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Between Chicago, Illinois, and Los Angeles, California


The romance of Route 66 continues to captivate people around the world. Running between Chicago and Los Angeles, “over two thousand miles all the way” in the words of the popular R&B anthem, this legendary old road passes through the heart of the United States on a diagonal trip that takes in some of the country’s most archetypal roadside scenes. If you’re looking for great displays of neon signs, rusty middle-of-nowhere truck stops, or kitschy Americana, do as the song says and “get your kicks on Route 66.”


But perhaps the most compelling reason to follow Route 66 is to experience the road’s ingrained time line of contemporary America. Before it was called Route 66, and long before it was even paved in 1926, this corridor was traversed by the National Old Trails Highway, one of the country’s first transcontinental highways. For three decades before and after World War II, Route 66 earned the title “Main Street of America” because it wound through small towns across the Midwest and Southwest, lined by hundreds of cafés, motels, gas stations, and tourist attractions. During the Great Depression, hundreds of thousands of farm families, displaced from the Dust Bowl, made their way west along Route 66 to California, following what John Steinbeck called “The Mother Road” in his vivid portrait, The Grapes of Wrath. After World War II, many thousands more expressed their upward mobility by leaving the industrial East, bound for good jobs in the suburban idyll of Southern California—again following Route 66, which came to embody the demographic shift from the Rust Belt to the Sun Belt.


Beginning in the late 1950s and continuing gradually over the next 25 years, old Route 66 was bypassed section by section as the high-speed interstate highways were completed. Finally, after the last stretch of freeway was completed in 1984, Route 66 was officially decommissioned. The old route is now designated Historic Route 66.


Though it is no longer a main route across the country, Route 66 has retained its mystique in part due to the same effective hype, hucksterism, and boosterism that animated it through its half-century heyday. It was a Route 66 sight, the marvelous Meramec Caverns, that gave the world the bumper sticker. And it was here on Route 66 that the great American driving vacation first flourished. Billboards and giant statues along the highway still hawk a baffling array of roadside attractions, tempting passing travelers to view giant blue whales, to see live rattlesnakes and other wild creatures on display in roadside menageries, or to stay at “Tucumcari Tonite.”
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The same commercial know-how and shameless self-promotion has helped the towns along the old route stay alive. Diners and motels play up their Route 66 connections, and many bona fide Route 66 landmarks are kept in business by nostalgic travelers intent on experiencing a taste of this endlessly endangered American experience. That said, many quirky old motels and cafés hang on by a thread of hope, sit vacant, or survive in memory only—all for want of an interstate exit. In fact, of all the roads covered in this book, Route 66 has perhaps felt the greatest impact from the modern interstate world; for many stretches you’ll be forced to leave the old two-lane and follow the super slabs that have been built right on top of the old road.


Route 66 passes through a marvelous cross-section of American scenes, from the cornfields of Illinois all the way to the golden sands and sunshine of Los Angeles, passing by such diverse environs as the Grand Canyon, the Native American communities of the desert Southwest, the small-town Midwest heartlands of Oklahoma and the Ozarks, and the gritty streets of St. Louis and Chicago. Whether you are motivated by an interest in history, feel a nostalgic yearning for the “good old days” Route 66 has come to represent, or simply want to experience firsthand the amazing diversity of people and landscapes that line its path, Route 66 offers an unforgettable journey into America, then and now.



ILLINOIS



Heading diagonally across the state between Chicago and St. Louis, what remains of Route 66 is a surprisingly rural cruise through endless fields of corn. Despite the urban conglomerations at both ends, for most of its nearly 300-mile trek here, Route 66 and its modern usurper, I-55, pass along flat prairies with nary a smokestack or skyscraper as far as the eye can see.
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The heavy industrial and poverty-stricken hinterlands of Chicago and East St. Louis aren’t terribly rewarding for travelers in search of the Mother Road, but a couple of intriguing attractions—one a prehistoric city, the other a water tower shaped like a catsup bottle—are worth searching out. The only real city along Route 66 is the Illinois state capital, Springfield, which has preserved its sections of Route 66 alongside a wealth of places connected to the namesake president here in the “Land of Lincoln.” Dozens of small towns across the state play up their Route 66 connections, and most boast at least one true old-road landmark.


Route 66 Across Chicagoland


Following the first (or last) leg of Route 66 across Chicago and its hinterlands is not worth the effort for anyone except the most die-hard end-to-ender—even Jack Rittenhouse, in his original 1946 A Guide Book to Highway 66, didn’t bother to describe the route until it reached Plainfield, 35 miles southwest of the Loop, and these days the Chicagoland suburbs don’t fade away until you get beyond Joliet.




A little piece of highway history happened in 1926 when the original alignment of Route 66 crossed the even older Lincoln Highway, America’s first transcontinental road, later marked on maps as US-30. The Lincoln Highway and Route 66 intersected first at Joliet and later farther west at Plainfield.





For a symbolic starting point, you can use the grand old Art Institute of Chicago in Grant Park along the lakeshore, since the last US-66 shield used to hang from a streetlight just south of the gallery. If Chicago is your “end of the road,” you’ll probably prefer to avoid the final few miles of surface streets and make your way to town as quickly as possible via I-55, celebrating your arrival with a cup of coffee at Lou Mitchell’s restaurant and bakery.
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From Lake Michigan, the old road ran westbound through the Loop via Adams Street (take Jackson Boulevard eastbound; both are one-way) before angling southwest along Ogden Avenue—a long diagonal exception to the city’s main grid of streets.


Ogden Avenue, which carries Route 66 in and out of Chicago, is not one of the world’s scenic wonders, but it can reveal a lot about the places it passes through. Located just south of Frank Lloyd Wright’s hometown of Oak Park, Cicero is notorious for its connections to another local legend: mobster Al Capone, who took refuge here outside the jurisdiction of the Chicago police. Cicero’s main Route 66 connection is the fine sign—“It’s a Meal in Itself”—marking Henry’s Drive-In (6031 W. Ogden Ave., 708/656-9344), where you can snack on excellent Polish hot dogs smothered with a pile of french fries. And crisp pickles, if you want them.


Bounded by the I-55 freeway, Berwyn effectively marks one end of this first or last stretch of Route 66 with the unusual Chicago Portage National Historic Site. This nearly 100-acre semi-wilderness, surrounded by decrepit and abandoned industrial lands, preserves the place where early explorers learned to carry their canoes and boats between the Chicago and Des Plaines watersheds, linking the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico via the Great Lakes and Mississippi River. (Today, the euphemistically named Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal serves a similar role, running via Lockport and Joliet.)




Chicago


New York may have bigger and better museums, shops, and restaurants, and even Los Angeles has more people, but Chicago is still the most all-American city, and one of the most exciting and enjoyable places to visit in the world. After shrinking for decades as its suburbs grew and grew, Chicago seems to have stabilized. The city reinvents and reinvests in itself, with new parks, art galleries, and condo towers, as a new generation discovers the pleasures of urban life. Commerce capital of Middle America, Chicago’s location at the crossroads between the settled East and the wide-open West has helped it to give birth to many new things we now take for granted: the skyscraper, the blues, and the atomic bomb (not to mention Oprah and Obama!).


Away from the Loop, the skyscraper-spiked lakefront business district that holds North America’s tallest and most impressive collection of modern architecture in its oblong square mile, much of Chicago is surprisingly low-rise and residential. Also surprising, considering its inland location, is that Chicago has a high percentage of immigrants—nearly 200,000 Poles form one of the largest communities outside Poland, and Hispanics constitute nearly 29 percent of Chicago’s population of close to three million—with a multiethnic character readily apparent in numerous enclaves all over the city. Whatever their origin, however, residents take a particular pride in identifying themselves as Chicagoans, and despite the city’s rusting infrastructure, their good-natured enthusiasm for the place can be contagious.


For an unbeatable introduction to Chicago, hop aboard a river cruise offered by the Chicago Architecture Foundation (312/922-8687, daily Apr.-Nov., $46). Departing from where the Michigan Avenue Bridge crosses the river and Wacker Drive, these informative and enjoyable tours offer an unusual look up at the city’s magnificent towers. If you can’t join a tour, enjoy the RiverWalk park and promenade, which fronts the river on both sides of the bridge. North from the river, the “Magnificent Mile” of Michigan Avenue is a bustling shopping strip that holds yet more distinctive towers, along with many of the city’s top shops, restaurants, and hotels. Starting with the Gothic-style Tribune Tower—decorated with bits of famous buildings and monuments stolen by Tribune staffers from around the globe—and running past the circa-1869 Historic Water Tower at its midpoint, the “Mag Mile” ends in the north with the 100-story John Hancock Center.
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modern-day Michigan Avenue Bridge





Along the lakefront at the heart of downtown, the Art Institute of Chicago (111 S. Michigan Ave., 312/443-3600, $25) boasts one of the world’s great collections of 19th- and 20th-century French painting and a broad survey of fine art from all over the world. Among its many fine paintings, the institute gives pride of place to Grant Wood’s American Gothic, which he painted as a student and sold to the institute for $300. North and east of the museum’s beautiful Modern Wing is Chicago’s latest great claim to fame: Millennium Park, a 25-acre public garden full of fabulous sculptures and a magical Frank Gehry-designed outdoor concert pavilion that’s home to numerous summer concerts and events.
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More than just another baseball game, watching the Chicago Cubs play at Wrigley Field (1060 Addison St., 773/404-2827) is a rite of passage that taps into the deepest meanings of the national pastime. Ivy covers the redbrick outfield walls, and Chicagoans of all stripes were relieved to exorcise a century-long curse with a 2016 World Series win. The other Chicago baseball team, the White Sox, play at modern Guaranteed Rate Field (333 W. 35th St., 312/674-1000), south of the Loop alongside I-94.


PRACTICALITIES


Chicago is home to one of America’s busiest and most infuriating airports, O’Hare (ORD), 17 miles northwest of the Loop and well served by Chicago Transit Authority (CTA) subway trains, shuttle services, and taxis. Chicago’s other airport, Midway, is closer to the center of town, and Chicago is also the hub of the national Amtrak system, with trains pulling in to Union Station from all over the country. To get around, you’re better off leaving the car behind and riding the CTA elevated train—better known as the “L”—which serves the entire city almost around the clock.


Chicago has all sorts of top-quality, cutting-edge-cuisine restaurants, but to get a feel for the city, you’ll be better off stopping at the many older places that have catered to Chicagoans forever. Near the start of old Route 66, Lou Mitchell’s (565 W. Jackson Blvd., 312/939-3111) is one of the greatest breakfast and lunch places on the planet. Along with deep-dish pizza (as served at Uno’s, Pizzeria Due, etc.), hot dogs, a.k.a. red hots, a.k.a. Polish sausages, are a real Chicago specialty that can be sampled at a dozen world-class spots. Try them at Jim’s Original (1250 S. Union Ave., 312/733-7820, daily 24 hours), just west of the I-90 Dan Ryan Expressway. Farther from downtown, toward O’Hare, there’s Superdawg Drive-In (6363 N. Milwaukee Ave., 773/763-0660), where you can soak up the 1940s character.
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Superdawg Drive-In





Places to stay in Chicago include the moderate likes of the Best Western River North (125 W. Ohio St., 312/467-0800, $189 and up), in the trendy River North gallery district, which offers free parking within a quick walk of the Magnificent Mile along Michigan Avenue. Chicago’s classiest older hotel is the Drake Hotel (140 E. Walton Place, 312/787-2200, $269 and up), just off the lake, with elegant public areas and gracious staff. Even if you only soak up the exuberant 1920s Moorish-style lobby, or go for a swim in the palatial 14th-floor pool, the most fabulous place to stay could be the InterContinental (505 N. Michigan Ave., 312/944-4100, $180 and up), though the smallish rooms expose the truth that the building started life as a Shriner’s health club.





One longstanding Route 66 landmark stands about 20 miles outside Chicago in Willowbrook, off Hwy-83 on the north side of I-55: Dell Rhea’s Chicken Basket (645 Joliet Rd., 630/325-0780) is a welcoming old roadside tavern, with famously fabulous chicken dinners and frequent live music.


Joliet


Joliet, the “City of Steel and Stone,” has a rough reputation that dates back long before the 1970s, when Saturday Night Live star John Belushi sang in the Blues Brothers band as paroled convict “Joliet Jake.” Route 66 through this once-mighty industrial enclave is a feast for fans of postindustrial scenery. Along the Des Plaines River north of downtown is the now-closed state prison from which “Joliet Jake” is released at the beginning of the 1980 movie, which was filmed on location here and in Chicago.


Stalwart bridges cross the Des Plaines River and historic Illinois & Michigan Canal, which, beginning in the 1840s, connected Chicago with the Mississippi River before being replaced by the less salubrious Sanitary and Ship Canal. Old warehouse and commercial buildings survive all over town. The most notable is the lovely Rialto Theater on Chicago Street, where you’ll also find the original home of fast-food megacorp Dairy Queen. It’s now an official landmark—but it’s occupied by a storefront church (501 N. Chicago St.) signed “Jesuscristo es el Señor,” which seems all too appropriate.


While the suburbs grow and grow, efforts to reverse downtown Joliet’s long economic downturn by embracing casino gambling have not had much success. The large Harrah’s Joliet Casino (151 N. Joliet St., 815/740-7800) draws gamblers but has not done much to revive the waterfront or the surrounding streets.


South of Joliet, following old Route 66 (Hwy-53) across the I-80 superslab brings you past the massive Chicagoland Speedway and the Route 66 Raceway (888/629-7223), where NHRA drag races, NASCAR stock car races, and occasional pop music concerts are held.



Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie Preserve



Along Route 66 between Joliet and Wilmington, a unique partnership between environmentalists and the U.S. military is working to recreate the natural ecosystem on one of the most environmentally damaged areas imaginable: more than 19,000 acres of the old Joliet ammunition factory are being converted into the Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie Preserve (815/423-6370, trails open daily, welcome center Mon.-Sat. summer, Mon.-Fri. winter). Since 1996, when the land was transferred from the U.S. Army to the U.S. Forest Service, the change from producing TNT to regrowing the native tallgrass prairie has been slow and steady. After years of toxic cleanups and careful husbandry, more than half the old plant has been returned to its natural state and now offers more than 34 miles of hiking and biking trails on both sides of Hwy-53 (old Route 66). Midewin (pronounced “mi-DAY-win”) is an indigenous Potawatomi word meaning “healthy balance,” and a visit here gives a good feeling for the flora and fauna that would have existed naturally in places like this all over the Midwest.


Hwy-53: Wilmington and Dwight


From Joliet, you can follow old Route 66 southwest through a series of nice small towns along Hwy-53, which runs along the southeast side of I-55. Though the route is sometimes a bit obscure and not all that rich in history or aesthetic delights, the towns here offer a pleasant taste of what old Route 66 had to offer. Wilmington is semi-famous for its photogenic 30-foot-tall, bright green Gemini Giant statue, which stands in front of the former Launching Pad Drive-In (810 E. Baltimore St.). The Gemini Giant is in fine shape, but not its host; the Launching Pad has been closed and put up for sale for a number of years. Fortunately, for hungry road-trippers, the neighboring town of Braidwood has the popular retro-1950s Polk-A-Dot Drive-In (222 N. Front St., 815/458-3377) along old Route 66, and the Polk-A-Dot has a giant of its own: a 9-foot-tall guitar-wielding 1970s-era Elvis Presley.
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Continuing along Hwy-53, there are a couple more classic Route 66 scenes along the old road northwest of Pontiac, the next biggish town. Dwight is leafy and quaint, well known a century ago for its Keeley Institute treatment center for alcoholics, and now famous for its fine old Texaco station, which stands at the main crossroads (near the reliable Old Route 66 Family Restaurant). The Dwight Texaco station opened in 1933 and managed to stay in business until 1999, earning it a reputation as the oldest continually operating gas station on the Mother Road (retiring at the ripe old age of 66 was a clever marketing move!). The station has been restored to its original look and now serves as Dwight’s welcome center. To my eye, an even more picturesque old Standard Oil gas station stands just down Hwy-53 in the next Route 66 town, Odell.




A short stretch of original, circa 1926-era Route 66 near Lexington, right off the south side of I-55 exit 178, has been decorated with replicas of old billboards and Burma-Shave advertisements and dubbed Memory Lane. It’s officially a pedestrian and bike-only section of Morris Street.





Pontiac: Route 66 Hall of Fame


Some 90 miles southeast of Lake Michigan, the former coal-mining town of Pontiac (pop. 11,827) surrounds the stately 1875 Livingston County Courthouse. The courthouse’s green lawns hold the usual battery of monuments, including one to the namesake Ottawa chief whose visage also graced the General Motors “Pontiac” models, which were discontinued and abandoned in 2010. According to the WPA Guide to Illinois, another of these monuments, the Soldiers and Sailors Monument, received the shortest presidential dedication in history when, in 1902, it was “dedicated with a few hasty words by President Theodore Roosevelt, before an audience of less than a dozen people, who congregated briefly under a terrific downpour.”
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Welcome to Downtown Pontiac!





Though the old road ran around rather than right through Pontiac, the town has become one of the main stops on the Illinois Route 66 tour, thanks to the presence here of the Route 66 Association Hall of Fame Museum (110 W. Howard St., 815/844-4566, daily, free), in the old main fire station. Along with the usual displays of gas pumps, enamel and neon advertising signs, and old photos documenting the road’s heritage, the Pontiac museum is worth a look for its tribute to iconic Route 66 artist Bob Waldmire (1945-2009), whose delicate line drawings were instrumental in nurturing national enthusiasm for preserving and protecting the unique legacy of Route 66. Many of Bob’s drawing and mural paintings and large murals are reproduced here, alongside the 1972 VW camper and the big old Chevy school bus RV in which Bob traveled and lived for much of his prolific life. Bob’s VW van and his hippy-dippy appreciation of the human and natural history of Route 66 inspired the countercultural character Fillmore in the movie Cars, voiced by comedian George Carlin. Adding to the aesthetic experience, the engaging International Wall Dogs Sign and Mural Museum (217 N. Mill St., 815/842-1848, daily, free) is in the same building. The Wall Dogs are an international collective who get together in places around the world to paint large signs and public murals, including most of those lining the streets of downtown.


Pontiac is also home to two more excellent attractions. Facing the west side of the landmark Livingston County Courthouse, the world’s greatest car museum, officially known as the Pontiac-Oakland Museum (205 N. Mill St., 815/842-2345, daily, free), displays immaculately preserved Firebirds and Bonnevilles amid a Smithsonian-worthy array of advertising and related memorabilia, all in a beautifully designed and maintained space reclaimed from a historic showroom.


One more long-lived Route 66 landmark to experience: the Old Log Cabin Inn (18700 Old Route 66, 815/842-2908) on the north edge of town. When Route 66 was redirected behind the original location, this restaurant was jacked up and flipped around. The older old road, which dates from 1918, is still there, behind the café along the railroad tracks. The old log building doesn’t catch the eye like some other more exuberant Route 66 icons, but the good food and warm hospitality on offer inside are the essence of the old road—especially if you visit before they’ve run out of coconut cream pie!



Bloomington-Normal



Hometown of politician Adlai Stevenson (and Colonel Henry Blake of TV’s M*A*S*H), Bloomington-Normal sits at the middle of Illinois, surrounded by five different freeways and miles of cornfields. Its main claim to fame is in being the only place in the world where that classic bar snack, Beer Nuts, is made; for a free sample (but no tour, alas), stop by the Beer Nuts factory (103 N. Robinson St., 800/BEER-NUTS—800/233-7688 or 309/827-8580, Mon.-Fri.). The “Twin Cities” are also the corporate home of insurance company State Farm and birthplace of another all-American icon, the Midwest-based burger chain Steak ’n Shake, which started here in 1934. Good food is available downtown at Lucca Grill (116 E. Market St., 309/828-7521), which has been serving pizza and pasta dishes since the 1930s.
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