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If you’re looking for great displays of neon signs, mom-and-pop motels in the middle of nowhere, or kitschy Americana, do as the song says and “get your kicks on Route 66.”

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.
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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 very 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.”

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, as well as 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


[image: Image]

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.

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.


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 further west at Plainfield.



Route 66 Across Chicagoland

Following the first (or last) leg of Route 66 across Chicago and its hinterlands is really 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.
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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.

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 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.

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 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.)

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.
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  Chicago (see page 614) marks the junction of Route 66 and our cross-country route along The Oregon Trail. Full coverage of that route begins on page 558.



Joliet

Joliet, the “City of Steel and Stone,” has a rough reputation that doesn’t really reflect its status as the fastest growing city in Illinois. Route 66 through this once-mighty industrial enclave is a feast for fans of post-industrial scenery. Loads of old warehouses and commercial buildings like the lovely Rialto Theater on Chicago Street line the route. 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.

While the suburbs grow and grow, efforts to reverse downtown’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. Also in Joliet, along the Des Plaines River north of downtown, is the now-closed state prison from which John Belushi (a.k.a. “Joliet Jake”) is released at the beginning of the 1980 movie The Blues Brothers.

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 re-create the natural ecosystem on one of the most environmentally damaged areas imaginable: 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 open Mon.-Sat. in summer, Mon.-Fri. in 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 20 miles of hiking and biking trails on both sides of Hwy-53 (old Route 66). Midewin (pronounced “mi-DAY-win”) is a native 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 very 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.
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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 surviving 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.

Pontiac: Route 66 Hall of Fame

Some 90 miles southeast of Lake Michigan, the former coal-mining town of Pontiac (pop. 11,931) surrounds the stately, circa-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 marquee. 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 schoolbus 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 counter-cultural character “Fillmore” in the movie Cars, voiced by comedian George Carlin.


  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 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 (815/842-2345, daily, free), displays immaculately preserved Firebirds and Bonnevilles amidst a Smithsonian-worthy array of advertising and related memorabilia, all in a beautifully designed and maintained space reclaimed from a historic showroom. Adding to the aesthetic experience, the small but totally engaging Wall Dogs Sign and Mural Museum (815/842-1848, daily, free) is next door. The Wall Dogs are an international collective who get together in places around the world to paint large signs and murals, including most of those adorning the walls of Pontiac buildings.

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 old, old road, which dates from 1918, is still there, behind the café along the railroad tracks.

Bloomington-Normal

Hometown of politician Adlai Stevenson (and Col. Henry Blake of TV’s M*A*S*H), Bloomington-Normal sits at the middle of Illinois, surrounded by five different Interstate 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 factory (103 N. Robinson St., 800/BEER-NUTS or 309/827-8580 ext. 324). 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.

Funks Grove

Heading on from Bloomington-Normal, westbound drivers will encounter the next two towns in sonorous order—Shirley and McLean. Wordplay aside, the stretch of Illinois farmland between Bloomington and Springfield is rich in Route 66-related heritage. In McLean, 47 miles from Springfield and 15 miles southwest from Bloomington, old Route 66 emerges from the shadow of I-55. You can follow old Route 66 along the west side of the freeway for just over four miles past the delightful anachronism of Funks Grove (309/874-3360), where the friendly Funk family has been tapping trees and selling delicious maple sirup (that’s how they spell it) since 1891. If you’re here in late winter or early spring you can watch them tap the trees and hammer in the spouts; each tree can produce up to 4 gallons of sap a day, but it takes 50 gallons of sap for each gallon of the final product. Free tastings are available, and a full range of bottles is on sale.

Lincoln

The only town named for Honest Abe in his lifetime, Lincoln (pop. 14,504) took his name before he became a famous figure. As a young lawyer, Abraham Lincoln drew up the legal documents for founding the town but warned developers that he “never knew of anything named Lincoln that amounted to much.” At the dedication ceremonies, Lincoln supposedly “baptized” the place by spitting out a mouthful of watermelon seeds—hence the plaster watermelon and historical plaque remembering the great event, next to the Amtrak-serviced train station at Broadway and Chicago Streets in the center of town. Lincoln was also home to Harlem Renaissance poet Langston Hughes (1902-1967), who was elected Class Poet while in the 8th grade here.
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  Logan County Courthouse in Lincoln



Springfield

As the Illinois state capital, Springfield (pop. 118,033) embodies the rural small-town character of most of the state and feels much farther away from Chicago than the three-plus-hour drive it actually is, traffic willing. Springfield is also the place that takes the “Land of Lincoln” state’s obsession with Abraham Lincoln to its greatest extreme, for it was here that Honest Abe worked and lived from 1837 to 1861. He left Springfield after being elected president and was buried here after his assassination at the end of the Civil War.

There are all manner of Lincoln sights to see all over Springfield, but the newest and best place to start your homage is at the state-run Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum (212 N. 6th St., 217/558-8934, daily, $15), across from the Old State Capitol. Once you’ve toured this comprehensive, reverential yet thought-provoking, over $100 million, 200,000-square-foot complex, other sights include the only home Lincoln ever owned, his law offices, and of course his tomb. Located in Oak Ridge Cemetery, two miles north of downtown, Lincoln’s tomb also includes the remains of his wife and three of four children. Legend has it that if you touch the nose on the bronze bust of Lincoln, good luck will follow.
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  Lincoln’s Tomb in Springfield



Though quite sincere and understated, the Lincoln homage can overwhelm. If you need a change of pace from Lincoln Land there is the beautiful Dana-Thomas House (301 E. Lawrence Ave., 217/782-6776, Wed.-Sun., $10), a half mile south of the state capitol. Designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1902, for socialite Susan Dana, who lived here until the late 1940s, it is the most luxurious, best preserved, and most fully furnished of his houses.


  South of Springfield, on the stretch of old Route 66 that forms the frontage road at I-55 exit 63, near the town of Raymond, a marble statue of the Virgin Mary forms a shrine that has become known as Our Lady of the Highways.



Also worth a look is what some say is the oldest gas station on Route 66, Shea’s Gas Station (2075 Peoria Rd., 217/522-0475). The ever-engaging owner Bill Shea curated a photogenic collection of vintage gasoline pumps, signs, shields, and anything else related to the sale and use of our favorite fossil fuel. Sadly, Shea passed away in 2013. While the collection’s future is uncertain, it still offers amazing photo-ops, even from the outside.

Springfield also has a favorite Route 66 watering hole, the Cozy Dog Drive-In (2935 S. 6th St., 217/525-1992), on the old road south of downtown. The birthplace of the corn dog, which here goes by the nicer name “Cozy,” was founded in 1949 by Ed Waldmire, father of noted Route 66 artist Bob Waldmire. So come on in and chow down—two Cozy Dogs, a cold drink, and a big basket of fries cost around $9.
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Complete your Route 66 Americana tour by taking in a flick or two at the Route 66 Twin Drive-In (1700 Recreation Dr., 217/698-0066), west of Sixth Street southwest of the I-72/I-55 junction.

Almost all the national chain hotels and motels have operations in Springfield, so you shouldn’t have trouble finding a room. For Victorian character in a convenient location, consider the elegant Pasfield House Inn (525 S. Pasfield St., 217/525-3663, $125 and up).

Litchfield and Mount Olive


Parts of the old road survive between Springfield and Litchfield, but the route is incomplete and can be confusing to follow. I-55 makes much shorter work of the 45-mile drive.



Between Springfield and Cahokia Mounds, the most interesting stretch of old Route 66 runs along the east side of the freeway for about a dozen miles, between Litchfield and Mount Olive. First stop is Litchfield, an old coal-mining center that is home to one of the best and most stylish Route 66 restaurants, the Ariston Café (413 N. Old Route 66, 217/324-2023, Tues.-Sun.), right in the heart of town at the junction of old Route 66 and Hwy-16. The food is a step or two up from the usual roadside fare, and the white linen and refined decor have earned it a spot in the Route 66 Hall of Fame. The rest of Litchfield reeks of the old road, with cafés, motor courts, and old billboards aplenty, plus another old “ozoner,” the Sky View Drive-In (217/324-4451) on old Route 66 one mile north of town.
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