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For my parents, Rolando and Pura Pujol
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Apex Automotive and this roadside gem can be found in Fromberg, Montana.









INTRODUCTION

I’ve been on the great American retro road trip my whole life, even when I didn’t quite realize it. As a young boy, I adored those orange roofs of Howard Johnson’s, the Holiday Inn “Great Signs,” the McDonald’s PlayPlaces, the Muffler Men, the shiny diners, the mysterious bars with jaunty cocktail glass illustrations, and so much more eye candy that kept me transfixed in the back seat of the family station wagon as this nostalgic parade passed me by.

When those signposts of my youth began to fall, a tiny part of my childhood went with them. I began to appreciate how significant these places were, how almost criminally underappreciated they were by much of society. And so began my determined journey to document them, first in the pages of newspapers and later on news websites, social media, and a Substack newsletter. And now, it is such an honor to do so in the book you are holding.

I treasure the places we’re about to visit. I wrote this book as an act of love for these businesses and the people who keep them alive. Mom-and-pops are not easy to run, and even the many chain establishments here—the supposed enemies of the local business—are often operated by your neighbors trying to make an honest living of their own. The two can and do coexist.

These pages teem with layers of history—you can approach each stop from a design perspective or culinary or cultural ones. You can look for clues about the time in which it was founded. That makes these selections so intriguing—each is a world unto itself.

The book is divided into regions to help us grasp it all: the Northeast, New England, the Mid-Atlantic, the Southeast, South Central, the Midwest, the Heartland, the Desert Southwest, the Mountain West, the Pacific Northwest, and California, the latter so vast and complex that it gets its own chapter.

Within each chapter, I’ve broken down our stops by category: Roadside Quirks (like Muffler Men, a Smiling Peanut, and the World’s Largest Popcorn Ball), Roadside Eats (classic burger shops, hot dog stands, and the like), Mainstays of Main Street (places you’ll find in a typical American downtown or strip mall), On with the Show (theaters and stops related to entertainment or broadcasting, like radio station buildings), The Inn Crowd (places to spend the night), Sweet Stops (candy stores and ice-cream stands), and Cheers! (bars, taverns, and liquor stores). Plus, I’ve sprinkled sidebars throughout, including profiles of chain restaurants and dives into unique places like Wildwood, New Jersey.

You’ll find that great roadside stops are everywhere when you begin to look for them, but we take them for granted at our own risk. As I worked on this book, almost weekly came heartbreaking news of the closure of some place I had visited not long ago, or of the loss of a classic sign. I’ve noted where that’s happened, pointing it out to underscore how vulnerable these places are and why you should visit sooner rather than later. I hope this book compels you to support these landmarks, to share your photos of them on social media, and to do your part to keep them around for more of us to enjoy. A lot of people doing a little goes a long way.

Thank you for coming along as my vicarious travel buddy. I hope many great American retro road trips of your own await you. Please drop me a postcard from the road—I’d love to hear from you.

Rolando Pujol

New York, New York

November 24, 2024
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McDonaldland characters delight visitors at a McDonald’s in Alamogordo, New Mexico.
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