafes, coff eshops, delis, and 
taverns including Heartland Restaurant and Farm 
Direct Market, Golden's Deli, Black Dog Coff ee and 
Wine Bar, Station 4, and Tanpopo Noodle Shop.

Sources: mcgregordesign.com, fl ickr.com, travelandleisure.com
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Data Source: Census 2010, MN Compass

Demographics
General demographics for the larger Lowertown Yards 
area reveal two main types of residents: young, child-
less and single workers who rent; and small families 
that own homes.  Th e site is evently split between two 
neighborhoods, Downtown District 17, and Dayton's 
Bluff  District 4.  

Demographics for District 17 indicate that compared 
to the rest of Saint Paul, residents have far fewer 
children, a greater percentage of residents are white, 
a much larger percentage rent rather than own their 
homes, far fewer own a vehicle, and many walk, bike, 
or take public transit to work.  Th ese last two points 
are likely a result of the high degree of walkability 
downtown and the easy access to major transit op-
tions.

District 4 residents are comprable to Saint Paul as a 
whole in the percentage of residents who are children, 
and generally comprable in racial makeup and home 
ownership levels.  Th ey are also representative of the 
Saint Paul average for percent of residents who drive 
to work, and the number of people who own vehicles.

Because of Lowertown's proximity to downtown, 
there are also a number of non-resident workers pres-
ent on any given day, as well as evening and weekend 
visitors to the area.

People
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Downtown Neighborhood (District 17)

age population % of total St. Paul total %
ages 0-4 188 2.7% 7.8%
ages 5-17 265 3.7% 17.2%
ages 18-64 5750 81.5% 66.0%
ages 65+ 854 12.1% 9.0%
total 7057 100.0% 100.0%

race/ethnicitypopulation % of total St. Paul total %
white 4980 70.6% 55.9%
black 1128 16.0% 15.3%
latino 331 0.9% 0.8%
asian 343 4.8% 14.9%
amer. indian 62 0.2% 0.2%
other race 12 2.8% 3.3%
multiracial 201 4.7% 9.6%
total 7057 100.0% 100.0%

housing population  % of total St. Paul total %
own 1316 28.20% 51.30%
rent 3357 71.80% 48.70%
total 4673 100.00% 100.00%

transport to 
work population  % of total St. Paul total %
car, truck or 
van 2267 51.7% 80.3%
public transit 629 14.4% 9.0%
walk, bike, 
work at 
home, other 1485 33.9% 10.7%
Total 4381 100.0% 100.0%

vehicles per 
household population % of total St. Paul total %
no vehicles 1539 32.9% 14.3%
1 or more 
vehicle(s) 3134 67.1% 85.7%
total 4673 100.0% 100.0%
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Demographics

Data Source: Census 2010, Wilder Research
Sources: RCRRA , MNRRA , Cuningham Group

Land Ownership or Legal Jurisdiction
City of Saint Paul
Ramsey County Regional Rail Authority
BNSF, Union Pacifi c, & Soo Line Railroads
Diamond Products
Mississippi National River & Recreation Area
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Dayton’s Bluff Neighborhood (District 4)

age population % of total St. Paul total %
ages 0-4 1626 9.9% 7.8%
ages 5-17 3633 22.1% 17.2%
ages 18-64 9848 60.0% 66.0%
ages 65+ 1327 8.0% 9.0%
total 16434 100.0% 100.0%

race/ethnicitypopulation % of total St. Paul total %
white 6494 39.5% 55.9%
black 2657 16.2% 15.3%
latino 207 1.3% 0.8%
asian 3910 23.8% 14.9%
amer. indian 23 0.1% 0.2%
other race 679 4.1% 3.3%
multiracial 2464 15.0% 9.6%
total 16434 100.0% 100.0%

housing population  % of total St. Paul total %
own 2691 49.50% 51.30%
rent 2742 50.50% 48.70%
total 5433 100.00% 100.00%

transport to 
work population  % of total St. Paul total %
car, truck or 
van 5604 83.9% 80.3%
public transit 603 9.0% 9.0%
walk, bike, 
work at 
home, other 475 7.1% 10.7%
total 6682 100.0% 100.0%

vehicles per 
household population % of total St. Paul total %
no vehicles 770 14.2% 14.3%
1 or more 
vehicle(s) 4663 85.8% 85.7%
total 5433 100.0% 100.0%

Ownership
Ownership of parcels in the area is split between many 
entities, including federal, county and city agencies 
as well as railroad, industrial, commercial, and private 
interests.  Th e county and Gillett e/Diamond Products 
currently have the greatest ownership stakes in 
Lowertown Yards.
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Upcoming Projects

Source: Saint Paul PED
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Union Depot Station

1/2 mile Transit Improvement Area

Central Corridor LRT

Area of Change

Future OMF

Th ere are signifi cant public projects planned for 
Lowertown's future.  In 2014 the Central Corridor 
Light Rail Transit line will open linking the 
downtowns of Minneapolis and Saint Paul, with 
41,000 daily riders.  Th e fi nal stop will be at Union 
Depot, just 3 blocks from the site.  Trains will be 
stored and cleaned in an Operations and Maintenance 
Facility (OMF) housed in the former Gillett e/
Diamond Products warehouse.

Union Depot’s grand re-opening as a multi-modal 
transportation hub is slated for 2012.  It will once 
again serve passenger rail as well as commuter rail, 
high-speed rail to Chicago, light rail, freight rail and 
trans-continental bus lines.  

Th e City has dedicated areas within ½ mile of Union 
Depot as an "area of change" for focused investment, 
and recent designation of the site as a “Transit 
Improvement Area” by the MN Department of 
Employment and Economic Development has the 
potential to leverage future investments in transit-
oriented development.  

Saint Paul Saints minor league baseball has proposed 
building a new city-owned ballpark in the northwest 
corner of the site.  Th is could bring 50-60 games to 
the area per year, with 6000 att endees per game and 
300 annual community events such as college baseball 
and concerts.  

MN DOT is replacing the Lafayett e/Highway 52 
bridge over the site, due to be fi nished in 2012.  Th e 
new bridge will be wider, have fewer piers, include 
bike and pedestrian routes, and have expansion 
capacity for a light rail line.  A large stormwater pond 
will be built on the northern edge of Lafayett e Yards 

Proposed Union  Depot. Source: Ramsey County

Proposed Saint Paul Saints ballpark. 
Source: Julie Snow Architects

Proposed Lafayette/Hwy 52 bridge
Source: MN DOT

Light rail transit. Source: MN Public Radio News

to collect bridge runoff . A highway exit will connect 
directly to the site.

In short, Lowertown is poised on the edge of 
enormous investment, increased density, and 
intensive transit expansion.
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Needs and Goals

Needs
Neighborhood connections to River, Bruce 
Vento, and Downtown

A cleaner envirnonment - both soil and 
water

Public space for art and food

Goals
Overcome connection barriers

Reuse and clean water, contain or clean 
contamination

Celebrate existing art and food culture with 
street-level visibility, support and expand 
activities of area artists, chefs, and farmers/
gardeners

Connect

Cleanse

Create

Design Action
Th e pressing needs of this site fall into three 
catagories: a need for connections, for a cleaner 
environment, and for public space.  Th is proposed 
design takes action to connect, cleanse, and create on 
the site to meet these needs.  Th is approach aims to 
achieve goals in all three catagories.



Emscher Park, Germany Emscher Park Highline, New York City

Growing Power, Milwaulkee, WISanta Monica Urban Runoff  Recycling Facitly, CATanner Springs, Portland, OR

Highline

Sources: Friends of the Highline, James Corner Field Operations, www.holland.com, www.arjanvandijk.nl, www.sustainablecities.dk,

Sources: archlandscapes.com, smgov.net, and chronicle.com 

Westergasfabriek, Amsterdam Westergasfabriek

Several completed design and planning projects 
served as precedents and inspiration for this design.  

Like Lowertown Yards, Westergasfabriek in 
Amsterdam was also an old industrial site, and the 
completed public space design retains much of the 
original historic industrial character. Emscher Park in 
Germany was a useful example because of its unique 
adaptation of a contaminated brownfi eld site.  New 
York City's High Line proved inspirational because 
of its creative reuse of historic railroad infrastructure.  

Tanner Springs in Portland, Oregon off ered fresh 
ideas and technical specifi cs for stormwater treatment, 
as did the Santa Monica Urban Runoff  Recycling 
Facility.  Growing Power Urban Farm in Milwaukee 
inspired this design with innovative agricultural 
techniques for urban land in cold climates.

Many of these projects, like Lowertwon Yards, 
presented large and complicated questions, and 
involved multiple agencies and organizations.  Th ey all 
shift ed focus from machines to "soft  infrastructures" 

Precedents
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of water, green space, and cultural and social systems, 
while honoring history with appropriate materials and 
scale. 

Th e precedents listed at the next page were used for 
specifi c areas in the master plan design, and their 
locations are indicted on the following pages (pp 29-
30).



Precedents

Socrates Sculpture Park - New 
York

Dog Park - Pensylvannia

Santa Monica Urban Runoff  
Recyciling Facility - CA

Hoop houses for urban 
agriculture and aquaculture at 
Growing Power - Milwaukee, 
WI

Urban watercourse fountain - 
Madeira, Portugal

Reclaimed greywater treatment 
facility - Olympia, Washington

Public art outdoor sculptures 
by Magdalena Abakanowicz - 
Chicago

Viewing tower by public artist 
Siah  Armanjani - Atlanta, GA

Marsupial Bridge by La Dallman - 
Milwaukee, WI

Recycled concrete boulders by 
D.I.R.T. studio, Philadelphia, PA

Outdoor classroom - England

Knot bridge for bikes and 
pedestrians by Tom Leader 
Studio - design for Minneapolis, 
MN

28
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Master Plan

1 Relocated LRT operations/maintenance facility

Marsupial suspended bike & pedestrian bridge
Clip-on bike and pedestrian bridge

Lowertown light rail station

Broadway history walk

Reconnected Prince Street
Lowertown Landing art plaza

Elevation park
Siah Armajani viewing towers

ConnectConnect

3

2

4

5

6

7

8

9

Remediation poplar forest
Trout Brook sewer lift  station
Lowertown Urban Runoff  Recycling Facility
Greywater reclaimation facility and park
Water supply lines for urban agriculture
Collection lines - Hwy 52 bridge stormwater
Water fountains and water feature plazas
Constructed stormwater treatment wetlands
Reverse osmosis water treatment and outlet
Sealed asphalt cap under 2' soil and mulch

CleanseCleanse
10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

Hoop houses: produce and aquaculture
Urban agriculture: individual/community plots
Beehives
Compost
Relocated multi-functional farmers market
Indoor year-round farmers market annex
Art center with supply store and gallery space
Sculpture park
Performance stage
Hanging art gallery suspended under bridge
Outdoor classroom space
Reclaimed concrete bluff  and viewing platform

CreateCreate
20
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22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30
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Key proposed design moves in the master plan corre-
spond to the overall project goals to connect, cleanse, 
and create on the site.

Because of its position as a barrier to eastern expan-
sion of Lowertown, as well as its oversized scale, the 
light rail OMF will be moved east to a comperable 
area.  Th is frees up the Gillett e/Diamond Products 
site to be used as an additional Central Corridor 
light rail station serving lowertown residents in new 
residential buildings and a Saints ballpark designed by 
Julie Snow Architects.  A public plaza next to the light 
rail station will serve as the new home to an expanded 
farmer's market. Th e former market site will become a 
public park and greywater facility.

Existing conditions

To connect the site to the river, a passage will be 
excavated through the existing rail deck at Broadway.  
An additional river connection will be established 
through installation of a "marsupial bridge" suspended 
under Lafayett e bridge.  It will carry bikes and pedes-
trians from the north edge of the site high over rail 
lines and Kellogg and Warner roads, then land them 
safely at the riverfront.

Trout Brook stormwater and residential greywater will 
be collected, treated, and used for public fountains 
and urban agriculture, then polished in constructed 
stormwater treatment wetlands before outfall to the 
Mississippi.  Existing concrete and asphalt will cap 
contaminated soils and support urban agriculture 
hoop houses, while a phytoremediation forest will 
cleanse land adjacent to the rail lines.
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Master Plan

Bicycle trails
Pedestrian trails
Shared multipurpose trails

Existing green and open space
Existing buildings
Proposed buildings

Wetlands and public water features
Boardwalk
Boxcar sculptures

Proposed Master Plan for Lowertown Yards
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Systems

Green and open space linksConnections that overcome infr astructure barriers

Water fl owsGradient of active to passive uses fr om west to east

Upper level-bridges and decks

Trees

Public art

Urban agriculture 

Water

Green open space

Buildings

Bike and pedestrian trails

Rail and light rail

Roads

Systems
New systems at work in the design include a gradient 
of active to passive social uses, connected water fl ows 
and cleansing treatments, connections that overcome 
infrastructure barriers, and linked green spaces.  In 
addition, bike and pedestrian trails connect residents 
and visitors to neighboring areas, and urban agriculture 
and public art entertain and delight those within the 
site's boundaries.
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Materials and Plants
Materials were chosen for their durability, to 
complement the historic character of Lowertown, 
and to provide beautiful, tactile surfaces.  Th ese 
include steel, Kasota stone dolomite, red clay brick, 
local hardwoods, grey and black locally quarried 
granite, granite chip gravel, wood bark chips, asphalt 
and concrete.  Plants were chosen based on their 
hardiness, ability to be used for phytoremediation, 
and complementary color palatt e.  



Materials and Plants
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common name scientific name
American cranberry bush Viburnum trilobum
American Sentry Linden Tilia americana 'Sentry'
Autumn Blaze maple Acer rubrum 'Autumn Blaze'
Autumn Gold Gingko Ginkgo biloba 'Autumn Gold'
Bergundy Belle red maple Acer rubrum 'Bergundy Belle'
Big bluestem Andropogon gerardii
Black Willow Salix nigra
Blue fescue Festuca ovina ‘glauca’
Bur Oak Quercus macrocarpa
Canada goldenrod Solidago canadensis

Crimson King Norway Maple Acer platenoides 'Crimson King'
Dwarf bush honeysuckle Diervilla lonicera
Goldsturm black eyed Susan Rudbeckia fulgida ‘Goldsturm’
Hackberry Celtis occidentalis
Hybrid Poplar Cross of Populus deltoides and 
Indian grass Sorghastrum nutans
Kelsey flowering crabapple Malus x 'Kelsey'
Little bluestem Schizachyrium scoparium
Prairie cordgrass Spartina pectinata

Prairie dropseed Sporobolus heterolepis
Red osier dogwood Cornus sericea
Siouxland Poplar Populus deltoides 'Siouxland'
Skyline Honey Locust Gleditsia triacanthos inermis 

'Skyline'
Spring Snow Flowering Crab Malus x 'Spring Snow'
Switchgrass Panicum virgatum
Wild bergamot Monarda fistulosa
Zig zag goldenrod Solidago flexicaulis



Connect

Existing conditions

Location and direction of perspective view

Central Corridor Light Rail is currently planned to 
travel down 4th Street with its last station at Union 
Depot.  Th is design instead proposes to extend the 
tracks eastward, allowing one additional station just 
south of the proposed new home of the Saint Paul 
Saints baseball team.  

Focusing on transit-oriented development in the 
station area, this plan refurbishes historic warehouse 
buildings as multi-story housing units with fi rst-fl oor 
commercial.  Th e resulting increased density supports 
growth of tax base as well as social and cultural 
activities in the area, while providing residents with 
additonal transit options.

Adjacent to the station on either side of Prince Street 
are public plazas that contain water fountains running 
reclaimed and cleaned storm and greywater.  Also on 
Prince Street will be a new parking ramp for use by 
residents of Lowertown and vistors to the farmers 
market and baseball games.
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Light Rail Station

Prince Street looking East towards new light rail station, with Lafayett e bridge in the distance.  Buildings are mixed-use infi ll development. 
Public water plaza to the left  of the crosswalk, promenade with reclaimed and greywater features to the right. 
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Water plaza and light rail station on Prince Street

Connect
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Location and direction of section view



Water plaza looking East with farmer’s market in session.  Lafayett e bridge with suspended marsupial bike/pedestrian bridge in the background, along with 
an outdoor hanging public art gallery.  Also visible in the distance is a gateway sculpture made of reclaimed steel rail cars.

Water Plaza and Farmers Market
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Th e public plaza north of the new LRT station will 
be multi-functional, serving as home to the relocated 
farmers market, a gathering and overfl ow space for 
Saints baseball games, a performance space, and a 
place for public events. 

East of the plaza, suspended under Lafayett e bridge 
will be a "marsupial bridge" that can ferry bikes and 
pedestrains from the ballpark area, over rail lines and 
roads to land safely and quickly at the Sam Morgan 
trail along the riverfront.



Connect
Currently Lowertown Yards has no direct pedestrian, 
bike, or road connection to the river.  Th is design 
proposes tunnelling through the concrete rail deck 
at the south end of the site and extending Broadway 
south to Shepard Road, along with a wide sidewalk 
and bike lanes.

To provide for safety and a comfortable pedestrian 
environment, Broadway will be open to the sky 
above, and where it is necessary to retain rail line 
crossings at the deck level, steel trusses will be used 
with maximum openings for sunlight to pass through 
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to the ground below.  Th ere will also be a stairway 
connection to the top of the deck midway through the 
passageway.

Th is new Broadway extension will be called the 
"History Walk" as it will feature a visual history of 
Lowertown displayed on one wall as a public art piece.  
It will also be anchored at each end by a steel tower 
designed by Minnesota artist Siah Armajani that 
aff ords sweeping views of the river and the working 
railyards.

Location and direction of section view



History Walk to River

Proposed Broadway History Walk fr om Kellogg to the river, underneath rail deck, looking East.  Public art plaza next to the river.  Lafayett e Bridge with suspended marsupial bridge in the background.

Sections: lighting and seating elements.

Where the History Walk meets the river, a public 
plaza fi lled with bronze sculptures of people walking 
will reinforce the connction to Lowertown's artist 
community, and reference the thousands of people 
who disembarked from steamboats at that same spot 
over a century ago. Th ere is the potential for a new 
boat dock at this location, serving as a gateway into 
Lowertown from the river.
Lighting fi xtures and seating will be custom designed 
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using concrete, steel, and wood to fi t the historic 
character of the area.  Fixture hoods will direct 
light downwards, protecting dark skies from excess 
illumination.



Cleanse

Existing conditions

LURRF stormwater treatment process

Location and direction of perspective view

Currently stormwater from the 5000-acre Trout 
Brook subwatershed is collected into one large, 10 
foot diameter sewer pipe. Th is untreated water is 
carried underneath the site, then deposited directly 
into the Mississippi River.  Th is plan proposes 
intercepting the pipe at the NE corner of the site, 
bringing water to the surface, and treating it to levels 
safe for public contact other than for drinking (a.k.a. 
“purple pipe system”) at a new Lowertown Urban 
Runoff  Recycling Facility or LURRF.  Th is will clean 
the water to Class A standards which can be used in 
public fountains and to irrigate agriculture crops in 
hoop houses.  

Remaining stormwater will be directed through a 
series of constructed treatment wetlands so it reaches 
the Mississipi cleaner than when it entered the storm 
pipe system. Th e largest amont of contaminants in 
Trout Brook stormwater are suspended solids.  Th ese 
will be fi ltered out through plants in the wetlands 
and by sett ling when the water follows along an 
extended course around several constructed island 
barriers.  Heavy metals will be taken up by catt ails, 
switchgrasses, bullruses, hyacinth, and reeds.  Th ey 
will then be harvested on a 5-10 year basis and new 
plantings installed to refresh the system.   

Th e location of this wetland references the fl oodplain 
bog that was here before the 1880s, and brings back 
some of that original hydrological functionality 
through cleansing of water and provision of habitat.

Th e wetland also functions as a park, as boardwalk 
trails will cross the water and allow curious visitors 
to experience the system at work through personal 
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observation and interaction. It will provide 
Lowertown residents with a respite and natural 
backyard. It will also provide habitat for wetland 
birds, animals, and pollinating insects.

Th e north end of the existing concrete rail deck and 
parking structure will be broken down to soft en 
the edge and provide multiple access points from 
from below to a new park with trails at the top of the 
deck. Broken concrete boulders will be repurposed 
for this more gradual slope.  Th e original pillars will 
be retained in some areas, for visual interest and 
exploration.  

 A new dogpark will be located next to the LURRF 
facility, designed to capture runoff  on site and prevent 
pet waste from contaminating storm or ground water.  
Th is will also alleviate social and environmental 
presure on Mears Park and provide local dog owners 
with a comfortable and safe place to exercise their 
pets.



Trout Brook Stormwater Treatment

Reclaimed concrete slope overlooking constructed stormwater treatment wetland and boardwalk trails.  “Marsupial” bike and pedestrian bridge suspended under Lafayett e bridge.
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outfall from urban 
watercourse

emergency overfl ow to sewer, 
8 inch perforated reinforced 
concrete pipe (RCP)

baffl  es prevent 
overland fl ow

2 feet max water depth, top of 
pond 1 foot from surface grade

Section view of the constructed stormwater treatment wetland

1 foot planting and fi ltering 
medium (80% sand, 20% 
compost)

constructed islands extend channel fl ow 
to allow sett ling of suspended solids, 
energy dissipation, and aeration

infi ltration barrier is a 6 inch clay lens over 
ethylene propylene diene monomer (EPDM 
rubber), protects groundwater from infi ltration 
through contaminated soils

125'

plantings provide evapo-transpiration, 
bioaccumulation and removal of heavy metals and 
hydrocarbons, fi ltration of suspended solids, and 
habitat 

Soils: site contains1027-Udorthenta, wet substratum (fi ll 
land), and1039-Urban land. Source: Saint Paul PED GIS

Surfi cial Geology: site contains Holocene and Pleistocene 
stream sediment. Source: Saint Paul PED GIS

Cleanse
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Th e constructed wetland will be shallow, only 2 
feet deep. Th is will increase surface area and oxygen 
exposure, and avoid oderous anerobic decomposition.  
Th is will also allow it to be more easily fi tt ed into 
the existing surface parking layer, removing only 
what is necessary.  Th is is important because the 
existing asphalt and concrete will serve as a barrier to 
infi ltration.  In the areas it is removed, a clay lens and 
an EPDM rubber layer will be installed to serve this 
purpose.  Preventing infi ltration in this way allows 
maximum fi ltration and sett ling within the wetland 
system itself.  It also protects bedrock aquifers from 
contamination by water that would have otherwise 
infi ltrated through sandy Holocene stream sediment 
and polluted urban soils.

Trout Brook storm sewer base fl ow 2009 (cf) Source: Capital Region Watershed District Trout Brook level, velocity, and discharge.  Source: Capital Region Watershed District

Constructed Wetland
Trout Brook trunk line storm sewer has an average 
base fl ow of 655,038 cubic feet per day.  Because water 
will be continuously moving through and out of the 
wetland via an overfl ow outlet, and portions of the 
base fl ow will be used for urban agriculture, the pond 
was designed to be 169,065 square feet in size (3.88 
acres), able to hold almost 340,000 cubic feet of water 
at any given time.  

Aft er passing through the wetland, stormwater will 
undergo additional reverse osmosis, sand-fi lter 
polishing, and suspended solids fi ltration at a remote 
unit in the southeast corner of the site, then re-enter 
Trout Brook trunk line and outfall into the Mississippi 
river cleaner than when it was fi rst captured.
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Residential units for greywater harvest. Source: Cuningham Group
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* source: Metropolitan Council website
+ source: American Community Survey 2009

Building total units avg hh* total people
GW gallons 
per person

GW gallons 
per bldg

Market House Condos 58 1.22 70.76         31.00         2,193.56    
Cosmopolitan 255 1.22 311.10        31.00         9,644.10    
Parkside Apartments 53 1.22 64.66         31.00         2,004.46    
American House 13 1.22 15.86         31.00         491.66       
Lot 270 45 1.22 54.90         31.00         1,701.90    
Lowertown Lofts 136 1.22 165.92        31.00         5,143.52    
Lowertown Commons 111 1.22 135.42        31.00         4,198.02    
Great Northern Lofts 53 1.22 64.66         31.00         2,004.46    
Northern Warehouse Co-op 52 1.22 63.44         31.00         1,966.64    
Tilsner Artists' Co-op 66 1.22 80.52         31.00         2,496.12    

Total 842 1,027.24     31,844.44

 

To provide additional clean water for public fountains and the wetlands, greywater 
will be harvested from residential buildings and cleaned in a new facility in a 
"greywater park" to be located at the current farmers market site. Greywater is water 
that has been used in faucets, showers, dishwashers, and clothes washers, but does not 
inlcude water from toilets.

Including 842 existing residential units near greywater park, an estimated 31,844 
cubic feet of water can be collected per day and treated to Reclaimed Class A 
standards, using a process similar to one used at the Brightwater Facility in Olympia, 
WA.  Cisterns under the park can hold 10,000 gallons of greywater each, allowing 
fl exibility during peak and low seasons.  As more residential units are built, they 
too can be added to the greywater system, further sustainably reducing demands 
on the city's freshwater supply.  Treated water will be used in public fountains and 
watercourses, and will eventually join stormwater in the treatment wetland.

Cleanse
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pump house
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sedimentation tank
fine solids screen
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Treatment
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Greywater treatment process: membrane 
bioreactor (MBR) system

Greywater Reclaimation and Reuse
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Location and direction of perspective view

Existing conditions

Th e eastern edge of the site will be planted with 
hybrid poplars and switchgrass, shown in several 
studies to take up hydrocarbons and heavy metals 
from the soil and store them in plant tissues 
(phytoremediation).  Grasses and trees can then be 
harvested to remove the accumulated pollutants, and 
the land replanted to refresh the system.  
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Cleanse

Th is poplar forest will also contain hiking and biking 
trails that connect to the river and Bruce Vento 
Nature Sanctuary, providing recreation and access for 
Lowertown residents and visitors.  Because the forest 
is located next to the rail lines, it will also serve as a 
noise buff er for the residential neighborhood.



Public trails through hybrid poplar remediation forest that bioaccumulates and remove railyard hydrocarbons fr om contaminted soil.
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Phytoremediation Forest



Create
To complement the local gourmand food culture, 
not only will the farmers market be expanded, but 
an urban agriculture element will be introduced to 
provide residents and visitors even more options for 
acquiring fresh local produce.

East of the Lafayett e bridge, airport restrictions 
prohibit the construction of residential buildings.  
Th erefore, that area's wide open spaces and full solar 
access make it an ideal location for gardening and 
farming inside hoop houses.  

Borrowing a techniqe from Growing Power Urban 
Farm in Milwaukee and Growing Lots in Minneapolis, 
hoop houses will be built on top of sealed existing 
asphalt and concrete parking lots which have been 
covered with two feet of wood chip mulch.  Th e 
mulch absorbs stormwater and irrigation water from 
the LURRF facility, and the sealed parking lot directs 
excess water to storm sewer inlets.  Compost created 
from coff ee grounds, brewers waste and other sources 
gathered from local cafes and breweries will be stored 
against the side walls, generating enough heat for a 
year-round growing season.

Inside hoop houses, trays of growing medium can 
be arranged on tables and hung in vertical layers 
from overhead racks to maximize sun exposure.  
Underneath tables, tilapia and other fi sh can be 
raised in trays of constantly recirculating water with 
nutrient-rich fi sh waste reused for compost and plant 
food (aquaponics).

Hoop houses can either be rented to residents for 
individual gardening, or several can be combined 
and managed by an urban farmer employed by 
the neighorhood to run a community supported 

Water

Primary Systems

Secondary Systems

Art Food
Connection

Economy
Habitat
Culture
Health
Remediation
People

Existing conditions
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Location and direction of perspective view

agriculture cooperative (CSA).  CSA produce can be 
distributed to shareholders or sold for profi t at the 
farmer's market.

Th e large expanse of land east of Lafayett e bridge also 
allows ample space for apiculture (beekeeping) and 
human activity to coexist.  Th ese natural pollinators 
are necessary to help the urban agriculture crops 
thrive.

Urban agriculture is just one of several new forms 
of "soft  infrastructure" that this design introduces to 
Lowertown Yards, focused around primary systems 
of water, art, and food.  Benefi cial secondary systems 
produced as a result of the interaction of new soft  
infrastructure systems include economic growth 
and savings, habitat creation, celebration of culture, 
improvment of health, remediation of contamination, 
and a focus on the social welfare of people.



Urban agricultre and aquaponics thriving inside hoop houses 
atop sealed parking lots covered with mulch.

contaminated soil

sealed existing asphalt

2 ft wood chip mulch

compost piles 
for heat, fertilizer
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Urban Agriculture



Create

Existing conditionsConcrete planter benches for outdoor public spaces

Location and direction of perspective view

To honor the creative culture of Lowertown, and to 
provide space for large-format sculpture artists to 
display their work, this design proposes two "outdoor 
galleries":  a hanging gallery suspended underneath 
Lafayett e bridge next to the marsupial bridge, and a 
sculpure park just north of the urban agriculture area.

Th e hanging gallery will display large-scale works 
that are relatively light.  Th ey will be suspended at 
the same level as the marsupial bridge so that cyclists 
and pedestrians on the bridge can enjoy them at eye 
level.  Works in the sculpture park can be heavier and 
ideally can tolerate or even invite adults and children 
to sit and climb on them when moving to and from 
Saint Paul Saints baseball games, art crawls, or the 
farmers market. Displays in both galleries can be semi-
permanent and changed on an annual or periodic 
basis.

For more fragile works such as drawings on paper, 
a new community art center will be located in a 
building next to the light rail public water plaza, 
off ering gallery space, a materials supply store, and 
collaborative work and meeting spaces for artists and 
arts organizations. Additional plazas throughout the 
site can function as performance spaces or outdoor 
classrooms.

Seating elements and other details will be custom 
designed to withstand wear and tear, using historically 
appropriate materials.

Area rents will also be kept at aff ordable levels 
through an expansion of the established artist's 
housing cooperative system already in place.
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Program and Design - Create

Hanging art gallery under Lafayett e bridge next to suspended 
“marsupial” bike and pedestrian bridge. Boardwalk through 

concrete water features, Central Corridor light rail line 
extension, and outdoor sculpture park, with Saints ballpark in 

the distance.

Outdoor Art Gallery and Sculpture Park
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Implementation

Phase I

Phase II

Phase III

Phasing
Due to the complicated nature of coordinating land 
purchase and consolidation, it would be most feasible 
to begin the fi rst phase of implementation by building 
on land owned by the city of Saint Paul and Ramsey 
County.  Th is would entail extending the light rail line 
eastward, moving the OMF, building the ballpark, and 
establishing a connection to the river at Broadway. 

Phase two would include multi-family resiential 
projects that bring more residents to the area to grow 
the tax base.  Also included here is the marsupial 
bridge to provide connections and access to the 
ballpark and river, as well as amenities such as the 
sculpture park, expanded farmers market and plaza, 
hanging gallery, and greywater park.  

Once residents have been drawn to the area and 
transportation and connection projects have been 
established, the stormwater, greywater,  wetland and 
phytoremediation projects can begin, as well as urban 
agriculture.

At all phases, "area of change" and "transit 
improvement area" investment dollars should be 
leveraged for maximum economic development 
benefi ts.

Stakeholders
Agencies, groups, and organizations that could 
be involved in the implementation of this design 
include existing and future residents, Th e Lowertown 
Master Plan Task Frce, the city of Saint Paul, Ramsey 
County, the Lowertown Futures Fund, the Saint 
Paul Port Authority, the Minnesota National River 
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and Recreation Area, Capitol Region watershed 
district, MN DOT, the US Army Corps of Engineers 
Saint Paul District, Districts 17 and 4 neighborhood 
councils and representatives, the Heritage 
Preservation Commission, Public Art Saint Paul, 
the Saint Paul Art Crawl, the Metropolitan Council 
and Metro Transit, Holman Field airport, Th e Saint 
Paul on the Mississippi Design Center, the Saint Paul 
Growers Association, and the Saint Paul Riverfront 
Corporation.



Th e Lowertown Yards area of Saint Paul has been 
contaminated, disected, and socially abandoned 
to machines and hard infrastructure for150 years.  
Th is design strives to heal and reinvigorate the land, 
bringing it back into welcome, purposeful, and 
sustainable use by connecting people, cleansing the 
environment, and creating a celebration of local 
culture through soft  infrastructure systems.

In doing so, residents of Lowertown Yards can 
envision the next 150 years building a new 
multifunctional community legacy that puts people, 
river and land fi rst.
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