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Lynchburg, VA – This city has disappeared.  At least that is the impression if you are driving toward Lynchburg.  Until a few years ago, a traveler headed south or north on U.S. 29, or east or west on U.S. 460 would pass through the city.  It was not a bad drive, because the roads did not go into the older downtown area, but passed on the edges.  You still had a feel that you had seen Lynchburg.
Now there is an outer bypass.  This road is so far from Lynchburg that, at night, you cannot even see the lights of the city.  It includes a new bridge over the James River far to the east of the town.  For the traveler, Lynchburg no longer exists.
The same thing happened several years ago south of here in Danville, a previously bustling city on the Dan River adjacent to the North Carolina border.  An outer bypass was built, circulating travelers on U.S. 29 and U.S. 58 around the city.  Now no one, other than its citizens visits Danville and its rich heritage of mills.  It has become an asterisk.   As with the Lynchburg bypass, the road now goes far to the east and south through total countryside; all the businesses which previously had relied on travelers are now closed or severely impacted.  Essentially, the bypasses are trading a few minutes of gained travel time for considerable urban blight in the cities affected.

There is now a plan to construct a similar bypass around Charlottesville, about 70 miles north of here.  Currently, Charlottesville has no outer bypass; north-south traffic is funneled through the north side of town, but then onto an inner bypass which offers a route around the university and the downtown area.  Those wanting to visit the downtown section can do so by simply following Business U.S. 29.  For whatever reason, Charlottesville has a very vibrant, and jumping, downtown area compared to Danville and Lynchburg.  There are few, if any, boarded-up businesses and the inner city is a place to be.  The central part of the city is blocked to traffic and is a pedestrian-only area.  There are numerous restaurants with outdoor seating, and a concert stage with free shows each Friday evening during the summer.
Obviously, Charlottesville has a unique advantage over its southern Virginia cities due to the presence of a major university and associated medical center and key tourist attractions, such as Monticello.  This brings considerable traffic, including pedestrians, bicyclists, and cars, to the inner city on a daily basis.  However, travelers going north and south are also brought into the city due to the lack of a outer bypass.  Although it is difficult to quantify this effect in precise dollars, there is no doubt that increased traffic leads to more motel stays, restaurant visits, coffee house jaunts, and other associated business expenditures.
Lynchburg has not suffered as much as Danville due to the presence of four institutions of higher learning, including Liberty University, Lynchburg College, Randolph College, and Virginia University of Lynchburg (one of the oldest African American colleges in the U.S.)  Each of these schools brings considerable visitors who bring expenditures to the downtown area, but the casual traveler driving through Virginia is very unlikely to venture into the city due to the bypass.  Danville simply has few attractions to impel travelers to visit.
I sense that we are inadvertently losing access to much of America due to improvements to our highway system.  It is not a great trade-off.

I thought you might like to know.
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