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by Linda Bayer

T he A m erican city—like its E u ro ­
pean pro to type—developed during the 
eighteenth and early n ineteenth centuries 
as a  pedestrian city. The densely settled 
dow ntow ns com bined retail and w hole­
sale dealers, professional and governm en­
tal offices, churches, theaters, and in ­
dustry in one centralized area. Residences 
were an integral part o f  this mix with 
families often  living above their business 
while detached or row houses were built 
im m ediately surrounding this m ultipur­
pose concentration . This in form al a r ­
rangem ent o f functions was d ictated by a 
lack o f  efficient m odes o f transporta tion  
and com m unication which m ade it a 
necessity fo r people and businesses to  be 
in close proxim ity to  each o ther—ideally 
w ithin w alking distance. Following the 
Civil W ar, the cities rapidly increased in 
population  yet the physical limits o f  the 
pedestrian city rem ained constan t at two 
to three miles, the distance a person 
reasonably could be expected to . walk to  
w ork. As a consequence, the larger cities 
becam e dangerously congested as m ore 
and m ore people crow ded in to  them .

But during the last quarter o f  the 
nineteenth century, this historic fabric 
began to  unravel as a result o f  the in­
troduction  o f local mass transit in the 
form  o f street railways. As tracks were

laid from  the city center into the 
surrounding countryside, the wealthy 
could escape the chaos o f  the city and 
build com fortable suburban homes along 
the lines o f  the railw ay. Cities began to  
expand beyond the previously im posed 
boundaries as residential neighborhoods 
built up on either side o f  the car lines. The 
result was a  city which still had a con­
gested core o f  laborers and poor while the 
w ealthy spread ou t along spokes radiating 
from  this center.

This process greatly accelerated d u r­
ing the early years o f  the tw entieth cen­
tury  w ith the in troduction  and mass ac­
ceptance o f  the autom obile. For the first 
tim e in history people had the m eans for 
highly efficient individual travel. No 
longer did they have to  live w ithin walking 
distance o f  the dow ntow n or o f the street­
car line: w ith a car, they could choose to 
live anyw here there were roads. A nd as 
m ore and  m ore people found  the means to 
own an au to , they created a  dem and for 
m ore and better roads. Once again the 
shape o f  the city experienced an alteration  
because the land between the streetcar 
spokes could be developed for homesites 
as could land lying at a  considerable 
distance from  the dow ntow n.

D uring the tw entieth century, the 
m ultitude o f  functions that once had been
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forced into the central business district 
began to  disperse, and  as they did so, 
pressure was exerted by hom eow ners to  
segregate land uses th rough  zoning. 
Specific sections o f  the city  were 
designated fo r industrial and  wholesale 
use and  for retailing to  pro tect the 
residential neighborhoods from  these in­
com patible uses. The retail m erchants, 
who were always eager to  be convenient to  
their clientele, began relocating on m ajor 
streets tha t offered easy autom obile ac­
cess and  convenient parking. The attem pt 
to capture the autom obile consum er led 
m erchants first to  neighborhood shopping 
districts, then to  retail strips along m ajor 
streets and  highways, and  finally to  large 
enclosed shopping malls surrounded  by 
acres o f  free parking. In  short, the 
layout, shape, functioning, and  organiza­
tion o f  the A m erican city today has been 
determ ined to a m ajor degree by the 
autom obile.

The railroads during the nineteenth 
century were responsible fo r the creation 
o f  a new  ty p e  o f  b u ild in g — th e  
depo t—which had no t existed previously. 
In the same way the autom obile has been 
responsible fo r a variety not only o f new 
building types bu t also o f  new activities 
which required yet m ore unique struc­
tures. Just a  few o f  these tw entieth cen­
tury  types are gasoline stations, tire  stores 
and au to  repair shops, motels, drive-in 
movies, drive-in banks, shopping malls, 
fas t fo o d  re s ta u ra n ts  and  park in g  
garages, no t to  m ention the ex traordinary  
interchanges created as p art o f  the in­
terstate highway system.

Yet for the m ost p art all o f  these 
structures o f  our car culture have escaped 
serious consideration by preservationists 
and cultural historians. There are several 
reasons for this neglect. R oadside a r ­
chitecture is widely perceived as a 
necessary evil, som ething we m ust tolerate 
in o rder to  m aintain ou r style o f life, 
while its ubiquitous presence lulls us into 
the belief tha t it will always be around . 
H owever, these structures evolve and  then

disappear so quickly th a t already the 
earliest examples are becom ing exceeding­
ly rare. But p robably  the characteristic 
th a t makes au to  architecture m ost unap ­
preciated is its reliance on loud, assaulting 
visual images: bright shiny colors and 
odd shapes seem to  scream  out fo r our a t­
tention . A nd indeed tha t is their very p u r­
pose.

This last tra it evolved as a direct 
response to  the very specific requirem ents 
o f  high speed individual travel. In the 
pedestrian city people walked dow n the 
streets so they could easily read small 
signs and window shop; the subtle sales 
pitch was effective when the custom er was 
on foo t. All o f  this changed when the 
shopper was in a car moving a t high 
speed; his a tten tion  had  to  be focused 
prim arily on the road so tha t for anything 
else to  catch his eye it m ust be highly visi­
ble and easily read. Because o f th is, the 
highway businessm an perfected an a r­
chitecture based on bright colors, d istinc­
tive form s, and huge illum inated signs. In 
addition  to  attracting  the m oto rist’s eye, 
this a rch itec tu re  aim ed fo r in s tan t 
recognition based purely on consistent 
com binations o f  shape and  color, which 
explains the popularity  o f  standardized 
designs and colors fo r all the buildings o f 
each franchise. The m otorist can identify 
a t a glance his b rand  o f gasoline, his 
favorite  ham burger, and  his choice o f 
m otel—all w ithout reading a single w ord 
o r taking his eyes from  the road.

All the varieties o f  roadside architec­
tu re  have been constantly  evolving over 
the last sixty years to  reach their present 
form s, which are even now being refined 
and  altered in response to  present day 
social and econom ic conditions. A l­
though  there are several building types 
tha t could be exam ined to  illustrate the 
origins and adap ta tions o f  au to  architec­
tu re , tw o o f  the earliest and m ost in ­
teresting are the gasoline filling station 
and the m otel. The following discussion 
is by no means definitive; it is m eant to 
serve merely as an in troduction  to  a sub­
ject th a t has been too  long neglected.



The Gasoline Station

F or A m ericans the autom obile was 
love a t first sight. People began buying 
and driving autos before there were roads 
to  drive them  on or filling stations to  ser­
vice them . In 1905 there were 50,000 cars 
in the U nited States, bu t only 13 years 
later the num ber had  escalated to  an 
astonishing 6.2 m illion due largely to  the 
constantly  decreasing price o f H enry 
F o rd ’s M odel T . As the price o f  the Tin 
Lizzie approached $300, A m ericans took 
to  the ro ad —thereby creating an  over­
w helming dem and fo r highways and  a 
m arket for gasoline and  o ther au to ­
related services and goods. Private  en ter­
prise im m ediately accepted the challenge 
o f  supplying the m otorist w ith gasoline 
and  accessories while the federal govern­
m ent began w ork on a  national system o f 
highways following the First W orld  W ar.

Petro leum  had been—until the ad ­
vent o f  the au tom obile—a waste p roduct 
o f  the kerosene industry . A lm ost over­
night it was transform ed in to  a highly 
valued com m odity; the im m ediate p ro b ­
lem was how to  package it fo r sale. The 
fuel was stored a t bulk stations, usually 
on the edge o f  tow n, in huge overhead 
tanks. F rom  there it was gravity fed into 
tank  w agons and  pulled by horses to  the 
m erchant w ho sold it by the bucketfu l. 
Obviously this m ethod o f  filling a  car

tank  was messy and exceedingly danger­
ous. B ut a m ajo r b reak th rough  occurred 
about 1905 when a  St. Louis m an  conceiv­
ed the idea o f  equipping a  ho t w ater 
heater w ith a glass gauge and  a  piece o f 
garden hose w ith a  faucet. This con trap ­
tion  allowed the gasoline to  be fed directly 
from  the storage tank  to  the car tank . 
A nother m an refined this idea fu rther and 
m arketed  the gas pum p—a storage tank  
fitted  w ith a  pum p attached  to  a self­
m easuring device. This prim itive gas 
pum p m ade possible the first stage in the 
developm ent o f  the retail gas station 
which was the installation  o f  a pum p or 
tw o on the curb in fron t o f an existing 
business. The autom obile tank  could be 
filled m echanically from  the storage tank , 
and at night the pum p could be locked for 
security. W hile this so lu tion  m arked a 
d e fin ite  im p ro v em en t, it  w as still 
dangerous and created a traffic  hazard  as 
cars w aited in line on city streets to  fill up. 
These curbside stations were banned in 
m ost cities a fter 1920, and  only those in 
rural areas continued in use.

But already an  alternative filling sta­
tion  arrangem ent had evolved w hich con­
sisted o f  a  city lo t supplied w ith gas 
pum ps connected to  underground  tanks, a 
paved or gravel driveway, and  a  small 
shed which functioned as an office and
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storehouse. These earliest stations were 
crude affairs and  no a ttem pt was m ade to  
beautify  them  because dem and fo r the 
p roduct exceeded the supply. N ever­
theless, this arrangem ent m arked  the 
beginning o f the off-street, drive-in gas 
station  and  becam e the p ro to type fo r all 
the varieties o f  drive-in structures tha t 
now characterize ou r car culture.

Once these basic com ponents o f the 
drive-in gas station  were com bined during 
the first decade, the only feature tha t 
changed th rough  the years was the m an­
ner in w hich gasoline was m arketed . D ur­
ing the teens the discovery o f  plentiful 
new oil fields com bined w ith the govern­
m ent o rdered b reakup  o f  the S tandard  Oil 
tru st in itiated  an  era o f fierce com petition 
am ong oil com panies. N o longer was it 
sufficient to  th row  up  a sm all shed on a 
vacant lot; instead each com pany actively 
pursued custom ers by constructing  an a t­
tractive sta tion  in  a choice location . In 
their quest a fter an ever larger share o f  the 
m arket, sta tion  operators began offering 
a d d it io n a l serv ices su ch  as c lean  
restroom s and free road m aps; and  oil 
com panies initiated the credit card , which 
could be used at any sta tion  belonging to  
the com pany, to  encourage custom er 
loyalty to  a  specific b rand .

T he first structures designed and  con­
structed  specifically fo r the sole purpose 
o f  selling gasoline date from  ab o u t 1910 
while the first chain o f  gas stations can be 
dated  to  1914 when S tandard  Oil o f 
C aliforn ia  built 34 stations to a stan d ard ­
ized design and  color schem e, each iden­
tified by a  com m on sign. Filling stations 
began opening a t the ra te  o f  m ore than  
1000 a year so th a t by 1920 there were 
som e 15,000 stations in the U nited States.

F rom  the end o f  the n ineteenth cen­
tury  until 1920, oil com panies and 
retailers were concerned principally  w ith 
the m echanics o f  storing and dispensing 
gasoline. As a new p roduct it required the 
developm ent o f  new technologies and  new 
m arketing  techniques. The technical 
problem s had been m ostly solved by 1920 
although fu rther refinem ents in  the design

o f gasoline pum ps continue to  be in­
troduced even today w ith the latest 
m odels being com puterized. But after 
1920 the oil com panies focused on 
m arketing techniques, a m ajo r p art o f 
which involved developing an effective a r­
chitectural im age for their stations that 
w ould a ttrac t and hold custom ers.

The influx o f  m ajo r oil com panies 
and their filling stations to  H untsville can 
be followed th rough  the city directories. 
The earliest listing for an  autom obile 
dealer and parts supplier was the H un ts­
ville C arriage W orks and  A uto  G arage 
located at the southw est corner o f  C linton 
and  G reene streets. This firm  apparently  
had begun as a carriage w orks and ex­
panded their line to  handle au tos when 
they becam e available; the firm  also 
dispensed gasoline from  a 200 gallon tank 
located behind the building. A t this time 
there were three oil com panies in tow n 
that presum ably sold their gasoline from  
aboveground tanks at bulk stations on the 
edge o f  tow n. S tandard  Oil o f K entucky, 
the first national oil com pany to establish 
a d is tribu tor in the city, occupied a 
storage site a t the southw est corner o f 
C hurch and W heeler. W hile H untsville 
supported  only one autom obile dealer in 
1911, it still had  twelve livery and  feed 
stables indicating th a t au tos rem ained a 
distinct novelty on local streets.

In fact, autom obiles had been trick­
ling in to  H untsville fo r several years bu t 
only one or tw o at a  tim e. It was no t until 
the sum m er o f  1912 th a t the first tra in  car 
load o f  autos arrived—-Fords n a tu ­
rally— and the following O ctober the 
G raham  A utom obile C om pany received a 
C adillac for exhibition purposes.

This situation  did no t last long 
though; by 1916 there were five 
autom obile dealers, tw o garages, four 
m ajo r oil com panies, and  two filling sta­
tions, while the num ber o f livery and  feed 
stables had  d ropped  to  eight. There was 
also one au to  pain ter, three au to  repair 
shops, and a  tire repair com pany. The 
tw o filling stations listed in 1916 were 
probably  the first businesses established
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in H untsville for the retail sale o f  gasoline 
at a  location separate from  the wholesale 
yard . A  S tandard  Oil filling station  was 
located on W est C lin ton , and  G u lf Oil 
opened a  filling sta tion  on E ast C lin ton, 
neither o f  which have survived. By 1916 
the Texas C om pany, which later becam e 
Texaco, also had established a d istribu tor 
in H untsville which was located on the 
south  side o f W est H olm es at the railroad 
tracks. This site apparen tly  served for 
m any years as bo th  a wholesale and  retail 
operation  although the Texas C om pany 
was also very active in leasing filling sta­
tion  sites during the twenties and thirties 
at a variety o f  locations around  H unts­
ville.

By 1920 H untsville could boast o f 
eleven car dealers and  seven filling sta­
tions, one o f  which is still in business as 
the D ow ntow n C hevron sta tion  and  has 
the fu rther distinction o f  being listed on 
the N ational Register o f  H istoric Places. 
The year 1922 m arked the appearance o f 
the first used car dealer in H untsville with 
a  lot on W ashington Street. A n unusual 
station  o f  this decade was the W oco- 
mobile Inn which offered  not only 
gasoline and oil bu t also tires and  ac ­
cessories, thereby becom ing a forerunner 
o f  the trend tha t would later transform  
the filling station  in to  the full service s ta ­
tion . By the start o f  1930 five m ajo r oil 
com panies had wholesale branches in 
H untsville and were d istributing gasoline 
to  a series o f retail stations scattered along 
the m ajo r streets o f  tow n with M adison, 
G reene and M eridian streets proving the 
m ost popular sites.

This rapid p ro liferation  o f au to ­
related businesses during  the 1920s 
reflects the grow ing dem and fo r cars in 
Huntsville; at mid decade a local 
n ew sp ap er o b se rv ed  th a t  p o te n tia l 
custom ers were so avid to  ow n a car th a t 
they m et the incom ing tra in  at the depot 
and  drove their new cars away before they 
could be delivered to  the show room . By 
1925 the num ber o f  cars on the streets o f 
H untsville had becom e so great th a t the 
city council was forced to  purchase eleven

traffic  lights which were installed along 
Je ffe rso n , W ash ing ton , and  G reene 
streets. The first week o f  operation  a m an 
was stationed a t each intersection to  in­
struct the m otoring public in their proper 
use.

This sudden enthusiasm  for au to ­
m obile ow nership contrasts sharply with 
the local reception given the first gasoline 
buggy b rough t to  H untsville. The Weekly 
Times rem inisced in 1926 abou t th is o b ­
viously m em orable event:

Just a few years ago on a bright sunshiny 
morning a peculiar contrivance coughed and 
snorted its way down Washington Street after 
making the circuit of the court house square 
and throwing some score of usually quiet and 
well-behaved mules into fits of hysterics while 
so doing.

It was immediately dubbed a Gasoline 
Buggy and looked upon with deep suspicion 
by the majority of the population of the town 
in addition to the mules and staid buggy 
horses who regarded the machine as a direct 
infringement upon their positions as the prop­
er means of transportation from place to 
place about the county and budding little city.

In operation the new invention seemed to 
merit the distrust and aversion in which it was 
held as it gave forth a cloud of smoke and 
vapor, strongly suspicious of the infernal 
regions while emitting sounds very much like 
a machine gun in operation while suffering 
from an acute attack of asthma.

It was the first thing of the kind to make 
its appearance in the town and did not enjoy 
any great amount o f popularity either then or 
later as the general impression was that it only 
awaited a favorable opportunity to blow its 
self and its passengers to kingdom come 
without providing the unfortunate and ven­
turesome persons with any return trip ticket 
from the indefinite destination to which they 
might so unceremoniously be hastened....

Some years have passed since the sen­
sitive feelings of Madison County mules were 
disturbed by the first Gasoline Buggy and the 
aforesaid mules have almost passed from the 
streets and lanes of the city, but today Hunts­
ville has become almost a city of motors, the 
records of the county showing that there is 
about one automobile for each qualified voter 
of the county of Madison.

The earliest filling sta tions—those
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having curbside pum ps o r off-street 
pum ps and a prim itive shed office—had 
been located in the dow ntow n areas, but 
beginning in the 1920s oil com panies 
started  relocating in neighborhoods. They 
w anted corner lots, which provided easy 
access from  tw o directions, on the best 
residential streets, and this policy was 
followed in Huntsville where alm ost every 
station  site leased during the twenties was 
on a  corner. C orrectly  predicting that 
th e se  re s id e n tia l  s ite s  w o u ld  s tir  
neighborhood opposition , the com panies 
consciously designed their stations to 
resemble sm all houses in an attem pt to 
m inim ize their visual intrusiveness. A 
H untsville exam ple o f  neighborhood 
resistance to the construction  o f  a filling 
station occurred when C . E. Baxter p ro ­
posed to  erect a station  on the northeast 
corner o f  G ates and M adison streets in 
1926. A ttorney  C larence W atts, repre­
senting three nearby residents, appeared 
before the city council to  argue th a t the 
establishm ent o f  a filling station  on that 
site w ould decrease property  values and 
otherw ise prove a  nuisance. H ow ever this 
a ttem pt to  block construction  failed as the 
station  was com pleted the following year.

S tations from  the twenties ususally 
consisted o f  ju s t a  small office and 
storage room  and  featured windows and 
doors o f  dom estic scale and  styling. The 
ro o f could be extended beyond the facade 
to  form  a canopy over the gas pum ps, 
which provided some protection  from  the 
w eather.

The D ow ntow n C hevron station  in 
H untsville is a  fine illustration  o f  this 
phase o f  station  design. Built in 1919 by 
S tandard  Oil o f  K entucky, the D ow ntow n 
C hevron is m ost certainly the oldest struc­
ture in H untsville designed and  built to  
sell autom otive gasoline. This lo t, located 
a t the southeast corner o f  C lin ton and 
G reene streets, was the type o f  site the oil 
com panies favored, a corner lot on a 
predom inantly  residential street. The 
design o f  the station  displays a  conscious 
e ffo rt to  blend with the residential sur­
roundings through the use o f  red brick,

bungalow  type w indows, and a  low hip­
ped roof, all features characteristic o f 
dom estic architectural design o f  the 
period.

The original station  consisted o f  just 
the office po rtion  and  the tiled canopy 
roo f. Before 1930 m ost retail outlets were 
called filling stations because the services 
they offered were usually confined to  the 
sale o f  gasoline and  oil. The term  service 
station  cam e in to  use around  1930 when 
stations expanded to  o ffer a fuller line o f 
autom otive services. Obviously a filling 
station  required only a small structure 
while a full service station  needed large 
specialized w ork areas; consequently, 
these first filling stations were often 
enlarged during the thirties with enclosed 
service bays such as was done w ith the 
D ow ntow n C hevron. A pparently  the first 
phase o f this station  was built to  a stan­
dard  com pany design because o ther sta­
tions displaying alm ost identical features 
and layout have been discovered. Its 
d iagonal placem ent on the corner lot 
represents an  early recognition o f  the 
special requirem ents associated w ith 
autom obile travel and  makes it an early 
exam ple o f the drive-in building form .

Each m ajor oil com pany during the 
twenties selected a standardized style for 
their stations tha t w ould either blend well 
with the surrounding neighborhood or 
rely on historical associations to  achieve 
an acceptable im age. O ther stations in the 
dom estic m ode include the English co t­
tage stations o f  the Pure Oil C om pany 
which featured white stuccoed walls under 
a steep gabled ro o f o f  blue tile. G able end 
chim neys, a bay w indow , round-topped  
door, and  shutters fu rther con tribu ted  to  
the residential appearance. This cozy 
dom estic m otif could be com pleted with 
w indow flower boxes and extensive land­
scaping. O ther com panies chose styles 
trad itional in their m arketing region. S ta­
tions in the N ortheast quite often  featured 
colonial touches such as fanlights, ro o f 
balustrades, cupolas, and even colum ns 
and pilasters while Spanish or mission 
style stations achieved popularity  in
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Both the Acklin Garage, above, on Meridian Street and the Downtown Chevron, 
below, on Clinton Street are early examples of cottage-styled filling stations. Both 
continue in use for auto-related businesses, but Acklin’s is located in the proposed 
path of 1-565, making its future uncertain.
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C alifo rn ia  and  the Southw est by com bin­
ing stucco walls, red tile roo fs, and  arched 
openings.

The 1931 H untsville city directory 
lists fewer than  25 filling stations, bu t u n ­
doubtedly  there were o ther businesses tha t 
sold gasoline as a sideline. Two o f  these 
filling sta tions, in  ad d ition  to  the 
D ow ntow n C hevron, still stand although 
one has been considerably altered for 
o ther uses. A cklin G arage a t 801 M eri­
dian Street was constructed  in 1927 for 
the Texas Oil C om pany. Like the D ow n­
tow n C h ev ro n , A c k lin ’s w as sited  
diagonally on a corner lot and  probably  
was constructed  from  a standard  com ­
pany plan since an  identical sta tion  sur­
vives in M ontgom ery as a dry cleaners. 
This design also was patterned  on the 
dom estic bungalow  although the front 
wall in this case has been opened to  glass 
except fo r the corner piers.

The o ther extant H untsville station 
th a t dates from  the late twenties is located 
a t the northw est corner o f M adison and 
W illiams streets. It was built in 1927 by 
Shelby S. Fletcher fo r lease to  the P an  
A m erican Oil C om pany and  illustrates yet 
ano ther varia tion  on the “ filling station 
as co ttage”  them e. The cottage influence 
is obvious in the stuccoed exterior walls 
w ith decorative brick quoins, the steep in ­
tersecting gabled roofs, and the size and 
scale which approxim ated th a t o f  a  con­
tem porary  house. M ost likely the station  
was fu rther dom esticated when new w ith 
flowers and plants. The brick veneer tha t 
now covers the tw o street facades was 
probably  added during the fifties when 
the building was converted in to  a dry 
cleaning business. It now houses a  church 
congregation.

E dgar Love, a  local architect, is 
credited w ith the design o f this station; 
however its close sim ilarity to  o ther sta­
tions o f  the period suggests th a t his con­
tribu tion  m ay have been lim ited to  
rew orking a standard  com pany plan to  fit 
the specific site and the architectural 
preferences o f the com m unity. D uring 
construction , a local new spaper referred

to this structure as a “ m odern  drive-in 
s ta tio n .”  It was probably  the first full 
service station  erected in H untsville to  
have enclosed lubrication  and washing 
floors incorporated  as an integral p a rt o f 
th e  design, thereby m arking a distinct 
departu re  from  the sm all filling station. 
The T-shaped plan  allowed service bays to  
the side and rear in add ition  to  the canopy 
which extended beyond the fron t wall. 
A lthough this sta tion  continued the co t­
tage styling while incorporating  add i­
tional new functions under a continuous 
roo f, the design o f  stations w ould 
undergo a radical tran sfo rm ation  during 
the following decade in  response to  a new 
set o f  conditions w ithin bo th  the industry 
and  society.

O ne o ther gas sta tion  now standing 
vacant in H untsville appears to  date  from  
the 1920s based on its architectural 
design; un fo rtunate ly  no docum entary  
evidence has been discovered to  verify this 
assum ption. The first m ention  o f  a sta­
tion  occupying the no rth  side o f  W est 
H olm es a t the ra ilroad  tracks occurs in 
1940, bu t it is unlikely th a t such a station 
w ould have been constructed  at th a t late 
date. A  m ore plausible exp lanation  for 
this inconsistency m ay be found  in the 
early m arketing strategies pursued by the 
oil com panies.

As they began looking for station  
sites rem oved from  the dow ntow n area, 
com panies could no t be certain  which 
sites w ould prove financially successful 
fo r stations. P a rt o f  this uncertain ty  can 
be attribu ted  to  the lack o f  any precedent 
for m arketing such a  com m odity and  part 
to  the rapidly fluxuating traffic  patterns 
o f  the u rban  landscape. W hen au to m o ­
biles first appeared  there was v irtually  no 
national highw ay system and  only a few 
unpaved intercity roads because late n ine­
teenth century society had  relied to tally  
on the railroads fo r freight and passenger 
travel. As the num ber o f  autom obiles in 
use increased, their drivers raised an  eno r­
m ous clam or for the construction  o f  ade­
quate  roads; and , as this dem and was 
m et, traffic  pa tterns shifted so th a t a
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The Pan Am station, above, now serves as a church, while the West Holmes Street 
station, below, stands abandoned.

11



prim e site for a station  one year might be 
w orthless the next when an  old street was 
im proved o r a new one opened. C om ­
pany officials were reluctan t to  m ake long 
term  com m itm ents to  specific sites; in ­
stead they developed a tw o-fold strategy 
tha t kept their options open and their sta­
tion sites m obile. R ather than  buying 
lots, they w ould lease locations fo r short 
term s which perm itted them  to  move to 
new sites if  the first were unsatisfactory .

T h e  seco n d  p o licy  f re q u e n tly  
em ployed was the use o f  pre-fabricated  
stations which could be quickly installed 
on a  leased lot and  could be ju s t as quick­
ly transported  to  a new location if the first 
one proved unprofitab le . These pre-fab 
stations, constructed  o f structural steel, 
were available in  a choice o f designs, or 
an oil com pany could create a  custom  sta­
tion fo r their exclusive use. A dditional 
advantages o f  the pre-fab station  were its 
low cost, which allowed a d is tribu to r to 
satu rate  a large territo ry  w ith m any sta­
tions, and  its visual versatility, w hich per­
m itted the structural fram e to  be veneered 
with th a t m aterial m ost acceptable to  each 
com m unity.

Because this practice o f  m oving fill­
ing stations was so w idespread, it is en tire­
ly reasonable to  assum e th a t the W est 
H olm es sta tion  was transferred  to  its pres­
ent site in the late thirties from  a previous 
location. A lthough this station  has been 
considerably altered th rough  the years, it 
still retains the size and  configuration  tha t 
has come to  be associated w ith the early 
P ure Oil stations which em braced the 
English cottage m o tif described earlier.

But there is yet ano ther feature tha t 
m akes this sta tion  o f  exceptional interest 
to  the h is to rian—the existence o f  an ex­
terio r, unsheltered grease pit beside the 
building. W hen filling stations first began 
offering lubrications and  car washing, the 
work was carried on ou t-of-doors. A  con­
crete ap ron  w ould be poured on which 
cars could be w ashed, bu t in order for the 
m echanic to  get under the car to  lubricate 
it, either the car had to  be raised or the 
ground had to  be lowered. A  com m on 
solution , as illustrated  here, was to  dig a 
pit o r trench below two m etal tracks onto  
which the vehicle was driven. A n alter­
native solution involved elevating the 
tracks above the ground and fitting them
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w ith an  access ram p. These exterior 
grease pits were in wide use until the mid 
twenties when ro tary  lifts operated  by air 
com pressors replaced them .

By the end o f  the decade, the oil com ­
panies had  begun to  provide enclosed 
bays adjo in ing the station  office fo r the 
lubrication  and  washing floors. These 
earliest covered bays frequently  carried 
th rough  the architectural design o f the 
station  such as was done w ith the P an  
A m erican  s ta tio n  a t M ad ison  and  
W illiams. But after the m id th irties, bays 
usually took  the form  o f  rectangular, flat 
roofed boxes located to  one side o f  the 
station . F or exam ple, when the D ow n­
tow n C hevron station  was enlarged by the 
construction  o f  tw o bays, they consisted 
o f simple brick boxes under a flat ro o f 
and  had  large m ultipaned windows set in 
m etal sashes. The only attem pt to  provide 
continuity  w ith the original po rtion  o f  the 
building was the use o f  a brick exterior.

M any o f  the early leases fo r station  
sites in H untsville required the lessor to 
p rov ide  the s ta tio n  an d  equ ipm ent 
according to plans supplied by the lessee. 
O ne such lease from  1929 reveals th a t the 
lessor was responsible fo r constructing 
one station  (type N-2), a  fence and a sign 
post, and  for installing three 10 gallon gas 
pum ps, one 1000 gallon underground 
tank , fou r 65 gallon lubricating oil tanks, 
an autom obile lift, an  air com pressor, and 
various sm aller pieces o f  equipm ent. For 
this the Texas C om pany w ould pay rent 
o f  $150 per m on th  for ten years. However 
the rental term s o f  o ther leases tended to  
be considerably lower. D uring the 1930s 
the term s were frequently  com puted on 
the quantity  o f  gasoline sold each m onth .

A lthough the extant 1920s H untsville 
stations all fall w ithin the cottage style, 
this approach  to  station  design was not 
universal. A nother popu lar m ethod  of 
creating a  respectable station  involved the 
in troduction  o f  historical architectural 
styles in a m odified form . Obviously a 
com m unity could no t object to  a gas sta­
tion  th a t looked like a m iniature replica o f 
the state capitol o r the city hall. P robably

the prize for the m ost b la tan t a ttem pt to  
transfo rm  the gas station in to  a tem ple o f 
civic pride m ust go to  those stations 
designed as copies o f  circular Greek 
tem ples. The m ost spectacular o f  these 
was a station  built in Philadelphia by the 
A tlantic Refining C om pany which was an 
enlargem ent o f  the Tem ple o f Lysicrates 
surrounded  by an Ionic colonnade. The 
architect apparently  though t o f  this crea­
tion  as a tem ple to  the goddess o f internal 
com bustion.

H ow ever the m ost m em orable sta­
tions were those designed to  capture the 
atten tion  o f  the m otoring public through 
shock or hum or. These stations were 
usually  co n stru c ted  by in d ep en d en t 
dealers w ith each design being unique. 
Some o f the m ore popular them es ex­
ploited were Ind ian  wigwams, Chinese 
pagodas, airplanes, g iant gas pum ps, 
windmills, and  m osques.

The lack o f  any precedent for a com ­
mercial building type designed to  a ttrac t a 
clientele speeding quickly past in an 
autom obile opened the field to  a rash o f 
experim ents. The aim  o f the designer was 
to  create a building th a t w ould intrigue 
the m otorist enough to  stop and  buy 
goods or services. In their quest to  devise 
an  a rc h ite c tu re  o f  co m m u n ic a tio n , 
designers were o ften  attrac ted  to  literal or 
symbolic statem ents. Food  establish­
ments m ade the greatest use o f  such 
devices by offering  ice cream  in igloos, 
barbeque in pig-shaped buildings and so 
fo rth . But gasoline m erchandisers also 
were responsible fo r som e o f  the m ore 
outlandish  constructions th a t lined our 
highways during the period between 1920 
and 1935. The literal approach  favored 
gas stations built in the shape o f gigantic 
gasoline pum ps or emergency oil cans. 
One series o f  stations fo r the Shell Oil 
C om pany consisted o f  large replicas o f 
seashells form ed o f  concrete and set on 
end.

M ore frequently  though  an  unrelated 
object was pressed in to  service fo r its sym­
bolic associations which, com bined with 
its eye appeal, created an unforgettable
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roadside sight. L indberg’s historic flight 
across the A tlan tic  in 1927 m ade the 
airp lane a highly topical object charged 
w ith h igh-sp irited , pa trio tic  feelings. 
N um erous station  ow ners discovered tha t 
a quite serviceable structure  could be 
fashioned from  a small plane by using the 
fuselage as the office and  one wing as a 
canopy over the pum ps. L ater owners 
were content to  merely place an  airplane 
on the ro o f o f  an otherw ise unno tab le  s ta ­
tion . In either case the sight o f  an 
a irp lan e  sitting  a long  th e  highw ay 
definitely a ttrac ted  atten tion  and  subtly 
sym bolized sophisticated , high speed 
travel.

A no ther popu lar them e was based on 
the Ind ian  wigwam w hich was believed to  
sum m on up the rom ance o f  nom adic 
travel as well as m ake reference to  our 
own native history. W igwam villages ex­
perienced a b rief popularity , particularly  
in the Southeast fo r gas station-m otel 
com binations w ith the sta tion  and  motel

office in a large wigwam surrounded  by a 
semicircle o f  sm aller w igw am -cabins. The 
traveler w ho spent the night in one o f 
these villages could im agine him self b rav ­
ing fron tier hardships to  explore the coun­
tryside while participating  vicariously in a 
recreation  o f  history.

The trad itional form s o f  alm ost every 
cu ltu re  an d  h is to rica l p e riod  w ere 
m odified fo r use as filling station  designs. 
In these cases the exotic and the unex­
pected were capitalized on to  evoke the 
rom ance and  m ystery o f  travel, thereby 
elevating a  Sunday drive to  the status o f a 
special event. The Chinese pagoda was an 
especially felicitous form  w ith which to 
conjure up visions o f  faraw ay, exotic 
lands while producing a building th a t was 
to tally  distinctive. The m ost fascinating 
and  probably  one o f  the largest o f  the 
Chinese gas stations was erected in 
M obile, A labam a, in 1926. It displays a 
blue tiled ro o f—com plete w ith curled 
eaves—w hich extends to  form  three
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parallel canopies, each supported  a t the 
fron t by a single post and massive 
brackets. Spindlew ork panels along the 
tops o f  the windows and an ornately  carv­
ed spire a to p  the m ain ro o f transfo rm  this 
com plex into a  true  fantasy environm ent 
fo r the m undane sale o f  gasoline and  oil.

The H at and  Boots sta tion  in Seattle 
is a uniquely personal expression o f  ver­
nacular design as well as an am azing 
structural feat. The glass office is 
sheltered under a  large red concrete 
cow boy hat having an extensive can- 
tilevered brim , while the restroom s are 
housed in  a pair o f decorated cowboy 
boo ts—the blue one fo r boys and  the 
yellow one fo r girls. A  small free­
standing cactus contains electrical outlets 
and  w ater taps. T ruly the wild west sur­
vives in south Seattle.

P erhaps the aw ard fo r the m ost 
ou trageous station  design m ust go to 
M am m y’s C upboard  located sou th  o f 
N atchez, M ississippi. C onstructed  during

the 1940s as a com bination  Shell station  
and sandw ich counter, M am m y’s stands 
28 feet tall and has a tin  to rso  above a 
billowing red skirt fabricated  o f  brick.

U nfortunately  these im aginative, ver­
nacular stations rem ained a m inor sub­
category o f  roadside architecture. Very 
few were constructed  a fter 1940, and 
m any o f  the best earlier exam ples have 
already disappeared. Beginning about 
1930, the oil com panies em barked on a 
program  o f  producing even m ore stan ­
dardized sta tion  designs th an  they had 
used during the first decade and  a half.

By this tim e autom obiles were no 
longer a novelty bu t had  becom e an in ­
dispensable p art o f  A m erican life; a 
growing system o f highways m ade in ter­
city and  even cross-country individual 
travel a  reality; and  the m ajo r oil com ­
panies were m aturing  in to  m arketing 
giants. H owever the D epression present­
ed them  w ith a  new problem : unem ploy­
m ent and  low salaries curtailed the ability
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Above, Mobile’s Chinese station; below, Mammy’s Cupboard in Natchez.

16



o f  m ost A m ericans to  travel freely. As 
the sales o f gasoline and oil declined, the 
distributors looked fo r new products and 
services to  offer and for new m ethods o f 
m arketing them . O ne result was th a t sta­
tions began handling  tires, batteries and 
accessories in addition  to  taking on  a  wide 
range o f  au to  repairs tha t had previously 
been conducted by local garages. This 
considerable addition  to  the line o f  stock 
carried by the stations required b o th  ex­
panded display areas and storage space, 
while extensive repair services fu rther in ­
creased the need fo r large enclosed w ork 
bays. These dem ands were m et by a lter­
ing the shape o f  the filling station  to  tha t 
o f  a large rectangular box having the 
bays, office, restroom s, and  storage areas 
to tally  integrated  under a  single roo f.

A ccom panying this change in func­
tion  was a corresponding change in com ­
pany a ttitude  tow ards the role o f  station 
design. The strained econom y o f  the 
depression years encouraged the oil com ­
panies to  abandon  their policy o f  appeas­
ing com m unity dem ands by building a t­
tractive stations and replaced it w ith a 
hard  sell policy. C om pany officials, anx­
ious to  build custom er loyalty while ex­
panding their sales te rrito ry , adopted  
standardized designs th a t w ould be im ­
m ed ia te ly  reco g n izab le  an d  to ta lly  
associated w ith their specific b rand . This 
d e c is io n  w as re in fo rc e d  by each  
com pany’s desire to  fu rther increase sales 
by saturating  their region w ith num erous 
stations. The standardized, p refabricated  
station  provided the least expensive 
m ethod o f  m eeting these goals. C ost 
econom ies could be further realized by 
stripping the sta tion  o f  all extraneous 
decoration  except fo r one or tw o highly 
v isib le m o tifs  w hich p rov ided  th e  
distinguishing signature. N o longer did 
the station  blend innocuously in to  the 
neighborhood; it now becam e a highly 
visible structure and every e ffo rt was 
directed tow ard creating an im age tha t 
starkly contrasted  w ith its surroundings.

Aside from  a num ber o f m inor ab er­
rations, station  design between 1930 and

1960 can be characterized as having a rec­
tangular layout and  silhouette, a flat roof, 
a t least tw o in tegrated  service bays, and a 
large percentage o f  glass. A lthough any 
exterior m aterial could be used to  cover 
the p refab  steel fram e, te rra  co tta  was 
popular during the thirties, to  be followed 
by porcelain enam el and  later plastic d u r­
ing the next tw o decades. All o f  these 
m aterials had glossy surface finishes tha t 
were easy to  m aintain , created a contrast 
w ith the m ore com m on w ood and  brick 
veneers o f  ad jacent buildings, and  were 
highly reflective. This last feature  was 
m ost desirable because it facilitated night 
lighting o f  stations so th a t the structure 
itself was transform ed in to  a continuous 
advertisem ent for the p roduct.

Porcelain  enam el could be m anufac­
tured  in the vivid colors adop ted  by the oil 
com panies which allowed the entire build­
ing to  carry th rough  the com pany image. 
O ne exam ple is the Shell sta tion , the body 
o f which was a beige while the projecting 
pylon w ith sign was bright red. M any 
chains selected w hite as the basic color, a 
choice prom pted  prim arily  because it was 
the m ost visible and the m ost effective 
when illum inated at night.

Gas station  design in H untsville d u r­
ing the thirties appears to  have been slow 
to  reflect these national trends. Fewer 
than  ten stations were opened during the 
decade which is reasonable considering 
the poor state o f  the local econom y. Since 
1900 H untsville had been prim arily 
dependent on the outlying textile mills for 
its prosperity; however as the effects o f 
the D epression reached tow n, they were 
com pounded by the grow ing presence o f 
labor union activity in the mills. The 
result was th a t several o f  the mills per­
m anently  ceased operation  during the 
decade while the rem ainder were shut 
dow n fo r m onths at a  tim e leaving the city 
in a  precarious situation . C onstruction  o f 
all kinds slowed. New gas station 
developm ent was delayed because o f  the 
resulting decrease in business and  because 
the initial expense o f  erecting the struc­
tures and  installing the equipm ent was
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often  borne by the local p roperty  ow ner.
A  W offo rd  Oil C om pany filling sta­

tion  was opened at the southw est corner 
o f  M adison and  G ates streets in 1930, bu t 
this was built by the com pany and  com ­
pleted before the full im pact o f  the 
Depression reached H untsville. The sta­
tion  now  standing on this lot appears to  
be the original one although when built it 
apparen tly  had an L-shaped hipped roof, 
one leg o f  which extended tow ard  M adi­
son Street to  form  a canopy. The fake 
chim ney on the north  wall and  the small 
blue tiled shed ro o f supported  on curled 
metal brackets above the office appear to  
be vestigial cottage features. The use o f 
brick facing was a local choice, p re­
sum ably the m ore fashionable te rra  co tta  
was to o  expensive fo r the H untsville 
m arket and  was used only in m ajo r m etro ­
politan  centers. ’ However this station  
does exhibit the integrated box shape with 
com bined service bays and  office tha t 
becam e com m on in the thirties.

N ear the end o f  the decade a large 
service station  was constructed dow ntow n 
a t the southw est corner o f  E ast C linton 
and G reene streets. T here had been a 
garage and  filling sta tion  on this site 
p rev iously  (the  H un tsv ille  C arriag e  
W orks and  A uto  G arage), bu t in 1937 the 
property  changed hands and the new 
ow ner leased the lot for five years to  the 
Texas C om pany o f Delaware on the con­
dition  th a t a  suitable sta tion  be con­
structed and  equipped by the lessor. This 
station  is no longer standing, bu t from  a 
contem porary  new spaper pho tograph  one 
can discern th a t considerable change had 
occurred in shape, size and  design o f  the 
gas station  since the construction  o f  the 
W offo rd  sta tion . The com plex o f  office, 
display space, restroom s, and  bays is sited 
along the tw o in terior lot lines leaving the 
street sides accessible to  au tos from  either 
street. Little evidence rem ains o f  the once 
popu lar cottage styling; in its place is a 
spare design w ith a strongly horizontal 
o rien tation  em phasized by the fla t ro o f 
and  the three closely spaced bands o f 
color th a t encircle the top  o f  the wall. The

walls themselves are broken  by large areas 
o f  plate glass, each topped  by a  band of 
stubby transom s, a m odified V ictorian 
feature  retained fo r ventilation  until the 
age o f  air conditioning. The sta tion  is 
pain ted  w hite, and the facade is punc­
tua ted  by short, truncated  pilasters typical 
o f  S tream line M oderne styling. In 1942 
this sta tion  was m odestly advertised as 
“ one o f  the S o u th ’s largest recapping 
p lan ts ,”  which accounts fo r its increased 
size and dem onstrates the expanded role 
tha t the filling station  had assum ed.

W hile the design o f this sta tion  m ere­
ly hints at the Stream line M oderne, o ther 
stations o f  the period were wholly design­
ed in the style a lthough none are know n to 
have been built in H untsville. The 
M oderne style reached its peak o f  po p ­
u larity  during the thirties and  was 
characterized by rounded corners, flat 
roo fs, sm ooth  surfaces, and  horizontal 
lines and com position . By om itting the 
panels o f  stylized relief and  o ther purely 
ornam ental features associated w ith this 
style, the oil com panies could create sta­
tion  designs th a t gave the general feeling 
o f being stylishly chic yet were cheap to  
build . The flat roo fs, sleek surfaces, and 
clean com position  provided exactly the 
com bination  o f  elem ents sought by the oil 
com panies to  produce sm all, neat bu ild ­
ings w ith a m achined appearance. The 
consistent use o f  the com pany’s colors 
and logos in conjunction  w ith these 
designs had the effect o f  transform ing  the 
to ta l structure  in to  a three-dim ensional 
sign for the product, and  in the process, 
becam e the p ro to type fo r fu ture chains o f 
businesses catering to  the car culture. In 
the fifties, M cD onald ’s carried this con­
cept to  its u ltim ate conclusion by actually  
designing a sign capable o f  housing the 
prepara tion  and  sale o f  inexpensive h am ­
burgers.

D uring the follow ing tw o decades, 
new and renovated stations assum ed the 
characteristics th a t are probably  m ost 
com m only associated w ith gas station  
design: the shiny box o f  porcelain enamel 
and glass displaying a distinctive design
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The Dudley Powell Texaco station, above, built in the late thirties has now been 
replaced by a Firestone store, the third automobile-related structure on this site. The 
Wofford Oil station, below, opened in 1930, later became a Pure Oil station, and 
now sells Union 76.
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feature th a t im m ediately identifies the 
b rand  o f gas being sold. M any such sta­
tions are still in operation  in Huntsville.

S tations o f the C hevron Oil C om ­
pany display stark  w hite walls topped 
w ith a band o f deep blue w hich outlines 
bo th  the building and  the flat rectangular 
canopy. Phillips 66 has used a design tha t 
features a soaring V -shaped, o r butterfly , 
canopy supported  near its ou term ost ex­
tension by an exposed m etal fram ew ork, 
which also carries the com pany sign on 
top .

C itgo also utilizes white exterior 
panels bu t accents them  w ith adjoin ing 
bands o f  red and  orange, the com pany 
colors. A  flat rectangular canopy is again 
present, bu t the defining feature here is a 
skyline m o tif created by the partia l exten­
sion o f  the wall separating the office and 
service bays, which carries the C itgo sign 
well above the station . By m aking the 
main plane o f  this pylon perpendicular to  
the street, the sign is easily identified at a 
distance by traffic  approaching from  
either direction.

Shell stations used a sim ilar device 
bu t flared the sides o f the panel as it rose 
above the roofline so th a t it was w idest at 
the top  where the Shell insignia was p lac­
ed. These Shell stations could be further 
distinguished by their beige prim ary color 
trim m ed along the bo ttom  w ith a ribbon 
o f  bright red and  by the sm all, flat eaves 
tha t projected  above the office.

M ost o f  these stations dating from  
the forties and fifties did not have 
canopies when they were constructed , 
although m any stations have added them 
since 1960. C anopies have gone in and 
out o f  fashion during the evolution o f  gas 
station  design, a lthough they always re­
tained a certain degree o f popularity  and 
use in the southern  states to  provide relief 
from  the sun. Some station  ow ners were 
once convinced th a t m any w om en drivers 
were reluctan t to  drive beneath them  and 
consequently  abandoned  their use on tha t 
g round. In  the last tw enty years the 
canopy has again come in to  vogue, partly  
because it provides an ideal field for

advertising.
By the sixties, the design o f  gas s ta ­

tions, as well as their general overall ap ­
pearance, had becom e the target o f  wide­
spread derision and  hostility. Public o p ­
position to gas stations, which the oil 
com panies had w orked so hard  to  avoid in 
the tw enties, finally becam e an issue the 
com panies could no longer avoid. One 
exam ple will suffice to  illustrate the low 
regard in which stations had  com e to  be 
held; John  K enneth G albraith  attacked 
the gasoline service station  as

the most repellent piece of architecture of the 
past two thousand years. There are far more 
of them than are needed. Usually they are 
filthy. Their merchandise is hideously 
packaged and garishly displayed. They are 
uncontrollably addicted to great strings of 
ragged little flags. Protecting them is an 
ominous coalition of small businessmen and 
large. The stations should be excluded entire­
ly from most streets and highways. Where 
allowed, they should be franchised to limit the 
number, and there should be stern re­
quirements as to architecture, appearance, 
and general reticence.

This general low esteem, com bined 
w ith increasing local opposition  to  the 
construction  o f  new stations on lucrative 
sites, forced the petro leum  industry  to 
reassess sta tion  design. Before long a  new 
type o f  s ta tion , referred  to  as a 
“ b lend-in ,”  appeared. Its m ost com m on 
form  was the ranch-style copied a fter the 
ranch houses o f  C aliforn ia  which com bin­
ed natu ral m aterials in earth  colors w ith 
gently  sloping roo fs  and  extensive 
overhanging eaves. Shell in troduced the 
first o f  these stations in C aliforn ia  in 
1960. They have since spread th roughout 
the rest o f  the country , and  in H untsville, 
S tandard , Exxon, and Shell have con­
structed num erous such stations. C oin­
ciding w ith this m ovem ent was a re tu rn  to  
the use o f  extensive landscaping around  
the station  as a fu rther m eans o f  softening 
its intrusive qualities and appeasing the 
neighbors.

O ther oil com panies adopted  sim ilar 
solutions to  m itigate public opposition .
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Three decades of Shell station design which typify the national trends:

top, nineteen-fifties; middle, nineteen-sixties; bottom, late nineteen-seventies.
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Texaco added  a m ansard  ro o f  to  their s ta ­
tions in the m id sixties and  in troduced  a 
stone facade (usually o f plastic). Sunoco 
returned  once again to  the early A m erican 
them e by the addition  o f  a trad itional h ip­
ped or gabled roof, cupola, reduced w in­
dow size, and  the use o f  brick, in place o f 
enam el o r plastic, fo r exterior cladding.

R egardless o f  the exact m eans 
selected to  achieve an im proved im age, 
the result was th a t during the sixties the 
oil com panies had  reverted to  building 
stations tha t relied for their com position 
and surface m aterials on the contem ­
porary  housing industry. A fter a three 
decade experim ent w ith the creation  o f  a 
unique building type in which functional 
requirem ents were given m odern  in ­
dustrial solutions, the m ajo r oil com ­
panies re turned to  their policy o f  the 
twenties which adap ted  existing building 
types to  their specific purposes. The “ sta­
tion  as house”  returned and was dressed 
in the m aterials o f  residential construction  
such as brick , stone and  n a tu ra l w ood.

H ow ever, this historical progression 
typifies only the activities o f  the m ajo r oil 
retailers. The independents—the local 
jo b b e r s  an d  th e  re g io n a l d is tr ib ­
u to rs— handled station  design in a d if­
ferent m anner, one th a t reflected their 
own special approach  to  selling gasoline. 
Their m arketing  policy depended on sell­
ing only gasoline and oil, and  perhaps 
som e candy and  cigarettes, a t reduced 
prices. T o do so, they refused to  offer 
autom obile  accessories, repair services, 
credit card  sales, o r the o ther p rom otional 
tactics favored by the national b rand  
dealers.. C onsequently  they had  no  need 
fo r a  fancy structure; a sta tion  large 
enough to  house an a tten d an t, a  few sun­
dry item s, and  the restroom s was suffic­
ient and  resulted in the filling station  as 
“ sm all box”  o f  w hich there are  a m ulti­
tude o f  variations. The earliest stations o f 
these retailers o ften  displayed above­
ground  storage tanks on the lo t, although 
these are seldom  seen anym ore. Still com ­
m only encountered , how ever, are the 
series o f  advertising b illboards tha t

delineate the rear o f  the station  lo t and the 
“ strings o f ragged little flags.”  These sta­
tions often  are fondly rem em bered—at 
least by children— for their propensity  to  
display lines hung w ith velvet paintings o f 
The L ast Supper, chenille bedspreads 
em blazoned with peacocks, and inflated 
plastic toys. As w ith the m ajo r oil 
retailers, these stations som etimes added a 
flam boyant canopy to  fu rther elicit 
m otorist response.

The m ost recent phase o f gas station 
design was p rom pted  by changes w ithin 
the petroleum  industry , in this case by a 
shortage o f gasoline and the resultant 
escalation o f  prices. W ithin the last 
decade the m ost im portan t fac to r in 
retailing has becom e price com petition . In 
an  effo rt to  reduce overhead to  its lowest 
level, the m ajo r com panies have begun 
producing stations th a t consist essentially 
o f  an  enorm ous canopy w ith a sm all cage 
attached for the a ttendan t and his cash 
register. A  shelter for restroom s and 
vending m achines m ay be located o ff  to  
one side o f the lot as an independent 
structure . G one are the sale and  installa­
tion  o f  tires, batteries and o ther ac­
cessories; gone also are m inor repair ser­
vices; and  finally, gone is the m an  to  
pum p gas and clean windshields. The 
driver m ust perform  all services him self 
and  then  pay the cashier.

Ironically  this latest developm ent 
com pletes the cycle back to  the stations o f 
the first decade w hich were nothing m ore 
than  a m odest shed and  som e gas pum ps. 
A  concurren t developm ent is the p ro ­
lifera tion  o f  establishm ents com posed o f 
several pum ps com bined w ith a quick stop 
food  store. This station  is, o f  course, 
noth ing bu t an  updated  version o f  the 
earliest stations where an already existing 
businessm an, o ften  the grocer, placed a 
pum p on the curb  as an  extra added ser­
vice fo r his custom ers.

This outline o f  gas sta tion  design and 
m arketing  techniques describes a com ­
plete cycle beginning w ith curbside and 
shed stations, progressing th rough  the 
cottage stage to  reach an apex during  the
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fifties w ith the porcelain box, then re tu rn ­
ing to  the station  as house, and ending 
where it all started  w ith the stripped filling 
and  curbside stations o f  today.

W hat will come next is im possible to  
say, bu t it will be directly influenced by 
conditions w ithin the petro leum  industry  
and by the a ttitudes and  habits o f  the 
m otoring  public. The only thing th a t can 
be stated  w ith certain ty  is th a t rap id  
changes in design and retailing will con­
tinue to  occur.

Those industries th a t are directly 
dependent on the driving public for their

business are the m ost adaptive and  m ost 
quick to  respond to  a lterations in their 
product, their clientele, and  their environ­
m ent. The relatively sm all size o f  their 
structures allows these businesses to  re­
m ain fluid and  im m ediately responsive to  
the slightest shift in conditions. This 
feature is the very essence o f  the franchise 
and  chain highway business, and  explains 
why the study o f this segm ent o f  ou r built 
environm ent m ust be docum ented and 
recorded as it occurs: by tom orrow  it m ay 
be only a m em ory or a vacan t lot.

COVER PHOTO 
Looking west along Clinton Avenue about 1926.

Although the automobile has obviously become the dominant 
form of transportation, the horse has not entirely 

disappeared. A curbside pump is just visible on the left, 
and the new traffic lights are prominently displayed.

PHOTO CREDITS
Huntsville Public Library: cover and pages 19 (top), 24, 28, 35 (top), and 36. 

El Rose Motel postcard courtesy of Patricia Ryan.
All other photographs by Linda Bayer.
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The Motel

It took  very little tim e fo r the first car 
owners to  discover the pleasures o f 
m otoring, no t ju s t across tow n, bu t to  the 
next state and even to the far coast. G row ­
ing num bers o f  tourists were undeterred 
by im passable highways or by a  singular 
lack o f  accom m odations fo r sleeping and 
eating.

They em braced these new challenges 
as a g rand adventure and  in the process 
created a new recreation— m otor cam p­
ing. Before 1920 au to  travelers m aking 
long trips had tw o alternatives for board  
and lodging; they could stay in hotels or 
they could cam p by the roadside. The 
first op tion  was frequently  rejected which 
m eant th a t cam ping becam e the increas­
ingly popular choice o f  early autoists.

T here were a host o f  reasons why city 
center hotels were unacceptable to  the 
m otoring public. These m ostly nineteenth 
century hotels had  been built to  serve 
travelers who arrived by tra in ; conse­
quently  they were located either near the 
depot o r in the heart o f  the dow ntow n. In 
either case they provided no convenient 
parking and required the m otorist to  drive 
th rough  congested traffic  on unfam iliar 
streets to  reach them . A fter a  hard  day ’s 
drive over unpaved roads, few drivers 
were in any m ood to  search ou t the local 
hotels, and the prospect o f  having to

navigate a plush lobby in their disheveled 
condition  fu rther deterred tired m otorists.

They also objected to  hotels because 
they found  them  to  be old, d irty  and 
crow ded. The m ajority  o f  the hotels had 
been constructed  during the second h a lf 
o f  the nineteenth century as the railroad 
netw ork was being built across the coun­
try , and  apparen tly , few had  been well 
m aintained o r renovated since. R eports 
o f  contem porary  travelers were unan i­
m ous in com plaining o f  filthy, stuffy 
room s o f  shabby appearance w ith inoper­
ative plum bing.

F urtherm ore, the hotels had  been 
designed for and catered to  an alm ost ex­
clusively male clientele who did no t expect 
m ore than  a small room  w ith bed. C onse­
quently hotels provided little in the way o f 
private am enities and m uch in public fa ­
cilities such as lobbies, m eeting and  dining 
room s, sm oking areas, and  so fo rth , m ost 
o f  which were off-lim its to  w om en. The 
m ajority  o f  early touring groups tended to  
be fam ilies w ho naturally  felt very out-of- 
place in these surroundings. This trad i­
tional clientele also had an ill effect on the 
hotel dining room  where the chef was ac­
custom ed to  serving meals com posed 
alm ost entirely o f  red m eat and  starch , a 
diet objected to  by fem ale travelers, 
especially since it was reported  to  be
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abom inably  prepared and  served. I f  one 
stayed a t a  hotel, one was expected to  eat 
in the dining room  as meals were included 
in  the bill and there existed few a lter­
natives.

E arly  m otorists also com plained at 
length th a t the service they received from  
hotel employees was nothing short o f 
rude. A utom obile  travel before 1920 was 
in an  open vehicle over unpaved, either 
m uddy or dusty, roads and  required  m uch 
tire changing and  on-site repairing. It was 
definitely no t clean and  m otorists quickly 
adop ted  inform al dress, o ften  khakis, as 
app rop ria te  garb . C onsequently  when 
they pulled up at the hotel entrance, 
tourists looked anything bu t respectable 
by con tem porary  standards. Bellhops 
and clerks w anted nothing to  do with 
them , although they still expected their 
tip . A nd the dress code required  by the 
hotels, black tie fo r d inner, m eant tha t 
m otorists had  to  carry tw o sets o f  clothes 
so th a t they could change every night.

A nd finally m otorists objected to  the 
enforced scheduling tha t a hotel stay dic­
ta ted . Travelers were forced to  accom ­
m odate their day o f  touring  to  fit the  a r­
b itrary  hours o f  the hotel dining room . 
This often  m eant tha t they got a late start 
and  had  to  stop early. The rigid schedule 
perm itted no tim e to  daw dle a t a p a r­
ticularly p leasant site. W hen staying at 
hotels, the m otorist had to  m ake the next 
town in tim e to  get a  room  and  clean up 
for dinner because there was no place to  
stay between tow ns.

O ne reason so m any people ab an d o n ­
ed the trains and took to  the highways was 
so they could m ake their own schedules 
and routes. They were enam ored o f  the 
idea o f having the personal freedom  to  
come and go when they pleased and  where 
they pleased. The city hotels w ith their 
rigid schedules, outm oded dress codes, 
bad food, and inhospitable atm osphere 
and service effectively convinced hordes 
of Americans to  try cam ping as a 
preferable alternative.

As campers they could stop along the 
road and set up camp to suit their own

whims. They could dress in a casual m an­
ner and did no t have to  w orry about 
groom ing. They purchased fresh produce 
and milk from  local farm ers and prepared 
simple food  a t their cam psites. They 
becam e gypsies o f  the road , thum bing 
their noses at lingering V ictorian dictates. 
They lived ou t-of-doors and forgo t, if 
only briefly, ab o u t their regim ented daily 
lives a t hom e. A nd they could visit those 
sections o f the country  no t traversed by 
the railroads: the entire country  was at 
last a t their disposal.

F or a short tim e au to  cam ping w ork­
ed well, so well th a t m ore and m ore peo­
ple tried it. Before long its very po p u lar­
ity began to  create serious problem s. 
There were too  m any cam pers; they were 
litte rin g  the co u n try s id e , dam ag ing  
private p roperty , and taking food w ithout 
perm ission. The farm ers, who at first had 
w elcom ed them  hospitably , becam e irate 
and forbid  cam pers the use o f  their land. 
B arbed wire and no trespassing signs went 
up.

A t th is po in t a so lu tion  appeared , the 
free m unicipal au to  cam p. A lthough the 
p ro to type constructed  in Denver in 1915 
offered 800 cam psites spread over 160 
acres and  a three-story clubhouse, the m a­
jo rity  o f  such cam ps were m uch sim pler 
and  sm aller. The typical small tow n cam p 
consisted o f 10 to  15 acres and  m ight sup­
ply safe w ater, privies, electric lights, a 
central kitchen, cold show ers, o r a laun­
dry room  with w ashboards and tubs.

The m unicipal cam p successfully 
separated  the tourists from  the increasing­
ly hostile natives and  succeeded in pro tec­
ting the countryside from  the ravages o f 
hungry cam pers. However it o ffered  ad ­
vantages to  the local com m unity as well. 
M erchants believed th a t the tourists 
w ould spend m oney at local stores during 
their visit in re tu rn  for free cam ping, and 
the C ham ber o f  C om m erce expected to  
gain valuable good publicity fo r their 
tow n by w ord o f  m outh . Some com m uni­
ties even hoped th a t tourists, a fte r a  b rief 
stay, w ould be so taken  w ith the tow n that 
they w ould decide to  settle there per­
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m anently.
These cam ps were usually sponsored 

by local civic clubs, o ften  in conjunction  
w ith the C ham ber o f  C om m erce w hich, a t 
th a t tim e, was generally responsible for 
the com m unity’s tourism  program . W ith 
an estim ated 9 m illion persons au to  cam p­
ing in 1921, every tow n on a  m ajo r rou te  
was anxious to  cap ture its share o f  touring 
cam pers. A t the start o f  the decade, the 
touring  population  was com posed pre­
dom inantly  o f  m iddle and  upper class 
fam ilies, those w ho could a ffo rd  to  p u r­
chase an autom obile. These people were 
upstanding, gainfully em ployed m em bers 
o f  their com m unity who could a ffo rd  to  
stay at hotels bu t chose no t to . They had 
firm  ties to  school, church, and  o ther 
societal groups bu t opted  to  abandon  
them  tem porarily  to  becom e highway 
vagabonds, ju s t as backpackers today, 
equipped w ith the m ost expensive gear, 
seek an alternative to  the restrictions and 
pressures o f daily life. This first genera­
tion  o f cam pers was viewed as a very 
desirable segm ent o f society.

H untsville in 1920 was a prosperous 
tow n o f  over 20,000 persons (including 
the outlying mill villages) th a t was eager 
to  im prove its prospects by capturing  a 
share o f  this presum ably lucrative tourist 
trade. The previous year the C ham ber o f 
C om m erce, w hich spearheaded  civic 
drives to  a ttrac t industry  and  tourism , 
had  published an  im pressive 27-page 
booklet extolling the to w n ’s great past 
progress and its unexcelled fu ture o p p o r­
tunities for industrial expansion and  in ­
creased settlem ent. E ntitled  “ H appy  
H ustling H untsv ille ,”  this publication  
also m ade a strong appeal to  prospective 
tourists by providing detailed highway 
guides fo r driving to  nearby cities. In  the 
day before the free highway m ap, each 
local C ham ber or au to  club w ould publish 
w ritten descriptions o f  the best routes out 
o f  tow n. The follow ing excerpt from  
H untsville’s 1919 guide reveals in vivid 
detail the conditions o f  highw ay travel at 
th a t period.

AUTO ROUTE: 
HUNTSVILLE TO FLORENCE 

68 Miles

Via Athens, Rogersville and Killen. Gravel, 
stone and dirt roads, most of which are in 
poor shape. This is a section of the Mussel 
Shoals Highway.

Mileage
0 H U N T S V IL L E , W ash ing ton  & 

Holmes Sts. Go west on Holmes St. 
Cross R.R. at 0.4. 9.9 Fork; keep left 
with poles. 13.0 Four-corners; 
straight thru. Cross small ford 15.3. 
Avoid left hand road 23.0 keeping 
ahead on dirt road.
LEFT AT 23.0 IS ROUTE TO 
DECATUR.

24.1 Four-corners; turn left onto West 
Washington St. Cross R.R. 24.2.

24.4 ATHENS, Washington and Jefferson 
Sts., court house in square on right. 
Straight thru (west) on Washington 
St. Cross long iron bridge over Elk 
River 39.5.

43.5 R O G E R SV IL L E , F o u r-co rn e rs . 
Straight thru. 48.2 Three corners, 
bear left with travel. Cross long iron 
bridge 48.3, curving left and right with 
road immediately beyond. Thru four 
corners 49.7, passing store on right. 
Cross long iron bridge 51.3.

53.7 CENTER STAR. Straight thru.
Avoid right-hand road 57.4.

58.3 KILLEN. Three-corners. Bear slight­
ly left. Cross long iron bridge 60.5. 
Cross RRs. 66.6-66.8-66.9. End of 
road 67. Turn right. 67.2. Left hand 
road; turn left with travel into East 
Tennessee St. Cross trolley 67.6.

68.0 FLORENCE. Tennessee and Court 
Sts., court house in square on left.

At Florence call on M. T. Jacobs, executive 
secretary of the Florence Chamber of Com­
merce for logs and correct highway informa­
tion.

In 1919 the local C ham ber o f  C om ­
merce estim ated th a t 250 touring  cars 
p a s s e d  th r o u g h  H u n ts v i l le  d a ily . 
A lthough the tow n was able to  o ffer ac­
com m odations in the new (1915) Twick­
enham  H otel, the civic leaders announced
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“ ...one of the unique 
aspects of the modern 

American highway is that it 
has now become the place 
where we spend more and 

more of our leisure. It plays 
the role which Main Street 
or the Park or the Court­

house Square used to play 
in the free time of our 

pedestrian predecessors: 
the place where we go to 

enjoy ourselves and spend 
our leisure hours. Never 
was the lure of the open 

road so powerful, so 
irresistible as now; for 

merely to be on a highway, 
entirely without a 

destination in view, is to 
many of every class and age 

a source of unending 
pleasure.” 

J. B. Jackson, 1956.
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in early 1921 their in ten tion  o f  estab­
lishing a m unicipal tou rist cam p to be in 
operation  tha t spring. The site selected 
was roughly where H untsville H ospital 
now stands, which w ould be located along 
the m ain north-sou th  road  th rough  
H untsville. The sponsors o f this pro ject, 
which included the C ham ber and  the 
Kiwanis and  R otary  clubs, p lanned to  in ­
stall sanitary fixtures and electric lights 
for the use o f touring cam pers. In fo rm a­
tion  on this cam pground is scarce, bu t it 
was apparently  closed by 1924—as were 
m any o ther m unicipal cam ps across the 
country.

The free m unicipal cam ps had a very 
brief life as serious problem s developed 
alm ost im m ediately. The spectacular in ­
crease in autom obile registrations during 
the early tw enties— from  4.6 m illion in 
1917 to  19.2 million in 1926—indicates 
th a t cars were no longer the exclusive 
privilege o f  the w ell-to-do, and an active 
trade in used cars also began during this 
period w hich b rough t autos w ithin the 
m eans o f  m any blue collar employees and 
even o f  som e m igrant w orkers.

This developm ent had  a tw o-fold im ­
pact on the m unicipal cam ps. First, 
because so m any families were taking ad ­
vantage o f  the cam ps, the cam ps becam e 
crow ded, noisy, and regim ented. They 
turned  in to  congested ten t cities. C am p­
ing ceased to  provide an escape from  the 
hassles o f  city life because all o f  the an ­
noyances were being transported  to  the 
cam pgrounds.

The second problem  occurred when 
people w ho could no t a ffo rd  to  stay at 
hotels began cam ping. D uring the tw en­
ties a w hole popu la tion  o f  perm anent 
vagabonds em erged, people who had  no 
hom es, no jobs , and  little m oney. They 
took  advantage o f  the free lodging o f­
fered by the m unicipal cam ps and  only 
moved on when th reatened by local o f­
ficials. These undesirables filled the 
cam ps thereby discouraging the m ore a f­
fluent cam pers w ho began looking for 
o ther ways to spend their leisure time.

The cam ps were beset by o ther d isap­

pointm ents. O riginally the m erchants and 
civic leaders had supported  the cam p idea 
as a way to  build  increased retail trade; 
bu t they found  th a t even the m ost affluent 
cam pers showed little inclination  to  spend 
m oney while on vacation. Even m ore ser­
ious were the health  problem s. A lthough 
one reason fo r opening the cam ps had 
been to  assure a safe w ater supply, state 
health officials soon discovered th a t the 
sanitary conditions in at least h a lf o f  the 
cam ps were unsafe. The drinking w ater 
was pollu ted  and  wastes were no t being 
disposed o f  properly. H ealth  officials 
dem anded tha t the cam ps be im proved or 
closed.

Local governm ents, already discour­
aged by how little the cam ps had  m et their 
grand expectations, were averse to  spend­
ing yet m ore m oney on them . A few 
tow ns im posed a small fee, usually 50C, as 
a means o f  bo th  deterring undesirable 
cam pers and  collecting m oney w ith which 
to  upgrade the facility. Some cities in­
stitu ted  a registration  for cam pers, and 
others im posed a tim e limit on the length 
o f  individual stays.

N one o f these steps were really suc­
cessful, and  the im position o f  a fee open­
ed the field o f cam pground operation  to 
private enterprise. Several cities escaped 
the cam p business by simply turning their 
cam ps over to  private operators w ho were 
free to  set fees and establish regulations. 
Los Angeles pioneered the private cam p­
ground concept by opening th irty  o f  them  
in 1925. The private cam pground  could 
a ttrac t the paying tourist w ith ever m ore 
luxurious facilities, and it was no t long 
before som e began offering  crude cabins 
so th a t the tou rist could leave his tent at 
hom e.

W hen small cabins replaced tent 
sites, the com plex becam e know n as a 
cabin cam p. P robably  the first opened in 
D ouglas, A rizona, in 1913, although 
cabin cam ps did no t becom e widespread 
until the late twenties when the m unicipal 
cam ps had disappeared. A dvances in 
lodging facilities for m otorists were 
generally pioneered in the W est where the
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hotels were the w orst and  the w eather was 
the m ost conducive to  year-round  to u r­
ing.

The earliest cabins had  been con­
structed either to  m ake touring  practical 
during the rainy season or to  upgrade con­
ditions a t destina tion  cam ps where 
travelers could be expected to  stay a  week 
or longer. C am p ow ners soon realized 
th a t the cabins were popu lar w ith tourists 
even during good w eather because they 
perm itted  less arduous touring  if  there 
were no  ten t to  set up and  take dow n each 
day. C am p owners were happy to  oblige 
because they realized they could charge 
m ore fo r these im proved accom m oda­
tions.

The earliest cabins, in effect the start 
o f the m otel industry , were tru ly  crude a f ­
fairs being no t m uch m ore th an  fram e 
tents w ith d irt floors. T he tou rist was still 
expected to  supply his own bedding and 
furnishings. But as it becam e apparen t 
th a t travelers w ould pay fo r increased 
am enities, beds, benches, a table, and 
m aybe a  ho t p late began to  be supplied. 
The cabin  itself gradually  becam e m ore 
substan tial, and they started  to  appear 
even at th rough  cam ps w here m otorists 
norm ally stayed only one night en rou te  to  
their destination . As the quality  o f  the 
cabins and furnishings im proved, the 
cam ps began to  a ttrac t those travelers 
w ho had  resisted the cam ping im pulse and 
continued to  patronize hotels. This influx 
o f  an affluen t, com fort-conscious clien­
tele spurred  fu rther im provem ents in early 
m otel design, which gradually  led to  the 
cottage court.

The H untsville city directories do not 
list any m otels prior to  1943. The fact 
th a t H untsville could o ffer three m odern 
tw entieth  century  hotels (one o f  which, 
the Russel E rskine, had  a basem ent 
garage) m ay have con tribu ted  to  the late 
appearance o f  local m otels. A nd a l­
though the city leaders were eager to  build 
a  tourism  trade , the tow n was no t ideally 
located fo r it.

T he cabin  cam ps have virtually 
vanished except for a few obscure ex­

am ples. This au th o r had  the dubious 
p leasure o f  patronizing one o f these su r­
vivors several sum m ers past in an  area so 
rem ote th a t it will never a ttrac t a  H oliday 
Inn. This cam p was opened in 1935 
although the cabins predate  it by an in ­
determ inate num ber o f  years as they were 
constructed originally for use in the sur­
rounding gold m ines. A fter the mines 
were closed, the vacant cabins were m ov­
ed to  the site o f  a na tu ra l ho t spring to  be 
rented to  hunters and fisherm en.

The cam p now consists o f  eight small 
cabins lined up in groups o f four along 
either side o f  a d irt road  tha t bisects the 
cam p. A t one end is a sm all toilet facility 
and beyond it the clubhouse which con­
tains the restau ran t, a  pool table, a  selec­
tion  o f  candy and  cold drinks, the one 
telephone, and a 50-gallon barrel on its 
side which serves as the m ail box. Two 
gas pum ps are ad jacen t to  the clubhouse. 
Behind this com plex is the bathhouse 
which contains three sunken concrete- 
walled tubs o f  very ho t w ater, which are 
filled and drained once each day.

Each cabin is a rectangular fram e 
building, roughly 8 by 12 feet, w ith a 
gabled, shingled ro o f and  chim ney fo r the 
w ood stove used to  heat the in terior. The 
only ventilation is supplied by the 
unscreened door and  one small w indow  so 
tha t the in terior is dark  even on the sun­
niest day. The walls are pain ted  dark 
green—probably  in 1935— and the fu r­
nishings consist o f  a cast iron double bed, 
one straight chair, a fold-dow n wooden 
tab le , the wood stove and  fuel box, and a 
single bare  lightbulb hanging from  the 
ceiling. A  picnic table is provided beside 
each cabin. Barrels along the road  in 
fron t o f  each cabin are used to  bu rn  trash 
each m orning. The only vegetation is a 
few trees so th a t in dry w eather everything 
is covered w ith a layer o f  dust stirred  up 
by the vehicles passing along the d irt 
road.

A lthough  th is cabin  cam p was 
established a fter the period  o f their peak 
popularity , it typifies the type o f  accom ­
m odations tha t were provided in the late
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twenties.
W hile these prim itive cabins sound 

less th an  attractive today , they offered 
those features th a t distinguished motel 
from  hotel design and  th a t were responsi­
ble for the trem endous grow th o f  the 
m otel industry  following the Second 
W orld W ar. F irst, tou rist cam ps were 
located a t the edge o f  tow n along the m a­
jo r  th rough  highways ra ther than  in  the 
center o f  dow ntow n so they were easy to 
locate and  reach. Because this outlying 
land was cheaper and because m ost early 
tou rist camps were operated  as fam ily 
businesses, rates rem ained considerably 
below those o f  the hotels. Free parking 
was conveniently located a t the fron t door 
o f  each cabin. A nd finally, tou rist camps 
were inform al: dusty m otorists did no t 
have to  undergo public scrutiny while 
passing th rough  a form al lobby; they did 
no t have to  cope w ith desk clerks or tip 
bellboys; and they did no t have to  dress 
up because the arrangem ent o f individual 
cabins allowed privacy o f  m ovem ent. 
C am ps had the fu rther advantage o f  o f­
fering fresh air and  a  hom elike am bience

inside the cabins because (unlike hotel 
room s) they were usually decorated  or 
furnished by a w om an.

The next step in the evolution o f the 
m otel involved the tran sfo rm ation  o f  the 
cabin cam p in to  the cottage court. The 
drive to  upgrade the cabins resulted in 
larger, m ore substantial structures tha t 
were w interized fo r year-round use. 
O perators m ade a  conscious effo rt to  a t­
trac t m iddle class tourists by offering 
units th a t resem bled the contem porary  
su b u rb an  housing  o f  co ttages and  
bungalow s. In  1937 the trade  organ iza­
tion  o f  the m otel industry  adm onished 
operators to  stress luxury ra ther than  
econom y. T heir advice to  provide tiled 
baths, carpeting , tw in beds w ith good 
m attresses, a ir conditioning, and  swim­
m ing pools indicates ju s t how m uch p rog­
ress had  been achieved during the thirties.

A  curious foo tno te  is th a t the con­
struction  and  hom e furnishings industries 
quickly discovered the sales value o f  hav­
ing their products featured  in m otels. A 
great m any people were first introduced 
to such new p roducts as flush toilets, air
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conditioning, w all-to-wall carpeting, in ­
terspring m attresses, and vinyl flooring 
while staying at m otels. The m anufac­
turers were confident tha t once consum ers 
had experienced these goods they would 
buy them  for their own hom es.

A t the sam e tim e th a t the term  co t­
tage cam e to  replace cabin, court replaced 
cam p and reflected the com m on arrange­
m ent o f  cottages in either a  U- o r L-shape. 
This configuration  created a public space 
in the center o f the cottages, w hich was 
often  landscaped, bu t because it was out- 
of-doors, it retained an in form al, casual 
a tm osphere tha t appealed to  the paying 
guests.

A n am enity th a t becam e popular 
after 1930 was the private garage attached 
to  each cottage. Tourists appreciated  this 
feature fo r security reasons bu t also 
because they were still protective o f  their 
cars. C ourt operators recognized that 
garages decreased the num ber o f  units 
tha t could be constructed  on a  piece o f 
land , bu t client preference forced the 
courts to  retain  garages until a fter W orld 
W ar II when escalating land prices and 
construction  costs provided an excuse to  
elim inate them .

D uring the 1920s cottages o r cabins 
had been treated  as separate units with 
open space between them . This arrange­
m ent continued into the thirties although 
these units were often  larger because of 
the attached  garages. It was no t until the 
forties th a t the continuous m otel becam e 
com m on w ith the units attached  to  each 
other to  create one long structure. These 
first connected cottage courts m aintained 
the appearance o f  separate units by re­
taining the individual rooflines. If 
garages were still present, the facade 
w ould a lternate  living units w ith garage 
openings, each unit visually distinct by its 
roofline. This arrangem ent was no t only 
convenient for the guest bu t provided far 
greater privacy than  was possible once 
motel room s becam e separated  by nothing 
m ore than  a  th in  wall.

This privacy was particularly  ap ­
preciated by unm arried  couples who

created problem s fo r the m otel industry. 
The “ bounce-on-the-bed”  trade was quite 
p rofitab le  since the same room  could be 
rented m ore th an  once a  day, and  as a 
rule, these custom ers caused no trouble. 
However they provided a target fo r attack  
by those groups anxious to  discredit the 
m otel industry , principally the national 
association o f hotel ow ners which viewed 
the m otels as un fa ir com petition. In a 
particularly  no torious article w ritten by J. 
E dgar H oover in 1940, he labeled tourist 
courts as “ dens o f  vice and  co rru p tio n ” 
haunted  by nom adic p rostitu tes, ha rden ­
ed crim inals, white slavers, and p ro ­
m iscuous college students. Such vicious 
attacks were p rom pted  by the growing 
popularity  o f  motels w ith the traveling 
m iddle class.

Huntsville opened its first tourist 
courts during the early forties w ith two 
motels located on M eridian Street north  
o f  O akw ood A venue. M eridian at this 
tim e was the m ajo r road  ou t o f H untsville 
to  the no rth  and was designated as U . S. 
R oute 241, m aking it an  obvious location 
for m otels. The M aple G rove T ourist 
C am p and the Parad ise  T ourist C ourt 
were bo th  in operation  by 1943, and  the 
first o f these is still open although the sec­
ond has disappeared. The changing te r­
minology for tou rist facilities can be 
follow ed by exam ining the listings for 
M aple G rove. In 1943 it was a tourist 
cam p; four years later it was called M aple 
G rove T ourist C ottages; and  by 1953 it 
had becom e the M aple G rove M otel, the 
nam e it still carries.

The M aple G rove M otel has a  single 
driveway o ff  M eridian which m akes a full 
circle creating a grassy courtyard  in the 
m iddle. Two row s o f units placed perpen­
dicular to  the street face each o ther across 
this exterior public space. The office and 
m anager’s hom e are located in a  brick 
house a t the far end o f the courtyard  fac­
ing the street so th a t the whole com plex 
now form s a U -shape. H ow ever the two 
rows o f units were built at d ifferen t times 
and consequently reflect subtle changes in 
motel design. The northern  group  o f
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Maple Grove Motel illustrating two early phases of motel design.
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seven units is actually broken  in to  two 
sets, one o f  three and the o ther o f  four 
room s. These units are typical o f  1940s 
tou rist court design having garages alter­
nating  w ith room s in a continuous facade. 
Each brick cottage is identified by an  in ­
dividual gabled roo f, and  these are con­
nected by the fla t roofs th a t cover the 
garages. F urther continuity  is provided 
by an unbroken  ro o f w hich runs across 
the facade below the gable ends to  provide 
protection  fo r guests while passing from  
the cottage to  the car.

The southern  row o f  units is o f  fram e 
c o n s tru c tio n , w ith o u t garages , and  
patrons park  parallel a t their fro n t doors. 
These units are m ore integrated although 
there still exist m inor variations in the 
roofline as the gabled ro o f  (with ridge 
running parallel to  the facade) shifts 
elevation slightly every unit o r tw o. Each 
doorw ay is m arked by a  small curved 
hood.

A th ird  H untsville tourist court con­
structed during the late forties was the 
M onte Plaza on the west side o f  W hites- 
burg Drive betw een Longw ood and  M ar- 
sheutz. A lthough this m otel is no longer 
standing, a photograph  o f  it reveals an  a t­
tractive com plex o f ad join ing units, 
w ithout garages, under a low gabled roof. 
G reat care was obviously taken  to  create a 
hom e-like atm osphere for this m otel. The 
units a re  staggered in g roups o f  tw o which 
breaks the roofline and im parts variety to 
the facade. The ro o f extends beyond the 
fron t wall to  create a sheltered walkw ay in 
fron t o f  the room s while paired w indows 
provide plenty o f  light and  ventilation. 
There is no parking at the door because 
the fron t area has been planted  w ith grass 
and  bushes while trellises along the 
w alkw ay  u n ite  the lan d scap e  and  
building.

The 1950s were a boom  period for 
m otel construction  bo th  nationally  and in 
H untsv ille . T he federa l in te rs ta te  
highway program  was begun in 1956, and 
it opened unlim ited new territo ry  for 
m otels while m aking obsolete m any older 
courts when th rough  traffic  was m oved to

a new highway. A nd the 1954 tax code 
fu rther encouraged new construction  o f 
motels while lim iting their life expectancy 
thereby creating a cycle o f  short term  
ow nerships m arked by repeated renova­
tions.

In H untsville local expansion con­
tribu ted  to  an increase in m otel construc­
tion . The reactivation  o f  R edstone 
A rsenal and the relocation  o f  the G erm an 
rocket scientists to  the city in itiated  a 
period o f  spectacular grow th. Everything 
was in short supply including motels and 
housing. Old roads were im proved and 
new ones built. W ith the opening o f 
M em orial Parkw ay in 1955, the motels 
along M eridian and  W hitesburg lost their 
prim e locations. In  1953 there were nine 
motels in tow n, six o f  w hich were located 
on M eridian Street; all o f  these early 
motels were sm all, locally ow ned busi­
nesses. But when m otel construction  
started  along the Parkw ay and  G overnors 
Drive, these new m otels were frequently  
part o f  large national chains.

As might be expected, the m otel in­
dustry  underw ent drastic a lterations d u r­
ing this decade. O ne design change, 
which first appeared in the late forties, 
resulted in the creation  o f  the m otor 
court. The m oto r court evolved naturally  
from  the cottage cou rt and was d istin­
guished by a single, unbroken roofline 
th a t to tally  in tegrated  all the room s into 
one large structure . M otor courts were 
single story buildings, usually w ith the o f­
fice and  perhaps a small public area or 
coffee shop located at the end nearest the 
road . A nother change dating from  this 
period was the w idespread acceptance o f 
the w ord m otel; a lthough it had been in 
use for years, m otel did no t becom e com ­
m on term inology until the fifties.

The El Rose M otel on M eridian 
Street appears to  be the first true m otor 
court in H untsville. A lthough now vacant 
and  badly vandalized, the El Rose il­
lustrates this period o f  m otel design with 
its L-shaped building sited with the long 
leg perpendicular to  the street. The single 
roofline unites the flat repetitive facade o f
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The Monte Plaza Motel, above, and the El Rose Motel, below.



doorw ays and  windows. The in terior o f 
the L is paved so th a t parking can be at 
the room . The office on the street end is 
m arked by large panes o f  glass, and  the 
sign still stands although it has been 
pain ted  over.

M otel construction  in H untsville du r­
ing the early fifties continued the trad ition  
o f m om -and-pop businesses on sites along 
M eridian S treet. Some were fairly 
prim itive such as the W ake R obin M otel 
which advertised “ C om fort w ithout Ex­
travagance.”  O ther motels along M eri­
d ian were the H untsville (now the 
Bentley) and the Skyline. The Bon A ir 
M otel also dates from  this period and 
continues in operation  today although its 
tim e m ay be lim ited as it is scheduled for 
dem olition  when 1-565 is built.

O ther local examples o f  the m otor 
court, these dating  from  the m iddle o f  the 
decade, were the G oldenrod M oto r Lodge 
on South  Parkw ay and the C harron  M otel 
on N orth  Parkw ay. These were both  
L-shaped brick structures o f  alm ost iden­
tical design having a circular driveway 
and  parking at the door. N either ap ­
parently  offered  additional am enities such 
as a coffee shop or swim ming pool.

By the m id fifties the next phase in 
the evolution o f  the m otel had  already ap ­
peared—the m o to r inn. C om pared  with 
the m oto r courts, these inns were larger 
and m ore luxurious. M oto r inns usually 
consisted o f  a com plex o f  tw o-story  struc­
tures arranged to  create a center co u rt­
yard w ith swimming pool. They had a

greatly expanded am oun t o f  in terior 
public space, o ften  including a lobby, co f­
fee shop, bar, dining room , and  m eeting 
room s. G uest room s were spacious and 
furnished w ith tw o double beds, a  televi­
sion, and  a  dressing area separate from  
the bath  and  toilet. A ir conditioning 
becam e standard . The num ber o f  guest 
room s doubled as they were now placed 
back-to-back w ith the utilities housed in a 
central core betw een them  so th a t h a lf the 
room s faced on to  the courtyard  while the 
o ther h a lf faced away. N aturally  parking 
at the door was no longer possible for 
m ost o f  the room s, and  paved lots were 
provided a round  the perim eter o f  the 
complex.

Buildings on this scale elim inated the 
small businessm an w ho could neither 
finance nor m anage such an operation . 
The m otel industry  was transfo rm ed  d u r­
ing the fifties by the entrance o f  g iant n a ­
tional chains, which quickly dom inated  
the business. H oliday Inn, D ow ntow ner, 
H ow ard Johnson , Q uality, R am ada, 
Rodeway, and S heraton all had  their start 
as franchise m otel chains during the fifties 
and  early sixties. Suddenly m otel design 
began to  exhibit those characteristics 
associated w ith highw ay businesses. S tan­
dardized designs and  colors were used for 
all the motels o f  each chain w hether they 
were located in M aine or O regon. Large 
garish neon signs were placed along the 
highw ay, and room  furnishings were p u r­
chased by the carload. The m otel chains 
aim ed for im m ediate m otorist recognition
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as had the gas stations before them .
Standard ization  also assured the 

tou rist o f  the quality  o f  accom m odations 
he w ould find when traveling in an  u n ­
fam iliar region. Previously the custom  
had  been to  inspect a m otel room  before 
agreeing to  rent it, bu t this practice ceased 
w ith chains because the traveler knew ex­
actly w hat to  expect after having stayed

once. B rand identity becam e as im por­
tan t to  the m otel industry  as it was to  the 
gasoline industry.

Because H untsville a t m id decade 
had a rapidly expanding population  and 
m arket as well as a new parkw ay, the city 
began to  a ttrac t m otel chains. The first 
was H oliday Inn which constructed  a 
m otor inn on the west side o f  South
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Parkw ay. The com pany later built a sec­
ond inn across the Parkw ay from  the 
first, even later yet abandoned  bo th , and 
in the last decade, constructed  a th ird  
m otel, this tim e on U niversity Drive. 
M otel construction  boom ed during the 
fifties, increasing from  five motels in 1951 
to  24 in 1961. A nother ten m otels were 
added by 1966 including a Sheraton and a 
H ow ard Johnson .

The m ost recent phase—bu t assured­
ly no t the last—o f m otel design is the 
highway hotel. As the nam e im plies, the 
m otel has finally come full cycle by 
recreating the hotel. These complexes, 
typified by the H ilton  in dow ntow n 
H untsville, are com posed o f  m ultiple 
floors reached by interior elevators from  a 
large, form al lobby featuring a  hotel-style 
registration desk. Park ing  is relegated to  
a  lot behind the building or to  a parking 
garage, and  the tourist no longer has 
private access to  his room . Public spaces 
once again m ake up a  large portion  o f  the 
in terio r, taking the form  o f  cocktail 
lounges, m ultiple restauran ts, conference 
facilities, and  g ift shops. Swimming 
pools are a m ust. A nd finally as w ith the 
local H ilton , highway hotels are not 
necessarily located on the highw ay any­
m ore as m any have moved back dow n­
tow n.

The m ovem ent, begun in the teens, to  
find an alternative to  the city center hotel 
th a t w ould satisfy the needs o f  the new 
m otoring  public has at last culm inated in 
the re-creation o f  the hotel itself. But this 
is no t the last w ord; changes will con­
tinue. A lready H om etel is spreading 
th roughou t Texas and A rizona. The 
H om etel offers suites, ra ther than  room s, 
th a t are reached directly from  an interior 
a trium , and each suite is furnished for 
hom e-style living w ith a fully equipped 
galley kitchen and  a  separate bedroom . 
The increasingly luxurious and expensive 
accom m odations o ffered  by m otel chains 
during the last two decades have spurred  a 
m ovem ent tow ards m ore spartan  accom ­
m odations aim ed at the econom y-m inded. 
O ne o f the leaders o f  this reaction has 
been M otel 6 w hich offers clean bu t sim ­
ple room s w ithout excess am enities at a 
price well below th a t available elsewhere. 
A nd finally, there has been a resurgence 
during the last decade o f  cam pground 
facilities for those eager to  tou r a t the 
lowest possible cost.

As w ith the petroleum  industry , the 
m otel industry  will continue to  reevaluate 
the dem ands and habits o f  the traveling 
public and  restructure its facilities to  meet 
these constantly  varying conditions.
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Preservation

The automobile is European by birth, 
American by adoption....The transformation 
of the automobile from a luxury for the few to 
a convenience for the many was definitely an 
American achievement, and from it flowed 
economic and social consequences of almost 
incalculable magnitude. The American 
automobile industry has grown into the 
largest manufacturing operation in the 
world...and American life is organized 
predominantly on the basis of the universal 
availability of motor transportation.

John  Rae, in the opening paragraph  
o f “ The A m erican A u tom ob ile ,”  states 
the case succinctly: A m erican culture and 
society o f  the tw entieth  century canno t be 
understood  or evaluated w ithout placing 
the autom obile squarely in the m iddle of 
such considerations. F or this reason, 
fu tu re  g en e ra tio n s  o f  a rc h ite c tu ra l 
historians will undoubtedly  regard au to ­
generated structures as am ong the m ost 
im portan t artifacts o f  ou r age. It w ould 
be a sham e if  we were so short-sighted 
th a t we failed to  preserve and  docum ent 
this significant segm ent o f  our built en­
vironm ent.

It has been alm ost fifty  years since 
H enry Russell H itchcock, the preem inent 
architectural h istorian , w rote: “ The com ­
bination  o f  strict functionalism  and bold 
sym bolism  in the best roadside stands 
provides, perhaps, the m ost encouraging

sign for the architecture o f the m id­
tw entieth cen tu ry .”  Yet fo r the m ost part 
we still ignore these structures when 
evaluating the contem porary  architectural 
scene. W e have becom e too  accustom ed 
to judging architecture on the basis o f 
w hether it is pretty  or ugly and concluding 
th a t the la tter is no t im portan t o r rele­
van t, is beyond the limits o f serious con­
sideration, o r is, perhaps, no t even a r­
chitecture. D ecades o f concentrating  on 
beau tifu l, p re ten tious m ansions and 
architect-designed public buildings have 
blinded us to  the value o f  those structures 
th a t fail to  arouse our aesthetic w onder.

W hether the form s o f  roadside a r­
chitecture are currently  perceived as good, 
bad , o r indifferent is beside the po in t. The 
point is th a t all three need to  be recorded 
and  understood  as com prising a signifi­
cant part o f the A m erican experience. A 
study o f the history o f architecture, when 
exam ined w ithin the context o f  the society 
th a t produced it, reveals th a t the buildings 
o f each place and period reflect the taste, 
technology and culture o f  their tim es, and 
tha t the surviving rem nants acquire for 
later generations an  added im portance for 
this very reason. They can supply in fo r­
m ation , bo th  architectural and societal, 
th a t is no t revealed by w ritten docum ents 
or even photographic  records.
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As Daniel Vieyra observed: “ A 
realistic preservationist m ust recognize 
th a t this cen tu ry ’s com m ercial architec­
ture reflects m odern  cultu re  as m uch as 
older buildings typify yesteryear’s. The 
gas sta tion , itself the prem ier drive-in 
building, has a h istory  and  rich design 
heritage o f its own; as a significant part 
o f  the built environm ent, it is w orthy o f 
p reservation .”

If  we are to  succeed in preserving 
representative examples o f this po rtion  o f 
tw entieth  century life, we m ust act quick­
ly. As discussed above, roadside architec­
tu re  has a very lim ited life span, and 
already m any o f the best early structures 
have succum bed to  the pressures o f 
m odern  life. C urbside gas stations, cabin 
cam ps and  cottage courts, and  the first 
generation  o f  M cD onald’s have virtually 
d isappeared  from  A m erican highways.

These represent specific phases o f  design 
th a t are vanishing; m ore serious still is 
the demise o f the drive-in movie, an entire 
form  o f  roadside architecture th a t will 
soon be extinct. The structures o f 
previous centuries usually had the luxury 
o f  continuing in use until their heritage 
becam e obvious. The buildings o f our 
roadsides are no t so fo rtunate ; w ithin a 
lifetim e, they are created, refined , and 
discarded.

In the case o f roadside architecture, 
we cannot depend on our children and 
grandchildren to  appreciate and preserve 
the buildings we have erected. W e m ust 
ta k e  th a t  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  o u rse lv e s  
—perhaps on faith . Only then  will our 
children and grandchildren  have the op ­
portun ity  to  evaluate w hat we have built.
I suspect they will be enchanted by it.
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