Historic Route 66 Properties

Applying Criterion Consideration G and Defining Exceptional Importance
Linda McClelland, 40-9-09

As a general policy when evaluating historic resources associated with Historic U.S. Route 66, it is appropriate to consider a period of significance extending to 1970, the closing date of the nationally important theme.  This recognizes the continuing importance of the road and road-related resources throughout the entire history of the nationally significant highway.  The present rarity of resources associated with the final stage of Route 66 and the rapid rate and nature of changes in the post-war period may be important factors signifying the exceptional importance of resources that were constructed or substantially remodeled after the fifty-year-mark. 
Existing National Register policy for setting the period of significance for historic districts allows some flexibility in extending the closing date “several years” within the less-than-fifty year period and recognizing as contributing those resources built or substantially altered less-than-fifty years ago provided this occurred within the period of significance.  This policy is based on the language of Criterion Consideration G of the National Register Criteria extending National Register eligibility to resources less-than-fifty-years of age if they are “integral” parts of a historic district.  This policy is further clarified in How to Apply the National Register Criteria (page 43) and NR bulletin, Evaluating and Nominating Properties that Have Achieved Significance within the Past Fifty Years (page 10).  Within the historic context for Route 66, it seems reasonable that, in most cases, the period of significance for historic districts associated with Rt. 66 be extended to 1970, the closing date of the nationally important Route 66 theme, provided the associated section of the highway was still a designated portion of the historic route at this time. Otherwise, an earlier date to correspond with the actual date the section was decommissioned may be appropriate.  

The policy for setting the period of significance for an individual property differs.  Efforts should be made to select a logical ending date for the period of significance for individual properties based on the property’s association with U.S. Route 66, thereby avoiding an arbitrary fifty-year cut-off.  As with districts, 1970 or the date the associated section of highway was decommissioned might be an appropriate ending date.  In such cases, a justification of exceptional significance is not needed provided the property’s association with the highway began more than fifty years ago and continued into the more recent past. This approach assumes that the property still reflects the earlier period of significance and has not undergone substantial physical alteration in the less-than-fifty-year period, and it allows the evaluation of less-than-fifty-old additions as contributing features of the overall property.  In the case of an individual business that closed before 1970, an earlier ending date would be appropriate (for example, the date the resource no longer served the needs of Route 66 travelers).  For properties constructed or substantially remodeled within the past fifty years, however, a justification of exceptional significance will be required. The fact that the property’s significance can be placed within the nationally significant Route 66 context and that considerable scholarship exists on the subject should make it easier to make a case for exceptional importance and establish registration requirements defining several specific ways the exceptional importance of Route 66-related resources may be established.  

The property type analysis provides the opportunity to state how Criterion Consideration G applies to Rt. 66-related resources, and to define within the context of the overall theme what qualities define continuing historical importance beyond the fifty-year mark and/or qualify a resource as “exceptionally important.  The date of construction as well as the date when a resource took on its current appearance (in the case of a property remodeled or substantially added to within the past fifty years) should be considered in deciding whether Criterion Consideration G needs to be applied and exceptional importance justified.  In other words, a motel/cabin court substantially remodeled and enlarged in the early 1960s, in response to increased travel on the road and changing trends in overnight accommodations, would require a statement of exceptional importance, based perhaps on its being a highly representative and intact example of the latest period of Route 66 development. 

Less -than-fifty properties associated with Route 66 may have exceptional importance for their outstanding representation of a particular property type or for distinction as embodying the values associated with the local Route 66 experience.  Some properties may have particularly strong and important associations with specific events, persons, and activities instrumental in forging or maintaining the community’s identity as a stop along the historic route. The present rarity of resources associated with the final stage of Route 66 and the rapid rate and nature of changes in the post-war period may be important factors signifying exceptional importance.
Exceptional properties might include a particularly exemplary example or a “rare” and intact survivor of a period of construction or type of construction, or a property of high integrity. Such factors might include the need for larger and additional gasoline stations and eating establishments as the number of long-distance travelers increased, the introduction of motel or restaurant chains, the demand for “newer” overnight accommodations, or the transition of former Route 66 commercial corridors to postwar suburban arterials at the edge of growing cities, such as St. Louis, Los Angeles, and Tulsa.      

