Route 66 is now less road than legend, winding stronger in the hearts of Americans than through the fields and mountains of the Plains and Southwest.  Its reassurance signage long gone and some of the pavement showing more weeds than concrete, what remains of the road is there only because of the persistence of some of the highway’s biggest adorers, men and women who grew up on or around the road or perhaps just read about it from afar, later making the journey to see what everyone raves about.  The road was officially decommissioned in 1985, but its fans won’t let it die.


Why such love for Route 66?  It’s just a road, like any other.  The lanes aren’t necessarily any wider or stronger; it was made to the same standard that all the US highways originally were, and expanded to four lanes no sooner than its brethren.  In some places it was perhaps built worse, dubbed “Bloody 66” by residents who watched locals and tourists alike meet their end on some of its most dangerous curves.  The highway is no older than its peers, no more historic in a chronological sense, either, established in 1924 and officially opened in 1926, the same time as the other national roads.  Actually, other highways could be viewed as slightly older, since officials couldn’t agree on a name for Route 66 after it was a late addition to the original US Highway System layout.


Highway 40 replaced the National Road, Route 30 traverses the old Lincoln Trail, and US 101 takes you from Mexico to Canada and back, while Route 66 couldn’t even call itself transcontinental, its eastern terminus lying in Chicago.  None of those other roads, however, achieved the same level of significance in the national consciousness and firm place in American popular culture – and history – that US Highway 66 did.  This was no accident, at least not in whole.  From its very creation, the founders of Route 66 viewed it as the crown jewel of the US Highway System, the road they would focus their efforts on and cause Americans to flock to.  A combination of marketing and promotion and the serendipitous placement of the road made the words “Route 66” a household phrase; history and the road’s founders unwittingly collaborated to create the phenomenon that was dubbed “America’s Main Street.”


The roadway, as did its brethren in the US Highway System, grew out a need for a unified national transportation system.  While at the turn of the twentieth century only one out of every 9,500 Americans owned an automobile, by the mid-twenties more than fifteen million cars dotted the streets of the United States
, much thanks to the invention of the assembly line to quickly and more efficiently manufacture cars and the emergence of credit as a way for Americans without cash on hand to purchase an automobile
.  Early dirt and gravel roads had followed old horse trails, and were quickly being worn down by this new glut of traffic, as Americans who could not afford a lavish vacation became enamored with their newfound ability to venture out of the city for a day on the roadways and a picnic in the country.  A shining example was the Lincoln Highway, supposedly the greatest of all the independent roads: stretching from New York to San Francisco, its supporters bragged that it was the first national highway, but motorists who traveled it found themselves bogged down in mud and dirt at best; at worst they were lost, misdirected by the random mileposts and direction signs that had no system of standards to follow, erected by local groups who had only a loose connection with the road’s sponsor, the Lincoln Highway Association.


Salvation for motorists came via the mail: the United States Postal Service was concerned with its ability to complete its deliveries thanks to the quickly deteriorating system of trails.  In the mid-1910s, concrete technology had progressed to the point that it became a material that was financially feasible and technically safe to construct roads with.  This development represented a landmark for groups such as the American Automobile Association that had since the turn of the century had pushed for better-constructed and safer roads.  The AAA and many other smaller, local groups lobbied state governments and Congress for finances to help build and repair the system of privately owned trails that acted as a ragtag national highway system.  In 1916 help came in the form of the Federal Aid Road Act: any road that was intended to carry the mail could receive federal funding, granted that the state created a highway department of their own and matched the federal money dollar-for-dollar.  The route the road would take would be up to the state to decide, but the federal government would have the right to inspect the highway to ensure it met their standards.  In 1921, Congress backed up their previous measure by asking states to form their highways into a network allowing for transportation between most major cities.


The states went even further.  In December of 1914, those with existing highway departments had formed the American Association of State Highway Officials (AASHO) as a confederacy to oversee the forthcoming national highway system.
  With federal matching dollars in place, the forty-eight states now set out to establish not only state highway networks but the national system that would revolutionize American transportation, evolving the roadways from the haphazard series of privately-owned, poorly marked trails that motorists found tough to navigate.  November 1924 saw AASHO send a petition to the Secretary of Agriculture, whose department oversaw the federal Bureau of Public Roads (which later evolved into the Federal Highway Administration,) asking for further federal assistance with a US highway system.  The petitioners, led in part by AASHO President Cyrus Avery of Oklahoma, asked for a committee to be named to oversee the planning and subsequent construction of an interstate network of highways, with private organizations banned from placing trail markers on roads that had received federal funding.  The organizers saw as crucial the idea that only one network existed, so as to not jeopardize the success of the new system with competition from preexisting roads.  The Agriculture Department agreed, and in early 1925 a group comprised of both federal and state officials set out to design the US Highway System.


Avery was selected to head the board and hold final approval over the plan, the first decision to fall the way of the future Highway 66.  A native of Oklahoma, Avery had watched as his state was neglected by most national trails, and, as most of the board set out to loosely follow the paths of the country’s traditional highways, he had no intention of watching the Sooner State be bypassed yet again.  He sought to use his position as the head of AASHO and the most influential highway official in the country to ensure that Oklahoma would be a part of the country’s most important transportation route.


In regional meetings, states campaigned to have their ideas for the system adopted, each wanting as many miles of highway in their territory as possible.  The roads meant money: tourists would travel through, stopping at their local service stations and staying at their hotels, and industry would arrive as well, stationing their factories at the intersection of great national roads as they did on the waterways and railroads in the previous century.  Early state proposals asked for 81,096 miles of pavement to be constructed, far above the AASHO/federal board goal of approximately 50,000.  Eventually the states had their way, and a total of 75,884 miles of US highways were approved.


The submitted map was only an early draft, as engineers had to figure out exactly where the highways would run.  Asking for a highway between Chicago and Milwaukee was one thing; figuring out exactly what towns and property the highway would consume was another.  In many places, AASHO simply planned to upgrade existing trails, bypassing the need to usurp much private land.  This caused the vast majority of the national highway map to resemble one of older trails, as the project, in essence, became simply a way to upgrade the trails to a much safer, paved status.  As well, the system would unite the old trails with a system of numbers rather than names, invented by Wisconsin in the previous decade
 and used with much success on its state highway system.


Once the states submitted their final map to the board and its head, Avery, it resembled a grid: the committee had decided to construct an orderly system, with routes running either west-east or north-south, not diagonally to any great degree.  Roads would be numbered evenly if they traveled from west to east and oddly if they went from north to south, with principle coast-to-coast roads ending in either a zero or a one depending on the direction in which they traveled.
  Avery, though, conspired with the representatives from Illinois and Missouri to make an addition to the map, drawing a highway from Chicago to Los Angeles (via St. Louis, at the time still one of the few largest cities in the country) traveling through his hometown of Tulsa.
  He intended for Oklahoma to be the center of one of the most important nationwide routes, bringing much-needed commerce to the former Indian Territory.


Avery’s proposal was not accepted well.  Not only did the highway break the non-diagonal guideline of the system, but it did not even follow one of the old trails, requiring the states to purchase land and construct the route out of nothing (except for Illinois, where a series of state roads was well underway and could be adopted for the new US system.)
  While other roads had a basic guide to follow, Avery’s highway only gave a rough outline (it’s Illinois description read “Chicago to Bloomington and Springfield, Illinois; Saint Louis…”)
 Opponents anticipated that later controversy would ensue regarding which smaller towns would become part of the route.  Eastern states, as well, perceived the highway as an affront to them, potentially funneling eastbound traffic through Chicago and the northern states rather than through the mid-south.


While Kentucky and Virginia were taken aback by the very idea of the highway, Avery’s designation sent them into a rage.  Early 1926 saw the release of the board’s numbering system, and Avery’s road had stolen one of the prime west-east numbers, Highway 60.  The two eastern states held the opinion that this number should be reserved for a highway that actually traveled from coast-to-coast, and that the Chicago-to-Springfield, Missouri portion should be truncated from its western portion and labeled separately.  The highway traveling from Springfield to Virginia should have the designation of sixty instead, they argued, as well as the western portion; Avery’s route could be called “60-North” or some other similar moniker.  Avery and his supporters from Illinois and Missouri recoiled at the thought, with the latter going so far as to actually produce highway signs labeled “US 60” and place them along the route.  Highway maps produced by the states also had the highway numbered as such, a preemptive strike against their southeastern foes.


Eventually Illinois chose to negotiate, telling AASHO they would accept either US 62 or US 66 as designations as well.  Kentucky capitulated in kind, allowing the western portion from L.A. to Missouri to be numbered the same as the northern route, as long as his state retained the more important sounding US 60.  Avery conceded, accepting the suggestion of his fellow Oklahoma leaders that the road be called US 66 rather than US 60.  November 1926 saw the official adoption of the US Highway System and the birth of Route 66, which barely avoided being stuck with the much less “snappy” sounding name of “Route 60.”


Once the system of roads was made official, the state highway departments set out to actually construct the pavement while Avery planned to aggressively market his route.  While he remained the head of AASHO, responsible for overseeing the entire system, Highway 66 was foremost in his mind.  In late 1926, the US 66 Highway Association formed to help ensure that their highway would be the first to be paved nationwide and to then market the roadway so that motorists would choose their road, and patronize their businesses, rather than traveling Highways 40, 50 or other similarly routed roadways.
  The group followed in the footsteps of the Lincoln Highway Association, which a decade prior had raised funds to build and promote the nation’s first nationwide highway (which was now usurped by parts of five different US highways, much to the chagrin of the supporters of the Lincoln Highway.)
  Maps were produced advertising the road, placing Highway 66 first in the mind of Americans as an intercontinental highway.  Advertisements were purchased in national magazines and local newspapers, and billboards were erected along city streets proclaiming the road as “The Main Street of America,” a tagline thought up by Cyrus Avery himself.
  Parades were held along the route as various sections were completed, drawing attention to how fast the highway was being completed.  Representatives from Illinois didn’t even attend meetings of the Association, as the state, thanks to state highway bonds created in 1916, was finishing the road so fast that by the time committee activities were underway almost all of Highway 66 was completed from Chicago to St. Louis.
  California, too, saw early success in laying pavement, and as 66 progressed at such a fast speed Americans, enamored with the idea of such a well-built, safe network of highways, held Avery’s highway as the lone celebrity of the system, the road that people tracked the progress of and traveled on whenever possible.

Publicist C.C. Pyle took the promotion of the road to an extreme level, sponsoring a transcontinental race on the highway in 1927.  The Great Transcontinental Footrace was born as a project separate from the Mother Road, but after Pyle met with Avery and the two agreed to host the Los Angeles-to-New York race along the entire length of Highway 66, Avery managed to swerve most of the publicity away from the event and towards the road, billing it as a sort of celebration of the paving of the highway.  It took over four-and-a-half months to complete, with almost no interest on the New York City end awaiting the runners, but fifty-five out of the original two-hundred and seventy-five managed to finish the race, along the way grabbing the headlines in every city the race passed through.  Avery learned from Pyle’s example and sponsored smaller, more local events along the road before and after completion.

Highway 66’s sister roads never had such successful promotion.  While Cyrus Avery was able to group the various states and businesses along the route into one Route 66 Association, other highways lacked their unity and certainly their power.  Route 40 actually beat its counterpart to the punch, with the National Old Trails Association forming just before the US Highway System was established to promote the path of the old National Road and subsequent highways that followed it westward.
  In the north, the Lincoln Highway Association, which predated World War I, campaigned for its historic roadway, a route that in the mid-20s achieved a more limited taste of the success that Route 66 would later receive.
  Both organizations petitioned AASHO to allow their transcontinental road to receive one single number and thus remain important in the eyes of Americans.  The Route 40 group got part of their wish, but had also hoped that the highway would receive the designation of US 1; this would have gone against the numbering system designed by AASHO and was thus struck down.
  The Lincoln Highway, meanwhile, was divided (a portion was even numbered as part of US 40) and in 1928 the group all but dissolved, resolved to the fate of their beloved roadway as just another unrecognizable strand in the web of interstate highways.
  The associations promoting the Lincoln Highway and National Road failed in part because they were outsiders to AASHO; Highway 66’s organization was made up of insiders, the very people that designed and planned the roads.

Other roads did not even have groups this successful to promote them, and even if there was the support, in some places the government was working against them.  US 50 had no powerful association until 1931, and subsequently was not paved nearly as soon as Highways 40 or 66 in many portions of the Midwest.
  A Route 50 Association would most likely have been laughed at, though, especially in Illinois where the Land of Lincoln threw its full support behind Route 66 first and US 40 second.  US 50 would be paved, certainly, but was not a priority and thus was doomed to secondary status from its very birth.  

US 66 had now captured the attention of America, the principally promoted path of this glorious new system of national roads.  The growth of automobiles had not only spurred the construction of those roads but also the services that would dot the sides of them, specifically restaurants and gas stations, and there was no better place for these establishments to settle down then along the most infamous road of them all.  Highway 66 and those businesses would become partners, each aiding the success of the other.

The Great Depression did not keep Americans off the road; on the contrary, a trip into the country was a rather inexpensive way to spend a weekend in an age when expendable income was not common.
  Traffic declined slightly, though, and dollars were tight, so roadside businesses were forced to compete with each other more strongly than in the early days of Route 66.
  The need to attract customers brought about many of the innovations in design and service that became hallmarks of US highways and would last into the fifties and sixties: colorful, stylish buildings emerged, designed to stand out from one another and attract the attention of passing motorists.  Service stations boasted of “clean washrooms” for travelers who needed a break, with some going so far as to boast of registered nurses visiting each location to inspect the bathrooms.
  Restaurants such as Steak n’ Shake, founded along Route 66 in Normal, Illinois in 1934, offered curbside service so travelers did not even have to leave their vehicle
.  Early campgrounds evolved into hotels, which gave way to motor courts, or “motels”, allowing motorists the ease of jumping right from their automobile into their room.  The Coral Court in south St. Louis went so far as to build a garage onto each unit, attracting not only Route 66 travelers but city dwellers who needed to keep their dalliances a secret (lending the Coral Court much fame along the Mother Road.)

The various methods of attracting consumers’ attention reinforced the idea of the road as an attraction in and of itself.  While Route 66 may have just been a means to an end, the way to get from, perhaps, Chicago to St. Louis, there was so much to see along the way that America’s Main Street became almost like a mini-theme park, providing roadside attractions in many of its cities.  A trip south in Illinois in the early fifties provided a view typical of that found along the highway.  Highlights included the Gemini Giant, an 18-foot statue of an astronaut standing outside the Launching Pad Drive-In, and the Log Cabin Restaurant in Pontiac, which was turned 180 degrees by its owners in 1930 when Illinois re-routed the young Highway 66.  In Funks Grove motorists could buy homemade maple sirup [sic], and just to the south find numerous memorials to Abraham Lincoln in both the only town named after him during his lifetime, Lincoln.  Further south was the town Lincoln became famous from, Springfield, which preserved both his home in the south part of the city and his body in Oak Park Cemetery in the north.  Getting closer to St. Louis, the Our Lady of the Highway Statue in Waggoner watched over the travelers making their way down “Bloody 66” while the Mother Jones Monument in Mount Olive commemorated the union activity in the small coal-mining town in the early twentieth century.  Illinois was not alone in this regard, as the attempt to attract travelers caused businesses and communities along the entire stretch of the highway to turn Route 66 into a sort of concrete theme park.
  

All the attention paid Route 66, seen in the eyes of the public as the first and greatest of these new, wonderfully built national highways, attracted further business and traffic, and the success became cyclical: more travelers meant more businesses and attractions, which meant more travelers, and so forth.  In 1941, twelve-year-old Ted Drewes, Jr. found out that his parents’ St. Louis frozen custard stand would be moving to Chippewa Avenue, which was the city route of Highway 66 in Mound City.  He and his parents were excited about the move, and they had a good reason to be: their new location saw countless more motorists stop at their establishment, and the business became famous for their French frozen treat.  The relationship between the road and the restaurant was symbiotic: as Drewes became a success thanks to the traffic the Mother Road provided, it paid back Route 66 by giving the highway yet another attraction that motorists would travel to, further establishing Highway 66 as the road of choice for many travelers.

Businesses thus attached themselves to the road from its very beginning, intertwining the fate of the road and their establishment.  The lore of the founding of America’s more successful service stations tells of early tests along the highway in Oklahoma on some of the very first paved sections of the road in that state.  Officials from Phillips Petroleum were driving on their new blend of gas for the first time, and surprisingly caught themselves going sixty-six miles-per-hour, somewhat fast for the time.  “66 on 66,” they thought, and branded their gas with the name of the road: Phillips 66.  Even in its first several years, the road was already influential enough to have an impact on such an important product launch.

No business was as synonymous with Route 66 as Meramec Caverns, Lester Dill’s series of caves just off the Meramec River that served as one of highway’s principle attractions.  Granted the right to run the Meramec State Park, the Dill family purchased surrounding land and converted it into an underground tourist trap, boasting the “world’s only five-story cave.”  Motorists were invited to stop off in Stanton by makeshift billboards found throughout the Midwest; the Dills offered to paint farmers barns for no charge, granted that they would carry an advertisement for his business. In the days before air conditioning, travelers could park their cars in the underground parking area, rolling down their windows to envelop some of the cool cavern air; back on the road, the heat of the mid-Missouri summer wouldn’t seem all that bad.  Dill never missed an opportunity to promote his attraction, slapping bumper stickers onto parked cars boasting that its inhabitants had explored his caves.

All the marketing success of the 66 Association and all the businesses that settled down along the way managed to establish the road in the minds of Americans, but it took an economic and natural disaster to firmly plant its place in history.  Cyrus Avery never knew how fortunate for his native Oklahomans it was that he demanded a direct line from that state to California, at least not until the combination of the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl saw thousands of farmers move west to find land and work elsewhere.

To be fair, it was not merely the Dust Bowl but also author John Steinbeck who cemented Route 66’s fame, writing about the highway in his classic novel The Grapes of Wrath and giving Highway 66 its nickname of “The Mother Road.”  Avery had fashioned it as a two-way pipeline between Oklahoma and California, and Steinbeck described in his book the flight of Oklahomans just one-way, a way out of their poverty-stricken state and onto what they hoped would be a better life out west:

Highway 66 is the main migrant road. 66—the long concrete path across the country, waving gently up and down on the map, from the Mississippi to Bakersfield—over the red lands and the gray lands, twisting up into the mountains, crossing the Divide and down into the bright and terrible desert, and across the desert to the mountains again, and into the rich California valleys.


Steinbeck’s 1939 book describing the flight of an estimated 210,000 Oklahomans out of their native state
 was an early pop culture reflection of Route 66’s impact in the daily lives of Americans, providing a foundation of the road’s presence in society both at the time and in the future.  While the book did not necessarily establish the road’s celebrity status, it did further it, creating an even greater public sentiment that the only way to travel west was on Highway 66. 

It never did hurt Route 66 that Los Angeles was its western terminus.  At the same time that AASHO was making American roadways a reality, Hollywood was blossoming and Southern California was becoming a dream world and a destination of choice for many Americans.  One early ad for Route 66 sponsored by Cyrus Avery’s Association appeared in the Saturday Evening Post requesting that Americans travel to the 1932 Los Angeles Olympic Games via “the Great Diagonal Highway.”
  The Dust Bowl added to the lure of the Golden State, as poverty-stricken Americans viewed the state as salvation and Highway 66 as the path to get there.  World War II then brought about a boom in the defense industry in Southern California, and after the war’s conclusion Americans headed out west to start a new life.  While sister roads US 40 and US 50 terminated in San Francisco and Sacramento respectively, Route 66 led to the California city of choice, Los Angeles.  In 1953, Walt Disney gave a further boost to Southern California and Route 66 by laying the groundwork for his theme park, Disneyland.  With the Grand Canyon and the picturesque southwest United States along the way, Route 66 became the primary way for Americans to head towards their vacation destination of choice.

1956 saw the beginning of the end for the US Highway System, when President Eisenhower, a great admirer of the German Autobahn, led the drive for a new system of highways that would completely bypass smaller towns and allow more efficient travel not only from coast-to-coast but between regional cities as well.
  The system, like its predecessor, would link major cities and form a network that, even with a good portion wiped out, could facilitate transportation in a national emergency.  Unlike the US Highway System, though, speed would be emphasized with a minimum of two lanes in each direction facilitating faster traffic.  Many states, especially Illinois, had been testing these “expressways” over the previous years, and after World War II the Land of Lincoln went so far as to start rebuilding Route 66, constructing four-lane passages around major cities such as Springfield, Lincoln and Bloomington-Normal, cutting off businesses along the old two-lane route from the new expressway.  Jack Rittenhouse, author of A Guide Book to Highway 66, discussed the changes in the opening to his section on Illinois:

Leaving Plainfield, you will find yourself on an Illinois “freeway” – one of a series of new super-highways being constructed under terms of an act passed in 1943.  From Chicago to St. Louis, this road – when completed – will be a wide, improved highway which will allow speed and safety by skirting all smaller towns, and by restrictions against operating gas stations, cafes, courts, etc., directly on the highway.  To reach such accommodations, you will have to turn off the highway a few hundred yards or less.

Rittenhouse misspoke, referring to the new Route 66 as a “freeway,” which implies the inability to simply turn off the road; an “expressway” allows for traffic control devices such as stop signs, stoplights, and, most importantly, at-grade intersections with other roads, allowing easy access to the communities that were being bypassed.  The Interstate Highway Act of 1956 would provide for the construction of true “freeways,” a misnomer of sorts: freeways are actually controlled access, with smaller roads only connecting with the highway if the planners feel an intersection is necessary.  This gave the state the ability to completely bypass a town, or allow only one place where people could leave the highway if they wished to visit a local establishment.

It would take time to complete the Interstate highways, though, and even though construction began immediately in many places, the US Highway System remained the principle means of transportation for motorists well after 1956.  The lore of Route 66 continued to grow, as popular culture continued to reflect the public’s love of the open road.  Just out of the Marines in 1946, Bobby Troup set out with his wife Cynthia and their two girls to travel from Pennsylvania to Hollywood, where Troup hoped to make a living as a songwriter.  Enjoying the westward trip along US Highway 40, Cynthia suggested that her husband write a song about the route that had replaced the historic National Road.  Bobby found the suggestion unfavorable until the couple reached St. Louis and the road’s junction with Route 66, the road they planned to take to Los Angeles.  Cynthia suggested the line “Get your kicks on Route 66,” and by the time the two had reached their destination, Bobby already had parts of the song sketched out in his head:

If you ever plan to motor west

Travel my way, take the highway that’s the best



Get your kicks on Route 66



It winds from Chicago to L-A

More than two thousand miles all the way



Get your kicks on Route 66

Troup met up with idol Nat King Cole shortly into his California stay, who he convinced to record “Get Your Kicks on Route 66”.  It became an immediate hit and in subsequent years was recorded by scores of other artists, giving Route 66 not only an anthem but a tagline that advertised the road better than any other motto ever created by the Route 66 Association or the businesses and organizations lining the highway.

CBS embraced the lore of America’s Main Street in 1960, launching the TV series “Route 66.”  Running for four seasons, it featured the adventures of two young men traveling the country in a Corvette, but not necessarily on the road that provided the show’s title.  The program may have been called “Route 66,” but early episodes followed the main characters through New Orleans, Oregon and Boston, locations far from close to the Mother Road.  CBS simply adopted the title of the show as a representative of the US Highway System as a whole, since by this time US 66 was, in the American psyche, synonymous with the idea of a trip across country.

As the various versions of “Get Your Kicks on Route 66” faded from the radio and CBS cancelled the series “Route 66” in 1964, the road itself began to disappear.  Individual states realigned it on a regular basis, steering the US 66 reassurance signage onto the new Interstate highways being constructed to replace it.  Eventually, the first two Interstates heading west, I-55 in Illinois and I-44 in Missouri, were ready to fully take the place of their predecessor, but the Land of Lincoln refused to let go of its infamous roadway.  Since AASHTO (formerly AASHO) rules prohibited a gap in the highway, Missouri had to convince Illinois to decertify its stretch of Route 66, and finally did so in late 1976.  On January 13, 1977, Illinois Department of Transportation officials began removal of all US Highway 66 signage in the Prairie State, beginning at the road’s terminus at Michigan Avenue in Chicago.
  Slowly, other states followed suit, and in October of 1984 AASHTO finally decertified the final portion of the road, a short stretch outside Williams, Arizona, officially killing the crown jewel of the US Highway System.

Route 66 may have slowly faded from the memories of America had it not been for the work of various state organizations founded to keep alive the spirit of the Mother Road.  Some, like the New Mexico organization, have their roots in the early days of the highway, when they formed to promote the road on a local basis.  Others, like the Route 66 Association of Illinois, were in the last several decades with the express purpose of restoring the highway and assisting the State Department of Transportation with projects to promote the history of the highway.  In Illinois, the Association has traveled up and down Route 66 repairing and repainting artifacts such as old and rotting privately-owned Meramec Cavern barns that once infamously bragged to passing motorists of the underground spectacle found in Stanton, Missouri and even older service stations such as Russell Soulsby’s Shell Station in Mount Olive, passed over by the bypass around town in the 1950s but kept in business until 1991 as a relic of the days when anyone wanting to travel cross-country would make their way through the narrow streets of this Central Illinois coal town.

In some ways, the fate of Route 66 was better than its sister roads.  While US 40 and 50 still exist, they lie in some places well off of their original alignment, forced to join Interstate highways in urban areas where state transportation departments saw no need to maintain two federal-level highways.  Much of US 40 east of St. Louis, in fact, is co-signed with Interstate 70, negating any need for the highway.  Portions of its western leg have ceased to exist, simply decommissioned by California.

Save the Golden State, where US 40 no longer is recognized, you won’t find signage for a “Historic” Route 40 or 50 since the designations are still in use.  While people mourned the loss of Highway 66, perhaps it was for the best that the road was decommissioned: all eleven states along the route have erected “Historic Route 66” signs along the way, and motorists can now travel the route once again with only a few jogs on and off of Interstate highways in areas where the original road is now under the pavement of one of its replacement highways.  Instead of existing as a struggling inferior relic, the road lives on in history, representing an era of American society just like a Civil War battlefield or birthplace of a President.

It’s fitting that the very thing that Route 66 adorers opposed, the loss of the road, benefits it so much today.  After all, ever since Cyrus Avery and his associates launched the highway with so much fanfare no one has been able to direct or predict how history and society would treat the route.  The promotion Avery and his associates put into their pet project got US Highway 66 off to a grand start, but it was the entrepreneurs and travelers who found their roadway that allowed it to achieve the phenomenal level of success that it did.  Two decades after it ceased to exist, the road is actually stronger than in its waning years, held in the hearts of Americans as a symbol both of the age of motor transportation and the events that accompanied them, from the Great Depression to American migration west.  Cyrus Avery may be the father of Route 66, but every other American who graced its pavement shares status as mother; together the two established these 2,200 miles as the Main Street of America.
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