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Abstract 

 

Rehabilitation Models for the Treatment of 

Historic Motels and Motor Courts 

 

Jessica Lauren Anderson, M.S.H.P. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Michael Holleran 

 
This thesis presents owners, developers, and preservationists with models for the 

rehabilitation of motels and motor courts. The introductory section gives readers an 

overview of the evolution of the motor court and motel. It then focuses on the fates of 

motels and motor courts in the city of Austin, Texas, as an example of how owners and 

developers have dealt with the program type. 

The second section of this thesis discusses the Route 66 Corridor Preservation 

Program, a federal initiative to document and conserve the road itself as well as the 

“significant features associated with the highway” such as roadside stands, gas stations, 

and motels (“Route 66 Study Act,” 1990). This section also explores two examples of 

owner-led efforts to preserve motels along Route 66: Boots Court in Carthage, Missouri, 

and the Wagon Wheel Motel in Cuba, Missouri. 
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The remaining sections of this thesis focus on four models for the rehabilitation of 

motels and motor courts. Case studies include Hotel San José, a motor court that was 

redeveloped into a boutique hotel in Austin, Texas; the Park Motel, a cottage court 

transformed into rentable business space in San Antonio, Texas; Arbor Terrace, an 

extended-stay hotel converted into supportive housing in Austin owned by Foundation 

Communities; and Costa Mesa Village, an SRO community in Costa Mesa, California, 

housed in a former Travelodge. For each case study, I discuss the site’s history, the 

original and current configurations and appearance, what makes the project successful, 

and whether aspects of the project are sympathetic with the goals of preservation.  

When considering rehabilitation of an historic motel or motor court, developers 

should consider the configuration of the building and what model would best serve the 

existing program. Motels in tourist districts with space to provide both private and public 

functions may be well served to consider the boutique hotel model exemplified by Hotel 

San José. A motel in a business district with flexible interior spaces able to cater to a 

variety of tenants might look to the Park Motel and create rentable spaces for small 

businesses. Those interested in pursuing a nonprofit model for rehabilitating their extant 

building stock could consider how they could benefit their communities by becoming 

SRO housing like Arbor Terrace or workforce housing complexes like Costa Mesa 

Village.  

Regardless of the project, it is clear that access to private donations, bank loans, 

or local and federal assistance is integral to the success of a rehabilitation project. 

Lambert required a sizeable loan before beginning work on Hotel San José that could 
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only be secured when the lender was confident in the return on investment; 

Neighborhood Revitalization Program funds have allowed Foundation Communities to 

continue adding SROs in Austin. Though the Perezes didn’t divulge the amount of money 

spent on their adaptive reuse project, Allison Perez Johnson said that return on 

investment displayed by property owned by the Perez Family Trust along Broadway 

Street in San Antonio helped them get approved for loans for their rehabilitation project. 

As for properties like Harvey’s Boots Motel on Route 66, rehabilitation becomes an 

ongoing process that only occurs as money permits, and their ability to remain 

sustainable is supported by heritage tourists who patronize roadside businesses looking to 

find or recreate their own Route 66 adventures. 
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Introduction 

“I like those old motor inns,” my dad said, sharing with me the locations of a few 

of his favorite motels in rural Iowa near his family’s farm after I shared with him my 

thesis topic. He describes these motels most often by the cities they’re in or the highway 

intersections they’re near, as opposed to their business names. He has always preferred to 

stay in mom-and-pop motels and bed and breakfasts during our family vacations, opting 

for the chain hotels only when the motor courts were too far off the highway or too worn 

for my mother’s liking. To this day, motor courts are still his favorite option (especially 

when he can park the car right outside the window to keep an eye on it).  

My paternal grandfather was a sharecropper in central Iowa for years before 

buying the farm he worked, and my paternal grandmother was a bank teller. While they 

lived comfortably, there wasn’t enough expendable income to allow for much travel or 

many motel stays. But the Lincoln Highway passed through the town nearest to the farm, 

and he remembers it was dotted with motor courts. His first motor court memory was a 

stay at a cabin in Conner’s Court, located in Arnolds Park, Iowa. The town is on the shore 

of Lake Okoboji, a popular family attraction in an area often referred as the Iowa Great 

Lakes and comprised of Big Spirit Lake, East Okoboji Lake, and West Okoboji Lake. He 

was 16 or 17, so this was the late 1960s, and Conner’s Court had small, white one-

bedroom cabins with hardwood floors and private bathrooms. He paid $10 a night, which, 

he reported, “fit my budget at the time.” The cabin court has since been razed; 

commercial property on the lakes is some of the most expensive real estate in Iowa.  
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My mom has fond memories of staying in motor courts as a child. Her family 

started many summer vacations sitting in their car at a four-way intersection near their 

house, her father asking, “Which way should we turn this year?” They often traveled 

through Colorado, sometimes venturing into South Dakota or southwest to Arizona and 

New Mexico, staying in motor courts along the way. There are stacks of photos of these 

trips, taken in the 1950s and 60s: my mom and her sister, mid-road trip, posing with a 

young Native American boy, all three of them in feathered headdresses; my grandmother 

and her three children, posing on a pier somewhere, squinting in the sun.  

My mom recounted her first family vacation, a trip through Nebraska to Colorado 

in the mid 1950s. Her family travelled in a two-tone 1946 Cadillac Fleetwood—dark 

Figure 1: Linen postcard showing Uhlig Motor Court, Ogallala, Nebraska. From author's collection. 
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green on top and light green on the bottom—and the first stop as they headed west 

through Iowa and then Nebraska was in Ogallala, located just east of the Nebraska 

panhandle along the Lincoln Highway. A quick web search gave her the name and a 

photo of the motor court she and her family stayed in: Uhlig Motor Court. A postcard 

boasts “10 Modern Units” with “Private Baths” and “Innerspring Mattresses.” My mom 

recalls the chenille bedspreads, covered in images of a napping man wearing a sombrero, 

matching the stucco-finished court’s Southwest theme (an often-used theme for motor 

courts across the country). She remembers her father pulling the Fleetwood through the 

arch of the carport next to their room. Her grandmother had packed a dinner of fried 

chicken for the family, and they ate it on their beds that night. “I remember that motel 

more than any other part of the trip,” she said. 

While I’m sure my father booked nights at motor courts during our family 

vacations when I was a child, my first memorable motor court experience happened in 

Seaside, Oregon, where I stayed with my partner during a trip to the Oregon coast in 

2004. The Royale Motel’s contemporary, seashore-themed web site belies its actual 

aesthetic: built in 1961, it is a white, two-story building with a one-story wing, folded 

roof, and red trim. The interiors looked as if they’d been renovated in the 1980s or 90s, 

with birch furniture and pastel bedspreads. Our room was at the end of the one-story 

wing, and the folded roof created a low vaulted ceiling in our room, which met the wall 

in an inverted “V” just above the head of the bed. It was walking distance from the 

Pacific Ocean and it was inexpensive: perfect for two college students traveling on the 

cheap. 
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For some, motor courts remain attractive options, offering not just a chance to 

relive old memories, but also a chance to save money while vacationing. Motor courts 

and motels also present interesting problems in terms of use, and some owners have 

found interesting ways to rehabilitate this historic building stock and incorporate the 

spaces into their communities. 
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History of Lodgings in the United States from 1900 

Concise yet comprehensive accounts of the history of hotels and motels in the 

United States can be found in Warren James Belasco’s Americans on the Road: From 

Autocamp to Motel, 1910-1945 (1979); John Jakle and Keith Sculle’s America’s Main 

Street Hotels (2009); Chester Liebs’ Main Street to Miracle Mile (1985); and Jakle, 

Sculle, and Jefferson Rogers The Motel in America (1996). In these works, the authors 

discuss how motels, a cheaper and more vehicle-accessible alternative to downtown 

hotels, impacted Main Street hotels’ business and how changes in travel habits caused the 

hotels to change their programs and practices to accommodate motorists.   

In the early 1900s, before the proliferation of cars, “downtown hotels dominated 

the lodging industry” (Jakle et al., 1996: 23) catering largely to those traveling by rail.  

They were signs of prosperity for cities small and large “intended to stand as landmarks 

symbolic of economic and social vigor” (Jakle et al., 1996: 25), and served not only as 

lodging but also as centers of entertainment for locals. They had mixed use programs, 

with buildings housing not only rented rooms but also “dining rooms, coffee shops, and 

rented meeting spaces” (Jakle et al., 1996: 26). Because they were located in city centers 

on expensive land, the hotels necessarily charged high rates and rented rooms primarily 

to ensure clientele for the building’s other services (Jakle et al., 1996: 26).  

These hotels were rarely convenient for people vacationing by car, an ever-

increasing demographic who had to store their vehicles off-site during their stays. Hotels 

soon began to incorporate accommodations for motorists, with construction often 

subsidized by cities’ chambers of commerce. Parking lots appeared adjacent to hotels, 
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and these hotels started to list themselves in AAA travel guides “not only as resort 

destinations but as overnight accommodations between destinations” (Jakle et al., 1996: 

29). Prior to the stock market crash of 1929, which signaled the beginning of the Great 

Depression, there was “a nationwide building boom and an oversupply of hotels rooms in 

the nation’s larger cities” (Jakle et al., 1996: 25).  The depression affected the hotel 

industry greatly. According to Jakle et. al, “[b]y 1932, 80 percent of all hotel mortgages 

were in default” (1996: 30). The overabundance of available rooms was surely partially 

to blame, but the rise of motor courts and motels—which cost less to operate and, thus, 

owners could charge travelers less for rooms—also affected hotels’ bottom lines (Jakle 

et. al, 1996:31; Jakle and Sculle, 2009: 153) 

A number of alternatives to hotels arose in the United States in the years leading 

up to the First World War. In the western United States, auto camps developed out of a 

practice of motorists pulling off a highway and setting up campsites along the road. “In 

autocamping,” Belasco writes, “motorists simply carried their hotel with them” (1979: 

44). Though many tourists still welcomed the comfort hotels could offer after a day of 

touring by car, “a small but visible and articulate minority” saw roadside camping as a 

“total break with restrictive institutions…the hotel seemed to inhibit individual freedom” 

while “[a]utocamping maximized independence” (Belasco, 1979: 40). Eventually, cities 

roped off entire parks for these tourists.  

Initially, auto camps didn’t charge entrance fees, making them appealing to 

travelers who wanted to avoid hotel charges. But as poor, transient populations moved 

into campgrounds for longer stays, owners began charging travelers to discourage such 
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lengthy tenants (Jakle et al., 1996: 33-34). Though these “pay camps restricted camping 

opportunities for less affluent tourists, it expanded money-making opportunities for 

small-scale entrepreneurs previously excluded form the autocamping trade” (Belasco, 

1979: 129). 

While auto camps were established in the west, tourist homes opened their doors 

to travelers in the eastern United States. “Farmers’ wives in areas once inaccessible by 

railroad began to take in automobile boarders,” Belasco writes (1979: 66). “Where 

business was good, owners added cabins in their yards to create more rentable space and 

allow for more amenities for travelers (Jakle et al., 35-36), and cheaper land located far 

from railroad depots but accessible by car and became home to cottage developments 

(Belasco, 1979: 66). Thus, the cabin camp was born, alternately known as a tourist camp. 

Figure 2: Evolution of the motor court program (Jakle et. al, 1996:37).	  
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Cabin camp owners were organized, and they visited competitors to look for new 

advances in the industry and started trade magazines and associations to “share 

information and to set specific standards for operations” (Jakle et al., 1996: 39). 

Interestingly, Jakle et al. point out that “permanence was not really a construction 

objective” for cabin court owners (Jakle et al., 1996: 41), citing a 1950 Tourist Court 

Plan Book that told builders to only plan for materials to last 15 to 20 years, at which 

time “the court will likely be outmoded” (Jakle et al., 1996: 41).    

While cottage courts maintained the individuality of each unit through the use of 

broken roof lines—even when “cottage-garage combinations linked wall to wall to form 

continuous facades” (Jakle et al., 1996: 43), motor court units shared a single roof line 

Figure 3: A 1930s photo of the broken roof line of the Park Motel in San Antonio, Texas, which exemplifies the 
cottage court style with rooms and carports linked wall to wall. Photo courtesy of the Perez Family Trust. 
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and appeared as a continuous single-story building (Jakle et al., 1996: 43). Some motor 

courts—also known as motels, especially after World War II—faced interior courtyards, 

with parking in front of each unit. Other later motor courts asked visitors to park on the 

outside perimeters of buildings (with access to the room from both the exterior and 

courtyard sides) as the interior courtyard was used for swimming pools. (Jakle et al., 

1996: 45) 

The visual focus of motor courts was often on the reception building, which also 

contained the owner’s apartment. This building was larger than the adjacent cottages or 

rooms and “located near the road in front of the cabins to serve as a gateway between 

highway and lodging” (Liebs, 1985: 176). This building, along with the rest of the court, 

was designed with the court’s theme in mind, commonly southwestern, mission, or tepee 

themes (Liebs, 1985: 175-76). 

Increased car ownership and the introduction of the interstate highway system 

through the National Highway Act of 1956 allowed for the decentralization of cities, 

which benefitted the motel industry and led to the development of many interstate-

adjacent “motor inns” (Jakle et al., 1996: 36). Motor inns were much larger than motor 

courts and featured two or three stories of rooms. “The registration desk expanding into a 

small lobby with a magazine counter and gift shop” (Jakle et al., 1996: 49) harkened back 

to the lobbies of main street hotels at the turn of the century. Motel chains latched on to 

this program type, and where motel management had once been a largely local endeavor, 

standardized and recognizable designs among motels in a given chain became popular in 

the 1950s.   
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It is the smaller, locally owned motor courts and motels with which this thesis is 

primarily concerned. As the interstate highway system moved major routes of travel 

away from small state highways, how have motor courts adapted? What do successful 

rehabilitation projects look like, and under what circumstances are these projects 

successful? 

MOTOR COURTS IN AUSTIN, TEXAS: A SHORT CASE STUDY OF FATES 

The	  motor	  court	  was	  a	  familiar	  sight	  in	  Austin	  after	  the	  First	  World	  War,	  with	  

many	   dotting	   the	   sides	   of	   now-‐deleted	   State	   Highway	   2.	   The	   Texas	   Highway	  

Department	  was	  founded	  in	  1917	  as	  part	  of	  the	  Federal-‐Aid	  Road	  Act	  of	  1916,	  and	  

Highway	  2	  was	  one	  of	   26	  original	   state	  highways	  proposed	   that	   same	  year	   (State	  

Highway	  Department,	   1917).	   It	   ran	   across	   the	   state	   from	   the	  northwest	   corner	  of	  

Montague	   County	   all	   the	   way	   south	   to	   Laredo,	   bringing	   new	   travellers	   and	   new	  

business	   through	  Austin.	  The	  highway	  produced	  a	  boom	  of	   roadside	   construction,	  

which	  included	  numerous	  motor	  courts	  and	  motels.	  These	  roadside	  amenities	  were	  

built	   to	   serve	   tourists	   traveling	   to	   central	   Texas	   to	   visit	   parks	   and	   other	  

“recreational	   opportunities”	   that	   became	   available	   after	   Depression-‐era	   public	  

works	   projects	   dammed	   lakes	   in	   the	   area	   (National	   Register	   of	   Historic	   Places	  

Registration	  Form:	  Hyde	  Park	  Historic	  District,	  1990:	  8:1).	  With	  the	  popularization	  

of	  automobile	  travel	  in	  the	  1920s,	  the	  state	  of	  Texas	  had	  637,634	  registered	  vehicles	  

by	  1923,	  and	  174	  tourist	  camps	  statewide	  by	  1924	  (Self-‐guided	  driving	  tour,	  1995).	  
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The	   highway	  was	   deleted	   in	   1939,	   its	   designation	   changed	   to	  Highway	   81	   (Texas	  

State	  Library	  and	  Archives	  Commission). 

J.S. and Alta Woodward built one of Austin’s first auto courts, the Petrified Forest 

Lodge, on the corner of Guadalupe and 45th streets in the 1930s. The 10-unit structure 

was built of petrified wood (Petrified Forest Lodge [postcard]), and, according to a 

plaque commemorating the site, “the gleaming rock appearance appealed to overnight 

tourists traveling State Highway 2 (Guadalupe Street) en route to San Antonio or Dallas.” 

The owners once found autographs reading “Bonnie and Clyde” in the room they had 

rented to a young couple. 

Austin local architect Hugo Kuehne designed the Petrified Forest Lodge; he was 

the founding dean of The University of Texas at Austin’s School of Architecture (1910) 

Figure 4: Postcard for the Petrified Forest Lodge, Austin, Texas (Demolished). Courtesy of 
austinpostcard.com. 
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and helped draft the 1928 city plan for Austin. Kuehne was responsible for designing a 

few Austin landmarks, including the Austin Public Library building on 8th and Guadalupe 

(now the Austin History Center) and the Ritz Theater on 6th Street. He was named a 

Fellow of the American Institute of Architects in 1944, and in 1954, the Austin Real 

Estate Board hailed him “Austin’s Most Worthy Citizen.” Though Kuehne was not a 

nationally famous architect, it is still surprising that this example of his work was razed in 

1999 to make room for a Walgreens. Developers salvaged the petrified wood, using some 

of it to decorate the new pharmacy’s exterior; the rest was incorporated into structures in 

nearby Shipe Park.  

The Petrified Forest Lodge is just one of the dozens of losses of motor courts in 

Figure 5: Postcard for the Austin Motel, Austin, Texas. The motel has operated continuously since 1938, serving 
tourists who visit Austin's popular South Congress district. Courtesy of austinpostcard.com. 
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the city since the introduction of the interstate highway system; few historic examples 

remain. The Austin Motel (1938) on South Congress Avenue has operated with little 

change for nearly 75 years. The Texan Motel and Mehl’s Motel, both on North Lamar, 

were built in 1948 and 1945 respectively and are extant. Hotel San José, formerly known 

as San José Court and discussed later in this thesis, was purchased and rehabilitated by an 

entrepreneur in the late 1990s. Bits and pieces of other motels are still around. The St. 

Elmo-tel was torn down in 2006, but its neon sign remains. The reception building for the 

Cross Country Inn on Highway 290, with its dramatic concrete, parabolic roof, has been 

home to at least two Mexican restaurants.  

These selective acts of razing, rehabilitation, and reuse leave behind the charming 

vestiges of roadside architecture—neon signs, the parabolic roof of the Cross Country 

Inn—while allowing developers to avoid dealing with the tricky business of maintaining 

or finding new uses for historic motels and motor courts. And the motor courts that 

remain—namely Mehl’s Motel, the Texan Motel, and Blue Bonnet Court—often serve as 

low-income housing and are seen as blights.  

Though it is Austin’s oldest extant motor court, Blue Bonnet Court—originally 

known as Bluebonnet Tourist Camp—has admittedly seen better days. There is much 

deferred maintenance, and the rubble wall façade of the building is separating from the 

buildings and covered in graffiti. But through changes of ownership and over 80 years of 

guests and tenants, the Blue Bonnet has been the subject of no major renovations; its 

original fabric appears to be largely intact. Interestingly, it no longer serves solely as a 

motor court: it also operates as long- and short-term low-income housing.  
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The lot that is now home to Blue Bonnet Court was first owned by the Missouri, 

Kansas and Texas Land Company and was purchased in 1925 by the Halls. It changed 

hands many times in just four years until Beth Lucas purchased the land for $1000 in 

February 1929. That year, Beth and Joseph Lucas hired the Brydson Lumber Company to 

construct the Bluebonnet Tourist Camp. Guadalupe Street was slated to be paved in 1930, 

and the guide to the roadside architecture tour in Austin suggests that the Lucases built in 

anticipation of the traffic this would create (Roadside Architecture in Austin, 1995). The 

Lucases lived at and operated the Bluebonnet until June 1937, when they sold it to John 

and Marie Maige. The Maiges changed the property’s name to Blue Bonnet Court in the 

late 1930s and added the neon sign, probably the most recognizable part of the motor 

Figure 6: The facade of Blue Bonnet Court, Austin, Texas (2012). Author's image. 
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court to locals. Notably, this was Austin’s first neon sign (National Register of Historic 

Places Registration Form: Hyde Park Historic District, 1990). The Maiges sold the Blue 

Bonnet in 1958 to Ruth Woollett, who currently owns the property.  

The Blue Bonnet has two parallel buildings, each comprised of one-room units 

separated by carports. The rubble façade of the motor court contains petrified wood, 

granite, quartz, and other types of stone ranging in color from dark orange to mottled 

gray and pink. The rest of the structure is rather plain, with a low-pitch gabled roof, 

asphalt shingles, and clapboard siding or non-original asbestos shingles currently painted 

a muddy brown; each room has a small cement step up to the front door. Some of the 

Figure 7: Photograph of an apartment at Blue Bonnet Court, taken from inside the courtyard (2012). Tenants are 
responsible for much of the maintenance, resulting in inappropriate repairs to historic fabric. Author's image. 
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carports appear to have been shortened slightly from the back to create more space in the 

rooms, while others have been closed entirely to create storage space for maintenance 

equipment. Aside from this and the addition of the neon sign, modern steel doors are the 

only other recognizable changes to the property, but the state of the camp is not great. 

Deferred maintenance (and maintenance completed haphazardly by residents) has left the 

roof sagging and quite a bit of trim is missing from buildings; vines worked their way 

between pieces of clapboard and, occasionally, into interiors of apartments. Window 

lights are replaced with pieces of plywood, secured with caulk. One carport has a ceiling-

high burn pattern suspiciously close to a rusted barbecue pit; it was hastily covered by a 

piece of corrugated steel, an indicator of the lack of money spent on repairing and 

maintaining the space. 

According to tenants at the Blue Bonnet, they pay whatever rent they can afford, 

and those I spoke with used disability checks and other forms of public assistance to 

cover their living expenses. As Timothy Davis discusses in his article The Miracle Mile 

Revisited (1997), “semipermanent renters live in decrepit motels and motor courts 

because they cannot afford conventional housing” (97). They inhabit one-room 

apartments, no more than 150 square feet each (not including each unit’s small, private 

bathroom), and spend much of their time at home in the motor court’s central courtyard. 

Some people live by themselves; others have two or three people living in the same room. 

On one visit, there were seven young men and women, travelling across the country, 

holed up in a room at the Blue Bonnet.  
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The same scene exists at both Mehl’s Motel and the Texan Motel, side-by-side 

motels on North Lamar Boulevard in Austin. Both are in terrible condition, and owners 

have done visibly little to maintain the historic fabric. As discussed in a following chapter 

on Hotel San José, the Blue Bonnet, Mehl’s, and the Texan all followed the same 

trajectory as the San José, as discussed in a following chapter: they all rode the line 

between motel and apartment, with owners investing little money in the structures. But 

because investment was made in the San José, it has once again become a profitable local 

business enjoyed by locals and visitors alike.  

By looking at examples of motels and motor courts in Austin, we see the 

importance of making investments in these historic roadside resources. Many motels and 

motor courts have been lost to redevelopment, perhaps because developers, owners, and 

preservationists did not look to appropriate models for rehabilitation.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Since the decline of the mid-century commercial strip, motor courts have 

provided cheap lodging for people living on low fixed incomes. Beginning in the 1980s, 

“mid-twentieth-century commercial landscapes have developed an enthusiastic following 

among both popular and academic audiences” and “Federal and state preservation 

bureaucracies have eagerly lent their imprimatur to this movement…to help preserve and 

restore” roadside architecture (Davis, 1997: 94-95). This thesis will explore one such 

endeavor to preserve roadside architecture in the United States: the Route 66 Corridor 

Preservation Program.  
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In addition to such local and national preservation initiatives, some creative 

building owners and developers have attracted tourists, tenants, and small business 

owners to historic motor courts, using rehabilitation strategies to make the most of this 

extant building stock. This thesis seeks to present motor court and motel owners, 

developers, planners, and preservationists with models for the rehabilitation of these 

historic buildings. Case studies were selected to illustrate the varied approaches: Hotel 

San José in Austin; the Park Motel in San Antonio; Arbor Terrace, an extended-stay hotel 

converted into supportive housing in Austin owned by Foundation Communities; and 

Costa Mesa Village, a workforce housing site in Costa Mesa, California. For each case 

study, I will discuss the site’s history and original configuration and appearance, the 

current configuration and appearance, what makes the project successful, and whether 

aspects of the project are sympathetic with the goals of preservation.  
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The Route 66 Corridor Preservation Program 

U.S. Highway 66, known as the Mother Road and established in 1926, was the 

country’s first all-weather highway, stretching for 2,400 miles from Chicago through 

Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona before ending in 

California. According to the National Park Services’ special resource study of the 

highway, it “represents an outstanding example of the transition from dirt track to 

superhighway” (1995). The highway was the result of the Good Roads Movement of the 

early 1900s, when “America’s infatuation with personal mobility brought forward the 

notion of an all-weather, surfaced highway connecting Chicago to Los Angeles” and was 

brought to fruition through the Federal Highway Act of 1921 (National Park Service, 

1995).  

Route 66 served the ever-growing number of Americans vacationing by car, was 

supported the blossoming wartime trucking industry of the early mid-century, and 

spurred the growth of cities in the west (National Park Service, 1995). The NPS report 

declared 1933 to 1970 as the highway’s period of significance, recognizing the path’s 

integral role in moving troops and supplies across the country during World War II and 

its facilitation of the “most comprehensive movement of people in the history of the 

United States” as Americans moved west and made the area the most populated in the 

country by the 1980 Census (National Park Service, 1995). Because of its ties to the 

growth of automobile use in the United States, much interpretation of the highway 

revolves around auto touring in the 1950s and 60s (National Park Service, 1995).  
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The highway has been of pop-cultural interest for decades: Bobby Troup wrote a 

song about it in 1946, and Nat King Cole was the first to record the famous lyrics: “If you 

ever plan to motor west/Travel my way, take the highway, that’s the best/Get your kicks 

on Route 66” ((Get Your Kicks On) Route 66 [web site]). In The Grapes of Wrath, the 

Joad family take Route 66 to California, looking for jobs and land and meeting other 

families traveling west in search of the same (Salinger, 1938). This is also, incidentally, 

where the term the mother road originated: Steinbeck wrote that “66 is the mother road, 

the road of flight” (Steinbeck, 1938:151). Much of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road took 

place on The Mother Road, and, though little of the actual highway made its way 

onscreen, the popular 1960s television show “Route 66” followed two men travelling 

across the country along the Mother Road in a Corvette (Route 66 [web site]). 

U.S. 66 remains the shortest route between Chicago and Los Angeles, though the 

highway was officially deleted in 1985 and was renamed as it followed other highways 

regionally (Figure 8). After the passage of the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956, a long 

stretch of Route 66 was replaced by Interstate Highway 40; by 1970, the segments of the 

highway connecting Chicago, St. Louis, and Oklahoma City were replaced by interstates 

55 and 44. In 1979, the American Association of State Highways and Transportation 

Officials eliminated the Route 66 designation all together, saying that the U.S. 66 road 

signs “generated confusion because the route coincide with interstate designations over 

much its length.” The last remaining section of U.S. 66, in Arizona, was replaced by 

Interstate 40 in 1984. (National Park Service, 1995) 
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 In 1990, Congress passed the Route 66 Study Act, charging the National Park 

service with conducting a “study on methods to commemorate the nationally significant 

highway known as Route 66” (1990). Specifically, it asked the Secretary of the Interior to 

evaluate “the significance of Route 66 in American history, options for preservation and 

use of remaining segments of Route 66, and options for the preservation and 

interpretation of significant features associated with the highway” (“Route 66 Study Act,” 

1990). In 1995, the National Park Service published its special resource study that offered 

“a variety of alternatives for the treatment of Route 66” (National Park Service, 1995). 

The removal of signs and new network of highways overlaying the historic route 

made it difficult for heritage tourists to locate U.S. 66. While some states have added 

Figure 8: Illustration of modern highways that correlate with historic Route 66. Courtesy of wikitravel.org. 
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Route 66 signs along highways, they aren’t 

reliable as way finders since they don’t appear on 

exits and “are often stolen for souvenirs” 

(National Park Service, 1995).  

In the 1995 report, the National Park 

Service outlined a number of preservation issues 

for Route 66. The length of the road and the 

varying climates and cultural landscapes through which it passes, the constantly evolving 

nature of this “living” highway, the effect of tourism on historic stretches of road, and 

spectrum of building types along the highway were all mentioned. Regarding the latter, 

the National Park Service wrote that 

[b]uildings along the route include a broad palette of architectural styles 
and designs, particularly in commercial properties associated with cultural 
landscapes. Many do not meet current standards of national or regional 
significance. Yet they are important because they reflect the customs, 
beliefs, needs, and values of both the travelers and the people along the 
highway. (National Park Service, 1995) 
 

NPS suggested that resources “essential to the understanding of the evolution of Route 66 

should be nominated for listing on the National Register of Historic Places,” while 

structures that don’t meet the aforementioned standards but “contribute to the overall 

integrity of a resource or area” could be nominated as parts of historic districts or cultural 

landscapes (National Park Service, 1995). The NPS went on to write that not only should 

buildings be evaluated and nominated, but criteria used to determine eligibility should 

extend to cover neon signs, roadside attractions (they mention “roadside stands in the 

Figure 9: A new sign in Missouri marking historic 
U.S. 66. Courtesy of magazineusa.com.	  
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shape of huge oranges” and “fiberglass dinosaurs”), reconstructions and modern 

buildings, and motels (National Park Service, 1995).  

NPS projected that about 25% of extant buildings on the highway were in need 

“substantial repairs” and another 25% were “virtually disintegrating.” The Park Service 

offered Congress five approaches to dealing with Route 66: the most hands-on approach 

was for a congressionally approved body to purchase property to preserve resources, but 

they also offered a “No New Federal Action” option, in which existing conditions on the 

highway would continue without any action as a result of the resource study (National 

Park Service, 1995). They also suggested making the highway a National Historic Trail 

or a Heritage highway, or re-designating the highway to commemorate its impact on the 

growth of United States (National Park Service, 1995). In the end, Congress chose to pass 

the National Route 66 Preservation Bill of 1999.  

The bill, Public Law 106-45, charged the Secretary of the Interior with facilitating 

“the development of guidelines and a program of technical assistant and grants that will 

set priorities for the preservation of the Route 66 corridor” (“National Route 66 

Preservation Bill,” 1999). This led to the creation of the Route 66 Corridor Preservation 

Program, which works with private owners, non-profit organizations, and local 

governments to address preservation needs along the highway (National Park Service, 

April 20, 2013). The program provides grants to applicants and “provides limited 

technical assistance” (National Park Service, April 20, 2013).  

Along with federal initiatives to conserve the Mother Road, all eight Route 66 

states have “active grassroots preservation organizations dedicated to saving and 
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interpreting the highway” (Dedek, 2007: 6) as well as connecting with people interested 

in the highway’s history. A quick web search reveals Route 66 organizations in Canada, 

Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, and Norway (Historic Route 66 – Links [web site]). 

Enthusiasts Paul and Sandi Taylor have, since 1993, published a quarterly magazine 

called Route 66 Magazine, which includes work from professional writers and 

photographers and has readers in 14 countries (Route 66 Magazine [web site]). These 

non-profit organizations and publications strive to preserve the highway and its related 

buildings as well as educate the public about the importance of Route 66 to the history of 

the United States and the rise of automobile travel and car culture.        

REHABILITATION ALONG THE MOTHER ROAD 

Renewed interest in Route 66 has led to the renovation of many historic motor 

courts and motels along the highway. One motel has a particularly lovely story of 

success: Boots Court in Carthage, Missouri, which reopened after being closed for two 

decades. The streamline, art moderne court was built in 1939 and expanded under new 

ownership in 1946. The site fell into decline in the 1990s and even served as low-income 

housing for a number of years, following suite with Blue Bonnet Court and the San José. 

Ironically, a contractor purchased the property in 2003 with plans to sell it to a Walgreens 

which would raze the historic court to build the pharmacy (a la the Petrified Forest 

Lodge), but residents of Carthage “rallied to save the Boots from destruction by 

convincing Walgreens to go elsewhere” (The History of the Boots Motel [web site]). 
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In 2011, sisters Deborah Harvey and Priscilla Bledsaw bought the Boots, hoping 

to restore it themselves to its 1949 condition. By May 2012, the five rooms of the 1946 

addition had been remodeled and were ready to host travellers once again. All rooms 

were booked for the Boots’ opening night (Redden, 2012). Two members of the Route 66 

Chamber of Commerce, Ron and Barbara Hart, did much of the restoration work; as of 

May 2012, Harvey and Bledsaw were planning to apply for a grant from NPS to restore 

the original building, with the goal of getting Boots Court on the National Register of 

Historic Places (Redden, 2012). In April 2013, the motel’s original neon sign was 

restored to read BOOTS COURT and a pitched roof was removed from the 1939 building, 

restoring its streamline aesthetic (Save the Boots Motel [web site]).  

Figure 10: Postcard for Boots Court, Carthage, Missouri, showing original roof type. Courtesy of 
route66university.com. 



 26 

Just down the road in Cuba, Missouri, Connie Echols purchased the Wagon 

Wheel Motel in 2009. Echols restored each of the stone cottages, built in 1935; the motel 

is the longest continuously operating tourist court on Route 66 (Uhlenbrock, 2012). But a 

2012 article about Boots Court and the Wagon Wheel mentions the Munger Moss Motel 

in Lebanon, Missouri, was on the market. The owners operated it for 41 years, but—at 70 

years old—they were “looking for a new lifestyle” (Uhlenbrock, 2012). The motel, with 

44 rooms and 17 two-room efficiencies, is still open: Ramona Lehman, who along with 

husband Bob owned the property, said, “I won’t just sell it to anybody. It’s part of our 

heritage. We’ve got to keep it for our kids.” (Uhlenbrock, 2012) 

Figure 11: Boots Court, prior to sign restoration and removal of the pitched roof. Courtesy of 
preservationnation.org. 
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      By exploring national and local efforts to preserve historic motels and motor 

courts, we see that it takes a combination of federal intervention, local interest, and 

invested owners to ensure these examples of auto-age America remain for future 

generations. Local organizations and owners of historic properties have found support in 

state and federal programs that give grants and provide references for the restoration and 

rehabilitation of historic roadside resources, but it often comes down to the will of private 

owners. Their investments of time, sweat, money, and sheer will have allowed some 

motor courts to stand the test of time and once again become integral parts of community 

fabrics. As preservationists and consumers, the best thing we can do to help preserve 

these resources is to patronize them so owners have the funds to properly maintain these 

roadside treasures.  

Figure 12: The neon sign and stone cottages of the Wagon Wheel Motel in Cuba, Missouri. Courtesy of 
stltoday.com. 



 28 

San José Court, Austin, Texas 

San José Court, also known as San José Motel and now Hotel San José, is a 

modern boutique hotel in the heart of Austin’s South Congress Avenue—or “SoCo”—

district. Stretching south of the Congress Avenue Bridge to Oltorf Street, South Congress 

was, from the 1920s to the 1960s, home to many motor courts, restaurants, and shopping 

centers. Its proximity to Barton Springs Pool—a large, man-made, spring-fed swimming 

pool in Austin’s Zilker Park—made motels in the area great home bases for vacationers. 

But the introduction of Interstate Highway 35 drew traffic away from the area; businesses 

closed and buildings were neglected. In the 1980s, the area was known primarily for 

prostitution, drug use, and homelessness, but it once again became a tourist destination 

after demolition, new construction, and redevelopment of existing buildings in the late 

Figure 13: Postcard for San José Motel, now Hotel San José, showing its original configuration. From author's 
collection. 
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1990s and early 2000s.  SoCo is now home to clothing stores, restaurants, food trucks, art 

galleries, and antique stores, attracting tourists and locals alike. Some businesses even 

managed to survive the economic downturn in the area only to see it revitalized, notably 

the Austin Motel at 1220 South Congress, established in 1938.  

San José Court, designed by R. Max Brooks for owner George Zimmerman, at 

1316 South Congress Avenue (historically listed as 1310-1320 South Congress) opened 

in 1936 to much praise. An article dated November 8, 1936, said the court marked 

“another forward step for Austin in the development of facilities for the accommodation 

of visitors” (San José Court To Open Monday, 1936). Later in his career, Brooks was 

involved in projects such as the NASA Center in Houston and the Lyndon Baines 

Johnson Library on the campus of The University of Texas at Austin.  

San José Court was one of the largest tourist courts in the city upon its opening, 

boasting 40 rooms “designed to meet all of the requirements of a modern apartment 

hotel” (San José Court To Open Monday, 1936). It had three one-story buildings 

comprised of rooms and a central two-story office in a modified row-on-row plan, all 

clad in blonde brick. Two rows of rooms sit back to back on the south side of the 

property; the southernmost building is L-shaped and faces south while the other building 

is a row of rooms with a primary façade that faces north. The third building is at the north 

side of the property facing south. The court was cottage-court style, with a roofline that 

was alternately gabled and hipped. A postcard advertising the motel describes a “Private 

Garage attached to each Apartment, with overhead door and Cylinder Lock” (San José 

Court [postcard]). The office building is located at the east edge of the parcel, closest to 

the street, and also has a red-tile roof. Each building was outfitted with both casement 

windows (some semi-circular, as on the primary façade of the office building and on 

some rooms) and operable one-over-one windows. In 1955, an additional two-story 
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building was constructed on the west end of the lot to increase the number of rooms. No 

historic photos were available of the interiors of the rooms or the office, but postcards for 

the motel describe “Carpeted rooms” with “Tiled baths” and air conditioning as well as 

vented heat (San José Motel [postcard]). 

San José Court served tourists for decades before degrading into the place seen in 

current owner Liz Lambert’s film, The Last Days of the San José (2000). The 

construction of Interstate Highway 35 in Texas contributed to the decline in popularity of 

the motor court in Austin by shifting travel—and a lot of commercial businesses—east of 

Highway 2 to the interstate. Construction began in the mid-1950s, and I-35 through 

Figure 14: Bird's eye view of Hotel San José's current configuration. The large, flat-roofed building to the east of 
the lot is the 1955 addition. Image clipped from Google.com. 
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Austin was officially opened in 1962. The shift in travel patterns caused by the new 

highway negatively affected businesses along Guadalupe Street, Lamar Boulevard, and 

South Congress Avenue in Austin.  Many motor courts were lost to redevelopment.  

Lambert, a Texan by birth, left her job as a prosecutor in New York in 1994 to 

work in the Texas Attorney General’s office in Austin. According to the Hotel San José’s 

web site, Lambert approached the owners of the derelict hotel to see if they were 

interested in selling only to find out they had just listed the property (Hotel San José [web 

site]). Lambert purchased San José Court in 1998, and operated it as simultaneously as a 

hotel and low-income short- and long-term housing for three years until she was 

approved for a loan that allowed her to rehabilitate the space. The hotel received a major 

facelift, allowing it to leave behind its derelict past to serve more privileged clientele.  

Photos of the hotel pre-renovation were not available, but Lambert’s film offers a 

comprehensive look at the state of the motor court in the late 1990s. It documents 

Lambert and her tenants for the three years after she purchased San José before the 

renovation of the property and opens with these words from Lambert: “I had a motel in 

Texas. It was a beat up, run down motel on an avenue that used to be a grand avenue in 

downtown Austin…it was a seedy motel…” (2000).  She rented rooms for $30 a night. 

The exterior brick and stucco were painted mint green with dark green trim; the interiors 

of the rooms were all but destroyed. There were customers who paid by the hour and 

customers who moved in to the motor court and it made it a long-term home. Timothy 

Davis acknowledges this common fate of the motor court in his article, noting that “cheap 

motels along old highways provide affordable refuge for welfare recipients, migrant 

workers, and other people who cannot scrape together the security deposits and first-and-

last-month’s rent that are the price of admission to today’s conventional housing market” 

(1997: 100). 
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One of the first scenes shows Lambert scraping a dark brown substance from the 

inside of a sink pipe; the camera quickly cuts to a green-faced Lambert on the phone with 

a plumber because she realized someone defecated in the sink. In the same scene, a 

bathtub is filled with dark brown water accented by a dark ring around the tub, and 

Lambert later finds hypodermic needles in the medicine cabinet of another room. There is 

graffiti on the walls and dirt ground into the mattresses and carpet. There is a constant 

police presence; tenants are arrested for outstanding warrants, for abusing partners, for 

doing drugs. Lambert films the arrival of a prostitute by cab to a tenant’s room and won’t 

say on camera what she thinks is happening—“I can’t,” she says quietly. In a 2001 New 

York Times article about the renovated hotel, Austin expatriate Kathryn Jones writes, 

“Twenty years ago, when I lived in Austin…the San José was a dilapidated symbol of 

urban blight that had long outlived its glory days as a 1930s-era motor court, and had 

become a well-known hangout for prostitutes and drug dealers” (Jones, 2001). 

Lambert intended, since her purchase, to revitalize the hotel and create a 

bungalow-style boutique hotel experience. After years of denied applications, Lambert 

secured a loan and hired Lake|Flato Architects of San Antonio to rehabilitate the space. 

Though the amount of the loan isn’t divulged in the film, Lambert describes it as 

“illions,” much of which likely went to gutting the rooms and landscaping the space, 

since much of the original tourist court remains. Brick and plaster were painted gray (the 

brick is now covered in many places by green leafy vines), a pool was added, the garages 

were turned into smaller guest spaces, and the entire complex was cut off from the street 

by a series of new walls.  

The last two alterations are what really stripped the San José of its motor court 

aesthetic. If not for the walls and garage conversions, one might be able to recognize the 

original program. But the walls disturb the sight line down the strings of rooms, and the 
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lack of garages or carports makes the space feel more like a motor inn. (Had I not known 

there were once garages, I would have suspected patrons parked along the exterior of 

motel buildings.) The rooms in the two-story building at the front of the property are 

advertised as “European style” and have common bathrooms. Standard and petite rooms 

are advertised as being part of the original tourist court “and may be located directly on 

Congress Avenue” (Hotel San José [web site])—the standard rooms appear to be the 

converted garages. In the interiors of the rooms, there are platform beds and Herman 

Figures 15 & 16: Facades of the historic San José buildings after renovation. Courtesy of Bunkhouse Group. 
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Miller wire chairs and either concrete or painted hardwood floors—a decidedly modern 

aesthetic that manages to also pique mid-century nostalgia.  

One aspect of its operation that makes the hotel successful is its ability to 

maintain both private and public spaces. Hotel San José caters to a wealthier crowd, and 

can do so because it is at the heart of the South Congress Avenue district, but it also has 

an outdoor bar that anyone can patronize regardless of whether they are hotel guests. 

Nestled behind the office building and next to the pool, the bar is friendly and quiet—

thanks in large part to the walls built along the sidewalk. But the rooms and the paths one 

Figures 17 & 18: Room interiors of Hotel San José after renovation. Courtesy of Bunkhouse Group. 
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takes to reach them feel solitary, making the space an attractive option for those who 

want to be in the thick of things while also having respite from the crowds. Looking at 

the environment around the hotel, its location sets it apart from other options in Austin. 

On the weekends, South Congress is bustling with activity. There are street performers, 

food trucks, bars and restaurants with sidewalk seating—one often has to walk shoulder 

to shoulder with strangers to navigate the area. During citywide events such as South by 

Southwest—an annual music, film, and interactive conference that attracts people from 

all over the globe—South Congress is barely navigable due to the denseness of crowds. 

For motor courts located in more rural areas or in cities where people aren’t able or 

willing to pay much to stay in a motor court, spending “illions” of dollars on a 

rehabilitation project like the San José might not be feasible in terms of return on 

Figure 19: Outdoor seating near the Hotel San José's bar, a feature that makes the space attractive to both locals 
and tourists visiting the SoCo district. Courtesy of Bunkhouse group. 
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investment. Lambert is able to charge enough to maintain the space ($175 to $415 per 

night, as of September 2012) because of the hotel’s location in a dense and fashionable 

urban space.1  

Contributing to the popularity of Hotel San José is the fact that there are few 

places to stay where guests are able to really immerse themselves in South Congress 

Avenue—really, just Hotel San José and the Austin Motel, just up the road. (There is also 

the Hotel Saint Cecilia, just off South Congress on Academy Drive and also owned by 

Lambert, but it is priced to remain exclusive to more elite guests.) While the Austin 

Motel generally offers cheaper rates, it doesn’t appeal to the same crowd as the San José. 

With a sign that reads “So Close Yet So Far Out” for most of the year, the Austin Motel 

caters to a crowd that might be looking for a guest experience in line with Austin’s desire 

to keep things weird. The atmosphere of the place is nostalgic but the design of the space 

is more varied than the Hotel San José, largely because the Austin Motel was renovated 

as needed to keep up with changing tastes, creating eclectic interior and exterior spaces. 

Hotel San José has a uniform aesthetic: decoration is kept sparse and modern. It is 

difficult to describe the target demographic of the San José—perhaps “young 

professionals,” or “financially comfortable musicians”—but it might be best illustrated 

by this: the hotel has a staff-curated film collection as well as a curated music collection 

that guests can check out on CDs or on iPods. It has bicycles to rent by the day or the 

hour and offers guests the ability to check out a Remington typewriter or Polaroid camera 

from the front desk.  

Something else that contributes to the success of this rehabilitation project is the 

fact that the hotel is adjacent to a parking lot. Closing in the interior space of the hotel 
                                                
1 In fact, Lambert’s venture was so successful she went on to purchase two other historic spaces, opening 
Hotel Saint Cecilia in Austin and Hotel Havana in San Antonio. She also owns a campground called El 
Cosmico in Marfa, Texas, that has rentable trailers, tepees, and safari tents. (Bunkhouse Group [web site]). 
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and altering the garages meant the hotel lost all of its original parking. While South 

Congress Avenue has street parking, designating street parking for the hotel through the 

City of Austin would have been an expensive venture for the owner if not for the fact that 

she also owns the parking lot. Closing off the interior space to cars simply would not be 

an option for other motor courts in the middles of cities where empty lots are few and far 

between.  

The successes of the project are magnified when one considers the amount of 

original fabric preserved in this rehabilitation project. From a bird’s eye view, the 

footprint of the motel has barely changed since 1955. The building configuration has 

remained the same, as have the building cladding, windows, and cottage-court roofline. 

Closing in the carports and walling in the aisles have left the building less recognizable as 

a 1930s motor court, but these changes are reversible (maybe less so in the case of the 

garages, but reversible nonetheless), making this a rather preservation-sensitive project. 

The Lake|Flato design also preserves the community-oriented nature of motor courts: the 

central bar and hotel pool take the place of the courtyards or central pools in historic 

motor courts where motorists met and socialized with one another.   
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Park Mo-tel, San Antonio, Texas 

Located on the east side of Brackenridge Park at what is now 3617 and 3615 

Broadway, the Park Mo-tel (now the Park Motel) is believed to be San Antonio’s first 

motor court. A. R. Perez, Jr., of the Perez Family Trust, owns the property and inherited 

it from his father. Built in 1931, the integrated row Spanish-style cottage court had three 

wood-frame buildings totaling 42 rooms. The south building was comprised entirely of 

hotel rooms, the central building was capped on the Broadway end by the office with 

motel suites stretching toward Avenue B and Brackenridge Park, and the north building 

had a coffee shop on the Broadway end followed by a string of rooms.  

While rooms and carports were connected continuously the length of each 

building, the parapets were not uniform: they were alternately plain (no decoration on the 

parapet), with gabled parapets, with wide coping, or with two rows of red roof tiling to 

Figure 20: Photograph (ca. 1930s) of the Park Mo-tel. Courtesy of Perez Family Trust. 
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Figure 21: Photograph (ca. 1930s) of the Park Mo-tel showing rooms and adjacent carports with non-continuous 
roofline typical of cottage courts. Courtesy of Perez Family Trust. 

 

match canopies over motel room doors and canopies on the two-story office building. In 

historic black and white photographs, all three motel buildings appear to be the same 

light color, but office building is currently painted light yellow, while the other 1931 

buildings are painted either dark gray or sandy brown. All three rows of buildings were 

accessible from both the north and south sides of each building. There were small 

gardens below the windows of each room, between the carport and the front door, and a 

line of trees growing down the center of what looks like a packed dirt drive.  
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Undated historic black-and-white photographs provided by the owner and taken 

by Harvey Patteson Photographers of San Antonio show the interiors of the suite-style 

rooms. One photograph shows the view from a bedroom, from which you can see a front 

sitting room, an adjacent second bedroom, and the door to what is likely the bathroom. 

Another photo shows the interior of the lobby, with light linoleum tiles framed by dark 

linoleum, cushy chairs and a table lined with magazines. There is an electric city 

directory on the wall, and the front desk is visible down the hall past a water fountain. 

There are faux exposed beams on the ceiling with simple modillions where they meet the 

wall, contributing to the overall eclectic Southwest/Spanish theme of the court.  There is 
  

Figure 22: Photograph (ca. 1930s) of the interior of a suite. Courtesy of Perez Family Trust. 
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Figures 23 & 24: Photographs (ca. 1930s) of the interiors of the Park Mo-tel's reception area and café. Courtesy 
of Perez Family Trust. 
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also a photo of the interior of the coffee shop. Tables draped in white tablecloths with a 

simple pattern are set for either two or four guests. There are ceiling fans, the windows to 

the screened-in porch are thrown wide open to maximize air circulation.  

In 1950, an additional building was erected on the north side of the property in an 

unrelated style. Adding more rooms to the motel for a total of 52 (the strip is known as 

the 52 Building to the owners), the modern strip was constructed using concrete masonry 

units. The rooms lack adjacent carports, instead featuring covered parking in front of 

each room care of a steel canopy. The front porch of the building is covered in Spanish 

tile, and there are operable casement windows for each space. While the older rooms had 

linoleum, these newer spaces have painted clay tile floors with an intricate floral pattern 

in black, gray, yellow, and red. There are doors between rooms in case families rented 

adjoining spaces. No historic photographs of the interiors of these spaces were available.  

The Park Mo-tel was in operation from 1931 to 2000, and multiple aesthetic and 

Figure 25: The 1950 addition to the Park Mo-tel. Author's image. 
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functional changes were made over the years. At some point during the motel’s history 

before the rest of the rooms were turned into rentable business space, the southernmost 

building was made into a shopping center. There’s an antique store on the east end of the 

building, adjacent to Broadway, followed by a series of boutiques. This building has been 

stripped entirely of its Spanish style, except for one Spanish tiled canopy on the north 

side of the building. It is clad in siding accented, strangely, in Tudor-style elements 

painted black or stained reddish brown. Most motel room doors and all carports have 

been walled up, though the footprints of a few of the garden spaces remain, filled with 

concrete and used to stage planters. The doors to the hotel rooms that opened onto 

Broadway are still there, though the front yard—visible in historic photos of this 

building—has been leveled and a staircase has been added to the front of the building.  

The rest of the 1931 buildings have also been altered significantly. Early black 

Figure 26: Bird's eye view of the Park Mo-tel. Gaps in the buildings correlate with demolished rooms and 
carports, and the tree at the east edge of the property covers the driveway where the café once stood. Courtesy 
of google.com. 
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and white photographs show six-over-one windows on all units and eight-light casement 

windows on the office building and cafe, but construction photos from 2000 show that 

the windows on the units had been changed to either one-over-one windows or 20-light 

inoperable wood sash casement windows. In 2000, the buildings were painted in a variety 

of colors: yellow, green, pink, and brown. At some point, someone added Spanish tile 

surrounds to the casement windows on motel rooms, and the garden patches that once 

stood below windows were incorporated into wider tiled porches, spanning the entire 

façade of each room.  

The construction manager for the property, Robert Valenzuela, informed me that 

no 1931 building plans exist for the motel, and no construction drawings were made in 

preparation for the 2000 renovations. He said Mr. [A. R.] Perez told him what to do, and 

he did it; Valenzuela walked me through the changes made in 2000. Looking at the 

Figure 27: Photograph of the 2000 demolition of some carports and rooms. Courtesy of Perez Family Trust. 
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property from a bird’s eye view, one sees large gaps between the central buildings. The 

loss of historic fabric between the two-story office building and the rest of the row was 

the result of a fire prior to the 2000 renovations, but all other deletions represent rooms 

and carports that were torn down to make way for more parking. The café that once 

capped the north 1931 building was razed to make way for a half-circle driveway and a 

tiled sitting area below an oak tree (seen in the foreground of the historic photo of the 

café). A significant portion of the west end of the south building was razed at some point 

in the life of the motel, creating more parking. Between the fire damage and the 

intentionally razed portions of the buildings, about one third of the original fabric of the 

1931 buildings is gone. Canopies over doorways were replaced by continuous canopies 

running the length of the north and south edges of each building (though some non-

continuous canopies remain on the west ends of each row). 

I was not able to access the central building spaces, but the interior of the south 

1931 building (as viewed through plate glass windows that have replaced casement 

Figure 28: Current facade of one of the original 1931 buildings. Author's image. 
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windows on the south side of the building) reveals that linoleum floors have been 

replaced by Spanish tile. Valenzuela reported that, for the project overall, alterations to 

interiors were minimal. Plumbing was adequate, he said, even for the ice cream parlor at 

the west end of the 1950 building. 

The 1950 building has been barely touched in comparison to the 1931 structures. 

None of the building has been torn down, and there appear to be few or no changes to the 

interiors. The space at the east end of the row has been converted into a yoga studio, and 

it is apparent that the original door and window placement has been altered. The painted 

tile that appears inside all rooms in the row extends into the front door’s alcove, evidence 

that the door was pulled further into the interior of the space. The plate glass windows are 

also noticeably newer than other fenestration on the building.  

A variety of businesses occupy space at the Park Motel. In the 1950 building, 

tenants include AC Power Yoga, Rancho Ojo de Agua Beef & Bolsas (the office for a 

ranch that sells grass-fed beef and up-cycled bags), a piano studio, a nail salon, a café, 

and an ice cream parlor. As stated earlier, the central and north 1931 buildings contain 

mostly law offices, with an antique store occupying the first floor of the two-story office 

building and the owner’s office occupying the second floor. A. R. Perez owns most of the 

block, so the Park Motel provides a convenient location for his office, used most often by 

Allison Perez Johnson (who acts as her father’s property manager) and Valenzuela. 

Allison Perez Johnson reported that as of March 2013, there is a waiting list for office 

space in the motel; vacancies are rare. When one tenant leaves, she simply calls the 

person at the top of the waiting list, and the space is almost immediately occupied. There 

are a number of tenants who have been there since the Park Motel was altered in 2000, 

and many others who have rented from the Perezes for years. She believes tenants are 

attracted to the space because it offers a warmer alternative to the traditional strip mall; 
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offices are set back from the street, and the spaces have unique historic character that 

make them desirable to small business owners.  

Because so much of the original fabric of the 1931 buildings has been lost or 

obscured, one cannot say this is a preservation-sensitive project. So many character-

defining features are no longer there—the carports aren’t visible, the footprint is greatly 

compromised, and the café space (a common feature of many motor courts) is gone—and 

it seems this is largely to do with lack of consultation with preservation professionals. 

Valenzuela reports having no formal preservation training, and neither he nor A. R. Perez 

consulted with preservation professionals, draftspeople, or designers before proceeding 

with the project. There is also no preservation plan associated with the property. Because 

of this way A. R. Perez and Valenzuela approached this rehabilitation project, the Park 

Mo-tel offers an example of what Stewart Brand calls low-road preservation in his work 

How Buildings Learn; What Happens After They’re Built (1995: 24). The Perez Family 

Trust took extant buildings that were no longer sustainably profitable under the original 

motel program, and made the site into something profitable for the owners and needed by 

potential tenants: low-rent business space in a high-traffic area of town with a program 

that could be used by different types of businesses.   

Perhaps if the Perez Family Trust had worked with San Antonio Conservation 

Society or a contractor with experience working with historic fabric, they would have 

discovered a better solution for parking that didn’t involve tearing down such a 

significant portion of the extant building stock. For example, in 2009, the city of San 

Antonio erected a large public parking garage on the west side of the Park Mo-tel 

property to serve those using Brackenridge Park (Davies, 2009). With better planning, 

clients and tenants of the motel could have utilized that parking garage, eliminating the 

need for razing. Would A. R. Perez have made a different choice than razing part of his 
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building stock had he known a parking garage was on its way? Nine years is a long wait, 

but it seems a shame, in retrospect, that so much was lost when 300 free parking spaces 

were added about thirty feet from the property within the decade (Davies, 2009).2  

Looking at the success of the site today and that fact that it has very little tenant turnover, 

however, it is possible that the Perez family found the best solution available at the time: 

selectively razing portions of the motel to make room for parking and thus make the 

space more attractive to businesses and their patrons.   

The buildings razed to make way for additional parking perfectly illustrate why it 

was so fortunate that Lambert owned a parking lot adjacent to Hotel San José (though, as 

it was pointed out to me, this parking lot could only exist because some other building 

was demolished to make room for it.). In order for the Park Motel to work as rentable 

commercial space, those who rented offices had to have places for their clients to park. 

This resulted in the loss of quite a bit of historic fabric. Lambert didn’t have to make that 

decision because the parking lot she owned was available to use, allowing her to remove 

all interior parking from the San José without altering the buildings in non-reversible 

ways.   

 If we shelve the preservation issues, the Park Motel offers an interesting model 

for motor court and motel owners, and one that could likely be executed without 

compromising so much of the historic fabric. The site is especially interesting because it 

has both single-room spaces and multi-room suites in a variety of sizes that exemplify 

three rental types: a suite of offices, a single-room office, or two adjacent offices with a 

shared interior door. Rental spaces vary greatly, and monthly rent begins at $650 for the 

                                                
2 Parking garage construction presented another preservation issue: it required the city of San Antonio to 
cut down a number of trees in the historic Brackenridge Park. The compromise, then-mayor Phil 
Hardberger said, was “to make [the garage] as environmentally sensitive as possible and really try to 
incorporate it into the park” (Davies, 2009).  
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single-room offices.  The spaces lend themselves to a variety of businesses, as evidenced 

by the current tenants.  

This model of adaptive reuse would work well for motels and motor courts 

located in major commercial strips. Broadway Street in San Antonio is a commercial strip 

that has thrived for decades. Though some businesses have shuttered, the road remains an 

often-used and familiar route and the area is slowly being revitalized. This model would 

also work well for a motor court or motel that has adequate space between buildings for 

parking. Smaller motor courts that don’t have large, central courtyards or perimeter 

parking might find it hard to attract businesses that have appointment-based or walk-in 

clients or those that serve large groups of people (e.g. lawyers, nail artists, and yoga 

studios). 
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SROs & Workforce Housing: Two Models 

After learning that many historic motels and motor courts in Austin went the way 

of the Blue Bonnet—operating as apartments for low-income tenants—I tried to find 

evidence of motels that pursued SRO (single room occupancy) eligibility as defined by 

the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. None of the properties in 

Austin that currently operate as short- and long-term housing are eligible to be a single 

room occupancy building according to standards set by the U.S. Department of Housing 

and Urban Development. SROs require both food preparation facilties (kitchens or 

kitchenettes) and sanitary facilities either in each apartment or in a shared space 

accessible to all tenants (U.S. Department of Housing and Urband Development [web 

site]).  

While each room at the Blue Bonnet has its own private bathroom, most rooms 

lack refrigerators, stoves, and even microwaves. Where these items are present, they are 

often provided by the tenant. The motel would have to make significant renovations in 

order to qualify as an SRO. So, in addition to neglected maintenance issues, the Blue 

Bonnet lacks the proper amenities to become a proper single room occupancy building, 

but I wondered if there were examples of SROs created from vacated motor courts or 

motels. I could not find examples of owners or developers using mid-century motor 

courts or motels as SROs, but I was introduced to Foundation Communities in Austin, 

Texas, which has three SROs in former extended-stay hotels, and by investigating this 

organization learned of an SRO program in Costa Mesa, California, that also turned an 

abandoned motel into low-income workforce housing. These hotels are similar in 
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configuration to the highway hotels of the 1960s as described by Jakle et. al in The Motel 

in America (1996). 

I discussed Foundation Communities’ model of operation with Sunshine Mathon, 

design and development director for the organization, in hopes of figuring out whether 

historic motor courts and motels could operate as SROs as effectively as the SROs 

created as part of of Foundation Communities. The organization operates four SROs, one 

in complex that used to be a retirement community and three in former extended stay 

hotels, but here I will discuss their most recent SRO project, Arbor Terrace, 2501 South 

I.H. 35. The focus will shift more toward program plan and what features of this hotel 

type helped Arbor Terrace and other SROs in the Foundation Communities program be 

successful. Building owners, developers, and preservationists could then look for these 

features in threatened or underutilized motels and motor courts to see if this could be a 

potential model for rehabilitation.  

Figure 29: Arbor Terrace, an SRO in Austin, Texas. Courtesy of Foundation Communities. 
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Before it was Arbor Terrace, 2501 South I.H. 35 was the Suburban Extended Stay 

of Austin South. It is a three-story building with a T-shaped plan and 133 rooms with 

kitchenettes, built in 2001 as an extended-stay hotel. Foundation Communities spent 

$10.7 million on the project, with $2 million in support from the city (some of which 

came from housing bonds), and turned the hotel into supportive housing for single adults 

who make less than $26,600 per year and who meet other screening criteria (Foundation 

Communities [web site]). There are now 120 apartments; remaining spaces were turned 

into social work offices, computer labs, and other common spaces for tenants. Residents 

have access to career services, information about health insurance, support for filing 

income taxes, and other general case management. Not all of the residents of Foundation 

Communities’ SROs need such in-depth case management services—many are on a fixed 

income and just need a high-quality place to live—but a significant percent, according to 

Mathon, do require these supportive services and are often referred by social service 

agencies in the area.  

Figures 30 & 31: Photos of the interior of an SRO apartment at Arbor Terrace. Courtesy of Foundation 
Communities. 
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The site contributes to the City of Austin’s goal to provide 350 permanent 

supportive housing units in the city, per the city’s Permanent Supportive Housing 

Initiative, passed 25 March 2010. The initiative directs “staff to develop a strategy that 

would prioritize the City’s affordable housing resources—including federal and local 

monies—for permanent supportive housing (PSH)” (Permanent Supportive Housing 

Initiative [web site]). All told, many organizations were involved in the creation of Arbor 

Terrace: Foundation Communities, the City of Austin, Caritas (which serves the 

homeless, working poor, and refugees in Travis County), the U.S. Veterans 

Administration, and the Austin Resource Center for the Homeless (ARCH).  

Tenants at all four of Foundation Communities’ SROs are able to pay about $50 

Figure 32: The reception area of Arbor Terrace serves as the only point of entry to the interior-corridor 
building. Courtesy of Foundation Communities. 
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of their rent each month, but in order for the buildings to be sustainable, Foundation 

Communities needs $350-500 per apartment. The difference is generally covered by 

social service organizations who refer tenants to the SROs and pay using their own 

federal or state funds or donations. The organization receives full rent for every room 

each month because of this system. But Mathon said that without income generated by 

the 14 other multi-family properties owned and operated by Foundation Communities, 

operating an SRO would be very challenging. The multi-family apartment buildings 

generally stay in the black, he said, but the SROs often dip into the red, so rent from the 

multi-family apartments help support the SROs.  

Mathon also credits the financial success of Foundation Communities’ SROs to 

the fact that they were eligible for front-end funding through the Neighborhood 

Stabilization Program (NSP), established as part of the Housing and Recovery Act of 

2008 (Neighborhood Stabilization Program Grants [web site]). The NSP was establised 

to stabilize “communities that have suffered from foreclosures and abandonment. 

Through the purchase and redevelopment of foreclosed and abandoned homes and 

residential properties, the goal of the program is being realized” (Neighborhood 

Stabilization Program Grants [web site]).  

Mathon shared several program characteristics he believes contribute to the 

success of Foundation Communities’ hotel-conversion SROs. First, he said it is important 

for the hotel or motel to have a central corridor plan with a single main point of entry. He 

said it was imperative to have a single point of controlled access so visitors have to check 

in with the front desk. Residents are able to come and go as they please using key cards, 
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but accounting for guests helps property managers ensure residents are complying with 

building regulations. Mathon also said there is a “sweet spot” in terms of the size of 

properties considered for SROs. If there are too few units, the cost of providing property 

managers and support services is too high on a per unit basis. Alternately, if there are too 

many units, it becomes difficult to maintain high quality, personal services for residents. 

Mathon said he believes 100 to 120 units is optimal.  

All of these qualities knock motor courts, motels, and motor inns out of the game, 

since a character-defining feature of theses spaces is a lack of central corridor. Also, few 

extant motor courts would fall within the range of Mathon’s sweet spot; the Blue Bonnet, 

for example, has only 11 units, which doesn’t leave much room to designate for social 

services or common space. The Park Motel, at the height of its use as lodging, had only 

52 rooms, and the San José had a dozen fewer.   

Using Mathon’s criteria, Foundation Communities’ model for SROs would not 

work for many historic motor courts and motels. I was hard-pressed to find a way that 

this model could be projected onto any other program type given Mathon’s parameters. 

Because tenants are required to abide by certain regulations within the building, an SRO 

in which apartments opened directly to the outside where guests could bypass a central 

checkpoint would make managing the property difficult as far as Mathon is concerned. 

 But after speaking with Jennifer Hicks, director of housing finance for 

Foundation Communities, I learned that other cities have pursued an SRO model without 

providing additional social servies to teannts and in properties that lack a central corridor. 

These SROs, sometimes referred to as workforce housing, provide low-cost apartments to 
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workers who are already independent but make a low wage; they need affordable housing 

but not necessarily all the social services provided by programs such as Foundations 

Communities. This model has been most often used to rehabilitate later motor inns with 

central corridors and single entries as opposed to motels and motor courts with exterior 

entrances to each room, but I found an example of an exterier entry motel transformed 

into low-income house. In	  the	  mid-‐1990s,	  Costa	  Mesa,	  California,	  approved	  funds	  to	  

transform	  a	  defunct	  Travelodge	   into	   single-‐room	  occupancy	   rentals	   for	   the	  nearly	  

homeless	  and	  working	  poor	  (Hamashige,	  1995).	   

 In March 1993, Orange County supervisors agreed to loan $1.7 million	  dollars 

toward a $4.2 million project to convert a 1985 Travelodge at 2450 Newport Boulevard 

in Costa Mesa into	   the county’s first single room occupancy hotel. According to a 

housing study completed just before the project was proposed, about one-third of Costa 

Figure 33: Bird's eye view of Costa Mesa Village, an workforce housing community in Costa Mesa, California. 
Image from Google.com. 
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Mesa’s households were considered low-income, and there were about 400 people who 

were homeless (Cummer, 1993). 

 The former Travelodge	  is a two-story, exterior-access motor inn with a pool and 

spa. With 96 rental units, the county hoped the site would relieve some of	  the affordable 

housing shortage for those on the verge of becoming	  homeless. Private investors were 

responsible for about 65% of project	  funding; the rest came from a $1.2 million loan from 

the county and a $500,000 loan from the city (Cummer, 1993). Each rental unit is 380 

square feet and comes fully furnished with private bathrooms and kitchens (Cummer, 

1993). The grounds are gated per the city’s requirements (Perez, 1991), all utilities are 

paid, and some of the units come with furniture. 

Figure 34: The front gate of Costa Mesa Village. The city of Costa Mesa requires SROs to maintain "controlled 
entrances" (Perez, 1991). The exterior entrances of apartments are visible at the back of the property. Image 
from Google.com. 
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 During development, rent was expected to be $456 a month, with adjustments tied 

to the cost of living (Lichtblau, 1992; Cummer, 1993). Residents moved in as rooms were 

completed, starting in November 1993; by December 1993, the Village had 15 residents 

and 60 people had requested rooms (Cummer, 1993). Those first residents paid a $228 

deposit and first month’s rent to move in (Cummer, 1993). As of April 2013, the studio 

apartments were renting for $840 (Costa Mesa Village Apartment Homes [web site]). The 

program was so successful that the city had plans for a second SRO community by the 

Figure 35: Floor plan for a studio apartment in Costa Mesa Village. Courtesy of costamesavillageapts.com. 
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end of 1993.  

Costa Mesa Village is a good model for the reuse of motor inns with exterior 

access that can help cities meet goals for housing underserved, low-income, and homeless 

populations. Like Arbor Terrace, the Village’s success can be credited to a combination 

of financial support from both public funds and private investors and the fact that it meets 

the city’s ongoing need for affordable housing. Because size issues outlined by Mathon at 

Foundation Communities were tied to the quality of social services provided, the Costa 

Mesa model could prove useful to to owners of both historic motels and motor courts 

with few rooms as well as later motor inns and highway hotels looking to transform their 

properties into housing that benefits their communities. Owners of sites in Austin such as 

Blue Bonnet Court, Mehl’s Motel, and the Texan Motel—all three of which already more 

or less serve as workforce housing or, at the very least, low-income housing—could try to 

connect with city resources and explore workforce housing options that create more 

financially sustainable sites for owners while fulfilling the city’s need for inexpensive 

housing. 
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Conclusion 

Motels and motor courts do not lend themselves easily to adaptive reuse. They are 

often small with few rooms and rarely have kitchens. Rehabilitation projects in which 

motels are amended and updated to appeal to a new market are likely the most common 

way to work with extant motel stock: one takes the building where its at and tries to 

improve it to make it an attractive lodging option once again. Lambert has made a living 

off rehabilitating this kind of property. Since purchasing and rehabilitating the San José, 

she has moved on to rehabilitate two other lodging sites, resulting in Hotel Saint Cecilia 

in Austin and Hotel Havana in San Antonio. Hotel Saint Cecilia, purchased by Lambert 

in 2007, currently has one historic home converted into hotel rooms (the Miller-Crocket 

House, 1888); a modern three-story central building that contains the hotel office, a 

lounge, and three guest rooms; and three modern two-room bungalows. When purchased, 

it also had two 1946 bungalows and an historic carport that Lambert razed so she could 

erect the modern buildings, so no historic hotel fabric remains on that site. But Hotel 

Havana, built in 1914, was built by a grocer in San Antonio as “a residence hotel for his 

buyers” and original fabric remains in this inviting hotel (Hotel Havana [web site]). 

Lambert’s properties have found success in their rehabilitations in large part 

because they are all in areas of cities where other business owners are investing in the 

development of the space. Hotel San José and Hotel Saint Cecilia are in Austin’s trendy 

South Congress district, and Hotel Havana is on the Riverwalk in San Antonio, areas with 

restaurants and shops frequented by tourists and locals alike. Rehabilitation projects that 

happen outside of such contexts, like Boots Court and the Wagon Wheel Motel along 
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Route 66, are more labors of love, where owners understand their investment in 

maintaining an historic motor court might not yield the biggest return. Their goals are 

more nostalgia-driven than driven by a desire to turn a buck: they want to make sure the 

motels remain open and that they make enough money to continue rehabilitation and 

address any ongoing on future maintenance.  

This concern regarding return on investment is also where examples such as the 

San José, the Park Mo-tel, and the Route 66 motels differ from the SRO and workforce 

housing projects. Concern does not lie in what will yield the most profit or, in the cases 

of the Route 66 motels, what will allow the owners to continue to operate and update 

their historic roadside amenities. Arbor Terrace and Costa Mesa Village look more like 

nonprofit models, where Arbor Terrace is able to operate in the red because it is part of a 

larger network of for-profit apartment complexes and where both sites are subsidized by 

city dollars because of a city’s desire to provide housing for the working poor.  

A site like the Park Motel offers a great model for owners who want to preserve 

the historic fabric of their motel or motor court while exploring an option other than 

lodging. It is not a shining example of the model because historic fabric has been 

removed, but that fact that it has sustained itself with a low rate of vacancy should pique 

the interest of motor court owners who aren’t sure what they want to do with their 

building stock.  

In the conclusion of his article The Miracle Mile Revisited, Davis urges 

developers and preservationists to consider historic roadside buildings not just in terms of 

nostalgia, aesthetics, or economics, but “in terms of the way they function for the people 
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who use them on a regular basis and who depend on the services and opportunities they 

provide” (1997: 110). It is here that Arbor Terrace and Costa Mesa Village shine. Though 

many types and sizes of motels, motor inns, and highway hotels while inspiring owners, 

developers, and preservationists to look for solutions that benefit not only owners and 

tenants, but also the community at large. In this option, we have extant building stock 

adapted to fulfill a community need: affordable housing for the chronically homeless and 

working poor. 

When considering rehabilitation of an historic motel or motor court, developers 

should consider the configuration of the building and what model would best serve the 

existing program. Motels in tourist districts with space to provide both private and public 

functions may be well served to consider the boutique hotel model exemplified by Hotel 

San José. A motel in a business district with flexible interior spaces able to cater to a 

variety of tenants might look to the Park Motel and create rentable spaces for small 

businesses. Those interested in pursuing a nonprofit model for rehabilitating their extant 

building stock could consider how they could benefit their communities by becoming 

SRO housing like Arbor Terrace or workforce housing complexes like Costa Mesa 

Village.  

Regardless of the project, it is clear that access to private donations, bank loans, 

or local and federal assistance is integral to the success of a rehabilitation project. 

Lambert required a sizeable loan before beginning work on Hotel San José that could 

only be secured when the lender was confident in the return on investment; 

Neighborhood Revitalization Program funds have allowed Foundation Communities to 



 63 

continue adding SROs in Austin. Though the Perezes didn’t divulge the amount of money 

spent on their adaptive reuse project, Allison Perez Johnson said that return on 

investment displayed by property owned by the Perez Family Trust along Broadway 

Street in San Antonio helped them get approved for loans for their rehabilitation project. 

As for properties like Harvey’s Boots Motel on Route 66, rehabilitation becomes an 

ongoing process that only occurs as money permits, and their ability to remain 

sustainable is supported by heritage tourists who patronize roadside businesses looking to 

find or recreate their own Route 66 adventures. 
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