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Road trips are both blessed and burdened by the mythology of the open road. We have high expectations when we pack up the car and hit the pavement. We want to see places that charm, attractions that inspire, oddities that surprise. But more than that, we want to be transformed by the freedom that comes when we feel in charge of our own destiny.


There’s a reason that Route 66—a beating heart of blacktop running 2,448 miles (3,939 km) from Chicago to Santa Monica—lands on bucket lists of people from around the world. It’s the only journey that lives up to our grandiose vision of a road trip. That’s because its spirit was paved by pioneers, risk-takers, disruptors, poets, rule-breakers, and adventurers.


There’s Joy Nevin, a woman who trained as a pilot during World War II before traveling Route 66 as a saleswoman in a truck she retrofitted herself. There’s Victor Green, who created the Negro Motorist Green Book, a travel guide to help Black motorists navigate Route 66 safely during the Jim Crow era. There’s writer John Steinbeck, whose novel The Grapes of Wrath encapsulated the desperate hope of emigrants who fled west during the Dust Bowl.


From Route 66’s birth in 1926 to now, the decades have carved out an identity for the road that shifts depending on where you are. Cosmopolitan cities like Chicago and Los Angeles stand in contrast to the laid-back pace of small towns like Seligman, Arizona. A shifting landscape changes with every mile, from rolling prairies to remote deserts to the crashing ocean. And abandoned ghost towns, like Glenrio, Texas, sit as reminders of all that is unknowable about the past.


To travel all of Route 66 requires endurance, and grasping its long history necessitates perspective. Meeting the route’s residents calls for compassion, and slowing down to see each and every sight demands patience. If you don’t possess those qualities when you begin your drive, you will by the end. The mythology of Route 66 is real, and transformative.



[image: Image]



[image: Image]



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Discovering Chicago’s architecture on a boat tour through the heart of downtown.
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2 Getting your bearings at the Route 66 Association Hall of Fame & Museum in Pontiac, Illinois.
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3 Catching a show at the legendary Blueberry Hill in St. Louis, Missouri.
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4 Meeting Tow Mater at Cars on the Route, a historic service station in Galena, Kansas.
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5 Walking through the mouth of the gigantic Blue Whale in Catoosa, Oklahoma.
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6 Marveling at the 1936 Tower Station and U-Drop Inn Café, a stunning art deco gas station in Shamrock, Texas.
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7 Seeing the paint-splattered, upside-down cars at Cadillac Ranch near Amarillo, Texas.
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8 Learning about New Mexico’s American Indian history and culture on a tour of Gallup’s murals.
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9 Visiting Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In in Seligman, Arizona, to meet Angel Delgadillo, the beloved “guardian angel of Route 66”.
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10 Relishing a road trip completed while looking out over the Pacific Ocean at the Santa Monica Pier.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



Where to Go


Route 66 crosses eight states and three time zones. Some of the best-preserved sections of the road include the stretch between Springfield, Missouri, and Tulsa, Oklahoma; the road west of Seligman, Arizona; and the Oatman Highway through the Black Hills of Arizona.


Illinois


Chicago: It’s here in America’s third-largest city that the Mother Road begins. It snakes southwest through Illinois and into St. Louis, Missouri. Though much of the route has been replaced by I-55, there’s still plenty of two-lane blacktop to explore. From Chicago, Route 66 heads to Pontiac. Make your first stop the Route 66 Association Hall of Fame & Museum, one of the best Route 66 museums on the journey. In Atlanta, eat like a local at the Country-Aire Restaurant. You’ll learn about the 1908 Race Riots on a walking tour in Springfield, and in Funks Grove, stop for “sirup” at Funks Grove Pure Maple Sirup.


Missouri and Kansas


Route 66 through Missouri gives you your first glimpse of Ozark country—tree-covered hills that gently rise and dip, and lush valleys that spread before you. This leg of the trip starts in St. Louis, where you’ll stroll the unusual Chain of Rocks Bridge, get interactive at the fun-for-everyone City Museum, and taste a custard “concrete” at Ted Drewes Frozen Custard. Take a break from the car with a walk around Laumeier Sculpture Park in Kirkwood, visit the Trail of Tears Memorial in Jerome, and spend a day in Springfield, the official birthplace of Route 66.
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Chain of Rocks Bridge in St. Louis, Missouri





The Mother Road only covers 13 miles (20.9 km) through Kansas, but you should still make time to visit Cars on the Route in Galena and stop for sandwiches at Nelson’s Old Riverton Store in Riverton.


Oklahoma


Oklahoma has more drivable miles of Route 66 than any other state. You’ll cross early roadbeds and one of the longest truss bridges on the Mother Road, plus you’ll learn about some of the most significant racial events to shape our country’s history. In Catoosa, you can check out an oddball roadside attraction, the Blue Whale. Spend a few hours in Tulsa soaking up the art deco architecture before paying a visit to the Greenwood Cultural Center, which details the Tulsa Race Massacre. In Weatherford, you can tour real rockets and spacecraft at Stafford Air & Space Museum.


Texas


Route 66 runs directly west across the Texas Panhandle, parallel to I-40. The drive is peaceful and solitary, punctuated by rusting grain silos that jut out of the horizon and tiny towns set in the middle of nowhere. Don’t miss the art deco marvel Tower Station and U-Drop Inn Café in Shamrock. In Groom, get pictures of the Leaning Water Tower before continuing west to Amarillo, where the famed Cadillac Ranch shows off 10 vintage Caddies buried nose first in a field. A slice of pie at the MidPoint Café in Adrian marks the halfway point of this road trip and is a must-do.
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Leaning Water Tower in Groom, Texas





New Mexico


From Texas, Route 66 crosses into the luminescent landscape of red rocks and eternal sunsets that is New Mexico. Tucumcari, a former outlaw town, boasts plenty of retro neon signage, while artsy Santa Fe beckons travelers to browse the galleries and stay for a traditional New Mexican meal. The route slides south to Albuquerque before winding past Acoma Pueblo, which offers a fascinating look at American Indian history and culture. In Gallup, you’ll meet the nicest townsfolk ever as you traverse the sidewalks on the Mural Walking Tour.



Arizona



I-40 is the present-day Route 66 in eastern Arizona. It takes you along the high desert and through quirky Southwest towns such as Holbrook (have lunch at Mr. Maestas) and Winslow (overnight at La Posada Hotel) before heading into the pine trees of mountainous Flagstaff and Williams. After reaching the iconic Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In in Seligman, Route 66 opens up to miles of untouched road all the way to Kingman. Brave the hairpin curves through the Black Mountains on the way to the mining town of Oatman.
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Wigwam Motel in Holbrook, Arizona





California


The California stretch of Route 66 is marked by the stark beauty of the desert (Joshua Tree and the Mojave) and the glitz and glitter of Los Angeles before it concludes at the Santa Monica Pier. Stop in Oro Grande to explore the “forest” at Elmer Long’s Bottle Tree Ranch and indulge in the big portions at Emma Jean’s Holland Burger in Victorville. Pay a visit to Fair Oaks Pharmacy, a 1915 soda fountain in Pasadena. And then head west to the Pacific Ocean to mark your journey’s end.


When to Go


The best time for a Route 66 road trip is from late spring to early summer and in the early fall. The weather is usually temperate and roads are open, as are most Route 66 businesses. Be cautioned, though; Flagstaff, Arizona, sits at an elevation of 7,000 feet (2,134 m), which means the first snowfall can arrive as early as October.


Avoid travel during August, when the temperatures can reach 110°F (43°C) or hotter in Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and the California desert. Though it’s a dry heat in the Southwest, the states of Illinois, Missouri, Kansas, and Oklahoma can be oppressively muggy.


July through early September is the monsoon season in New Mexico, Arizona, and California. Heavy rainstorms and heat lightning can occur suddenly—almost every afternoon—and often with freak weather conditions such as hail, high winds, and poor visibility. The storms are spectacular but flash flooding can be deadly, and many roads, especially those in the California desert, become flooded and impassable.


Winter should be avoided altogether. This Route 66 road trip starts in Chicago, which is notorious for cold and brutal winters. Even the western leg of Route 66 is subject to inclement weather. From November to March, mountain passes through New Mexico and Arizona (near Flagstaff) may be closed due to snow and ice. Many Route 66 businesses close for the season from October to April.


Driving Tips


When Route 66 began in 1926, it was one of the few highways that cut across the country. Today, 15 percent of Route 66 is completely gone. It is no longer possible to follow the route uninterrupted from Chicago to Los Angeles. Since its inception, Route 66 has also been realigned at least three times. Some realignments were major, such as in New Mexico where the road changed direction, while others shifted the asphalt less than one-eighth of a mile (0.2 km).


This road trip outlines the best way to experience Route 66 today, with detailed navigation notes that generally follow the pre-1930s alignment. There will be times when freeway driving is unavoidable, and other options explore later alignments that offer the best variety of sights and attractions. Regardless of which alignment you take, avoid following “Historic Route 66” signs if they divert away from the suggested route. These often refer to alignments that lead down rutted dirt paths, dead ends, or disappointing detours.



HIT THE ROAD



14 Days on Route 66


This two-week itinerary follows the route from Chicago to Santa Monica and includes major highlights as well as hidden gems and the best local eateries. Route 66’s diagonal route is unique when compared to the more common north-south or east-west trajectories of most major freeways. Its path cuts a swath through the heart of America. Plan to explore leisurely and meet the locals—a lot of the people who live and work on Route 66 run family-owned businesses that have been in operation for decades. Much of the route was realigned along the interstate highways, so if you need to make up time, you can jump on and off the freeway to reach your next destination quickly. Get ready for an up-close view of many of the cultures, dialects, and traditions that comprise America, from past to present.


Day 1: Chicago


CHICAGO TO PONTIAC: 100 MILES (161 KM)


Day one starts in Chicago (see details and suggestions). Have lunch at Giordano’s, then head to Pontiac to see the Route 66 Association Hall of Fame & Museum and walk across the swinging footbridges, the oldest of which is from 1898. Enjoy dinner at the Old Log Cabin Restaurant and spend the night at The Chateau Hotel and Conference Center in Bloomington.


Day 2: Illinois


PONTIAC TO ST. LOUIS: 200-225 MILES (320-360 KM)


Start the day early and drive southwest along Route 66 to Funks Grove to pick up some “sirup.” Have lunch at Ariston Cafe in Litchfield, about 1.5 hours away (102 mi/164 km). Head to Staunton, about 15 miles (24 km) away, to say hello to the lovable rabbits at Henry’s Rabbit Ranch. In another 20 miles (32 km), you’ll get to Edwardsville, where you should have dinner at Cleveland-Heath. From there it’s only 23 miles (37 km) to St. Louis. Check into the Magnolia Hotel for the night.


Days 3-4: Missouri


ST. LOUIS TO SPRINGFIELD: 215 MILES (345 KM)


Savor a burger at Bailey’s Range in St. Louis. Ride the tram to the top of Gateway Arch National Park or play at the interactive City Museum. In the afternoon, drive about 80 miles (129 km) to Cuba to see the murals and the Wagon Wheel Motel. Stop in Fanning to get a picture of the World’s Second Largest Rocking Chair. Head to Springfield, the birthplace of Route 66, and spend the night at the Best Western Route 66 Rail Haven.


SPRINGFIELD THROUGH KANSAS TO TULSA: 180 MILES (290 KM)


Start the day with a big breakfast at George’s Family Restaurant before driving about 75 miles (121 km) to the Missouri state line at Joplin. Continue for a 13-mile (20.9-km) jaunt through Kansas, checking out Cars on the Route in Galena and ordering sandwiches to go at Nelson’s Old Riverton Store in Riverton. From there, cross into Oklahoma and drive one of the oldest roadbeds on the journey: the Sidewalk Highway, between Miami and Afton. This 3-mile (4.8-km), 9-foot-wide (2.7-m) stretch—also known as Ribbon Road—predates Route 66 by four years. From Afton, it’s 40 miles (64 km) to see the Andy Payne monument in Foyil and then another 30 miles (48 km) to Tulsa, where you’ll spend the night at The Mayo Hotel or The Campbell Hotel.




Neon Photo Ops


We live in a digital, high-definition age, which means we don’t get to see classic signage illuminated by blinking, flickering neon bulbs anymore. Not so on Route 66. This road trip boasts some of the best retro neon signs, many of them more than half a century old. Each chapter of this guide lists photo-op-worthy signs—for motor courts, diners, gas stations, and more—but here’s a quick peek at a few you should build into your itinerary.


• The Berghoff, Chicago, IL


• Dell Rhea’s Chicken Basket, Willowbrook, IL


• Munger Moss Motel, Lebanon, MO


• 66 Drive-in Theater, Carthage, MO


• Waylan’s Ku-Ku, Miami, OK


• Meadow Gold, Tulsa, OK


• Tee Pee Curios, Tucumcari, NM
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Tee Pee Curios in Tucumcari, New Mexico





• Blue Swallow Motel, Tucumcari, NM


• Wigwam Motel, Holbrook, AZ


• The World Famous Sultana Bar, Williams, AZ


• Roy’s Motel & Café, Amboy, CA





Day 5: Oklahoma


TULSA TO OKLAHOMA CITY: 100 MILES (161 KM)


Have breakfast at Corner Cafe before visiting the Greenwood Cultural Center, where you’ll learn about one of the worst incidents of racial violence in U.S. history. Afterward, head west for 106 miles (171 km) to Arcadia and the Round Barn, which is, well, exactly what it sounds like. In Oklahoma City, check out the Gold Dome Building and Milk Bottle Grocery before tucking in for the night at Skirvin Hilton Hotel. Start your day with coffee and cake doughnuts at Brown’s Bakery, then check out the 1925 Lake Overholser Bridge.


Day 6: Oklahoma and Texas


OKLAHOMA CITY TO AMARILLO: 250-300 MILES (405-485 KM)


Get on the road early to see the “Pony Bridge” in Geary, then drive about 115 miles (185 km) to the Texas state line. The beautifully restored Tower Station and U-Drop Inn Café in Shamrock should be your first stop. Drive about 20 miles (32 km) to McLean to tour the Devil’s Rope Museum. Grab lunch at the Red River Steakhouse. Head 70 miles (113 km) to Amarillo and stay overnight at the Courtyard Amarillo Downtown. Dinner is right across the street at Crush.




Women of the Mother Road


The story of Route 66 isn’t complete without the illustrious women who’ve contributed to the road’s growth, success, and preservation. This list highlights the women who made a profound impact on the Mother Road; see each chapter for more in-depth information.


Illinois


• Hazel Funk inherited and ran Funks Grove, the family maple syrup business.


• Sally Rand was an early pioneer of burlesque and drew fans from all over for her performances along Route 66.


Missouri and Kansas


• Julia Chaney and her husband owned and operated Red’s Giant Hamburg, one of the first drive-through restaurants in the country.


• Allyne Earls owned the (now-demolished) Midway Café, keeping it open 24/7 for Route 66 travelers in need of a bite.


• Elaine Graham Estes worked at her family’s motel and restaurant, the Graham Rib Station, which appeared in the Negro Motorist Green Book and welcomed all visitors.


• Alberta Ellis opened Alberta’s Hotel in the early 1950s as a safe place for Black travelers to stay for the night. The hotel was listed in the Negro Motorist Green Book.


• Melba Rigg was one of four women who restored an abandoned gas station that now operates as the popular Cars on the Route.


Oklahoma


• Anita Arnold made milk shakes during the 1950s at the Randolph Drug Store, a business listed in the Negro Motorist Green Book. Today, as executive director of the Black Liberated Arts Center, she works to preserve Black history and culture in Oklahoma.


• Gladys Cutberth, aka “Mrs. Route 66,” fought to keep Route 66 in small towns.


• Lucille Hamons was known as “Mother of the Mother Road.” She and her husband ran Lucille’s Service Station.


• Dawn Welch is the owner of the popular Rock Cafe; she’s also the inspiration for the character Sally Carrera in Pixar’s Cars.


Texas


• Fran Houser owned the Midpoint Café, welcoming travelers to the halfway point.


New Mexico


• Mary Colter is the famed architect who designed many places along Route 66, including La Posada Hotel in Winslow, Arizona; La Fonda in Santa Fe, New Mexico; and Grand Canyon’s Phantom Ranch.


• Lillian Redman and her husband owned the iconic Blue Swallow Motel.


• Fabiola Cabeza de Baca was a teacher and activist who traveled Route 66 to teach rural New Mexicans new techniques for agriculture and homemaking.


• Mary Mochimaru Montoya worked as a Harvey Girl at El Navajo Harvey House in Gallup before managing the popular Route 66 restaurant Ranch Kitchen for 30 years.


Arizona


• Susie Woo immigrated to Winslow from China in the 1930s and ran a grocery store.


• Andrea Arizaga Limon was a Harvey Girl, one of many young women hired to meet and greet train travelers at Harvey Houses.


• Luz Delgadillo performed shows and played live music along Route 66 towns with her brothers in the Delgadillo Family Band.


• Joy Nevin drove Route 66 countless times as the owner and operator of Stockmen’s Supply Service, a traveling sales company.


California


• Minerva Hoyt founded the International Desert Conservation League in 1930.


• Lucia Rodriguez opened Mitla Café in San Bernardino to support the town’s Mexican American residents.


• Cynthia Hare Troup came up with the catchy title for her husband Bobby’s famous song, “(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66.”





Day 7: Texas


AMARILLO TO TUCUMCARI: 115 MILES (185 KM)


The next morning, tour Amarillo’s historic district. Don’t miss Cadillac Ranch, about 10 miles (16.1 km) west as you leave Amarillo. Drive about 40 miles (64 km), then stop for lunch, a slice of pie, and a photo op at MidPoint Café in Adrian—this marks the halfway point of your Route 66 road trip. Cross the state border in 22 miles (35 km) as you enter New Mexico. Drive 40 miles (64 km) to Tucumcari and tour the murals. Overnight at the iconic Blue Swallow Motel.



Days 8-10: New Mexico



TUCUMCARI TO SANTA FE: 120 MILES (193 KM)


Start the day with breakfast at Comet II Drive-In in Santa Rosa, which is about an hour from Tucumcari. Take the pre-1937 alignment for the beautiful 120-mile (193-km) drive to Santa Fe. See the impressive art collection at the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum followed by red-chile enchiladas at The Shed. After lunch, stroll the shops on The Plaza. Next, tour the New Mexico History Museum, located next to The Palace of the Governors, the oldest public building in the United States. Toast a pre-dinner cocktail on the rooftop of the historic La Fonda on the Plaza (a former Harvey House), then dine at El Farol. Call it a night at El Rey Court.
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Tower Station and U-Drop Inn Café in Shamrock, Texas
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La Plaza in Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Gateway Arch National Park in St. Louis, Missouri.







Classic 66 Landmarks


Route 66 includes everything from wacky roadside attractions to important historical and cultural touchstones.


• “Begin Route 66” sign, Chicago, IL


• Gemini Giant Muffler Man, Wilmington, IL


• Ted Drewes Frozen Custard, St. Louis, MO


• Cars on the Route, Galena, KS


• Blue Whale, Catoosa, OK


• Downtown Tulsa Art Deco, Tulsa, OK


• Round Barn, Arcadia, OK


• Tower Station and U-Drop Inn Café, Shamrock, TX


• Cadillac Ranch, Amarillo, TX


• MidPoint Café, Adrian, TX


• Blue Swallow Motel, Tucumcari, NM


• The Palace of the Governors, Santa Fe, NM


• Wigwam Motel, Holbrook, AZ


• Grand Canyon, Williams, AZ


• Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In, Seligman, AZ
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timeline at Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In in Seligman, Arizona





• Elmer Long’s Bottle Tree Ranch, Oro Grande, CA


• Santa Monica Pier, Santa Monica, CA





SIDE TRIP TO TAOS: 80 MILES (129 KM)


Breakfast should be at The Pantry before you detour north on the High Road for 80 miles (129 km) to Taos. On the way, have a light lunch at Sugar Nymphs Bistro, near Peñasco. Stop at the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge and then head to Earthship Biotecture to tour the world’s largest off-the-grid community. Eat dinner at La Cueva and stay in an Earthship overnight; if they’re fully booked, spend the night at El Pueblo Lodge in Taos.


TAOS TO ALBUQUERQUE: 150 MILES (242 KM)


Drive 150 miles (242 km) south to Albuquerque and have lunch at Loyola’s Family Restaurant. Tour Old Town, catch a movie at the historic KiMo Theatre, and have dinner at the Range Café. Spend the night at the lovely Los Poblanos Inn.




The Origin of the Green Book


The dark underbelly of Route 66’s history was that during the era of Jim Crow, Black motorists faced discrimination and even violence when traveling the route. Many businesses wouldn’t serve Black people. For a Black motorist, embarking on a journey along the Mother Road involved thoughtful and careful planning. That’s why Victor Green, a Black postal worker from Harlem, created the Negro Motorist Green Book, an essential and trusted travel guide. Known as the “Green Book,” this road companion listed restaurants, motels, garages, gas stations, and other businesses that welcomed and served Black travelers along Route 66 and other roads throughout the country.


Victor Green published the guide from 1936 to 1966; Esso gas stations distributed them. Green’s motivation was “to give the Negro traveler information that will keep him from running into difficulties and embarrassments.” The Green Book aimed to give Black travelers a means of safe passage, free from harassment, discrimination, and violence.


To learn more about the Green Book and its listings in different states along the route, look to the following sections:


• Illinois


• Missouri


• Oklahoma


• Texas


• New Mexico


• Arizona


• California





Days 11-12: Arizona


ALBUQUERQUE TO WINSLOW: 270 MILES (435 KM)


This day, visit Acoma Pueblo, about 70 miles (113 km) west of Albuquerque. Stop in Gallup to shop the trading posts and explore the city’s murals before crossing the border into Arizona. About 45 miles from the border, drive through the Painted Desert and Petrified Forest National Park, then stop for lunch in Holbrook at Mr. Maestas. Spend the evening at La Posada Hotel in Winslow, about 30 miles (48 km) west. For an upscale experience, dine at the Turquoise Room Restaurant; for something more casual but equally delicious, eat at RelicRoad Brewing Company.


WINSLOW TO KINGMAN: 200 MILES (320 KM)


Today, drive 60 miles (97 km) toward Flagstaff. Walk the picturesque streets of the historic downtown and get a bite to eat at Satchmo’s. Drive 30 miles (48 km) to Williams. See the beautiful Grand Canyon Railway and snap pics of the retro sign at The World Famous Sultana Bar before heading to Seligman for lunch at Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-In. Next up, take the two-lane drive to Kingman, passing through Peach Springs and Hackberry. Spend the night in Kingman at El Trovatore Motel.




Car Culture


Appealing to our sense of nostalgia, packed with interesting history, and tailor-made for great photo ops, vintage gas stations, car museums, and other quirky automobile attractions dot Route 66, from Chicago to the Pacific Ocean.


• Ambler’s Texaco Gas Station, Dwight, IL: A 1933 cottage-style station that today operates as the Dwight Welcome Center.


• Cars on the Route, Galena, KS: The truck that inspired the character of Tow Mater from Pixar’s Cars sits outside this historic service station.


• Vickery Phillips 66 Station, Tulsa, OK: One of only a handful left in the country of service stations designed to look like homes.


• Cadillac Ranch, Amarillo, TX: See 10 big-finned Cadillacs sticking straight up from the ground, the Texas horizon looming beyond.


• New Mexico Route 66 Museum, Tucumcari, NM: Vintage cars, Route 66 artifacts, and stunning photographs await at this car-centric museum.


• Old Trails Garage, Kingman, AZ: This former service station sports meticulously hand-painted automobile logos on the building’s exterior and an illuminated neon Packard sign out front.





Days 13-14: California


KINGMAN TO BARSTOW: 210 MILES (340 KM)


As you leave Kingman, drive the 1926 alignment via Oatman Highway, a scenic winding road through the Black Mountains. Take your time—the road has hairpin turns, steep mountain grades, and tight switchbacks. In Oatman, stop at the General Store, feed the town burros, and do lunch at The Oatman Hotel & Restaurant, where the walls are papered with 100,000 one-dollar bills. As you cross the border into California, gas up in Needles because you’ll soon be driving through the desolate Mojave Desert. From Needles, it’s 140 miles (225 km) west to Barstow. If you’re up for a side trip, drive about 60 miles (97 km) south to Joshua Tree (passing Roy’s Motel & Café in Amboy with its iconic signage) and spend a peaceful night at 29 Palms Inn.


BARSTOW TO LOS ANGELES: 130 MILES (209 KM)


In Joshua Tree, have breakfast at Crossroads Café and enjoy a driving tour of Joshua Tree National Park before hitting the road for the final stretch of your Route 66 journey into Los Angeles. From Barstow, it’s 75 miles (121 km) to Fair Oaks Pharmacy in Pasadena, a good place for a lime rickey or to browse the vintage goodies at this 1915 soda fountain.


Time your arrival into downtown LA before 3pm to avoid traffic. The original Route 66 terminus is at 7th and Broadway. Wander the galleries and museums, nosh on good food at Grand Central Market, and stay at Hotel Figueroa. If you head to Santa Monica on a weekday, try not to leave downtown after 2pm; the 15-mile (24-km) drive to Santa Monica can take 1.5 hours during rush hour. In Santa Monica, greet the end of the Mother Road at the edge of the Pacific Ocean on the Santa Monica Pier.
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Highlights


S Chicago Architecture Center Tour: Take a fascinating journey into the city’s past by way of its architectural lineage. The center offers boat, bus, train, and walking tours (click here).


S Willis Tower, Chicago: Head up to the tower’s Skydeck, a glass ledge jutting out of the 103rd floor, to soak up 360-degree views of the entire city (click here).
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S Route 66 Association Hall of Fame & Museum, Pontiac: Make a stop at one of the best Route 66 museums on the road (click here).


S Funks Grove Pure Maple Sirup: Head this way for a Route 66 sweet treat (click here).


S 1908 Race Riot Walking Tour, Springfield: Learn about the violent and chaotic events that led to the founding of the NAACP (click here).





Chicago: Where it all begins. The Windy City’s iconic skyline, melting pot of cultures, and rich history make it the perfect starting point for this epic road trip.


On November 11, 1926, the Mother Road was started right here in Chicago. When first built, Route 66 followed Illinois Route 4, also called the Pontiac Trail, the quickest path from Chicago to St. Louis, Missouri. Today, Route 66 runs 300 miles (485 km) through the metropolis of Chicago to the wide-open farms, little factory towns, and coal-mining centers of Joliet, Wilmington, Braidwood, Dwight, Atlanta, Springfield, and Mt. Olive.


Much of Route 66 was replaced with I-55—in some instances, the freeway was built right on top of the Mother Road. For the purposes of this trip, some freeway driving is unavoidable. But don’t worry: There are more than 200 miles (320 km) of picturesque two-lane highways ahead.


Planning Your Time


Start your trip on Route 66 by spending the night in Chicago. Plan two days to travel diagonally across the state, driving 105 miles (169 km; three hours) from Chicago to overnight in Pontiac. The second day, you’ll cruise about 200 miles (320 km) south past Litchfield and Staunton and across the border into Missouri, where you’ll bed down in St. Louis. If you can swing it, four days will allow extra time to explore Chicago, Pontiac, and Atlanta before zooming across the state line.


Driving Considerations


Traffic may be a factor when leaving Chicago. If time is a concern, take I-55 instead. Plenty of gas stations and auto services line the road until Joliet; gas up here before continuing on to Pontiac.


Chicago is infamous for brutal winters. The best time to travel this section of Route 66 is from late spring to early fall. If you must drive during winter, or happen to run into a blizzard, it’s best to take the interstate over smaller roads since the larger thoroughfares are generally de-iced first.




Best Restaurants


S Lou Mitchell’s, Chicago: This diner, a Chicago institution, has been serving people since 1923 (click here).


S The Green Door Tavern, Chicago: Belly up to the bar at the city’s oldest tavern (click here).


S Dell Rhea’s Chicken Basket, Willowbrook: The crispy fried chicken here makes this a must-stop for hungry travelers (click here).


S Country-Aire Restaurant, Atlanta: Dine with the nicest locals you’ll ever meet at this neighborhood restaurant (click here).


S Cleveland-Heath, Edwardsville: This handsome restaurant in a historic building serves gourmet comfort food (click here).





Getting There


Starting Points


Car


The 1926 alignment of Route 66 started at Jackson Boulevard and Michigan Avenue; then in 1933, the start of the route was moved a couple of blocks east to Jackson Boulevard and Lake Shore Drive. Leaving Chicago, head west on Ogden Avenue to join Joliet Road. Drive south on SR-53 through Joliet, Wilmington, and Gardner. West of Gardner, Historic U.S. 66 branches off SR-53 to head south alongside I-55 through Pontiac, Bloomington, Funks Grove, and Atlanta into Springfield. The 1926-1930 alignment (also Route 4) heads west of Springfield; however, our route follows the post-1930s alignment to head south from Springfield toward Litchfield and Mt. Olive. We rejoin the pre-1930s alignment in Staunton. From there, SR-157 heads southwest through Edwardsville and then enters the busy metropolis of St. Louis.


Car Rental


Most car rental companies are located at O’Hare International Airport (ORD, 10000 W. O’Hare Ave., 800/832-6352, www.flychicago.com) and Midway International Airport (MDW, 5700 S. Cicero Ave., 773/838-0600, www.flychicago.com). Both airports have about the same number of rental companies, but Midway is easier to navigate than O’Hare. At Midway, Hertz (800/654-3131, www.hertz.com, 6am-11:30pm daily) and National (888/227-7368, www.nationalcar.com, 6am-midnight daily) are good options.


At O’Hare, take the Airport Transit System from any terminal to the Multi-Modal Facility, which is where the car rental companies are located. Enterprise (855/266-9289, www.enterprise.com, 6am-10pm daily) has good rates, while Avis (773/825-4600, www.avis.com, 24 hours daily) has a signature class series with Maseratis, BMWs, and Corvette coupes.


At either airport, you can rent electric vehicles from Hertz or Enterprise. Otherwise, try Turo (https://turo.com), a peer-to-peer car-sharing marketplace.


This road trip crosses eight states, so be sure to select a rental company with a national presence in case you need roadside assistance.




Best Accommodations


S Kinzie Hotel, Chicago: This boutique hotel is just a short walk from the Chicago River (click here).


S Acme Hotel Company, Chicago: The Acme sits just two blocks from Chicago’s Magnificent Mile (click here).


S Palmer House, Chicago: You’ll enjoy the opulent luxury of the longest continually operating hotel in the United States (click here).


S The Chateau Hotel and Conference Center, Bloomington: Stately and elegant, this hotel is fit for royalty (click here).


S Colaw Rooming House, Atlanta: This spacious 1940s “rooming house” embraces the spirit of Route 66 (click here).





To reach downtown Chicago from O’Hare, take I-190, which turns into I-90 and goes directly into downtown. From Midway Airport, drive north on Cicero Avenue to I-55 north.


Air


O’Hare International Airport (ORD, 10000 W. O’Hare Ave., 800/832-6352, www.flychicago.com) is one of the world’s busiest airports. Midway International Airport (MDW, 5700 S. Cicero Ave., 773/838-0600, www.flychicago.com) is a medium-size airport about 8 miles (12.9 km) from Chicago’s downtown Loop, served by Allegiant, Avelo, Delta, Frontier, Porter, Southwest Airlines, and Volaris.


Airport Transportation


Since it’s difficult and expensive to park downtown (hotels charge $50-100 per night), if you’re staying for more than one night, you might want to take a taxi or public transportation from the airport to your hotel and use public transit, rideshares, and cabs for sightseeing in Chicago. When you’re ready to hit the road, you can rent a car downtown.


To reach downtown Chicago from O’Hare, take the “L,” Chicago’s elevated train system; the Blue Line to downtown takes about 45 minutes. Trains depart from the airport via the lower level of the parking garage. From each terminal, walk through the pedestrian tunnel to reach the station, following the overhead signs that say “Trains to City.”


To reach downtown from Midway on the L, take the Orange Line, which arrives downtown in about 25 minutes. As you exit the airport, follow the “Trains to City” signs.


A taxi from O’Hare to downtown can take 25-75 minutes, depending on traffic, and costs about $50. A taxi from Midway to downtown can take 15-40 minutes for about $30.


Train and Bus


Union Station (225 S. Canal St., 800/872-7245, www.amtrak.com, 5:30am-midnight daily) is the third-busiest rail station in the United States and operates as a major hub for Amtrak, with service around the country. The Texas Eagle follows Route 66 in Illinois, passing through Joliet, Pontiac, Springfield, and then St. Louis.


The Chicago Greyhound Bus Station (630 W. Harrison St., 312/408-5821, www.greyhound.com) is a few blocks south of Union Station and offers service to all major U.S. cities.




One Day in Chicago


Morning


Have an early breakfast at Lou Mitchell’s, and if the weather permits, take a Chicago Architecture Center tour or walk through Grant Park. If it’s too cold, spend the day inside at the Art Institute of Chicago or experience the glass viewing platform at the Skydeck at the Willis Tower.


Afternoon


For lunch, eat deep-dish pizza at Giordano’s. Next, visit the Shedd Aquarium, wander the luxe lobby of the Palmer House, and toast Chicago’s cocktail scene with a bevvie at the Chicago Athletic Association.


Evening


Have dinner at The Green Door Tavern, then check out the Chicago music scene with live jazz at the iconic Green Mill.





The Chicago Transit Authority (CTA, 888/968-7282, www.transitchicago.com) operates the local subway system, or elevated L train ($2.50 adults), with bus and train service to 35 suburbs. Most buses ($2.25 adults) arrive every 10-20 minutes. An owl symbol indicates all-night service; these buses run every 30 minutes. Subway train lines run every 10-15 minutes and are color-coded; trains run daily.


Chicago


Chicago has everything you’d expect in a great American city—soaring skyscrapers, renowned museums, turn-of-the-20th-century subway platforms with trains that rumble overhead, the tantalizing scent of deep-dish pizza wafting out of busy eateries, and the rush of people on their way to important places.
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When Route 66 launched in 1926, Chicago was considered the City of Industry; among other things, it was the birthplace of the Spiegel, Montgomery Ward, and Sears, Roebuck mail-order catalogs. Business was booming—but just a few years later, when the stock market crashed in 1929, the huge workforce that relied on the manufacturing industry took a devastating blow. Chicago was one of the hardest-hit cities in the country, and by 1933 unemployment rates had skyrocketed. Just six years after the start of Route 66, Chicago couldn’t afford to meet its payroll, and the emergency relief funds were gone.


It was a dark time in the Windy City, and regardless of race or privilege, no one escaped poverty. In Studs Terkel’s Hard Times, Louis Banks said,




I’d see ’em floatin’ on the river where they would commit suicide because they didn’t have anything. They’d steal and kill each other for 50 cents. Black and white, it didn’t make any difference because everyone was poor.





People stood in breadlines that wrapped around churches and watched as protesters demanded government intervention. By 1940, one-third of the workers in the manufacturing industry had unionized. When President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal funds came through, Lake Shore Drive, the starting point of Route 66, was built as part of a work relief program. Works Progress Administration (WPA) workers earned $27.50 a month for digging a ditch, which was great money at the time. The New Deal put thousands to work building, improving, and maintaining roads. Although much of Route 66 in Illinois was paved in 1926, the entire length was paved by 1938.




Chicago Playlist


Curating your road-trip playlist is almost as important as mapping the route or booking hotels. Route 66 takes you through vastly different regions of the country, each with its own distinct culture and, yes, music. These song suggestions are tailored to the state you’re in.


• “Meet Me in Chicago” by Buddy Guy: Blues crooner Buddy Guy sings about iconic spots in the city, capturing the live-wire spirit of Chicago with his electric blues melodies.


• “Tonight, Tonight” by Smashing Pumpkins: Frontman Billy Corgan comes from Chicago—and still lives there today—and this 1990s song was written as an homage to his hometown.


• “Sweet Home Chicago” by Robert Johnson: This classic blues song has been recorded many times and by many artists, but nothing sounds better than the original. It doesn’t get more Chicago blues than Johnson’s soulful voice and guitar riffs.


• “Surrender” by Cheap Trick: While this isn’t a song about Route 66 per se, Cheap Trick hails from Illinois, and the 1970s tune is an energetic anthem seemingly made for road trips.





Today, Chicago is home to 77 diverse neighborhoods. Bronzeville is a historically Black neighborhood with public art and beautiful buildings by Mies van der Rohe; Lakeview/Boystown is a thriving gay community; Lincoln Square, traditionally a German neighborhood, has quaint shops on cobblestone streets. The University of Chicago in Hyde Park is a vibrant neighborhood that was home to Barack Obama. The Pilsen area is one of the largest Latino neighborhoods, and Little Village is dubbed “The Mexico of the Midwest.”
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The starting point for Route 66 has moved several times. The 1926 alignment was at Jackson Boulevard and Michigan Avenue, near the Art Institute of Chicago. In 1933, the start of Route 66 moved a couple of blocks east to Jackson Boulevard and Lake Shore Drive, near the World’s Fair. Then, in 1955, Jackson became a one-way street heading eastbound; Adams Street, one block north, became the new westbound starting point for Route 66.


Across the street from the Art Institute, at Michigan Avenue and Adams, you can spot the historic “Begin Route 66” sign.


Sights


Millennium Park


Millennium Park (201 E. Randolph St., 312/742-1168, www.millenniumpark.org, 6am-11pm daily, free) is a green-space oasis in the middle of a bustling metropolis. Among the walkways and lawns, you’ll find the gigantic outdoor Pritzker Pavilion, which plays host to many a free concert, as well as the BP Bridge; both were designed by renowned architect Frank Gehry. Crown Fountain—designed by Spanish artist Jaume Plensa—features two 50-foot-high (15-m) towers facing each other, upon which are projected images of everyday Chicagoans. Linger when the weather is warm and watch as water shoots from each tower, transforming the area into a cooling center.


Cloud Gate, sculpted by Mumbai’s Anish Kapoor, looks like a giant polished-chrome jellybean, but that description doesn’t do it justice. The curves of the distinctive sculpture reflect the sky and the groups of people gathered around it. The images are distorted in surprisingly beautiful ways as you approach and pass through the gate. Cloud Gate has become one of the city’s most popular photo ops.


Art Institute of Chicago


Located in the heart of Millennium Park, the Art Institute of Chicago (111 S. Michigan Ave., 312/443-3600, www.artic.edu, 11am-8pm Thurs., 11am-5pm Fri.-Mon., $25) is one of the most impressive and respected art museums in the country. More than 300,000 pieces of ancient and contemporary art are housed in eight buildings totaling 1 million square feet (92,903 sq m). You’ll see famous works of art including Grant Wood’s American Gothic, Vincent van Gogh’s The Bedroom, and Nighthawks by Edward Hopper, a painting of people sitting in a diner at night, as viewed from the street.




[image: Image]
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Millennium Park
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Art Institute of Chicago





TOP EXPERIENCE



S Chicago Architecture Center Tour



Chicago is the birthplace of the skyscraper and boasts some of the most innovative architecture in the world. On a Chicago Architecture Center tour (111 E. Wacker Dr., 312/922-3432, www.architecture.org, 9am-6pm daily, $30-52), you can explore art deco masterpieces, turn-of-the-20th-century skyscrapers, and America’s most iconic buildings. There are dozens of tours via bus, boat, and train; tourists and locals alike agree this is the best way to see the city. Check the website for the schedules. Book early: Some of the popular options, like the Riverfront and Downtown Deco tours, sell out quickly.




Fun Chicago Festivals


Chicago is a great festival city. Many events are free, making them popular draws for locals and visitors. No matter what time of year you’re visiting, there’s bound to be a reason to get festive.


• In June, join blues aficionados and music fans from all over the country for the Chicago Blues Festival in Millennium Park. Foodies will love July’s Taste of Chicago in Grant Park, which lets you nosh on yummy provisions at food booths set up along the lakeshore, visit pop-up restaurants, and attend celebrity chef demos. The Chicago Jazz Festival takes place at the end of August at the Chicago Cultural Center and Millennium Park.


• The citywide, 11-day World Music Festival goes down in September and showcases more than 650 artists. Oktoberfest Chicago at the end of September is a raucous event that celebrates Chicago’s heritage, German-style.





The Chicago Architecture Center also has highly popular 90-minute architecture tours on The Chicago First Lady Cruises (10am-7:30pm daily Apr.-Nov., from $52). Learn about the design and creation of 50 buildings as you relax on an elegant ship that cruises right through the middle of the city. The boat has an open-air upper deck, a climate-controlled main deck, bistro seating, and a full bar.


Money Museum


Learn how the Federal Reserve System works at the Money Museum (230 S. LaSalle St., 312/322-2400, www.chicagofed.org, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free). Perhaps that doesn’t sound exciting, but this mighty museum is a fascinating exploration of the history of U.S. currency. There are interactive exhibits that show you how to detect counterfeit dollars, and even an exhibit that is related to the popular musical Hamilton and describes Alexander Hamilton’s integral role in creating the Federal Reserve System. If you ever wanted to know what a million bucks looks like, a cube built of one million one-dollar bills puts things into perspective.



S Willis Tower



Willis Tower (formerly Sears Tower, 233 S. Wacker Dr., 312/875-9447, http://theskydeck.com) is the reigning champion of the Chicago skyline. Designed by the firm Skidmore, Owings & Merrill and completed in 1973, the tower scratches the stratosphere with its awe-inspiring 1,450 feet (442 m). It is so tall that on certain days the weather at the 110th floor is different from the weather on the ground. Staring up at the structure is simply not enough: Everyone should ascend to the Skydeck (103rd floor, 9am-10pm daily Mar.-Sept., 9am-8pm Sun.-Thurs., 9am-10pm Fri.-Sat. Oct.-Feb., $30 adults, $22 children, timed entry required), the highest public viewing area in the United States. On a clear day, the observation deck shows you 50 miles (80 km) of land, taking in all of Chicago’s other, suddenly small-looking buildings, much of massive Lake Michigan, and sometimes parts of other states. Tip: Arrive about 40 minutes before sunset to watch the sun sink below the horizon while the twinkling lights of the city begin to sparkle.
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Grant Park


Grant Park (bounded by E. Randolph St., Michigan Ave., Roosevelt Rd., and Lake Michigan St.) is one of the oldest parks in Chicago, home to several attractions, world-class museums, and some of the best public art in the country. In 1893, Grant Park hosted the World’s Columbian Exposition, and fairgoers were introduced to diet soda, Aunt Jemima’s syrup, Cracker Jacks, and Pabst Blue Ribbon.


Buckingham Fountain (301 S. Columbus Dr.) sits in the middle of Grant Park. The Chicago landmark was built in 1927 and is one of the largest fountains in the world, with a baroque-style design modeled after a fountain at the Palace of Versailles. The fountain contains about 1.5 million gallons (5.7 million liters) of water. At the top of each hour (Apr.-Oct.), there’s a 20-minute choreographed water show; after dusk, the water dances to music and 820 lights.


Field Museum of Natural History


The Field Museum of Natural History (1400 S. Lake Shore Dr., 312/922-9410, www.fieldmuseum.org, 9am-5pm daily, $42 adults, $31 children) may be one of the few attractions known as much for what’s not on display as for what is. The museum’s library holds 250,000 volumes on the history of the earth and upward of 20 million curios from around the world, each catalogued and set aside for study when not out for all to see.


Like that of many Chicago museums and landmarks, the Field Museum’s inception coincided with the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. In 2000, the museum garnered international attention when it debuted Sue, the largest, most complete, and best-preserved Tyrannosaurus rex fossil ever discovered. Several other permanent exhibits exploring Africa and Asia trace the culture and environment of those continents with life-size dioramas. The museum regularly unveils new items and collections, and special events bring regular visitors back for another helping.




Chicago Athletic Association


Within a historic Venetian Gothic–style building near Millennium Park, you’ll find several impressive restaurants at the Chicago Athletic Association (12 S. Michigan Ave., 312/940-3552, www.chicagoathletichotel.com, hours and prices vary by restaurant), the former club for the elite. Established in 1890, the club was the sport home of the rich and famous, with billiard tables, swimming pools, poker rooms, and more. Now restored and open to all, the Chicago Athletic Association serves as a hotel, culinary hub, and social gathering spot.


Dine at Cindy’s, the rooftop bar and restaurant that features fresh drinks, seasonal fare, and views of Millennium Park, or the intimate, eight-seat Milk Bar. Cherry Circle Room boasts a swank, mid-century style and throwback cocktails. The Drawing Room is a relaxed yet refined spot for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and late-night bites. The Game Room is where pub grub meets bocce ball. There’s also a coffee shop called Fairgrounds. The burger joint Shake Shack has a location on the first floor.





Shedd Aquarium


Perched on the edge of Lake Michigan, the Shedd Aquarium (1200 S. Lake Shore Dr., 312/939-2438, www.sheddaquarium.org, 9am-6pm daily June-Aug., 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun. Sept.-May, $40 adults, $30 children) just happens to be one of the world’s largest indoor aquariums. It offers a wondrous escape from terrestrial life, submerging visitors in aquatic environments stocked with exotic fish and animals.


Built using a $3 million bequest from the second president of Marshall Field and Company, John G. Shedd, the aquarium opened its doors just two months after the 1929 stock market crash. At the opening, some of the exhibits still lacked their aquatic residents, but the Shedd has been steadily improving its offerings ever since.


The aquarium’s most striking attribute might be its dolphin and beluga whale exhibits, in the Oceanarium downstairs. A wide, curving window that looks out over the lake borders a simulated Pacific Coast environment with a large open tank. When the weather cooperates, the lake makes the tank look like it extends out for miles, an inspiring illusion, especially as a backdrop to the regular gravity-defying dolphin shows.


Museum of Science and Industry


The Museum of Science and Industry (5700 S. Lake Shore Dr., 773/684-1414, www.msichicago.org, 9:30am-4pm daily, $22 adults, $13 children) has long been one of Chicago’s most popular destinations, drawing some two million visitors annually. A veritable playground of science-based fun for both adults and children, the museum is packed with interactive exhibits, from flight simulators and tornado experiences to a wild maze that teaches you about the mathematics of nature.


The museum opened in 1933 with the goal of exploring the connection between science and society. Permanent and rotating displays include 500 timepieces from the collection of Seth G. Atwood (founder of the Time Museum in Rockford, Illinois), a 110-million-year-old crocodile skeleton, and a collection of historic and antique bikes side-by-side with the cutting-edge cycles of today.


Chicago History Museum


This place is pretty much exactly what it sounds like. Founded in 1856, the Chicago History Museum (1601 N. Clark St., 312/642-4600, www.chicagohistory.org, 9:30am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $19 adults, free for children) has been collecting thousands of manuscripts, paintings, costumes, and artifacts, such as the bed on which Abraham Lincoln died, along with exhibits on labor, culture, fashion, and photography. The permanent exhibit, Chicago: Crossroads of America, has several galleries that highlight Chicago’s retail scene, manufacturing, architecture, social activism, diverse communities, and jazz history. Before hitting Route 66, you’ve got to stop here. What you glean will bring meaning to all that you see and experience on your road trip.


Museum of Contemporary Art


Boundary-pushing works of art fill the airy space at the Museum of Contemporary Art (220 E. Chicago Ave., 312/280-2660, http://mcachicago.org, 10am-9pm Tues., 10am-5pm Wed.-Sun., $15 adults, free for children). The innovative offerings—which span all mediums and feature cutting-edge artists—aim to show the provocative side of art and culture. Explore the exhibitions, which span the multilevel museum designed by German architect Josef Paul Kleihues; watch live performances; or attend a lecture. No matter how you choose to take in the progressive works of art, you’ll leave this museum invigorated and inspired.


Entertainment


The Green Mill (4802 N. Broadway, 773/878-5552, www.greenmilljazz.com, 4pm-1am Sun.-Thurs., 4pm-2am Fri., 1pm-2am Sat., cover $10-15, cash only) has been hosting jazz greats since 1907. In the 1920s, the venue was a mob hangout—Al Capone had a booth—and the tunnels underneath the building came in handy when the cops raided the joint during Prohibition. Today, The Green Mill has a sophisticated speakeasy vibe with art deco decor and one of the longest-running poetry slams in the country. Located in Chicago’s Uptown neighborhood, about 20 minutes from Route 66, it’s worth the detour.


When the owners of The Green Door Tavern (not to be confused with The Green Mill) bought the building in the 1980s, they broke through a wall in the basement and discovered a 1920s time capsule: a secret speakeasy stocked with early 20th-century bottles, a circus tapestry, and the original cash register. The space is now a separate bar called The Drifter (676 N. Orleans St., 312/631-3887, www.thedrifterchicago.com, 5pm-2am Wed.-Fri., 5pm-3am Sat., cover $4-6), a hidden alcove that seats 40 people and serves clandestine libations described on Tarot cards. Knock on the door to get in.


Thalia Hall (1807 S. Allport St., 312/526-3851, http://thaliahallchicago.com, shows at 8pm daily) was founded at the turn of the 20th century as a neighborhood spot with retail storefronts and a public hall for the community. After closing in the 1960s, it sat empty until 2013, when it was beautifully restored. Today, it is home to a restaurant, an inspired cocktail bar, and one of the coolest music venues in Chicago.


Watershed Bar (601 N. State St., 312/266-7677, http://watershedbar.com, 5pm-11pm Tues.-Wed., 5pm-midnight Thurs.-Sat.) is an inviting parlor designed to look like a relaxed mid-century living room. It even has the same laid-back vibe you’d get if you were having drinks in a friend’s well-designed home: comfy couches, good lighting, and feel-good tunes playing softly in the background. Watershed serves up an excellent selection of beers and wines from the Great Lakes region, plus expertly made cocktails with local spirits.


A “temple of satire,” The Second City (1616 N. Wells St., 312/337-3992, www.secondcity.com) is an improvisational comedy group that is probably best known for sparking the careers of many successful stars, such as Bill Murray, Tina Fey, Amy Poehler, Steve Carrell, Stephen Colbert, Aidy Bryant, and others. The Second City offers nightly shows, so check the online calendar to see what you’re in the mood for. It’s a wise idea to buy tickets in advance.


Food


Breakfast


Though it’s only open for breakfast and lunch, S Lou Mitchell’s (565 W. Jackson Blvd., 312/939-3111, www.loumitchells-restaurant.com [URL inactive], 6am-2pm Wed.-Fri., 7am-2pm Sat.-Sun., $4-16) has been a Chicago institution since the 1920s. Everyone’s a fan of the generous portions, friendly service, and always-good food. Stop in for fresh-squeezed orange juice, fluffy pancakes, and thinly sliced fried potatoes that somehow manage to be both crunchy and creamy.


At Wildberry Pancakes & Café (130 E. Randolph St., 312/938-9777, www.wildberrycafe.com, 7am-2pm daily, $8-15), you’ll enjoy delicious food made with ingredients from local farms. Quality is the name of the game here. Egg dishes use farm-raised eggs, and coffee is brewed with Intelligentsia beans. Wildberry has even won awards for the best pancakes in Chicago. It also serves eight types of Belgian waffles and eight kinds of French toast. The wait for a table at this modern spot is long, but worth it. There’s another location at 196 East Pearson Street (312/470-0590) with the same hours.


Lunch and Dinner


In operation since 1921, S The Green Door Tavern (678 N. Orleans St., 312/664-5496, www.greendoorchicago.com, 5pm-10pm Mon., 4pm-midnight Tues., 4pm-2am Wed.-Thurs., 11:30am-2am Fri., 11:30am-3am Sat., 11:30am-9pm Sun., $8-15) is Chicago’s oldest tavern. Its building was constructed in 1872, one year after the Great Chicago Fire. The front door (warped after so many years of use) was painted green during Prohibition—code for a speakeasy. Enter the dark interior and, as soon as your eyes adjust, you’ll be greeted with a lived-in space with memorabilia-covered walls, a solid beer selection, and a menu of satisfying pub grub. Opt for the corned beef with gooey swiss cheese and sauerkraut or share a bowl of poutine with Italian beef gravy.


The classic neon sign at The Berghoff (17 W. Adams St., 312/427-3170, www.theberghoff.com, noon-9pm Tues.-Sat., $13-33) is great, and the history of the place is fascinating. Owner Herman Berghoff arrived in the United States from Germany in 1870. He launched a brewery in Indiana, and during the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, Berghoff sold his beer on the midway. The success of this venture led to the opening of The Berghoff restaurant in 1898, where diners received a free sandwich with their nickel beer. During Prohibition, Herman brewed near-beer and soda pop, which helped keep the restaurant popular. Today, the restaurant serves German-inspired fare such as spaetzle dumplings, bratwurst, knockwurst, smoked Thüringer, and schnitzel.


Since 1964, the staff at the Billy Goat Tavern (430 N. Michigan Ave., 312/222-1525, www.billygoattavern.com, 6am-1am Mon.-Thurs., 6am-2am Fri., 6am-3am Sat., 9am-2am Sun., $4-10) has entertained customers by yelling out, “Try the double cheese! It’s the best!” In 1978, Saturday Night Live made the Billy Goat Tavern’s burgers famous with the “Cheezeborger! Cheezeborger!” skit that starred John Belushi, Dan Aykroyd, Bill Murray, and Laraine Newman. If you don’t order the cheezeborger (you have to say it like that), they also have breakfast specials and other sandwiches. There are several locations throughout the city, but this one, near the Wrigley Building, is the original.


Formento’s (925 W. Randolph St., 312/690-7295, www.formentos.com, 4:30pm-9:30pm Mon.-Wed., 11am-10pm Thurs.-Sat., 11am-9pm Sun., $15-66) is a classy throwback supper club with red leather booths, crisp white tablecloths, and bright and flavorful Italian American cuisine. The dining experience offers a contemporary take on the classics—roasted heirloom beet salad with fried quinoa and pistachios, for example, or branzino with lemon relish.


In Chicago, there’s one question to answer: thin crust or deep dish? Sure, Giordano’s (130 E. Randolph St., 312/616-1200, www.giordanos.com, 11am-11pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sat., $15-20) gets big press for stuffed deep-dish pies, but buck the trend—order extra-crispy thin crust and go light on the toppings. (This way you can savor the tangy tomato sauce and cracker crust without a stack of pepperoni in the way.) Giordano’s opened its first Chicago pizzeria in 1974 (so it’s new by Route 66 standards), and since then dozens of locations have opened throughout the city. This particular spot sits near Millennium Park and offers excellent people-watching from window-facing counter seats.


Road Snacks


No road trip is complete without on-the-go food, so stop at Garrett’s Popcorn (27 W. Jackson Blvd., 888/476-7267, www.garrettpopcorn.com, 10am-8pm daily, $5-15). It’s been popping creative sweet and salty mash-ups since 1949. The “Garrett Mix” is the perfect marriage of sugary caramel and cheesy goodness. It’s an Oprah fave, so give yourself extra time in case there’s a line, and grab a few hand wipes on your way out. It’s messy, but worth it.


Accommodations


The S Kinzie Hotel (20 W. Kinzie St., 312/395-9000, www.kinziehotel.com, $179-400) was inspired by John Kinzie, a silversmith, Indian trader, and businessman from the 1700s. The modern guest rooms clock in at more than 300 square feet (28 sq m) and boast big windows with city views. Beds are plush, the furnishings are contemporary, and the staff treats you like a VIP. Also, the Kinzie is probably the most dog-friendly hotel in Chicago. Pups enjoy pillow-top dog beds, bowls, spa amenities, dog concierge services, and access to nearby dog parks.


For a stay that defies convention, check in to the S Acme Hotel Company (15 E. Ohio St., 312/894-0800, www.acmehotelcompany.com, $175-350), a fun and trendy boutique hotel in a historic building. Character oozes from every corner, with elevators covered in vinyl records and red lip-print lights on the bathroom mirrors. Rooms feature king, queen, or two double beds, and have flat-screen TVs with Apple plug-and-play and free Wi-Fi; the size can be a little tight, but the quirky decor and quality service more than make up for it.


Experience how the 1 percent live at The Langham Hotel (330 N. Wabash Ave., 312/923-9988, www.langhamhotels.com, $577-1,025), a five-star property that sits on the Chicago River. The hotel has impeccably appointed rooms with staff members ready to provide the ultimate in personalized service. The glass wall between the bathroom and the living area has an automatic privacy feature that frosts at the touch of a button. If you pay an additional fee and join the Langham Club, you receive personalized butler service, valet assistance to pack and unpack your bags and iron your clothing, and free access to the 4,000-square-foot (372-sq-m) club lounge, with city views, champagne, and a gourmet buffet station.


For a historic hotel with a modern feel, plus all the amenities you could ask for, the Stay Pineapple Chicago (1 W. Washington St., 312/940-7997, www.staypineapple.com, $227-312) is a slam-dunk. In-room streaming services, dog-friendly policies, afternoon coffee and snacks, beach cruisers, bottled water, and a fitness room round out the offerings. Even better? The hotel’s location: It sits mere steps from Millennium Park and the Art Institute of Chicago.


If you’re looking for a neighborhood feel, try Hotel Lincoln (1816 N. Clark St., 312/254-4700, www.jdvhotels.com, $165-380). The hotel welcomes guests with a lobby full of eclectic furnishings and a cool mosaic of dresser drawers that runs along the front of the check-in counter. The rooms are stylish but unpretentious, with bedside tables that look like 19th-century trunks trimmed in rivets. Original works from local artists hang on the walls, and rooms have views of Lake Michigan and Lincoln Park.


The Talbott Hotel (20 E. Delaware Pl., 312/944-4970, www.talbottchicago.com, $167-272) exudes the charm of a bygone era with dark wood walls, warm lighting, shiny marble floors, and tufted velvet furnishings in the lobby. Spacious guest rooms offer pillow-top bedding, luxurious linens, individual temperature controls, and smart televisions with streaming. Need more reasons to book here? You can look forward to exclusive discounts at neighborhood boutiques, spas, and fitness studios, plus you get digital access to the New York Times.


Not only is the S Palmer House (17 E. Monroe St., 312/726-7500, www.palmerhousehiltonhotel.com, from $169) an exquisite example of opulence—with 24-karat-gold Tiffany chandeliers, gilded sculptures, and a frescoed ceiling in the lobby—but it’s also historic. Charles Dickens, Oscar Wilde, Mark Twain, Frank Sinatra, and Liberace all frequented Palmer House. A pastry chef who worked here invented the brownie. And the Palmer was one of the first properties to use the Edison lightbulb and the telephone. The hotel also offered the city’s first elevators, which were advertised as “a perpendicular railroad that connects floor to floor, rendering passage by the stairs unnecessary.” Even if you don’t stay here, stop by just to see the lobby—this is one of the grandest hotels in America.
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Palmer House in Chicago
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Information and Services



Pick up free brochures and multilingual maps, plus receive complimentary concierge service, at the Choose Chicago visitor information center at Macy’s (111 N. State St., main floor, www.choosechicago.com). The staff can plan customized itineraries and help you make the most of your time in the Windy City.


To see Chicago through the eyes of a local, contact Chicago InstaGreeter (http://chicagogreeter.com/instagreeter) for a free 2- to 4-hour walk through Chicago’s downtown.
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As you leave Chicago, you’ll need to take the 1955 alignment from West Adams Street and Michigan Avenue. Drive west for about 2 miles (3.2 km), then take a left (southwest) on Ogden Avenue. In 5 miles (8 km), you’ll reach Cicero.


Cicero


According to sociologist James Loewen’s Sundown Towns, there were more than 450 “sundown” towns, neighborhoods, and counties in Illinois. Sundown towns were all-white communities with posted signs warning Black people to leave before sundown. Cicero was one of those sundown towns. In 1951, during the height of Route 66’s popularity, 3,500 white people rioted when a Black man tried to rent an apartment in town. Four hundred and fifty National Guard troops and 200 Cook County police officers were called in to mitigate the violence.


Al Capone came to Chicago in 1921 to manage the Four Deuces club, casino, and bordello. Soon after, Chicago voters elected reformer William Dever to clean up the city. Powerful gangster and bootlegger Johnny Torrio worried that his illegal operations might be threatened, so he picked Cicero for a second operational base. He chose Capone as the man to lead the charge.


During the elections of 1924, Capone turned Cicero into a war zone: He bullied voters, kidnapped pollsters, and threatened news reporters, intimidating locals into voting for the people who supported his criminal behavior. It’s hard to believe that Al Capone spent less than 10 years ripping and running through Chicago and the surrounding area. His ruthless and violent behavior left such an indelible mark that many people believe his era lasted longer than it did.


Sights


Castle Car Wash


See Al Capone’s secret hideout. The 1925 castle-shaped Castle Car Wash (3801 W. Ogden Ave. at S. Hamlin Ave.) was built by Louis Ehrenberer. Even though it’s been home to several businesses over the years, it’s most known for doubling as Capone’s hideaway.


It’s rumored that Capone lobbied to pave Route 66 for faster transport of his bootlegged liquor. To confuse cops, Capone painted his bulletproof 1928 Cadillac V-8 the same green-and-black pattern of the police cars at the time, and even installed a siren and searchlight on the vehicle. He added holes to the bottom of the windows for rifles to slip through in order to shoot from the sides of the car.


Hawthorne Works Factory


The cops opened fire on Capone and his crew right across the street from the Hawthorne Works Factory (southeast corner of Cermack Ave. and Cicero Ave.). From 1905 to 1983, this 200-acre complex manufactured 14,000 consumer products—everything from telephone equipment to refrigerators and film projectors. Hawthorne was one of the largest manufacturing sites in the country; it employed 45,000 people and had its own hospital, fire department, sports team, and rail yard. Hawthorne Works conducted trailblazing studies on worker motivation and efficiency, offering loyal lifelong employees (many of whom were immigrants from central Europe) pensions, paid vacations, disability pay, and home loans.




Local Eats


The Chicago-style hot dog was born at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. It’s a steamed (never grilled!) all-beef frankfurter with diced onion, tomato wedges, relish, mustard, pickled serrano peppers, a dill pickle spear, and a dash of celery salt, all crammed into a poppy-seed bun. With all those layers of flavors and textures, there’s no need for ketchup; in fact, according to Chicagoans, putting ketchup on a hot dog is the ultimate sin. A good spot to get a classic Chicago dog is the 1950s-era Henry’s Drive-In (6031 W. Ogden Ave., Cicero, 708/656-9344, 10:30am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-8pm Sun., $7-10).


In Springfield, it’s all about the horseshoe sandwich. Originated in 1928, this platter-size open-faced sandwich is two thick slices of bread, meat, a pile of french fries, and Welsh rarebit cheese sauce smothering the entire plate. In the original sandwich, the ham was made into the shape of a horseshoe, and the potato wedges on top resembled nails.


Let’s not forget about Chicago deep-dish pizza. Have a knife and fork handy for this Windy City staple. A buttery crust borders the inch-thick pie. Ingredients include heaping mounds of mozzarella, flavorful sausage, green peppers, and onions, topped off with tomato sauce. When it arrives at your table, all you’ll see is the sauce—that’s because the toppings are layered from bottom to top, instead of top to bottom like on a traditional pizza.





The complex has since been replaced by a shopping mall, but the original water tower remains. To learn more about the factory, tours are available at The Hawthorne Works Museum and Archives (3801 S. Central Ave., 708/656-8000, ext. 2320, call ahead for a tour of the archives, free).


To get there: From West Ogden Avenue, head west. Past South Hamlin Avenue, take a right onto West Cermak Road. Cross the railroad tracks; the next block is Cicero Avenue (SR-50). Turn left into the shopping mall and look for the tower looming behind Foot Locker.


To reach The Hawthorne Works Museum and Archives from the Hawthorne Factory site: Exit the shopping mall parking lot and turn left (south) onto Cicero Avenue (SR-50). Take a right (southwest) onto West Ogden Avenue, then take a left (south) onto South Central Avenue.
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Keep heading west on Ogden Avenue for a couple of miles to the neighboring suburb of Berwyn.


Berwyn


Sights


Ogden Top and Trim


During Route 66’s heyday, Ogden Avenue, from the west side of Chicago to the town of Berwyn, was known as “Automobile Row,” with 14 gas stations and numerous garages and car dealerships. The Ogden Top and Trim (6609 W. Ogden Ave., 708/484-5422, www.ogdentopandtrim.com) is the only remaining auto business from that time still in operation. The three-generation family-owned shop started in 1919; today, it specializes in innovative restorations and custom interiors for everything from classic Packards to street rods and muscle cars. There’s nothing to see on-site, but the website includes photos of the shop’s impressive restoration work.
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Oak Park is 4.5 miles (7.2 km) north of Route 66. Drive west on Ogden Avenue (Route 66) and turn right (north) on South Oak Park Avenue.
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Sights


Ernest Hemingway Birthplace and Museum


About 5 miles (8 km) north of Route 66, visit the Ernest Hemingway Birthplace and Museum (339 N. Oak Park Ave., 708/445-3071, www.ehfop.org, 1pm-5pm Sun. and Wed.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat., $20-35). On July 21, 1899, literary history was made when baby Ernest was born, delivered into this world by his father, Dr. Ed Hemingway, upstairs in his mother’s bedroom. Hemingway lived in the home until he was six years old. Tour the Queen Anne house for a peek into early 1900s Victorian life, as well as into the early years of the Pulitzer Prize-winning author.


Frank Lloyd Wright Home and Studio


Oak Park has the world’s largest collection of Wright-designed buildings, set in a designated Historic District. Just a few blocks from Ernest Hemingway’s birthplace is the Frank Lloyd Wright Home and Studio (951 Chicago Ave., 312/994-4000, http://flwright.org [URL inactive], 10am-4pm daily). Take a guided 60-minute tour ($20) from trained interpreters who can offer insight into Wright’s career and family life, or sign up for the 40-minute neighborhood walking tour ($15). Purchase tickets in advance on the website.
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Frank Lloyd Wright Home and Studio in Oak Park
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To return to Route 66, head south on South Oak Park Avenue for 4.5 miles (7.2 km) and turn right (west) on Ogden Avenue. To continue on to Riverside, drive west on West Ogden Avenue, passing SR-43, and make a right (north) on Lionel Road, which curves into Riverside Road.


Riverside


As Route 66 passes through the suburb of Berwyn, there’s not much to see other than aging strip malls. However, in Riverside, just west of Berwyn, there’s a hidden gem for architecture buffs (or for people who love to binge-watch HGTV).


Sights


Riverside Architectural District


The historic Riverside Architectural District (bounded by Ogden Ave., 26th St., and Harlem Ave./SR-43) features one of the first planned communities in the United States. Frederick Law Olmsted, who designed Central Park in New York City, ignored the grid layout and developed this tranquil neighborhood with curved roads, parkland, and gas street lighting. The neighborhood also features many homes designed by Frank Lloyd Wright.


To learn more about the village of Riverside, which is a National Historic Landmark, visit the Riverside Museum (10 Pine Ave., 708/447-2542, www.riversidemuseum.net, 10am-2pm Sat., free). Since it is only open on Saturday, use the website for information on self-guided driving tours.
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The 1926 Route 66 alignment went through Joliet. In 1940, Route 66 moved west to go through Plainfield, Shorewood, and Channahon before rejoining the route at Braidwood. To drive to Joliet, return to Ogden Avenue, heading west. Turn left (south) on Lawndale Avenue in Lyons, then turn right (southwest) onto Joliet Road. Joliet Road curves west to turn into West 55th Street. Take a left (south) on East Avenue, then pick up Joliet Road again by turning right (southwest) after about 0.5 mile (0.8 km). Joliet Road travels through Countryside to merge onto I-55 south.


Willowbrook


Food


Dell Rhea’s Chicken Basket


One of the best places to eat on Route 66—in the 1930s and 1940s and today—is S Dell Rhea’s Chicken Basket (645 Joliet Rd., www.chickenbasket.com, 630/325-0780, 11am-9pm daily, $8-20). The neon sign is legendary, and the fried chicken is out of this world. But the Chicken Basket didn’t always serve chicken. Initially, it operated as a simple lunch counter. In the late 1930s, two farm women offered to sell the owner their farm’s eggs, and their recipe for fried chicken. Locals and travelers have been worshipping the succulent crispy fried chicken and fried mac-and-cheese balls (make sure to get extra cheese sauce on the side) ever since.


To get here from I-55: Take Exit 274 onto Kingery Highway (SR-83) north. Drive 0.3 mile (0.5 km), then take a right (east) onto Midway Drive, which dead-ends at South Quincy Street. Take a right (south) and drive to North Frontage Road. Dell Rhea’s will be on the left (southeast) side of the street.



[image: Image] Back on 66



To rejoin I-55, turn left (southwest) out of the parking lot and take the first right (west) on 79th Street, which will turn into Frontage Road. At the dead end, take a left (west) on Midway Drive and then the next left on Kingery Highway (SR-83) south. Follow signs for I-55 west.


Heading west on I-55, about 6 miles (9.7 km) from Kingery Highway (SR-83), you’ll pass through Darien, Woodridge, and Bolingbrook. After the I-355 interchange, Route 66 splits off into pre- and post-1940s alignments. The post-1940s alignment bypassed Joliet and went through Plainfield. But you should take the pre-1940s alignment through Joliet. From I-55 near Bolingbrook, take Exit 267 and turn left (south) onto SR-53. When the road comes to a T-junction at Joliet Road, turn right (southwest) and continue south for 8 miles (12.9 km) on SR-53 into Joliet.


Joliet


Joliet became an official part of Route 66 in November 1926, and the Mother Road ran through the town for years before it was rerouted through Plainfield in 1940.


In the 1870s, southeastern Europeans and Irish immigrants arrived in Joliet to work at the Elgin, Joliet, and Eastern Railway and the second-largest steel mill in the country. By 1960, more than one-third of the population of Joliet was employed in the manufacturing sector. With such a large labor force, Joliet became a mecca for manufacturing companies and foundries that produced stoves, beer, horseshoes, windmills, and pianos. Even inmates from the penitentiary here mined the bluish-white limestone from the local quarry, giving Joliet the nickname “City of Stone.”


The town appeared unbreakable, but with major changes in the manufacturing industry in the 1970s, Joliet started to decline and the unemployment rate rose to 26 percent. By 1983, Joliet had the highest unemployment rate in the nation. Since the 1980s, the town has diversified its employment base, and the economy has revitalized with retail trade, casinos, and NASCAR.
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As you head toward downtown, turn left (east) after Granite Street to follow SR-53. Make an immediate right (south) after crossing the Des Plaines River.


Sights


Route 66 Park


If you want to stretch your legs, as you enter Joliet on SR-53 (Broadway St.), stop for an ice-cream cone at the sweet lil’ stand Rich & Creamy (920 N. Broadway St., 815/740-2899, 11am-10pm daily) and then stroll next door to the Route 66 Park (920 N. Broadway St., 815/724-4000, 24 hours daily). The park isn’t big, but it’s adorned with public art displays, Blues Brothers tributes, and informational kiosks about Route 66.


Joliet Area Historical Museum


You’ll get a nice overview of the area, plus good nuggets of information about Route 66, at the Joliet Area Historical Museum (204 N. Ottawa St., 815/723-5201, www.jolietmuseum.org, 10am-5pm daily, $8), 0.5 mile (0.8 km) south of the Route 66 Park on SR-53. Exhibits include a 500-square-foot (46.5-sq-m) moon-landing simulator and a museum gift shop that sells history books and Route 66 gifts and collectibles.


Rialto Square Theater


Meet the “Jewel of Joliet”: The historic Rialto Square Theater (102 N. Chicago St., 815/726-6600, https://rialtosquare.com, call for exact dates on year-round tours, $5) is often considered one of the most beautiful theaters in the nation. It opened in 1926—the year Route 66 began—as a vaudeville movie palace. In its time, the remarkable neo-baroque and Byzantine architecture rivaled the motion picture palaces of Chicago and New York. The lobby was inspired by the Hall of Mirrors in the Palace of Versailles; the rotunda featured 18 Corinthian-style columns and a crystal chandelier with 250 lights. The Rialto closed as a movie theater in the 1970s but was saved from demolition in 1980. Today, the theater hosts a range of performances, from live music and comedy to shows to film screenings of cult classics.
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Rialto Square Theater in Joliet





Note that North Chicago Street dead-ends one block past the Rialto Square Theater.


Joliet Slammers Baseball


Does it get any more American than baseball? Here, the professional baseball team, the Joliet Slammers (815/722-2287, www.jolietslammers.com, tickets $8-13), play home games at the DuPage Medical Group Field, formerly known as the classic Joliet Route 66 Stadium (1 Mayor Art Schultz Dr.). The stadium boasts a facade that showcases the area’s automobile history and pivotal role in the history of Route 66. The Joliet Slammers are part of the independent Frontier League. To watch them play, get tickets for stadium seats or bring a blanket and stretch out on the general admission lawn.
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