
The Journey Is
the Destination
Route 66 promises the rarest thing
a road has to offer: a reason
to slow down.
Markus Kramer

F rom a distance, American freedom
on two wheels looks like a
postcard: plenty of

chrome, plenty of sunset, a little
Hollywood. But stand in the first light at
one of those gas stations that have been
pouring the same thin coffee for fifty years,
somewhere between Oklahoma and
Arizona, and you quickly realize there is
something real behind the postcard.
The road runs dead straight toward a

horizon that never gets any closer all day. It
smells of dust and cold gaso-
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line, and far back a motor works its way
through the silence. This is Route 66. In
2026 it turns a hundred, the same year the
USA celebrates its 250th birthday.

2,450 Miles Through Eight States
At the beginning there was no grand idea,
only an argument about a number. In 1926
the wildly grown American road network
was finally to be put in order. A
businessman from Oklahoma named Cyrus
Avery wanted the handsome, round number
60 for his link from Chicago to the Pacific.
Kentucky cut in, and what was left was the
still unclaimed 66. Avery took it because it
was easy to say. An awkward compromise
became perhaps the most famous road
name in the world: some 2,450 miles
through eight states, from the cornfields of
Illinois to the beach at Santa Monica.
A writer made the road famous. In “The

Grapes of Wrath,” John Steinbeck sent the
Joad family west along it and gave it the
name that stuck: Mother Road. That was no
romantic christening. In the thirties,
hundreds of thousands fled drought and
dust storms, half their lives strapped to the
roof of a rattling

74

Ford. The freedom of Route 66 had two
faces from the start. It meant not only an
open horizon but also: begin again, because
there was nothing left behind you.

The Road Becomes a Pleasure Drive
Only after the war did the escape route turn
into a pleasure drive. America had won,
America had money, and America hit the
road. Motels with neon signs grew along it,
diners and gas stations shaped like tepees, a
whole folk art of sheet metal and glowing
tubes. Those same years hold the moment
when the motorcycle became more than
cheap transportation. Returning soldiers
went looking on two wheels for what peace
did not hand them: the feeling of answering
to nobody. Harley-Davidson, at home in
Milwaukee since 1903, supplied the sound,
that deep rumble you feel in the chest
rather than hear in the ear.
The image became immortal in 1969, at

the movies. In “Easy Rider,” two men roll
through the Southwest on rebuilt machines,
one of them on a Harley-Davidson with a
tank in the colors of the American flag. The
film ends badly, almost cynically. What
remains is one single image: a lone rider
under a sky with no limit. It needs no
words, and it is understood as well in
Tokyo as in Texas.

Gas Stations Closed, Motels Fell Apart
Then progress came and made the road
redundant. From 1956 the multi-lane
interstates were pulled across the country,
dead straight, almost free of intersections,
indifferent. They rushed past the small
towns that had lived off the 66. Gas stations
closed, motels fell apart, whole places
became stage sets of themselves. In 1985
Route 66 was officially struck from the
register. Economically it was on the floor.
The people came anyway: the road had
barely been

America had won, America had money,

declared dead when a few diehards began
putting their signs back up again and fixing
the neon tubes.
Today they travel here from all over the

world, many from Europe, looking for the
America that vanished from the suburbs
long ago: the
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steel arch of St. Louis, the ten Cadillacs
stuck nose down in a field near Amarillo,
the red glowing desert of
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America hit the road: Dennis Hopper (l.) and Peter Fonda in the cult film “Easy Rider” (1969).

“Mother Road”: the original course of Route 66.
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Arizona, the pier at Santa Monica where
the road simply runs into the sea. The
Mother Road owes its fame to the very fact
that nobody needs it anymore. It became
myth only once it had lost its job.

Fill the Tank, Look Ahead
Because in the end this road promises
nothing more than the rarest thing a road
can still offer today: a reason to slow down.
A hundred years after a telegram from
Springfield brought it into being, its
invitation stands unchanged. Fill the tank.
Look ahead. Roll out.
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