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Old Salem is a wonderfully walkable historic museum in Winston-Salem that is surrounded by 

highways cutting it off from the rest of the city.  This is lamentable for the museum itself for 

several reasons. First, it separates the heart of the old town from some of the museum’s newer 

acquisitions on the west site of the Salem Bypass.  More importantly, it precludes the museum 

district from interacting with the rest of the city, both as a magnet, in attracting locals to wander 

its streets, and as a museum amenity: it could advertise integration with a larger city if these 

highways were not here.  In a larger context, the highways separate Winston-Salem from itself. 

Business 40 (B-40) separates Winston from Salem physically, while enforcing a conceptual 

differentiation between the two areas. Winston is seen as commercial, while Salem is seen as 

historic and academic. This is an artificial divide, however. There is a university and historic 

areas in Winston, and there are factories, commercial and civic buildings in Salem.  Highways 

running to the east of the downtown and Old Salem also mark another divide, though one that 

will be examined less in this paper: between the wealthier white areas of the city in the west and 

the poorer black areas to the east. 

 

 
Figure 1:

   Image: Google Earth 

Historic Old Salem and Surroundings. 
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As part of the research for this paper, I was lucky enough to interview and get a tour of Winston-

Salem from Old Salem’s John Larson, Vice President for Restoration and Linwood King, 

Director of Facilities, as well as to interview DeWayne Anderson, Chairman of the Landmark 

Group and Myrick Howard, President of Preservation North Carolina.  Not only did they provide 

an in depth view into the museum’s relationship with its surroundings, but they are scholars of 

the city’s history, and provided wonderful insight into the context that brought about the current 

conditions, as well as visions for the future of the area. 

 

History 

Until the 1950’s, Winston-Salem had a dense, connective street grid, as there were no highways 

dividing the city. This can be seen in an engraving from ca. 1890 (Figure 2.)  Starting in the 

1950’s, a progression of larger and larger highways was built, both north-south (Old Salem 

Bypass, US-52) and East-West (Interstate, now Business-40.)  The residue of these highways 

still divides the city.   US-52, as with most early United States Numbered Highways, originally 

went right through the center of town: up Main Street.  In the late 1950s, US-52 was rerouted to 

the railroad and creek-bed to the west of Salem.  This is now referred to as the Salem Bypass, 

which may well have reduced the traffic on Main Street; it is difficult to find evidence for this or 

against it.  In any case, it must not have been effective enough, for in the 1960s a larger bypass 

was created to the east of Old Salem, where the route lies today (An Urban Design Assistance 

Team, 1992).  This last highway raised a large barrier across the city, dividing the historically 

black Winston-Salem State University and the poorer black community to the east from the 

wealthier downtown, historic Salem and the white community to the west. 

 
Figure 2:

   Engraving: Rugar and Stoner 

1891 Engraving of Winston-Salem. 
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South East 

While Winston-Salem has a history of dividing itself through highway building, over the past 

twenty years there have been some examples of moving reconstructing an integrated urban 

environment.  Notably, to the south and east of Old Salem, residents and planners created the 

pedestrian-friendly and neighborhood-connecting “Southeast Gateway Plan.”  More importantly, 

the plan has been adopted by the city, and is in the process of being implemented.  This shows 

that there is political will and potential to knit the city back together (An Urban Design 

Assistance Team, 1992).  This legacy is one to look towards while attempting to reconnect Old 

Salem to its west and north. 

 

West 

For Old Salem the most important remnants of US-54 are Main Street and the Old Salem 

Bypass.  These show diametrically opposed possibilities for what a highway can be after the bulk 

of its traffic has gone elsewhere. 

 

Main Street knits together Old Salem.  South of the Salem Bypass, Main Street’s human-scaled 

buildings and slow traffic are integral to making Old Salem the walkable place that it is.  It is a 

wonderful example of what Allan Jacobs would call a “great street.”  The necessary conditions 

for a great street for Allen Jacobs are: “places for people to walk with some leisure”, “physical 

comfort,” definition”, “qualities that engage the eyes,” “transparency,” “complementarity,” 

“maintenance,” “quality of construction and design” and a certain undefinable “magic.” (Jacobs, 

1993, pp. 270-292) [capitalization removed for readability.] Main Street in Salem certainly 

contains all of these.  Further humanizing the space is the relative lack of cars (some 3500-4500 

Average Daily Traffic (ADT) (NCDOT, 2007)) and the skinny right-of way: the street is only an 

estimated forty feet in width, curb-to-curb (Google Earth, 2009). 

 

In 1956 work began on the Bypass, opened 1958, as an effort to move traffic from Main St. to a 

parallel highway. In the 1970’s and 80’s, the museum of Old Salem started to jump over Bypass 

by acquiring land on the west side to Factory Rd. In the 1960’s US-52 moved to a new major 

highway to the east, which superseded the Bypass.  The Bypass was not removed, however, and 

it rips “through at least the edge, and I would maintain, the heart of the historical area” (J. 

Larson, personal communication, April 3, 2009). 

 

The Salem Bypass is diametrically opposed to Main Street in its performance as a neighborhood 

street.  Perhaps if it were necessary to bring cars to and from downtown, this would be 

acceptable. The fact of the building of the current US-52 only a decade or so after the completion 

of this bypass, as well as today’s ADT (to be discussed below), shows that this was not long its 

purpose.  The four-to-five lane Salem Bypass interrupts the landscape for Old Salem itself by 

separating its new holdings to the west of the road from the center, but is also a barrier between 

the newer, dense residential neighborhood to the west and Old Salem.  At approximately sixty to 

one-hundred feet in width (Google Earth, 2009) and lacking crosswalks, the road is a real 

impediment to pedestrian circulation. 

 

Larson imagined that the ADT on the Bypass is somewhere in the neighborhood of 22,000.  If 

this were true, there would perhaps be a good argument to keep the road at its current size.  He 

might be surprised, however, to discover that the 2007 ADT is actually 5,600, a number that has 
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been rather consistent over the past two decades. The most studied segment of the Bypass over 

the past thirty years is north of Academy St.  Before 1987, ADTs were consistently in the 10,000 

to 20,000 range.  Since then, however, in eight surveys, it has never exceeded 8,690, and has 

gone as low as 4,500 (City of Winston-Salem, 2008). 

 

Luckily, The Salem Bypass is a perfect candidate for a road diet.  According to Burden and 

Lagerway, the ideal candidates for road dieting are four lane streets that have less than eight to 

fifteen thousand ADT; The Salem Bypass certainly qualifies.  Their article Road Diets present 

many examples of successful four-lane to two-lane plus two-lane left-turn lanes, from 

Washington state, Pennsylvania, Ontario, Michigan, Oregon, and California, as well as other 

road diets from Massachusetts, Maryland, Texas, Ottawa and Colorado.  Most had ADTs of over 

10,000 before conversion; one had and ADT of 30,000, though the authors do not suggest this is 

typical.  Surely the Salem Bypass, at 5,600 ADT, is not too heavily trafficked a road to be dieted.  

Burden and Lagerway site several positives to road dieting, including increased pedestrian safety 

and increased mobility and access (Burden, 1999, p. 2).  In addition to these practical assets that 

a road diet would bring, the increased pedestrian permeability of a smaller road would mean that 

the neighborhoods on either side of the road would be knitted together.  

 

John Larson’s vision for the bypass works perfectly with what Burden and Lagerway describe as 

precedent.  He would turn the bypass from four-lanes plus turning lane to two lanes after the 

entrance to the Visitor’s Center, a sort of gravel colonial road with broad curves, or a “New 

Orleans boulevard look.” The bypass was built in a creek bed, and that creek could be 

daylighted. (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 2009). 

 

This would not only be beneficial for pedestrianism in the area and adequate for traffic: 

downgrading the Bypass would remove a scar running through what Larson considers to be the 

heart of the historic district and museum. Recently Old Salem has tried to bridge the Bypass, 

acquiring land on the west side including the sites of the new Visitor Center, the brewery, 

tannery and distillery, and the Factory Row district.  In creating the Visitor Center and its 

pedestrian bridge, the museum intended to offer a pedestrian walkway, an automotive entrance to 

the district and building massing that would visually connect the two areas.  This effort was 

directed at creating the realization that  “this road goes though something and not around 

something” (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 2009).).  This effect is strengthened by 

such visual cues as snake-rail fencing.  With the current location of the Visitor’s Center, most 

visitors no longer drive on the bypass. “With the exception of the bypass, which is of course a 

major scar in the landscape, we have tried to reestablish the property lines, the meadows, the 

forests, the meadows, the things that constituted the land use of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century.” Larson maintains that the road diet “has got to happen if Old Salem is to knit itself 

back together” (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 2009). 

 

To the west of the sites acquired by Old Salem is a new residential neighborhood, mostly condos 

and row housing, focusing on Marshall St.  The residences have little green space and use the 

museum as their front yard. Larson asserts, correctly I believe, that the museum has enhanced the 

value of the condos immensely.  Some thirty-somethings might live in the area, but most are 

retirees who are sympathetic with Old Salem. The condos not selling now because of the market, 
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but Larson and King believe that they will once the economy is doing better (J. Larson and L. 

King, personal communication, April 3, 2009). 

 

To the north of this neighborhood is the Factory Row residential neighborhood that is part of Old 

Salem, but the historic street lights, lamp posts, street trees and sidewalks have not been installed 

in this section.  While the museum is starting to put in fencing and interpretive signage, while 

cleaning the creek and restoring bridges over the creek, the Bypass discourages tourists from 

exploring the western part of the museum’s holdings. 

 

That people do not explore this western area is doubly unfortunate, because to the north of 

Factory Row is a warehouse district, Brookstown, that is not only charming, but is starting to 

become rather interesting, with the city’s visitor center, restaurants, a bed-and-breakfast, and a 

bakery.  The heart of Brookstown is less than half a mile from Old Salem Square. There is a 

natural succession of interesting areas from Old Salem to Factory Row to Brookstown that are 

naturally connected and that could feed off each others’ energy, but cannot because of the 

impenetrability of the Bypass.   

 

One might think that the residents of the Marshall St. development to the west might be natural 

allies in the mission to downgrade the Bypass.  Developers and residents, however, are buffered 

from the bypass by the visitors center, so may not be as strong allies as they otherwise might be. 

 

If the Bypass is to be downgraded, Old Salem needs political allies, and the residents of the 

community to the west are the perfect group. From a programming point of view, Larson is more 

interested in the revenue generating aspects of the museum than attracting lots of pedestrians; he 

sees making Old Salem a pedestrian-friendly place for the city as a side-bar.  This may be a 

shortsighted view, because this can be a real resource for the city. In maintaining the museum, 

they are providing an amenity to the city; “we cannot subsist as a park for everyone’s benefit 

without some financial base.”  Larson does believe that the residents to the west are sympathetic, 

and a logical audience to tap into for donations (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 

2009). 

 

I believe that these residents are also a logical audience to tap to create a synergistic political 

base to make their and Old Salem’s neighborhoods more walkable, but this may take more than 

simply passively being a park for the local residents.  Charles Dillard’s (2008) suggestion that 

Old Salem end its “outright restriction on outside commerce” is spot on.  “Restaurants, cafes and 

low-impact uses such as bookstores and boutiques should be targeted as favorable additions” that 

will draw locals to Old Salem.  While Dillard suggests this evolution would be beneficial 

because it may be a better business model than a historic museum, I suggest that it would also 

knit the community together, build political alliances interested in traditional urbanism, and that 

making a pedestrian friendly place as attractive and imitation-worthy as possible would simply 

be beneficial for Winston-Salem and American urbanism.   

 

North  
The Bypass to the west of Old Salem is not its only disconnect with the rest of the city.  To the 

north, as we walk up Main St., there are several blocks of blight, interrupted by a few brick 

buildings, and then the chasm of Business-40.  Crossing B-40 we enter downtown Winston, 
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which contains the amenities of any downtown (L. King, personal communication, April 3, 

2009). According to Larson, Winston-Salem maintains a self-image in which the central business 

district of the city is in Winston, and does not go south of the highway, while to the south is a 

historic, non-commercial area.  “Our argument is that Salem is the original CBD and that we 

should be integrated and incorporated into the broader planning within the city, but as long as 40 

is defined the way it is, it is hard to bridge that” (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 

2009).  We have an opportunity, however, because the city plans to rebuild the ramps and 

bridges, so pedestrian-friendly and city-knitting actions might be piggy-backed on that wider 

transportation plan. 

 

The first few blocks of blight are due to the intersection of the Salem Bypass and Main St.  The 

road dieting discussed above should end in a more pedestrian plaza here. Sandresky (1990) has 

one proposal for how this might look, with a reconnected street grid and a small urban plaza. To 

the north of this intersection is the crossing of B-40, which has some positive attributes, such as 

crossing at grade and frequent crossings creating a dense network; nevertheless, there are many 

impediments to good urbanity. 

 

First, the pedestrian facilities are underwhelming: there are no crosswalks (Pictures 1 and 2), the 

sidewalks are relatively skinny, and traffic exits the highway at high speeds.  Additionally, the 

urban design of the area is bare:  neither the view south from Winston (Picture 3) nor the view 

north from Salem (Picture 4) provide gateways to the respective districts.  Even though the 

distance between walkable Salem and Downtown Winston is rather short (600 to 700 feet 

between Cemetery St. in Salem and the southern-most urban buildings in Winston) the blight and 

highway are enough to not make it an attractive walk, either aesthetically or in the sense of 

“something that attracts.”   

 

 
Picture 1:

 photo: Joshua Weiland
  Picture 2:

 photo: Joshua Weiland 

Pedestrian path from Winston to Salem on Main St.  Pedestrian path from Salem to Winston on Main St. 
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Picture 3:

 photo: Joshua Weiland
  Picture 4:

 photo: Joshua Weiland 

Gateway view from Winston to Salem on Main St.  Gateway view from Salem to Winston on Main St. 

 

 

It was not always this way.  Where Main St. crosses B-40 was once the intersection of Main St. 

and Belews Creek. As we can see in Figures 3 and 4, this was once a center of buildings that 

stretched from Winston to Salem and knitted the two towns together.  The ghost of some of these 

buildings can still be seen. The building in Picture 5 once had another building attached to it; it 

was likely demolished in the creation of the intersection of the Bypass and Main St. 

 

  
Figure 3:

 Engraving: Rugar and Stoner 
Figure 4:

 Engraving: Rugar and Stoner 

1891 Engraving with current B-40. 1891 Engraving with current B-40. 
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Picture 5:

 photo: Joshua Weiland
  

 

Building at intersection of the Bypass and Main Street with ghost of old building. 

 

The city has been creating connections across B-40 to the east and west of Old Salem.  To the 

west is the Strollway; stretching from the traffic circle to the south of Old Salem to downtown 

Winston, the Strollway connected to a larger greenway that extends to Salem Lake.  While the 

Strollway is very nice for much of its length, the part that we are interested in, where it crosses 

under B-40, is underwhelming: bikers and strollers are dumped unceremoniously into a 

somewhat dangerous-feeling parking lot (Figure 5).  If this is to be a real connection to 

downtown, its finale must be upgraded. 

 

 
Figure 5:

 image from Live Maps
  

 

Northern terminus of an otherwise attractive Strollway. 

 

To the east of Old Salem and Salem College is the planned Piedmont Triad Research Park; this 

will stretch to both sides of B-40.  Larson, King and Anderson all agree that this development 

has the full support of the city and Wake Forest University, and will be well connected to itself 

across the divide of the highway.  All express reservations, however, about the prospect of its 

making connections outside itself so that its neighbors will be able to use this crossing easily.  If 

the Research Park is itself permeable, it will increase the connectivity of the city overall; if it 
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exists within its own universe, it will be less useful (D. Anderson, personal communication, 

April 1, 2009; J. Larson and L. King, personal communication, April 3, 2009). 

 

Finally, Larson spoke of a potential trolley-line that would ring the city, from Old-Salem to 

downtown Winston, to Winston-Salem State, to the School of the Arts.  The route is undecided, 

but may travel either Main St. or the Bypass.  In either case, this would provide another 

connection to downtown (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 2009).  

 

None of these crossings, however, are urban street-grid, pedestrian level crossings, and the 

potential to create these is what will be explored below. There are several possible methods of 

knitting Winston and Salem back together along Main St, from the simplest of crosswalks to the 

most drastic of highway removal. 

 

Most simply, crosswalks, pedestrian signals and widened sidewalks could be implemented the 

length of Main St. from Old Salem to downtown Winston.  While this would afford easier and 

safer physical access, it would do little for the feeling of connection between the two areas.   

 

If we want the energy of downtown and Old Salem to meet so that pedestrians are drawn 

between them, a more drastic approach is necessary.  Most drastic would be complete 

replacement of B-40 with a pedestrian- and automotive-friendly boulevard with buildings lining 

it. Elizabeth Macdonald et al. (2002) see boulevards as “part of an alternative paradigm for the 

design of city transportation systems, one that maintains access and functionality at all street 

scales” (Macdonald, 2002, p. 206). There are many precedents worth looking at: Portland, San 

Francisco, Milwaukee, New York and Seoul, South Korea have all demolished highways with 

the goal of reestablishing the city street grid (Norquist).  

 

B-40 carries an ADT of up to 77,000 (City of Winston-Salem, 2008), so there are worries about 

what could be done with the excess traffic if the highway were converted (M. Howard, personal 

communication, March 5, 2009; D. Anderson, personal communication, April 1, 2009; J. Larson 

and L. King, personal communication, April 3, 2009).  A model might be Wade Avenue in 

Raleigh, where a highway downgrades into an arterial as it approaches the city (Figure 6.)   So 

far, discussion of getting rid B-40 or of or making it into a boulevard has been “a sort of side-bar 

joke” (J. Larson, personal communication, April 3, 2009). A further analysis should look into the 

capacities of the local street network and ring highways to absorb the balance of traffic that 

would not be carried on a boulevard so as to make a more detailed argument that this is a viable 

possibility. 
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Figure 6:

 image from Google Maps
  

 

Wade Ave. in Raleigh, transitioning from a four lane divided highway on the left to a four lane arterial on the right. 

 

A middle path between simple crosswalks and a boulevard is bridging B-40 by literally 

upgrading the bridges.  Larson says that there has been active discussion about artistic bridges 

crossing in over B-40 for years, creating a “City of Bridges.”   There has even been some 

discussion of building platforms with parks above B-40. 

 

Figure 7 shows 5th St. crossing Interstate 75 in Atlanta.  This is a much wider crossing than 

would be necessary in Winston-Salem. I do not necessarily think it the best and highest use, 

however: Old Salem already acts as a park for the city, and has much green open space.  The 

examples below from Boston are more appealing because they bring urbanity to the blighted 

area. 
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Figure 7:
   image from Live Maps 

5th St. crossing I-75in Atlanta creating an urban park. 

 

All of these treatments, whether crosswalks, boulevard or better bridges, require another element 

for the connection to be made in a meaningful way from Old Salem to downtown Winston: the 

construction of more buildings to erase the blight that exists between the Bypass and B-40.  The 

biggest barrier between creating urban energy between Old Salem and downtown Winston is the 

lack of buildings and the lack of visual continuation.  There is no reason that buildings cannot 

stretch from Old Salem all the way to directly abut the highway, which would mean that there is 

little interruption to the urban fabric.  B-40’s skinny footprint is a big advantage here, for the 

area without buildings could be but one hundred feet or so. 

 

There are many examples of how highways can be creatively bridged.  Figure 8 shows the Mass 

Pike in Boston being crossed by a major arterial, Beacon St.  While these streets are much larger 

than B-40 and Main St., the figure shows how surrounding buildings can be built right up to the 

right of way so as to minimize the gap in urbanity.  The buildings don’t have to be this tall, 

either.  The buildings in Picture 5 above are a very good size for the area, and enough of them 

might create a critical mass so that those buildings would no longer be empty.  The buildings 

abutting the highway would be good candidates for affordable housing. 

 

 
Figure 8:

   image from Live Maps 

Beacon St. crossing the Mass Pike in Boston and surrounding buildings abutting highway directly. 

 

 

Finally, again looking to Boston, buildings can be built upon the highway so that pedestrians do 

not even know they are crossing a chasm.  This does not have to be a Big Dig either.  Figure 9 

shows a wonderful interconnection of urban streets in Boston, from a project long predating the 

Big Dig.   
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Figure 9:

   image from Live Maps 

Huntington Avenue and Stuart Streets in Boston’s Back Bay: An interconnected urban street system 

 

What Figure 9 does not show, however, is that there is a six-lane highway and two-direction 

railroad passing below these buildings, as can be seen in Figure 10. 

 

  
Figure 10:

   image from Live Maps 

City buildings and urbanity covering the Mass Pike and railroad in Boston’s Back Bay. 
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Other examples of successful bridging of highways include East Milton Square in Milton, MA, I-

395 passing below the reflecting pool in Washington, DC, and Woodall Rodgers Park in Dallas, 

TX. 

 

As mentioned above, Allen Jacobs calls for “places for people to walk with some leisure”, 

“physical comfort,” definition”, “qualities that engage the eyes,” “transparency,” 

“complementarity,” “maintenance,” “quality of construction and design” and a certain 

undefinable “magic” in creating a “Great Street” (Jacobs, 1993, pp. 270-292). By creatively 

bridging B-40, all these elements can be brought to fruition on Main St. There is no reason Old 

Salem and downtown Winston should not be linked by a great streets. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Winston-Salem has started knitting Old Salem into a larger urban sphere to its Southeast.  The 

above suggestions of downgrading Salem Bypass and creatively bridging Business 40 would 

continue this trend towards urbanity.  Old Salem would have access to its sundered western 

reaches and the synergy of a walkable city to advertise to its visitors, while the greater Winston-

Salem would heal some of its divisions and gain greater access to one of its greatest urban 

resources, Old Salem. 
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