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Motels had their heyday in the
1950s and ’60s, when they offered
rest for weary motorists. But when
PHOTOGRAPHER HEATHER SAITZ
checks in, she finds these visually
arresting relics anything but relaxing.
by Jacquie Moore

More Fun Inside: Eye Surgeon by Day, Playwright by Night + The Flocking of Synchronized Skaters + The Most Stylish of Cold Remedies

PLENTY OF ROOM

Not once has she come through the door to find the
bed turned down and a mint resting on her pillow, but

PHOTOGRAPHER HEATHER SAITZ remains enchanted
by mid-century motels. The proof is on display beginning
tonight as part of Exposure 2013. by Jacquie Moore
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Au Vieux Fanal, Rivière-du-Loup, Que.
Saitz found this motel on the Internet last summer and,
within weeks, was on a flight to see it for herself. From
Moncton, Saitz and her boyfriend drove the scenic route
to Rivière-du-Loup, “a small, postcard-perfect Quebec
town, nestled on the south shore of the St. Lawrence
River.” While checking them in, the owner told the couple
that they’d missed a huge storm the day before, and that
the weather was still highly volatile due to Hurricane
Leslie passing through the Maritimes.

he can’t be certain, but photographer Heather Saitz’s obsession with midcentury motels may have begun the moment her dad made a fateful decision that fathers who subscribe to a tougher, you-ain’t-made-of-sugar brand of
parenting wouldn’t have made. En route to a camping trip on a miserably wet
New Brunswick weekend when the photographer was eight years old, her dad bypassed the campground in favour of the nearest motel down the highway (“Cable
TV!” “Hot Showers!” “In-Room Coffee-Maker!”). Almost three decades later,
Saitz is still wildly in love with “the nostalgia, the esthetic and the idea of simpler
times” that these iconic motor inns represent to her.
Of course, the history of the motel extends back further than Saitz’s childhood experiences. The popularity of “motor hotels” was tied to the boom in highway travel in North America in the 1920s; travellers wanted cheap, easy-to-access
accommodations. The word “motel”—a contraction—was coined by the owner
of California’s 1925 Milestone Motor Hotel, who couldn’t ﬁt all the letters in that
name on the roof of his establishment. The popularity of this casual, affordable,
drive-up form of lodging peaked in the 1950s and 1960s, and began to decline
soon after as budget chain hotels took hold. (It’s hard to imagine ever feeling nostalgic for an old Super 8 Hotel.)
While Saitz has been shooting pictures of mom-and-pop motels across the
country for many years, it was two summers ago that the Calgary photographer
consciously set out to document those establishments whose days in the sun were
long over—places like Quebec’s now abandoned Francoeur Motel, which died of
loneliness when the new Trans-Canada highway passed it by, and Niagara Falls’
Cadillac Motel, which surely saw its share of lovesick honeymooners in the 1960s
but now appeals to low-budget travellers for whom advertised amenities such as
“Microwave” and “Cheap Rates” are essential (with a rate of $59 for a room in
peak season, it’s no wonder the wood panelling is vintage).
In shooting this beloved material for her third solo exhibition, titled Rooms for
Tourists, Saitz found that budget vacation rentals appear to be thriving most robustly
in B.C. where, she says, “motels in the Okanagan and the Interior seem to be experiencing a revival—or perhaps these establishments never had a chance to fade
into obscurity given their location within family-oriented tourist meccas.” In Penticton, for instance, she found the sort of lovingly shabby je ne sais quoi she was after
at places like the Stardust Motel, El Rancho Motor Hotel, Tiki Shores Resort and
the Bowmont, where “the mid-century motel’s legacy is alive and well.”
Long live the motel. May we always ﬁnd cheap, welcoming digs along the
highway to give us shelter from the rain just when we need it.

TWENTY-THREE

1 & 2 The Bowmont Motel, Penticton, B.C.
3 El Rancho Motor Hotel, Penticton, B.C.
4 Apple Tree Inn, Radium, B.C.
Saitz says she loves the “overall retro” feeling
that pervades Penticton. In Radium, the vibe is
more European, with rustic, cabin-like lodgings
indicative of the German influence in the small
village. In the summer, says Saitz, instead of
displaying massive signs like the highway
motels, “Radium establishments are adorned
with endless planters of fresh flowers to entice
the weary traveller to stay awhile.”
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Tel Star Motor Inn, Brooks, Alta. >
On a hot August day, the manager of the Tel
Star, Alan (pictured, top photo), enthusiastically
toured Saitz through the motel, which was built
in 1962. The Tel Star is apparently an Internet
legend among enthusiasts of 1960s space-age
design, thanks to its original sign. Alan tells
Saitz that the globe in the centre of the sign
used to be completely clear, “and at night
glowed a warm, neon orange.” Recently, the
globe was accidentally painted over by workers
servicing the sign.
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Cadillac Motel, Niagara Falls, Ont.
Saitz ventured to Niagara Falls’ Cadillac Motel at dusk in
the pouring rain. “I got there just in time for a break in
the downpour as thick, dewy fog takes over,” she says.
She asked the manager if she could turn on the neon
so she could take a photo of the sign. “The letters that
do work sputter and blink and struggle to stay lit, which
they do for a few moments until burning out altogether.
The manager tries reviving them, with no luck. Ironically,
I couldn’t think of a better metaphor for the Cadillac
Motel if I tried.”
TWENTY-SEVEN

Francoeur Motel, St. Louis-du-Ha!-Ha!, Que.
The Francoeur is the motel that officially started Saitz’s project. Her first glimpse of the abandoned building’s “incredibly
nostalgic” storey-high sign on the old highway near the New
Brunswick border inspired her to seek out motels across the
country. “I was instantly captivated by this sign; I remember
telling my boyfriend that I would photograph it one day.
Three years later, here I am.”

< Red Carpet Inn, Calgary

“CAMPING IS NATURE’S WAY
OF PROMOTING THE MOTEL
BUSINESS.” —DAVE BARRY

Saitz visited the Red Carpet Inn on a summer evening in 2012.
As she photographed the office, the reflection in the door of the
adjacent wall sconce caught her eye; she asked the manager
to stand inside the door. He declined, so she used herself as a
stand-in. “The reflection over my face symbolizes the anonymous
tourist—the millions of travellers who have frequented a motel
at some point in their existence and found temporary shelter
within its walls. This photo represents our parents, our aunts and
uncles, our children and ourselves, travellers who merely set out
on vacation and ended up contributing to an important chapter
in history and North American culture.” S

CHECK IN AND CHECK IT OUT
Rooms For Tourists, by Heather Saitz (presented by Vistek) runs through
Saturday, March 9 at Untitled Arts Society, 343 11th Ave. S.W.
Opening reception: Friday, Feb. 15, 7-11 p.m.
TWENTY-SIX

