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LESSON 1
BIRTH OF A DRIVE-IN!

Albert Benderson
ABOUT THE AUTHOR AND THE ARTICLE

Albert Benderson is a professor of film at Rider College
(founded in 1865) in Trenton, a city in New Jersey on the
Delaware River. Mr. Benderson is a freelance writer. His article
“Birth of A Drive—in” was published in October 1978 in New Jer-
sey Monthly.

As a regional magazine in the U.S., New Jersey Monthly be-
gan publishing in November 1976, and it features interviews with
important residents and exposés of incompetent and unethical
bureaucratic activities, and how—to articles about living a
“better” life in New Jersey, along with regular columns on sports,
media, money and the arts.

TEXT

In the grand corporate vision of the American future, step-
ping behind the wheel of the family car becomes analogous to re-
turning to the womb. Detroit, for one?, longs for the day when
the American motorist can fulfill all needs and gratify all desires
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without ever leaving the driver’s seat. This vision has given birth
to a variety of live—in® automobile accessories, such as the car
refrigerator, telephone, and tape deck, as well as a number of
uniquely American institutions such as the drive—in restaurant,
the drive—in bank, and the drive—in funeral parlor. Somehow all
these innovations are vaguely associated with California in the
popular imagination, as if all schemes to mate man with the
motorcar emanate from the West Coast. In fact, however, the
grand daddy of them all—the drive~in movie theater—is strictly
a product of the New Jersey imagination.

On June 6, 1933, Richard Hollingshead opened the World’s
First Automobile Movie Theater in Camden®, New Jersey. In a
single bold stroke, Hollingshead fused the two distinctive contri-
butions of New Jersey to the American scene—the motion pic-
tures (via Thomas Edison®) and the turnpike—into a revolution-
ary theatrical experience that was to reshape the American land-
scape.

“Sit in your car and enjoy the talkies,” the opening night ads
proclaimed. “Individual driveways three times the length of your
car.” The initial advertisement didn’t mention the name of the
film to be shown that fateful night; Wife Beware with Adolphe
Menjou®. The real attraction was clearly the theater itself.

Newspapers of the period suggested that the theater was an
immediate success. On opening night it was jammed to capacity
with six hundred cars. The fact that patrons had to pay a hefty
twenty—five cents for the privilege of parking their cars at the
drive—in, as well as an additional twenty—five cents per person or
$ 1 per family, apparently did not deter these pioneer film buffs
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on wheels. Indeed, the theater continued to prosper throughout
that first summer in the face of competition from conventional
theaters attempting to lure audiences with offers of free “Dia-
mond-Gold Tableware” or “Beautiful Crystal Glassware.”

First—night patrons no doubt found it difficult to hear the
premier film above the roar of competing attractions on all sides
of the theater, for the drive—in was located in the midst of several
rather noisy enterprises surrounding what is now the Admiral
Wilson traffic circle. Next door to the theater was a short—lived
but equally audacious experiment in motorcar entertainment, the
Auto Roller Coaster. Here customers laid down their money for
the thrill of piloting their model A’s’ and Pierce Arrows® up and
down wooden ramps designed to simulate the experience of riding
a real roller coaster. One can easily imagine the screams of these
thrill seekers punctuating the sound track of the Auto Theater’s
nightly feature at regular intervals as their cars clattered up and
down the ramps of the coaster.

The coaster noise was merely the dominant strain in a
cacophony of sounds emitted by nearby establishments. For in-
stance, a dog track’ was located across the street from the
theater. Nearby was the Camden Airport, at that time the only
atrport serving Philadelphia. The popular Hofbrau Restaurant,
which featured dance marathons hosted by an obscure comedian
named Red Skelton, was the social center—piece of the airport.
Added to all these distractions was the constant road noise from
nearby highways. Clearly, the bedlam concentrated in this small
area must have been considerable.

Moreover, in "33 the technology permitting individual car
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speakers had not yet been developed. After his initial,
unsuccessful experiment with three large speakers, Hollingshead
strategically placed twelve speakers at various points in the
ground throughout the theater and turned them up to full volume
so that they could be heard if the audience kept its car windows
rolled down. He was unable, however, to drown out the intense
background noise generated by his neighbors and was eventually
compelled to install individual in—ground speakers over each
parking spot. The sound from these hundreds of speakers turned
up to full volume apparently was more than sufficient to drown
out the competition. In fact, it was so prodigious that when the
wind blew the wrong way, residents in Merchantville'’, two miles
from the theater, complained about the noise.

As for the films themselves, Hollingshead seems to have
taken a Reader’s Digest approach to the exhibiting of popular
features. According to an article in the June 7 Camden
Courier—Post'', “ Abridged features, with all dull or uninteresting
parts omitted, will be featured at the theatre, which will give three
shows nightly.” Hollingshead soon succumbed to the logistical
difficulties of cramlﬁing three shows, even of abridged features,
into a single evening, and bowing to the realization that it took
longer to empty a drive—in than a conventional theater, he re-
duced the schedule to two shows nightly at 8:45 and 10 P. M.

Certainly there are still many in the Camden area who re-
member warm, summer evenings spent at the Auto Theater, per-
haps behind the wheel of a new Buick' or in the back seat of
Dad’s car. Some probably were in that very first audience on June
6 and, therefore, were participants in an event ranking in historic
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significance somewhere between the first trans—Atlantic flight
and the eating of the first McDonald’s!* hamburger. No doubt
the first baby conceived during the late show at an American
drive—in was born during the spring of ’34 in Camden.

After perfecting his sound system during a couple of experi-
mental seasons in Camden, Hollingshead moved his operation to
Union*, New Jersey, where his Union'* Drive—In still stands on
Route 22. Only a vacant lot remains to remind us of his first, pio-
neering enterprise. No plaque or monument has yet been erected
to celebrate the glorious moment in theatrical and social history
that occurred there forty—five years ago. But some local residents
maintain that on a warm summer evening, when the wind is right,
one can still hear in the distance the tinny, amplified voices of
long—departed film stars drifting slowly through the thick New
Jersey night on that eternal journey to Merchantville.
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