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Executive Summary
For nearly two decades, the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT) Cultural Resources Unit
(CRU) has been documenting, evaluating and preserving its collection of early historic roadside
development properties in fulfillment of its responsibility to balance the state’s transportation needs with
the stewardship of significant cultural resources. The first steps toward this effort began in 1998, when
the MNDOT CRU completed Historic Roadside Development Structures of Minnesota Trunk Highways
(Granger et al. 1998), a study that documented and evaluated the state’s roadside properties established
between 1920 and 1960. Since then, that study has aided the MnDOT CRU in identifying, evaluating and
preserving historic roadside properties pursuant to its responsibilities under the Minnesota Historic Sites
Act, the Minnesota Field Archaeology Act, and Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of
1966, as amended, when acting on the behalf of the Federal Highway Administration to review federally
funded state and local projects.
Recognizing the need to update the context study and to bring forward the period during which properties
may be considered historic, the MnDOT CRU commissioned Stark Preservation Planning LLC to conduct
this study, continuing its efforts to identify and evaluate the state’s trunk highway roadside properties.
Specifically, this study provides:
x Historic contexts for Minnesota roadside properties developed between 1950 and 1975;
x A statewide inventory of known roadside properties within the context’s temporal range;
x Registration requirements for listing those properties in the National Register of Historic Places
(NRHP);
x Re-evaluation of NRHP eligibility for properties built between 1950 and 1975 recorded in the 1998
context study; and
x Evaluation of a limited sample of newly documented roadside properties constructed between
1950 and 1975.
William E. Stark, M.A., of Stark Preservation Planning LLC served as Principal Investigator. Andrea Pizza,
Ph.D., of Deco Cultural Services LLC, served as project historian.
The following findings are the result of the application of the historic contexts and registration
requirements developed for this study. A complete summary of the findings is provided in Appendix A.
x Five properties previously recorded as eligible for NRHP listing were found to not meet the revised
registration requirements and are recommended as not eligible.
x One previously recorded property was found not eligible within the 1950-1975 context, but
remained eligible for its federal relief era associations.
x One property previously recorded as eligible for NRHP listing was found to meet the revised
registration requirements and is recommended as eligible.
x One property previously recorded as not eligible for NRHP listing was found to meet the revised
registration requirements, but is under 50 years of age and does not meet Criteria Consideration
G guidelines for exceptional significance.
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No newly recorded properties are eligible for NRHP listing. Three newly recorded properties,
however meet revised registration requirements, but are under 50 years of age and do not meet
Criteria Consideration G guidelines for exceptional significance.
One property previously recorded as not eligible for NRHP listing was found not eligible under the
revised registration requirements for roadside properties. An associated historical marker,
however, was found individually eligible as an object.

Recommendations for future treatment and investigation are as follow:
x Manage NRHP-eligible roadside properties as historic resources, conducting rehabilitation and
repair work in accordance with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards;
x Survey and evaluate the 122 unevaluated roadside properties constructed between 1950 and
1975 and currently within the database of the MnDOT Office of Environmental Services, Site
Development Unit, using the registration requirements established in this study; and
x Re-assess the integrity of properties found to be significant but not meeting Criteria Consideration
G standards for exceptional significance as those properties reach the 50-year threshold.
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1.0

Introduction and Background

The Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT) Cultural Resources Unit (CRU) has the
responsibility of balancing the state’s transportation needs with the stewardship of significant cultural
resources. Toward this mission, the MnDOT CRU reviews state-funded MnDOT projects pursuant to the
Minnesota Historic Sites Act and the Minnesota Field Archaeology Act and acts on the behalf of the
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) to review federally funded state and local projects pursuant to
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended. In order to streamline the
many resources and types of resources encountered in the undertaking of the state’s transportation
projects, the CRU has developed several studies to help streamline the evaluation process for commonly
occurring properties, including bridges, farms, and railroads. Roadside properties are among the resources
receiving special attention.
For nearly two decades, MnDOT has been documenting, evaluating and preserving its collection of early
historic roadside development structures. In 1998, MnDOT CRU commissioned Gemini Research to
complete its first study and evaluation of historic roadside properties, Historic Roadside Development
Structures of Minnesota Trunk Highways (Granger et al. 1998). This comprehensive investigation included
an inventory of all roadside properties on current MnDOT right-of-way containing pre-1961 standing
structures, as well as context development and National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) evaluation
criteria for the property type and period. Of the 102 properties included in the inventory, the study
concluded that 51 individual properties and one historic district met registration criteria. At the time,
properties constructed during the 1950s were not yet 50 years of age, and therefore while they were
evaluated under the registration requirements established by the study, none from this period were yet
considered historic.
The 1998 study was followed by a Supplement investigation in 2005 which added eight additional
properties to the of historic roadside development structures inventory, bringing the total to 110 sites
(Granger et al. 2005). In addition to adding these eight properties, the investigators updated the original
report with further information and corrections. Further, properties dating between 1950 and 1955 that
had reached 50 years of age and met the registration requirements were considered eligible. Additional
corrections and changes were made to the Supplement in November 2006 and August 2008.
This study builds on and supersedes the previous investigation by providing: 1) historic contexts for
Minnesota roadside properties developed between 1950 and 1975; 2) a listing of known roadside
properties within the context’s temporal range; and 3) registration requirements for listing those
properties in the NRHP. Evaluations for NRHP eligibility were completed for a limited set of resources to
provide MnDOT with both a test of the proposed evaluation criteria and a useful tool in the management
of these potential historic properties. Particular attention was given to those properties that were
documented in the earlier Gemini study but were unevaluated or found not eligible because the property
did not meet the 50-year threshold.

Historic Context and Evaluation Study
Minnesota Trunk Highway Roadside Properties
1950-1975

Page 1

William E. Stark, M.A., of Stark Preservation Planning LLC served as Principal Investigator. Andrea C. Pizza,
Ph.D., of Deco Cultural Services LLC, served as project historian and is credited with the development of
the historic context.
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2.0

Objectives and Methods

2.1

OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this study are to assist MnDOT in its responsibility for management of historic resources
by providing a historic context for Minnesota roadside properties during the post-World War II era
through 1975, to identify the properties that fall within this category and time period, and to provide
criteria by which these properties will best be evaluated for NRHP eligibility within this statewide context.
The study is intended to serve as a launching point for further investigation and evaluation of the state’s
roadside property resources. Each facet of the study was conducted in accordance with The Secretary of
the Interiors’ Standards and Guidelines for Archeology and Historic Preservation [48 Federal Register
44716-44760] (National Park Service [NPS] 1983).

2.2

DEFINITION OF ROADSIDE PROPERTIES

The responsibilities of the MnDOT (previously Minnesota Highway Department) Site Development Unit
(formerly Section on Roadside Development and Roadside Development Division) have historically
encompassed a broad range of highway activities, including beautification, plantings, and erosion control,
as well as developing and maintaining waysides. It is the latter aspect of roadside development that is the
focus of this study. Waysides are synonymous with turnouts, wayside rests, roadside parking areas, scenic
overlooks, rest stops, rest areas, safety rest areas, or any other type of developed location that offers
respite to automobile travelers. Their range of development varies widely from simple graveled turnouts
with no amenities to fully developed tourist information center complexes. The terminology used also
varied over periods of time. MnDOT typically uses the term “rest area” for those properties with toilet
facilities, and “wayside” for those without. While the full range of property types were considered within
this context and evaluation, consistent with previous studies, those sites with buildings (e.g. toilet
buildings) and/or structures (e.g. picnic shelters, retaining walls, tables, etc.) were given the greatest
emphasis and consideration for NRHP evaluation. Other unit types, such as truck weigh stations, dump
stations and highway maintenance facilities were not considered within this investigation.
MnDOT began categorizing its roadside properties pursuant to the Outdoor Recreation Act of 1975,
assigning designations of Class I, Class II, Class III and Class IV to each type of rest area. These designations
are still in use, and are valuable ways in which to understand the range of complex amenities within the
collection of roadside properties. MnDOT currently defines their rest areas as follows.
x

Class I rest areas are typically 15- to 30-acre sites operated 24 hours per day and offer flush toilets,
drinking fountains, display case maps, travel displays, vending machines, and public telephones.
Other amenities include picnic facilities, lighted walkways and parking areas. Many also operate
as travel information centers and regional welcome centers. Currently, MnDOT operates 29 Class
I rest areas on the Interstate Highway system, and 14 on the Trunk Highway system.
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2.3

x

Class II rest areas are on sites ranging from five to 15 acres and offer separate men and women
vault toilet facilities, picnic areas, paved parking lots and other site amenities. MnDOT operates
24 seasonally operated Class II rest areas on non-Interstate highways.

x

Class III rest areas are seasonally operated on sites ranging from one to five acres and feature
unisex vault or pit toilets, picnic facilities, walkways and other site amenities. Of the 13 Class III
rest areas, some have paved parking lots, water wells and historic or interpretive displays.

x

Class IV wayside rests do not have toilet facilities but typically offer scenic views, historical
markers, interpretive information or other points of interest on one- to five-acre sites. MnDOT
operates over 180 of this type of rest area (MnDOT, Types of Rest Areas:
http://www.dot.state.mn.us/restareas/types.html).

HISTORIC CONTEXT DEVELOPMENT METHODS

To obtain information used in the preparation of detailed historic contexts, intensive research was
conducted using primary and secondary sources held at the Minnesota Historical Society, the MnDOT
library, the MnDOT Site Development Unit office, the University of Minnesota, various public libraries,
and online, as well as Rest for the Weary: Safety Rest Areas as Cultural Landscapes, a master’s thesis on
interstate safety rest areas written and provided by Joanna Dowling. Secondary sources were examined
for the more general aspects of the context, such as post-World War II automobile tourism and highway
development; highway safety, beautification, and heritage; and the evolution of the interstate. Various
proceedings and reports by the Highway Research Board were particularly useful in furnishing information
on the growing awareness of the need for highway rest areas, their relationship to highway safety,
guidelines for their development, and national concepts of the ideal highway. AASHO policies for rest
areas specific to the interstate system, along with landscaping guidelines, additionally contributed to this
national framework. The ways in which the guidelines and concepts were carried out by individual states,
as well as information on trends in roadside development, was garnered through a review of the annual
proceedings of the Short Course on Roadside Development for the years 1951-1971. Online sources were
consulted for information on, among other topics, the history of rest areas and roadside parks, the
roadside marker programs of various states, and highway construction statistics.
With regard to Minnesota specifically, the contexts relied heavily on two resources to identify the specific
plans and activities of the Roadside Development Division between 1950 and 1975: issues of Minnesota
Highways, which was the newsletter of the MHD, and the records of the Roadside Development Division,
which are now held at the office of the Site Development Unit. Supplemental information was obtained
through the Short Course on Roadside Development proceedings, plans for rest area construction and
images of brochures provided by the Site Development Unit, the original context study Historic Roadside
Development Structures on Minnesota Trunk Highways, and period newspaper and journal articles.
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2.4

PROPERTY IDENTIFICATION METHODS

The MnDOT Site Development Unit maintains a database of roadside properties currently owned and
operated by MnDOT, as well as those owned by MnDOT but operated by another entity, such as another
state agency or a municipality. It includes rest areas with and without buildings. It does not include rest
areas and waysides that were formerly owned by MnDOT but have since been conveyed as part of a
highway turn-back or simply conveyed as an independent parcel.
MnDOT retains both electronic and hard copy file information related to many but not all of these sites,
sometimes including original and later plans, photographs, and correspondence. Stark was given access
to both paper and electronic files, and was provided with a listing of roadside properties in the MnDOT
inventory. The Site Development Unit was able to provide construction dates of the current buildings for
most of the Class I, II and III properties (over 90 post-date 1949). The dates provided in the database,
however, do not fully account for the complete historical record of roadside properties constructed
between 1950 and 1975, since many buildings in rest areas have been demolished, reconstructed, and
assigned new construction dates. A more careful review of the paper and electronic files provided better
information for a more complete picture of the historical record.
For the Class IV roadside properties, Stark was provided with a list of nearly 180 sites. MnDOT has no
official record of the construction dates for this level of roadside property. After eliminating those rest
areas and waysides recorded in the previous study (Granger et al. 1998 and 2005), the remaining
properties were more closely examined to determine which were built within the time period. Because
few Class IV roadside properties included original plans or other documentation of their origins, this did
not narrow the field much. Instead, a published document on file in the Site Development Unit’s general
files entitled “Minnesota Safety Rest Areas,” dated April 1975, provided a complete inventory of the
state’s 337 safety rest areas at that time, arranged in order by highway number (state, U.S., and
interstate). Each rest area was located by a descriptive proximity on its highway (e.g. “2 miles west of
Lanesboro,” or “at Ortonville”). The 1975 list was correlated to the listing provided by the Site
Development Unit, which also typically uses similar location descriptors. The 1975 listing provided further
information on the construction dates of known roadside properties by verifying that they were extant by
1975. After excluding the properties that were documented by Granger et al. as constructed before 1950,
the inventory could be compiled with confidence that it represents those roadside properties currently
within the MnDOT system and constructed between 1950 and 1975, assuming that the earlier study
captured the complete set of pre-1950 properties.
Many sites listed in the 1975 inventory do not correlate to current MnDOT roadside properties. There
may be several reasons for this, including removal of the rest area due to road realignment or
reconstruction; the transfer of the roadside property to another state or local agency; the transfer of the
roadway from a state road (trunk highway) to a local road (e.g. county road); or the site is a minor turnout
or single historical marker that is unrecorded in the MnDOT database.
Further investigation of the properties appearing on the 1975 inventory but not in current MnDOT
databases was undertaken by searching current online aerial maps, such as Google Maps or Google Earth,
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using the locational information provided in the brochure. This search helped to determine whether other
potentially historic roadside properties not currently owned by MnDOT are still extant. Thirty-six roadside
properties that appear to be extant but are no longer in the MnDOT databases could be identified with
relative confidence based on the remote mapping method. Ninety-seven former MnDOT rest areas could
not be located with strong confidence using this method, most of which are likely no longer extant. For
some, it is apparent that highway expansion or realignment was the cause. Because the principal purpose
of this investigation is to identify roadside properties along current Minnesota trunk highways with
potential for historical significance, the omission of non-extant properties, properties on non-trunk
highways or no longer owned by MnDOT, and properties with only minor elements is permissible. An
annotated listing of extant or possibly extant properties potentially constructed between 1950 and 1975
that are not part of the MnDOT rest area system is provided in Appendix B.
Minnesota historical property markers are often placed within roadside properties on state highways, as
well as other public sites. The historical marker program was documented in History Along the Highways:
An Official Guide to Minnesota State Markers and Monuments (Holmquist, Holbert and Perry 1967) and
later supplemented in 1973 (Kidder and Matson 1973). The markers recorded in these studies were
reviewed to determine which were erected during the study period, and which were placed on state
highways. Because historical markers were not necessarily part of a larger roadside property, the
identified markers were correlated to the 1975 listing of rest areas. Those which appeared to be part of
one of the named rest areas, based on similar location information, were added to the inventory, if not
already included.

2.5

LIMITATIONS

2.5.1 Interstate Highway Exemption
In 2006, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation approved an exemption to relieve federal agencies
from taking into account the effects of their undertakings on the Interstate Highway System. The
exemption released the federal agencies from the responsibilities of Section 106 with regard to the
Interstate System with the exception of historic components identified at the time of the exemption. No
further identification or evaluation of components related to the Interstate System, including rest areas,
would be required. Since no Minnesota rest areas were identified in the exemption, Minnesota’s
interstate rest areas are effectively excluded from the NRHP evaluation process by the FHWA, or by
MnDOT when acting on behalf of the FHWA.
The period encompassed within this context study coincides with the period of Minnesota’s principal
interstate planning, development and construction, which included significant attention to interstate rest
areas. The planning and construction of interstate rest areas occupied significant, although not exclusive,
work of the Roadside Development Division, and influenced the design of non-interstate rest areas.
Because of this influence, the interstate rest areas were incorporated into the narrative of the historic
context; however, those resources were not encompassed within the survey portion of the study.
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2.5.2 Survey and Evaluation
The scope of this project encompassed limited field survey and evaluation work. Previously inventoried
roadside properties identified in the earlier studies (Granger et al. 1998 and 2005) which were constructed
or significantly rehabilitated between 1950 and 1975 were re-evaluated using the revised eligibility
requirements based on the previous description and historical background. In those cases where a
determination could not be made based on the documented information, field investigations were
conducted. A sample of 12 previously undocumented roadside properties identified within this study were
recorded and evaluated as test cases for the recommended evaluation criteria.
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3.0

Historic Contexts

3.1

ON THE ROAD AGAIN: THE POST-WORLD WAR II GOLDEN AGE OF HIGHWAYS, 1945-EARLY
1970S

During U.S. involvement in World War II, the conversion of civilian motor vehicle production facilities to
manufacture military jeeps, tanks, and airplanes, the rationing of gasoline, and a rubber shortage caused
by the Japanese occupation of Indonesia resulted in heavy restrictions on driving. U.S. highway traffic
became scarcer as citizens responded to the conservation needs engendered by the war and turned
primarily to railroads to serve their travel and freight traffic needs (Davidson and Sweeney 2003:191-192;
Young and Young 2010:723-724; Marcotte 2012). As Americans got back on the highway after the war’s
end, significant increases occurred in two types of long-distance traffic: tourism and trucking.
Trucking had gained significant ground in freight transportation during the 1930s, after innovations such
as truck-specific chassis and bodies, the 18-wheel tractor-trailer, and pneumatic tires had increased the
freight and speed capacity of motor trucks, as well as their long-distance performance. These innovations,
combined with a shift to truck-friendly highway design, the expansion of the nation’s highway system, and
the resultant increasing efficiency and convenience of trucking, led growing numbers of freight shippers
to turn to trucks over trains (Jakle and Sculle 2008:166-171; Young and Young 2010:723). This trend
resumed in earnest after the war, and more so beginning in the 1950s, after full-scale production for the
civilian sector returned, and new models could be manufactured (Read 2001:6-8).
In a similar vein, a growing national trend toward using the automobile for leisure travel had been
truncated by the war. While combat was occurring, however, the groundwork was being laid for an
unprecedented level of automobile tourism to follow. In addition to creating general restlessness in a
population that was prohibited from leisure trips by car for nearly four years, the war returned the means
for purchasing cars and taking recreational trips to much of that population by restoring financial stability
to the country (Jakle 1985:185). With, therefore, the conclusion of the war, the proverbial dam broke,
flooding the nation’s highways with leisure travelers. In the subsequent two and a half decades, the
automobile was uncontested as the overall preferred choice for recreational travel in the U.S; as early as
1950, a Saturday Evening Post survey found that cars were used for eighty percent of long-distance
recreational trips in the country (Jakle 1985:186; Kaszynski 2000:137; Davidson and Sweeney 2003:234).
Three years later, the United States Bureau of Public Roads raised that statistic to 83 percent (Jakle
1985:186).
Beyond the “freedom of action and a sense of self-sufficiency” (Jakle 1985:184) cars afforded for traveling,
the primacy of the car in recreational transportation during the post-war era was intertwined with societal
changes that encouraged automobile use. The first of these was a national movement during the late
1940s and early 1950s toward providing workers with not only paid vacation time, but also longer periods
of vacation time based on shorter periods of service. The result was that extended travel schedules and
distances could be achieved using a car without incurring a loss of income. A second change was the
glamorization of a nuclear family ideal, consisting of a husband, wife, and children, and the associated
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nationwide traditionalizing of the family vacation. A large car could accommodate the increasingly large
families of the Baby Boom era, yet keep travel costs manageable. Thirdly, an upswell in patriotism
fostered by and carried over from the war effort was an impetus to automobile travel; Americans, whether
or not they were traveling as a family unit, wanted to immerse themselves in America, and planes and
trains were unlikely to make stops to view the country’s heritage and “frontier” sites, its architectural
marvels and novelties, or each region’s natural wonders and subtleties (Jakle 1985; Rugh 2008). Assisting
these societal changes in promoting car usage were physical changes in cars. Once car manufacturers
were able to not only reverse wartime conversion of their plants, but also update them for the production
of new models beginning in the late 1940s, cars were made larger, faster, more powerful, more
comfortable, easier to operate, and with greater fuel capacity (Kaszynski 2000:146, 151; Davidson and
Sweeney 2003:234; Rugh 2008:19-21).
As long-distance automobile and truck traffic exponentially increased on U.S. highways, so did congestion,
to the extent that although vehicles had the capability for driving farther distances without stopping and
at a faster rate, cross-country travel took longer than it had before the war, much to the frustration of
American drivers. The insufficiency of the highway system was due not only to the sheer numbers of
vehicles on the road, but also to its obsolescence. Highways in the pre-war era, which were of primarily
the two-lane variety, were built for smaller, fewer, and slower cars, and to give those cars unlimited on
and off access to the roadside. With more cars slowing at or entering from random points based on the
goals and whims of their owners, traffic flow and safety were seriously compromised (Kaszynski 2000:161162; Jakle and Sculle 2008:147). In the decade after the war, however, neither the funding nor the luxury
of waiting for a limited-access, express highway system was available, and so the pre-war highways had
to be driven. Modernization, therefore, of these corridors through rebuilding, resurfacing, realignment,
and widening was a priority during that approximately ten-year period, marking the first phase in a steady
evolution of improvements and augmentations to the U.S. highway system (Federal Works Agency, Public
Roads Administration 1945-1947; United States Department of Commerce, Bureau of Public Roads 19481955; Seely 1987:193-195). The superlative of this evolution was the building of the interstate system,
which began under federal auspices in 1956 and had laid down over 37,000 miles of new freeway by the
end of 1975 (publicpurpose.com 1994-2005).
While the construction of so many miles of new interstate highway was accomplished quickly from a
relative perspective, it still took several years, causing non-interstate highways to remain the primary
option for long-distance travel for some time after 1956. In Minnesota, for example, the first miles of
interstate highway were not finished until August of 1958, and these made up only an 8.3-mile stretch of
Interstate 35 between Owatonna and Medford; Interstate 94 wasn’t begun in the state until 1960, during
which year approximately ¾-mile of the highway was completed (Larson 1958:2; Katz 2009:47, 94). In
1965, Minnesota Highways, the newsletter of the Minnesota Highway Department (MHD) noted, “Present
traffic estimates predict that the Interstate routes will carry 20 percent of all highway traffic. This will still
leave the highest percentage of traffic on our regular trunk highways” (MHD 1965:3). Trunk highways
carried the majority of highway traffic into 1970, and in fact continue to do so today (Cox and Love 1996:47; American Road & Transportation Builders Association 2015).
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Although by 1975 the majority of the interstate system was in place to alleviate the crises that had been
caused by the consistent escalation in motor vehicles on the highways since World War II, shifting patterns
of leisure travel had created a reversal of that escalation. A number of changes in the social, political, and
economic fabric of the United States conspired to bring the halcyon days of automobile tourism to a close
along with the 1960s. Family vacations, for example, took a downturn as “the nuclear family lost its
cachet. More middle-class Americans could afford to travel to Europe, and a new generation rebelled
against the authority of their parents” (Rugh 2008:4). Growing environmental awareness led to
disillusionment with the automobile, as “the country’s car culture was blamed for being the chief cause
of air pollution, blighting the landscape with gaudy highway billboards, scarring neighborhoods and
gobbling up farmland” (Kaszynski 2000:188). In 1973, the oil embargo imposed on the United States had
severe impacts on the availability and price of gasoline and led to the implementation of lower speed
limits on state and interstate highways, while a coinciding recession meant less money to be spent on
leisure travel (Kaszynski 2000:190; Rugh 2008:4). While the popularity heights of automobile tourism
were in the nation’s rear view mirror, three principles tied to the highway travel of that era had rendered
their effects on U.S. roadside development: safety, beautification, and national heritage. These are
discussed more fully in the contexts to follow.

3.2

BUILT FOR SPEED: HIGHWAY SAFETY AND ROADSIDE DEVELOPMENT IN THE POST-WAR ERA

When World War II ended, one of the primary reasons for attending to existing highways before
constructing the interstate system was the issue of safety. The two-lane highways built before the war
had not been designed for the future, and the number of accidents that occurred as the drivers of larger,
faster, and more cars encountered sharp curves or narrow bridges and lanes, challenged speed limits for
which highways were intended, or attempted to share the road with semi-trucks, quickly rendered
highway safety a national priority (Kaszynski 2000:162; Jakle and Sculle 2008:172; Swift 2011:149).
Highway accidents, however, were not caused solely by increased size and speed, but also by distance.
As improvements in motor vehicles allowed travel for more miles with fewer stops, drivers pushed their
physical limits, leading to fatigue and attendant inattentiveness. Ironically, making highway driving safer
by eliminating congestion and curves contributed to this particular hazard, as can be extrapolated from
mid twentieth-century articles on driving turnpikes. These warned of “the ’false sense of security’ induced
by long, straight roads and reduced traffic volume . . . a fluidity of movement defying the friction that kept
motorists alert . . . [and] ‘the engine—and on some roads the whump-whump of the wheels over paving
joints—purr[ing one] into drowsiness’” (Jakle and Sculle 2008:159).
Perhaps the most salient effects of this concern on roadside development between 1950 and the mid
1970s were interstate safety rest areas. Intended to provide for emergency stopping and short-term rest,
interstate safety rest areas included and continue to include “freeway type entrance and exit connections,
parking areas, benches and tables and . . . toilets and water supply, where proper maintenance and
supervision are assured” (American Association of State Highway Officials [AASHO] 1958:7). The greater
sizes of these rest areas, which were built to accommodate traffic levels projected for 1975, and their
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frequent inclusion of exaggerated or programmatic architecture (Gebhard 2001; restareahistory.org
2008-2015a) resulted, on the whole, in a conspicuous addition to the roadside landscape.
The idea, however, of locations for automobile travelers to stop and rest as a safety measure was in place
and implemented on highway roadsides well in advance of the interstate system; the country’s first
roadside park was established sometime during either the late 1910s or late 1920s, depending on
interpretation, and construction of roadside parks and other wayside rests, such as scenic overlooks or
interpretive marker sites, was a regular component of federal relief-programs during the 1930s
(restareahistory.org 2008-2015b; King 2011). In 1943, the Highway Research Board (HRB) Roadside
Development Committee (RDC) defined “Safety” as an element of the “Complete Highway” to include
“ample opportunity to leave the traveled way quickly and safely in emergencies [along with] turnout areas
for rest and relaxation” (HRB 1966:1-2).
At the beginning of the 1950s, most highways did not fit the bill in that regard. A 1949 presentation by
the HRB’s Subcommittee on Parking Turnouts and Rest Areas indicated that only 16 states were then
considering statewide systems of rest areas and turnouts, and that those rest areas and turnouts then in
existence were largely of insufficient quality and quantity to meet the needs of the expanded motoring
public (Gordon 1950:67-68). As highway departments sought to remedy these deficiencies, the addition
of new wayside rests was carried out to varying extents throughout the U.S. during the early to mid 1950s.
The Wisconsin Highway Department, for example, constructed 40 historical marker turnouts along its
trunk highways during this period (Williams 1957:159), while the Arizona Highway Department, which had
previously devoted relatively few resources to roadside development because beautification through
introduced vegetation was cost-prohibitive in an arid climate, added 80 roadside parks along its highways
between 1953 and 1956, with approximately 35 of them being completed in 1956 alone (Earley 1957:126).
The continued development of wayside rests during the early to mid to late 1950s was attributable to a
combination of public demand and growing awareness on the part of state highway departments and
governments of their benefits. While the public had initially appreciated the installation of roadside picnic
tables as a thoughtful gesture by highway departments (American Road Builder 1957:26), by the early
1950s, having rest stops available along state highways had become an expectation. At that time, a survey
of officials in states east of the Mississippi resulted in the finding that “the traveling public has come to
expect more of our highway systems than merely a good route for vehicle travel. They expect, with some
justification, provisions for comfort, rest, and a little recreation as well” (Tobey 1952:35), while the Ohio
State Highway Department reported that “communities which have no roadside parks close by clamor to
have one built” (Garmhausen 1952:41).
Often leading the charge in the “clamoring” throughout the country during this period were civic
organizations or local governments, who often provided land, maintenance personnel, or other support
to make possible the approval and construction by highway departments of roadside parks, marker
turnouts, or other wayside rests in requested locations (Sayers 1954:3). In Ohio, for example, state law
prohibited the highway department from purchasing lands for roadside parks (Faben 1952:50), but the
Garden Club of Ohio obtained lands through purchase or donation to give to the state for the
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establishment of roadside Honor Parks along the Blue Star Memorial Highway (U.S. Highways 22 and 40).
Supervision “of the general location and planting of these memorial sites,” which occurred as roadside
parks or turnouts with markers and plantings, was carried out by the state highway department “to insure
competent landscape design, maximum highway safety, and continued maintenance” (Mehl 1952:40),
and this pattern of cooperation was replicated along Blue Star highways throughout the country (Mehl
1952). In another case, the Delaware Department of Highways “received considerable aid from Civic
groups, local towns, and Garden Clubs” in its highway beautification efforts, and “Civic Associations and
Service Clubs [took] active interest” in establishing picnic areas on the roads to the state’s oceanfront
(Simpson 1957:135).
The assistance of these groups was welcomed by the nation’s highway departments, as information on
the importance of and desire for safety rests was being conveyed and reinforced at a level that had not
been generated when fewer cars and slower speeds were in play. In a 1953 California Chamber of
Commerce publication, for example, a then-state senator asked:
How would you and your family like to be able to pull off the highways in safety while
motoring, to eat a picnic lunch, enjoy a smoke, or relax for a few minutes to ease the
strain of driving? Or you, Mr. Truck Driver, to find turnouts along the highway, have a
smoke, and rest from the grind of tooling that large and heavy truck? Wouldn’t it add
greatly to your own safety and the safety of the millions of motorists that use the
highways? [quoted in Simonson 1954:28]
In addition to public media, the annual national conference, Short Course on Roadside Development,
which brought together state highway personnel to address current issues in the theory and practice of
roadside development, relevant studies and associated presentations and publications by the HRB (e.g.,
Gordon 1950, 1952), and real-world observations of human activity and its results along state highways
showed state highway departments that regular wayside rests were a necessity; not only did they provide
for rest, they also decreased the instances of automobile travelers getting out of their cars at random
points. As such, they reduced fatalities, property damage, fires, and the spread of litter, all of which placed
some form of burden on the state. As in Ohio, however, many state highway departments did not have
funding for the purchase or development of roadside parks, which meant that their highway departments
frequently cooperated with interested civic groups or local governments to develop wayside rests (Faben
1952:50; Prophet 1957:4; Brooks 2013; Graff 2013). These took on varying forms and facilities, depending
on the physical and financial resources available.
In 1956, the Federal-Aid Highway Act of that year provided for interstate safety rest areas to be federally
funded on the same basis as the roads themselves, but intensive roadside development was not
immediately generated along that system. No provision had been established for building wayside rests
in conjunction with the roadways, thus site selection, land acquisition, and design for interstate rest areas
generally was in process during or came after highway construction. In addition, the Bureau of Public
Roads altered the funding policy in 1959, the same year that the country’s first interstate safety rest area
opened in Ohio. Under the new policy, only the purchase of lands and construction of rest-area roadways
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and parking areas would be federally funded, leaving each state to pay for the buildings, structures, and
remaining infrastructure. Thus, interstate rest areas were slow to progress during the early 1960s, with
some states opting to focus on siting, planning, and the construction of access ramps, while others set
interstate rest area planning aside entirely; just a few, such as Indiana and Kentucky, moved forward on
full development at limited locations by 1964 (Lathrop 1965). After, however, funding for all rest area
components was not only restored but also increased with the passage of the Highway Beautification Act
of 1965, interstate safety rest area construction could progress fairly rapidly in those states that had plans
in place, and other states were motivated to quickly complete their designs and initiate construction
(Disque 1968; restareahistory.org 2008-2015b). At the 1967 Short Course on Roadside Development, it
was reported that a nationwide survey found that 588 safety rest areas were present on the combined
interstates of 48 states surveyed 1, and that five of the states planned to have rest areas but did not at the
time of the survey 2 (Garmhausen 1968:125).
Interstate safety rest areas were developed under planning and design policies for the property type
established by AASHO (1958, 1968), which included some universal rules for layout and design. In sum,
these dictated the use of appropriate geometry for through-traffic lanes within the rest area; adequate
size and arrangement of the parking area and width of the roadway through it, as well as the use of allweather surfacing; a 30-foot minimum distance and appropriate sightlines between the through-traffic
lanes and the parking area; posting signs to prevent stopping on the through-traffic lanes within the rest
area; location of toilets, wells, and other facilities outside of the parking area and connection to it through
walkways; minimization of disturbance to the natural environment; and use of fencing to “maintain
control of access or to prevent commercial encroachment” (AASHO 1958:8-9) (Figure 1). To these were
added, in 1968, having the control of access line outside of the rest area limits, and making buildings and
facilities accessible to the physically disabled wherever feasible (AASHO 1968:6-7). The policy documents
additionally included guidelines for consideration by planners and designers, meant to maximize safety,
economy, sanitary conditions, visual appeal, and traffic flow, such as the preferability of selecting a site
with natural drainage or available drinking water, having parking spaces that were “level or on slightly
downgrade for vehicles leaving the parking area, particularly trucks” (AASHO 1958:12), or site design to
accommodate natural attractions. No specific requirements, however, were associated with these
because flexibility was necessary to accommodate the varying topography and other environmental
factors around the country. Aesthetic choices with regard to architectural and landscape design were the
purview of the individual states and often resulted in expressions of region as tied to human or natural
history. These expressions were achieved through materials used and architectural forms, particularly in
the toilet building, and served to promote and solidify an image to travelers (Dowling 2007:55, 67, 74).

1

Figures were not included for the state of Tennessee, who did not respond, or for the state of Ohio, who distributed
the survey, although Ohio is known to have had interstate safety rest areas by this time.
2
Some of the remaining 43 states may have had no interstate safety rest areas and no plans by this time, i.e., the
588 rest areas were not necessarily distributed among all 43 states.
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Figure 1. 1958 AASHO Policy on Safety Rest Areas Illustrate the Basic Terms Used

Outside of the interstate system, AASHO’s policies were applied in locating and designing new safety rest
areas or updating existing wayside rests to be safety rest areas along trunk highways but of a class similar
to those on the interstates during the late 1960s and early to mid 1970s. Over half of the states in
attendance at the 1967 Short Course on Roadside Development indicated the completion of or plans to
construct, via new construction or through upgrades, trunk highway safety rest areas of such a class
(Disque 1968). These trunk highway safety rest areas, as well as those with lesser facilities (e.g., vault
toilets), along with the interstate rest areas were a primary focus of roadside development efforts into
the 1970s (Disque 1968; Ohio Department of Highways 1972). Wayside rests of other types, such as scenic
overlooks or historical marker turnouts, though still developed, received less attention as states sought
to complete statewide systems of safety rest areas with regular intervals that would approximate onehalf hour driving time, per AASHO (1968:3) preference, or greater, based on real-world conditions of
traffic and the environment.
In 1968, AASHO’s revised policies defined safety rest areas as specifically those off-roadway places with
“complete comfort and convenience facilities” (AASHO 1968:2) to the exclusion of scenic turnouts and
overlooks or interpretive marker sites with minimal or no such facilities. Despite this distinction with
regard to the policy document, it remains the case that the primary function of all of these property types,
no matter the class of highway, was to provide automobile travelers with an easily accessible, momentary
respite from the roadway to facilitate highway safety.
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3.3

NATURE BY DESIGN: HIGHWAY BEAUTIFICATION AND ROADSIDE DEVELOPMENT IN THE POSTWAR ERA

In part, the separation of highway beautification from highway safety is an artificial one. The HRB’s The
Art and Science of Roadside Development, published in 1966, notes that an “attractive highway facility. . .
has more interest and less monotony for the motorist and therefore is less fatiguing and safer to drive.”
It goes on to say, “Aesthetics and roadside development, effectively applied in highway design and
location, promote traffic safety by sustaining the interest of the motorist in the beauty of the roadside,”
and it promotes the use of “. . . imaginative design and the skillful use of plant materials [to] provide
interest and anticipation for the driver and his passengers,” as a means of warding off “monotony and
driver tension” (HRB 1966:6, 11, 37). Even so, the connection between roadside beautification and safety
while driving in the highway environment was not well recognized until after World War II (Upham
1951:25, 27; HRB 1966:9); rather, the tie-in between the two principles was limited to the attractiveness
and scenic qualities of wayside rests while stopped in the highway environment, which would be of
greater concern to the property types considered here.
Increased public demand for the beautification of U.S. highways between 1950 and 1975 in large part was
initiated in response to the cumulative effects of the conditions surrounding increased motor vehicle
traffic on the highways after World War II. The shift to limited-access highways, on one hand, took
commercial enterprises off of the roadside, eliminating what some considered to be a visual blight on
highway roadsides. To offset, however, the loss of ready access to patrons, who were zooming past in
faster cars and trucks at faster speeds, the commercial sector sought to draw them in through the
increased installation of already prolific roadside billboards. Commercial billboards, combined with public
service and informational signage resulted in a “landscape . . . of words, battering away at the traveler. . .
‘Gas. Beer. Coke . . . Jumbo Milk Shakes . . . Live Bait . . . Don’t be a Litterbug. Keep it Beautiful. Trash can
ahead . . . “Tiny” Condon for Sheriff.’” (Kinross 1959:74). Although billboards were embraced by some as
a means of breaking up what they felt was a monotony of natural scenery by presenting “a satisfying and
colorful illustration of the American way of life” (Knight 1964, quoted in Gudis 2004:227), many
automobile tourists with the desire to see the country found it frustrating that their views were blocked
with signs about how to do so (Gudis 2004).
Not only were billboards an issue, but so was littering. When the motoring masses returned to the
highways after World War II, they generated significant amounts of refuse, leaving much of it on
roadsides. In addition to those about the hazards caused by trash making its way onto the roads, concerns
quickly arose about the increasing “cost of maintenance to keep removing this blight-like carpet from the
highways . . . and the cost to human enjoyment of the outdoors” (Clark 1959:45). Over the course of the
1950s, the public became more attuned and opposed to the presence of litter in any setting, due largely
to the efforts of the national organization Keep America Beautiful. Not long after this organization was
formed in 1953, a number of states began state-level anti-litter programs, the components of which
included public education, law enforcement and fines, provision of obvious receptacles, and where these
failed to curb its occurrence on the roadsides, maintenance by highway departments (Clark 1959).
Highway littering was a focus of the national advertising campaigns of Keep America Beautiful in
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partnership with the Ad Council beginning in 1961, reflecting and reinforcing its place in public
consciousness (Kadaba 2009). Compounding the visual blight caused by highway littering were junkyards,
particularly automobile junkyards, which were visually akin to litter on a grander scale. The ability to buy
new cars beginning in 1950 meant that more and more old cars would find their way into the currents of
the trash stream. Already by 1951, some 25,000 automobile junkyards were present in the U.S., and an
increase was inevitable with the continuing popularity of cars (Minter 2013:163). The sentiment of those
members of the public opposed to the appearance of junkyards on the country’s roadsides was captured
in The Subliminal Man, published in 1963:
The areas on either side of the expressway were wasteland, continuous junkyards filled
with cars and trucks, washing machines and refrigerators, all perfectly workable but
jettisoned by the economic pressure of the succeeding waves of discount models. Their
intact chrome hardly tarnished, the mounds of metal shells and cabinets glittered in the
sunlight. Nearer the city the billboards were sufficiently close together to hide them, but
now and then . . . Franklin caught a glimpse of the huge pyramids of metal, gleaming
silently like the refuse grounds of some forgotten El Dorado [Ballard 2014 {1963}:180].
The reference to consumer waste in this passage invokes another major component creating public
demand for highway beautification, a widespread environmentalist movement stimulated by the 1962
publication of Silent Spring, which put a national spotlight on the potential for human actions to cause
substantial detrimental effects to the natural environment.
As these forces converged, federal action for highway beautification emerged. First Lady Claudia “Lady
Bird” Johnson brought the fight for cleaning up highway roadsides to the White House, her cause taken
up by Lyndon B. Johnson after his presidential re-election in 1964. Further, then-Federal Highway
Administrator Rex Whitton was pushing for aesthetics in highway design. In May of the following year,
the White House held the Conference on Natural Beauty, which included several highway-related panels;
recommendations generated for highway roadsides included “creative regrading and landscaping . . . and
the screening or removal of objectionable views,” while it was recommended that highway design overall
be imaginative and provide for protection of “parks, open spaces, scenic, recreational, historic, and
cultural features” (Weingroff 2013). Within five months, the Highway Beautification Act of 1965 was
passed in Congress.
While the act is perhaps most popularly known for its contested provisions for the removal of billboards
and the screening of junkyards from highway roadsides, it additionally allowed for landscaping and
roadside development costs to be approved by the Secretary of Transportation as a part of federal-aid
highway construction costs and provided separate funding for these costs, at the equivalent of three
percent of a state’s federal-aid highway allocation (Johnson 1970:78). As any roadside development on
federal-aid highways previously had to come out of the regular allocation, the availability of separate
funds briefly encouraged and expanded roadside development by state highway departments during the
late 1960s. In the two years following the passage of the Highway Beautification Act, authorization was
made for 121 million dollars of highway beautification funds for close to 3,000 projects (Disque 1969:110).
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Due, however, to the controversial other provisions, no Highway Beautification Act-related funds were
allocated for the 1968 and 1969 fiscal years while the U.S. Department of Transportation undertook a
review of the program, which caused some states to substantially reduce activity until funds were again
allocated in the 1970 fiscal year (Disque 1969; Johnson 1970:79).
Guidance provided by the HRB during the early 1950s stated that rest area sites “high in scenic quality,
with shade, water, and other interesting natural features which warrant conservation, are desirable”
(Gordon 1952:5), in large part because the public had been making a practice of pulling off the road for
better appreciation of views whether or not formal parking areas were present. The location, similarly,
of turnout sites was said to be “determined by the ‘drawing power’ of shade trees, lakes and streams, and
view of hill and mountain scenery as observed from the highway, [with the] best turnout sites . . . often
selected by the public itself” (Gordon 1952:5). As a result, most wayside rests of all classes were located
with reference to the relatively elevated beauty provided by on-site and surrounding natural features.
Once, therefore, a site was obtained, design to best incorporate and complement those features was a
priority after that which ensured user safety. The primary design objective associated with aesthetics as
stated by the HRB was:
Protection and necessary improvement of existing natural features of the rest area,
including but not necessarily limited to: (a) design of parking space, driveways, and
footwalks to prevent compaction of soil around grasses, ground covers, trees and shrubs.
(b) Proper selective removal and pruning of trees and shrubs that interfere with sight
distance, desirable views, etc. [Gordon 1952:7-8].
Design recommendations by the HRB and AASHO to achieve this objective were, like the overall policies
for rest area design, generally due to the impossibility of addressing every potential setting in every state,
but these recommendations indicate that design showcasing the existing natural conditions surrounding
any given rest was preferable to design that introduced new elements. Whenever possible, site layouts
were to conform with the natural topography, and drives and walks “connecting the facilities laid out to
fit the terrain” (AASHO 1965:62). Consideration was to be given to the location of parking areas, buildings,
and structures to balance obtaining the best vantage points for “fine views” (Gordon 1952:9) with the
prevention of excessive future maintenance of vegetation in retaining those views. Plantings were
recommended to be limited to those necessary for creating boundaries between pedestrian and car
traffic, screening sanitary facilities, or the necessary augmentation of existing vegetation at a site, for
example, providing trees where little or no shade was to be had (HRB 1966:43). Additionally, some of the
design suggestions listed by the HRB in an early-1950s publication titled Parking Turnouts and Rest Areas
included material types that would reinforce the natural character of rest areas, including timber for
tables, benches, and toilet buildings generally, and for posts and bumper rails in forested locations, as
well as local stone for fireplaces, stoves, and walls and other barriers (Gordon 1952:26-30) (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. 1958 AASHO Policy on Safety Rest Areas Offers Examples Incorporating the Natural Site and Scenic Views

In its policies for interstate safety rest areas, AASHO (1958:13, 1968:9) noted, “Natural features of the
surrounding terrain, such as woods, streams, lakes, space for enjoyment of mountain views, and the use
of adjacent land, will affect the development pattern, size, and shape of each site.” Although this
statement was written in reference to interstate safety rest areas, it was true of any type of wayside rest
whose design adhered to recommendations such as those mentioned above, and by extension
represented the principle of beautification in the post-war era.

3.4

CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY: HIGHWAY HERITAGE AND ROADSIDE DEVELOPMENT IN THE POSTWAR ERA

As the U.S. was riding the wave of patriotism that had swept forward in fighting and then winning World
War II, tourism destinations became more frequently the sites of regional expressions of “America” in
history and nature. Although historical and natural sites reinforcing national identity were by no means
unfamiliar to the pre-World War II automobile tourist, visits to these sites during that era did not nearly
approach their post-war magnitude in numbers, nor did they carry the same type of collective
consciousness. With a renewed commitment to their country, U.S. citizens sought to reconnect to its past
and pass that connection on to the next generation. Visiting specific historic buildings, such as the White
House, or the location of noteworthy events, such as a Revolutionary War battlefield, could broadly
educate tourists on U.S. history while enhancing their sense of national pride (Rugh 2008:42, 54). The
observation of a region’s outstanding natural features could provide a sense of connection to the land as
tourists developed points of reference, albeit often stereotypical, for what it meant to be in the West, the
South, the North, the East, and various combinations thereof (Jakle 1985:199). Even as the patriotic fervor
of World War II faded with time, the cold war atmosphere kept the nation’s automobile tourists
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convergent on the places of “America,” as a means of validating their position in the international political
arena. Between the end of World War II and 1976, historic sites and national parks witnessed an
escalation of 20 to 30 percent in yearly attendance (Rugh 2008:41-42).
Reflecting and reinforcing the interest of automobile tourists in visiting historical heritage sites, statewide
historical marker programs were established, formalized, or reorganized in several states between 1946
and the mid 1960s, while many other states reinvigorated programs they had begun before the war. Many
of the programs were administered by state historical organizations in cooperation with state highway
departments, and as historical markers multiplied over the landscape, several were placed at highway rest
areas or turnouts, where stopping was safer. If these locations did not lend themselves to the
interpretation of a specific historical event, more generalized historical information about the region
could be presented instead (cf. Wells 2002:ix; Nevada Department of Conservation and Natural Resources
2012; Hendee 2013; Virginia Department of Historic Resources 2014; Kansas Historical Society 2015; New
York State Museum 2015).
The country’s natural heritage was similarly highlighted through roadside markers during this era. The
Montana Highway Department, for example, launched a roadside geological marker program in 1948,
which would install nine markers to showcase “the state’s unique geology” (Bradshaw 2008:xi). Less
explicit than markers but just as effective in touting America’s natural legacy were unsigned scenic views,
which continued to be integrated into rest areas and a purpose for turnout locations. Just as highway
beautification, therefore, cannot be fully separated from highway safety, highway heritage cannot be fully
separated from highway beautification, insofar as it incorporated scenic natural advantages into roadside
development schemes.

3.5

MINNESOTA’S ROADSIDE DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS, 1950-1975

In 1950, as it had been since 1932, the Roadside Development Division (RDD) of the MHD was responsible
for the design and installation of roadside properties along Minnesota’s trunk highways. It was overseen
by Harold E. Olson until he retired and the department was reorganized in 1963. The identified staff of
the RDD during the period between 1950 and the reorganization included landscape architect and
engineer Fred Vogt, who had worked under Arthur Nichols during the New Deal era and was with the RDD
until 1961; landscape architect Bill Chapman, who worked under Vogt from 1952 to 1956; field engineer
Kenneth Madole, with the RDD until 1956; field engineer Godfrey Love, with the RDD from 1952 to 1956;
stonemasons Robert Bobleter (1950-1958) and Rudolph Lever (1950-1963), and secretary Roberta Kraft,
who was with the RDD likely from its inception until its reorganization (MHD 1963:3; Granger et al.
1998:3.22-3.25). Olson reported in 1956 that the unit had “12 roadside development crews of from 4 to
12 men each, working on projects throughout the state” (Olson 1957:152).
In 1963, the RDD was succeeded by the Landscape Engineering Unit (LEU), which was established as a
division of the Maintenance Section of the MHD and headed by landscape architect Dale Wreisner.
Wreisner, along with roadside development foreman Joe Bobleter and landscape technician Stan Paulson,
provided technical consultation to the maintenance department of each district, to whom the
responsibilities for roadside construction, plantings, and maintenance had been delegated during the
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reorganization of the RDD (MHD 1963; Foote and Wreisner 1965:126). Wreisner “help[ed] plan and
establish roadside parking and rest areas, overviews, and scenic vistas most suitable for the local
environment” (MHD 1963:3), and worked with agricultural engineer Lawrence Foote of the Materials and
Research Section on projects “particularly concerning roadside turf plantings for erosion control” (MHD
1964:3). Circa 1966, after passage of the Highway Beautification Act, the LEU was supplanted by the
Roadside Environment Section, which remained under the purview of Wreisner (MHD 1967:12).
Approximately three years later, the Roadside Environment Section became a part of the newly created
Office of Environmental Services, with Wreisner as Chief Landscape Architect until at least 1976 (Waldor
1970:30; Hendricks Pioneer 1976:3).

3.5.1 MHD-Involved Marker Programs
Since 1930, the MHD worked in cooperation with the Minnesota Historical Society to designate sites
suitable for historical interpretation and to erect steel markers along the state highways. With the 1941
creation of the Minnesota Historic Sites and Markers Commission (Commission) by the state legislature,
the partnership was officially ratified and amended by the addition of the state parks division. Their
purpose was to “designate historical sites and authorize markers and make suggestions to and act as
advisor of agencies, groups, and individuals interested in the establishment of historical markers” (as
quoted in Holmquist 1967:vi). Made up of a representative from each of the three organizations, the
Commission designated historical sites and both advised upon and authorized historical markers, many of
which were placed in state parks and along state highways. Harold Olson served as the MHD
representative throughout most of the Commission’s existence. In the 1950s, many of the steel signs
erected in previous decades were showing signs of wear and rust, and concerted efforts were made to
relocate the signage on safer roadside turnouts and replace the markers with cast metal signs, usually of
aluminum, and often in stone “lectern” style mounts. By the 1960s, baked enamel was the preferred finish
to better incorporate maps and illustrations. In 1965, the Commission was abolished and its duties were
transferred to the Minnesota Historical Society alone under delegation by the governor as the state
planning officer. MHD roadside development personnel, however, continued to construct and maintain
state historical markers within MHD right of way (Holmquist 1967:vi-vii).
A similar partnership to recognize the state’s natural attributes began with the Geological Society of
Minnesota in 1949, when the group implemented a state geological marker program. These markers, like
the state’s historical markers, required authorization by the Commission and were installed and
maintained by the MHD when located along Minnesota highways (Holmquist 1967:v).

3.6

ROADSIDE DEVELOPMENT ON MINNESOTA’S TRUNK HIGHWAYS, 1950-1975

3.6.1 The Pre-Safety Rest Area Era, 1950-1967
Despite the amount of roadside development that had occurred in Minnesota during the Depression
under the auspices of federal relief programs, the capacity of the state’s roadside facilities for handling
the post-war boom in automobile and truck traffic, like the nation’s highways, was substantially lacking.
Even as late as 1970, a MHD survey of an Interstate 94 rest area found that some motorists were not using
the picnic shelters and tables because when they stopped, “the picnic shelters and tables were fully
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utilized and they had to eat somewhere else,” and that “during the heaviest use periods [of the rest area],
the people were parking along ramps and roadways other than the area designated, and that the rest area
was approaching becoming clogged” (MHD 1970:2). For this reason, after World War II ended, although
Minnesota’s highway department could not ignore the primary need facing its highway system, which was
the improvement of the roads themselves, neither could they overlook the demand for more wayside
rests. Between 1946 and August of 1953, 42 wayside parking areas were constructed along the trunk
highway system, a greater than 30 percent increase over the 130 that were in existence prior to 1946.
(Olson 1953:3). More were continually developed over the next eight years. At the 1956 Short Course on
Roadside Development, Harold Olson (1957:151-152) reported the development in that year of “many
roadside parking areas, historic marker sites and overlooks . . . along the older sections of our Trunk
Highway system,” and three parking areas with picnic facilities and boat launching sites, along with the
acquisition of another twelve sites along Trunk Highway 61 from the south state line to Minneiska in
Winona County to be developed in the same fashion. By April of 1960, Minnesota had 309 roadside
parking areas, and by October of the following year, another 20, all 329 having “picnicking and sanitary
facilities” (Olson 1962:135). At that time, Olson stated that an additional 57 roadside parking areas would
allow for stops within an hour’s drive for all 12,000 miles of Minnesota’s trunk highways.
As wayside rests were developed during the 1950s and early 1960s, their facilities, appearance, and
number were augmented through the involvement of civic groups and municipalities, reflecting the
national pattern of such cooperation (Olson 1953:3). Known examples include the provision of a picnic
table by the Houston Garden Club for a roadside parking area along TH 16 in 1956, coordination by the
Tower Chamber of Commerce to obtain an easement from the Oliver Iron Mining Company for a roadside
parking area with historical marker along Trunk Highway 1 in 1957, and the provision of land for a roadside
parking area along Trunk Highway 169 by the Winnebago Community Club in 1959 (Files held at the Site
Development Unit, Office of Environmental Services, Minnesota Department of Transportation).
Before interstate construction began in 1958, some of the structures built at Minnesota’s wayside rests
exhibited the influence of federal relief-era traditions, constituting a progression from the late 1940s,
when federal relief-era plans not yet carried out were executed at some wayside rests such as the
Wrenshall Overlook and the Browns Valley Historical Marker (Granger et al. 1998:3.18). The wall built at
the St. Paul Burns Avenue Overlook (circa 1950) and the spring enclosure built at the Reno Spring Roadside
Parking Area (1950), for example, incorporated labor-intensive masonry construction techniques using
indigenous stone, which hearkened back to the earlier era (MnDOT Historic Roadside Development
Structures Inventory Forms, RA-SPC-2927 and HU-JEF-007). Historical markers, including the Birch Coulee
(1950), Vineland (1952), and Chatfield (1955) markers, were frequently of elaborate stone construction,
with steps of either concrete or stone leading up to a central shaft over nine feet tall, from which low
stone walls extended horizontally on each side. Even those structures not directly in the federal relief
vein were substantially constructed, employing stone as the primary material. The Detroit Lakes Overlook
wall, constructed in 1957-1958, is an immense wall of coursed stone, and historical markers, such the
Breckenridge Historical Marker (1958) and the Tower Historical Marker (1957) were built as stone lecterns
flanked on either side by small stone benches.
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Stone lecterns continued to be used for markers, and walls continued to be built using stone into the
1960s, as indicated by such examples as the Zumbrota Historical Marker (1961), the Oronoco Gold Rush
Historical Marker (1967), the Taylors Falls Overlook – North (1960), and the Thompson Hill – Skyline
Parkway Overlook (circa 1967). Assisting in this construction beginning in 1960 were the young men of
the Youth Conservation Commission (YCC), a division of the Minnesota Department of Corrections
established with the goal of rehabilitating juvenile delinquents and criminals through vocational training,
community service, and other constructive programs rather than “retributive punishment methods”
(State of Minnesota 1957; Community Service Unit, YCC 1958). Two roadside parking area improvement
projects involving YCC labor were started in 1960 prior to July 21, -- the overlook wall at the Taylors Falls
Overlook (North) and the historical marker on the French River on TH 61 in St. Louis County. Another ten
were to be completed in the remainder of that year, and 22 more were slated for subsequent years.
Which of these 32 projects used YCC labor, however, is unknown; documentation regarding the program
indicates that the youths would be employed where feasible and dependent on their availability, and only
if no highway personnel layoffs were underway (“Roadside Development Program,” dated July 21, 1960,
file held at the Site Development Unit, Office of Environmental Services, Minnesota Department of
Transportation; Olson 1960:2). No documentation is available that confirms the use of YCC labor on
specific projects beyond the first two.
It appears that the development of new wayside rests was put on hold for three years between 1962 and
1964, and likely longer, when the attention of the MHD would have been increasing exponentially in the
direction of the interstates; an August, 1964, article in Minnesota Highways still noted the count at 329
and the need for 57 more. Although in October of 1965, Dale Wreisner reported completion of an
inventory by the MHD resulting in a count of 352 wayside rest areas (Wreisner and Johnson 1966:108),
the increase may have been a product of the inventory’s definitions. Construction dates for existing
wayside rests suggest that new ones were not developed until circa 1967, which is supported by a brief
rest area history dating to 1979 (MnDOT 1979:3 3). This timing is likely, given that the 1965 funding
allocations of the Highway Beautification Act would result in the programming of projects in 1967.
The passage of the Highway Beautification Act and subsequent appropriations of federal funding had the
additional effect of catalyzing the construction of a new quality of wayside rest, safety rest areas, across
the state of Minnesota. In 1965, two pairs of interstate safety rest areas, one at Lake Iverson and one at
Lake Hansel, had been graded and landscaped and were awaiting buildings, while plans were being
prepared by the LEU for another 28 pairs. At the same time, a “comprehensive survey of all wayside rest
areas on the trunk highway system” (MHD 1965:3) by the LEU was underway to determine the safety rest
area needs for that system.
The full construction of safety rest areas on both the interstate and trunk highway system began in 1968.
Perhaps not coincidentally, it appears that the building of the more elaborate stone walls and markers in
trunk highway wayside rests ceased once the construction of safety rest areas began. Among the last

3

Although this source notes that no new wayside rests were developed from 1958-1966, some properties addressed
through this study are known to have been constructed within the earlier years of that period.
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nods to the federal relief designs was the Fort Ripley Historical Marker, which was designed in 1942 but
built in 1967 (Letter, January 10, 2002, MnDOT Project Files, provided by Robert Williams, Site
Development Unit, Office of Environmental Services, MnDOT). Also built in the last year that work on
trunk highway wayside rests was absent competition from that on interstate rest areas were the stone
Oronoco Gold Rush marker and Thompson Hill – Skyline Parkway Overlook wall.

3.6.2 The Era of the Safety Rest Area, 1968-1975 and Beyond
As the first safety rest areas were being fully built in Minnesota in 1968, 32 rest areas were slated for the
interstate system and another 35 for the trunk highway system, with the expectation that the latter would
be completed by 1972. The interstate rest areas, using federal interstate highway funds, were to be
“completely modern, with flush toilets and a different type of architecture” (Franklin 1968) for each of
Interstates 35, 90, and 94. The trunk highway rest areas, using federal beautification funds, were to
provide “mostly non-flush toilets” in buildings “finished in attractive woods and [resembling] those found
in many parks,” as well as picnic tables, grills, informational bulletin boards, spacious and lighted parking
lots, and “wherever possible, a scenic view” (Franklin 1968).
By June of 1974, twelve safety rest areas and four others combined with information centers had been
completed and were open along the interstates. Another six safety rest areas and one combination
information center were under construction and planned for completion during 1975 and 1976, although
only one of the rest areas and the information center were completed by 1975 (Commissioner of Highways
1974:25). Concurrent with the construction of these safety rest areas was the development of trunk
highway safety rest areas, with 32 completed by February of 1975, nine of which were equipped with
flush toilets. In large part, these trunk highway safety rest areas were created by upgrading existing
wayside rests through the addition of toilet buildings, as well as elements such as access roads, parking
lots, picnic shelters, and trash incinerators. Only two of the nine safety rest areas with flush toilets and
three of the 23 safety rest areas with vault toilets were in new locations proposed for or under acquisition
by the MHD (Carlson 1967; Foote 1972). Site plans and sketches of the new safety rest areas completed
by the MHD demonstrate the department’s attention to the AASHO guidelines for complementing the
natural terrain and enhancing views and access to scenic features. Existing conceptual sketches from
Goose Creek Rest Area (c. 1971) on Interstate 35 show the consideration of existing natural and scenic
features of the surrounding area, along with the direction of prevailing winds and sun angles, and that the
functional aspects of the rest area, such as parking and the building site, were to be incorporated into the
landscape in ways that preserved its natural qualities (Figure 3). In the resulting development, travelers
were offered walking trails, secluded picnic tables, and possible views of wildlife in the wetlands along
Goose Creek (Figure 4).
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Figure 3. Goose Creek Rest Area Concept Sketches (I-35), c. 1971

Figure 4. A Path Leads Visitors to a Picnic Table with a Scenic View at the Goose Creek Rest Area (I-35), undated

Attention to AASHO guidelines with regard to natural features is further evidenced by the Dresbach Travel
Information Center (1970), located on the west bank of the Mississippi River at the Interstate 90 crossing,
which offers an opportunity for dramatic views at a high-volume site. A promotional brochure produced
in the late 1970s evokes the intended interaction of the traveling public with the site’s natural advantages:
The development nestles along the river at the base of the river bluffs. The site features,
including the information building and viewing/picnic pergola, are oriented towards the
river. The user is attracted to river activities such as barge traffic, fishing and pleasure
boating. The parking allows for easy movement by both cars and trucks. Footpaths
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circulate through the site, unifying picnic areas, shelters, building and pergola, and allows
the traveler to view the mighty Mississippi and the majestic bluffs surrounding the site
(Figure 5) [Dresbach Travel Information Center, undated brochure provided by the Site
Development Unit, Office of Environmental Services, Minnesota Department of
Transportation {brochure}].
For its excellence in site design, the Dresbach Travel Information Center won an award from the FHWA in
1974.

Figure 5. Site Plan for the Dresbach Rest Area (I-90), c. 1969

Other interstate rest areas, such as the Hansel Lake Rest Area on Interstate 94 (1968), offered fewer
natural advantages but introduced landscape features that offered an attractive setting, with neatly
formed allées of trees to provide visual interest and shade, and modern-styled light fixtures. The site’s
visual appeal was balanced with the need for motorist and pedestrian safety, which was enhanced by
generous exit and entrance ramps and the separation of car and truck traffic (Figures 6 and 7).
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Figure 6. Site Plan for the Hansel Lake Rest Area

Figure 7. Hansel Lake Rest Area Aerial View, undated
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While the interstate rest areas received the most attention during the late 1960s and early 1970s, several
of the state’s trunk highways also benefited from the high standards for amenities and site planning
promulgated in the AASHO guidelines. The Cass Lake Rest Area (1971) adhered closely to the national site
planning principles, as captured in its late-1970s brochure:
The Cass Lake Rest Area, located on T.H. 2 in Cass Lake, Minnesota is adjacent to a large
northern Minnesota lake. The site development is oriented towards the lake giving the
visitor a strong visual and physical relationship. To reinforce the lake oriented concept
the building, terrace, tables, shelters and parking are located to provide a continuous
visual sighting of the lake activities. Form, and the use of natural materials for the
building, shelters, terrace, tables, benches, trash containers and lighting provide design
continuity throughout the development. Walkways meander throughout the well
landscaped site uniting the parking area, building and various site amenities [Cass Lake
Information Center brochure] (Figure 8).
As this description suggests, the design of the Cass Lake Rest Area reflected HRB and AASHO policies that
recommended design conforming to the natural topography of the site, preserving existing natural
features, and providing the best vantage points for scenic views. These qualities were similar to those of
the Thompson Hill Information Center on Interstate 35 near Duluth, which shared with the Cass Lake Rest
Area the building design team of Aguar Jyring Whiteman and Moser. Its description similarly emphasizes
the experience of carrying a visitor from the parking area through the visitor center and toward a
compelling view:
Thompson Hill Information Center, 600 feet above Lake Superior, commands a panoramic
view of Duluth, the harbor, the St. Louis River Valley and the surrounding hillsides.
Entrance roadways wind to the top of the hill to parking areas where visitors are invited
to experience the site and the majestic views. Walkways guide the visitor through the
naturally landscaped site to the information center. Design continuity is achieved through
repetition of architectural form and the use of poured concrete and wood. The building,
viewing terrace, shelters and tables are oriented towards the exceptional view of the city
and harbor (Thompson Hill Information Center brochure) (Figure 9).
Comparison of these descriptions indicates that both trunk highways and interstates adhered to
overarching site design principles between 1968 and 1975. Because, however, each rest area was
designed to take advantage of its particular setting, one does not find a standard arrangement of site
elements or site plan that was used across rest areas.
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Figure 8. Cass Lake Information Center, Aerial View, undated

Figure 9. Thompson Hill Information Center, Aerial View, undated

Most of Minnesota’s trunk highway waysides and rest areas were less intricate in their site design than
the interstate rest areas or the few full-fledged trunk highway rest areas with flush toilet facilities,
sometimes combined with information centers, such as the one at Cass Lake. Frequently located along
lakes, rivers and streams, many of the trunk highway waysides without flush toilets offered scenic and
recreational opportunities for travelers. The few plans from this group of roadside facilities illustrate a
more modest approach than that of the interstate rest areas and complex trunk highway rest areas, yet
evidence a remarkable variety in site design with strong emphasis placed on highlighting the natural
environment; for instance, the site plan for the Blomkest Rest Area (1974) on TH 7 shows a simple Ushaped two-way drive and a loop walking trail along which green ash, robust poplar, and silver maple
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trees were planted near nine picnic tables (Figure 10).The Ottertail Lake Rest Area (1969) on Trunk
Highway 78 features a unique design consisting of two separated parking areas linked by undulating
walking trails along the shore of Ottertail Lake (Figure 11). At the Shingobee Bay Rest Area (1969) on Trunk
Highway 371, a single entrance from the highway opens onto two loop drives, one with parking and access
to the toilet building nestled within the trees and the other with beach access, opening up a view to the
bay. (Figure 12).

Figure 10. Blomkest Rest Area Site Plan, 1974

Figure 11. Ottertail Lake Rest Area Site Plan, 1969
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Figure 12. Shingobee Bay Rest Area, Aerial view, undated

While the MHD handled the designs for all rest area site plans, including landscaping, grading, and sewer
systems, toilet buildings for all of the safety rest areas completed along Minnesota’s interstates through
1975 were architect designed. Buildings for safety rest areas, including combination information centers,
located along Interstate 90 (Adrian [eastbound and westbound], High Forest, Marion, Beaver Creek
Information Center, and Dresbach Information Center) were designed in the Rustic Modern style by
Warren W. Kane out of Austin (Figures 13 and 14); those along Interstate 94 (Burgan Lake, Rice Lake [Elm
Creek], Iverson Lake, Lake Hansel, Lake Latoka, and Moorhead Information Center) were designed by Virgil
E. Siddens, Inc. out of St. Cloud in a style that has been described as Funk/Revival, “most distinguished by
. . . roof forms which vaguely reference historical forms, the most common being the mansard and reverse
mansard” (restareahistory.org 2008-2015a) (Figures 15, 16, and 17). Along Interstate 35, building styles
were more diverse. The toilet buildings at the standard safety rest areas (Forest Lake, General Andrews,
Goose Creek, and Kettle River) were designed also in the Funk/Revival vein by Gauger & Associates out of
St. Paul, but the one at Forest Lake was architecturally unique, with an asymmetrical hexagon plan and a
dramatic two-pitch roof with exaggerated eaves (Figures 18, 19, and 20). The building of the Albert Lea
Information Center was designed by Warren W. Kane as a spatially expanded variation on his buildings for
the standard Interstate 90 safety rest areas (Figure 21). The building at the Thompson Hill Information
Center (Figure 22) was designed by Aguar Jyring Whiteman and Moser (AJWM) out of Hibbing, under the
umbrella of what has been called the Free Form style, “defined by . . . unconventional forms, undulating
and curvilinear forms that create dramatic points of entrance . . . [with] straightforward construction
materials, including brick, stone, wood, and concrete. . . minimal decorative features and . . . typically
constructed of a single material” (restareahistory.org 2008-2015a) (site plans, held at the Site
Development Unit, Office of Environmental Services, Minnesota Department of Transportation). In nearly
all interstate rest areas, the picnic shelters, also designed by the architects, reflected the design aesthetic
of the toilet buildings (Figure 23).
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Figure 13. Adrian East Bound Rest Area Design by Warren W. Kane

Figure 14. High Forest Rest Area Toilet Building, c. 1970
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Figure 15. Rice Lake (Elm Creek) Rest Area by Virgil E. Siddens, Inc., c. 1972

Figure 16. Iverson Lake Rest Area Toilet Building, c. 1975
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Figure 17. Hansel Lake Rest Area Picnic Shelters, c. 1968

Figure 18. Forest Lake Rest Area Toilet Building, c. 1970
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Figure 19. Kettle River Rest Area Toilet Building Rendering by Gauger & Associates, c. 1968

Figure 20. Goose Creek Rest Area Toilet Building, c. 1972
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Figure 21. Albert Lea Information Center, c. 1974

Figure 22. Thompson Hill Information Center, c. 1973
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Figure 23. Picnic Shelters at Dresbach Information Center, Burgen Lake Rest Area, and General Andrews Rest
Area

Similarly, architects were engaged to draw up plans for the toilet buildings in the nine trunk highway safety
rest areas that were upgraded to include flush toilets between 1968 and 1975: Baudette (1969), Garrison
(1969), Frazee (1969), Daytonport (1970), Lake Pepin (ca. 1969), Stillwater Boomsite (1970), Oak Lake
(1972), Cass Lake (1972 – combination information center), and Sauk Centre (1974 – combination Sinclair
Lewis Museum) (State of Minnesota Department of Highways Work Map 1975, MnDOT Roadside General
Files: Rest Area History/Funding 1960-1980; Commissioner of Highways 1974:25). Of those seven for
which the construction plans are available, buildings at five (Baudette, Frazee, Daytonport, Lake Pepin,
and the Stillwater Boomsite) were designed by Toltz King Duvall Anderson & Associates (TKDA). These
were essentially identical, minus minor details such as the number of stalls provided, but unlike any built
along the interstates. Each was a Modern, one-story, brick-faced, small, rectangular building, with angled
brick pilasters and a low-pitch shed roof that sloped down toward the back of the building (Figure 24).
The rest area at Lake Pepin was the only one of the five to have picnic shelters in keeping with the
architectural style of the toilet buildings; each shelter had a low-pitched shed roof supported by a line of
four widely spaced posts that paralleled the roof angle and were set in the concrete slab that formed the
shelter floor. Another line of posts ran parallel to these down the center of the shelter, but were joined
by panels in the lower portion to create a visual divider between the two bays of the shelter, each of which
held one picnic table. No shelters appear to have been built at Baudette or Daytonport, and the Frazee
and Stillwater Boomsite rest areas had incongruous picnic shelters that had been built from plans
designed by Siddens for Interstate 94.
Siddens’ I-94 designs for both the toilet building and picnic shelters, specifically those drawn for Burgan
Lake, were used at the Oak Lake Rest Area, the sixth trunk highway rest area with flush toilets for which
construction plans are available. The toilet building is small, brick, one-story, and rectangular, and it
employs the “reverse mansard” or bonnet roof (Figure 25). The roof has wide eaves and pronounced
exposed rafter ends that rest at each corner on concrete-capped brick piers separate from the building.
The picnic shelters continue the use of the reverse mansard roof, which is supported by concrete-capped
brick piers and shelters a concrete-slab floor upon which two tables are located (Figure 26).
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