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Route 66 Still
Kicks

Advance Praise for
Route 66 Still Kicks:

“We’ve all traveled some part of Route 66, if only in our dreams. Road-tripping 66 is largely a young person’s rite of passage—when everything is possible and nothing is certain. Rick Antonson comes to this mythic road in later years and his Mustang-enabled journey with a buddy represents a life “without restrictions or obligations.” His tale is a middle-age Woodstock in motion, an encounter with an America that isn’t as lost as we think. Off he goes in a cratering economy, summoning the voices of Woody Guthrie and John Steinbeck, singing from the hymnal of the road—the Eagles’s anthemic “Take It Easy”—and thrumming through obscure towns like McLean and Romeroville and Bellemont, across landscapes made iconic in the movies of Errol Flynn and Ronald Reagan. It is, of course, the characters he encounters that make this funny, warmly rendered little treasure of a road-trip chronicle so winning. And in the end Antonson proves that Route 66 indeed still kicks—as does America.”

—Keith Bellows, editor in chief of
National Geographic Traveler

“Route 66 Still Kicks is an informative, entertaining, and emotionally charged quest of the occasionally secluded, fabled highway . . . the most impressive account of a road trip I have ever read.”

—Paul Taylor, publisher of
Route 66 Magazine

“There are two ways to take a Route 66 trip. You plan ahead or you don’t. The lead characters here, Rick and Peter, chose the latter.

“Planning ahead—using all the information you have available— helps assure comfort and safety. And, well, you get the point. Had they asked my advice before leaving, I could have saved them angst with a relatively problem-free expedition. Yet, they wouldn’t have had a book to write. Who would have watched the TV series, route 66, if Buz and Tod wouldn’t have opened that creaky door or wandered down that perilous path? I watched Rick and Peter open such doors and take such paths. And like an audience, I’d cringe in anticipation because I knew what dangers lay ahead.

“There are many Route 66 books but none are a full-length road trip like this. So what? Well, if you plan to motor west and get your kicks doing it, I suggest you read it. Rick and Peter fell into many well-known pits, but in so doing, they also made some very interesting discoveries—discoveries they probably wouldn’t have made if they’d planned their days well. Here you can find out what to avoid and also a lot of things the guidebooks won’t find for you.”

—David Knudson, executive director,
National Historic Route 66 Federation

“It was by far the best book I have read about the Road in many, many years. An excellent read. Two guys went in search of Route 66 and found America. This is a fun, entertaining and, at times, tantalizing read as the erstwhile new millennium Buz and Tod (from the 1960s TV series route 66) find their way from mud-hole to mud-hole and meet the people who continue to make Route 66 a wonder of the world. Their ‘ten-second’ rule guides them past many of the things we all vow to see and yet does not color the journey as they find their Mother Road with humor and understanding. Highly recommended.”

—Bob Moore, co-author of The Complete Guidebook to
Route 66 and The Complete Atlas to Route 66

“Every once in a while, each of us is privy to something that will have a major impact on what we enjoy or the industry we are in. For me it was being given a copy of the manuscript of the new book Rick Antonson has written on his trip down the old road with his pal Peter. I have traveled Route 66 more times than a long-haul trucker and this book is going to become one of the classics of the road.

“Reading Rick’s account of his time spent on the road is forever etched in my mind and showed me things that I did not know. Rick has a style of writing that makes you feel like you are right there with them as they get stuck in the mud or meet people along the way. I can count on one hand the number of books I could not put down and this is one of them.

“Rick Antonson and his friend Peter took on one of the most respected yet least understood roads in history: Route 66. They were in no hurry to get from one end to the other and the side trips or detours they took are staples of America’s history, its love of the open road, lore of the automobile, and the truly inspiring gift this “route” gave the country. They now possess the major secret of the road: it changes each of us just as it too has changed. Antonson’s book will make you feel it, live it and love it—for make no mistake, this is solid proof that Route 66 ‘still kicks.’”

—Jim Conkle, director, Route 66 Pulse newspaper and TV
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America’s Route 66 has been called
“The most famous highway in the world.”
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In the world of rust and decay, the days pass slowly; the years speed by. Rust seldom has a national identity. Yet American rust helps Route 66 signs cling to the perception of permanence. These, too, will fall.

You work and work for years and years, you’re always on the go You never take a minute off, too busy makin’ dough Someday, you say, you’ll have your fun, when you’re a millionaire Imagine all the fun you’ll have in your old rockin’ chair

Next year for sure, you’ll see the world, you’ll really get around But how far can you travel when you’re six feet underground?

The years go by, as quickly as a wink Enjoy yourself, enjoy yourself, it’s later than you think.

“Enjoy Yourself (It’s Later Than You Think)” Lyrics by Herb Magidson; music by Carl Sigman; recorded by Guy Lombardo in 1949 (Lombardo made a guest appearance on NBC’s route 66 in 1963).


Foreword

If you believe, as I do, that travel is an experience that by definition is meant to be shared, then Route 66 Still Kicks is the inspiration you need to start that process. And great travel experiences almost always involve great storytelling— colorful, larger-than-life characters, sentiment, adventure, discovery, and yes, romance. There are travel books and there are travelogues—and then, if you’re lucky, you come across storytelling like this, which actually takes you on a history-filled, magical mystery tour that becomes a remarkably accessible journey.

I drove Route 66 when I was twenty-one. It was one of my dreams to motor down that road and stop at every chance I had to savor the food, the people, and the myths—and hopefully create a few myths of my own. It was, at least for me, a rite of passage to head across the country the old-fashioned way— heading west from Illinois to California. It wasn’t about how fast I drove. It was about how much I learned along the way.

Rick Antonson got my attention with his first book, To Timbuktu for a Haircut, and he more than keeps it with Route 66 Still Kicks. Gentlemen—and ladies—start your engines, but remember, this isn’t a race. No need to speed down the road. This is America’s favorite highway talking, and Antonson is a superb enabler—so sit back and relax as Route 66 gives up its legendary stories.

—Peter Greenberg, travel editor, CBS Evening News
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A bricklayer’s nightmare or a roadmaker’s dream? Route 66’s early surface varied from dirt to pavement, from loose-set gravel to craftsmanship like this still-maintained stretch of brickwork. Today, the once-upon-a-time Road of Dreams wanders warily through the heart of America.


Introduction

The Most
Famous Highway
in the World

“Actually, all I know about it is that song . . . ”

—World traveler

Y ears ago, I was sitting in a California tavern. One of the men I was chatting with, a truck driver—bald, squat, and a bit sassy—told me, “You’ll never understand America until you’ve driven Route 66—that’s old Route 66—all the way. It’s the most famous highway in the world.” He lifted his eyes over his Samuel Adams beer before revealing: “It runs through six states.”

“Eight,” said the lady he was with, as she sifted peanuts from shells.

“Seven,” he countered, as though it were negotiable.

She began to hum, “Get your kicks on Route 66 . . . ”

The truck driver mouthed the song’s words as the fingers of his left hand tracked place names, while those of his right hand kept count of how many states were implied. His friend dropped the peanut shells on the tiled floor, freeing her own fingers in order to compete, first wiping them on her checkered slacks.

“Chicago,” he said.

“Not a state,” I offered.

“Illinois. Missouri, Kansas,” he rattled.

“Texas,” she said, pointing a finger to the wooden ceiling for some unknown reason.

“Missed Oklahoma,” he said.

“New Mexico. Arizona,” she added.

“California,” they said in unison.

“Eight.” She nodded to herself.

Their game over, the truck driver observed, “It’s America’s Main Street.”

I didn’t ask why Route 66 was important; being a teenager in the 1960s, I recalled the song made famous by Nat King Cole and remembered the television series named after the road. I knew little else, and what stuck in my mind was a question: Why did he think it was “the most famous highway in the world”?

The years passed. An excess of nostalgia for Americana ensured that Route 66 became known, if not understood, in the ensuing decades. Freeways had circumvented many small towns on the route during half a century of “progress,” leaving a hodgepodge of memories where a roadway of hope had once run diagonally across the United States of America. Route 66 retreated to the back of my mind.

But not long ago, just months before what was intended to be a joint journey to Asia, my buddy Peter and I admitted that trip was hobbled by time constraints. We decided to abort it. Dispirited, we retreated to a bar, where we watched the waiter approach with a succession of pale ales.

Suddenly Peter brightened. “Maybe we do something closer to home. Shorter. Within the U.S. Maybe Canada. Mexico?” A long pause. “Maybe a cruise?”

I choked. “That’d be like spending seven days at a wedding reception.” I was beginning to wonder about the wisdom of traveling with someone who’d even propose this.

But Peter was not so easily stopped. “What about Route 66?” He considered it a bit, having surprised himself, and then tried again, to make sure I got it. “Let’s drive Route 66!” he said. “It goes through six or seven states.”

“Eight,” I said.

And drive it we did: on a crisp October day, five months after Peter and I made our ale-inspired decision to seek out the rough and lonely spots that remained of what was once a hectic Route 66, I was at the wheel of a top-down convertible, rumbling across a back road of gravel and cracked earth, out of sight of any other people or vehicles. The sun was bright and the wind was fast. I pressed the gas pedal for more speed. A bullet-riddled marker on a fence post confirmed that this remote and bumpy stretch of hidden history was old Route 66. I looked over as Peter scratched his unshaven chin and adjusted his sunglasses against the glare. He removed his baseball cap, held it out over the side of the car, and let it flap in the onrushing air as a little kid would on a family vacation.

We were halfway through our twelve-day road trip, commonly noted as 2,400 miles, although claims range from 2,200 to 2,448 miles—which tells us a lot about the variation of alignments over the years. By that time, I’d already shed enough misconceptions about the United States to fill our car’s trunk, but I’d also confirmed that the myth is as important to America’s self-esteem as is fact.

That nuance had been captured for me in a conversation the night before with a middle-aged waitress in a roadside diner. When I told her that Peter and I were intent on seeing “every part of the old road,” she said, “I hope you’re driving a Corvette convertible!”

“We’re driving a Mustang. But it’s a convertible.”

“Ah. At least it’s red, right?

“Why red?”

“Because red was the color of the Corvette those two guys drove in the TV show!”

I didn’t have the heart to remind her that the program had been broadcast in black and white.

My equation of a nation is straightforward, I think: land + people + climate + commerce = country. America, the world’s superpower, has a more elaborate formula, complicated by its distorted sense of importance. Many foreigners suspect that the United States rewrites its history away from facts—recasting them in a favorable light, and revising them to suit its sense of greatness. As a result, America is often accused of celebrating make-believe legends instead of the duller truths. But whatever the reputation of Americans in foreign lands, this national “species” is best viewed close up, in its indigenous setting, if one wishes to take its measure.

Many travelers begin their journeys, whether in their own country or another, with biases based on hearsay. Many of these people, both outsiders and residents, see America as arrogant, and getting away with it, in a world that often respects America’s commercial thunder and little else. But if there is a place to see America at its truest, it is Route 66— the road first renowned for its attractions, then for its deterioration, and now for its attempts to reassert itself in the eyes of those who seek an authentic America. Americans love an underdog. Even more, they love stories about people who rolled high, lost it all, and fought to regain respect. In that way, Route 66 is America.

The road has an uncommon presence on the world stage. Route 66 is not a runner-up to any contender; it is the highway of highways. North America’s Alaska Highway, Baja Highway, and Trans-Canada Highway are icon-lite by comparison. Route 66’s peers are on other continents: perhaps the Asian Highway from Singapore to Bangkok, the Road of the Emperors from Prague to Budapest, or the Golden Road from Baghdad to Samarkand.

Many tourists today want an instant “experience.” Route 66 does not grant that. Tourism frequently offers up over-managed travel; Route 66 eschews that. It is possible to drive from Chicago to Los Angeles in three days on the interstate: you just need to get up each morning and chase the pavement. However, as a fellow traveler told me, “Seeing Route 66 in three days would be like having a smorgasbord on a coffee break.”

Peter can be a stickler for daily minutiae (which drives me nuts). He set the tone of our drive by announcing, “If we’re going on old Route 66, let’s take the time and do it right. That means finding where it’s ignored and abandoned, unpaved and unhappy—not just the smooth parts.” That gave him a motive for the trip, a mini-quest that satisfied his need for a rationale that took him away from more reasonable obligations.

Our ambition became to search for the left-behind and forgotten pieces of Route 66, not merely to “touch it” between speeding along samples of cared-for sections. We aimed for the remnants and dead ends of 66 for no reason other than that they are dead ends—and were once of magical importance. Although today these fragments are often overgrown by weeds, they are compass points to the past. They remind us of pioneers and provenance.

While speaking to others—even world travelers—about our plans, I would hear, “I’d love to do that! I’ve always dreamed of driving Route 66.” Then there’d be a hesitation, followed by: “Actually, all I know about it is that song . . . ” Driving Route 66 was not infrequently a romantic notion accompanied by amnesia.

This cannot avoid being a tale of two boomers at the wheel— one with a love for America in all its exaggerations, the other with a sense that America had become the sum of its flaws. This is us: two friends, simple as that. We are chalk and cheese, Peter and I; he veers right politically, and I lean to the political port. A friend, hearing of our Route 66 adventure, sized the two of us up as “road scholars, not Rhodes scholars.”

Peter stretches taller than most men, weighs more than most men, and has a head described by his mother as “large and capable,” which his body grew to match. He feigns pride, when in fact he is modest. He casts a long shadow on family and colleagues. He bought a grungy shirt and ill-fitting jeans specifically for this trip, but only brought them out when all his collared shirts and pressed pants had had their day. His hairstyle is unchanging—coiffed for years by the same barber, although his gray is becoming grayer (something he will not bother to hide). His lifestyle is overengaged, overcommitted— he’ll be everywhere he’s expected to be; he’d go to the opening of an envelope. He’s generous to a fault, and gregarious—he could have a conversation with a stop sign. He believes that “the good things in life are easy not to do.” And he is loud, and laughs vigorously—often in the face of potential danger, like a freight train whistles before a vehicle crossing.

And I should say that he’s done a poor job in life of making time for himself a priority; he’s more bound to an office than to the wilderness, more tied to a Daytimer than to the open road. This would be among his few attempts ever to spend a couple of weeks untethered.

Me? I didn’t need to go far to find a grungy shirt or ill-fitting jeans; my closet is full of them. I bracket Peter’s age by five years—five more in chronology, five less in emotional reliability. I dream of a life without restrictions or obligations. A man of many enthusiasms, I’m not always focused. I’ve hopscotched U.S. state lines throughout my life, visiting family, friends, and back roads, but seldom with a plan. I travel to reconcile my dreams.

I was witnessing workmates and friends afflicted with sufficient money and not enough life. That startled me. “You should save money; you’re getting old,” Peter said one day while we were driving on Route 66.

“I’m getting old, but I’m not old yet,” I replied only a little defensively.

“Seriously, money can be important.”

“I’ve never wanted to be the richest guy in the cemetery,” I said.

Woody Guthrie wrote of the man who “lives for work’s sake and works to dig up more work.” I’d been guilty of that, and I wanted to change it.

Travel is my mistress. I sleep in forty or fifty different beds a year, pull up that many strange blankets, turn out that many bedside lamps, and wake up to that many different curtains, some torn.

Peter and I are in the autumn of our lives. I am still this side of curmudgeonly and, as Peter would say (and has said) of me, “You really can be a bit of an ass.” That makes us each a little set in our ways.

Road trips, like marriages, are about compromises. We went in search of America without being sure exactly what that would mean. Might it mean seeing the country in pockets often overlooked? Perhaps hearing truths spoken by people who don’t often get listened to? Maybe opening our closed minds to the wisdom of the open road? Freedom was our byword, and the extent of our planning was agreeing on our completion date. But we swore we’d avoid prepackaged foods, prearranged experiences, and predictable America.

En route, a conversation with an old-timer captured the openness of the road and of our plans. In a remote Oklahoma town on Route 66, a tall woman with weathered skin looked at our parked car with its top down and asked, “Where’re you going?”

Peter replied, “Wherever the wind takes us.”

The lady leaned forward, laughed with a hint of cunning and said, “Travelers are the wind.”


1

The Road of
Dreams

“I am an American citizen and feel I am entitled to the same rights as any other citizen.”

—Nat King Cole

P eter and I arrived in Chicago on separate flights. We were to meet up that night at the once-famous Midland Hotel, which had since taken leave of that name and was now the W Hotel. The W stood mere blocks from Route 66’s original starting point, where the next morning we would begin our road trip through history.

I had a monthly book club to attend as a guest author. A few months earlier, a book on my travels to Timbuktu had been published, and Rachael, a friend in Chicago, thought it would be a grand idea to have me appear at her club’s gathering at her home. With that invitation in hand, I’d taken an earlier flight to Chicago. I’d been met at O’Hare Airport by her friend Zeke. En route from the airport to Rachael’s house, Zeke listened carefully to my plans.

His response was sharp. “Get out of Illinois. There’s nothing to see here. Might be a few hundred miles of 66 in this state, but it’s not what you’re after. Put it behind you. Route 66 is about open lands and backcountry, and for that you need Missouri. Oklahoma.” I mentioned that Illinois’s side roads might mean less to its residents than to someone in awe of Route 66. Zeke, though, was adamant. “Route 66 heads south and west, and it’s been shifted and overpassed by more and more interstates every decade.”

It was an early fall evening as Zeke delivered me to a Chicago neighborhood of elegant homes, where trees were shedding their autumn colors over cobblestone walkways. The scene felt bookish, and my mind turned away from the road trip and toward the evening’s reading event.

A dozen of the club’s members chose to attend that night, lured as much by Rachael’s promise of African cuisine as by the promise of a real live author. The topic lent itself to a dinner of couscous and vegetable sprigs, accompanied by chicken fried in olive oil and sprinkled with tarragon—all with the host’s Italian twist.

The conversation shifted quickly from the rigors of West Africa to talk of “travel” and why people choose to do it. I told them of my experience: “My wife, Janice, and I differ in many ways. I love sleeping under a million stars. She likes sleeping under five, all on the back of the hotel door.” I added, “This trip, I’m with a friend, looking to find the now-remote sections of Route 66.”

From the end of the dinner table, a lady wearing a knit sweater and jeans said, “Route 66 is legendary—Main Street U.S.A., I’ve heard.”

“It’s an antique road, all beaten up, is what I know about it,” her seatmate responded.

“What makes a road antique?” asked another.

“Aged, battered, treasured, maybe even priceless. Isn’t that it?” The speaker was Anne. “They say there’s magic to Route 66.”

Rachael said, “You must have seen that Disney movie, Cars. It’s all about a race car getting lost on Route 66.”

Many in the room hadn’t seen the movie, so she filled in the storyline. “This cute race car—animated—accidentally gets dropped off the back of a truck that’s carrying it across America. Named . . . ” She hesitated before it came to her. “Lightning McQueen. He finds himself on the slow road, one he knows nothing about. Signs say it’s ‘Route 66.’ He drives into a cartoon town from the 1950s called Radiator Springs—it’s in Carburetor County. It’s loaded with cars that talk and relic buildings—and no business.”

“That’s it?” asked Michaela, seated next to me.

“There’s more. I’ve got three kids, and I’ve seen it three times,” added Anne, looking around the table as she stood to pour red wine in my glass. “Like the real Route 66, the movie town’s been bypassed by the interstate. Left alone. It’s falling down, board by board. Sign by sign.”

“Sounds sad,” I said. “But that’s what we’re looking for on our trip. We want to find the places left behind.”

“I think there are lots of ghost towns,” a dark-haired woman said. “And restoration—places getting attention again. I remember one of the characters in Cars saying something like, ‘We’re a town worth fixing.’”

My heading out on this mythical road meant more to these book club members than my having been to Timbuktu. To them, for whom Route 66 began on their doorstep, the road remained a mystery. It was within reach, but most had traveled it only vicariously, through movies and novels.

Jane, a tall woman smartly dressed in a red blouse, red slacks, and black shoes, poured more red wine for us. “I thought Route 66 was dead, disappeared,” she said. “I didn’t know it was there to be found. Or that people still cared.”

“See Cars,” Rachael encouraged. “Near the movie’s end, the flashy car whines about Route 66, saying that it’s just a road, and the smarter one says something like, ‘It was much more than that.’”

Those who have driven Route 66 can’t wait to recall it and talk about it. “I’ve been on it, most of it, over the years,” said another member. “Never drove it all at once, but I’ve been to every spot mentioned in that song.” She began to sing, “Amarillo, Gallup, New Mexico . . . ”

Zeke dropped me off at the W, where I was to meet Peter at midnight. “Don’t worry about 66 in this state,” Zeke said to reinforce his earlier advice. “The interstate is only as good as its exits. Hit the four-lane and be off. Out. Get beyond the city and into the farmlands.”

Shucking my canvas satchel and shoulder pack onto the hotel’s marble floor, I was struck by the mezzanine’s spaciousness, its balustrades and pillars, and the ceiling’s sculpted bas-relief, fashioned in the early 1900s in the city that defined the era. Architect V. H. Vitzthun’s beaux arts edifice, intended to debut in 1928 as the Midland Club, was situated in the heart of Chicago’s theater district. Like so much of America, those plans were redrawn by the 1929 stock market crash. The times were harsh: suddenly, Phillips Petroleum dropped from $32 a share to $3; wheat lost 75 percent of its price, eventually landing at 33 cents per bushel.

The ensuing Depression and the ragged regrouping of the nation would influence our travels over the coming days. It seemed appropriate that our first night’s lodging was in a corollary of those times—a building which, like Route 66 and the people along it, symbolized both success and failure.

I approached the concierge. Peter cornered into view in the luxurious lobby, looking at my wool shirt of checkered browns and reds, sad orange-colored jeans, khaki desert boots, and unkempt hair.

“You look like a logger,” he said. Greetings are not Peter’s forte.

He’d landed in Chicago an hour earlier, picked up our rental vehicle, signed on as the primary driver, and made his way to the hotel on his very first trip to downtown Chicago. I’d made him promise that the rental car would not come with a computerized map screen or an intrusive GPS guiding system that would ensure drivers always found their way out of a quandary—where’s the fun in that? Peter had kept his promise— and had gotten lost driving to the hotel.

We were in a city where jazz lives, breathes, and is talked about as much as baseball—one of the places it calls home. I wanted very much to find a late-night club where the legends of jazz had played in the 1930s.

Chicago in 1935 was more than a railway town, more than the capital of Midwest commerce, more than the eastern terminus of Highway 66; it was the epicenter of jazz. The new music had its stars, the likes of Earl “Fatha” Hines and Louis Armstrong. It also had its up-and-comers, such as the eighteen-year-old pianist and vocalist Nathaniel Adams Coles (he dropped the s when he took the name Nat “King” Cole). Cole had been born in Montgomery, Alabama, and was then a twelve-year resident of Chicago’s South Side. The area was known as Bronzeville, due to the influx of more than 200,000 blacks between 1910 and 1930 in search of jobs in the industrial powerhouse. Promoters were soon pushing Cole to perform as the “sepia Frank Sinatra” to take advantage of “colored jukeboxes”—feeling that his listening audience and commercial opportunities were limited. Rejecting the suggestion, Cole responded, “I am an American citizen and feel I am entitled to the same rights as any other citizen.” It was time for the barriers to come down.

In February 1946, the celebrated Nat King Cole serendipitously met the young songwriter Bobby Troup, and together they gave the world a wonderful road song, forever changing 66’s moniker from a “highway” to a “route.”

A taxi dropped Peter and me far away from the W, at the Underground Wonder Bar—a recommendation of the W’s staff in response to our asking for a jazz club. We slid into slate-backed chairs, took out a map, and started to chart our unplanned journey.

“We’ll take every Route 66 detour we can find between here and L.A.,” Peter enthused. “That’ll add 500 miles of driving, but it’ll be worth the rubber.”

Nothing had ever come easy to Peter, and he was determined not to let this be a relaxed drive. He had an attitude of exerting influence, which I thought came from contemplating the unpredictability of our days ahead. I shrugged off the lack of a clock and the absence of a plan, but couldn’t help noticing his early pangs of separation from a GPS. “We might get lost,” he said that evening.

“We can only hope so,” I replied.

Overcooked pizza arrived on our small table. The dim room had no need to be well lit; the twenty patrons were there for the music. It was a narrow hall, with the bar forcing a thin walkway until the room split open in front of a six-piece band squeezed into a space that would comfortably accommodate a trio. Luiz Ewerling & A Cor do Brasil jammed into being, leveling our conversation with music so loud that Peter and I had to shout our plans back and forth at one another over the next twenty minutes.

“Road in the morning! Early!” I yelled. “Fellow I met said Illinois is best to get through, so we can hit the real Route 66!”

“Not sure that’s true!” Peter yelled back. “I flipped through the guidebook on the plane coming here! There’s lots of original route in this state. Let’s take our time!”

Suddenly the band’s set was done.

“Zeke said it’s been moved about and paved over in Illinois,” I said, calm now.

“I’ve got a map book,” Peter replied, assured and prepared. “I know where we’re going. We’ll get off I-55 as soon as we can, and drift south on back roads. I’ll drive. Trust me.” My heart sank. “We want to head to Joliet and on a 1930s route to Chenoa, Springfield, and Farmersville.” It did sound like Peter knew where he was going, for a change. “Illinois’s Route 66 got paved early,” he continued. “It’s still there—and it’s all two-lane and with small towns.”

We finished our beers, and the waitress brought us two more.

“No road rules, okay?” I said.

“Right. We swap driving time and take turns navigating,” Peter said, establishing Road Rule #1.

“Only way to find the great American meal is to try everything we see,” I suggested, and then added Road Rule #2: “We never order the same meal twice.”

“Does that go for breakfast?”

“Yup. There are a thousand ways to have eggs.”

Peter picked up a slice of pizza, and I pointed at it: “That’s our last pizza for the trip.”

We’d agreed not to bring any recorded music with us (Road Rule #3). Instead, we decided to pick up road entertainment when it became available, letting the circumstances determine our driving music. I pulled twenty dollars from my wallet and put it in a jar next to the stage, picking up the Ewerling band’s “Our Earth” recording. Brazil was irrelevant to Route 66, but tunes are tunes, and we needed to prime our departure next morning.

When Peter squared up the bill with the waitress, he proudly informed her we were about to drive Route 66. Her response was simple, her look far away. Her words rang in my ears the rest of the night: “It’s the road of dreams.”

Our road trip coincided with a host of economic calamities. America was once again caught up in the financial doldrums; the banking industry went flaccid, and wealthy donors for good causes retreated. It was the worst of times since the Great Depression. Conspicuous consumption became an uber-embarrassment overnight. “Value” took on new meaning as a combination of price, emotion, and perception. Global travel patterns were upended. There seemed no better place to be headed than down the preeminent harbinger of good times and bad: Route 66.

Flying to Chicago, I’d felt unprepared for the trip and not equipped to learn all that I could on the journey. I often equate buying a book with having read it, owning a book with knowing it. So it was that the three Route 66 books I’d acquired pretrip had sat unopened on the shelf at home in the busy months before our departure. I’d brought two on the flight with me to brush up, as one would cram for an exam.

Fact and fiction—its two stalwarts—define Route 66’s reputation. For years, the vast distance that the route crosses was an intimidating expanse of deserts, mountains, and semiarid lands. It is said that Route 66 overlaps an original and ancient network of trails created by migrating native peoples, but that is only partly true. These patterns were not developed together; nor did the individual pieces of the puzzle cover great distances. They were only isolated segments of what eventually became Route 66. Had they not been overlaid by a famous road, their role would have been considerably less significant; yet they surely did participate in the growth of a nation.

Sustenance would have been the main motivation for the early travelers on these trails, food and survival their objective. Hunting and trade would have led to encounters between various tribes, their individual trails thus becoming linked. Now they could carry out the trading of clay pots for woven baskets and foods from one distant region to another.

These originating peoples then established trade with Mexico’s far-flung Aztecs and with natives residing on the Pacific coast, as well as with indigenous interlopers in search of bison. Indian villages expanded to become Indian territories, though the vast land remained largely uninhabited, unexplored. It was a history I wished I knew.

The prospect of both gold and profits from furs had brought Europeans into the territory. Spanish colonists followed their country’s explorers north from today’s Mexico, bumping into the ambitious French, who were moving south and west from today’s Canada to their St. Louis trading post and beyond. Rivers such as the Rio Grande, Canadian, Mississippi, and Missouri became travel routes; explorer campsites became trade outposts.

As Canadian and Mexican explorers continued to trade with the native peoples, the thirteen British colonies on the eastern seaboard looked westward to see an expanse of unsettled land being colonized by countries at war with—or in trade competition with—their mother country; much of it was then connected to either New France or New Spain. After the American Revolution and the formal creation of the United States, the new nation’s continental anxiety prompted rapid exploration to exploit those lands.

Rivers, since they always seek the lowest elevation, made the exploration of the West much easier. The river valleys carried paths that became horse pack trails and wagon-train routes. The U.S. Army followed soon after, establishing forts to protect both commerce and settlers. The former thirteen colonies were now an aggressive nation that became colonial itself. From St. Louis, west through the Ozarks and up through Kansas Territory, the Santa Fe Trail led to New Mexico, routing north around Indian Territory, a collection point for displaced tribes.

This westward expansion of America, its acquisition of Spanish and French territories, and wars for statehood laid both the political and geographical course for Route 66. The route’s ultimate direction, however, was set by the railways, which would rapidly define the way west. That was the conversation I’d tried to engage Peter in at the noisy nightclub before we left. The band had begun a new set.

“I was talking to a young lady on the plane today. She wanted to know about Route 66 because I was reading a book on it!” I yelled.

“You can read?”

I smiled and continued. “For some reason she only seemed to believe me about the road’s history when I told her Route 66 was built beside railway lines!”

Over the din, with the Brazilian music at a crescendo, Peter leaned across the table and shouted, “Then why aren’t we taking the train?”

“I feel that tomorrow I’ll start to drive through history,” Peter said as we left the club. We waved off a taxi and decided to walk. Neither of us knew the way back to the hotel, but we sensed the direction and meandered along the empty sidewalks.

“This is where you should tell me you actually read the Route 66 guidebooks I bought you,” I said.

“I meant to,” Peter admitted. “I did some reading on the plane coming here. I do know that in a couple of days we’ll be in the Ozarks. And . . . the Ozark Trail linked St. Louis to an Oklahoma route west.” He sounded informed. I was surprised. “Otherwise we’d bend back north to Kansas City and over that way to Santa Fe instead. It was called the National Old Trail.”

“I like the sound of Oklahoma.”

“It was called ‘Indian Territory,’ not Oklahoma,” he said. “You’ve got a lot to learn.”

It was 3 AM before we made it back to our rooms at the hotel. That left a couple of hours for shut-eye before we got up and headed out early. Route 66 beckoned.
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America’s
Longest
Monument

“People promise themselves they’ll drive Route 66 one day! It’s America’s longest monument.”

—Chicago pedestrian

I bounced out of bed, threw on the clothes I’d worn the night before, and headed into the W Hotel’s lobby, primed for adventure—eleven days of unscheduled road travel! My pretrip preparations had been brief: how many clothes does one need on a route littered with laundromats? Peter, true to form, arrived freshly shaven, wearing pressed trousers, an ironed shirt, and polished shoes.

In the route 66 television show (the “r,” oddly, is always lowercase for the title), Tod and Buz often stowed their luggage not in but on top of the trunk of their Corvette. Peter and I tried to rent a car just like theirs, even the same color—but decided otherwise when quoted the price. Series star Marty Milner, who played Tod, told Route 66 Magazine that “the Corvette was kind of a sand color, because it looked good on black-and-white television. Everyone always assumed it was red.”

The car Peter had rented emerged from the parkade, driven by the hotel valet. It was to be our closest travel companion: a silver Mustang with a black canvas top, leather seats to match, and plenty of chrome. It was today’s version of the best of the 1960s, with more leg room than a Corvette and not so low to the ground. And it had a trunk: we wouldn’t have to lash our luggage onto the back of the car. I tossed in my shapeless canvas bag, looped over with straps and a broken clasp, while Peter gently lowered his factory-fresh black leather suitcase into the trunk. I went to put my shoulder pack in the back seat, but there was only room for a small bag, so I shoved it in the trunk next to Peter’s briefcase, jammed beside his suitcase. We’d each brought a sleeping bag for those places where the accommodation was suspect and we chose to sleep on the bed rather than in it.

Lou Mitchell’s Restaurant, on West Jackson, has been the first stop for many a Route 66 traveler. The restaurant’s reputation is due to gossip as much as heritage—the rumor that it’s good luck to begin one’s own journey where others have successfully begun their cross-country drive and the sense that you’d miss a legendary meal if you ate elsewhere. The restaurant’s location, two blocks from Route 66’s pre-1937 terminus at the corner of Jackson Boulevard and Michigan Avenue, was set in 1923 when the diner, once known as Mitchell’s Cupboard, moved here from just down the block—three years before Route 66 was designated as such. Mitchell’s has claimed priority as the chosen breakfast stop at the beginning of Route 66 for all westbound trips ever since.

We joined the morning lineup for breakfast. “The pancakes are best,” said the elderly waitress, whose green smock was splattered with samples of every item on the menu. She led us through a maze of tables and chairs that were all occupied. The walls displayed modest profiles of Route 66, incorporating photographs and replica signs, and a gift shop offered little in the way of historic paraphernalia. Mitchell’s seemed to take the Route 66 brand for granted. It made little effort to provide its patrons with hard information, relying instead on recognition of the route’s name and the hype of their own.

“This place is over eighty-five years old,” Peter said as he pulled up the fifties-era chair. “I hope the batter’s fresher.” When the waitress returned, he asked her what she thought about Route 66.

“Long,” she said while pouring his coffee. Then she stopped midway, and tilted her head as though Peter had been the first to ask her opinion. She resumed pouring: “Route 66 almost never gave up being important.” With that, she left us.

Six Japanese visitors—three men and three women—were crowded at the table that had been shoved next to ours. They seemed to be students. They’d spread a map of Chicago on their table, anchoring its corners with coffee mugs to plot a walking tour. A younger waitress, looking glamorous and thus quite unlike the restaurant, rushed by with six plates, stopped as she overshot her target, and plunked the plates on top of the students’ map. That ended their discussion. One of them asked Peter if he’d take their photograph, and that led to further conversation.

“Wow,” they said in unison when Peter mentioned our intended journey. Then one spoke on behalf of the rest. “The whole world knows about Route 66. But how many people get to drive it?”

In my quick assessment of these Japanese “students,” I’d overlooked the middle-aged man among them. He said, “I’ve lived here all my life—born less than a mile away—and I’ve never been further on old 66 than mid-Illinois. It’s beautiful around Elkhart and Williamsville. Not far from here.”

One of the women introduced the group. “He’s my dad. Our friends are visiting from Japan, but I’m Chicagoan through and through. We’ll walk them over to Grant Park, where 66 once began. One day I’d love to drive Route 66 . . . ”

My short stack of pancakes sprawled over the plate. “Side order alert,” I said as the bacon arrived, reminding Peter and the students that they were in the U.S. of A., where servings often exceed the size of the plate.

Having finished his meal, Peter spent fifteen minutes writing postcards to create envy at home.

“We’ll make decent time if you get all your postcards out of the way at the start of the trip,” I said.

“This is only the first batch,” he said, patting the pile. The one on top featured a photograph of local celebrity Al Capone.

Alphonse “Scarface” Capone lobbied to get Route 66 paved, and fast. He wanted the speedy delivery of his bootlegged liquor and speedy escapes to keep law-enforcement officers at a distance. By 1929, the year in which “Big Al” was eventually convicted of income-tax evasion and sent to prison, Illinois was the first state to have completely paved and signed its portion of what was becoming Route 66. We would be driving on Al Capone’s “road of choice.”

The young Al Capone morphed from bowling-alley pin-boy to notorious Chicago gangster under the mentorship of “Terrible John” Torrio, a saloon operator, rum runner, and gambling profiteer. Sent to the Windy City from New York in 1919 so that the murder accusations against him would cool down, the twenty-year-old Capone stayed in his adopted town. He arrived with his “Scarface,” bearing two razor-slash wounds from a bar fight during his days as a bouncer in the Bronx. He soon learned to quip, “You can go a long way with a smile. You can go farther with a smile and a gun.”

Prohibition’s ban on manufacturing, transporting, and selling alcohol began under the Volstead Act in 1920 and did not end until 1933. Spurred by the Roaring Twenties and a lively economy, Big Al and his underworld prospered: His take in 1927 alone was estimated at $105 million (when the average U.S. worker was earning $1,358 a year). Speakeasies, distilleries, brothels—name an active vice in Chicago or on upper Route 66 in those times, and the Torrio/Capone team had at least one finger in it and sought to control all of it. Competition was thwarted by bribery and murders carried out by hit men who were well removed from the always-have-an-alibi Capone.

When Capone ventured along Route 66 in the late 1920s, he did so in his bulletproof V-16 Cadillac. Painted green and black, it blended well with Chicago’s police cars of the day—if you only glanced at it. Looking more closely, you would see that it was customized with gun cabinets, sported red-and-blue police lights (mounted discreetly behind the grill), and had a police radio.

Before leaving Chicago, one path on today’s Route 66 takes you to Cicero, a town now within metro Chicago where the “Big Fellow” and his boys ran a brothel frequented by their boss (who later, perhaps coincidentally, lost his organizational abilities with the onset of syphilitic dementia). In Mitchell, not far south of Cicero, is the Luna Café, where Capone also dropped in, probably not having to rely on the neon cherry being lit up to know whether the Luna’s prostitutes were available.

Those profitable times brought fierce business conflicts to the underground economy. George “Bugs” Moran of the North Side Gang was Capone’s nemesis. On February 14, 1929, Moran’s associates arrived at a garage on Chicago’s Clark Street while Bugs watched from across the road. His seven-man crew had been lured there to pick up a load of cheap whiskey. Moran observed four men entering the building behind his outfit. Two of them were dressed in stolen police uniforms.

Inside the garage, there was the sudden pretense of a police raid. The rival Moran contingent surrendered, dropping their guns. Three of them were in chairs and four remained standing, all facing the red brick wall* and anticipating arrest. Instead of handcuffing them, Capone’s henchmen (choreographed by Jack “Machine Gun” McGurn) opened fire at their backs. They let loose 150 rounds up and down the seven men. Some victims were hit as many as fifteen times. The bullets pierced them at odd angles as they crumpled to the floor, their hats landing beside them.

The attack, now known as the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, gave Al Capone a national reputation for ruthlessness, a reputation habitually mythologized by the press. It also capped the Chicago public’s tolerance for gangland slayings. While Capone was never charged with, let alone convicted of, carrying out those murders, the resulting crackdown on crime and an intense scrutiny of his business dealings led to his eventual imprisonment in 1932—for income-tax evasion. Indeed, Capone had never filed an income tax return, asserting: “This is preposterous. You can’t tax illegal income.” When convicted, he was given an eleven-year sentence and a $50,000 fine, and the U.S. Treasury Department impounded his treasured 1928 Cadillac. He was off the road.

Capone would have next seen Route 66 in 1934, this time from the window of the railroad coach taking him to California’s newly opened prison on Alcatraz Island. It proved to be a facility where he could not manipulate guards, wardens, or fellow prisoners.



* As they fired, the gun-wielding gangsters unintentionally repurposed the garage’s bricks into American folk art: 414 of the bricks from the bullet-ridden wall—over half of its total number of bricks—were purchased by George Patey in 1967 when the building was demolished to make room for a new development. Each brick was numbered, charted, and then reassembled at Patey’s club, the Banjo Palace, in Vancouver, Canada. On February 14, 2012, the eighty-third anniversary of the massacre, the new Mob Museum of Las Vegas opened with the brick collection rebuilt in a diorama among its artifacts.

Inadvertently, one of Capone’s legacies was to provide protection for President Franklin Delano Roosevelt after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Roosevelt had chosen noon the next day as his time to address Congress and encourage the United States to join with its allies by participating in what would become the Second World War.

Fearing an assassination attempt on the president by Japanese or German sympathizers, the Secret Service was unsure how to transport Roosevelt safely from the White House to Congress. They determined that a bulletproof car was needed, but U.S. law prohibited the government of the day from purchasing a car that cost more than $750. There was no chance of acquiring such a vehicle in less than twenty-four hours. Then an agent recalled the existence of an impounded Town Sedan. Overnight, it was cleaned up, lubricated, and moved from the Treasury Department parking lot to the White House.

On the morning of December 8, FDR, speech in hand (“I ask that the Congress declare . . . a state of war . . . between the United States and the Japanese empire”), stepped into a four-and-a-half-ton armored car. One and a half of those tons consisted of bullet-proof metal shielding and inch-thick windows. Then the U.S. Secret Service drove the American president to Congress in Al Capone’s Cadillac.

Eager for the road, Peter and I stepped out of the restaurant into a sunlit day and walked toward our car. We had a full tank of gas, reliable maps, doable timelines, and a confidence born of anticipating paved roads and good signage. Nothing could go wrong. At the street corner, Peter held his map to the breeze and turned it sideways twice in an attempt to orient himself. We stood a hundred paces from our parked Mustang. A well-dressed man, noticing Peter’s puzzlement, asked if we needed help. Peter explained that we wanted to find Adams Street, then to connect to the short interstate link to launch our quest on Route 66. “But I can’t see where we are on the map.”

“First,” the man said, as he flipped the map over, “you’ve been looking at Milwaukee.” He was barely suppressing a smile. After showing us the way, he commented wistfully, “You know, you’re driving the dream of many of my friends. People promise themselves they’ll drive Route 66 one day! It’s America’s longest monument.”

Departures are the sweet spot of travel. The warm autumn morning held nothing but promise. We trimmed back the ragtop, letting it nestle into its holding cave next to the trunk.

With Peter behind the wheel and our seatbelts secured, I shook my head and whispered, “Mil-wau-kee . . . ?” Then I shuffled the parking ticket into the glove compartment, hoping Peter hadn’t seen me remove it from the windshield. He had. Blasé as usual, he said, “I’ll write them later and negotiate forgiveness.”

“We split all costs on this trip,” I said. “Even your fines.”

“Not this one. I’ll get us out of it.” He said this as someone accustomed to getting his way.

As our convertible crept away from the parking spot on Clinton Street, we crawled through Chicago’s streets as the breeze loosened and fluttered leaves from the trees. Peter found Adams. Then, efficiently, we wound through the business district and into residential neighborhoods where the cars conveyed more owner prosperity than the buildings they were parked in front of. We headed out of downtown, bound southwest. Peter gunned the eight cylinders, and we bolted onto the Illinois interstate.

Peter popped his seat farther back and eased his six-foot-four-inch frame, groaning all the while, into an attitude that indicated he’d adapt. “Only 2,445 miles left to go!”

At first we alternated between a black-ink-on-beige map of Illinois, a larger multicolored map of the U.S., and three guidebooks. Our material could not save us from ourselves, and within five miles we missed a turn. It didn’t matter; we whisked through the indistinguishable communities of metro Chicago, feeling disappointment at so quickly leaving the eastern terminus of Route 66 and being forced onto I-55. We began to fear that freeways would dominate our trip.

“We need an exit strategy. Let’s get off this freeway and head toward Joliet,” Peter pleaded. “I read about it last night while waiting for you to get to the hotel. It’s on the map. Even you should be able to find it.”

He pressed his advice. “Keep the maps handy. There’s more than one Route 66. Some towns have two or three different routes through them—66 moved over the years.” Although the interstate rules today—rumple-free, smooth, and functional— near it, sometimes out of view entirely, run the remnants of Route 66, a little worse for wear.

There would be daily decisions to make about which version of the route to take, particularly in states like Illinois, where half a century ago, a rapidly increasing population forced the rapid building of roads. Route 66’s course shifted as new arteries connected or wove around communities. This could have made our commitment to “find all those forgotten parts” a hollow promise, as we could spend hours circling midsize towns where new routes had emerged within blocks of older ones. My fear was that this questionable premise would simply reaffirm Peter’s quirky tenacity.

In Peter’s last premeditated move of the trip, he confidently crossed two lanes and took Exit 269. “I memorized that,” he said as he pointed us to Joliet on the helpfully named Joliet Road. Where the road narrowed to our single lane, he merged after some hesitation, thus forcing a two-ton truck to brake angrily behind us. Ten minutes later the road briefly became a double lane, but a sign ahead showed it would again narrow to one lane. The trucker that Peter had recently cut off went barreling by, evening the score by cutting in front of us.

“I’ll pass him later,” Peter snapped.

I’ve heard that if you took every opportunity to pass other vehicles on a drive from New York to L.A., you’d get there a half hour earlier than if you drove the speed limit and never passed anyone. This didn’t seem the best time to inform Peter of that fact.

Initially, reputable Route 66 signs were seldom seen. This scarcity caused us some uncertainty. We sought the signs for reassurance that we hadn’t overshot a turnoff, missed an intersection, or mistaken our directions.

It wasn’t long before a mock country fair (more a roadside flea market) caught our attention. We parked near the old wooden church (now a community center) that housed it. The aroma of smoking leaves wafted from behind the building and calmed the scene. Although I scrounged around the stalls, I found nothing I wanted. But as I headed for the front door, I saw Peter clutching his new possessions.

“What about this?” he said, holding up a used blue baseball cap—making him the first person ever to ask for my fashion advice. A “Freightliner” insignia was sewn in white letters across the front.

“It looks goofy,” I said. “Don’t buy it.”

“I already have.”

“Was it free?”

“No.”

“Then you paid too much.”

His other hand clutched two CDs he had gleaned from the rubbish. He held them high: Honky Tonk & Slow Music, by Johnny Paycheck, in a scraped plastic sleeve; and, to complete the haul, Country and Western Hits, Volume 2.

“Are there really enough country and western hits for two volumes?” I asked as I settled into the passenger’s seat. “I feel like the trip just got longer.” I kicked my feet around the unfolded maps and open guidebooks that cluttered my side of the floor.

A couple of hours into our journey, the Brazilian music had started to wear us down, and Peter had left that CD on a table at the fair. Relief was at hand. Loud and clear, we started with the C&W disc before pulling out of the parking lot. Johnny Cash, Conway Twitty, and Patsy Cline were about to clarify America’s longing for simpler times.

Our breakfast had barely been digested by the time we reached Joliet, where we spotted an ice cream parlor boasting taste teases from the 1950s. There was the licorice-banana dip that I ordered, and the awful-looking blueberry-raspberry dip that I asked to be splashed over Peter’s ice cream. This did not seem odd in the town that is the birthplace of Dairy Queen, the creator of DQ sundaes, cones, and, eventually, Blizzards.

For years, Dairy Queen’s featured novelty was “soft” ice cream, a departure from the harder ice cream that was all one could purchase until the late 1930s. “Grandpa McCullough” and his son, who owned the Homemade Ice Cream Company, specialized in providing three-gallon tubs of handmade ice cream to stores. They discovered that a lower butterfat content and a slightly-less-cold temperature, mixed with a bit of air at the time of serving, produced a tastier product. It was almost as tasty as the flavored milkshakes popular then, and less cumbersome than ice cream soda floats. The trick was to modify a custard machine that could “soft serve” this creation. Once that was done, in 1940, the McCulloughs opened their first shop in Joliet, christening it Dairy Queen because the McCulloughs saw soft ice cream as “a queen among dairy products and the epitome of freshness and wholesomeness.” By the end of 1941, ten Dairy Queen establishments graced the roads. Franchising was brought to the world of fast food through the partnership of Grandpa McCullough and the manufacturer of the ice cream machine, and it found its first markets along Route 66. Today, Dairy Queen’s original building still stands in Joliet. It is now unused, but there are nearly 6,000 Dairy Queens worldwide.

Even in Dairy Queen’s hometown, Peter and I chose a non-DQ roadside oddity as the place to buy our soft ice cream cones. The man behind the counter, seemingly unhappy with serving us, plunged my ice cream cone into an aluminum canister and withdrew it covered with a hideous veneer, shining black. The strange concoction clung to the roof of my mouth the moment I began eating. What else could you expect from a place that featured oversize images of the Blues Brothers atop the building?
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