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Barrel Cafe and Lounge, Great Falls, Montana, 1991

The Colossus of Roads. They merit an honored place along with the nationally famous
statues of Paul Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox in Bemidji, built by Cyril and Leonard
Dickinson of that town in 1937, as well as other outsized roadside attractions, including
the giant corn ear in Olivia and Big Ole the Viking in Alexandria. These structures stand
out in a culture marked with the “faceless sameness of chrome, steel and ceramic” brought
about by corporate franchising.*

With the advent of interstate highways and the concurrent rise of chain restaurants
beginning in the 1950s, the nature of life in towns and cities changed. Some consumers
found security in the reputation of nationally known restaurants and avoided the home-
town mom-and-pop eateries. During an era when every town looks the same, however,
Grand Forks’s Kegs are a pleasant anomaly. As preservationist Timothy Cantell has writ-
ten, “In a world of concrete, Concorde and computers, it is vital that we preserve what
remains of individuality.”” Memories of visiting the Barrels are a part of the lives of the
Baby Boom generation and its predecessors. The days of nickel root beers, bobby-soxers,
burgers, and rock and roll music frame this story that belongs to the social history of
Minnesota and the Upper Midwest.

*Karal Ann Marling, The Colossus of Roads: Myth and Symbol Along the American Highway
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 47, 137; Ernest Dichter, president of the Insti-
tute for Motivational Research, quoted in Drive-In Restaurant and Highway Cafe Magazine, June
1955, p. 9.

“Barron’s National Business and Financial Weekly, May 17, 1965, p. 11-12; Cantell quoted in
The Past is a Foreign Country, ed. David Lowenthal (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1985). 384.

The pictures on p. 254-55, 256, 257, 259, and 263 are courtesy Martha Muzzy, copies in the Orin G.
Libby Library, University of North Dakota; those on p. 260 and 262 are from Lloyd Eagan; p. 261
is from Margaret E. Junkert; p. 264 is from the author’s collection; and p. 265 is from the Great
Falls Tribune.
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