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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Filling Station 
 

Oh, but it is dirty! 
--this little filling station, 
oil-soaked, oil-permeated 
to a disturbing, over-all 

black translucency. 
Be careful with that match! 

 
Father wears a dirty, 

oil-soaked monkey suit 
that cuts him under the arms, 
and several quick and saucy 
and greasy sons assist him 

(it’s a family filling station), 
all quite thoroughly dirty. 

 
Do they live in the station? 

It has a cement porch 
behind the pumps, and on it 
a set of crushed and grease- 
impregnated wickerwork; 

on the wicker sofa 
a dirty dog, quite comfy. 

 
Some comic books provide 

the only note of color- 
of certain color.  They lie 

upon a big dim doily 
draping a taboret 

(part of the set), beside 
a big hirsute begonia. 

 
Why the extraneous plant? 

Why the taboret? 
Why, oh why, the doily? 

(Embroidered in daisy stitch 
with marguerites, I think, 

and heavy with gray crochet.) 
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Somebody embroidered the doily. 
Somebody waters the plant, 
or oils it, maybe.  Somebody 

arranges the rows of cans 
so that they softly say: 
ESSO—SO—SO—SO 

to high-strung automobiles. 
Somebody loves us all.1 

 
 
 This poem, written by Elizabeth Bishop in 1952, is one example of the American 

fascination with gas stations and the way in which they permeate our culture.  There are many 

names for the building type that is the focus of this paper.  “Filling stations”, “service stations” 

and “gas stations” will all be addressed, but “gas station” will serve as the most used, catch-all 

phrase for identifying the subject of this paper.  The gas itself is the common denominator.  

Whether or not the businesses that operated in these buildings ever sold tires or candy or changed 

oil, they are all tied together because they had pumps that filled cars with fuel in the form of 

gasoline.  In addition, the term “gas station” is currently the most widely used moniker and will 

provide the most comfort for author and reader alike. 

This thesis chronicles the historical background of the gas station and details the manner 

in which it followed the development of the automobile.  It goes on to examine the preservation 

of early gas stations.  The growth of the automobile necessitated the growth of gas stations and 

the development of the two went hand in hand.  The history of the gas station deals with both 

form and function.  Buildings that sold gasoline were very diverse and followed an interesting 

architectural evolution through the twentieth century.   The earliest gas stations were actually 

stores that sold other goods and decided to add gasoline as an additional product in their 

inventory.  Gas stations then began to specialize primarily in fuel sales, before adding simple 

services such as oil changes.  As Americans began to travel more by car, the gas station became 

                                                           
1  Elizabeth Bishop, Questions of Travel (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1952), 85-86. 
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a store again, offering drinks, candy and tobacco products.  Now, gas stations are ubiquitous 

throughout America and most of the developed world.  Unfortunately, the changes in gasoline 

sales have left many of the older buildings unable to perform the basic task for which they were 

built because they cannot accommodate the large inventory of ancillary products. 

As mega-truck stops and convenience stores that sell food and supplies become the norm, 

the gas stations of the first part of the twentieth century must be converted into new uses or they 

will face demolition.  Gasoline sales produce such a small margin that retailers must rely on 

other goods; food, drinks, cigarettes, to make a profit.  Therefore, the smaller gas stations cannot 

compete with convenience store gas stations.   

In general, the reasons for this have been the poor economics affecting the industry and 
marketing strategy of the major oil companies in developing self-serve express stations 
without repair services.2 
 

Likewise, a gas station that also provides services for the automobile, such as oil and tire 

changes, usually cannot compete with more specialized garages that can offer services at a lower 

price. 

 The argument for this paper was not immediately clear when the author identified 

rehabilitated gas stations as a topic.  The initial research included the identification of several 

examples in Athens, Georgia.  The author contacted the owners and/or tenants of the buildings 

and scheduled preliminary interviews to gain an understanding of the necessary process inherent 

in rehabilitation.  After compiling the information from the interviews, the author analyzed the 

data to identify the difficulties and benefits of rehabilitation.   

 The author then created additional questions to discover how the various owners and 

tenants dealt with the process of rehabilitation.  After more interviews it became apparent that 

                                                           
2 Leslie M. Geller, “Creative Conversions of Commercial Properties,” Commercial Investment Real Estate Journal 
16 (Spring 1987): 3. 
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the three most common problems were environmental remediation, funding and overcoming the 

hurdles of zoning, planning and parking.  Concurrent with these interviews, the author consulted 

secondary sources to create an historic framework of the automobile and the gas station.  

Periodical research yielded several valuable resources that explained how this phenomenon has 

manifested itself throughout the country.   

 The author also sought out examples throughout Athens and Atlanta, Georgia to show 

how different owners and tenants have taken on these projects.  The additional examples 

demonstrate several degrees of preservation and rehabilitation as well as help to provide ideas for 

readers who hope to undertake a project of their own.  During this research, the author 

discovered several examples that were not rehabilitations, but were applicable to the topic of the 

paper.  “Intermediate Uses,” gas stations that are still used for some aspect of automobile care or 

sales, show the evolution of gas stations from dispensing fuel to later serving as a different use.  

The related examples discovered during this research demonstrate how a large corporation dealt 

with constructing a building that displayed elements of a traditional gas station and how an 

historically significant gas station has remained in the business of selling gasoline. 

All is not lost for these familiar and well-placed buildings.  There is a new trend, 

reflecting the growth of the historic preservation ethic, to convert early gas stations to new uses 

such as restaurants, cafés and small shops.  Gas stations have long been converted to 

“intermediate” uses such as tire sales, car washes or service shops.  More recently, conversions 

to uses that do not serve automobiles have become more popular as owners of these buildings 

and small business owners begin to understand the value of preservation.  While these 

conversions usually require a good deal of clean-up (in some cases removing underground 

storage tanks) it is this paper’s assertion that these costs are justified by the appeal of locating a 
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business in a unique building such as a filling station.  These buildings are usually well-built, 

located in high traffic areas, and provide their patrons with a connection to the past.  In addition, 

the process of rehabilitating a gas station is much less daunting than many believe.  The many 

examples of gas stations serving new uses, several of which are detailed in this paper, show that 

rehabilitation is a very viable option to demolition. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE HISTORY OF THE AUTOMOBILE 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

When exploring the history of the gas station it is useful to point out two separate 

evolutions of this building type.  First, the technological history of gas stations highlights the 

advancements and changes that took the process of fueling an automobile from a hand-held can 

to automatic machines and on to self-service pumps.  Second, the architectural history of gas 

stations provides a rich story of the changing form of this building type.  As with most building 

types, these two histories correlate in a “form follows function” evolution of styles.   However, 

many of the architectural oddities of gas stations deviate from this rule because of the use of 

esoteric and fantastical design that served to boost advertising, but had little to do with 

functionality.  Almost every architectural style that has become popular since the proliferation of 

the gas station has been used in the construction of gas stations. 
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The Automobile 

 To begin the examination of gas station history it is useful to discuss the history of the 

automobile, because without the automobile, there would be no need for the gas station.  While 

many believe that the growth of the automobile caused the biggest impact in America, the 

internal combustion engine and the application of this engine to a personal vehicle are actually 

European in origin.  In 1769, the Frenchman Nicholas Joseph Cugnot built a three-wheeled 

carriage powered by a steam engine.1  Although, at that time the world was not ready for 

personal mechanized travel, Cugnot must be credited with the first attempt to build such a 

machine. 

 In Paris, in 1860, a Belgian mechanic named Etienne Lenoir built the first internal 

combustion engine.  This first engine was a two-cycle model that powered a small vehicle.  

Again, while Lenoir is recognized as creating the first internal combustion engine, he is not 

associated with the widespread use of automobiles.2  Twenty-five years later in Germany, Karl 

Benz and Gottlieb Daimler began developing a bicycle powered by a single-cylinder engine, 

which is often credited as leading directly to the gas-powered automobile.3 

 In fact, the real predecessors of the American automobile were bicycles.  Advances in 

bicycle technology and the effort to motorize bicycles truly led to the proliferation of 

automobiles.  In 1888, John B. Dunlop developed a pneumatic tire for bicycles.4  This 

development led the way for automobiles to later compete with railroad travel in comfort and 

speed.  In addition, at the end of the nineteenth century, the League of American Wheelmen, a 

bicycling group, led the campaign to improve American highways. 

                                                           
1 John B. Rae, The American Automobile: A Brief History  (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1965), 2. 
2 Ibid., 3. 
3 Ibid., 7. 
4 Ibid., 5. 
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 In 1891, France’s Emile Constant Levassor designed the prototype of the modern 

automobile.  Known as a horseless carriage, Levassor’s machine was in fact a buggy fitted with 

an engine.  Throughout the 1890’s, automobiles continued to be individually made using 

gasoline, electric or steam engines.  Due to the custom design, and therefore custom repair work 

needed, the automobile remained an expensive toy.5 

 Most of the earliest efforts at motorized travel were undertaken in Europe, namely France 

and Germany.  Great Britain, however had motorized travel as early as 1865 and might have 

progressed much further in automobile production if there had been no Red Flag Law.  The Red 

Flag Law limited self-propelled vehicles to a speed limit of four miles per hour.  In the 1860’s in 

Britain, steam powered omnibuses began to threaten the use of railroads and stagecoaches.  

These railroad and stagecoach interests joined forces and lobbied for the Red Flag Law.  In 

addition, a man carrying a red flag had to walk in front of the bus, further slowing its progress.6 

 The above-mentioned restriction on automobile travel in Great Britain allowed the 

Americans to take the lead in automobile innovation.  On September 21, 1893, Charles E. and J. 

Frank Duryea drove a carriage with a one-cylinder gas engine around Springfield, 

Massachusetts.  The next year, Elwood Haynes, with the help of Edgar and Elmer Apperson, 

produced a one-cylinder car whose first run was on July 4, 1894.7  

 Another American, Hiram Percy Maxim, working at about the same time, independently 

discovered that gasoline could power an internal combustion engine.  While he was not the first 

to make this discovery, Maxim did receive the attention of the Pope Manufacturing Company of 

                                                           
5 Ibid., 8. 
6 Ibid., 2. 
7 Ibid., 9 
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Hartford, Connecticut, the country’s largest producer of bicycles.  After going to work for Pope, 

Maxim built mostly electric cars, but produced several gasoline-powered models.8 

Around this same time, Detroit was becoming the automobile center of America.  In 

1896, both Charles Brady King and Henry Ford drove cars in Detroit.  Ford drove his 

quadricycle, which he then sold.  Ford’s Model T was still twelve years away from invention in 

1908, but Ford was already establishing himself as a pioneer in the automobile industry.9 

Some believe that 1897 marks the start of the automobile industry in America.  It was in 

that year that Pope Manufacturing Company put Columbia Electric Cars and a few gas cars on 

the market.  At the same time, the Stanleys were building Stanley Steamers for commercial 

sales.10  Ransom E. Olds and Alexander Winton also formed companies for producing gasoline-

powered automobiles. 

The last decade of the nineteenth century and the first few years of the twentieth century 

saw a great deal of automobile innovation.  The “Merry Oldsmobile,” the Maxwell-Briscoe, the 

Hupmobile and the Hudson were all built during this period.  These early autombolies all served 

to lead the way to Henry Ford’s mass production of gasoline-powered automobiles.11  In 1903, 

Ford founded the Ford Motor Company in Detroit, which was still growing as the motorcar 

capital of America.12 

To assist in the proliferation of gasoline powered automobiles, the United States Post 

Office began experimenting with gas-powered trucks to deliver the mail as early as 1899.  This 

gave an official use to the innovation of gas-powered automobiles.  The next ten years saw an 

enormous increase in automobile usage.  From 1900 to 1910, production of automobiles grew 

                                                           
8 Ibid., 10. 
9 Ibid., 17. 
10 Ibid., 17. 
11 Ibid., 24-25. 
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from 4,000 per year to 187,000 (Table 1).  In this same period, automobile registrations grew 

from 8,000 to 469,000 (Table 2).13 

It is clear that there were many innovators in the automobile world both in America and 

overseas.  Most people still point to Henry Ford as the father of the American automobile.  His 

Model T was unveiled at the Chicago Automobile Show in 1907.  The audience was so 

impressed that 15,000 of the machines were pre-ordered by dealers.  Ford had finally built an 

automobile that changed the normal mode of human transportation.14   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Along with this demand came the duty to produce.  Ford’s standardization of his factory 

and his product allowed him to mass-produce the Model T.  His specialized machines worked 

more efficiently and more quickly than his competitors’.  He was also dedicated to producing 

only the Model T, a course of action that was brilliant for the time, but became outmoded in 

subsequent years.  Ford also believed in specializing his labor force to do small tasks.  This 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
12 Ibid., 25-26. 
13 Ibid., 32. 
14 Peter J. Ling, America and the Automobile: Technology, Reform and Social Change (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1990), 136. 
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increased efficiency decreased costs, because he did not have to pay as many skilled laborers.  

On May 31, 1927 the last Model T was finished as number 15,007,003.15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 1911, Ford was the largest single American automobile manufacturer.  However, Ford 

did have competition.  In 1908 William C. (Billy) Durant founded General Motors as a 

combination of Buick, Cadillac, Oldsmobile and Oakland (eventually Pontiac).  By this time, 

automobile engines had been built with six, eight and even twelve cylinder engines.  1908 had 

also seen the first four-wheel drive car. 

The electric starter was second only to the standardization of automobile manufacture in 

American achievements to create widespread automobile use and ownership.  Henry M. Leland 

and Charles F. Kettering are the two men responsible for this innovation.  Electric starters first 

showed up on Cadillacs in 1912, but became more ubiquitous a year later with the addition of 

Vincent Bendix’s starter drive.  The electric starter made automobile operation much safer and 

                                                           
15 Rae, 99. 
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easier than previous automobiles with crank starts.  The electric starter is also credited with 

allowing women to become automobile enthusiasts.16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Ibid., 46-47. 

 
Figure 1. Early Ford Automobiles 
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For the purposes of this paper, it is important to note the contributions and changes that 

the evolving automobile industry made to the petroleum industry.  Until widespread use of the 

gas powered internal combustion engine began, kerosene was the desired petroleum product and 

gasoline was a volatile by-product.  Gasoline was known to burn quite well but was too 

dangerous for everyday use.  This volatility made gasoline a superb fuel for the internal 

combustion engine after engineers discovered how to safely harness its power.17 

The refining processes that produced kerosene only produced a small amount of gasoline 

per volume.  When it became obvious that the automobile was on the brink of altering the 

American landscape, oil became a more prized commodity.  In 1901, the first gusher in America 

shot up 160 feet at the Spindletop oil field in East Texas.  By 1910, there were already fears that 

the automobile industry would outrun the ability of petroleum refineries to keep up.18 

Increasing American use of automobiles also caught the attention of road builders and the 

federal government.  In 1913 the Lincoln Highway Association was founded to provide a coast-

to-coast highway.  Several years later, the Federal Road Act of 1916 took over highway building.  

This congressional act provided federal funding to states to improve their road systems.19  In 

1921, the job was still not done and a renewed bill, called the Federal Highway Act, intended to 

complete the national system of highways by providing aid to the states for road construction.  

Some states took the initiative themselves.  In 1919, Oregon started the first tax on gasoline – 

one cent per gallon – to pay for roads.20 

                                                           
17 Ibid., 49. 
18 Ibid., 49. 
19 Ibid., 51. 
20 Ibid., 89 
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World War I 

During the period of the First World War, domestic automobile production was scaled 

back but continued.  The depression of 1920 and 1921 also failed to provide a setback to the 

automobile industry.  In 1920 there were nine million cars in use and ten and a half million in use 

in 1921(Table 3).  The early twenties depression only served to increase demand for automobiles 

as people began to spend again.21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 73-74. 
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One source quotes automobile registrations as 4.2 % of the 1912 population, while they 

equaled 50 % of the population in 1923 (Table 4).22  Another source contends that by the late 

twenties there was close to one automobile for every five people in the U.S.  In addition, these 

automobiles were consuming 90 per cent of the country’s petroleum products.23   In 1929, 

5,337,087 automobiles were produced, a record that stood for twenty years (Table 5).  During 

this time, the U.S. was building 85 percent of the world’s cars.24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

The 1930’s and Depression 

 The depression of the early 1930’s had a much more evident impact on automobile 

production than the depression of the early 1920’s.  While automobile production decreased a 

considerable amount, the number of automobile registrations only suffered a mild drop.25  This 

shows that cars had become a necessity for households, not merely a luxury that could be 

abandoned in hard times. 

                                                           
22 Ling, 127. 
23 Rae, 88-89. 
24 Ibid., 108. 
25 Ibid., 109. 
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 The programs instituted by Franklin Roosevelt in the New Deal were developed to create 

federal jobs for the thousands of unemployed Americans.  As the depression was deepening in 

1933, the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) of June 16, 1933 was created to resuscitate 

the ailing automobile industry.26  The Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) built access and fire 

roads in remote areas, while the Public Works Administration (PWA) undertook highway and 

bridge construction.  In addition, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) built local roads, 

contributing to the web of interconnected highways throughout the country.27  These initiatives 

served to create work for unemployed Americans but also helped to make the country more 

automobile-friendly. 

World War II 

 As U.S. involvement in World War II became more of a reality, automobile production 

continued through 1940 and 1941, but this would end in 1942 when American production was 

converted to assist the war effort.  As opposed to the use of automobiles during World War I, 

they were a necessity both at home and abroad during this conflict.  Although domestic 

automobile production was suspended for the war, the automobile companies and Americans 

were also held back by other prohibitions.  First, all non-military use of rubber was restricted, as 

this was an imported product that was impossible to get during the war.  This greatly impeded 

the production of products vital to automobile production and use, such as belts and tires.  

Second, petroleum was used first for military purposes.  This often left none for civilian use.28 

One year after the United States became involved in the war, the United States 

government adopted a program of gas rationing (Fig.2).  Such a program served to conserve 

scarce petroleum for the war effort and reduce wear on vehicles and tires that could not be 

                                                           
26 Ibid., 123. 
27 Ibid., 138. 
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replaced.  On August 15, 1945, the day after Japan surrendered, gas rationing ended and 

Americans could drive again.29  Americans tore up their rationing cards, went on joy rides and 

placed orders for new cars.  This attitude foreshadowed the boom in automobile production.  

After the war, there was almost unlimited demand for new cars and very little supply as the car 

manufacturers attempted to switch back to civilian production.  By 1948 the automobile industry 

was progressing into full-scale production.30  Output in 1949 was 5,000,000 cars and 1,000,000 

other vehicles.31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
28 Ibid., 145-152. 
29 Ibid., 159. 
30 Ibid., 174. 
31 Ibid., 176. 

 
Figure 2. Gas Rationing System During WW II 
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Post-War America 

 From the late nineteenth century to 1945, the story of the American automobile was one 

of mechanical and technical innovation that produced the normal mode of transportation.  For the 

next twenty years, many of the advances attributable to the automobile were in highway design 

and construction.  As such, the automobile influenced not only Americans’ mobility, but also the 

American landscape.   

 While the first road intended for high-speed travel, the Pennsylvania Turnpike, was built 

on an abandoned railroad bed in 1940, large-scale road construction did not begin until after 

World War II.32  Although brilliant in theory, they were extremely expensive to build.  Many 

more toll roads were built using the Pennsylvania Turnpike as a model with the belief that those 

who benefited from the roads should pay for them.  These high-speed roadways also included 

service areas that had gas and food so that traffic would not have to leave the toll road.33 

The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 provided for a nationwide system of toll free 

super highways.  The federal government produced 41,000 miles of these highways, paying for 

ninety percent of their construction.34  As Congress realized that the federal government would 

have to continue to pay for automobile related improvements, Congress began to impose excise 

taxes on automobile related products such as fuel and tires.35 

By 1960, four out of every five American families owned at least one car, a thirty percent 

increase from 1940 ownership.36  As late as 1955, the majority of Americans still owned mostly 

American cars.  There were only 60,000 foreign cars sold in the United States that year, which 

                                                           
32 Ibid., 138. 
33 Ibid., 184. 
34 Ibid., 185. 
35 Ibid., 187. 
36 Ibid., 192. 
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represented less than one percent of total sales.37  In the late 1950’s and early 1960’s automobile 

companies began to produce compact cars. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 From the 1960’s to the present, innovations have continued in automobile design, 

construction and use, however they are beyond the scope of this paper.  The suburban growth 

that occurred in the 1960’s directly correlated to Americans’ mobility due to automobile 

ownership.  This mobility has remained over the past forty years, and Americans are even more 

mobile today.  However, the way in which Americans use their cars and the impact on gas 

stations has remained the same. 

                                                           
37 Ibid., 211. 

 
Figure 3. Interstate Highway Interchange 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE HISTORY OF THE GAS STATION 

 
“Gasoline stations (filling stations or service stations, as they also have been called) are 
roadside facilities specifically designed to sell gasoline and other closely related products, 
such as lubricants, tires, and batteries, for the automobile.”1 

 

The Gas Station 

 This definition, by the authors of The Gas Station in America, effectively explains the 

modern gas station, but does not fully encompass the origins or the evolution of the American 

gas station.  From the same source, traditional gasoline stations, those that were built before the 

current age of convenience stores and self-service, now number fewer than 100,000 in the United 

States, whereas there were 236,000 as late as 1964 (Table 6).2 

 
 

                                                 
1 John A. Jakle and Keith A. Sculle, The Gas Station in America  (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1994), 131. 
2 Ibid., 131. 

Table 6. Traditional Gas Stations in U.S. from 1920 to 2005 

Traditional Gas Stations in U.S.

0

50000

100000

150000

200000

250000

1920 1964 2005



 21

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To fuel the earliest automobiles in the United States, owners had to drive to the edge of 

town and get their fuel from oil distributors.  Initially, gasoline was distributed like kerosene, 

pumped into hand-held tin cans and then poured into gas tanks.  In 1885, Sylvanus F. Bowser 

applied a lever action pump to a kerosene tank for easy dispensing.3  As demand increased, 

specific machinery was developed for the distribution of gasoline.  The first gasoline pumps 

were created around 1905.4  In that year, Harry Grenner and Clem Laessing founded the 

Automobile Gasoline Company.  They designed a raised cylindrical tank, oriented vertically with 

a glass indicator for measuring the liquid.  A flexible hose then fit on the side of the pump to 

transfer the fuel to the car’s gas tank.5  

In the earliest years of the twentieth century, before gasoline became the major petroleum 

product, merchants that already sold wet or dry goods began selling gasoline (Fig.5).  During this 

                                                 
3 Guido Fisogni, Gasoline  (Milan: Electa, 1995), 7. 
4 Chester H. Liebs, Main Street to Miracle Mile: American Roadside Architecture  (Boston: Little Brown and 
Company, 1985), 95. 
5 Fisogni, 8. 

 
Figure 4.  Early Refueling Technique 
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time oil companies used the existing kerosene network to market gasoline.6  Because no huge 

demand existed, storekeepers could add gasoline as another product at their store.  Gasoline 

could be found at carriage, hardware, bicycle, grocery and feed stores, as well as at garages, 

blacksmith shops and livery stables.  The shopkeepers simply placed a pump on the sidewalk and 

helped customers as they drove up.7  Since these stores already carried fuels such as coal and 

kerosene, it was natural for them to sell gasoline.  Gasoline was not in high demand because 

driving was not a regular part of everyday life and America lacked the adequate roads and other 

facilities to facilitate the widespread use of automobiles.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 7. 
7 Liebs, 96. 
8 James Moore former owner of Last Chance Liquors, interview by author, 14 April 2004, Athens, GA. 

 
Figure 5. Gas Station Advertising
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As driving became a more integral part of American life, sidewalk pumps became 

dangerous as long lines of cars waiting to fuel backed up into busy streets.  As early as 1905, the 

Automobile Gasoline Company had a chain of stations specifically for gasoline in St. Louis.  A 

few years later, the first Standard Oil gas station opened in Seattle. 9  In 1910, the Central Oil 

Company of Flint, Michigan built the first structure designed for gasoline distribution.  This 

included a single hand-operated pump covered by a canopy.10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Gas stations designed specifically for fueling vehicles took up a large amount of room.  

Cars needed to pull in off of the street, pull next to a pump and then exit back onto the street.  

They usually also had a small shed for supplies and to shelter the attendant.  In some urban areas, 

multi-storied buildings were demolished so that gas stations could take over prime urban real 

estate.11  By World War I, there were 1200 or more stations added each year in America.12  

Before 1915, driving was a fair weather activity.  Most cars were not covered or well insulated, 

                                                 
9 Liebs, 97. 
10 Jakele and Sculle, 132. 
11 Liebs, 97. 
12 Liebs, 97. 

 
Figure 6. Early Gas Station With Off-Street Pumps 
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and thus little driving took place in the winter.  Consequently, most gas stations were closed in 

the winter.  This meant that there was little need for elaborate buildings to serve gas stations.13   

Gas station proliferation occurred in America at the same time as the City Beautiful 

movement.  The City Beautiful movement was a reaction to industrial development and an effort 

to create bucolic, park-like settings in major cities.  City Beautiful advocates detested gas 

stations.  The large lots, small buildings and pumps greatly disrupted their ideas of grand 

boulevards, parks and park-like promenades.  Before this time, gas station building design was 

very simple.  At the height of the City Beautiful movement, oil companies decided to build 

“artistic stations” made of brick, cut stone and concrete to create attractive buildings.14 

By the early 1920’s, gasoline pumps were part of the American landscape.  At this time 

there were 15,000 gas stations in the United States.15  Furthermore, during this period, gas 

stations began to migrate into residential areas of cities.  The first gas stations were built in 

commercial areas because they were often attached to existing commercial establishments.  As 

the gas station moved into residential neighborhoods, owners and oil companies began to design 

them to look like small houses.  The most recognizable of these is the English cottage-type 

stations built by the Pure Oil Company (Fig.7).  Their unmistakable blue tile roofs are still 

prevalent throughout the country.16 

Businesses that sold gasoline also began to diversify into other products and services.  

For the first two decades of the twentieth century, gas stations only provided fuel and oil.  

Mechanics performed car repair services at automobile company built garages, blacksmith shops 

or private garages.  As automobiles became more complex and prevalent in America these 

                                                 
13 Jakele and Sculle, 137. 
14 Ibid., 98-99. 
15 Fisogni, 9. 
16 Liebs, 100-101. 
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businesses lacked the skill to repair them.  People were unable to do repairs themselves because 

they lacked the requisite knowledge.17  By the late 1920’s, the gas station evolved into a single-

stop shop for automotive needs.18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The new services also changed the design of gas station landscapes and buildings.  The 

pumps were moved away from the building and placed on islands in the middle of the lot so that 

cars could pull up to both sides of the pump.  This configuration also moved the pumps so that 

they would not block entry to service bays and the front door.  At many stations, the canopies 

were also abandoned because the columns used as support took up too much room on the lot.19 

The depression of the early thirties impacted both the automobile industry and the 

gasoline industry.  While people continued to buy gasoline, many smaller stations were forced to 

close.  During this time, however, owners of gas stations realized the potential to profit off of 

ancillary products.  Tires, batteries and accessories became a large part of the gas station 

                                                 
17 Moore, 14 April 2004. 
18 Liebs, 102. 
19 Ibid., 103. 

 
Figure 7. Traditional English Cottage Type Gas Station 
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business (Fig.8).  Known as “TBA”, these necessities changed the entire gasoline industry, 

including the architecture.20   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During this period, oil companies began to move away from constructing house style 

stations that blended into the neighborhoods.  Instead, the oil companies produced sleek, 

streamlined buildings that stood in stark contrast to their surroundings.  After the depression, the 

oblong box became the norm in gas station design.  Oblong boxes separated the service bays 

from the retail area and cashier.  They normally had two or three bays on one side of the building 

and a door to the cashier on the opposite side (Fig.9).  These stations, which included plenty of 

glass, were better suited to showcase products and the services performed at service stations.  

The exteriors of these stations were colorful and shiny because they needed to be very visible 

and easily cleaned.21 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 104. 
21 Jackle and Sculle, 150. 

 
Figure 8. TBA sales at a Gas Station 
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At the same time, oil companies realized that the quality of service, friendliness of station 

attendants and cleanliness of their buildings reflected on their company more so than the quality 

of their gasoline.  Most Americans were unable to tell the difference in gasoline performance, so 

the station became the public face of the oil company.  With this emphasis on public image came 

a standardization of services and designs for most oil companies.22  Texaco hired Walter Dorwin 

Teague to redesign their stations to reflect these new ideas.  Texaco wanted stations that 

displayed the services rendered, were easy to clean, and provided a complete corporate image.23  

Later, in 1956, another well-known architect, Frank Lloyd Wright, designed a Phillips 66 gas 

station in Cloquet, Minnesota (see page 71). 

Other oil companies also remodeled their buildings and corporate images in the 1930’s.  

Later in that decade, Frederick Frost and Donald Dodge redesigned Socony Vacuum’s station.  

                                                 
22 Liebs, 104. 
23 Ibid., 105. 

Figure 9. Typical Oblong Box Floorplan 
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Their drum design building deviated somewhat from Texaco’s corporate design.  In their design, 

the corner of the building, which housed the office, was shaped like an oil can (Fig. 10).  This 

literal association between building form and function occurred throughout the rest of the 

twentieth century.24  By World War II, the box had replaced the house as the archetypal gas 

station. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 1930’s also saw a change in the business of gasoline distribution.  Independent 

vendors saw an opportunity in the booming gasoline business and began buying surplus gasoline 

from the large oil companies.  These independent operators owned their own trucks and stores 

and sold the brand name gasoline as their own.  Both independent operators and large oil 

companies emerged from World War II trying to sell more gasoline and capture a greater market 

share.  Unfortunately for the independents, there was such demand for gas that the large oil 

companies usually had much less surplus to sell.25 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 107. 
25 Ibid., 108. 

 
Figure 10. Form and Function of the Gas Station 
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The next real innovation in gas station design and operation came in California from an 

independent operator named George Urich.  In 1947, Urich built the first self-service gas station.  

The self-service model accommodated more pumps because less supervision was needed.  One 

attendant could monitor all of the pumps and make change for the customers.  These self-service 

stations had many detractors.  Several of Urich’s contemporaries had windows broken at their 

stations and even received death threats.  It seems that some people were threatened by the 

thought of Americans pumping their own gas.  Today, this practice is the norm in gasoline sales, 

and full-service gas stations are much harder to find.26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The self-service gas station also altered gas station design.  Because customers would be 

out of their cars and exposed to the elements, the gas station owners brought back the canopy to 

protect them.  As many of the self-service stations consisted solely of pumps and a small shed for 

the attendant, it was easy to cover the entire operation.  The canopies also allowed for eye-

catching signage.  While this trend occurred among the independent operators, the large oil 

companies believed that it was a passing fad and waited until the mid-1950’s to rework their 

designs to catch up with the independents.27 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 108-109. 
27 Ibid., 110. 

Figure 11. Early Self-Service Gas Station 
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After World War II, many independents adopted the “Exaggerated Modern” style for 

their gas stations.  They believed that flashy buildings made of predominantly glass and metal 

would set them apart and attract customers.  This trend continued for many years and in 1964 

even the National Petroleum News expressed concern about gas station proliferation and design.  

This industry journal believed that gas stations had become, “objectionable aesthetically because 

– in the public eye – there are too many of them and they are gaudy, cluttered, and made of 

unattractive materials.”28  In response to this growing objection to “gaudy” gas stations, Shell 

introduced the ranch style gas station in 1960 in Millbrae, California.29  The fervent opposition to 

unsightly gas stations in Hempstead Long Island caused the city to ban the construction of new 

gas stations in 1971.30  By this time, the small box had become popular with independents, while 

many self-service gas stations were still merely a canopy and booth.31 

The early 1970’s brought several changes to the gasoline industry.  By this time, do-it-

yourself mechanics and specialty repair shops were taking business away from the service 

stations.  From 1973 to 1974, the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 

embargo and subsequent shortage in the United States caused the abandonment of thousands of 

marginally profitable stations.  Again, the independents were hurt because the oil companies 

supplied their own stations first and often had no surplus. 32  In addition, the prime location for 

gas station placement shifted from commercial areas to more heavily traveled areas.  The 

interstate system was showing its impact on the gasoline industry and many gas stations were 

locating at interstate interchanges.33 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 111. 
29 Jackle and Sculle, 152. 
30 Liebs, 113. 
31 Jackle and Sculle, 153. 
32 Liebs, 113. 
33 Moore, 14 April 2004. 
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Nonetheless, the independents had an advantage over the oil companies because of their 

widespread adoption of the self-service gas station.  At the independent stations, one unskilled 

attendant could monitor five or ten gas pumps simultaneously.  At the service stations, a 

mechanic would interrupt an oil change or some other service to fill up one car.  To counter this, 

the oil companies tried adding pumps to existing stations but soon realized that they had to build 

the large self-service “pumpers.”34 

Throughout the 1980’s, the convenience store became associated with gas stations.  

Convenience stores often carried some select food items, snacks, tobacco, beer and limited 

automobile accessories such as oil and windshield wiper fluid.  As the marginal profit from 

gasoline sales continued to decline, many operators realized that they could make money only by 

selling convenience store goods.   

That’s because while the global oil business – the realm of OPEC ExxonMobil and Royal 
Dutch Shell – may be a comfy clique the retail gas business is a battleground for scads of 
independent operators.  Many make more money selling twinkies and fixing tires than 
they do peddling gasoline.35 
 

These high volume, wide margin items were not staples, but products that motorists and 

passengers might desire while driving.36  The gas station had come full circle from stores selling 

gasoline as another product to gasoline stations selling various other products.37 

Gas Stations’ Effects on America 

 The proliferation of the automobile and the gas station allowed for the geographic 

mobility that had long been a part of American life.  The desire to fulfill one’s manifest destiny 

may have made this mobility more widespread than in other parts of the world.  The gas station 

                                                 
34 Liebs, 114. 
35 Mike Hughlett, “Refineries, not gas station owners, profiting from hikes,” Athens Banner-Herald, 20 June 2004, 
F5. 
36 Moore, 14 April 2004. 
37 Liebs, 115. 
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has also served to shape our landscape.  Gas stations were the catalysts and colonists as 

commercial concerns moved into residential areas and then later spread out further from the 

urban core.38  The gas station served many more purposes other than dispensing fuel.  These 

stations were symbols of freedom.  Any American with a car could travel throughout this country 

because of the periodic placement of gas stations.  People could travel wherever and whenever 

they desired.  The gas station was also a social center.  While rarely a destination, the gas station 

was a place where Americans had to step out of their cars and deal with other people.39  Gas 

stations were somewhat of a safe haven whether you needed fuel for your car, mechanical 

assistance or directions. 

 Although gas stations have always come in a variety of sizes and shapes, they are almost 

always recognizable as such.  Even with the pumps removed, the distinctive architectural styles 

and landscapes of gas stations evoke emotions of familiarity in most Americans.  This is one of 

the reasons that gas stations make such good conversions.  They were designed as commercial 

buildings to display and sell products.  It is fitting, then that people identify these buildings with 

consumerism and commerce.  Any shop, café or restaurant located in a gas station will reap some 

of these benefits of identity. 

Summary 

 The American gas station would not have been developed, and subsequently need to be 

preserved, without the automotive advances of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

Men like Emile Levassor, Hiram Percy Maxim and Henry Ford made remarkable contributions 

to the history of transportation.  Given the increasing ubiquity of the automobile during this time, 

these advancements also led to changes in the American landscape, not the least of which was 

                                                 
38 Jackle and Sculle, 226-227. 
39 Ibid., 228. 
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the American gas station.  The gas station evolved and advanced with the prevailing trends and 

technologies of the day.  These buildings and the businesses that operated from them allowed 

Americans to travel independently, farther than they had gone before.  Many Americans have 

emotional attachments to gas stations that remind them of their youth and development.  This 

much was learned during the interviews and research associated with this paper.  The buildings 

that housed these businesses are an important part of the American landscape and deserve to be 

preserved.  While many are now unable to fulfill their original purpose, they make terrific shells 

for new businesses such as cafes and shops.   
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CHAPTER 4 

EXAMPLES 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter presents several examples of rehabilitated gas stations.  The three main 

examples are from in and around Athens, Georgia.  Also included are images of several other 

rehabilitated gas stations throughout the state with comments on the appropriate and 
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inappropriate treatments.  This is not meant to be an exhaustive survey of rehabilitated gas 

stations in Georgia.  These are examples that show the different uses, level of rehabilitation and 

level of difficulty in rehabilitating gas stations.  It is the intent of the author that the reader may 

learn some of the processes and considerations that are needed to rehabilitate a gas station, in 

case he or she is planning a rehabilitation project. 

Also included in this section are examples of intermediate uses and related examples.  

“Intermediate uses” is a term that describes businesses located in gas stations that do not 

dispense fuel, but still deal with automobiles in some capacity.  Examples of intermediate uses 

are tire sales, car washes and used car dealers.  Related examples deal with gas stations, but not 

necessarily their rehabilitation.  The Starbucks on Peachtree Road in Atlanta, Georgia is an 

interesting example of a corporation demolishing an older gas station to make way for a new 

building that closely resembles the demolished gas station.  In addition, the one gas station that 

was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, and actually built, presents a forum for discussing the 

preservation of culturally or architecturally significant gas stations. 

 The Downtown Development Authority (DDA) Office in the City of Commerce shows 

how a local government, concerned with historic preservation, decided to reuse a gas station as a 

city office.  This project was undertaken with city funds and was the first preservation project in 

the renaissance of the Commerce downtown.  The Jittery Joe’s coffee shop in Five Points in 

Athens, Georgia sits on a prominent corner in one of Athens’ most popular residential areas.  The 

story of its rehabilitation shows how owner, tenant and local government can work together to 

achieve a mutually beneficial goal.  Last Chance Liquors, in Athens, Georgia, has undergone 

rehabilitation to a different degree.  The process from which it was converted from a gas station 

to a liquor store was very organic and market driven.  Until very recently there was no specific 
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period of rehabilitation, but rather a prolonged adaptation of uses.  However, since beginning this 

research, the building has changed hands and the current owner is undertaking an extensive 

rehabilitation of the building that includes several additions.  While continuing to operate the gas 

station as a liquor store, the current owners decided that a significant rehabilitation would benefit 

their business.  This further supports the argument that gas stations can easily accommodate new 

uses because multiple owners have recognized the value of the historic gas station. 

Downtown Development Authority, Commerce, Georgia 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1986, the city of Commerce, Georgia, approximately 20 miles north of Athens, 

implemented an extensive Mainstreet Program to beautify the city’s historic core.  The first 

building to receive the benefit of this revitalization was an historic gas station that sat on the 

main street very close to the city hall.  The building originally housed the Lone Star Service 

Station that dealt Texaco gasoline and was operated by Mr. Penn McDuffie.  As evidenced in a 

later picture the station also sold Sinclair Gasoline for a period of time (Fig.13).  The station later 

 
Figure 12. Downtown Development Authority Office, Commerce, 
Georgia 
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served as a taxi stand before its eventual rejuvenation as the Downtown Development Authority 

offices. 

In a letter dated June 12, 1986, the Main street manager, Ann E. Beck wrote to city 

manager Doug Dorsey encouraging his cooperation in finalizing the project before the dedication 

of the office early the next month.  “Not only is this building important because it houses the 

Commerce Main Street program, but also, because it is the first completed project in the 

downtown since the program began.”1 (See Appendix 3) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The office sits on a busy corner of downtown in the heart of a thriving retail district.  The 

depot in this picture was lost, and the city was determined not to lose any more historic structures 

                                                 
1  Ann E. Beck, Commerce, to Doug Dorsey, Commerce, 12 June 1986, Typewritten, Downtown Development 
Authority, Commerce, Georgia. 

 
Figure 13. Commerce, Georgia 



 38

in the downtown (Fig.13).  Jan Nelson, the former Downtown Development Authority (DDA) 

Director states that people who grew up in Commerce will tell her stories of when they were 

growing up and would buy gas, candy or drinks.  While operating as a taxi stand, the building 

also contained the bootlegged liquor that the operator sold out of the building.  During 

renovation, empty bottles and cans that had at one time contained illicit alcohol were found in 

the basement.2 

The DDA office was not an expensive or extensive project.  While the dramatic changes 

are evident, including the enclosing of a portion of the area under the canopy, no federal funds 

were used in the rehabilitation.  The city recognized the building’s significance and decided to 

save it using city money.  To the city’s relief, the tanks could stay in the ground.  To prevent 

corrosion, the contractors filled the tanks with sand and water.  Nelson points to the thriving 

landscaping encircling the building as proof of the absence of contaminated soil.  In addition, the 

city used cast iron sewer pipes that had been turned on end to support the canopy.  To conserve 

space, the builders decided to utilize the cramped basement below the building to house the 

central air systems. 

Currently, the office consists of two small rooms and a bathroom.  The Downtown 

Development Authority director’s office is in the first room, with a small seating area.  The rear 

room houses files, a copier, a spare desk and access to the small bathroom. 

Parking is not an issue for this converted gas station.  In Commerce’s downtown, new 

businesses do not have to add parking due to the abundance of on-street parking.  The city 

provides ample parking along the storefronts, and in the median of the road there is parking on 

either side of the central railroad tracks that run through the downtown.  In addition, this building 

                                                 
2  Jan Nelson, Downtown Development Authority Director, interview by author, 22 April 2004, Commerce, 
Georgia. 
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is not one hundred percent ADA compliant.  Since the renovations occurred in the mid-1980’s, 

the building has been grandfathered into the current code.  If this renovation were to take place 

today, the building might be held to the standards of the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Jittery Joe’s Five-Points, Athens, Georgia 
 

Five Points in Athens, Georgia is formed by the intersection of Milledge Avenue, 

Lumpkin Street and Milledge Circle.  The five-point intersection has long served as a 

neighborhood commercial center.  The area has several restaurants, a grocery store, two 

pharmacies, a fire station, gas stations and cafes.  The Jittery Joe’s at Five Points sits 

prominently between Lumpkin Street and Milledge Avenue, facing north towards downtown and 

the University of Georgia.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 14. Before and After Restoration, Commerce, Georgia 
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This building has undergone a typical progression for a gas station.  From selling fuel and 

doing light repairs to becoming a full-service repair shop to a new use as a coffee shop, the 

building has remained almost constantly occupied.  Keith and Karl Kortmeier followed the 

progression of the building, and when the auto repair shop vacated the space, decided to 

approach the owner and present a unique idea.  The owner, Hal Hodgson, owns and runs the 

pharmacy known as Hodgson’s directly behind the building.  The Kortmeiers told Mr. Hodgson 

that they would clean the interior of the building if he would rent it to them for a coffee shop 

rather than demolish the building to create parking for the pharmacy.   

 Hal Hodgson’s father bought the building from the Standard Oil Company in the early 

1970’s.  The elder Hodgson bought the station in anticipation of revitalizing the five points 

intersection.  This revitalization initially included demolishing the structure, but luckily he found 

a tenant who sold gas and performed simple auto repairs.  In 1992, the tanks came out of the 

ground due to possible leakage from a pumping joint.   

Figure 15. Jittery Joe’s Café, Athens, Georgia 
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 The Hodgsons hired a contractor from Atlanta who had experience in underground 

storage tank removal.  The company removed the tanks and filled the holes with dirt and repaved 

the area.  Unfortunately, that was not the end of the environmental remediation.  Concurrent with 

the removal of the tanks, the Hodgsons coordinated with the state Environmental Protection 

Division (EPD) to implement a corrective action plan or CAP A.  The CAP A included drilling 

monitoring wells around the property to monitor ground water for contamination  (Fig.16).  The 

wells are read periodically to ensure that any contamination is contained and not drifting through 

ground water flows.   

 Since the monitoring wells were implemented, the EPD has come back to Mr. Hodgson 

and alerted him to the fact that some contamination has migrated from the site.  Luckily for Mr. 

Hodgson, the mild contamination is being recorded at a gas station across the street.  He is not 

convinced that the contamination did not originate at the neighboring gas station.  There was no 

immediate action needed at that time, however, the EPD continues to monitor the wells.  In 

addition, the company that removed the tanks is no longer operating, so Mr. Hodgson is unable 

to take action against the contractor on the basis of negligence.  He recommends that gas station 

rehabilitation projects should include the input and expertise of the EPD at a very early stage.  

Even though Hodgson has had some problems with this gas station, he claims that he would not 

hesitate to purchase another gas station or undertake another gas station rehabilitation.3 

                                                 
3 Hal Hodgson, Owner of Hodgson’s Pharmacy, interview by author, 20 April 2004, Athens, Georgia. 
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Another problem encountered with this project was ensuring that the gas station building 

and the new use complied with local ordinances.  The Kortmeiers agreed to handle the rezoning 

and planning department requirements as part of the agreement to save the gas station from 

becoming a parking lot.  They had little trouble convincing city officials that rezoning the 

property to accommodate the café was a good idea.  One problem with the proposed plan was 

parking.  The gas station had only one island for gas pumps, so the front parking area was not 

large enough for many cars.  The Kortmeiers asked Mr. Hodgson to provide a few parking 

spaces out of his parking lot.  He agreed because the typical customer visiting the café will park 

for only a few minutes to get a cup of coffee, then will vacate the space.  Hodgson agreed to 

Figure 16. Monitoring Well  
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allow café customers to park in a few designated spaces, while his customers could park in any 

space in the lot.   

However, even with Hodgson’s parking, the project still lacked the required number of 

spaces.  The Kortmeiers went back to the planners and came up with a novel solution.  A 

landowner who had an underutilized parking area across the street from the café gave the 

Kortmeiers parking rights for overflow parking (Fig.17).  Given the nature of Five Points (with 

on-street parking) and the nature of the café (with many more quick visits than extended visits) 

this excess parking lot rarely gets used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another issue with the rehabilitation and change of use was the water supply to the 

building.  Under Athens-Clarke County building codes, a café is considered a restaurant and has 

to pass the appropriate building code inspections.  During the planning stage, the inspector 

Figure 17.  Overflow Parking for Jittery Joe’s 
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determined that the water line that supplied the building was not sufficient for a restaurant.  The 

gas station had only used water for the two bathrooms and a small sink in the garage.  Again, the 

authorities were willing to work with the Kortmeiers to solve this problem.  The City/County 

gave them a variance on the water supply because the café would not have to handle cleaning as 

many dishes as a full-service restaurant.  Had this not occurred, the additional cost of running a 

larger water supply line to the building might have killed the project. 

Even with these two major obstacles out of the way, the Kortmeiers still had a long way 

to go to before they could serve their first cup of coffee.  Along with the rezoning efforts, the 

Kortmeiers also agreed to do all of the physical rehabilitation work on the building.  Keith 

Kortmeier remembers that it took two weeks to simply remove grease from the walls.  They also 

had to build a new floor structure in the bay areas to cover up the grease pits and build out the 

interior of the building.  Kortmeier remembers the interior design and build out as an enjoyable 

process due to the blank nature of the space.  They were able to create a new interior as they 

wanted it.  After seven months of cleaning, construction and decorating the interior, Jittery Joe’s 

opened for business in the summer of 1996.4 

Jittery Joe’s is a typical oblong box much like the diagram in figure 20.  The floor plan is 

somewhat different, however, in that the front door is on the side of the building and the men’s 

restroom is accessed from the exterior.  The office has now become the serving counter where 

coffee beans, coffee machines and a deli case of baked goods.  The two bay areas were converted 

to one large sitting room with tables, chairs and bookshelves.  An elaborate circular chair and 

billowing cloth mask the central steel structural pillar. 

 The experience of both the Hodgson’s and Kortmeiers show that gas station rehabilitation 

is very practical and can be accomplished.  In this instance, the local government was willing to 
                                                 
4 Keith Kortmeier, Owner of Jittery Joe’s Coffee Shop, interview by author, 16 April 2004, Athens, Georgia. 
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work closely with the owner and tenant to accomplish the project.  Jittery Joe’s success is 

evidenced by Keith Kortmeier’s decision to attempt to find more gas stations for Jittery Joe’s 

franchises, and his partner, Bob Googe’s decision to open another Jittery Joe’s at a gas station 

across town from the Five Points location.  As of August 14, 2005, the building was awaiting 

EPD approval of monitoring wells.  Sixty days after the site passes the EPD inspection, the new 

Jittery Joe’s should open at the site (Fig.19).5 

                                                 
5 Don Nelson, “Brief Cases: Joe’s at Alps,” Athens Banner-Herald, 14 August 2005, F1. 

 
Figure 18. Jittery Joe’s 
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Last Chance Liquors, Athens, Georgia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Last Chance Liquors is located in a converted gas station along Old Highway 441, also 

known as Macon Highway, in Athens, Georgia.  While this location is not as desirable as the 

Five Points location of Jittery Joe’s, Macon Highway is a heavily traveled road and the gas 

Figure 20. Last Chance Liquors 

Figure 19.  Jittery Joe’s Next Location 
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station has good visibility.  In this example, the “rehabilitation” was achieved in two phases.  

First, the building underwent an adaptation of uses over a prolonged period of time.  Since 

beginning this research, the current owner has undertaken a substantial rehabilitation of this 

building.  This example shows how a gas station can remain viable to house a number of 

different uses and prove valuable for different owners.  The evolution of uses was a reaction to 

customer demand, rather than a deliberate repositioning of the building to accommodate alternate 

uses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the picture on the previous page the building was operated as a Bay gas station (Fig. 

20).   The building probably began its life as a Texaco gas station sometime in the 1940’s (Fig. 

21).  The picture on the previous page is most likely from the early 1970’s, right before James 

Moore leased the building to sell gas under the independent Magnolia brand (Fig. 20).  Mr. 

Moore had several gas stations throughout Northeast Georgia that operated under the Magnolia 

 
Figure 21. Texaco Station 



 48

name.  He would buy surplus gasoline from the larger companies and transport it in his own 

tanker trucks.  In 1974 Mr. Moore decided to convert the gas station to primarily beer sales.  The 

previous few years had seen declining gas sales, but increased beer sales at this location.  A few 

years later, Mr. Moore added liquor sales and renamed it Last Chance Liquors.6 

The conversion of Last Chance Liquors was a very organic process that did not have a 

clearly defined period of restoration.  The garage bays were converted to handle several beer 

coolers and some simple shelving was placed in the building.  Until recently, the original 

sales/lobby area had become a liquor sales area and the bay area held several beer coolers as well 

as the cash register.  Even though this was not a “proper” restoration, the environmental 

remediation still had to take place.  While the current owner has confirmed that the Phase I 

Environmental Site Assessment showed that there was no contamination or tanks remaining in 

the ground, no one was sure when they were removed. 

Parking is more of a concern for this building because it is located on the side of what 

was at one time a busy state highway.  Luckily, Last Chance Liquors sits on a rather large piece 

of land and has ample parking for a retail establishment.  This is necessary for the operation of a 

business in this location because there is no pedestrian traffic in this area.   

Currently, the new owners of Last Chance Liquors, Jimbo Horn and Johnny DeFelice, are 

undertaking a considerable rehabilitation of the building and the property.  Earlier this year, they 

bought the lease to the building that Bill Lyons held.  They are planning on closing on the 

purchase of the property on October 14 of this year.  While they had planned on opening the new 

Last Chance Liquors by September 1 of this year, to coincide with the beginning of the 

University of Georgia football season, their new estimated grand opening will occur before 

November 12, the final home football game.  Horn hopes that the liquor store will receive a 
                                                 
6 James Moore, Owner Magnolia Gas Stations, interview by author, 15 April 2004, Athens, Georgia. 
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steady flow of customers shopping for tailgating supplies before football games and that the 

customers will come back throughout the rest of the year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Horn and DeFelice were aware of the potential environmental problems associated with 

rehabilitation of an historic gas station and took the necessary precautions.  Their first action 

during due diligence was a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment.  A Phase I is required by 

most lenders before they will agree to finance any type of construction project.  Luckily for 

Horn, the Phase I confirmed that there was no environmental contamination on the site and that 

the tanks had been removed sometime in the past.  The consultant who performed the Phase I 

noted that the tanks were removed before detailed reports were kept on this type of activity, but 

soil boring confirmed that they were no longer in the ground. 

Figure 22. Present-Day Last Chance Liquors 
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This project is also a good example of the financial benefits of rehabilitating an historic 

gas station.  Horn and DeFelice identified the location as a prime candidate for a liquor store 

given the historic sales of Last Chance Liquors and the considerable drive by traffic.  While 

developing a plan for the site, they determined that demolition of the gas station, site work and 

construction work to build a new building would cost $500,000.  This figure does not include the 

cost of the coolers and fixtures necessary for the new store.  Their current figure, that includes 

the purchase of the land and building, as well as the rehabilitation work and the fixtures, is 

$300,000.  Without knowing the potential costs of a new building and fixtures it is hard to show 

exactly how much money they are going to save, but it is definitely greater than $200,000.  The 

funds for this project will be a mix of personal investment from Horn and DeFelice and a bank 

loan.  They had no problem securing financing for the project because the Phase I study 

confirmed the lack of environmental contamination.7 

Since the property had never undergone a significant rehabilitation, the layout of the gas 

station was not ideal for retail sales.  Horn and DeFelice are in the process of building new walls 

and reconfiguring the layout of the space.  They have opened a portion of the back wall of the 

building so that they can install a new area for the beer coolers that will not take up space in the 

existing floor plan (Fig. 23).  They have also begun adding a small addition in front of one of the 

garage bay doors to accommodate a larger entrance to the store (Fig. 24).  Before they began 

renovation, the drive-through window was located in this space, but cars had to drive past the 

front door to reach the drive-through window.  To alleviate this potential safety hazard, they 

have opened a portion of the sidewall so that the drive through can be moved to side of the 

building (Fig. 24). 

                                                 
7 Jimbo Horn, Owner of Last Chance Liquors, interview by author, 27 September 2005, Athens, Georgia. 
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Luckily for Horn and DeFelice, the gas station was already being used as a liquor store, 

so they did not have to rezone the property.  In addition, there is no lack of parking on the site, so 

they did not have to worry about creative solutions to alleviate this potential problem.  Horn 

believes that the local government is pleased that this work is occurring due to the recent decline 

in the immediate neighborhood.  A nearby motel was demolished several years ago and a motel 

across the street was condemned as a hazard.  Horn hopes that the work they are performing on 

Last Chance will spur additional investment in the area and lead to an even better return on his 

investment.  The local government required the rehabilitation to include the addition of a 

sidewalk on the property and an extensive landscaping plan.  As a condition of the rehabilitation 

work, they will have to plant several street trees to beautify the site. 

 
Figure 23. Last Chance Liquors, Rear Wall, Beer Cooler Addition 
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When asked about the decision to undertake this project, Horn cited several reasons.  

First, DeFelice is involved in several liquor stores in Athens and identified this site as a good 

location for a new store.  Horn and DeFelice also recognized the potential benefits from locating 

their liquor store in an historic gas station.  As a reaction to impersonal warehouse type liquor 

stores they want to create a unique store that will attract customers as much through its novelty 

as its product.  To that end, they are retaining as much of the historic fabric as possible.  They are 

leaving the garage door hardware, walls and rafters exposed.  They are also leaving an old safe in 

place to lend even more history to the interior.  On Saturdays during the fall, when the University 

of Georgia football team is playing at home, they plan to open the garage door to give the space 

the character of an open market, another unique component.  

Figure 24. Last Chance Liquors, New Entrance and Drive Through 
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The example of the Last Chance Liquors evolution and current rehabilitation shows the 

many benefits of rehabilitating an historic gas station.  Since the site did not have any 

environmental contamination and the intended use did not require a rezoning of the property, the 

owners will have relatively few headaches during the rehabilitation.  A quick economic analysis 

of the potential costs of demolition versus the budgeted costs of acquisition and rehabilitation 

shows that the current plan will save the owners a great deal of money.  The owners stated that 

the two most important factors in deciding to use this building are the location and the 

opportunity to create a unique space.  By saving this historic building they are hoping to create a 

unique retail experience for their customers that will lead to repeat visits.  

Shell Number Seven, Winston-Salem, North Carolina 

The treatment of the Shell Number Seven in Winston-Salem, North Carolina represents a 

restoration as opposed to a rehabilitation.  A restoration attempts to return a property to a specific 

point in time, while a rehabilitation involves repairs and construction to prepare a property for a 

new use.  Preservation North Carolina (PNC) became interested in this building in 1996 because 

it was the last remaining Shell station in Winston-Salem that included the original shell-shaped 

building.  They acquired the property in April 1996 and undertook research and restoration to 

return the station to reflect its character as it stood in the 1930’s. 

The Shell number seven was built in the spring or summer of 1931 at the corner of 

Peachtree and Sprague Streets in Winston-Salem.  This shell-shaped pattern had been patented in 

the summer of 1930, with J.H. Glenn and Bert L. Bennett receiving the credit for its design.  

Shell number seven operated as a gas station until 1964 when Don Watson began operating a 

small engine repair shop on the property.  After PNC acquired the building in the Spring of 1996, 

the property was restored and well documented in a report titled, The Restoration of Shell 
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Number Seven: September 1996 – April 1997, compiled by Sarah Woodard and John Larson 

(See Appendix A). 

The report detailed the acquisition efforts of PNC and the above-mentioned history.  

During the application for a building permit, PNC discovered that the property was zoned 

residential.  The Winston-Salem/Forsyth County zoning board agreed to grandfather the 

building’s use as non-conforming after reviewing signed affidavits attesting to the fact that it had 

not been used as a residential building since at least 1968.  The report also chronicled the 

restoration of the building and cited the evidence that was used in the reproduction of the 1930’s 

character of the site. 

First, a small shed that had severely deteriorated was repaired and repainted.  From 

interviews of past owners and neighbors, it was determined that the shed was in fact built in the 

1950’s, yet it had remained on the site long enough to attain historic status.  Much of the 

landscaping that had sprouted on the site after the 1930’s was removed so that restoration could 

occur on the original structures.  A white picket fence was reconstructed from photographs from 

the 1930’s.  A later car wash that had been built beside the shell structure was removed and the 

original pergola was recreated.  An environmental consultant confirmed that the underground 

storage tanks were not leaking so they were filled with inert foam.  Removal of the tanks would 

have threatened the site and the structural integrity of the shell structure. 

The restoration work also included treatment of the windows, glass and doors, the 

plumbing and electricity, installation of a security system and the hardware.  Two of the three 

pump islands had remained in place and the third was recreated.  A scar in the pavement revealed 

the location of the third pump.  Two recreations of 1930’s gas pumps were donated and installed 

by Quality Oil.  In addition, the restoration included the acquisition and installation of a grease 
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rack to interpret the location and use of this component.  The entire restoration of Shell Number 

Seven totaled $52,961.37.  Included in this cost was $21,608.20 for a general contractor and 

$850.00 for the environmental consultant and inert foam used to fill the tanks.8  

Typology and Treatments of Rehabilitation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following pages contain pictures of rehabilitated gas stations that are located 

throughout the state of Georgia.  These former gas stations now house restaurants, florists, 

jewelers, party stores, coffee shops, bars, a police station, a welcome center and a chamber of 

commerce.  While there are many more rehabilitated gas stations throughout the state of Georgia, 

as well as the rest of the country, this sample of pictures should help to show how prevalent the 

trend has become.  Many municipalities and private citizens have realized the benefits of 

rehabilitating gas stations.  These examples are a testament to the volume of gas stations that 

have been rehabilitated throughout the country.  This section should also serve to educate the 

                                                 
8 John C. Larson and Sarah Woodard, “The Restoration of Shell Number Seven: September 1996 – April 1997” 
(Winston-Salem: Preservation North Carolina, 1997), Appendix, photocopied. 

 
Figure 25. Recommendations for Rehabilitation 
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reader on the varying degrees of rehabilitation as well as offer design ideas to those hoping to 

undertake their own project. 

While this paper argues that the rehabilitation of gas stations is beneficial on many levels, 

a typology of these rehabilitations is useful to understand appropriate treatments for these 

buildings.  Character defining traits are the physical aspects of a building that make it 

recognizable in its many forms.  As mentioned previously, gas stations of the twentieth century 

take many forms due to the evolution of uses and architectural styles.  However, these buildings 

are recognizable because of their form.  A streamlined modern oblong box is quite different from 

an English cottage style station, yet both are easily identifiable as gas stations.   

Discussion of the following examples will comment on the character defining features 

that were kept or obscured during the rehabilitation.  Avoiding subjectivity is important when 

discussing character-defining features, but nonetheless these comments are necessary as a guide 

for future rehabilitations of these types of buildings.  Character defining features include, but are 

not limited to, siting of the building on the landscape, entrances and exits, glazing, canopies and 

glazing, or window treatments. 

Universal Joint Restaurant, Atlanta, Georgia 

This vernacular oblong box gas station, probably built in the 1930’s or 1940’s shows both 

appropriate and inappropriate treatments of rehabilitation.  Without the benefit of an historic 

photograph to use for a comparison, it seems that the exterior has been covered in stucco, but 

may have originally been painted concrete block or brick.  However, the retention of the garage 

bay doors is an effective clue to the building’s previous use as a gas station.  In addition, the 

pump island was retained when the gas pumps were removed.  The main entrance to the building 
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remains in the original location.  Another effective treatment was the replacement of the original 

pump island canopy with a latticework trellis (Fig. 26). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Filling Station Restaurant, Dalton, Georgia 

 This vernacular gas station was probably built in the 1940’s or 1950’s as a full service 

station.  The images of the station before and after rehabilitation are useful in identifying the 

appropriate and inappropriate changes to the building.  First, the canopy was retained, but the 

brick pillars that were introduced are out of proportion and most likely bulkier than the original 

columns.  The enclosure of the canopy area is an effective reclamation of space, but obscures the 

main entrance to the building.  Placing the entrance in one of the original garage bays detracts 

from the divided light glazing that is a character-defining trait of these stations.  The retention of 

the placement of the bays is effective for the interpretation of the building as a rehabilitated gas 

station, but it is unclear from the picture of the current day restaurant whether or not the divided 

 
Figure 26.  Universal Joint Restaurant, Oakhurst, Atlanta, Georgia 
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light glazing was retained.  The current signage for the restaurant does evoke a gas station sign 

from the 1950’s (Fig. 27 and 28). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elberton Chamber of Commerce, Elberton, Georgia 

This rehabilitation shows an effective historic treatment of a Spanish colonial type gas 

station from the 1940’s.  All original openings and glazing was retained to effectively interpret 

 
Figure 27. The Filling Station Restaurant, Dalton, Georgia (Before) 

 
Figure 28.  The Filling Station Restaurant, Dalton, Georgia 

(After)
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the origin of this building.  The façade treatment and color palette are correct for the period in 

which this station was built.  The gooseneck lights over the signage are effective recreations of 

the original lighting.  The tile roofing on the parapet walls was well restored.  In addition, no 

major additions to the parking area or canopy have obscured the exterior (Fig. 29 and 30). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 29.  Elberton Chamber of Commerce, Elberton, Georgia 

 
Figure 30. Elberton Chamber of Commerce, Elberton, 
Georgia 
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Asian Express Restaurant, Hapeville, Georgia 

This Asian restaurant in Hapeville, Georgia was built in the 1940’s as a streamlined 

oblong box.  The current rehabilitation effectively preserved the white enamel panels and 

horizontal red stripes that run across the façade.  It appears from the current picture that little was 

changed during this rehabilitation.  The garage bay doors were retained and seem to remain fully 

functional.  The patio that was created in front of the bay doors does not obscure the doors from 

view.  The original door was retained and the red canopy that wraps around the corner of the 

building replicates the original canopy that would have protected customers entering the station 

(Fig. 31). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

McDonough Welcome Center, McDonough, Georgia 

This plain gas station was probably built in the 1940’s or 1950’s.  The rehabilitation went 

further than many in this paper and included the installation of replicated gas pumps and other 

period fixtures.  The retention of the left garage bay door is effective for interpreting the building 

 
Figure 31. Asian Express Restaurant, Hapeville, Georgia 
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as a filling station.  However, the middle garage bay door was converted to a main entrance that 

detracts from the original glazing.  The canopy area was effectively restored and the plantings in 

front of the pumps adds to the landscape without obscuring the pump island or the main entrance 

(Fig. 32). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Taqueria del Sol, Decatur, Georgia 

This gas station that has been rehabilitated to house a Mexican restaurant in Decatur, 

Georgia was probably built in the 1960’s.  This building is barely recognizable as a gas station 

due to the treatment of its features during rehabilitation.  While the suggestion of garage bay 

doors remains, the glazing has been drastically altered and the main entrance now disrupts one of 

these doors.  An oversized canopy and a large concrete wall facing the street obscure the original 

main entrance and canopy area.  The popularity of this restaurant necessitates the large amount 

of parking in front of the building, but the parking arrangement does not reflect the original use 

of the landscape as a gas station (Fig. 33 and 34). 

 
 

 
Figure 32. McDonough Welcome Center, McDonough, Georgia 
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Figure 33. Taqueria del Sol, Decatur, Georgia

Figure 34. Taqueria del Sol, Decatur, Georgia 
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Go Bar, Athens, Georgia 

The Go Bar, formerly a Magnolia gas station in Athens, Georgia also displays both 

appropriate and inappropriate treatments for rehabilitation.  While the garage bay door and main 

entrance were retained in the rehabilitation, the diverse landscaping in front of the building now 

obscures these elements.  The original use of this building is not evident from the street.  The 

barrel tile roof treatment is attractive, but it is not clear from figure ? whether or not this was the 

original roof treatment.  The rehabilitation did create a unique space and ensured the continued 

use of the building, but the original character is severely obscured (Fig. 35 and 36). 

 

 

 
Figure 35. Go Bar, Athens, Georgia (Before) 
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Intermediate Uses 
 

“Intermediate uses” is a term used for gas stations that no longer dispense fuel, but still 

contain services related to automobiles.  Many rehabilitated gas stations go through at least one 

intermediate use on their way to rehabilitation and reuse.  These intermediate uses include tire 

sales, used car sales, car washes and service shops.  Jittery Joe’s in Five Points Athens is a good 

example of a rehabilitated gas station that was first an automotive repair shop before it became a 

café.   

Intermediate uses are beneficial for gas stations because the new business can operate 

almost immediately with little or no renovation.  Many of these businesses merely take away the 

pumps and begin to operate in another capacity.  A building in continued use that is generating 

rental or sales revenue for the owner is much less likely to be demolished than a gas station that 

Figure 36. Go Bar, Athens, Georgia (After) 
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sits vacant.  These intermediate uses give some gas stations a cushion of time between the end of 

their useful life as a gas station and the beginning of their life as a rehabilitated building with a 

new use.   

Following are two such intermediate uses in the West Midtown area of Atlanta, Georgia.  

This area is undergoing a transformation from industrial and commercial uses to more residential 

and retail uses.  In the near future, these buildings may become excellent candidates for 

rehabilitation to retail establishments as cafes, small shops or salons.  As a good deal of new 

users and residents are added to this area these buildings may soon be within walking distance 

for potential customers.  

Volset Volvo Specialists, Atlanta, Georgia 

While the owners of this building have not carried out an extensive rehabilitation, the 

building is in good repair and it retains its original character.  The original openings and glazing 

remain intact and what looks to be the original canopy over the main entrance remains.  Barring 

any severe environmental contamination, this building could easily house a small shop or 

restaurant (Fig. 37 and 38). 

Figure 37.  Volset Volvo Specialists, Atlanta, Georgia 
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Luxury Auto Body Shop and Detail, Atlanta, Georgia 

Much like the Volset Volvo Specialists, this building has seen little rehabilitation work.  

There is an addition of two large garage bays, evident from their difference in size compared to 

the original bay doors.  The addition also has a concrete block façade, while the original gas 

station retains many of its original enamel panels.  An effective treatment of this station would 

include replacing the garage bay doors with divided light glazing, and retaining the addition.  

This station would yield a large interior space that could easily accommodate a restaurant or 

possibly a flea market setup with individual stalls (Fig. 39 and 40).

Figure 38. Volset Volvo Specialists, Atlanta, Georgia 
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Figure 39. Luxury Auto Body Shop and Detail, Atlanta, Georgia 

Figure 40. Luxury Auto Body Shop and Detail, Atlanta, Georgia 
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Related Examples 

The following two examples are related to the topic of this paper in that they deal with 

gas stations.  However, they are not rehabilitation projects.  The Starbucks at 3901 Peachtree 

Road in Atlanta, Georgia is a gas station inspired building on the site of a demolished gas station 

(Fig. 41).  This example shows how a corporate retailer has capitalized on the design of the gas 

station, while irresponsibly demolishing an existing gas station.  The well-known American 

architect Frank Lloyd Wright designed the Phillips 66 gas station in Cloquet, Minnesota (Fig. 

44).  While the gas station is still functioning as a gas station, it shows that even a very 

accomplished architect was interested in the design of gas stations during the height of his career.  

This gas station is significant because it is the only gas station that Wright designed that was 

actually built.  This presents the problem of preserving and interpreting culturally or historically 

significant gas stations. 

Starbucks Coffee, Atlanta, Georgia 
 

This building, which resembles a gas station, was in fact built on the site of a former gas 

station.  This Starbucks is located on Peachtree Road, north of Buckhead in Atlanta, Georgia.  

The site contained a service station into the late 1990’s that was probably built in the 1950’s or 

1960’s.  In the 1993 aerial photograph the original gas station is in the upper right hand corner of 

the large parking lot (Fig. 42).  In the 2002 aerial photograph the Starbucks building has been 

built in the same location (Fig. 43). 

The new building resembles a traditional gas station in several ways.  First, the yellow 

piers separate the façade into four broad bays.  The three on the right side of the building closely 

resemble garage bay doors with divided light windows.  The bay to the left of the building has 
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larger panes of glass, much like the retail area of a traditional gas station.  Functionally, they 

rearranged the interior to place the service area in the center of the building with seating to the 

sides. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
It is difficult to ascertain Starbucks’ corporate policy in tearing down a gas station and 

building a structure that so closely resembles the lost building.  Unfortunately, Starbucks 

considers this type of information proprietary and would not answer any questions via email or 

phone.  The design of this building is an interesting testament to the appeal of the design of 

traditional gas stations.  If Starbucks would take the time to design a building that resembles a 

gas station, rather than use a template building from another location, then they must realize the 

value inherent in the form of traditional gas stations.  For Starbucks it may have made sense to 

Figure 41. Starbucks, Atlanta, Georgia 
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tear down the gas station and build a new building.  Hopefully other companies will realize that 

the authentic building has much more allure than the imitation. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

Figure 42. Peachtree Road, Atlanta, Georgia, 1993 

 
Figure 43. Peachtree Road, Atlanta, Georgia, 2002 
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Phillips 66, Cloquet, Minnesota 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This example of a gas station in Cloquet, Minnesota is pertinent to the subject of 

rehabilitated gas stations and preservation due to the architect that designed the building.  This is 

the only gas station designed by Frank Lloyd Wright that was actually built.  Designed in 1956, 

the station was built in 1958.  Wright had designed a gas station for his Broad Acre City Project, 

but it had never been built, so he was happy to offer his services when Ray Lindholm asked him 

to help rebuild a Phillips 66 Station.9  

Still in use as a functioning gas station, the Phillips 66 is not a good candidate for 

rehabilitation.  Frank Lloyd Wright had particular ideas for his buildings and he designed this as 

a gas station.  While the building shell would definitely be easily transformed for a new use, its 

continued operation as a gas station allows visitors to see the space and the structure as Wright 

had intended it.  Placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1985, the building is 

                                                 
9 “Special Places: Frank Lloyd Wright Gas Station,” (Cloquet: Cloquet/Carlton Chamber of Commerce, 2005), 27. 

 
Figure 44. Frank Lloyd Wright Gas Station, Cloquet, Minnesota 
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eligible for tax credits.  Because the building is not designated as a landmark, however, it does 

not have any protections except a review process that is triggered by Federal projects that may 

impact the building. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The owners, grandchildren of Ray Lindholm, tried to sell the building in 2003, but were 

concerned that the new owners would not honor its important past.  On the market for $725,000 

the station attracted several offers, but the family decided to continue to operate the gas station to 

ensure the building’s survival.10 

                                                 
10 www.preservationonline.org 

Figure 45. Frank Lloyd Wright Gas Station, Cloquet, Minnesota 
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Figure 46. Frank Lloyd Wright Gas Station, Cloquet, Minnesota 
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CHAPTER 5 

DIFFICULTIES ASSOCIATED WITH REHABILITATION 

 
 While it has been argued in this paper that gas stations make excellent rehabilitation 

projects that can provide appealing locations for small businesses as well as enhance 

neighborhoods, these projects do not come without significant hurdles to preservation.  Changing 

the use of buildings is often difficult due to design, location, building codes and governmental 

regulation.  These three, among other obstacles, hamper rehabilitating a gas station.  First, gas 

stations are believed to be a particularly difficult building type to rehabilitate for a new use due 

to environmental concerns.  Many gas stations have been overlooked for rehabilitation because 

of the perceived difficulty and expense of environmental contamination.  While these are valid 

concerns and need to be addressed, the expense and difficulty can be much less trouble than 

anticipated.  Second, the price of rehabilitation is often cited as a reason for the demolition of gas 

stations. Even though environmental remediation and considerable cleaning must be undertaken, 

the process is much more economical than many people believe.  The third major problem with 

rehabilitating a gas station is a lack of adequate on-site parking.  Through creative cooperation 

this potential problem can easily be avoided. 

Environmental Remediation 

 Gas stations sold a noxious product that seriously contaminates the environment.  Many 

precautions have to be addressed when rehabilitating a contaminated site for a new use.  

Unfortunately many people believe that preservation of gas stations ends with this issue.  It is 
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commonly believed that in every situation the underground storage tanks will have to be dug up 

and removed and replaced with a large amount of dirt.  This is perceived to be a very expensive 

undertaking, making gas station rehabilitation impossible. 

 However, this is not always necessary or even the most effective process to deal with 

potential contamination.  In addition, underground storage tanks have been regulated for many 

years and there are few left that are in serious danger of corrosion.  Even with older gas stations, 

the tanks were most likely replaced in the 1980’s or 1990’s if the business continued to sell gas.  

Most tanks in the ground today are recent enough that they can stay in the ground and 

remediation may include filling the tanks with an inert substance to keep the tanks from 

contaminating the soil.   

 There are other devices as well that protect against possible contamination.  At the 

Magnolia gas station on the Atlanta Highway in Athens, Georgia, the older tanks are still in the 

ground and cathotically protected.  This method uses electric transmitters buried around the tanks 

to keep the metal from corroding.  In theory, the metal will not corrode if continuously blasted 

with cathode rays.  In this case, the tanks had to stay in the ground because removal would have 

threatened the foundation of the building.1  Cathotically protecting in-place tanks is an ongoing 

process, but the expense can be spread out over the remaining life of the building instead of 

creating another large upfront cost. 

 Richard Strickfaden, with the Georgia Environmental Protection Division, suggests that 

the best way to deal with environmental remediation is to ask questions of the seller or 

landowner and involve the government in the process.  Since the responsibility lies with the 

owner, buyers must thoroughly educate themselves during their due diligence.  Due diligence is 

all appropriate inquiry into the previous ownership and uses of the property consistent with good 
                                                 
1 Bill Lyons, former owner of Last Chance Liquors, interview by author, 10 April 2004, Athens, Georgia. 
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commercial or customary practice.2  A Phase I and Phase II Environmental Site Assessment 

(ESA) should be completed to fully understand the state of the site.  An ESA includes research of 

previous uses to determine if a site may contain environmental contamination.  The ESA will 

also uncover adjacent sites that may contain contamination and the likelihood of this 

contamination migrating to the subject site.  Since these are undertaken during the due diligence 

period, the seller is still responsible for the property and the purchaser can insist on remediation 

as a contingency of the sale.3   

Strickfaden recommends contacting the state Environmental Protection Division or the 

Federal Environmental Protection Agency to determine whether or not a subject site is, or has 

been, contaminated.  Strickfaden believes that since gasoline sales and gas stations are regulated 

businesses, many people are worried about dealing with the government because they are afraid 

they will find something wrong.  He urges gas station owners to be honest with the government 

agencies that regulate this industry and seek their help in remediating any problems.4 

 Strickfaden also emphasized the case-by-case nature of environmental contamination and 

remediation.  The level of contamination and subsequent clean up varies due to amount, distance 

from adjacent, uses and potential use of the site.  He did not specify any guidelines for assessing 

the type of remediation needed, because he said that there were none.  Some rehabilitated gas 

stations will require a good deal of replacement dirt due to contamination, while others may need 

to simply fill the tanks in place with an inert material such as an expanding foam product.5 

                                                 
2 http://www.techstreet.com/cgi-bin/detail?product_id=1246825 
3 Jo Allen Gause, New Uses for Obsolete Buildings  (Washington, D.C.: ULI-the Urban Land Institute, 1996), 64 
(Figure 1-18). 
4 Richard Strickfaden, Georgia State Environmental Protection Division, interview by by author, 19 April 2004, 
Athens, Georgia. 
5 Ibid. 

http://www.techstreet.com/cgi-bin/detail?product_id=1246825
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 At the Shell Number Seven restoration in Winston-Salem, North Carolina the tanks were 

abandoned in place and filled with an inert foam that solidified inside the tanks (See Appendix 

A).  In this instance, the entire environmental remediation, from the environmental consultant 

hired to inspect the site, to the actual foam used to fill the tanks cost $850.00, a figure that would 

not make or break any rehabilitation project’s budget.6   

Economics of Rehabilitation 

 As with any preservation project, funding can make or break a deal.  There are two pieces 

to the puzzle of funding with gas station rehabilitations.  First, do gas stations represent the 

highest and best use of a piece of land?  Many of the gas stations identified in this paper are in 

high traffic, high visibility locations that would be very desirable for any business.  Therefore, 

the owner of a property that includes an historic gas station will have to wonder if demolition 

and replacement of the gas station may produce a higher yield from their property.  If this 

analysis proves that the highest and best use of the property is for a gas station, then the historic 

gas station is doomed because they generally cannot compete with newer convenience stores 

with multiple self-service pumps.  However, if a café or shop is a suitable use for the property, 

the rehabilitation of the existing gas station will often prove more economical and desirable than 

demolition and the construction of a new building. 

 Highest and best use analyses often are not the friend of the preservationist.  They do not 

take into account the many beneficial aesthetic and cultural aspects of an historic property.  A 

highest and best use analysis does not analyze the effect of the historic building on the 

streetscape or the intrusion of a new gas station.  

                                                 
6 John C. Larson and Sarah Woodard, “The Restoration of Shell Number Seven: September 1996 – April 1997” 
(Winston-Salem: Preservation North Carolina, 1997), Appendix, photocopied. 



 78

 Funding the rehabilitation of a gas station is also a source of concern for a property 

owner.  While the initial rehabilitation costs may be less than the cost to demolish the building 

and build a new structure, some owners may wonder if the continued maintenance and repairs of 

the rehabilitated structure will add to the cost of owning an historic building.  However, studies 

show that the initial rehabilitation work, the maintenance of the existing building will prove to be 

comparable to the maintenance of a new building.7 

 In the examples used in this paper, the rehabilitated gas stations used private money or 

city funds for the entire project, from environmental remediation to building rehabilitation.  In 

rehabilitating gas stations, the effort put into securing government funding in any form may be 

more trouble than the value that it provides to the project.  This does not mean that the lack of 

government funding makes gas station rehabilitations any less feasible.  Fortunately for this 

building type, the environmental remediation and building rehabilitation are usually not 

excessively expensive.  The sites are generally small compared to other contaminated sites, and 

the buildings are generally sturdy structures. 

 If needed to make a project feasible two possibilities for government funding are the 

Federal Historic Rehabilitation Investment Tax Credit and the Small Business Liability Relief 

and Brownfields Revitalization Act.  Both of these programs require an extensive amount of 

documentation and are not guaranteed to every project that applies.  The investment tax credits 

are only eligible to be applied against building rehabilitation work and cannot offset the cost of 

environmental remediation.  The Brownfields Act is the inverse and will only apply to the costs 

of the remediation.  In addition, both of these programs must involve some level of government 

participation. 

                                                 
7 The Economics of Rehabiltation, by Elizabeth Byrd Wood, Editor (Washington, D.C.: National Trust for Historic 
Preservation), 9. 
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 The first hurdle to securing the rehabilitation tax credits is securing the eligibility of the 

building for listing on the National Register of Historic Places.  To qualify for listing on the 

register a building must be at least 50 years old and must possess one of three levels of 

significance; local, state or national.  The process for listing a building on the national register 

involves a great deal of research into a building’s history.  While many private property owners 

undertake this process by themselves, there are many consultants who are familiar with the 

process and the state offices that administer the program.  The use of a consultant can save the 

property owner a great deal of work when undertaking this task.  These services are often very 

affordable and more easily handled by a professional who understands the process and is familiar 

with the appropriate agencies. 

 After the building is eligible for listing on the national register, the rehabilitation must 

comply with the Secretary of the Interior’s standards for rehabilitation (See Appendix 2).  These 

standards and guidelines ensure that the rehabilitation process will not destroy the integrity of the 

building or the significance under which it qualified.  Members of the appropriate State Historic 

Preservation Office (SHPO) will review and evaluate the work and help the owner to stay within 

the guidelines.   

 Once the building is listed on the register and the rehabilitation work is certified by the 

SHPO, the owner can take a tax credit equal to 20% of the qualified rehabilitation expenditures 

that went into the rehabilitation.  These expenditures include work performed on the building 

itself, but not the purchase price of the building or the land or any work performed on the site, 

such as parking or landscaping.   

 A tax credit is more valuable to a taxpayer than a deduction.  A tax deduction reduces the 

taxpayer’s income before the tax rate is applied.  A tax credit is a dollar for dollar reduction of 
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the taxpayers tax liability, or the amount they owe the government in taxes.  Therefore, these 

credits are valuable to a number of different organizations as well as individuals.  If the tax 

credits are large enough, then the owner can often sell them to a bank or other tax-paying 

corporation.  These sales usually take place for some fraction of a dollar and normally have to be 

fairly large.  The tax credits produced by most gas station rehabilitations would not qualify for 

purchase by a large corporation. 

 However, the tax credit is money in the owner’s pocket since it directly reduces the 

amount of money that they have to pay the government.  If the tax credit amount is greater than 

the tax payer’s tax liability, then the credit can be carried forward for twenty additional years to 

offset tax liability.  The tax credit can also be carried back one year from the date that the 

rehabilitated building has passed the “substantial rehabilitation” threshold.8 

 An alternative to the 20% tax credit is the 10% tax credit for rehabilitation of non-historic 

buildings.  This tax credit can be used on buildings that were built before 1936 and are not 

eligible for listing on the National Register.  Guidelines for the rehabilitation include the 

retention of at least 50% of the building’s exterior walls as external walls, the retention of at least 

75% of existing walls as either external or interior walls, and the retention of at least 75% of the 

building’s internal structural framework.  This tax credit is more accessible because there is no 

formal review process for the rehabilitation of non-historic buildings.9 

 As mentioned before, the cost of rehabilitation will usually prove very competitive, if not 

better than, new construction.  The Winston-Salem Shell station was rehabilitated for a total of 

$52,961.  This figure included a great deal of money that went towards the historic research and 

marketing of the project.  The actual construction costs billed to the general contractor were only 

                                                 
8 http://www.cr.nps.gov/hps/tps/tax/ 
9 Ibid. 

http://www.cr.nps.gov/hps/tps/tax/
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$21,608.  While this was a small building, the construction team did a great deal of work to 

restore the building to appear as it would have shortly after its construction.  This included the 

construction of several elements, such as a grease rack, that would not have been necessary had 

the goal of the restoration been to place the building into service as a retail or office space as 

opposed to interpretation as a functioning gas station from 1931.  From these numbers it is clear 

that the rehabilitation of a gas station can occur at a very reasonable price (See Appendix A). 

Parking, Planning and Zoning 

  Patrons of gas stations, especially those that are prime candidates for rehabilitation, did 

not need to park their cars for long periods of time.  These gas stations are in highly desirable 

areas where land values are at a premium.  By their very nature, gas stations did not need 

parking, because their purpose was for fueling cars to keep moving on the roads.  Therefore, 

customers would pull in to the station, fuel up, possibly check the tires and oil, buy a drink and 

drive off again.   

 Parking has become a serious concern for all types of development.  Americans in most 

cities are so dependent on their cars that places of business must have adequate parking to 

continue to stay in business.  Exceptions, of course, are businesses in pedestrian friendly areas 

and downtowns where public transit can deliver an adequate supply of customers, and public 

parking is ample.  Traditional gas stations from the early twentieth century are often not in these 

areas.  They are more likely to be in neighborhood shopping areas or less-densely developed 

areas.  Therefore, parking is necessary. 

 As seen in the examples set forth in this paper, owners can often find creative solutions to 

deal with the lack of parking at a given gas station.  Local governments might be amenable to a 

parking variance or other creative solution, especially if historic preservation is an identified goal 
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of the community.  In the case of the Five Points Jittery Joe’s in Athens, Georgia, parking was a 

great concern to the owners and potential tenants of the building.  As explained in Chapter 4, this 

hurdle was overcome by a combination of the property owner providing parking in the lot that 

served his drugstore, the existence of ample public parking in the area, and the cooperation of the 

city in allowing the use of a nearby parking lot for overflow parking.  In New Uses for Obsolete 

Buildings, Jo Allen Gause writes that participants involved in the research were, “encouraged by 

increasingly proactive and collaborative public, quasi-public, private, and non-profit efforts 

taking place to stimulate urban economic redevelopment and revitalization.”10 

 When contemplating a gas station rehabilitation, a serious consideration is how the 

current and potential zoning of the site affects the intended use.   

Under the terms of local zoning ordinances, for example, gas stations are sometimes 
designated as nonconforming uses; therefore, any proposed change would have to be 
approved by the zoning board.  On the other hand, a gasoline station may be located in a 
special or business zone and the permitted uses of that zone may well include the 
alternate use the purchaser has in mind.11 

 
It will behoove the owner or purchaser of a gas station that is contemplating a rehabilitation and 

conversion of uses to work closely with the planning department and local government to keep 

this potential problem from impeding progress. 

Summary 

 It is apparent from the examples above that the difficulties associated with preserving and 

rehabilitating an historic gas station are not insurmountable.  The environmental remediation that 

is often necessary for these sites is often less expensive than most people believe and is 

facilitated by the inclusion of the appropriate state and federal agencies.  These projects are often 

small in scope and therefore do not require the multiple levels of funding needed in more 

                                                 
10 Jo Allen Gause, New Uses for Obsolete Buildings  (Washington, D.C.: ULI-the Urban Land Institute, 1996), 17. 
11 Geller, 3. 
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extensive rehabilitation projects.  Finally, most local governments recognize the value that is 

created by the rehabilitation of these properties and are willing to cooperate with owners.  
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CHAPTER 6 

ARGUMENTS FOR PRESERVATION AND REHABILITATION 

 All of the typical arguments exist for the preservation and rehabilitation of gas stations.  

They are part of our past and built heritage.  Through their various forms one can trace the 

evolution of an American building type.  If we start to lose these important buildings, future 

generations will grow up only knowing bland modern gas stations.  Given the important 

contributions of traditional gas stations to the formation of the landscape and the collective 

memory of Americans, it would be a great disservice to the country if these buildings were lost 

to demolition 

Sense of Place 

Many people have very strong attachments to neighborhood gas stations.  In many 

communities the filling station was the social hub of an area.  They dispensed gossip and candy 

as much as they sold fuel.  Many people remember a particular gas station as being formative to 

their youth.  Jan Nelson, the Director of the Downtown Development Authority in Commerce, 

Georgia, constantly entertains visitors who recount stories from their childhood when they would 

buy candy or cokes at the gas station that now houses her office.  Others tell of the bootlegger 

who used to supply illicit alcohol out of his taxi stand that operated in the building during 

prohibition.1 

Unfortunately, modern gas stations cannot serve the same function.  First, they are mostly 

built by a handful of corporations that receive a benefit from having identical stations.  Their 

                                                 
1 Jan Nelson, Downtown Development Authority Director, interview by author, 22 April 2004, Commerce, Georgia. 
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brand of gasoline is tied to the physical manifestation of their stations and signage.  Therefore, it 

pays to build the same station in each city and location.  While this phenomenon began in the 

first half of the twentieth century, the traditional gas stations that were the norm for that time had 

a great deal more character than modern convenience stores.  Second, modern gas stations, and 

most towns, are now made for cars, not for pedestrians.  The reason that many people identify 

closely with gas stations in their hometowns is that they used to walk there for candy or drinks as 

children.  The new corner gas station is so nondescript and impersonal that no one wants to have 

one as the basis of a childhood memory. 

Stylistic Benefits 

Architecturally, traditional gas stations offer a wide array of architectural styles that span 

almost a century.  They range from classically inspired temple forms to Chinese pagodas to small 

cottages (Fig.47 and 48).  Therefore, they add to the rich mixture of styles that contribute to a 

location’s sense of place.  A small café located in a former gas station built in the art deco style 

is much more interesting than a rectangular box building with a flat roof and applied ornament. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47. Chinese Pagoda Style Gas Station 
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Neighborhood gas stations from the early twentieth century are also usually in highly 

desirable locations.  Before the interstate highway system and the explosion of road building in 

the United States, many gas stations were built close to where people lived and shopped.  These 

stations are usually on high traffic, high-visibility corners in small shopping districts or at major 

intersections in neighborhoods.  These locations are ideal for uses that serve the resident 

population such as small cafes, restaurants or small shops. 

While the highest and best use of many of these properties may be an updated gas station, 

preservationists are rarely interested in an economic definition of highest and best use.  Razing a 

traditional gas station to build a more updated version may produce more income for the site, but 

it does so at the expense of the surrounding neighborhood.  A café or small shop adds to the 

mixture of uses that create identifiable communities.   

 
Figure 48. Classically Inspired Gas Station 
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Benefits of Operation 

The owner of the small business that operates out of a rehabilitated gas station also reaps 

some benefit.  People enjoy patronizing businesses that are located in unique locations.  A café 

or restaurant in an old gas station is more unusual than in a strip mall or nondescript commercial 

building.  People may choose the business in the gas station over a similar business located 

nearby because of the interesting architectural elements or intriguing use of space.  When 

interviewed on the subject of her carpet store located in a rehabilitated gas station, N. Atari told 

the St. Petersburg Times, “What attracted me was the location…all gas stations are on corners.  

This has a concrete roof and wall.”2 

These small buildings also lend themselves well to the space needs of small retail 

businesses or restaurants.  For cafes or small restaurants, the entry/register area is a natural 

counter from which to order a cup of coffee or a sandwich.  The bay area, where cars were 

greased or customers had their oil changed, becomes a nice seating area that is well served by the 

garage doors that can provide ventilation during nice weather.  For a small shop, the same layout 

holds true.  Therefore, minimal interior work, besides clean up, is needed to start serving coffee 

or food. 

Gas stations also present sturdy, well-built blank slates for their new tenants.  Most of 

these gas stations were built of brick or concrete block and have not reached the end of their 

useful life.  Once the clean up is completed, the tenant has a very versatile space that is 

comfortable for several types of uses.  The open nature of the bays provides ample room for 

seating or displaying goods.  The following examples present several different types of uses in a 

variety of different types of gas stations. 

                                                 
2 Sharon L. Bond, “Ghosts of Gas Stations Past,” St. Petersburg Times 14 April 2002. 
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As with all historic buildings, rehabilitated gas stations offer tenants and patrons unique 

spaces in which to work, shop or eat. 

Older buildings can provide certain elements that most new buildings cannot afford to 
duplicate – high ceilings, well-proportioned layouts, old brick walls, the patina of old 
wood floors and metalwork – which can be used to advantage in marketing a new project.  
In reused buildings, these desirable elements are often simply left exposed, providing a 
double bonus: lower costs and greater marketing appeal.3 

 
The owners and operators of the businesses of the three main examples preceding this section all 

agree with these sentiments. 

 

                                                 
3 Gause, 44. 
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CHAPTER 7 

FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Preservation does not, and emphatically should not, mean merely restoration.  Probably 
the most important aspect of the preservation movement is recycling – adapting old 
buildings to uses different from the ones for which they were originally intended.  This 
phenomenon goes under myriad names, not all of them entirely apt: renovation, 
rehabilitation, remodeling, recycling, retrofitting, environmental retrieval, extended use, 
and, possibly most precise of all, adaptive reuse.  By whatever name, it has made 
available to the smallest town and the most modest commercial enterprise a practical 
means of preservation.1 

 
 Barbaralee Diamonstein begins her book New Uses, Old Places: Remaking America with 

this bold assertion.  Is rehabilitation, in its many forms, really the most important aspect of 

preservation?  While it is not the purpose of this paper to defend or refute her words, this quote 

explains the importance of reusing historic buildings.  Gas stations fit into Diamonstein’s 

explanation of how rehabilitation has helped to preserve modest commercial buildings.  Gas 

stations, with the exception of examples such as Frank Lloyd Wright’s gas station in Cloquet, 

Minnesota, are generally not candidates for preservation in their current capacity.  This paper has 

attempted to show that the process of rehabilitating a gas station is not as daunting as many 

believe. 

 While gas stations are usually modest buildings that lack considerable aesthetic 

significance, they are a piece of American heritage and materially contribute to the American 

landscape.  Through their connection to the history of the automobile, they are a physical 

manifestation and record of the changing use of automobiles in this country.  From expensive 

                                                 
1 Barbaralee Diamonstein, New Uses, Old Places: Remaking America, Crown Publishers, New York, NY, 1986, 14. 
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toys to be enjoyed by the wealthy, to a ubiquitous staple of American lives, the evolution of the 

automobile is an important aspect of American history.  While few Model-T’s are still in use, 

many gas stations are still standing in the location where they were built during the last century.  

Through rehabilitation efforts and new uses, these buildings can continue to contribute to their 

owners’ bottom line, to the mixture of uses that produce desirable communities, and to varied 

landscapes. 

Findings and Recommendations 

 Since beginning this paper, the author has become acutely aware of the many 

rehabilitated gas stations that house new uses.  These buildings are found in practically every 

area of the country and in varied settings.  From coffee shops in small neighborhood commercial 

areas to restaurants on busy streets, many owners and tenants have realized the benefits of 

converting historic gas stations to new uses.  Hopefully after reading this work, the reader will 

become more proficient at identifying these rehabilitations and the benefits that come with 

locating a business in a unique building.  In addition, it is the intent of this paper to encourage 

the identification and rehabilitation of gas stations that have yet to be converted. 

 The process of rehabilitating a gas station is not the daunting task that many believe but is 

usually a very rewarding experience.  Keith Kortmeier’s first attempt at rehabilitating a gas 

station to serve as a Jittery Joe’s Coffee Shop convinced him of the merits of rehabilitation.  He 

has since decided that he would like to link the identity of his coffee shops to rehabilitated gas 

stations.  He has identified several gas stations throughout Georgia that fit his model and will 

provide perfect spaces for his cafes.  His associate, Bob Googe has also been convinced of the 

benefits of the rehabilitated gas station plan and is undertaking a rehabilitation to house another 

Jittery Joe’s location in Athens, Georgia. 
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 The research has also shown that the process of rehabilitating a gas station is much easier 

and less expensive than many believe.  Richard Strickfaden explained that the best way to ensure 

the success of environmental remediation is to involve the appropriate state or federal agencies 

that regulate the storage and distribution of gasoline.  Hal Hodgson, the owner of the Jittery Joe’s 

property in Athens, Georgia, echoed this sentiment.  Due diligence will protect the potential 

purchaser of a gas station from liability associated with the discovery of contamination after the 

sale.  The rehabilitation by Preservation North Carolina of the Shell station #7 in Winston-Salem, 

North Carolina shows that environmental remediation does not necessarily involve tens of 

thousands of dollars.  Through the course of research, it was discovered that many people believe 

that environmental remediation usually costs at least $40,000 per under ground storage tank. 

 Any construction, preservation or rehabilitation work will include the involvement of 

local governments.  All interviewees agreed that they found the respective local governments to 

be very accommodating during the process of rehabilitation.  Again, the interviewees suggested 

involvement of the local government at the earliest possible stage of a rehabilitation effort.  Most 

local governments have identified historic preservation as a worthwhile cause and are willing to 

cooperate to help prevent the demolition of historic buildings.  In the case of the Jittery Joe’s the 

local government allowed the owners to use creative solutions to solve the problem of inadequate 

parking.  In this instance, they also granted the owner an exception to the building code to allow 

the business to operate with a water supply that did not conform to the building code. 

Conclusion 

 Historic gas stations are an important part of our built heritage and provide Americans 

with a link to our heritage.  Therefore, they should be preserved.  While many of these buildings 

are incapable of competing with newer gas stations due to the lack of technology, space or 
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location, conversion to a new use will ensure their continued use and viability.  Plentiful 

resources and experienced professionals make the process much less painful than many believe. 

 Rehabilitated gas stations make excellent buildings for a variety of new uses.  From 

restaurants and cafes to florists and shops, there are a myriad of potential uses that can reap the 

benefits from their association with a historic gas station.  Owners and tenants will find that their 

patrons are often drawn to their business because of memories of childhood and end up 

patronizing the business. 

 While this paper has outlined the many reasons for rehabilitation of gas stations and has 

provided examples of successful projects, there are many potential areas of study that relate to 

this topic.  A thorough economic analysis comparing the costs of rehabilitation and the 

subsequent cash flow from a business located in a gas station to a similar business in a different 

type of building may further bolster the argument put forth in this paper.  Another topic that 

deserves additional research and analysis is the preservation of culturally or historically 

significant buildings.  A paper dealing with this topic should address the dilemma of interpreting 

a gas station in its original state while continuing to operate as a successful business. 

 It was the intent of the author to provide not only a history of gas stations and examples 

of successful rehabilitations, but to also provide a starting point for someone hoping to 

rehabilitate a gas station.  Through the identification of common problems associated with the 

rehabilitation of gas stations and their solutions, this paper should serve as an introduction to the 

process and help the reader to formulate a plan that will lead to a successful rehabilitation.   
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