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      Get Your Kicks
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      It was a moment I’ll remember for the rest of my life. I’d been travelling along Route 66 for a few days, and I couldn’t resist
         a quick detour to Arthur, a small community nearly two hundred miles south of Chicago. ‘Population 800’, it said on the sign
         at the edge of town. Beside it, another sign warned drivers that the roads might be busy with horse-drawn carriages. And with
         good reason: this was Amish country.
      

      
      I didn’t know what to expect. I’d always quite liked Amish folk; although, to be honest, I knew very little about them. It
         was just something about the look – the horse-drawn carriages, the hats, the plain, modest clothing, the way they carried
         themselves – that always led me to think they were really rather nice people.
      

      
      I parked my trike outside a simple house that backed on to a large workshop. Waiting inside was a furniture-maker with the
         best haircut I’d ever seen – like Rowan Atkinson’s pudding bowl in the first series of Blackadder. Beneath the mop of hair was Mervin, a man with a thick beard, no moustache and a slow, soft grin.
      

      
      Mervin makes the most outstandingly great furniture: the kind of stuff that will last for ever; the antiques of tomorrow.
         He showed me around his workshop, then we stood in his office while he answered every question I asked with total honesty.
         I could tell immediately that this delightful, decent man was being absolutely straight with me. He had nothing to hide. Men
         like Mervin have a ring of truth about them.
      

      
      ‘Why do you all grow beards and you don’t grow moustaches?’ I said.

      
      ‘Well, I wouldn’t want to grow a moustache when everybody just had a beard and no moustache,’ said Mervin. ‘We like to be
         the same and share and be equal.’
      

      
      How humane. In this age of individualism, what a delight to find a community of people who strive for equality and lead their
         lives according to whatever is best for everyone. We talked some more and Mervin explained the rules of the community, although
         the way he told it, those rules didn’t seem like restrictions but simple guidelines for a better, more harmonious way of living. With no sign of frustration about what he wasn’t allowed to do, Mervin totally accepted the boundaries
         of his life. Then he asked me if I wanted to go for a ride on his buggy.
      

      
      You know those black Amish buggies? I’d always fancied a ride on one of them, but first we had to get Mervin’s horse out of
         the stable and hitch it to the front of the wagon. Now, I’m a wee bit frightened of horses – not terrified, just a wee bit
         wary. So I lurked behind Mervin until he’d got the beast out of the stable, then I led it to the buggy and Mervin showed me
         how to hitch it up. We climbed into the buggy and off we went. After about two minutes Mervin said, ‘Here … ’ and handed me
         the reins. I was in charge. I was in seventh heaven. Riding along in an Amish buggy, with an Amish guy, waving to Amish people.
         It was a wonderful moment. It might sound ludicrously inconsequential – and I suppose it was – but it pleased me so, so much.
      

      
      Once we’d ridden in the buggy for a while, Mervin invited me and the whole film crew back to his farm for something to eat.
         And we’re not talking a bag of crisps here. An amazing meal was prepared by Mervin’s wife and mother, dressed in traditional
         long dresses, while a group of little girls, so beautiful in their bonnets, sang wee songs to themselves, completely oblivious
         to us.
      

      
      Not everything that I experienced with Mervin was quite so idyllic, though. While we were in the buggy, he told me about a
         family tragedy that was so distressing it took my breath away. I’ll not tell you any more about it until we come to that part
         of the story. All I’ll say now is that it broke my heart. Yet Mervin had a stoicism about him that had kept him sane in the
         face of a terrible event. If something similar had happened to me, it would have haunted me for the rest of my life, and it
         might have changed me for the worse. But Mervin had an acceptance that allowed him to remain a lovely, honest, happy man.
      

      
      Without any doubt, the time I spent with Mervin was one of the highlights of my life. I’ll remember that afternoon clip-clopping
         through Arthur, Illinois, for ever. There wasn’t much to it, but I think of my life as a series of moments and I’ve found
         that the great moments often don’t have too much to them. They’re not huge, complicated events; they’re just magical wee moments
         when somebody says ‘I love you’ or ‘You’re really good at what you do’ or simply ‘You’re a good person’. I had one that day
         with Mervin, the Amish furniture-maker.
      

      
      The peace and simplicity of Mervin’s little community stood in stark contrast to what I’d seen over the past few days along
         Route 66 – that mythical highway forever associated with rock’n’roll, classic Americana and the great open road. Most people,
         including me, would think of wisecracking waitresses and surly short-order cooks in classic fifties diners. Grease monkeys
         with dirty rags and tyre wrenches. Gas-pump jockeys and highway patrolmen. Oklahoma hillbillies in overalls and work boots.
         Stetson-wearing Texan ranch owners and cowboys at a rodeo. Idealistic hitch-hikers following in the footsteps of Jack Kerouac.
         Eccentric owners of Route 66-themed tourist haunts. Native Americans in the Navajo and Apache reservations of New Mexico
         and Arizona. Maybe even a few surfers, hippies or internet entrepreneurs in California.
      

      
      I’d already met a few of them, but when I’d set out from Chicago a few days earlier, my greatest hope had been to make a connection
         with someone just like Mervin. I’d thought back to similar trips I’d made in the past, like my tour of Britain and my journey
         across Australia. Every journey had involved visits to historic sites, explorations of beautiful landscapes, and planned meetings
         with locals and various dignitaries. The itinerary had always been tightly scheduled, as it has to be when shooting a television
         series. But in every case the best moments had resulted from an unexpected encounter with an interesting character – like
         the time ten years earlier when I’d made a television series called Billy Connolly’s World Tour of England, Ireland and Wales.
      

      
      I met dozens of fascinating people and visited scores of locations between Dublin and Plymouth, but the highlight came when
         I visited the grave of Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein, at the parish church of St Peter in Bournemouth. I suppose you could say I’m a bit freaky, because I’ve always been fond
         of graveyards. Many people think of them as morbid, sad places, but to me they’re monuments to great lives lived and they
         provide a connection to our ancestors and heritage. They’re full of stories about people. And the story of Mary and her fantastically
         talented husband, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, is as good as they come. Which was why, one sunny day, I was standing beside
         her grave with a television camera and a furry microphone pointing at me.
      

      
      Just as I was telling the tragic story of how Percy Shelley drowned in Italy, a stooped figure appeared in the graveyard.
         Dressed in black, clutching a can of strong cider, and with a dirty green sleeping bag draped around his shoulders, he approached us with an admirable disdain for the conventions of television productions. Oblivious of the tramp’s approach,
         I continued to talk to the camera, relating the story of Shelley’s cremation on a beach. I’d just mentioned that Shelley’s
         friend Edward John Trelawny snatched the poet’s heart from the funeral pyre and passed it on to Mary, who then kept it in
         a velvet bag around her neck for thirty years, when the old fella stopped beside me and pointed at the grave.
      

      
      ‘Frankenstein, wasn’t it?’ he interrupted.
      

      
      For a moment I didn’t know what to say. Then I caught on. ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Mary Shelley.’

      
      ‘Her husband was a poet, wasn’t he? Shelley … ’

      
      ‘Yeah, Percy Bysshe Shelley.’

      
      Climbing on to the grave, the wino sat cross-legged on top of it and swigged from his can.

      
      ‘Do you like Shelley?’ I asked. ‘Or have you just chosen to sit there?’

      
      ‘I studied him at school.’

      
      It was soon obvious that this was a bright guy who had fallen on hard times. We rabbited away about Shelley and Shakespeare
         – if you give people a chance, they shine – and then he told me he came from the Midlands.
      

      
      ‘The Black Country?’

      
      ‘Nearer Birmingham … You haven’t got a cigarette on you, do you?’

      
      ‘I don’t. I don’t smoke cigarettes.’

      
      I liked this man. He was very straightforward. So I offered to get him some. ‘What do you smoke?’

      
      ‘Just ten. Ten cigarettes,’ he said.

      
      So I walked off to a nearby shop and bought him a packet. When I got back we had a long chat. He was pleased with the fags and I was tickled to have made contact with such a lovely,
         open man. It was another of those wee unexpected moments that I’ll always remember.
      

      
      Something similar happened in 2009 when, during the making of Journey to the Edge of the World – my voyage through the North West Passage, deep within the Arctic Circle – I met Brian Pearson, the local undertaker, cinema
         owner and bed-and-breakfast proprietor. A former dishwasher, lord mayor and taxi driver, Brian was a complicated man who reminded
         me of plenty of people I’d known as a kid. He was well read, self-educated, but had a kind of grumpiness because he could
         see things turning to shit all around him. And his mood wasn’t helped by the fact that nobody tended to listen to him. Sat
         behind the wheel of his hearse, he drove me around the streets of his small town, relating stories about what really went
         on in his community. I spend a lot of time on my own – even when I’m with people I often feel like I’m alone because I think
         differently to most of them – so I’m always thrilled when I manage to connect with another human being. That afternoon, I
         felt a real connection with Brian, an interesting and interested man.
      

      
      So when I was preparing to spend six weeks travelling across the heartland of America, from Chicago to Santa Monica, I told
         myself that if I had one encounter that equalled the tramp at Mary Shelley’s graveside or Brian Pearson, then the trip would
         have been more than worthwhile. Less than a week into my journey, I’d met Mervin, and everything I’d hoped for had come true.
      

      
      My journey along Route 66 began long before the first wheel turned on tarmac beneath me. About a year after making Journey to the Edge of the World, various television companies approached me with a load of ideas about where I could go next. None of their suggestions appealed,
         but then I mentioned to one of the producers at Maverick Television that I had always wanted to travel along Route 66. They
         leapt at it – after all, Route 66 is the most famous road in the world. Everyone’s heard of it. My interest in it goes back
         to when I first heard Chuck Berry belting out one of the best rock’n’roll records of all time: ‘(Get Your Kicks on) Route
         66’. Ever since, I’ve wanted to travel the length of Route 66 – just for my own enjoyment, without a film crew in tow, as
         a holiday. It’s the grooviest road in the world.
      

      
      Of course, many other roads have been made famous by songs. There’s the road to the Isles and the road back home. There’s
         Abbey Road and the Yellow Brick Road. And, as a Scotsman, I know all about taking the high road or the low road. But that
         song’s all about being dead. (I don’t mean to insult Scotland here, but it’s true. In ‘Loch Lomond’, a dying soldier is talking
         to one of his comrades. The ‘high road’, travelled by the healthy soldier, will be slower than the ‘low road’ that the dying
         man’s spirit will be able to take.) ‘Route 66’ is about being alive. It is rock’n’roll. From Nat King Cole and Chuck Berry to the Rolling Stones, Dr Feelgood, Depeche Mode and even Dean Martin, it’s
         a classic. And because of the song, Route 66 has become one of those magical places that you’ve always longed to see if you’ve
         got any interest at all in rock’n’roll music and being alive.
      

      
      None of the other songs urged people to hit the road simply for the pleasure of getting their kicks from watching the miles
         go by. With its exhortation to travel from Chicago through St Louis, Joplin, Oklahoma City, Amarillo, Gallup, Flagstaff, Winona, Kingman, Barstow and San Bernadino to Los Angeles, the
         song is an open invitation to anyone seeking adventure to find their thrills and spills on a California road trip. Who could
         resist? Not me, that’s for sure.
      

      
      But it’s more than just the song. Route 66 is special for many reasons. In America, all other routes, north–south and east–west,
         are pronounced ‘rowt’. It’s rowt this and rowt that. But thanks to the song, Route 66 has remained Root 66. And it’s steeped in a potent mix of histories – of America as a nation and of rock’n’roll as a cultural force. So it
         is perhaps not surprising that Route 66 appeals to everyone. Americans, Europeans, Australians, Japanese and Southeast Asians,
         you’ll meet them all along its 2,278 miles. It attracts car enthusiasts, motorcyclists, guitar players, people with long hair,
         silly people and dreamers. I hadn’t quite realised the extent of this popular appeal until a few days after it was announced
         that I was going to ride its full length. From then on, people started telling me that they’d always longed to do the same
         thing. ‘My wife and I have been saving up for five years to do Route 66,’ wrote one guy. ‘I hope you have a good trip,’ wrote
         another. ‘For me, it was the trip of a lifetime.’
      

      
      Like the Silk Road or the salt and spice roads through Africa, the Pan-American Highway or the Trans-African Highway, Route
         66 is one of those wonderful trails that will always exist. It’s been called a road of dreamers and ramblers, drifters and
         writers. Well, I want to be part of that. I want to sit on my bike and ride Route 66. I want to go to Santa Fe and New Mexico.
         And I want to sing the song as I head down through the plains of Illinois and Missouri, the Oklahoma and Kansas prairies,
         the Texas Panhandle, the deserts and mountains of New Mexico, Arizona and California. I want to sing along with Chuck Berry, the
         Rolling Stones, Nat King Cole and all the other guys who have recorded Bobby Troup’s fabulous song. And when I do it, I want
         to be singing at the top of my lungs as the miles pass beneath my wheels.
      

      
      More than anything, I want to reconnect with old small-town America. Like a lot of Britain, much of it has been smothered
         under a beige blanket of franchised coffee shops, fast-food palaces, faceless shopping malls and edge-of-town superstores
         with uninspiring, unimaginative corporate brand names above their doors. That’s not real America. It’s the creation of blue-suited
         marketing and advertising executives. Real America is to be found in all those small towns that have been bypassed by the
         freeways. That’s where I hope to find the fragments of thirties, forties and fifties Americana that I love. Funky neon signs
         enticing travellers to pull in at motels and diners. Or the giant oranges that used to lurk along the highways of California,
         selling ice-cold, freshly squeezed juice to thirsty motorists. At one time there was a chain of them across the state and
         they did a roaring trade. In the days before air-conditioned cars and express freeways, a single stand could easily go through
         six thousand oranges in a week. Now there’s just one left on Route 66 – and I want to see it before it’s too late.
      

      
      Representing freedom, migration and the empty loneliness of the American heartland, Route 66 is one of the essential icons
         of America – not just for Americans, but for anyone who, like me, is fascinated by the United States. Snaking across eight
         states, its concrete and asphalt was a ribbon that tied the nation together and enticed millions of Americans with a romantic ideal of adventure and an exodus to a better life.
      

      
      To some, it’s the ‘Mother Road’ immortalised by John Steinbeck in The Grapes of Wrath – an escape route for thousands of farmers and poverty-stricken families fleeing the barren dust bowl of Oklahoma and Kansas
         for the promised land of California during the Great Depression. To others – me included – just the mention of its name always
         evokes the birth of rock’n’roll and Chuck Berry urging us to ‘get our kicks’. To the beatniks and hipsters, it epitomises
         the great American open road eulogised by Jack Kerouac in On the Road. To the generation of baby-boom Americans that I know, it will always be associated with a 1960s television series, called
         Route 66, in which two young men travelled across America, seeking adventure and getting caught up in the struggles of the people
         they met. And, like my grandson, many of today’s youngsters know it from Cars, the Pixar animated film that was conceived as a way of making a documentary about the road and which features several businesses
         and residents along the route.
      

      
      When I thought about it, it struck me that in many ways, roads like Route 66 are as significant to American culture and social
         history as cathedrals and palaces are to European history. For a young nation founded on exploration and migration west,
         these great arteries of transportation became a major agent of social transformation. They did more than just move people;
         they changed America. Among all those highways, Route 66 was the everyman’s road that connected Middle America with southern
         California, a strip of hardtop that led to the birth of those icons of Americana I like so much: diners, motels and road food.
         Route 66’s 2,278 meandering miles inspired thousands of cross-country road trips. And what fun it must have been to travel its length. Taking its travellers
         from Chicago on Lake Michigan to Santa Monica on the Pacific Ocean (and vice versa), it traversed prairie, open plains, desert,
         mountains, valleys and countless rivers and creeks. What a trip.
      

      
      Now that much of it has been bypassed by faster, cleaner and more sterile interstate highways, the Mother Road has become,
         for me and countless others, a historically significant relic of America’s past. To those of us for whom it was once small-town
         America’s Main Street, Route 66 represents a simpler time when family businesses, not corporate franchises, dominated the
         landscape and neon motel signs were icons of a mobile nation on the road.
      

      
      One of the things that fascinates me is that by following the rutted paths of Native American trails in some parts, Route
         66 could even be said to pre-date the arrival of white colonists in the New World. And the road as we know it today can trace
         its origins to the great migration west beyond the Mississippi in the nineteenth century. When I set off from Chicago, I’d
         be riding along a route with a pre-history that began in 1853, when the American government commissioned a survey to build
         a transcontinental railway for military and civilian use. But when the survey was complete, rather than investing in steel
         tracks, the wise guys in Washington chose to construct a network of wagon trails. Even in those days, it seems to me that
         the American instinct was to empower the individual to make his or her own way in life. In 1857 a wagon trail costing $200,000
         was extended from the New Mexico–Arizona border along a line close to the 35th parallel as far as the Colorado River and linked
         into other trails to create a route between the Arkansas River in Missouri and the furthest reaches of American expansion into the southwest of the country.
      

      
      Fifty years later, when the first motor cars started to chug along American dirt tracks, the Washington wise guys’ attention
         turned to creating a hard-surfaced road right across the United States. At that time, the main coast-to-coast road was the
         ramshackle Lincoln Highway, which followed a northerly route from New York to San Francisco, but few people made the trip
         and even fewer could afford a car. In 1912 the federal government started building a road from Washington, DC to St Louis
         along the Cumberland Road, an old wagon trail. From St Louis, it was extended along a path following the old Santa Fe Trail
         to Albuquerque in New Mexico before veering southwards to Flagstaff in Arizona. Called the Grand Canyon Route, the road then
         passed through Ashfork and Seligman to Topock on the Colorado River, where cars were loaded on to railway trucks and transported
         to Needles in California. The last section of road ran through the Mojave Desert to San Bernardino before heading due south
         to San Diego.
      

      
      Except for a few minor diversions, all of that route from St Louis to San Bernardino followed what would later become part
         of Route 66. Then in 1914, Henry Ford, that genius of mass-manufacture, applied the methods he’d seen in the Colt Revolver
         factory to making cars. Within a decade of Henry Ford inventing his Model-T, the number of registered vehicles on American
         roads had leapt from 180,000 to more than 17 million, and motoring had become a means of transportation for the masses. For
         American families and businesses, the automobile promised unprecedented freedom and mobility. By the early 1920s, they were
         demanding a reliable road network on which to drive their newly acquired vehicles. In response, the federal government pledged to link small-town USA with all
         of the metropolitan capitals.
      

      
      At last Route 66’s hour had come. In the summer of 1926 the first interstate highway connecting Chicago to the West Coast
         was finally authorised. Officially designated Route 66, it ran from Chicago to Los Angeles, linking the isolated, rural West
         to the densely populated, urban Midwest and Northeast. Chicago had long served as a central meeting and distribution point
         for goods and people moving to the West, so it made sense for it to be the starting point. A large part of the new highway
         followed the old Santa Fe Trail and Grand Canyon Route. Cobbled together from existing roads and designed to connect the Main
         Streets of remote local communities, much of it was in poor condition. Speeds above 20 m.p.h. were rarely possible in Oklahoma,
         Texas, New Mexico and Arizona, where the road was often little more than a dirt track cleared of the largest boulders. Nevertheless,
         by running south to avoid the high passes of the Rocky Mountains, Route 66 was the first road from the Midwest to the Pacific
         that was passable all year round.
      

      
      By 1929, the whole of the Illinois and Kansas sections, two-thirds of the Missouri section and a quarter of the road in Oklahoma
         had been paved. Even bikers like me would have been happy with that. But across all of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and non-metropolitan
         California only sixty-four miles had been surfaced. Nevertheless, businesses in the numerous small towns along the route prospered
         as local entrepreneurs built service stations, restaurants, motels, campgrounds and entertainment attractions.
      

      
      When the Great Depression gripped America in the early 1930s, more than 200,000 people escaped from the dust bowl states of Kansas and Oklahoma. Strapping their belongings on to
         their flatbed trucks, they set off along Route 66 with dreams of a better life in the promised land of California. President
         Roosevelt’s New Deal programme increasingly eased their way, as thousands of unemployed men were set to work on the road as
         part of a nationwide investment in public works. By 1938, all of the Mother Road was surfaced with concrete or tarmac, making
         it America’s first transcontinental paved route.
      

      
      The highway experienced its heyday over the next two decades. As soon as America entered the Second World War in December
         1941, Route 66 became the primary transport route for millions of GIs and mile-long convoys of military supplies, and a string
         of new military bases soon sprang up along its length, particularly in New Mexico, Arizona and California. Meanwhile, an unprecedented
         movement of people began as several million more Americans headed west to work in weapons and munitions plants, with the vast
         majority of them making the journey along the Mother Road.
      

      
      After the war, the road remained as busy as ever. Millions of Americans, among them thousands of soldiers and airmen who had
         done their military training out west, exchanged the harsh climate of the ‘snowbelt’ for the easy living of the ‘sunbelt’.
         With more leisure time on their hands, millions of others spent their vacations on road trips and sightseeing. Catering to
         the holiday traffic and migrating masses, the motels, campsites, cabins, diners, petrol stations, mechanics, tyre dealerships
         and souvenir shops multiplied. The most iconic Route 66 landmarks – those neon-lit diners, gas stations and motels that I
         love – all date from this period.
      

      
      However, the Mother Road’s huge popularity sowed the seeds of its own downfall. Like many of the roads that were constructed
         in the 1920s and 1930s, it was too narrow and structurally antiquated for the fin-tailed gas guzzlers and vast ‘humping to
         please’ trucks of the 1950s. President Eisen hower had been impressed by the German autobahn network he’d glimpsed during
         the war and his government decided that the nation needed a similar network of multi-lane highways, as much for military purposes
         (this was the height of the Cold War) as for use by commercial freight and private vehicles. So, starting in the late 1950s,
         sections of Route 66 were replaced by four-lane interstate highways until, by 1970, travellers could drive the entire distance
         from Chicago to Los Angeles along Interstates 55, 44 and 40 without ever coming into contact with small-town America. In fact,
         the interstates made it possible to drive coast to coast without even speaking to another human being. Stop, swipe your credit
         card, pump some gas, buy a snack, then floor the pedal to the metal until the next stop.
      

      
      Life was slipping out of the Mother Road and in 1979 the Route 66 designation started to be removed from the hodgepodge of
         Main Streets, farm-to-market roads and rural highways that had once linked the two seaboards of America. Thousands of businesses
         that had relied on it withered and died. Some entire towns ceased to exist. The death knell for Route 66 itself finally sounded
         in 1985, when the Mother Road was officially decommissioned.
      

      
      Yet Route 66 refused to die. Realising its social significance in America’s short history, a band of enthusiasts kept interest
         in the road alive. In 1990 the US Congress passed a law that recognised Route 66 as a ‘symbol of the American people’s heritage of travel and their legacy of seeking a better life’. A
         few years later an official preservation programme was enacted by the National Park Service, turning Route 66 into a de facto
         national monument.
      

      
      Now it was my turn to set out on the legendary Mother Road and fulfil the dream of a lifetime. As I packed my bags and left
         home, my only hope was that I would experience proper emptiness – that sense of being the only human alive for tens or even
         hundreds of miles around. I wanted to be in the middle of nowhere, totally on my own, enveloped by silence, like those scenes
         in the movies when you see the homeward-bound GI step off the Greyhound bus into a vast empty plain beneath a big blue sky.
      

      
      I had made it clear to Nicky Taylor, the show’s producer, that although I would obviously have a documentary crew in tow,
         I was determined to travel with no preconceptions about what was lying ahead of me. I told Nicky I wanted to keep the experience
         as pure as possible. Even if it drove the crew doolally, I wouldn’t allow myself to be barracked into visiting places that
         didn’t interest me. There was no way I was going to take part in stunts or make detours simply because they’d look good on
         television. I didn’t want set-up meetings with weirdos and professional eccentrics, the kind of people whose entire existence
         depended on promoting Route 66.
      

      
      I wanted this to be a personal journey of discovery. I wanted to experience every mile as it came upon me. When I woke each
         morning, I didn’t want to know what I would be doing that afternoon, let alone the next day. What would happen would happen. The serendipitous nature of the trip was everything to me. Planning ahead would kill the adventure and the excitement.
         If that happened, there would be no point leaving home.
      

      
      A few days later, I was standing on a fishing boat on Lake Michigan in front of a spectacular view of Chicago. Spread out
         across the horizon were the Willis Tower (still known by most people as the Sears Tower), the Hancock Center, with its two
         pointy spires, and dozens of other skyscrapers. You might wonder what I was doing on that boat. Well, I was there to have
         a good look at Chicago before setting off – like getting the target in my sights. It wasn’t my idea and, to be honest, I found
         it a wee bit pointless. But these things have to be tried. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
      

      
      Personally, I am not a boaty man. The rising and falling on the swell, the false horizon and the diesel fumes combine to do
         me no good at all. They make me bitchy. And on that windy, overcast afternoon in late April, I was even bitchier than usual
         because, for some reason, I was pissing like a racehorse. I’d gone about twelve times by the time I had to shoot the first
         segment for the programme, introducing Chicago. But in the midst of all this, I heard something that made me forget my foul
         mood. The skipper told me he’d recently caught twenty-nine salmon in a single day. In Lake Michigan, of all places! I’d always
         thought that the lake was so polluted that nothing could possibly live in it.
      

      
      To an ageing hippy like me, the skipper’s news was a bolt of joy. Then he told me that commercial fishing has been banned
         on the lake. Another wonderful thing. Sometimes old idealistic eco-heads like me can get kind of depressed when we switch
         on the television and are confronted by programmes about people killing crabs or hauling in swordfish or hoovering the bottom
         of the sea in Alaska. Those fishermen tend to be portrayed as macho heroes who do a very brave and wonderful job, but to my
         mind they are vandals. So when I heard that they are no longer allowed on such a vast expanse of water as Lake Michigan, my
         heart sang a wee song. After all, it wasn’t so long ago that Lake Erie, another of the Great Lakes, was officially declared
         dead; and the Cuyahoga River, which flowed into it, was declared a fire hazard. Can you imagine anything more ridiculous than
         a river being a fire hazard? But it happened because they poured tons of shit – logs, oil, old tyres, paint, flammable chemicals
         and, literally, shit – into it. The muck decomposed and created methane and other flammable gases. Then, in June 1969, the
         inevitable happened and the Cuyahoga did indeed catch fire, devouring two bridges in Cleveland – a city that people started
         to call the ‘Mistake by the Lake’. What in the name of God were we doing to ourselves?
      

      
      Fortunately, the fire sparked so much public indignation that a legal framework for protecting watercourses and lakes – the
         Clean Water Act – was passed three years later. And now salmon were back in Lake Michigan, which would never have happened
         without that piece of legislation. We have our arses kicked on a daily basis by people who don’t know what they are talking
         about, so it’s lovely to hear something that makes me feel a wee bit proud to be a member of the human race.
      

      
      By the time we were heading back towards shore, I’d totally shaken off my grouchy mood. It was still choppy on the lake, but
         now I was feeling good about the world and excited about the journey ahead. I was going to have lots of fun. Meet lots of people. See lots of things. And tell you all about it. So
         come with me. Join me on Route 66. We’ll get our kicks together on the Mother Road. Come on, I dare you.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Winding from Chicago

      
      First things first. If I was going to travel the length of Route 66, I needed the right kind of transportation. A sleek saloon
         car would have been too dull; a 4×4 too plush. In many people’s eyes Route 66 requires either a convertible or a fat Harley-Davidson.
         But neither seemed right for me.
      

      
      I did my time on bikes in my youth, but I felt that like most other things of joy, the motorbike had become lifestyled and
         corporatised, a packaged form of rebellion of which I wanted no part. So, with the Chicago skyline looming in the distance,
         in a dirty backstreet squeezed between semi-derelict buildings and empty spaces strewn with boulders and rubbish, I met my
         steed. One hundred horsepower of mean, throbbing heavenliness: a Boom Lowrider LR8 Muscle. Officially, it was a trike, but
         for some reason I’d never been able to say that word. I’d always said ‘bike’. Whatever I called it, though, it was a thing
         of absolute beauty.
      

      
      Water-cooled and fuel-injected, it had a 1.6-litre, four-cylinder Ford Zetec engine and it rode like a dream. Most of it was
         fairly standard, but I’d removed the leg guards and some tan-coloured panels along the side of the black seats, added a pair of extra headlights and adjustable suspension, and replaced some parts with chrome or polished stainless-steel equivalents.
         It looked the business.
      

      
      Now the thing about trikes – especially a modern, low-slung one like the LR8 – is that my arse is only about eighteen inches
         off the tarmac. I reckon it’s partly for this reason that they have such a profound effect on people in their nice, safe,
         grey cars. I’d watch them as they drew alongside me, gawping, mouthing, ‘Shit, look at that!’ and wishing they were me. It
         happened countless times every day. Sometimes they lowered their side windows and leant out. Then the questions start.
      

      
      ‘Oh, man, where did you get that thing?’
      

      
      ‘What kind of engine does it have?’

      
      ‘Jeez-sus! What’s that thing you’re riding?’
      

      
      I just make shit up. When they ask, ‘How many cylinders?’, I say, ‘Eight,’ then smile when they shout, ‘Wow! No way, man!’
         (It only has four.) But the trike is so outlandish to most people that I could make almost anyone believe almost anything.
         Compared with anything else on the road, it looks like a three-wheel Batmobile. It’s a joy, it’s funky and it’s designed for
         showing off. A total poser’s machine. Some people mightn’t like that, but I don’t give a shit what they say, because I love
         it.
      

      
      My trike was like a cross between a hot-rod car and a chopper bike, but in fact it had all the disadvantages of a motorbike
         and none of the advantages of a car. I couldn’t squit through a static line of traffic like a motorcycle – I was stuck in
         the queue with the cars. But while I was sitting there, waiting, I couldn’t listen to Radio 4. There was no heater, so I’d
         freeze my bum off; and if it rained, my crotch would get soaking wet. But that was also the great delight of a trike – I’d
         be at one with nature, out in the fresh air, smelling and feeling and hearing my surroundings, immersed in the landscape. A motorbike offered
         the same sensation, but on a trike I could enjoy all that and lean back and relax. Maybe that’s why bikers hate them so much, particularly those Harley-riding weekend bikers (which, incidentally,
         is another reason why trikes appeal to me).
      

      
      One final thing I had to make clear from the very beginning of the trip was that a bike was like a horse. It’s my bike. The production company might have bought it at enormous expense, and the film crew might be filming me on it, but it
         wasn’t our bike. And it certainly wasn’t their bike. It was my fucking bike. So, if anyone fancied sitting on it, they had to ask me fucking nice. And if they dared to swing their leg
         over my bike without asking permission, they would get a very old-fashioned look from me. At one point in the trip one of the girls
         in the crew climbed aboard to turn off the lights and my immediate thought was: Fuck! She never asked me!
      

      
      But you should see the looks I got from people when I parked it. They gazed at it enviously and I knew what they were thinking:
         Oh, I can picture myself rattling along Route 66 on that thing, headphones on, singing along to ZZ Top’s ‘Sharp Dressed Man’
         or the opening line from ‘Born to be Wild’ by Steppenwolf – ‘Get your motor running … ’ The trike brings out that in all of us, which is no bad thing. Forget Viagra, get yourself a trike!
      

      
      Before I took the beast out for the first time, I did something I’d never done before. I strapped on a helmet. That’s right,
         I bought myself a crash helmet. I’d always thought I was the last person on earth who would do something like that. I didn’t
         know whether it was my age or the age we lived in, but before I left home, I’d done a bit of serious thinking. Now, some American
         states allowed bikers to ride without a lid while others didn’t, but I wasn’t going to go splitting hairs over it. It wasn’t
         like I wanted to be on some kind of bloody crusade. I’d always enjoyed the freedom of wearing only a wee leather hat. After
         all, I had three wheels, so it wasn’t like I was going to fall off. But then I started thinking that somebody might thump
         into me. Don’t be a bloody penny pincher, I thought. Just wear a helmet. Then my wife said, ‘Wear a helmet,’ and that sealed
         it.
      

      
      I’ll repeat that. I thought, Wear a helmet. My wife said, ‘Wear a helmet.’ So I did.
      

      
      Actually, that’s a complete lie. I didn’t even consult Pamela about it this time. But she’d always thought I should wear a
         helmet, even on my own trike in Scotland. So I decided all by myself: Cut out the crap, Billy. Get a helmet.
      

      
      Then I thought of two more good reasons for wearing a helmet.

      
      Gary. And Busey.

      
      In 1978, Gary Busey was nominated for an Oscar for his portrayal of Buddy Holly in The Buddy Holly Story. He also appeared in A Star is Born, Top Gun and Lethal Weapon. But in December 1988 he had a bike accident. He fractured his skull and suffered permanent brain damage because he was not
         wearing a helmet. In time, he recovered, but life was never the same for Gary.
      

      
      So, I found myself in a Chicago motorbike store, looking for a helmet. The choice was overwhelming. First up was a whole-face
         helmet, like the ones that assassins wear. It was easy to decide against one of those because the camera crew and viewers needed to see my face when I was riding my bike. But that still left hundreds of open-face helmets. I asked someone
         in the store for advice.
      

      
      ‘Does this look okay to you?’ I said. ‘Is it the right fit?’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said the guy.

      
      Then I realised he was carrying a bag of groceries and didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. He’d just wandered in
         on his way back from the supermarket.
      

      
      Eventually I found someone who actually worked there and was instantly reminded that most Americans are brilliant salesmen.
         Not only did this guy sell us a helmet; he ran out and bought cheeseburgers and soft drinks for all the crew, told jokes,
         had a laugh and made us all feel absolutely welcome. A great representative of an extraordinary country.
      

      
      I’m one of those guys who looks slightly odd in a helmet, so I had to be careful about exactly which model I chose. I tried
         on one that was very popular with American bikers – it looked a bit like a Third Reich helmet. I was relieved when it didn’t
         fit, because I thought the Nazi look was much better left under the bed. In the end I settled on a black open-faced number
         with a visor. And to my surprise, having bought it, I didn’t feel any less cool. I was even looking forward to wearing it.
         It was fitted up electronically so I could hear music on the trike, which was brilliant, like having a jukebox wrapped around
         my head. And it was rather comfortable, as long as I didn’t put the visor up. If I did that, it caught the wind, so I decided
         that I’d either have to remove the visor or keep it down at all times. No visor, I suspected, was going to win, and I’d wear
         the helmet with my fishing glasses. ‘Wait till you see them,’ I told the crew as I tried them on with the helmet. ‘They will
         blow you away. They’re yellow, kind of amber, polarised lenses with silver sides.’
      

      
      I checked myself in the mirror to see how the helmet looked with the glasses. Pretty groovy, I thought. Windswept, interesting
         and much better than I’d expected. The salesman tried to sell me a pair of motorcycle gloves, but I’d already decided I’d
         go to a cowboy shop. Cowboys do much better gloves than motorcyclists. The problem with most motorcycle gloves is they do
         this thing, the go-fast look. Well, I don’t like it. I prefer it more casual, because a trike’s different from a bike. Bikes
         are for going fast, making a lot of noise and all that. A trike’s kind of laid back. As I’ve said, it’s a posing machine.
         And I knew exactly what I wanted to wear on my hands while I posed: tan-coloured, deer-hide cowboy gloves. Oh yes.
      

      
      Sorted with helmet and gloves, it was time to christen the trike. I’d been looking forward to this moment, but taking the
         beast out for its virgin ride was a nightmare. It had a different gear-box from mine back home, so I couldn’t find the gears
         instinctively. But once I’d studied a diagram and learned how to go through the gears, it became a joy; although, for some
         reason, I still needed to know Serbo-Croat yoga to get it into reverse. I liked to think the soul of the bike didn’t want
         to have a reverse gear. It just wasn’t right – bikes shouldn’t go backwards. So I thought the bike was fighting it all the
         way. But once I’d worked it out, I was as happy as a clam. And, as you know, clams are very happy things.
      

      
      With the camera crew ahead of me in a car, we did a big tour around the outskirts of Chicago so that I could get used to the
         trike. It was fantastic to see the city looming up all around me, like in a science-fiction movie. Then I rode into town and it was just great. The trike ran like a cuckoo clock.
      

      
      The only downside was the weather. It was a dodgy-looking day, with the weather neither one thing or the other. One of those
         greyish, yellowy, funky, funny days. Every time I phoned someone in Scotland, they told me they were in the middle of a searing
         heatwave and I seethed with envy. That morning, I’d seen a weather report from Britain. It was mid-April and seventy-five
         degrees Fahrenheit, and everyone was running around in their underwear. I love the British fervour for throwing off our clothes.
         And the first people to disrobe are always the ones with the grubbiest underwear, like the guys I knew in the shipyards who
         put on long johns in September and took them off in May. Meanwhile, we were freezing our balls off in Chicago.
      

      
      As I rode through downtown Chicago, past the famous water tower, I tried out the communication link with the director, Mike.
         It worked like a dream, and it was great to show him that I could talk straight to the camera from the bike. It meant that
         I didn’t need to stop at a location before explaining it to viewers. I was dead against television that spoon-fed information
         to people. If I said, ‘There’s a water tower over there,’ as I drove past, I could then talk about it later, knowing that
         the viewers would remember it. I didn’t have to stop, lean against it, point and labour the point that I was talking about
         a water tower. We shot a piece about the city from the bike as we drove along with all the other traffic flying around us,
         before eventually arriving at the shiny black monolith that dominates the Chicago skyline.
      

      
      For twenty-five years, the Sears Tower in Chicago was the tallest building in the world. But it was overtaken in 1998 by those cheeky upstarts in Malaysia with their twin skyscrapers, the Petronas Towers. So these days it was just the tallest
         building in America, but that was more than good enough for me when I visited it. Built as the headquarters of Sears Roebuck
         and Co., the tower used nine exterior frame tubes of different lengths, from 50 to 110 storeys, bundled together to provide
         strength and flexibility, avoiding the need for interior supports. It was said that the architect conceived this technologically
         innovative building when he watched someone shake cigarettes out of a packet.
      

      
      Officially, the building was rechristened the Willis Tower in 2009, but it would always be the Sears Tower to me. Willis,
         a London-based insurance broker, leased three of the tower’s 110 floors and gained the naming rights to the whole shebang
         until 2024. The name-change was not a popular move. Time magazine said it was one of the top ten worst corporate rebrandings, while CNN reported that many Chicagoans were refusing
         to acknowledge the new title.
      

      
      Whatever its name, though, the tower was a beauty and I loved it. Riding up in the lift – or, more appropriately, the elevator
         – a recorded message reeled off some very impressive statistics about this 1,450-foot ‘modern marvel’. In just seventy seconds
         we shot past the height of the Great Pyramid, the Seattle Space Needle, the Gateway Arch in St Louis, Moscow State University,
         the Eiffel Tower and so on until we emerged 103 floors above ground level. There were still another five storeys above me,
         but this was the viewing floor, which has the most spectacular views, if you like that kind of thing. All of Chicago, a large
         chunk of Lake Michigan and a fair bit of the State of Illinois were spread out around the tower. It was stunning.
      

      
      Much of what made the view so spectacular was there because of the events of four days in 1871, when Chicago was devastated
         by a massive fire. At that time, the entire city centre, stretching over four square miles, was built of wood. Eighteen thousand
         properties were destroyed, 300 people died and 90,000 were made homeless. Only the water tower that I’d ridden past earlier
         in the day was left standing. It was remarkable to think that all of central Chicago was rebuilt around that tower. Nowadays,
         it served as a monument to the Great Fire of Chicago. (Incidentally, on the same day that the fire broke out, not far from
         Chicago, a forest fire killed even more people, but few people ever mentioned or remembered it.)
      

      
      Once the fire had burned itself out, Chicago’s mayor, a guy called Roswell Mason, sent out an all-points bulletin. He said:
         ‘Tomorrow, one hundred thousand people will be without food and shelter. Can you help?’ It worked like magic. People responded
         unbelievably well. Millions of dollars flooded in, and the cash enabled the city authorities to rebuild Chicago from scratch,
         something that had never been done on such a large scale. Architects, builders and anyone else with a good idea flooded in
         from all over the world. There was no rule book in 1871, no health and safety officers or building regulation inspectors,
         so the rebuilding of Chicago was fast and furious.
      

      
      But possibly the most significant factor in the whole process was that seventeen years earlier, a bedstead maker in New York
         – Elisha Otis – had designed a hoist for lifting heavy equipment around his factory. Otis’s device had ratchets fitted to
         the sides of the hoist. These ratchets, which allowed a platform to move up and down smoothly, also snapped into action at
         any sudden downward movement, preventing a lethal plunge. Otis immediately realised that he had something special on his hands, so he urged the bed company to market his invention.
         At an impressive public display at New York’s Crystal Palace in 1854, Otis ascended on his hoist to the height of a house,
         then ordered someone to cut the rope with an axe. The audience gasped as the ratchets sprang into action and Otis remained
         suspended in mid-air. Everyone was very impressed.
      

      
      Three years later, Otis turned his invention into the first ‘safety elevator’, which was installed for passenger use in a
         New York department store. Of course, it was more than just a gimmick. By transporting people rapidly and effortlessly upwards,
         it made multi-storey buildings practical and safe for the first time. Thanks to Otis, no one needed to fear the vertical abyss
         opening up beneath their feet as they ascended a skyscraper like the Sears Tower in a high-speed lift. If the steel cables
         hoisting up the cart snapped, they’d feel nothing more than a slight wobble as the ratchets sprang into action. The lift would
         stay put, suspended in mid-air until help arrived.
      

      
      So, when Chicago’s leaders started rebuilding the city centre after the devastating fire, they had the opportunity to build
         bigger, better and especially higher. Land was expensive and scarce, so developers went upwards not outwards. The Home Insurance
         Company Building, a ten-storey office block completed in Chicago in 1885, was regarded as the first true modern skyscraper.
         It was the first to use steel girders, which were stronger than iron, and the first to hang an outer masonry curtain wall
         on the load-bearing steel skeleton. Sadly, it doesn’t exist any more, but there is a wee plaque commemorating it on Route
         66. Of course, at only ten storeys high, it would be considered a dwarf in comparison with today’s skyscrapers, but after it was built it was clear that the only way the city could go was up. In Chicago, the sky was the limit.
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