
    HIKE of a
LIFETIME

from Clingmans Dome to Jockey’s Ridge P.68

March 2019 $5.99

 
M

O
D

E
R

N
IS

M
 &

 M
O

U
N

T
A

IN
S

-T
O

-S
E

A
 T

R
A

IL
 

M
arch

 2
0

19

NC’S PIZZA REVOLUTION P.50 | MARVELOUS MODERNIST HOMES P.94

Along the way: 
a stunning view of 

Table Rock from the 
Mountains-to-Sea Trail.

 
MOUNTAINS 
to SEA TRAIL



T HE AUTOMOBILE becomes the sig-
nature vehicle of the decade. Not the 
farm trucks and drab sedans of the 
1930s, but long, sleek cars with wrap-
around windshields, fat whitewall 
tires, and jet-age tailfins — in colors 

like Chadron red, Vienna blue, and Safford cream. 
The Carteret County News-Times advertises 

a Buick four-door sedan from Mobley Buick Co. 
in Morehead City with “de luxe finish,” “extra-
wide seats,” and “double bubble” taillights. “Low-
pressure tires on wide, Safety-Ride rims” offer 
“freedom at last from jounce and jiggle.” 

In the same issue, Lee Motor Sales, Inc., 
invites the public to “come meet the 1951 Kaiser 
... Tomorrow’s car ... Here Today!!” And Parker 
Motors announces, “Now that our production lines 
are rolling again, we’ll soon be able to show you the 
finest Chryslers and Plymouths in all our 25 years.”

No longer rationed to support the war effort, 
gasoline costs about 20 cents per gallon.

In 1950, the average family car costs more than 
$1,500 — at least 40 percent more than the average 
annual income across the state, whose population 
numbers just more than four million. More than 
a third of North Carolinians are now classified as 
“urban” — and that rises to almost 40 percent by 
the close of the decade.

Racing “stock cars” on dirt tracks has been a 
popular, thrilling pastime in the western Piedmont 
since the 1930s, and now the family car takes on a 
romance of its own, a marriage of speed and luxury. 
No longer is the automobile just a means of trans-
portation — it becomes both a status symbol and a 
shared adventure. Being in the car — cruising high-
ways and country roads — is a pastime unto itself. 

The new Eisenhower administration rolls out 
an ambitious plan for a national highway system 

AFTER THE WAR, NORTH CAROLINIANS HIT THE ROAD ON 

GASOLINE THAT’S NEWLY CHEAP AND PLENTIFUL. SLEEK CARS IN A 

KALEIDOSCOPE OF COLORS CARRY FAMILIES TO DRIVE-IN THEATERS 

AND RESTAURANTS, WHERE THEY WATCH AND DINE UNDER THE STARS.  

B Y  P H I L I P  G E R A R D

DRIVE-IN
AT THE

THE D E C A D E  IN 
MOTION

1950S

Our State’s look at the people and events 

that shaped the ’50s continues  

with the craze for cars.

As the sun set on the  
Forest Drive-In, Glenn Miller’s 
“Moonlight Serenade” played 
over the speakers, signaling the 
start of the movie. From 1949 
until the theater closed in the 
mid-’70s, there was no finer way 
to spend a warm night in Raleigh.
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connecting East Coast to West, the far North with 
the Deep South. Three of these new interstates, 
I-85, I-95, and I-40, advance into North Carolina. 
Soon, drivers are speeding along hundreds of 
miles of four-lane freeways. Meanwhile, under 
Gov. W. Kerr Scott (“Go Forward with Scott!”), the 
state builds 12,000 miles of new farm-to-market 
roads and upgrades another 15,000 miles for all-
weather travel. 

And two new phenomena seem to bloom out of 
the landscape overnight: drive-in movie theaters, 
like the Moon-Glo Outdoor Theatre in Henderson 
and the Sunset Drive-In in Shelby, and drive-in res-
taurants, like Bar-B-Q King in West Charlotte and 
Short Sugar’s Pit Bar-B-Q in Reidsville. Unlike the 
chains springing up across the country, the local 
places tend to serve homegrown favorites. Families 
drive the freshly paved highways in spruce green 
Buick sedans and Wedgwood blue Ford station 
wagons to park and eat, to park and watch, com-
fortably relaxed on “sofa wide” seats. 

THE FIRST DRIVE-IN MOVIE THEATER OPENED IN 
Camden, New Jersey, in 1933 — the brainchild of 
Richard Hollingshead, general sales manager of his 
father’s auto products company. Hollingshead set 
out to invent a new business that would make his 

fortune. As he put it, he “ana-
lyzed the market from the 
standpoint of what people 
gave up last. It came out this 
way: Food. Clothing. Autos. 
Movies. In order.” Even in 
hard times, Americans stub-
bornly attended the moving 
pictures.

Hollingshead also inves-
tigated why some people 
didn’t go to movies: “The 

mother says she’s not dressed; the husband doesn’t 
want to put on his shoes; the question is what to 
do with the kids ...”

Before opening the Camden Drive-In, he exper-
imented in his own backyard, mounting his 1928 
Kodak on the hood of his car and projecting movies 
onto a screen nailed to a tree. He simulated bad 
weather with a lawn sprinkler and even hit on the 
need to raise the front wheels of cars so that each 
provided a windshield view of the screen. 

Only a handful of open-air theaters — known as 
“ozoners” — operated throughout the 1930s. But 
the idea catches on with the automobile boom of 
the 1950s, when more than 4,000 drive-ins provide 
family entertainment on big screens around the 
country. In 1948, North Carolina supported just 66 
ozoners. By 1958, it has more than 200.

Because the movies are shown outdoors, where 
any passerby can see them, they typically feature 
wholesome, light titles suitable for children as well 
as adults, usually a double feature — with a long 

The Forest Drive-In 
hosted bingo and pig 
races and even had a 
merry-go-round, but 
it was best known for 
showing feature films 
suitable for the whole 
family. At intermission, 
moviegoers could get 
popcorn and a Pepsi to 
enjoy on the hood of 
their cars.
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intermission during which animated 
trailers encourage viewers to visit the 
concession stand. A poll of drive-in 
owners finds that the most popular films 
are westerns, closely followed by action 
films, comedies, and musicals. The 
open-air movies are especially popular 
in suburban and rural areas, where land 
is cheap and abundant and indoor the-
aters are scarce. And many patrons cite 
the health benefits of being outdoors in 
fresh air and keeping their children safe 
from infectious diseases, like flu or mea-
sles, that are easily passed in crowded 
indoor spaces.

Small drive-ins accommodate as 
few as 50 cars; the largest can hold two 
or even three thousand. Some feature 
playgrounds, horseshoe pits, and minia-
ture golf to encourage families to arrive 
long before showtime and spend more 
money at the concession stand, where a 
box of plain popcorn typically costs just 
10 cents — 20 cents with butter. 

In Rockingham County, the Eden 
Drive-In advertises a capacity of 200 
cars. In Nakina, in Columbus County, 
The Twilite holds just 60. Albemarle 
offers the Badin Road; Hickory, the 
Thunderbird; Raleigh, the Tower and 
Forest drive-ins; and Bessemer City, the 
Kings Mountain Drive-In. 

In Durham, the concession stand at 
the 300-car Starlite Drive-In offers — 
in addition to the usual popcorn — bug 

repellent coils, pickles, eggs, and hot 
sausage. 

At the Park Drive-In in Greensboro, 
patrons can order through the audio 
speaker from a menu provided at the 
gate and have the food delivered right to 
the car. On a good night, a drive-in can 
make up to 40 percent of its box office 
gross from food concessions.

At the drive-in movie theater, 
patrons sit under the stars in a field of 
automobiles and enjoy their dinner out.

Wilmington is home to at least four 
drive-ins: the Star Way and the Skyline 
on Carolina Beach Road, the North 17, 
and the Wrightsville Road. Jessiebeth 
Geddie (née Brady) remembers date 
nights at the Wrightsville with her future 
husband, John, in his white Plymouth 
Savoy with rocket tailfins. “You had to 
hook the speakers on the side window, 
and we had a little coil that would keep 
mosquitoes from eating you alive,” she 
recalls. “Usually you carried popcorn 
and bottle Coke with you.” 

Drive-in culture is 
a wholly American 
venture, conceived 

in mobility and 
dedicated to  

casual comfort.
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The Golden Age  
of Silver Screens
When Henderson’s Moon-Glo 
Outdoor Theatre showed its very 
first film — Ali Baba and the Forty 
Thieves — in July of 1949, drive-in 
theaters were easy to come by. 
Most are gone now, but a handful 
still offer the classic experience of 
spring and summer nights past — 
including the old Moon-Glo, now 
known as the Raleigh Road.

SUNSET DRIVE-IN THEATRE
3935 Sunset Boulevard
Shelby, NC 28152
(704) 434-7782
sunsetdriveintheatre.com

HOUND’S DRIVE-IN
114 Raven Circle
Kings Mountain, NC 28086
(704) 739-4424
houndsdrivein.com

BADIN ROAD DRIVE-IN
2411 Badin Road
Albemarle, NC 28001
(704) 983-2900
badinroaddrivein.com

EDEN DRIVE-IN
106 Fireman Club Road
Eden, NC 27288
(336) 623-9669
edendrivein.com

RALEIGH ROAD  
OUTDOOR THEATRE
3336 Raleigh Road
Henderson, NC 27537
(252) 438-6959
raleighroaddrivein.com

Finch’s Drive-In opened on Peace Street 
in Raleigh in the 1940s. The burgers, 
milkshakes, and “chicken boxes” — served 
curbside — proved so popular that the 
drive-in soon became a cafeteria.
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AFTER THE MOVIE, THE HIGH SCHOOL 
gang gathers at Mil-Jo, a drive-in res-
taurant owned by Mildred and Joseph 
Hines. Mil-Jo’s lot is itself as big as a 
small drive-in theater, holding more 
than 60 cars. Cruising couples can park 
under a wide canopy and order pizza 
burgers, crab burgers, and 15-cent hot 
dogs through a two-way radio mounted 
on a stanchion, then wait for the carhop 
to deliver the food right to the car. A disc 
jockey from WMFD 630 AM spins plat-
ters in a glass booth outside the restau-
rant, broadcasting nightly. The place is 
so popular that it backs up traffic and, 
on weekend nights, is patrolled by off-
duty police officers. Highway patrolmen 
sometimes wait nearby to ambush hot-
rodding kids. 

Mil-Jo is just one of the many drive-
in restaurants popping up around the 
state. National chains are just getting 
started: McDonald’s (a former bar-
becue joint now specializing in the 
15-cent hamburger) in San Bernardino, 
California; Insta-Burger King in 
Jacksonville, Florida; and Top Hat — 
now Sonic — in Shawnee, Oklahoma.

North Carolina drive-ins often fea-
ture more Southern fare, tied to a long 
tradition of pulled-pork barbecue. Or, 
more rightly, traditions — vinegary 
sauce in the east and sweet-spicy 
Lexington-style in the Piedmont. Short 
Sugar’s Pit Bar-B-Q in Reidsville offers 
hand-pulled barbecue in sauce, as well 
as a wide breakfast-to-dinner menu 
that includes fried eggs, hot dogs, sand-
wiches, and platters. Diners pull up out-
side and eat in their cars, or perch on the 
swivel-stools at the inside counter.

The name is attributed to Eldridge 
Overby, who, with his brothers, Johnny 
and Clyde, built Overby Brothers 
Drive-In. Eldridge wasn’t a tall man — 
and the story goes that his girlfriend 
called him to dance with her to her 
favorite jukebox tune by saying, “I want 
to dance with my short sugar.” Eldridge 
dies in a car crash before opening day, so 
his brothers name the place in his honor.

In West Charlotte, the Bar-B-Q 
King — with its red-and-blue neon sign 

declaring “curb service” — doesn’t get 
going until 1959, but it, too, quickly 
gains a loyal clientele on busy Wilkinson 
Boulevard, the fastest route to the air-
port. Pork and chicken barbecue in 
tangy sauce are the stars of the menu, 
but customers can also order burgers, 
hot dogs, or fried seafood, served on a 
tray that rolls up to the car door.

The drive-in culture is about 
more than convenience: It’s a wholly 
American venture, conceived in mobil-
ity and dedicated to casual comfort, all 
under the restless driver’s control. Gone 
is the formality of the dining room table 
— or even the restaurant booth. The 
sideboard is hitched onto the driver’s 
door, and plates sit in the lap. 

As the decade turns into 1960, 
McDonald’s opens its first restaurant in 
the state in Greensboro. Wilber Hardee, 
an experienced restaurateur from 
Greenville, checks it out — even photo-
graphs it — and decides he can do bet-
ter. He picks out a site on 14th Street not 
far from East Carolina University, then 
builds a smaller version of McDonald’s 
red-and-white tiled store, its two service 
windows shaded by a canted overhang 
supported by twin H-shaped pillars. The 
menu is spare: burgers (15 cents plain, 
20 cents with cheese), French fries, fried 
apple pie, soft drinks, and milkshakes. 
“Best menu I ever had,” Hardee later 
recalls. Hardee’s is an overnight hit, the 
first of what becomes a chain of burger 
restaurants eventually featuring another 
Carolina favorite: homemade butter-
milk biscuits and gravy.

An old farmstead tradition of eating 
outside now takes place on the comfort 
of upholstered seats. And the automo-
bile satisfies the restless craving to be 
in motion — even when it’s parked. 

Philip Gerard is the author of 13 
books of fiction and nonfiction, 
including The Last Battleground: The 
Civil War Comes to North Carolina, 
out this spring.

ICOMING IN APRIL: Travelers take to 
the sky aboard Piedmont Airlines.

168    O U R  S T A T E  |  March 2019


