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Roadside Signage and Itõs Importance 

to Charlotteõs Automobile Culture 
The purposeof this report is to highlight and display someof the surviving properties

aroundCharlottethat could be designatedasñRoadsideWonders.òA ñRoadsideWonderòis

any propertythat wasconstructedwith the purposeof attractingmotoristsin the burgeoning

preor post-World War II automobile-orientedcommercialindustry. Thesepropertieshighlight

anaspectof Americanculturethat soughtto caterto thedemandof travelersin a societythat

couldexperiencemobilizationona massscale.

Additionally, theseñwondersòare an exhibition of a facet of Americanathat is quickly

disappearing. As the demolition of the Coffee Cup Grill demonstrates,many of those

businessesand signs that were once a hallmark of pre-war or post-war culture are being

demolishedin favor of newer,more postmodernbuildings. Thesepropertieslisted in this

reportconveya certainñimageòof whatAmericawaslike asboth industryandtheautomobile

beganto emerge. Encompassingseveralarchitecturalstyles,from Art Decoto Art Moderne,

Charlotteôs AmericanañWondersòarepiecesin a time capsule,eachan elementof what once

was.

Lastly, we have included a few ñwondersòthat are technically outside the time frame

traditionally associatedwith ñRoadSideWondersò- mainly becauseitôsa wonderthat these

iconicbusinessesarestill in operationaftersomanyyears andsomuchchange.



Dairy Queen (1947)
2620 Wilkinson Boulevard

Charlotte, NC

Art Deco Window-Oriented Business

http://farm4.static.flickr.com/3601/3449760081_cb56f3c37b.jpg

The Dairy Queen on Wilkinson

Boulevardis an excellentexampleof a

post WWII Art Deco motorist-oriented

business. This locationis the oldestDairy

Queenfranchisein North Carolinaand

thethird oldestin theSoutheast.

Itõsanisolatedone-storystructurewith

curved elements and is completely

surroundedby a parkinglot, emphasizing

itsgoalof attractingtravelingmotorists.

The structure was designed for

maximum efficiency, containing limited

seatingandminimalentriesinto theactual

shop. It is ornamentedwith a varietyof

materialsincluding aluminum, tile, and

neon. The building is still in operation,

justasit wasoversixtyyearsago.
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BAR-B-Q KING (1961)
2900 Wilkinson Boulevard |Charlotte, NC

Mid-Century Drive-in

The Bar-B-Q King on

Wilkinson Boulevardmay be the

preeminent example of a

òRoadsideWonderóin Charlotte.

Built in 1961, the drive-in was

situatedalong one of the major

arteries of transportation in

Charlotte-WilkinsonBoulevard

Additionally,the spot servedas

a congregationpoint for local

teenagers who asserted their

independencewith the cars they

drove.

The structureexhibits modern

elementssuchasa flat roof, yellow

façade and plate glass windows.

Large,neon signagewas used to

capturedriversõattention as they

passedfrom the suburbanregions

into thecity. Thebusinessis still in

operation. 4



Park-n-Shop Supermarket (1962)
4300 North Tryon Street | Charlotte, NC

Post-War Automobile Oriented Supermarket

http://www.agilitynut.com/p/parkn21204.jpg

The Park-n-Shop Super-market is an
excellentexampleof a post-war suburban
retail store. Its futuristic, modernist
architecturewas made to appeal to and
welcomeregularshoppersandtravelersalong
thehighway.

It exhibits a horizontal emphasis,open
interior space,anda sweepingfront canopy
usedto sheltercars. Thestoreõsoriginalsign
rosefrom the roof on individualpolesthat
included separateletters spelling out the
storeõsname.

This location survivedas a Park-n-Shop
storeuntil around2000andwasthenbought
by CompareFoods in 2005. It still serves
todayasafunctioninggrocerysupermarket.

5



What-A-Burger Drive-in Restaurant (1960)
210 South Main Street | Mooresville, NC

Mid-Century Drive-in

The What-a-BurgerDrive-In is

a pristine exampleof the late

1950õsômodern,space age

aestheticõthat definedmanyroad-

sidecommercialbuildingsof this

time period. The mainbuildingis

a flat-roofed brick and concrete

structure,and there is one long

zigzagcanopy under which the

orderingtelecomsarelocated.

This franchisewas started in

Virginia and should not be

confusedwith the largerWhat-a-

Burger franchisethat is still in

operation, originating in Texas.

We do know that at one point

there were at least l1 of these

drive-ins. This property is

currentlybeing consideredas an

addition of the Mooresville

HistoricDistrict.
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South 21 Drive-in No.1 (1955)
3658 South Boulevard |Charlotte, NC

Mid-Century Drive-in

TheSouth21Drive-in No. 1 is one

of two survivingdrive-insof thatsame

namein Charlotte. Openedin 1955by

Sam,George,and Nick Copsis,the

South 21 Drive-in has served

hamburgers,southern fried chicken,

barbecue,andfilet of trout for over50

years.

The building exhibits modernist

architecturalelementsincludinga flat

roof, ribbon windows,and enameled

panels. There is a largeflat canopy

wherecarsparkandorder. Thecanopy

and sign are trimmed with flashing

lights and neon. Frequented by

Charlotteõsprofessionalathletes,the

Drive-in is still operationaland is an

excellent example of surviving

automobile-orientedAmericana. 7



Central 66 Gas Station (1950s/60s)
4731 Central Avenue |Charlotte, NC

Post-War Box with Canopy Gas Station

http://www.cmhpf.org/NationalRegisternew.htm

TheCentral66gasstationisagood

example of a surviving box with

canopygasstation,which meansthat

the sitepossessesthe maingasstation

alongwith acoveringthatextendsover

thegaspumps.

This stationis especiallysignificant

due to its eye-catching triangular

canopythat extendsupwardfrom the

mainstation. To the right of the main

entranceare three garagebays. The

structure contains certain modernist

elements that contribute to its

streamlined,futuristic design,almost

resemblingaspaceship. Thesiteis still

in useasafunctioninggarage.
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Charlotte òNew Lookó General Motors Buses Nos. 1074 and 1076 

(1972)
3145 South Tryon Street |Charlotte, NC

òFish Bowló Transit Bust

http://www.cmhpf.org/surveys&rbus.htm

The CharlotteòNewLookóBuses,

introduced in 1959, formed the

backboneof Charlotteõstransitfleet in

the1960sand70s. Thisbuswasretired

in 1992andis currentlyhousedin the

CATS warehouseon South Tryon

Street.

Thesebusesweredesignedin the

ònewlookófish bowl style, which

emphasizeda streamlinedappearance

with their riveted, aluminum bodies

andlargesurroundingwindows. These

buseswerealsothe first to usesliding

doorsfor efficiency. Overall,the buses

were greeted enthusiastically as

harbingersof the lightnessand speed

associatedwith thepostwarera.
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