A Riders ‘Route 66’ Tale
By
Pearse Healy
Many have written about their Route 66 experiences, how the road embodies a rich complex
history that sometimes surpasses itself. For me it started with Billy Connolly’s “Route 66” TV
series in 2011 and culminated with the many characters I met along the way during my 3,660 Km
journey. So Ron why not grab a cuppa & sit back, strap on your helmet and travel down the road
with me across two thirds of the greatest riding continent, the USA.

But before I rode one inch of the road, I did over 12 months research on the trip. Things like
comparing tour and travel deals, the various local (Aus.) and US packages. I also read numerous
blogs and stories, looked at endless You Tube videos and finally spent hours Google mapping
stretches of the grand road.
All of which for me, was very much part of the build-up of excitement in the lead up to the ride. In
fact at one stage I did worry that there would be nothing new to discover, how wrong I was. It
was the best holiday of my life, with every days ride excellent and each day being better than the
last.

(Some of our riding group outside our Chicago accommodation ready to hit the road)
1

Our Tour was run by US based operator – ‘Riding Route 66’ and our small group was an eclectic
collection of riders from all over the globe. There were the four Aussies; Woody, Chris, Grahame
and myself, long time riders Lorraine and John from New Zealand, our ever smiling Portuguese
friend Nuno, two of the nicest Italians I’ve ever met in the lovely Carola and her equally genuine
husband Franko, our mad Swiss engineer Bruno and Zsolt our tour guide, with Andrea and Aaron
our delightful support crew. We would form firm friendships and over the coming weeks, share
plenty of laughs and our individual stories along the way all with not one bad word exchanged.
Finally the big day arrived. I boarded the Qantas A380 out of Melbourne on 12 September (a few
days before the start of the tour) and eventually arrived in Chicago Illinois. There I linked up with
the three Aussies for some local sightseeing.
Chicago is a very beautiful city with lots of art and architecture on display. We went to the iconic
Wrigley Field to see our very first Baseball match. Ironically the Chicago Cubs lost, but what a
great evening it was. Great atmosphere, and oh, the beer and hot dogs went down well also.

(The 4 Aussies at a Wrigley Field for an evening ‘baseball game’ – Go Cubs!)
The following day Nuno linked up with us and we took in an Architectural River Cruise, easily the
best way to see and learn about Chicago's history and great value for money - but be sure you
bring a coat if you are there in September, they don't call it the windy city for nothing.
Later that day along with Carola, Franko, Bruno and Nuno I visited the Willis Tower Sky Deck
located on the 102nd floor for some stunning views of the Chicago skyline.

(Willis Tower - Sky Deck overlooking Chicago – Pearse, Carola, Franko, Bruno and Nuno)
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Of course no visit to Chicago would be complete without a visit to the “Route 66 Begins” sign (just
around the corner from our accommodation) on the corner of Adams and Michigan Ave for the
necessary "been there" photo.

(Where it all begins at the Corner of Adams & Michigan Avenues Chicago, IL)

As if we needed any further encouragement, to get into the swing of things we started with a pretour trip to the HD Museum and for the “Steel Toe” tour of the HD Pilgrim Road Powertrain
factory in Milwaukee (we had to wear yellow coloured steel caps). Both very good and worthwhile
experiences, though not being a mechanical person, I could have quite happily stayed all day at
the Museum.

(HD Museum & Factory ‘Steel Toe’ Tour – Milwaukee. Group Photo Standing) Woody, Chris, Graeme,
Nuno, Franko, Carola, Bruno and Lorraine, with Pearse, Zsolt and John crouching.)

Day 1: Chicago IL. – Bloomington IL. (228 km). Finally the big day that I had been dreaming of for
so long (16 September) dawned. We picked up our bikes just outside Chicago and hit the open
road. My rental bike was a 2013 HD Electra Glide Ultra Classic with cruise control, quad speakers
and all the whistles and bells a rider could wish for.
Our first stop of the trip was in Wilmington, IL. at the Gemini Giant for a group photo. ‘Gemini’ is
a 10m tall fibreglass tribute to the 60's space race). The giant was supposed to draw attention to
the local Launching Place Restaurant (ironically it wasn't open when we stopped by). We would,
much to my delight, get to see many such giants along the way.
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(Group photo at one of the famous Muffler Men - The Gemini Giant Wilmington, IL)

Other stops included lunch at the great Polka Dot Cafe (Braidbrook, IL) where I met up with a
couple of Irish Army lads (from my home town of Dublin, Ireland). They were part of an Eagle
Rider Tour heading our way that had more than 20 bikes plus a few cars in tow.
We had lots of laughs over lunch. Great ‘Craic’ as they say. We also visited another quirky place,
"Funks Grove" in Shirley, IL. for a quick visit with a Funk family member and taste of their unique
Maple Sirup (yep that’s how they spell it), yum.
The highlight though of the first day was our afternoon break in the beautiful town of Pontiac, IL. Lots of museums and stores to explore. This is also where Nuno and I found John, a very friendly
Vietnam Veteran storekeeper who was the spitting image of my older brother Noel.
We could have stayed with him all afternoon swapping Army stories, but the road beckoned and
on we went. I recall my back was a bit sore by the end of the day – Here’s a hint; Bring along a
Riding belt for back support, you will need it!

(Pearse with his new BFF ‘Vietnam Vet John’ in Pontiac, IL)
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Day 2: Bloomington IL. - St. Louise MO. (317 km). Even at this early stage of our journey, I noticed
subtle changes in the landscape and weather which was thankfully warming up nicely. Along the
way we were cruising through corn filled fields on the longest brick paved stretch of Route 66 that
was built in 1926 to our first stop of the day - Becky's Barn at Auburn, IL.
As we arrived we were warmly greeted by the owner, the very sweet Becky. Becky's Barn was an
eclectic store with lots of interesting knick knacks and souvenirs with rock and roll playing in the
background. I look back fondly on the photo of me hugging Becky, what a nice human being.
(Sadly Becky passed away in early 2015).

(The warm & dear Becky with yours truly at Becky’s Barn Auburn, IL.)

Glad to be off the brick paved road, we rode to Mt. Olive stopping at Soulsby’s 1926 Gas station
where the tree has grown between the car ramps.
One of my special memories of the entire tour was our ride over the mighty Mississippi River
across the ‘Old Chain of Rocks’ bridge into Missouri. The bridge which was opened in 1921 is
unique for a couple of reasons. Namely, it has a 22 degree bend right in the middle and you have
to get permission to ride across it – which thankfully our tour guide Zsolt had arranged. Our tour
may have been the last to experience this as I understand permits to ride are no longer available.
But what a great feeling it was, slowly riding across this magnificent structure as the great
Mississippi meandered below. Everyone was grinning from ear to ear.

(Old Chain of Rocks Bridge with its 22 degree bend, Missouri) (Bruno ½ way across and out of ‘gas’)
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(Pearse and Woody riding the Old Chain of Rocks Bridge over the mighty Mississippi River)

We also stopped at Henry's Rabbit Ranch in Staunton, MO. What can I say - just a bit weird if you
are not into rabbits? I didn't have the heart to tell Henry I loved rabbit stew. We overnighted in St.
Louis arriving around 5pm.
Day 3: St. Louis MO. - Springfield MO. 397km. After our daily briefing by our very knowledgeable
tour guide Zsolt, we hit the road. One of the standout highlights of this day was a stop at the
Fanning R66 Outpost - home of the largest Rocking Chair in the world – known as the Route 66
Rocker. Oh by the way it doesn't actually rock but it was great to see anyway. As we travelled on
westward, even though it was autumn in the US, the days were definitely getting warmer.
After a short stop at Hookers Cut, MO. for a photo opportunity, our backs were wet with sweat
and we were all ready for some refreshment.

(Quick Break at Hookers Cut, MO)

(Pearse and Zsolt big smiles)

We reached Devil’s Elbow and came across an interesting biker bar called the “Elbow Inn Bar &
BBQ”, run by a genuinely friendly barmaid with an equally interesting collection of body art which
she offered to show me. The ceiling was covered with bras & foreign money (isn’t every biker
bar)?
Fortunately the locals were welcoming and conversation amicable. The refreshments were also
ace.
On we rode through the beautiful Ozark hills to our final destination Springfield, MO. overnighting
at a motel that Elvis apparently slept in - way back in the 1950’s.
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(Sharing a smile with the ever friendly bar staff at the Elbow Inn Bikers Bar, Devil’s Elbow, MO.)
Day 4: Springfield MO. to Tulsa, Oklahoma OK. (325 km). By this stage I was well and truly into
the routine of the trip. It was a long day’s ride blowing through Kansas (it is the shortest strip of
R66 only 21 km). We had lots of great stops along the way including a visit to the world's largest
(concrete) totem pole in Totem Pole Park and an afternoon stop at the world famous "Blue
Whale" which honestly should be admired from afar, up close it looked a little tired to me.
Day 5: Tulsa OK. - Clinton OK. (350 km). This was another excellent day’s ride through Oklahoma.
We cruised through the Ozark Trail with the scenery opening up to the west, passing over Rock
Bridge with its brick paved decking. The weather was definitely warming up compared to Chicago.
September, October and November are definitely the best months to ride in the USA. It’s warm
but not too hot and there are no tornadoes, which is a bonus.
We had a couple of memorable (and must see) stops this day. The National Cowboy & Western
Heritage Museum is a must stop-and-see location and one that you will need a whole afternoon to
explore. The other was in the town of Arcadia, OK. at the Round Barn, which apparently is one of
the most photographed places along Route 66.
I recall that I had a very memorable explosive burger and fries at our lunch stop, Fat Elvus (yes
that’s how it was spelt) Hamburgers in Yukon, OK, where the cook and owner is an Elvis
impersonator in his spare time. I say memorable for all the wrong reasons – later that day I
thanked God for those anti-diarrhoea tablets I had packed, ouch! Hint – Anti-diarrhoea
medication is much more convenient to pack than toilet rolls whilst riding the road.

(Pearse before the Diner ‘burger’ and right - Elvis is alive and ‘cookin’ at Fat ElvUS’s Diner, Yukon, OK.)
7

After lunch we rode over the South Canadian river on an iconic yellow painted iron arch bridge
with 38 continuous arches or ‘ponies’. By this time we were in open country with big wide open
spaces and even bigger blue skies. This was one of the best cruising rides so far and I had a smile
on my face all day long.
Day 6: Clinton OK. - Amarillo Texas (311 km). This was another great R66 museum visiting day.
First stop was the Route 66 Museum in Clinton OK. and then we travelled to the fantastic National
Route 66 Museum in Elk City TX., both worth a visit. Yep the Americans definitely know how to do
a good museum.
But the road was calling and we continued on looking for our next adventure and road side stop. I
recall the biggest problem I had at this stage was, what I was going to do with all my souvenirs
that were weighing down my bags? Not such a bad challenge to have really.
Another stop was in a small panhandle town named McLean at the Devil’s Rope Museum. I had
seen this on Billy Connolly’s Route 66 and was curious to see inside as I’d never been to a museum
about ‘barbed wire’. But I discovered it was much more than this and had some very interesting
R66 memorabilia and souvenirs.

(Different Types of wire used in WW1 – Devils Rope Museum, Mclean, TX)

(Praying for safe riding at the Biggest Cross in Texas, Groom Texas)
Day 7: Amarillo TX. - Santa Fe New Mexico (485 km). We started with a quick short chilly
morning's ride coupled with a quick visit to the Cadillac Ranch just outside Amarillo TX. To some,
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the ranch is just a quirky example of Americana kitsch on R66. Just a bunch of old Cadillac cars
planted into the ground at a 45 degree angle. Like a lot of other visitors I got my spray can and left
my unique message on the hood of one of the Cadillac’s. Why? Because it was a chance to be part
of an outstanding piece of pop art by adding my little piece of graffiti.

(Franko, Pearse and Carola with my painted car on right at the Cadillac Ranch, Amarillo, TX.)

On we travelled, for some great photographs at the official halfway point of our adventure known as Midpoint in Adrian Texas. It is located 1,830 Km from Chicago and Santa Monica Pier in
LA and a ‘must’ for group photos and a souvenir.
Then a quick stop at the Blue Swallow Motel (where I’m sure Elvis also slept in his younger days).
We spent a lovely afternoon freewheeling in Santa Rosa wandering the streets looking through
trading posts and stores and generally just sitting back and taking it all in. I recall I hadn’t worn my
support belt and my back was acting up again after the long ride. I ended up retiring early and
sleeping on the floor that night.

(Halfway through the adventure and still smiling 1,833 Km to go - at MidPoint in Adrian, TX)

Day 8: Santa Fe NM. - Grants NM, (238 km). Another great day in the saddle and two words - Wild
Hogs!! We rode to the beautiful town of Madrid NM. (Pronounced "mad-rid" by the locals). If you
ride a bike I'm sure you are familiar with the hit comedy movie Wild Hogs - say no more. It was
filmed in this town, in which I could have stayed all day sightseeing and exploring the tons of local
Indian jewellery and coffee shops - very enjoyable.
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(Rest stop for the group in Wild Hogs territory, Madrid, NM)
Then our next stop was for lunch at the "66 Diner” a 1950's themed diner with a rock and roll
atmosphere – again very enjoyable. With dark clouds approaching and the afternoon feeling
slightly electric, we rode on along the open road just ahead of a storm. We finally arrived in
Grants, NM. for a quiet night. We booked in to our motel just before the heavens opened up.
Day 9: Grants NM - Holbrook AZ., (340 km). After a morning’s ride, a quick break was taken at the
El Rancho Hotel for a quenching beverage and stroll around. With its sweeping staircase and huge
stone fireplace this rustic hotel really looks like a Hollywood movie set. Again excellent Native
American jewellery was on display in the local stores. I recall my Portuguese riding buddy Nuno, a
jeweller by trade was very impressed with the different types on display and very reasonable
prices attached. We both bought a few pieces for our respective wives.
The highlight of the day though was the visit to our next destination – The Petrified Forest
National Park. We individually rode through the park taking over 60 minutes for me as I cruised
along in no hurry - for those inclined it is one of the places where you are not required to wear a
helmet (and yes I tried it and loved it).
The Park was simply stunning and filled with petrified tree trunks and other items such as
dinosaur bones. It was so dry - with almost zero humidity. I didn't know it then but the next few
days were the best part of the entire trip with the Painted Desert, the Petrified Forest, Meteor
Crater and of course the granddaddy of them all the Grand Canyon to come.

(Bruno riding through the Petrified Forest National Park)
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(Petrified Forrest just a stunning landscape with lots of Tourists)

(Lots of smiles on the freestyle ride through the Petrified Forrest National Park)
If you have never slept in a wigwam and it's on your bucket list of things to do then by all means
spend a night in this Holbrook, AZ. motel It's quirky, it's different, it's a freaking concrete ti-pi and I
guarantee you'll remember the night. I know I did for all the wrong reasons - I just didn't sleep a
wink. I recall getting up just before dawn and went for a solo ride out of town to catch the sunrise.
Day 10: Holbrook to Flagstaff AZ. 171 km. A quick day's ride, but one of the most memorable,
through some beautiful wide-open country, stopping at the famous Jackrabbit Trading Post before
swinging into Winslow, AZ. at lunch time. Winslow is a town made famous in the Eagles 1972 hit
"Take it Easy" and the immortal line “standing on a corner in Winslow, Arizona”. And yes, I did
have my photo taken and I bought a few souvenirs whilst the song plays continuously in the
background, all day long.
In the afternoon we rode to the Meteor Crater - one bloody big hole in the ground, I loved it! I
stood there with all the other males in the group, our collective gaze locked on to the crater.
Apparently a meteor crashed into the earth at over 41,000 km per hour, Ouch.
Day 11: Flagstaff AZ. to Williams AZ. via the Grand Canyon (260 km). I remember it was a cold
day for some reason with a temperature range of 5c to 15c. On the way to the Canyon we had a
great ride along winding curbed roads through forests of pine trees to our destination about 2-3
hours down the road, the Grand Canyon.
We all had huge smiles on our faces and after some pre-flight arrangements we hopped on to our
helicopter for a great, 30 minute, jaw dropping flight over the magnificent Canyon. No photo or
video will ever do justice to this beauty and majesty of this natural wonder. For no other reason
you should visit the Grand canyon to experience that unique feeling. After the flight we had some
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time to free wheel ride along canyon rim in the afternoon then we topped this off with an
interesting IMAX film about the Grand Canyon.

(Helicopter ride over the Grand Canyon with Pearse, Woody and Chris)

(LEFT: The wind is blowing and we are a bit nervous – Franko, Nuno and Pearse standing on the edge.
RIGHT - Bruno almost flying at the Grand Canyon, AZ)

We had a great dinner in Williams that night. I remember thinking that this had been one of the
best days on the trip, but the next day was Viva Las Vegas baby and even better. As I kept on
saying to our Tour Guide Zsolt, “today was excellent, how can you top this?” I remember him just
smiling and saying “just wait and see”.
Day 12: Williams AZ. – Las Vegas NV.(376 km) After a packed day’s ride from Williams, AZ., we
finally rode into Las Vegas along the Strip late in the evening. I remember riding alongside my
mate Nuno with “Viva Las Vegas” streaming from my bikes quad speakers and smiles all around in
the group. It was a Kodak moment for sure and one I locked in the memory for when I’m old and
dribbling. With no time to rest in the city that never sleeps, Bruno (the mad Swiss Engineer), Nuno
and I set out to explore the sights, stopping briefly at the famous Hotel Bellagio. It was a late night
to say the least.
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(Vegas Baby’ stepping out to see the sights with riding buddies Nuno & Bruno outside the Bellagio Hotel)

Day 13: Las Vegas NV to Victorville CA. (468 km) One of the longest and my most memorable
rides (and yes there were lots). This was through the Mojave Desert. The weather was glorious,
with clear blue skies with just a few wispy fluffy clouds above. We cruised over long stretches of
the wide open road passing through towns with unusual names like Bagdad and Siberia.
I recall that the afternoon was very hot so we made a fuel stop at Roy’s Motel &Cafe in Amboy CA.
Whilst the Motel has seen better days and it's kind of off the beaten track, you can't miss that
distinctive Roy's 50's style road sign, it's in the same style as the Famous "Welcome to Las Vegas"
sign.
As we filled up with ‘gas’, and, with a cold drink in hand, we met a group of older Italian riders
who couldn't speak a word of English. But Carola and Franco (our Italian connection in our group)
hit it off with them straight away. One of the Italian riders developed a flat front tyre, and so
without a second’s hesitation we all pitched in to help, (including the shop owner with his 45 cal.
semi-automatic pistol strapped to his belt).
Now, that's what the ride was all about. That sense of simply knowing that when you need help or
information another rider will always lend a hand. The other reason I loved this place was my
youngest son David's middle name is Roy, naturally I had to get the T Shirt.
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(Ready to roll, Roy’s Motel and Café, Amboy, CA)

(Just sitin’ on a corner in William, AZ)

(Shave and Hair cut with Angel at Seligman, AZ)

(Cruising the open road along Route 66 and Zsolt resting)
Day 14: Victorville to Los Angeles (183 km). The final day of our ride together, saw us riding the
infamous peak hour LA freeway traffic in convoy - not an easy task. Once again (probably for the
hundredth time), I thanked the riding gods for selecting a tour group that offered small riding
groups.
Around lunch time we finally reached the western terminus of this great road. We parked our
bikes and slowly dismounted at Santa Monica Pier, the classic American boardwalk that juts out
into the Pacific Ocean, where 4,300km later our Route 66 adventure officially ended.
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That afternoon we had lunch at the Bubba Gump Restaurant on the Pier; we enjoyed a few cold
ones, swapped many stories and lots of laughs. Like Billy Connolly, I was both glad and sad that it
was over. Glad that I had accomplished one of my life goals and sad that this once group of
strangers, now my firm friends were leaving.

(LEFT: The end of the line – A Hungarian Toast “eggs and Cheese’ and RIGHT: final group photo on the
Santa Monica Pier, we presented our tour guide (Zsolt) with this signed flag as a token of our appreciation)

I now realise life is not infinite. I have learned not to put off things that I want to do and to grab
life by the horns. Would I ride the road again – yes, in a heartbeat.
But then there are so many more USA rides left in this old bugger. It's nearly 12 months since that
ride and a day hasn't passed without a memory putting a smile on my dial as I think back. For
many it’s a once in a lifetime dream that when experienced will change you in some way.
I started this article by giving you the tip of doing your research. If you are thinking of riding the
mother road or other parts of the US, I commend Zsolt and his team at "Riding Route 66" to you.
He is an excellent guide and they are an excellent tour operator.
Was that the end of my holiday? No way! And whilst my tour buddies returned their rental bikes
to Eagle Rider, I kept mine, because within 48 hours, I started Part Two of my adventure; a nearly2,500 km, 12 day solo ride known as the Grand Circle Tour.
This route runs from LA through Vegas, Yosemite National Park, (via Death Valley), San Francisco
and finally down that magical coast road known as Highway 1 back to LA. With the warm breeze
blowing in my face and the sounds of the Beach Boy’s Good Vibrations blasting from the Electra
Glide’s speakers ….but, that's another story for another time.
Riding Route 66 Tours
I booked the ‘Deluxe’ Riding Route 66 Tour through Panam Travel (www.ridingroute66.us), which
is owned and operated by our tour guide, Zsolt Nagy. I cannot recommend this tour or Zsolt to
highly, he is a caring, honest and experienced tour operator. Thank you Zsolt for a very
memorable Route 66 adventure, you exceeded my expectations every day!
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