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SUNSET FALLS ON A HISTORIC 
SEASON FOR THE DRIVE-IN
   By Jake Coyle  |  The Associated Press    

Julia Wiggin was still shivering after running out to hang up 
the weekend's marquee — "Ghostbusters," "Texas Chainsaw 
Massacre" — at her Northfield Drive-in near Hinsdale, New 
Hampshire.

"It's cold," Wiggin said on a bitter, wet morning. "It's defi-
nitely time we closed." 

After a historic season, winter is coming at the drive-in. Sum-
mer and early fall have seen their simple, old-fashioned lots 
transformed into a surprisingly elastic omnibus of pandemic-
era gathering. It has hosted concerts and comedy shows, busi-
ness conferences and Sunday services, graduations and wed-
dings. Dodger fans watched their team win the World Series 
from a drive-in in their stadium's parking lot. Red-carpet pre-
mieres that would normally consume Lincoln Center uprooted 
to drive-ins. (At one, Bill Murray joked that he'd visit every car.) 
Even the campaign trail joined the trend, leading to the first 
ever presidential race that included a mini-referendum on the 
drive-in. "You know, people in cars. I don't get it," said Donald 
Trump after Joe Biden's Atlanta drive-in rally. 

Yet the drive-in has undeniably saved a small slice of 2020, 
offering socially-distanced salvation at a time when most large 
gatherings are off the table because of the pandemic. But, well, 
it's starting to get pretty cold — at least in much of the country. 
Drive-ins in Texas, California and Florida can keep humming 
all year but most of the U.S.'s roughly 300 drive-ins are seasonal. 
They aren't built for the cold, and they're definitely not built 
for the snow.

With temperatures dropping — and even some flurries this 
past weekend — one of the pandemic's few bright spots is 
running low on time. But many drive-ins are staying open well 
beyond normal closing, stretching a season that might usually 
end around Labor Day much later. Some are selling a lot of 
hot chocolate.

"I don't think people mind the cold," says Wiggin. "I've seen 
people bring sleeping bags and, like, a tarp. They're die-hards. 
Well, OK, if you're willing to come out, I'm willing to come 
out."

The Northfield Drive-in went over by two months before its 
Halloween-weekend finale. That's mainly because the drive-in 
has turned into what Wiggin calls "a major community service 
project," hosting graduations for everyone from fifth-graders to 

doctors of internal medicine. On Sunday, a Shakespeare theater 
group was on the schedule.

John Vincent, president of the United Drive-In Theatre 
Owners Association, estimates more than 200 drive-ins were 
still operating through Sunday. Showing movies is only part of 
it, especially since Hollywood studios aren't releasing their big 
films. Marcella Snyder who runs the Tibbs Drive-in in India-
napolis, usually hosts one or two private events a year. This year, 
she hosted 50. The requests are still coming for November or 
December. 

"We're looking at frost warnings but the people are still com-
ing," says Snyder, who has seen hot chocolate sales skyrocket as 
temperatures have plummeted. "If it starts snowing, what am I 
going to do?" 

Like indoor theaters, drive-ins have been operating at 50% 
capacity to space people out. So ticket sales in the summer, 
even during sell-outs, wasn't necessary off-the-charts for many 
locations. This fall, though, most are seeing much higher atten-
dance than normal. Drive-ins like Tibbs have adapted to not 
just online ticketing and concession ordering by app but have 
rethought what the drive-in — so unchanged by time — can be. 

"We built our whole business on nostalgia and it's nice that 
we've turned a corner. We've kind of brought it into the 21st 
century," says Snyder. "It's been crazy and wild but we've loved 
every minute."

That's made drive-ins want to keep rolling as far into the 
cold as they can. But how long can they hold on? For Jude 
DeLeonardis, owner of the 700-car Delsea Drive-in, New Jer-
sey's last remaining drive-in, the limit is "stupid cold." Before the 
pandemic, she had planned to close around Halloween. Now 
she expects to go at least to Thanksgiving.

"How far into December we can go will depend on Mother 
Nature and turnout," says DeLeonardis. "We would keep it 
going all year if we knew it wasn't going to get stupid cold and 
snowing."

Some drive-ins have advantages that others don't. The five-
screen Ford Wyoming Drive-In just outside Detroit never closes. 
Their owner also runs a construction company, so they have 
snowplows on site. The Ford Wyoming runs from dusk to 
dawn, selling tickets as late as 2:30 a.m.

"I will concede the fact that we are unusual," chuckles co-own-

er William Clark. He judges ticket sales this October have been 
twice what's typical. "We never close except with the caveat if 
there's a 10-inch snowstorm right before the movie goes on the 
screen," says Clark.

Bengies Drive-In, outside Baltimore, rents electric in-car 
heaters. That not only keeps moviegoers warm into November, 
but it prevents car engines from idling. "Modern America 
doesn't understand carbon monoxide," says Bengies owner D. 
Edward Vogel. 

Echoing other drive-in owners, Vogel emphasizes that drive-
ins, even though they've enjoyed having the spotlight this year, 
need indoor theaters to be open. Exhibitors indoor and out-
door need new movies to survive, yet the studios have largely 
given up on 2020.

"We're trying to protect what we call the theatrical window. 
And it doesn't exist right now, or rarely does it exist," say Vogel, 
whose drive-in touts the largest movie screen in the country. 

"Even the best players who were good to us before are buying 
into that. It makes me wonder: What is theatrical about watch-
ing a movie on your TV or your phone?"

Vogel will keep Bengies open as long as the weather holds 
and moviegoers keep turning up. Not that he couldn't use a 
break after a season unlike any other.

"I haven't seen my family since February, so I could use a little 
rest," said Vogel, laughing. "I'm not sure we're going to do it, but 
we've already had offers for New Year's."

Those drive-ins that are locking up for the season do so 
with the knowledge that they've never played a more vital role 
in their communities. Jay Mowery, owner of the Cumberland 
Drive-in in Newville, Pennsylvania, hosted his first wedding, 
along with drive-thru trick-or-treating, fundraisers and a crea-
ture-feature weekend rented by some horror fans. Halloween 
weekend was his last of the season, but Mowery — like others 

— has the feeling his drive-in might be called on for graduations 
and other socially-distanced events next spring.

"It's been a lot better than being closed, and it's certainly 
helped the community. It's given them a place to gather," says 
Mowery. "We put a 44-foot-long plastic shield along the snack 
bar. It's just high enough that we can slide a big tub of popcorn 
under it. I can't wait to take this thing down but now I'm think-
ing I might need it next year."

MORE US PATIENTS TO HAVE EASY, 
FREE ACCESS TO DOCTOR'S NOTES
 By Carla K. Johnson  |  The Associated Press  

More U.S. patients will soon have free, electronic access to 
the notes their doctors write about them under a new federal 
requirement for transparency.

Many health systems are opening up records Monday, the 
original deadline. At the last minute, federal health officials 
week gave an extension until April because of the coronavirus 
pandemic.

Britta Bloomquist of Duluth, Minnesota, has been reading 
her clinical notes for years, first struggling through red tape and 
more recently clicking into a secure online patient website. 

"It means information about your care can no longer be hid-
den from you. And you have a say in your care," said Bloomquist, 
32, who has a rare type of arthritis that took years to diagnose.

WHAT'S CHANGING?
Patients have long had a right to their medical records, includ-

ing doctor notes, but obtaining them could mean filling out 
requests, waiting for a response and paying fees. A 2016 law said 
delays and barriers must be removed.

If you already use a patient portal such as MyChart to email 
your doctor or schedule an appointment, you may soon see new 
options allowing you to view your doctor's notes and see your 
test results as soon as they are available. You may get an email 
explaining where to look, how to share access with a caregiver 
and how to keep other eyes off your information.

Many people won't notice a change. About 15% of health 
care systems already are letting patients read doctor notes online 
without charge. That means about 53 million patients already 
have access to their doctor's notes.

WILL THIS HELP ME?
Studies have shown that patients who read their notes 

understand more about their health, take their medications as 
prescribed more often and feel more in control of their care.

That's true for Bloomquist. Diagnosed with a rare type of 
arthritis called ankylosing spondylitis, she had extensive surgery 
to straighten her right leg in 2018. She gets regular drug infu-
sions and sees multiple specialists. It's a lot to remember.

"I've become a health nerd," Bloomquist said. "Reading the 
notes has kept me on the same page as my providers about what's 
going on."

WILL I UNDERSTAND THE JARGON?
You may have to look up terms. Or ask you doctor to translate 

at your next visit. And doctor's notes tend to use abbreviations. 
"SOB" means short of breath, by the way. "BS" can mean bowel 
sounds. 

And brace yourself if your weight is an issue.
"I'm a heavy-set person, OK? And their favorite word to use is 

obese," said Rosie Bartel, 71, of Chilton, Wisconsin. "You have 
to get used to that. Doctors use that word." 

To Bartel, who became more involved in her care after getting 
an infection in the hospital, reading notes means she's doing 
what she can to prevent errors and stay healthy. 

"I don't have to remember everything said to me in a 15-min-
ute appointment," she said.

WHAT IF I SPOT AN ERROR?
Patients do find mistakes in their notes and some errors are 

serious enough to affect their care, research has found.
"A clinician has eyes on thousands of notes, but a patient has 

eyes only on one, so it has powerful safety implications," said 
Cait DesRoches, director of OpenNotes, a Boston-based group 
working for greater access to patient notes.

Bloomquist, the Minnesota patient, learned that it's difficult 
to fix inaccuracies in her medical record. Some of her notes say 
her surgery was on her left leg. It was on her right. She said she 
reported the error several times but it hasn't been fixed.

ARE THERE EXCEPTIONS?
Psychotherapy notes don't need to be shared with patients. 

And doctors can hold back a note if they think it will cause 
physical harm, such as a note about domestic violence if the 
abuser has access to the patient's health information. 

As for parent access to teenagers' information, state laws vary, 
DesRoches said. That means some health systems allow parents 
to see at least some of their teenager's notes, while others do not.

Parents can check with their children's doctors to find out 
how it works in their states.

WHAT DO DOCTORS THINK?
Some doctors worry this will mean more phone calls from 

confused patients. 
Dr. Marlene Millen of UC San Diego Health, which launched 

a pilot program for primary care patients in 2018, said that's not 
her experience.

"I did not get a big bump in questions at all," Millen said.
Many patients aren't interested in their notes and never read 

them, she said. Others do, but save her time because they arrive 
for appointments "and already know what the next step in the 
plan is because they had read the prior note."

UC San Diego Health is opening notes to another 130,000 
patients Monday, as more specialists are added. Millen, who's 
been highly involved in the transition, said it's frustrating the 
federal deadline was extended just last Thursday. 

"We spend all this time getting ready and we could have spent 
that time doing other things like working on the pandemic," 
she said.
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