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Making the FreedoM to roaM happen

The availability of Semi-Public space will be a new concept to residents and some 
may have accessibility handicaps. Furthermore, destinations within the site (no 
longer merely a collection of houses) will establish a hierarchy of circulation and 
preferred paths of interest. 

This is not a blind process however and in order to initiate and guide the 
connection of residents to their collective environmental assets, not to mention 
make them available to all users, a fundamental framework of paved paths will 
extend along the most desirable routes and help the residents expand their domain 
beyond their yard, aiding in the uniting of the site and community.

 and Black, no rooM For grey: 

Why We need contrast to Be green

“...each day, several thousand more acres of our countryside are eaten by the bulldozers, covered with pavement, dotted with suburbanites 
who have killed the thing they thought they came to find. Our irreplaceable heritage of Grade I agricultural land (a rare treasure of nature 
on this earth) is sacrificed for highways or supermarket parking lots as ruthlessly and unthinkingly as the trees in the woodlands are 
uprooted, the streams and rivers polluted and the air itself filled with the gasoline exhausts (products of eons of nature’s manufacturing) 
required in this great national effort to cozy up with a fictionalized nature and flee the ‘unnaturalness’ of the city.

The semisubrbanized and suburbanized messes we create in this way become despised by their own inhabitants tomorrow. These thin 
dispersions lack any reasonable degree of innate vitality, staying power, or inherent usefulness as settlements…who would prefer this 
vapid suburbanization to timeless wonder?  What kind of park supervisor would permit such vandalism of nature?...
 
Big cities need real countryside close by. And countryside—from man’s point of view—needs big cities, with all their diverse 
opportunities and productivity, so human beings can be in a position to appreciate the rest of the natural world instead to curse it.”

-Jane Jacobs

...Make each lot bigger. The same number of units will still be desired, 
but more land must be developed to provide it... 
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Apartment Complex, Transit Center, and Public Space

Public and Semi-Public space predominate as the focus of outdoor space, not yards. This frees up more open space overall and encourages community interaction. 
The network created by the open space between clusters extends residents’ reach to beyond their yard to the entire neighborhood and promotes pedestrian travel. 
This broader range translates into a more holistic and genuine experience with and in the site.
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Formal Gateway Park and Canopied Residential Lines between Semi-Private and Semi-Public are purposely perceived rather than delineated. This is done to preserve the authenticity of the natural setting and the engagement in 
and with it that it provides and promotes. 0 50 100 150 200 300
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Meadowed Land Cover and Mixed Housing

Preserving inherent vegetation, drainage, and other systems, and opening up that authentically natural landscape to easy access for every resident, the ancient 
golden mean of country living near the city can be realized for more people and encourage community and neighbor bonding.
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Forested Land Cover and Housing

Preserving land from being exclusively private also preserves the variety of  the landscape made available.

overall vision

The primary proposition of this concept is the preservation of natural, 
unprogrammed open space by limiting excessive exclusively private space. 
Somewhat counter-intuitively, this simultaneously frees up space for more 
development; achieving both an increase of accessible open space for every 
resident as well as increasing the number of residents by a factor of ten or 
higher in this example. This greater density subsequently saves yet further 
agricultural and undisturbed lands from needless and wasteful disorganized 
development.

Several steps work in tandem to accomplish this goal. The first is decreasing 
the extents and combining together of private yards as much as possible. This 
involves combining housing and every dwelling on the site is one of several 
arrangements made to look like single estates. These are then clustered for 
the creation of both infra-neighborhood villages and a range of subspaces. 
The clusters are arranged together with the subspaces to form a network and 
connection between the two are encouraged by a hierarchical trail system which 
stretches throughout the site.

For permanence and accessibility, major routes are paved in concrete while 
minor routes are initially established to aid residents in adjusting to the option 
of traveling almost wherever they like.

the proBleM: In the undesigned, unguided free for all that development often is, people’s desires, unconscious or otherwise, 
for the dream of the golden mean of living with the benefits of both city and country fueled and favored the easiest response; ever 
expansive new development on agricultural and undisturbed lands.

the result: Less and less concern for the overall effects of development because of more and more focus on the directly 
individual product sold to home buyers. This unorganized profit rather than principle driven effort defined and promoted the 
American Dream of home ownership, or more precisely, the ways it was to be provided and the ideals that would give it shape. 
Thus we see and suffer the effects of haphazard piecemeal planning and development and have not learned our lesson; to build and 
change within the context, preserving and working in tandem with existing natural and human systems to most efficiently use our 
resources and preserve civilization and the landscape for future generations. 

More often we build  what we want where we want and force our new systems to work without much regard to how it affects and 
is affected by what already exists. And so rather than build to fit, we usually build what is easy and move on when it doesn’t work 
and we need or want more.

Rural development is especially of concern. Before the housing bubble burst, this was then next generation, the new wave and 
form of sprawl. The exodus from the cities had become the exodus from the suburbs which had not fulfilled their promise of 
providing the golden mean, often because other suburbs had grown up around them ruining the natural setting that had made them 
successful in the first place. This new wave consumed more land at a faster rate than the original, contiguous suburbs ever did and 
portends a coming crisis as the profusion of communities affected struggle to accommodate the needs and wants of the population 
they’ve amassed. Infrastructure of all kinds, especially transportation, is stretched thin and funding for its maintenance even 
thinner already by this poor planning paradigm without even counting expansions and new development. If nothing else changes 
this pattern, economics alone will eventually force the issue, we won’t be able to afford wasteful using of land and resources.

The principles guiding my solution are density, diversity, and distinction. 

• Density: Simply put, the land is under utilized and this pattern means that for any expansion of any kind to happen, much 
more land must also be developed and would likely also be under utilized. Comfortably condensing development so that land 
may be preserved is step one.

• Diversity: The norm now is for the majority of residential outdoor space to be taken up by yards. By this all of the land is 
programed to the same use and character. This makes for an exclusive, cellular, uninteresting, and unengaging environment.

• Distinction: The combination of density and diversity is distinction; variety of land covers and uses interconnected, but 
clearly defined from each other, made possible by dense grouping.

The main change and outcome of the concept is an enhanced view of land ownership. Everyone wants as much land as they can 
handle, some want more, but if it is made possible for people to use land without owning it exclusively, the amount they can all 
use multiplies and the character of it is more authentically natural. Rural development is all about perception. People develop 
rurally because they want to feel independent and can do what they wish. A large factor in this involves isolation from neighbors, 
but large lots and solid fences  along property lines are not the only way to accomplish this.

Various elements exist which could easily accomplish the same ends without being wasteful or harsh.
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Central Minnesota>Sherburne County>
Big Lake Township

Background: Prior to the housing bubble bursting, 
Big Lake was the Northwestern verge of the massive 
development of the fringe around the Twin Cities metro 
area. This pattern was but a fraction of the millions of 
people across the country who sought to live away from 
the city on their own little piece of nature. The way that 
property has been made available however often destroys 
the nature and quiet community they came to find and 
puts enormous strain on public services and community 
levels of all kinds, schools in particular. 

New Urbanism seeks to solve this problem by mainly by 
making cities good and desirable options people prefer 
to live in so that expansion like this doesn’t happen in 
the first place. This thesis is not strictly new urbanist 
however because a large amount of people will still 
always  rather live away from cities in their own house 
on their own piece of the world. Rather this thesis seeks 
to acknowledge and sustainably grant this desire without 
giving in to sprawling techniques. It aims to change not 
just the shapes of development, but the conventions.

topography

The site lies in the watershed and partially the flood 
plain of the St. Francis River to the west and is 
built around a permanent wetland running axially 
northeast and south west with various other low 
spots. 

The changes in topography greatly influence and 
enhance the experience of the site both as stationary 
observed and travelled through offering a wide 
range of views and scales of surroundings from 
grand vistas across meadows and valleys to closer 
intimate forest details.

existing land cover

Wetlands form the basis of the organization of the site, directing the central 
backbone of the main road. These wetlands are surrounded by a variety of 
land cover from densely forested areas to sparse shrub cover to open short 
grass prairie and everything in between. 

The changing covers quietly display the richness of the diversity of nature, 
both biologically and experientially offering always changing encounters 
and settings. The exclusion of personally experiencing and engaging this 
diversity by the total privatization of property is the key objective of this 
thesis.

FreedoM to roaM

The above graphic illustrates the method used for reconciling private space and density, desire for open 
space and the limits of available land: the Freedom to Roam policy

American concepts and execution of property rights tend extremely toward the individual owner. Private 
lots consume nearly the totality of the land developed and these have been growing ever larger throughout 
history. This excessive privatization quickly uses up all the land for development and limits each owner 
and other user to their own cell and whatever amenities can be found on or brought to it. The capacity for a 
true encounter with nature is lost because the fabric of the landscape has been completely parceled off and 
declared private and thus exclusive.

Some European nations have a different philosophy. They still have private property and its owners are still 
entitled to protection of those rights under the law, but there is a far greater permissiveness and possibility 
and thus culture of outdoor experience. In Great Britain and act of parliament has officially designated and 
mapped areas of the he whole country which are free and open to the public to simply roam across. It is 
something of a national pastime.

This is of great relevance to us as designers because making come alive the narrative of seeing fresh and 
new places that are all yet of the same whole is what landscape architecture is all about.
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diversity Made availaBle

The map above shows the land availability transparently overlain on the land cover map. This 
highlights the diversity of environmental open space available to every resident and shows the 
gradient of the fabric of the landscape.

This gradient is ruined by conventional planning which divides all land entirely into private 
parcels minus road rights of way and public parks. All of these are programmed so that there is 
little room for imagination and exploration, a crucial factor in the development of the children 
so many residents move to sites such as this for in the first place. The lack of available space 
is compounded by the lack of diversity of space, if all space is yard or street, what is there to 
discover? Though greener than the suburb, the aesthetic quality of spaces is still grayer than it 
ought to be and when the quest to go beyond the yard (which always becomes too small at some 
point) has only the road for recourse, there are serious safety concerns

Formal Gathering 
Space

The fastest way to accelerate the amount of land developed?...

...Are 3 or even 10 acres really enough? Is this the goal?... ...Is the dream satisfied by a yard large enough to void the neighbors?

existing availaBility

Presently on the site and the majority of American residential sites, land is cellular. 
You have what you have and only this. There is no gradient between the private yard 
and street or public park  if there is one. 

Given this setup, it is no wonder so many see the largest rural lot as far as practical 
from the city as the ultimate housing goal to aim for. They desire a more rural lifestyle 
but especially the space only available in a rural environment. Giving everyone a 3 
acre or more lot is not a solution however because the demand only increases with 
popularity and their is a strictly limited supply. The resources, especially in terms of 
transportation to support such a system massively expands the area over which traffic 
is increased and ruins the rural atmosphere people sought in the first place and gives 
for their sacrifices a mere 3 acres to enjoy if they have time.

proposed availaBility

By contrast, shrinking the amount of land strictly designated as private space without 
filling in the gaps completely with more cells, effectively making a suburb in a field, 
vast amounts of land appear. By clustering these more reasonably scaled yards, micro 
communities also emerge and wide areas of Semi-Private and Semi-Public space; wide 
enough to use for more than buffer vegetation, open up.

Through effective clustering, making a distinction between spaces, a network can be 
established and the whole range of the natural environment, now capable of being 
preserved due to increased density of development, can be enjoyed by all residents. 
They are freed from the single cell of their own property and can become citizens of 
the wider world both environmentally and communally.

Highline Park: 
wide, meadowed

Apartment and 
Group Living 
Complex: 
high-density

Gateway Park: 
canopied, 
traditional, 
trailhead

Informal 
Gathering 
Space

Informal Athletic 
Area

the solution

Trespassing

Available

The four detail plans highlight the various degrees of availability by proximity. The darker area around the 
dwellings is the approximate extent of private yards; the brighter yellow represent the Semi-Public space 
which the site features. They also show the foundational trail system, major trails paved in concrete show 
in light gray, minor trails are initially of wood chips. 

The buffer between these two depicting Semi-Private space is purposely shown to be of the same texture 
and character as the Semi-Public. There is to be no hard, artificial delineation marking the distinction of 
these two, rather, the basic societal norms of private property project an implied distance from the clearly 
private yard out into the Semi Public space. This system is explained at the outset to every resident and by 
sign at the Public spaces to visitors.
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prograMs used:

Esri ArcGIS
AutoCAD Civil 3D
Adobe Illustrator
Adobe Photoshop
Adobe InDesign
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