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ABSTRACT
MOVIES UNDER THE STARS:
A HISTORY OF THE DRIVE-IN THEATRE INDUSTRY, 1933-1983
By

David Bruce Reddick

When Richard Milton Hollingshead, Jr. opened the
world's first drive-in theatre in Camden, New Jersey, on
June 6, 1933, he probably had no idea that his "invention"
would cause the reaction that it did. Less than 100
drive-ins existed in the 1930s and 1940s due to the
Depression and the Second World War, but by 1958, 4,063
drive-in theatres were operating around the country. A rise
in automobile registrations, the general prosperity of the
times and the unique features of drive-in theatres all
accounted for this expansion. Despite this success, drive-in
theatres were not welcomed in every community and some
operators went to court to have their theatres declared
legitimate businesses.

By the early 1960s the shortage of good films and the
competition from television caused some drive-in operators
to feature R and X-rated movies. As a result, some drive-in
operators were arrested when police raided their theatres
and confiscated their films. Curfews, licensing ordinances

and prosecutions under state obscenity statutues also were



David Bruce Reddick
used to stop drive-in operators from showing explicit films.
A number of cities attempted to protect their children
through local ordinances prohibiting drive-in operators from
showing explicit films viewable frbm the street.

At the same time, the number of drive-in theatres began
to decline. Rising land costs, higher taxes, and increasing
operating expenditures all were contributing factors. As
well, drive-in operators faced increased competiton from the
rise in multiplex theatres and to some extent, from the
popularity of movie channels on cable television and the
videocassette phenomenon.

As the drive-in theatre industry celebrated its
fiftieth anniversary in 1983, its future appeared in doubt.
Some operators felt drive-ins had outlived their usefulness
and many were selling their land or building multiplex
theatres on it. Other operators refused to admit that
drive-ins were becoming extinct and pointed to their
continued popularity, particularly in the Sun Belt states.

Whatever its future, the drive-in theatre industry
deserves to be remembered as a unique chapter in the history

of American culture in the mid-twentieth century.
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CHAPTER I
THE MAN WHO INVENTED DRIVE-INS
Like many Americans in 1932, Richard Milton Hollings-

head, Jr. suddenly found himself out of work. Until that
time, he had been plant manager of R. M. Hollingshead Corpo-
ration in Camden, New Jersey. His father had started the
company in 1888 when at the age of 20, the elder Hollings-
head moved to Camden from Millville, New Jersey, with a
small amount of money and a formula for making saddle soap.
From that humble beginning, the company grew, soon adding a
complete line of chemical products for the harness trade.
When the automobile became popular at the turn of the
century, the company switched its emphasis and began produc-
ing "Whiz" automotive products. Later, it began to produce
airplane products and chemical compounds for the home.l
At 18, young Hollingshead entered the family business
in 1918 and went to Canada in 1927 to organize a subsidiary

plant there.2

By 1932 the public had stopped buying the com-
pany's products, the banks had taken over the business tem-
porarily, and young Hollingshead found himself unemployed.
With extra time on his hands, he started to think about the
effects of the Depression and the fate of other people.
Finally, he reached the conclusion that while people
might be prepared to make sacrifices because of hard
economic times, they would be unwilling to give up luxuries

such as driving their automobiles and attending movies.

Working from that premise Hollingshead then considered how
1
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the two could accommodate each other. He recalled years
later in a newspaper interview that he had first envisioned
a "meeting place" that would have "gas pumps in the shape of
palm trees" and where people could watch outdoor movies
while waiting for their friends.3 However, as his ideas be-
gan to take shape, plans for the outdoor movies took preced-
ence over the "deluxe" gas station. One reason may have been
because of complaints by Hollingshead's mother that the
seats at conventional theatres were so uncomfortable she had
stopped going to the movies.4

At the same time, Hollingshead's idea for an open-air
theatre really wasn't new. Open theatres dated back to
Ancient Greece where actors performed morality plays for
their audiences. With the development of the motion picture
industry at the turn of the twentieth century, some hope-
fuls experimented with outdoor movies. 1In 1908, city
officials in Newark, New Jersey, lured nearly 3,000 persons
to a neighborhood park to watch a motion picture outdoors.
This prompted one official to say he believed these show-
ings, which later became known as "airdomes"™ or "airdromes,"
gave more pleasure to "a greater number of persons than
open-air concerts."5 Marcus Loew, an early motion picture
entrepreneur, attracted 21,000 people to Ebbets Field in
Brooklyn, New York just before the First World War to see a
vaudeville show followed by Thomas Ince's film, "Wrath of

the Gods." Loew tried a similar show at a Boston baseball
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park, but problems with the weather persuaded him to abandon
his experiments.6

During the 1920s, several people traveled the country-
side showing movies to farmers and their families. Patrons
would sit on wooden benches or seats in schoolyards or large
barnyards and watch the old-time, jumpy films.7 One of these
traveling projectionists was J. Henry Meloy, who installed a
35-millimeter Acme projector and a lighting plant on his
Model T Ford in 1921 and traveled the backroads of Shelby
County, Indiana. He projected on his portable screen films
he had borrowed from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Meloy also offered advertising at his shows, and for only $8
a month, a local merchant could have his message flashed on
the screen each night.8

Theatre operators had discussed the idea of watching
movies in the privacy of one's car in the past. In 1925, for
instance, members of the Motion Picture Theatre Owners of
America held an informal discussion on the possibility of
erecting outdoor theatres, but the proposal did not meet
with much enthusiasm. Theatre operators argued that since
most cars of that era were open models, patrons could not
sit for elongated periods exposed to winds and drafts.9

Hollingshead became the first individual to success-
fully combine outdoor movies and automobiles. He conducted
his first experiments at his home in Riverton, New Jersey.

Mounting a small screen on a tree in his yard, he placed a
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Kodak projector on the hood of his car. He and his family
then sat in his automobile and watched a film.10 He was try-
ing to determine how the combination of the angle of the
screen and that of the projector could be manipulated in

order that vehicles could be accommodated.ll

Hollingshead
even used his lawn sprinkler to see if he and his family
could watch a movie when the windshield of the car was wet
as though with rain.

As months passed, Hollingshead's plans became more
elaborate. He built a scale model of his planned theatre to
prove out his engineering ideas and to demonstrate his con-
cept. He also hired Leonard L. Kalish, a Philadelphia
attorney, who helped him to write the description and to
secure the drawings that accompanied his application to the
U.S. Patent Office, filed on August 6, 1932.12

In his application, Hollingshead commented that custom-
ers would enter his drive-in theatre through a "gateway"”
that would form part of a tree-lined enclosure he envisioned
surrounding the theatre. (More than 200 trees, ranging from
12 to 20 feet were planted around the perimeter of the
theatre.) After paying an admission fee, the patrons would
drive their cars into one of the seven "driveways" or aisles
and then park in one of the 400 "stallways" or seats that

13 The

were to be arranged in arcs around the screen.
stallways were to be 15 or 16 feet wide. For those who

didn't want to sit in their cars, Hollingshead planned rows
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of steamer chairs between the screen and the first driveway.
The 30 by 40 foot screen itself was to be housed in a
"screen house"™ containing a top, side and back walls. It
would be set into the screen house at a distance sufficient
to shield it from foreign sources of light.

The front portion of each stallway was to be inclined
five percent so the angle of vision between a car and the
screen was clear of any car in front of it. Each stallway
was to be constructed slightly below the stallway behind it.
The front boundaries of the stallways were to be retained by
"suitable bracings or plankings" which would project
slightly above the front of the stallway and form an
abutment to limit the forward movement of the car in the
stall. Hollingshead later sought to modify his patent by
replacing this stallway design with a drive-over ramp, but

he was unsuccessful.14

Hollingshead also claimed that
drivers could roll their cars out of a stallway and into a
35-foot wide driveway without starting their engines and
thus they would not disturb the other patrons.15
Hollingshead envisioned that his projection booth would
be constructed a suitable distance from the screen (Hol-
lingshead's booth was 137 feet from the screen), yet would
be below the angle of vision of the cars behind it. Three
six-foot square sound speakers were to be placed at the top

of the screen tower. To eliminate insects that might get in

the path of light coming from the motion picture projector,
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Hollingshead proposed that a funnel-shaped guard be placed
in front of the projector. He thought a fan or blower could
then be attached so a clean stream of air could pass through
the funnel, preventing insects from gathering there.16

Since he was out of work and had little money of his
own for the project, Hollingshead decided to enlist some
help. He turned to Willis Warren Smith, his cousin, who own-
ed a garage in Gladwyne, Pennsylvania. Smith agreed to put
up the $25,000 that was needed to construct the theatre.17
Hollingshead recalled year later that the two men first dis-
cussed the partnership in March, 1933, just after President
Franklin Roosevelt had closed all the banks. They had paid
for their lunch in Camden scrip, the local substitute for
currency.18

Hollingshead and Smith first thought of locating their
drive-in near Philadelphia but abandoned that plan in early
1933 when voters in Camden ratified a state amendment which
permitted Sunday sports and amusements by local option.19
The two men finally chose a l0-acre site along Crescent
Boulevard (later called Admiral Wilson Boulevard) in Penn-
sauken Township. The property was located between the old
Central Airport and the Franklin Bridge, just outside the
Camden city limits.

In April, 1933, work on the drive-in theatre began.

However, a protest soon arose among representatives of

Camden's labor unions who complained that Hollingshead and
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Smith had hired twenty-five unemployed non-union men from
Pennsauken Township to build the theatre. On April 28,
several hundred union members carrying picket signs marched

on the theatre site.20

The following day, Loyal D. Odhner,
executive secretary of the Camden County Chamber of
Commerce, brought Hollingshead, Smith and the union repre-
sentatives together to work out the dispute. Following a
one-hour meeting, Smith emerged to say he was now willing to
increase the pay of the "mechanics" at the site from 40 to
60 cents an hour and that of the laborers from 20 to 30
cents, but he emphasized that he could not afford to pay the
wages the unions were demanding. They were seeking a wage of
$1.25 an hour for the electricians, $1 an hour for
carpenters and 40 cents an hour for laborers.zl
Work at the theatre site reached an impasse. Pickets
continued to appear and members of the Pennsauken Township
Police Department were called in to prevent any violence. On
May 8, however, a fight broke out between union members and
men who had been working at the site when the latter group
discovered that Smith apparently now had agreed to hire the
union workers to finish the project and was willing to pay
them the wages they sought. Two men, one of whom was Ernest
R. Lewis, president of the Camden County Building Trades
Council, were injured in the fight, but no arrests were

made.22
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Hiring the union workers brought to an end the contro-
versy and construction went ahead. A week later, Hollings-
head learned that the patent office formally had approved
his drive-in theatre design and had granted him a patent,

No. 1,909,537.23

All that remained now was to rent a film
and begin publicizing the theatre's opening, planned for
June 6.

Securing a motion picture was not as easy as Hollings-
head and Smith might first have thought. Local film distri-
butors were unfamiliar with the two men and were reluctant
to rent them films. The men realized that the film distrib-
utors thought the drive-in would provide stiff competition
to regular theatres. As a result, Hollingshead remembered
being charged "ridiculously high"™ rates and added that he
was not allowed a chance to rent new films. "The first film
used at the drive-in was three years old and cost us $400

24 "The last time the

for four days," Hollingshead recalled.
film had run was in a little south Camden movie house that

paid $20 a week for it." That first film, Wife Beware, star-

red Adolphe Menjou.

Publicizing the drive-in proved a little easier. Hol-
lingshead and Smith bought advertisements in the Camden and
Philadelphia newspapers and invited film critics from Phila-

delphia to preview the opening. One ad in the Philadelphia

Inquirer proudly boasted that "Even Kate Smith would have no

trouble getting a seat in the world's first automobile movie
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theatre where you can see and hear talkies without leaving

your car."25 A writer for the Philadelphia Daily News,

noting how the promoters saw the drive-in theatre as a
family affair, predicted, nevertheless, "the joy with which
such a project will be received by the younger generation
which for years has been obliged to suppress those desires
of emulating the actions of the hero and heroine on the
screen."26

The back wall of Hollingshead's screen house, which
stood 60 feet high and was 150 feet wide, also was used to
advertise the theatre. A huge sign on the wall, which had
been built of structural asbestos lumber so as to look like
limestone blocks,27proclaimed: "Drive-In Theatre. World's
First. Sit in Your Car. See and Hear Movies. 25 cents per
car, 25 cents per person. 3 or more persons one dollar." At
the entrance to the drive-in stood two wooden-framed pillars
with the words "Drive-In" written on them. On each side of
the pillars, billboards told of "tonight's feature" and of
"coming attractions."

Everything was now ready for the opening and finally
June 6 arrived. The weather along the East Coast of the
country had been hot and humid for a week or more prior to
the opening and temperatures had topped the 90 degree mark.
As the 8:30 p.m. opening approached, cars began streaming
into the Drive-In Theatre. A new form of mass entertainment

had been born.
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Borton Weeks, president of the Keystone Automobile

Club in Philadelphia, attended the opening night. In a let-

ter to

Hollingshead, Weeks said that he had "nothing to of-

fer but words of praise" about his experience at the drive-

-in.

"The project has been finely conceived and splendly

executed for the convenience, comfort, and enter- tainment

of the

Motion

28

motiring (sic) public," he added. An article in

Picture Daily, commented that the "Romeos who lost

out in
ushers

waking

the back seats of picture houses when West Point

and super-service came into the deluxe houses are

nd9

up in a new world. And, the entertainment weekly,

Variety, reported that "business was very good at the public

opening last Tuesday, although during some of the sweltering

evenings later in the week, there was a marked drop off in

attendance.

w30

Hollingshead and Smith were not discouraged. In fact as

the theatre's first season wore on, employees were instruct-

ed to keep track of all of the cars that entered the theatre

for one of the two shows each night and to record their

license numbers.

31 By the end of the season, they found

forty-three states had been represented and repeaters

accounted for 75 percent of the patrons. "Then we knew we

had something,"” Hollingshead recalled.

32 "We weren't

interested in the curiosity seekers who only came once, and

we soon found that thousands of people would come back again

and again."
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Who were these people and what was attracting them to
this drive-in theatre? "Inveterate smokers enjoyed the
(drive-in) movies because of the strictly enforced smoking

33 "In

prohibition,"™ Hollingshead later told an interviewer.
the drive-in theatre they could smoke without offending
others. Also, people could chat, or even partake of refresh-
ments brought fo their cars without disturbing those who
preferred silence.” _

Hollingshead often said that his drive-in idea virtual-
ly transformed an ordinary car "into a private theatre
box." He also claimed that prior to his drive-in theatre,
young people were either not allowed to--or were discouraged
from--attending motion pictures in the evening. "The
drive-in, of course, welcomed the entire family regardless
of the number of children," Hollingshead said. "This insured
the safety of the youngsters as they were under the watchful
eyes of their parents and in the confines of the family
car."34

Hollingshead also discovered that the aged and infirmed
found his drive-in to their liking and he recalled how an
Elizabeth, New Jersey man, crippled with arthritis, would
come to the theatre nearly every week. "The man had never
seen a movie before. He was hopelessly crippled, and he
35

couldn't go to the indoor movies," Hollingshead recalled.

"But he would be driven down nearly every week in his Cadil-
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lac, park in the fourth row, and lie in the back of the car

and watch the film."
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CHAPTER II
PROBLEMS FOR HOLLINGSHEAD

With the success of their own drive-in now apparently
assured, Hollingshead and Smith began to make plans during
the summer of 1933 to interest others in their drive-in in-
vention. But the road to success was not without its road-
blocks, as the two men quickly discovered.

One major problem: what to do with the sound system at
their drive-in theatre. Radio Corporation of America
engineers from the company's headquarters in Camden had de-
signed and patterned it after the system that they had been
installed at the Radio City Music Hall in New York City.l
The engineers had perfected a way of projecting sound
through a directional loudspeaker system which was made up
of three six-foot speakers placed on top of the screen tower
and that projected the sound to the rows of cars in Hol-
lingshead's drive-in. The only problem was that the sound
system worked too welll!

Hollingshead recalled years later that "when the wind
was blowing in the right direction, you could hear the sound
track all the way to Merchantville."2 Complaints from nearby
residents forced Hollingshead and Smith to seek an alter-
native sound system. They eventually installed a series of
underground speakers set up along each of the stallways.
Customers simply drove up beside one of the speakers when
they entered the theatre, but this system also proved less

than satisfactory.
16
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Hollingshead and Smith were not the only early drive-in
operators to experience problems with their speakers. 1In
1943, the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania ordered the Guerrein
Sky-Way Amusement Company of Erie, Pennsylvania, to close
its drive-in after neighbors complained that the theatre's
four large amplifying horns were disturbing their rest and
forcing them to close their windows on hot summer nights.
The company argued unsuccessfully that it had tried to pur-
chase some "parkway" cable to install in-ground speakers and
reduce the noise, but said it was unable to obtain a prefer-
ence rating from the War Production Board for the material.3
In 1945, the Supreme Court in Washington ordered the North-
west Motor-In Theatre near Seattle to be closed until an
individual speaker system could be installed.4 And, in
Laurel, Mississippi, the Chancery Court awarded a couple
$467 in damages for enduring the noise emanating from the
nearby Laurel Drive-In Theatre.5

The noisy loudspeakers also created another problem for
Hollingshead and Smith. The noise often attracted "poachers"
who tried to view the movie without paying. The men were
forced to construct an enclosure around their theatre to
keep the freeloaders out.6 The problem of noisy loudspeakers
for Hollingshead and the others was allievated somewhat in

1941 when RCA engineers introduced a series of in-car

speakers.7
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As time went on the securing of current films, a prob-
lem from the start, failed to improve. Finally, in 1935,
Hollingshead and his partners decided to sell out. "It was a
real success in Camden,"™ Hollingshead recalled years later,
"but the high film rental rates continued to plague us. We
probably would never had sold it otherwise. The man in Union
(New Jersey) who bought it had several indoor theatres in
North Jersey, and so he could easily get films."8

Hollingshead and his partners were not discouraged by
the closing. In the summer of 1933, Hollingshead, Smith and
Edward H. Ellis, a general contractor from Merchantville,
New Jersey, formed Park-In Theatres, Incorporated.9 It was
set up to handle licensing agreements the men hoped to
arrange with other individuals interested in starting
drive-in theatres. Now, with their own theatre closed, the
men turned their full attention to licensing other theatres
around the country.

Under terms of their licensing agreements, Park-In
Theatres would grant a prospective drive-in operator an ex-
clusive area and would make available, free of charge, engi-
neering plans and specifications for "economically building
a representative drive-in theatre suitable for the
licensee's ground." 1In return, the drive-in owner had to
agree to an initial licensing fee of $1,000, plus a 5 per-
cent royalty payment based on the theatre's gross weekly

10

receipts. Park-In signed the first license agreement with
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a Los Angeles theatre owner who opened the country's second
drive-in at the corner of Pico and Westwood in that city in
193411

The growth of drive-ins remained slow throughout the
1930s, largely due to the Depression. But among the early
pioneers was Philip Smith of Boston, who built his first
drive-in in Detroit in 1935. He later added theatres in
other Midwestern cities and along the East Coast.12 There
was some discrepancy in those early days over how fast the
industry actually was growing. A Time magazine survey in
1941, for instance, showed that the drive-in theatre indus-
try had become a $3 million business with fifty-two theatres

operating around the country.13 However, an International

Motion Picture Almanac survey the previous year placed the

number at nearly 100 theatres with a total investment of
nearly $4 million. The Almanac survey also noted that a num-
ber of Paramount affiliates were among the first regular
theatre circuits to become interested in developing their
own drive-in theatres.14
Drive-ins were also expanding in size. Among the
largest outdoor theatre at the time was one located near
Evanston, Illinois. It sat on a 20-acre site and could ac-
commodate up to 1,500 cars. Owner Nate Barger, who owned
burlesque houses in Chicago, estimated that he had spent
$165,000 on his theatre and expected to gross between

$15,000 and $20,000 a week.l>
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When the United States entered the Second World War in
1941, the federal government imposed restrictions that pre-
vented many theatre owners from acquiring materials they
needed to build their drive-ins. When entrepreneurs were
able to start their theatres, many were reluctant to pay a
licensing fee to Park-In Theatres. As a result, Hollingshead
and his partners found themselves involved in a number of
litigations as they tried to protect their patented drive-in
theatre design.

The first of these lawsuits involved M. A. Rogers, a
California drive-in owner who had not paid his royalties.
Park-In took Rogers to court in the early 1940s, but a U.S.
District Court judge in California, in a summary judgment,
threw out the theatre company's claims. The judge said the
drive-in theatre described in Hollingshead's patent appli-
cation was really an "architectural design" and was not "an
art, machine, manufacture or composition of matter," the
only categories then allowed under the patent laws. Park-In
appealed the decision and the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals
for the Ninth Circuit ruled in September, 1942 that the
lower court had erred. The appeals court said the tilting of
the stallways in Hollingshead's drawings were enough to con-
vince it that "the outdoor theater comes under a patentable
classification, as a manufacture or machine."l6

As the number of drive-ins began to expand rapidly

after the war, Park-In Theatres had problems trying to keep
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track of all the new theatres. A case in point occurred in
1947 when it tried to bring a patent infringement suit
against two Ohio drive-in operators. The District Court for
the Southern District of Ohio threw out the case after the
defendants pointed out that the Dayton, Ohio drive-in
theatre named in the complaint, while similar in name, did
not belong to them. Their theatre was located in Cleveland,

Ohio.17

Park-In tried to have the decision delayed until the
jurisdictional questions raised by the two Cleveland
drive-in operators could be clarified, but the District
Court refused.18
Probably the most protracted litigations that Hollings-
head and his company encountered came against larger motion
picture companies. Paramount-Richards Theatres, Inc., oper-
ators of a chain of drive-ins in Alabama, Florida,
Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas, for one, brought suit in
1948, challenging Park-In's patent monopoly. The two compan-
ies had first entered into a licensing agreement in 1940,
but Paramount-Richards now challenged the exclusive terri-
tory provision of that agreement. 1In effect, the U.S. Dis-
trict Court in Delaware ruled that the term "drive-in
theatre™ in the licensing agreement was really a generic
term and, as a result, the licensing agreement could not
keep any theatre owner from setting up a drive-in in an area

where Park-In Theatres already had assigned a license. "I

find that Paragraph 3 (which described the exclusive terri-



22

tory provision) constitutes an unwarranted attempt to extend
the plaintiff's patent monopoly," the court said, adding,
"...this is a suppression of competition which is injurious
to the public interest under our system of competition."19

This decision did not end the dispute between the two
companies as Park-In Theatres next launched a lawsuit in
1950 against Paramount-Richards Theatres, claiming that the
theatre chain had been part of a conspiracy to damage Hol-
lingshead's company. Specifically, Park-In Theatres charged
Paramount-Richards, through two of its affiliates--Paramount
Pictures, Inc. and Paramount Film Distributors--with con-
spiring with conventional theatre operators in the
Camden-Philadelphia area to practice a film boycott and to
apply economic duress by "refusing to supply new and appro-
priate film and by charging rental for film substantially in
excess of that charged to other theatres in the area."”
Park-In Theatres also claimed that because of this "economic
duress" it was forced in 1940 to grant Paramount-Richards
territorially exclusive licenses at inadequate royalty
rates. The U.S. District Court in Delaware rejected both
claims, pointing out that the three-year statute of limitat-
ions for bringing such suits had expired since the
conspiracy against Hollingshead's theatre was alleged to
have occurred in 1933 and the licensing agreement was signed

in 1940.20
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Park-In Theatres also tried to collect royalty payments
against Paramount-Richards, but the U.S. District Court in
Delaware, citing the earlier case where the licensing agree-
ments were ruled an unfair patent monopoly, threw out the
case.21 Park-In Theatres appealed both decisions to the
Third Circuit of the U.S. Court of Appeals, but they refused
to hear the cases.22 The U.S. Supreme Court followed suit in
June, 1951, refusing a writ of certiorari.23

Park-In Theatres also came out on the losing end of a

24 The

protracted lawsuit with Loew's Drive-In Theatres, Inc.
two companies had first entered into an agreement on July,
21, 1937 whereby Loew's was to operate a drive-in theatre in
Providence, Rhode Island, and was to pay royalties to
Park-In for that exclusive territory. Loew's made royalty
payments at regular intervals through its first season which
ended in November, 1937, but it then refused to make any
further payments on the $29,065.75 it had collected in ad-
missions during that time. Park-In Theatres took Loew's to
court. Through a series of legal maneuvers, the case was
held up in the courts for nearly ten years. Finally, on
March 11, 1947, the U.S. District Court in Rhode Island rul-

25

ed in favor of Park-In Theatres. Loew's appealed the de-

cision to the U.S. Court of Appeals, and on April 8, 1949,
that court reversed the lower court decision. The appeals
court ruled that the drive-in theatre idea was not patent-

26

able. Park-In made one last appeal to the U.S. Supreme
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Court, but the high court, on December 5, 1949,27 less than
a year before the Hollingshead patent would have expired,
refused to hear the appeal. As a result, Hollingshead's
hopes of collecting any additional rdyalties for his
drive-in theatre invention were lost.28

Hollingshead estimated years later that he had spent
more than $250,000 in legal fees to fight the patent in-
fringements, but he had collected only about $50,000 in 1li-
censing fees from the 100 or so theatres that he and his
company actually were able to license. But Hollingshead told
his interviewer that he was not embittered by the result.
"It seems a shame that a person who creates and develops a
new idea and goes through a procedure set down by law to
obtain a patent cannot obtain remuneration when his patent
gives everyone else profits," said Hollingshead, who then
added, "If I were not independently fixed, I might feel bit-
ter."29

Hollingshead remained active in Park-In Theatres, al-
though Smith and his two sons, William and V.C., handled the

30 A 1949 advertisement

day-to-day operations of the company.
for the company, which changed its name to the Drive-In
Theatre Service Company after the patent lawsuits, said it
was now offering its "broad experience" in the drive-in
business and claimed that such help "can reduce your
original investment and produce a more profitable

operation."31
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Despite the setbacks, Hollingshead remained interested
in his drive-in invention until his death on May 13, 1975 at

32 He often remarked on

his home in Villanova, Pennsylvania.
the lack of recognition given him for his invention. "There
ought to be an award in the industry for ideas which build

it, like the Oscars," he told a New York Times reporter in
33
L]

1958, adding, "It might stimulate the industry. Hollings-
head did take pleasure in the accomplishments of drive-ins
and the concession business that went with it. In a 1973
interview, he noted that "the drive-in industry is now a
$500 million business and the concessions make about the
same amount.” He also recalled how he was often criticized
by parents who claimed that drive-ins bred immorality. "We
always had a lot of criticism about kids necking,”™ Hollings-
head said, "But I've always said I'd rather see my daughter
in a drive-in than parked in a dark alley somewhere."34
The drive-in inventor also admitted in the interview
that he and his wife, Pauline, still attended the Main Line
Drive-In near their home. When asked what type of movies he
preferred, Hollingshead replied, with a droll laugh, "Well,

I like dirty movies the best."35
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CHAPTER III
GROWING PAINS
A movie mogul famous for his malapropisms was asked in
1950 what he thought of the drive-in theatre industry. His
response: "They are sweeping the couﬁtry like wildflowers."
1 That same year, an annual survey of the motion picture
industry proudly proclaimed of drive-ins: "The exhibition

plant has seen no such expansion since the rise of the nick-

elodeon."2 Even the usually reserved New York Times was mov-

ed to say: "It is no exaggeration to say that the invention
of the drive-in theatre has been, to a great extent, the
salvation of the grassroots motion pix business."3

Whether the drive-in theatre was as popular as nickelo-
deons or was the savior of Hollywood certainly is debatable,
but there is no denying that the drive-in theatre industry
made significant gains after the Second World War. In
1947-1948, one survey listed 191 drive-in theatres in
thirty-six states with Ohio at the top of the list with
thirty-two theatres.4 Two years later, the same annual sur-
vey reported that there were now 1,250 drive-ins, and added
that they were opening at "an average of two a week."5

By 1951 and 1952, the average weekly attendance at
drive-ins grew to approximately four million people and
gross receipts exceeded $300 million, which the surveys said
represented about 20 percent of the gross receipts for the
entire motion picture industry.6 Looked at it another way,

Rodney Luther observed that the public now spent as much on

29
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drive-ins as "it spent on the legitimate theatre, opera,
professional football, hockey, baseball, college football,
horse and dog tracks, and other amateur sports combined.“7

The expansion was not without its problems as some
drive-in operators suddenly found themselves at odds with
public officials in several parts of the country. As far
back as Hollingshead's first drive-in, some people complain-
ed about the excessive noise that came from drive-in loud-
speakers. Others viewed drive-ins as breeding grounds for
immorality. Sometimes there was little drive-in operators
could or wanted to do to solve these problems. Wartime res-
trictions had made it difficult for them to convert from
noisy loudspeakers to an in-car speaker systems. As for the
young lovers, owners often were reluctant to chase away what
represented the majority of their audience.

As drive-in theatres began to expand, public officials
began to complain not only about noise, but also traffic
problems they associated with the theatres. Some communities
sought laws to limit a drive-in theatre's access to major
highways. In January, 1950, for instance, the Huntington,
Long Island Town Board rejected an application for a
drive-in at West Hills Road and Jericho Turnpike because of
its proximity to South Huntington High School and a heavily

8 Still other officials and residents saw

traveled road.
drive-ins as a public nuisance and sought to restrict them

to commercial or industrial zoning districts and away from
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residential areas. Some went even further and tried to keep
drive-in theatres out of their communities completely.

The increase in automobiles and drive-ins after the war
troubled many public officials who worried about acute traf-
fic congestion. J. E. Johnston of the Nebraska Department of
Roads and Irrigation, for one, told a 1949 meeting of the
Institute of Traffic Engineers in Washington, D. C. that
supervisory measures were needed to regulate the movement of
cars in and out of amusement areas like drive-ins.9 In Penn-
sylvania, Col. C. M. Wilhelm, head of the state's highway
department, called for an intensive survey of drive-ins,
particularly to determine "what hazards exist in the areas

nl0 That

where motorists enter and leave the theatre grounds.
same year, the traffic committee of the American Association
of State Highway Officials released recommendations for com-
munities to follow in regulating drive-ins. It suggested
that they should not be located along major state highways
and that traffic officers should be employed to handle
theatre traffic.11
Officials in New York City were quick to recognize
these traffic problems in April, 1950, when they gave the
city's Planning Commission jurisdiction over drive-ins. The
commission wasted little time. In October, it rejected an
application for a drive-in in Brooklyn because of the poten-

tial for serious traffic congestion. Jerry Finkelstein, the

commission chairman, said that the sudden movement of 1,700
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automobiles in and out of the planned drive-in along the
Belt Parkway would cause congestion for many miles. "Traffic
congestion under normal circumstances is bad enough in New
York City without a project that would further aggravate the
situation," Finkelstein said.12
Most communities, however, were slower than New York

City in reacting to drive-in expansion. As the editors of

Theatre Catalog observed in 1949, "the advance of the

drive-in has been so rapid that the clanking machinery of
the law has not been able to keep pace with it."13 Indeed, a
1949 survey prepared by the Planning Advisory Service of the
American Society of Planning Officials found that there was
no consensus among public officials it questioned on how
best to control drive-ins.14
One method was through building codes. In New York
state, for instance, the state's Standard Building Code for
Places of Public Assembly required drive-in exits to be ar-
ranged so lines of incoming and outgoing traffic did not
cross. Movies screens had to be constructed of incombustible
materials and designed to withstand a wind pressure of at
least 25 pounds per square foot. Fire extinguishers were
required to be centrally located in case a parked car caught

15

fire. In Missouri, the state adopted highway-access agree-

ments with drive-in operators, who agreed to build and main-
tain at their own expense "approach roads" from their

theatres to state highways.16
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By far the most popular means of regulating drive-in
theatres was through a zoning ordinance. But, as the Skokie
Amusement Corporation discovered on August 15, 1949, when it
applied for a permit to construct a drive-in in Skokie,
Illinois, this method was far from fair. The corporation had
leased an 18-acre tract of land from the Trust Company of
Chicago. The land was located within an industrial area
previously used as an excavation site in manufacturing
bricks. An electrical products factory, brick manufacturing
plant, large baseball field and riding stable were now sit-
uated adjacent or near the property.

The day after the corporation's application, the Skokie
Village Board of Trustees met and denied the application,
giving no reasons for its action. Three weeks later, the
board met again and this time adopted an amendment to its
zoning ordinance excluding drive-in theatres in industrial
districts.

Both the Chicago bank and the amusement corporation
were outraged by the village board's action and they filed
suit in Cook County Superior Court. They claimed the board's
refusal to allow the drive-in theatre was "arbitrary, capri-
cious and wilful."” The board maintained that under its
police powers it had the right to reject the drive-in appli-
cation and to amend its zoning ordinance. The board also
said it based its decision on "considerations of public wel-

fare, safety, health and morals.”
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The Superior Court disagreed and the village board ap-
pealed to the Illinois Supreme Court, which affirmed the
lower court's decision. It said it was "led to the unescap-
able conclusion that suddenly and without any reasonable
explanation the amendment was adopted for the express pur-
pose of outlawing the proposed theatre, an admittedly lawful
business....We conclude that the passage of the amendment to
the zoning ordinance of the village of Skokie was unreason-
able, arbitrary and had no firm basis in, or relation to,
the public health, morals, safety or public welfare."l7

Skokie was not the only community where drive-in oper-
ators were not welcomed. 1In 1947, the Ohio Court of Appeals
ruled that the village of Wickcliffe, Ohio, could not, by
enacting an emergency ordinance, give retroactive effect to
a pending zoning ordinance that would deprive a property
owner from building a drive-in theatre.18 And, in Brunswick,
New York, the town board passed a zoning ordinance prohibit-
ing the construction of drive-in theatres. When James H.
Connell and James Giordino then purchased land within the
town to build a drive-in, the town board rescinded its first
ordinance and passed a second one listing further restrict-
ions against any drive-ins. Connell and Giordino brought
suit, and the Appellate Division of the New York Supreme
Court held that the board was trying to have the benefits of

a zoning ordinance without its liabilities. "We are there-

fore constrained to hold that the ordinance in question is



35
invalid and an attempt to zone the town against certain
structures without following the requirements of the zoning
statute,” the judges said.19

Each of these cases helped to establish the principle
that a drive-in operator had the right to build a theatre in
a community, and no requirements could be so restrictive
that they kept a person from operating a theatre.

In spite of these zoning difficulties, the drive-in
theatre industry continued to expand rapidly and by 1954,
the U.S. Census Bureau now estimated that there were 3,775
drive-ins, or ozoners as they sometimes were called, around
the country. Texas now led all states with 388 drive-ins,
followed by North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Ohio and
California.20

Anthony Downs attributes the rapid growth of drive-ins
to three factors: the rise in automobile ownership and use;
the high level of general prosperity, which reflected itself
in continuing good times in the entertainment industry; and
the particular features of drive-in theatres.21 During the
war, restrictions on building materials and gasoline ration-
ing restricted both the number of drive-ins and the people
who could attend them. But when restrictions were lifted,
the general public took to the roads in record numbers. Be-
tween 1946 and 1952, motor vehicle registrations increased

by 15.6 millionZ22

percent.23

and gasoline consumption was up 63
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The post-war prosperty also brought with it a populat-
ion migration from cities to developing suburbs.24 In 1960,
the U.S. Census Bureau reported that 112.8 million people
lived in standard metropolitan statistical areas which it
defined as urbanized areas of 50,000 or more people. Of that
number, 54.8 million, an increase of 19.7 million people,
moved to the suburbs in the past decade.25 This population
migration made drive-in operators happy since most of their
theatres already were located in outlying areas because of
the 15 to 20 acres of land they needed. The operators found
land in these outlying areas was cheaper, damage to their
physical plant was minimal and high concession sales were
possible.26

At the same time that drive-ins were expanding, the
television industry also was developing quickly. Commercial
television operations began July 1, 1941, but a wartime fre-
eze on stations and receiving sets was imposed the following
year. Six of the ten original TV stations remained on the
air during the next three years, but broadcast only about
four hours a week to about 7,000 TV sets in existence. The
freeze was lifted in 1945, and by 1947, sales of TV sets
began to soar. Television applications began to flood into
the Federal Communications Commission, the federal agency
charged with regulating the broadcasting industry. In 1948,

the commission ordered a freeze on applications until a log-

ical system of station assignments could be worked out. The
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freeze originally was supposed to last six to nine months,
but it ended up being in effect for forty-two months, or,
until April 14, 1952, when the FCC lifted it and again began
processing new station applications.27

During the TV freeze, drive-in constructions surpassed
the 3,000 mark with at least two new ones reported opening
every week.28 One reason for this is that until the TV
freeze was lifted in 1952, most TV stations were located in
the northeastern section of the country. These stations re-
presented more competition to conventional downtown theatres
than to drive-ins. As a result, in communities where few TV
stations existed, the drive-in theatre was often considered
the main attraction in town. A 1957 motion picture survey
showed that in New England the number of drive-ins had in-
creased by 139 between 1948 and 1954, but 645 were built in
the South Atlantic states and 459 in Arkansas, Louisiana,
Oklahoma and Texas during the same time span.29

The expansion of the drive-in theatre industry attract-
ed hundreds of entrepreneurs from around the country who
were drawn into the business by the tremendous profit poten-
tial that seemed to exist. One report in 1951 estimated that
yearly profits of successful drive-ins sometimes reached 30
percent of invested capital, and significant numbers of
drive-ins were earning net profits of 15 to 20 percent.30

The drive-in expansion also was not limited to the

United States. By 1950, forty drive-ins were operating in
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the Canadian provinces of Ontario, Alberta and British

31

Columbia. A year earlier, the first Mexican drive-in, a

650-car theatre, opened in Ciudad Juarez and showed both
U.S. and Mexican films three times a hight.32 Even members
of the Associated British Picture Corporation discussed
drive-ins at their 1949 meeting. They viewed them as insur-
ance against boxoffice losses in the summer.33
With the drive-in expansion, a number of audience stud-
ies were being done to find out exactly who was being at-
tracted to the theatres. One of the earliest found that the
privacy of sitting in one's car was "unquestionably respons-
ible" for drawing a large portion of the people who normally
would not attend regular movie theatres. 1In this category,
the study said, were families with young children; old, in-
firm or overweight people who were uncomfortable in convent-
ional theatre seats; lovers who wanted relative privacy and
movies too; and workers and their wives who did not want to
dress up to go to the movies.34
Of all the studies that were done, Rodney Luther and
his assistants probably conducted the most scientific one.35
In August and September, 1949, they set out to discover the
characteristics of an average drive-in audience by inter-
viewing 1,624 people at five suburban drive-ins in metro-
politan Minneapolis-St. Paul. They discovered that drive-ins

were not drawing most of their audience from "regular

theatre" fans, but instead, they attracted a new type of
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moviegoer. Luther and his assistants found that 55 percent
of the cars they surveyed contained family groups and the
average patron traveled a total of fifteen miles in driving
to and from the theatre. They also found at least half of
the audience attended a drive-in most of the time and
one-third said they attended no other type of theatre in the
summer. One-half of the patrons had not attended a drive-in
before 1949.

Luther concluded that drive-in theatres offered a type
of entertainment which "is considered by patrons to be more
of a supplement to, than a substitute for, the entertainment
offered by conventional theatres."” He said the future of
drive-ins seemed comparatively bright since "drive-ins
achieved their present status with largely subsequent-run
product offerings; it seems apparent that they can progress
considerably further if given first and second-run

n36 At least one major movie company survey at the

products.
time supported Luther's findings, concluding that, "by and
large, the majority of people attending drive-ins are not

those attending regular theatres."37

A later study of nearly
10,000 individuals who attended drive-ins found that the
audience was noticeably different from the general populat-
ion. The study noted that drive-in audiences generally had
"better jobs, higher incomes, more education, more children,
more home ownership, more cars, more major appliances and

. 8
more conven1ences."3
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All of this optimism about drive-ins also brought with
it talk about larger structures, and of drive-ins becoming
part of elaborate entertainment and recreational centers in
the future. 1In 1950, architect Lewis Eugene Wilson unveiled
drawings for a four-way drive-in, with a screen in each
corner of a rectangular plot and a three-level concession
building in the center.39 George Petersen, a drive-in con-
sultant and designer, suggested in 1952 that drive-ins of
the future might be built in connection with dance floors,
swimming pools, ice skating rinks, cocktail lounges, restau-
rants and other popular forms of entertainment.40

Wallace Agey went even further. He proposed that future
drive-ins would be incorporated with a shopping center and
recreational facilities such as a swimming pool and tennis
courts and the entire facility would be housed in a covered,
two-story structure. "The roofed drive-in could operate from
noon to midnight, and in all weather," said Agey, a
vice-president of sales for the Drive-In Theatre Manufactur-
ing Company. Such a structure, Agey estimated, would cost
between $3 and $4 million to build, exclusive of the land,
and would be feasible in areas of a concentrated population
of 500,000 or more people.41

Amid all this talk about expansion and the future of
the drive-in theatre, however, regular theatre owners were

watching their own businesses go into a nosedive. Part of

the reason was the court-ordered breakup of the motion pic-
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ture industry. Rather than sell their theatres to indepen-
dent operators, some motion picture studios simply closed
their conventional theatres. Between 1948 and 1954, the U.S.
Census Bureau estimated that regular movie theatres declined
from 17,689 to 14,761, or 17 percent of the regular theatre
establishments.42 One report argued that downtown theatres
were being closed because they simply had outlived their
usefulness. "Their acoustics are poor, their Byzantine ele-
gance is out of place, and their overhead is out of sight,"
the report said, adding, "Perhaps here is the place for
euthanasia, where in the blaze of civic glory, the hallowed
ground might be dedicated to a parking lot:."43

By the early 1950s, the message to regular theatre own-
ers who remained in business was clear: if they did not
start operating their own drive-ins, they might end up out
of business. One exhibition association advised its members
"to get in there yourself and keep the operation of
drive-ins, as far as possible, in the regular theatre hands
rather than in the hands of people who don't know how or

where to buy a reel of film."44
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