ROUTE 66.

By Gerard J. St. John


As Holmes might have said, the old green trolleys had “a general flavor of mild decay.”  No, they were not the wonderful one-hoss shay, but there was something about the Route 66 trolleys that set them apart from other trolleys in Philadelphia; something that made them seem older, ready for the elephants graveyard.  The 66 rocked gently from side to side as it plied its way along Frankford Avenue between Andalusia at the Bucks County edge of the city and the Bridge Street Terminal, the start of the Frankford El.  


Frankford Avenue was once a part of the old “King’s Highway” that connected William Penn’s green country town to the colonies in the north.  In colonial times, travelers on horseback would typically stay overnight at the Jolly Post in Frankford so that they would be fresh and alert when they arrived in Philadelphia the next morning.  With a little bit of imagination, you could almost picture John Adams on horseback, leading the Massachusetts Colony representatives on the old stone bridge across the Pennypack Creek -- just ahead of a 66 trolley.  Well, the 66 was not quite that old, but it sometimes seemed that way.  


Other trolleys had a conductor as well as a motorman.  The conductor had a small station near the middle of the car, just before the center door.  The idea was to enter by the front door and exit from the center.  It was the conductor’s job to collect fares and issue transfers which could be used to ride on connecting lines.  But not on the “Old Route 66.”  On the 66, the driver handled everything.
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The seats on the 66 were made of hardwood slats painted with a smooth, glossy, natural wood enamel.  The direction of the double seats could be reversed by pulling the brass hand grip at the top of the seat back.  The movement of the seat back was accompanied by a loud metallic clanking and ended with a bang as the seat back slammed into position.  The windows were wide and high, and you could open them on a nice day.  And there were leather straps hanging from the ceiling.  Standing passengers could hold the straps to keep from falling; that is, if they were tall enough to reach the straps.  In those days, the newspapers referred to the average citizens as “straphangers.”  One editorial cartoonist even gave his everyman a full name with a middle initial, “John Q. Straphanger.”  The “Q” was a nice touch in a time when Latin was a required subject in many high schools and the initials SPQR were seen more frequently.  


But what we liked best about the Route 66 trolleys were the compartments along the bench seats near the front and back of the trolley.  Many people did not notice the break in the hardwood slats or the little thumb-hole.  But if you wedged your finger in the hole and pulled upward, an eighteen inch length of seat swung up, revealing a supply of sand that could be used for traction in the event of ice, snow or mud.  Children usually thought of several other uses for the sand.  And any conductor worth his salt soon learned to keep an eye on youngsters who sat near the sand box.


The 66 trolley probably had the lowest priority level in the system owned by the Philadelphia Transportation Company which most people called the “PTC.”  Some old-timers still referred to it as the “PRT” because it was once the Philadelphia Rapid Transit Company.  New streamlined metal trolleys that looked like torpedoes were already running in center city, and in Chestnut Hill and Germantown.  Those new trolleys were sleek inside too.  They had padded seats covered with imitation leather.  The streamlined trolleys never did make it to the 66 line.  Street rail lines lost favor as city streets became more and more crowded with automobiles.  Old fashioned trolleys were a thing of the past, like dinosaurs.  And like dinosaurs whose bones were occasionally being found in tar pits out west, the iron tracks on Frankford Avenue and on other city streets were covered with tar and black macadam, and paved over.


The old 66 trolleys were replaced by “trackless trolleys,” large buses that ran on electricity drawn from overhead wires.  The operation of the new trackless trolleys was of little concern to me.  By 1960, I no longer relied on public transportation.  I had my own car.  I bought Aunt Dot’s 1949 Ford, the one that she bought from Uncle Jim a few years earlier.  Neither one of them drove very much.  It was an eleven year old new car.  The summer of 1960 was also the first time that I was part of a group that rented a house at the Jersey seashore.  It was a big old house in Ocean City.  We called it “Chez Dix” because originally there were ten of us in the group.  We even had t-shirts made up with “Chez Dix” on the front.  It was a great group of people and each of us spent every spare minute at the shore.  But things changed quickly.  Orders came through transferring me to Marine Corps Base, Camp Pendleton, California.  I would leave at the start of the second week in August.


At about 2:30 on a quiet Sunday morning in early August, I sat alone in the old Ford by the curb of a deserted Dune Drive in Avalon, New Jersey, waiting for Jim Haughton.  Jim was escorting a friend to her apartment, and I told him that I would wait.  It would be a while before he returned.  I leaned back and let my thoughts wander.  It had been a great summer at the shore but this morning ended it for me.  I was feeling sorry for myself.  Dreamily, I imagined that I had the power to cancel the transfer to California.  It was easy to picture the good times.  Just take the last three weeks and extend them out over the next three weeks up until Labor Day.  We had a fairly consistent routine.  While the beach at 14th Street was the main gathering place, I usually met Pat Cleaver and a few other friends at 15th Street, on the other side of the narrow pier.  At night, our crowd could be found at Joe Diorio’s Circle Bar in Somers Point or in the Gables or the Old Tavern in Margate.  When Leroy Bostic's group played at the Princeton Hotel, we would drive down to Avalon for the evening.  No doubt about it, I was about to miss out on the good times.  And pushing the imaginary extension of time farther into the future, there was no reason to doubt that the good times would continue next year and the year after that -- and I was going to miss those times too.


Suddenly, my fantasy was interrupted by a crystal clear insight.  If the good times would continue to roll, they would still be here when I got back in three years.  And I would be better off for having had the California experience.  What good is being in the Marine Corps if the whole time is spent at home?  Without any doubt, the best thing for me was the west coast.  Sometimes the most accurate insights come when least expected.  When Jim returned to the car, he was surprised to find that I was in an upbeat mood and looking forward to the week to come.


On Tuesday evening, at 7:00 p.m., with a full tank of gas, I started out the Roosevelt Boulevard to the Schuylkill Expressway, to the Pennsylvania Turnpike, and followed the sign that said “Harrisburg and West.”  It was my first trip west on the turnpike.  I wanted to get across Pennsylvania before the morning traffic.  Pennsylvania is a long state, and Pennsylvania was just the beginning.  I left the turnpike about thirty miles southeast of Pittsburgh and picked up Route 40 West at Washington, Pennsylvania.  


Route 40 was not turnpike driving.  It linked the main streets of the villages, towns and cities strung from Wheeling, West Virginia straight across the State of Ohio, across Indiana to Indianapolis, and south to Terre Haute.  There were places like Zanesville, Columbus, and Greenfield, which the roadside billboards told everyone for a hundred miles up and down the highway, was the home of James Whitcomb Riley.  The Phillies had a farm team in Terre Haute.  It always seemed to me to be a bad thing when someone went to Terre Haute.  But now, here it was and it didn’t look any different than the other 365 miles of Indiana and Ohio that I just drove through.  After another 150 miles across the State of Illinois, Route 40 connected with an American legend, just outside East St. Louis.  It was the fabled highway with the familiar name, Route 66.
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Officially designated U.S. 66 in the year 1926, the highway stretched through seven states, beginning in Chicago and ending in Los Angeles.  It was the route taken by thousands of farm workers in the 1930's when they left the dust bowl of Oklahoma and migrated to California, inspiring John Steinbeck to write “The Grapes of Wrath” and Will Rogers to comment that the move raised the IQ average of both states.


As it angled south 280 miles across Missouri, Route 66 meandered through one small town after another.  There would be stretches of road through farm country, then six or seven crowded blocks of traffic lights, five and ten cent stores, clothing stores, barber shops, butcher shops and a movie theater.  In some of these places, you had to watch carefully for road signs showing turns in the route and for the local police looking for out-of-state cars violating traffic laws.  Sailing smoothly along the highway, then slogging slowly through a built up area, back to the open highway, and then grinding through another hamlet, it was like a highway rosary with the weary driver anticipating the next town the way that the prayerful anticipate the next bead on the string.  


Route 66 hardly touched Kansas.  It went from Galena to Baxter Springs, barely thirteen miles, and the next thing you knew, Kansas was gone.  Oklahoma had a turnpike to Tulsa and most of the way to Oklahoma City.  I liked the name, the Will Rogers Turnpike.  But the scenery left a lot to be desired.  There was none.  Three hundred forty miles of lonesome landscape rolled by, the last half dotted with occasional windswept towns and small gas stations.  It was easy to imagine the dust bowl and the exodus that rolled westward through that area nearly thirty years earlier.   


When Route 66 crossed the state line into Texas, there was no perceptible change.  There were no longhorn steers, no cowboys, no bugle-blowing cavalry; just more hot, dusty gas stations.  But gradually, the reality of Texas set in.  Texas was uphill.  Route 66 cut 176 miles, straight across the rectangle in the northern part of Texas, through Amarillo and up into the Rocky Mountains in New Mexico.  The distance between towns -- and gas stations -- began to stretch out noticeably.


Once at the five thousand foot level, it became less apparent that this was mountain country.  When everything else within sight of the road is at the five thousand foot level, it can look very much like the rolling hills of the plains.  In this wide open country, it took no great skill to follow Route 66.  It was the only game in town.  Just follow the white line down the middle of the road.  Albuquerque was about the only place in three hundred and sixty miles of New Mexico where you had to watch the road signs carefully and, even there, it was not too difficult.  The highway whipped by Gallup so quickly that I wondered if it was supposed to have been spelled “gallop.”  Arizona would be another three hundred sixty miles of the same type of terrain except that, about two-thirds of the way across the state; the highway begins to drop down toward California’s Mojave Desert.


It was late at night when I pulled into a small roadside motel outside Flagstaff, Arizona.  It was only my second motel stop.  I was tired.  The strain of cross-country travel was real.  The physical demands on both driver and car were apparent at the start.  Not so the logistical and economic aspects.  In 1960, Route 66 was a cash-and-carry proposition.  You could not blame the hardy entrepreneurs of this alkali roadway for refusing to trust personal checks and personal promises.  Credit cards and automated teller machines were things of the future.  In those days, the long distance traveler had to start out with a sock full of money and manage it carefully along the way.  And, particularly if you were driving an eleven year old car, there had to be a contingency plan for major disasters.  


My ace-in-the-hole was my Marine Corps payroll file which, if need be, I could present at any military installation and request payment of the amount that accrued since I last was paid in Quantico back in June.  That would be a last resort procedure.  I could just picture an army or air force paymaster tying me up for a day or two with the red tape that they would likely throw at an itinerant Marine officer.  Fortunately, that had not been necessary.  Car and driver were holding up well despite the pace and the pressure.


I looked again at the map.  It would be about an eight hour drive to San Bernardino, California, and then another hour or two south to Camp Pendleton.  With a little bit of luck, I could get there before dark tomorrow.


The motel room was small but adequate.  I didn’t need a lot of room.  When I opened the small window, the night air was cool.  I dropped off to sleep in no time at all.  It was still dark when I awakened.  I looked at my watch.  It was 4:30 in the morning.  I was wide awake.  I thought about trying to go back to sleep but instead did a quick mental calculation.  If I got up now, showered and hit the road by about 5:15 a.m., I would be in the vicinity of Camp Pendleton by 4:00 in the afternoon.  The paymaster’s office would still be open and there would be time to look around and pick out a decent place to stay.  It sounded like a good idea.  


It was a very bad idea.  I later learned that it is a common experience for travelers to awaken four hours after going to sleep no matter how tired they are.  The stress of travel and the unfamiliarity of the surroundings combine to wake them up.  At that point, they have not yet had enough rest to renew their energy and alertness, and what they should do is go back to sleep for at least another four hours.  Those who get up and hit the road find themselves at another point of exhaustion in just a few hours.


It was not long after the Arizona sun came up that the temperature reached the ninety degree mark.  All of the windows in the car were open and my left forearm, which was resting on the open window, was burning from the rays of the hot sun.  Just past Kingman, Arizona, there was a check-point run by the Department of Agriculture.  I assured them that I was not carrying any plants from Arizona into California.  It struck me as strange that anyone in this remote part of the country had any concern at all about the movement of plants across this desert terrain.  I smiled at the thought.


Suddenly, I realized that my eyes had closed and I was daydreaming.  My eyes closed for just a second but the car was still in the proper lane of traffic and moving at the same speed.  I stretched in the seat and shook my head, trying to rid myself of the sudden drowsiness.  After a while, the baking heat settled in again, and again my head nodded, and I awoke with a start.  If this happens again, I will have to look for a place to stop and get a cold drink.  No sooner did that thought occur when my eyes flashed open and I saw that the road curved to the left but my Ford did not.  The edge of an embankment was just in front of me and coming up quick.  


There might have been enough time to swerve to the left but it was close.  If I tried that and missed, the car would roll over the embankment and I might be crushed on the way down.  It was a split second decision.  I decided to ride it out and try to keep the car upright.  As the Ford went over the edge, I gripped the steering wheel tight with both hands and pushed myself back into the seat, trying to make sure that I would not get thrown around inside the car when the crash came.  There was a small bump as the front wheels made a slight contact with the hillside, then a small bounce and the car slammed down to a sudden stop.  There was a cloud of dust through the open windows and, despite the fact that I did manage to hold myself in place in the driver’s seat, something hit me just under the left eye.  It felt like a straight right hand punch from a professional boxer.   


I sat there for a few seconds, still grasping the steering wheel, almost as though the car might start to fall again.  Then, I reached my right hand out, turned off the ignition, took the key and put it in my pocket.  There was no blood.  There was no pain.  I looked around the car.  The windows were intact.  Nothing was broken, just a coat of desert dust on everything.  It didn’t look too bad.  I began to plan my next step.  I got out to have a better look at the car.  There was not a scratch on it.  But all four wheels were bent outboard at the bottom.  The car’s trip was over.  They just don’t build cars like they used to.  My next move would be without the car.  But there was something about my reflection in the windshield.  I took a closer look.  It was almost like the reflection in a fun-house mirror.  There was no cheekbone on the left side, just a small depression.  I guess they don’t make those like they used to either.


The Arizona State Police were very efficient.  It was not long before they brought me to a small hospital in Kingman. The police then went about notifying the appropriate military authorities and making arrangements for my car and the things in it.  The doctors at the hospital quickly diagnosed the injury as a depressed fracture of the cheekbone.  It would require surgery within a week but it would be up to the military to decide where the surgery would take place.  By now, the entire cheek was discolored and my left eye had dropped an inch or two down into the dent in my face.  I looked like Quasimodo.  The nursing staff looked at me as though I was dying.  But, with the exception of some numbness in my cheek, I felt great.  It was like I had on a Halloween mask.


In contrast, my hospital roommate, Mike, had broken his thigh bone.  That is the largest bone in the body.  It is a very serious injury.  It is painful and requires extended time for recuperation.  But that was the kind of injury that everyone expected to see in a hospital, so he got no sympathy from anyone.  He was a cowboy.  I thought that he was kidding, but he wasn’t.  He was a real cowboy.  I didn’t know that they still had cowboys but this one told me that they were still in that part of the country, and that it was a tough way to make a living.  It sounded pretty much like an unskilled construction worker’s job back east.  Mike had been working in an open pit when it collapsed on him.  Probably, he would have to find some other line of work when his leg healed.


The next morning, I was taken to a nearby army facility that had a dispensary.  I stayed there overnight.  In the morning, I caught a military plane to the Naval Air Station at North Island in San Diego Bay.  There were five or six other passengers on the plane.  I could tell by their glances that they did not know what to make of the guy with the battered face.  But they were all my good buddies when we landed and they found that the only available vehicle was the ambulance that had been sent to take me to Balboa Naval Hospital.  It made a pretty good taxicab.  
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I stayed at Balboa for about a week.  The cheekbone was repaired.  The surgeons went up through the gums above my upper teeth and maneuvered the pieces of bone back into place.  They must have considered it a routine procedure because the only topic of conversation during the surgery was the barbecue that one of them had planned for the weekend.  They did a good job.  After the operation, I had only a lump on my cheek, and that is what people expect to see when someone has a facial injury.  Best of all, the eye was back up where it belonged.  It was time to pick up a used car and drive north on Highway 101 to Camp Pendleton.  I arrived about a week later than expected, and from a different direction.  Not every Marine traveled Route 66 in exactly the same way.


Back in 1946, another former Marine officer from Pennsylvania, Bobby Troup, made the long drive to the west coast.  Troup was from Harrisburg.  He was also a piano player.  He played with the big bands of that era.  He probably began humming along with the monotone drone of the tires on that long, long road.  Next came a simple rhyme, repeated again and again in time and in tune with the sound of the tires:
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“It winds from Chicago to LA,


More than two thousand miles all the way.”

Over and over, the wheels wailed this plaintive refrain as though it would never end.  Troup added more to the ditty, sprinkling it liberally with the names of places he passed along the way, Saint Looey ... Joplin, Missouri ... Oklahoma City ... Amarillo ... Gallup, New Mexico ... Flagstaff, Arizona ... Winona ... Kingman ... Barstow ... San Bernardino.  The piano player in him wrote it out.  It was the stuff of jazz; emotion, blues, nostalgia.  But who could ever sing such a dopey ditty and convey the required range of feeling?  Well, how about Nat Cole?  The King Cole Trio’s rendition of “Route 66" was an instant success.  More important, it preserved a piece of American history.


Like the Route 66 trolley, the Route 66 highway went the way of the dinosaur.  When I drove it, back in 1960, construction was already started on parts of the high speed interstate highway system that would make obsolete the old style roads that run right down the heart of Main Street.  Some people attribute the interstates to President Eisenhower’s fascination with the high speed autobahns of Germany in World War II, and Ike’s recognition of the military value of a similar highway system in this country.  Maybe so, but the proliferation of interstate highways might also be attributed to the influence of General Motors in Eisenhower’s cabinet and to the political clout of labor unions, both of which benefited from the promotion of motor vehicles and the funding of public highway projects.  But whatever the reason, the undeniable fact is that U.S. Route 66 was decommissioned in 1984.  Parts of the old highway are still there but the route numbers have been changed.


If you want to know about old Route 66, you won’t find it on a map.  You can feel it in Nat Cole’s song, and you can read about it on the Internet.  But Route 66 lives on in the memories of those who lived with it between Chicago and LA.  And some of them had it pounded into their heads.
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