
City of 
Des Moines
Landmark 

Nomination:
Crescent 
Chevrolet 

Rooftop Sign
555 Seventeenth Street

Des Moines, Iowa



Crescent Chevrolet Sign: Rooftop Renaissance
• Completed in 1968, this locally rare-

surviving rooftop sign was an on-
premise sign for the new Crescent 
Chevrolet auto dealership within
downtown Des Moines’ “auto row.”
• Developed atop the last 2-story auto 

dealership to be built downtown, 
the Crescent sign remained a 
beacon from 1968 through 2007. It 
is ready to shine again as the 
building is given new life.



Crescent Sign Location
• The Crescent sign is located on the 

rooftop of the former Crescent 
Chevrolet auto dealership, located 
between 16th and 17th streets at 
Linden Street, just off Ingersoll 
Avenue.
• The two-story former auto dealership 

building has a flat roof, and the sign is 
mounted at the southwest corner at 
an angle.
• The Crescent sign is representative of 

postwar internally lit acrylic panel sign 
technology, which replaced neon signs.   

1968 ad and 2021 Polk 
County Assessor map



Crescent Sign Overview
• The single-faced projecting 
rooftop sign features metal-
framed internally illuminated 
plastic-faced sign cabinets 
with adhered plastic 
dimensional letters centered 
and cemented to the white 
translucent acrylic sign faces. 
• The word “CRESCENT” 
dominates due to its location 
at the top of the sign, letter 
size, visual weight of the font, 
and bright red letter color. View from street looking up and northeast



Crescent Sign Elements
• The sign is headlined by the 
word “CRESCENT” spelled out 
in eight large capital red letters 
mounted horizontally within 
a red-painted rectangular 
metal frame.
• The secondary element is the 
lower slanted bowtie-shaped 
lighted sign cabinet framed in 
blue-painted metal; 
“CHEVROLET” is spelled out in 
smaller blue letters (faded, 
broken letter E). 



Crescent Sign Elements
• The use of red, white, and 
blue colors within the sign 
patriotically advertised the 
American-made automobiles 
manufactured by the 
Chevrolet Division of General 
Motors Company.
• Red paint (failing) outlines 
the “CRESCENT” letter boxes; 
blue paint (faded) outlines 
the “CHEVROLET” bowtie 
logo shape.



Crescent Sign Elements
All of the metal-framed light 
cabinets are affixed to steel 
scaffolding, with metal conduit 
providing power connection for 
the interior fluorescent lighting. 
Rust is present.



Historical Background: 
DSM CBD Rooftop Signs
• The 20th century required eye-catching 

commercial signage due to faster-
paced auto traffic (as compared to 
horse-driven and foot traffic).
• Early on, electric signs were celebrated 

in Des Moines for showcasing 
businesses in a “new light.” Neon signs 
added artistic glow. But internally lit 
signs prevailed: The break-resistant 
lightweight translucent plastic panels 
produced a softer, diffused light that 
was easier to read from behind a 
windshield. 

1925: Ford 
assembly 
plant, 18 th + 
Grand

1939: Meadow Gold, 
17 th + Grand



Historical Background: 
DSM CBD Rooftop Signs
• The Crescent sign is a locally rare-

surviving rooftop sign in the central 
business district, which once boasted a 
plethora of rooftop signs advertising 
automobiles, hotels, insurance, and 
gasoline, to name but a few.
• Within the CBD, the downtown auto 

row area featured a number of 
buildings with rooftop signs, including 
the Ford auto plant, various auto 
dealerships, and the Meadow Gold 
plant. 

1969: George Walker 
Ford, 17 th + Ingersoll

(Lost Des Moines)



Historical Background: 
DSM CBD Rooftop Signs
• Tastes changed, and in 1969 the city 

enacted an ordinance to control “sign 
and billboard clutter.” The regulation 
limited new signs and phased out non-
conforming ones—including rooftop 
mounts.
• Rooftop signs in Des Moines also have 

been lost over time due to weather 
events, business changes, aesthetic 
decisions, and removal of buildings.
• Today, there are few remaining 

commercial rooftop signs of 50 years or 
older in and around the Des Moines 
central business district.

1969: 
“Controversial” 
sign ordinance

1972: Sign 
ordinance 
upheld

1980: Sign 
ordinance 
challenged
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Crescent Sign History
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• Chevrolet, founded in 1911, 
differentiated itself in the early 
crowded auto marketplace with 
a distinct brand logo—a slanted 
bowtie-shaped nameplate.

• Crescent Chevrolet was 
established in downtown Des 
Moines in 1931, and later 
advertised itself as Polk 
County’s oldest Chevy dealer. 

• Crescent Chevrolet was one of 
30-some auto dealers selling 
new vehicles downtown in the 
booming postwar era.

1967



Crescent Sign History
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1968

• After a competing Chevy dealer 
moved to a suburban Merle Hay 
Road location in 1967, Crescent 
publicized plans to move from 5th

and Keo into a new $1 million 
facility at “17th and Ingersoll” the 
following year. 

• Signs were key for attracting 
potential customers: Crescent 
installed the 1968 rooftop sign atop 
its new 2-story masonry and 
concrete showroom and service 
building.
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Crescent Sign History
• The Crescent sign was 

angled to catch the eyes 
of motorists entering 
downtown from busy 
Ingersoll and Grand Aves. 

• The rooftop sign was 
located above the corner 
showroom windows, 
which offered floor-to-
ceiling views of the autos 
— some 80 to 90 
displayed indoors.

1968
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Crescent Sign History

1996

• Bill Jensen worked for Crescent 
starting in 1949 and later owned the 
downtown dealership from 1980 
until his retirement in 2007. 

• Jensen touted Crescent’s competitive 
advantage over surface parking lot 
dealerships—the large indoor 
showroom kept patrons and autos 
protected from the weather. 



Lights Out: 2007 Dealership Closure
• Jensen retired in 2007 and sold the 

dealership, which was noted at the time as 
the last new auto dealership downtown. 
• The new owners relocated the 76-year-old 

dealership to a suburban location. 
• The sign has remained in place, but unused. 

As such, there is evidence of deferred 
maintenance.
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Community Impact
• The Crescent Chevrolet 

internally lit rooftop 
sign shone as a visual 
landmark in downtown 
Des Moines during the 
dealership’s operation 
on site, 1968-2007.

Photo circa 2007 by John David 
Larson, Lost Des Moines



Community Impact
• The 1968 Crescent sign embodies the 

dealership’s confident investment in the 
downtown Des Moines central business 
district. 

• The Crescent rooftop sign remains a rare 
surviving example of rooftop signage 
installed prior to the 1969 city sign 
ordinance.

• And the sign continues to mark the 
northern edge of Des Moines’ postwar 
auto row.

1968



Conclusion
• The sign continues to reflect 

the legacy of Crescent 
Chevrolet’s 1968 investment in 
downtown Des Moines – and 
the dealership’s longtime 
service to the community. 
• The Crescent Chevrolet 

rooftop sign remains as a 
potent reminder of downtown 
Des Moines’s commercial auto 
row heritage. 
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Thank you
• Questions?
• Do you have a 

personal connection 
to the Crescent 
rooftop sign? 
Architectural historian 
Jennifer Irsfeld James, 
MAHP, would like to 
hear your story.




