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The Twilight of Route 66:  
Transitioning from  

Highway to Freeway, 1956–84

By Frank Norris*

On Friday, June 29, 1956, President Dwight Eisen-
hower was a patient at Walter Reed Hospital outside Washington, DC, 
recuperating from an intestinal infection. There were no congressmen, 
reporters, or photographers around—just his press secretary—when 
he signed a bill that, according to one legal source, was one of the forty 
most important pieces of legislation in American history.1 The Federal-
Aid Highway Act of 1956, the tenets of which Eisenhower had been 
backing since taking office three years earlier, authorized the expen-
diture of billions of dollars over thirteen years to build the Interstate 
Highway System.2

The most widely available Route 66 literature suggests that the pas-
sage of the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 brought forth the long, 
inexorable fading away of a once-proud highway. Michael Wallis, for 
example, noted that during this period, “The bright lights of fame and 
fortune that had shone on the highway for so many years [began] to 
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dim,” and critic Helen Leavitt intoned that the bill brought on the 
“wanton and often purposeless destruction of . . . communities by the 
mania for more highways.”3 Indeed, the literature suggests the high-
way fell into an undifferentiated death spiral—one that proved long 
and slow because replacing Route 66 with interstates took more than 
twice the time the government had predicted. It was not until fall 1984 
that a completed freeway segment around Williams, Arizona, snuffed 
out the last gasps of US Highway 66 as a primary highway route.4 The 
existing Route 66 literature, which tends to emphasize the romantic, 
the quirky, and the iconic, sheds little light on the specific events of 
that twenty-eight-year transition period, and the myths about Route 
66 are so popular and pervasive that much of the complexity of this pe-
riod has been obscured. A closer look at this period, however, spotlights 
five key characteristics that help provide a more nuanced understand-
ing about the closing days of Route 66.

First, the congressional passage of the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 
1956 did not signal a radical change in highway building. Instead, it 
was one event of many that marked the transformation of the US high-
way system, both along the Route 66 corridor and elsewhere, from a 
reliance on two-lane, full-access highways to multilane, limited-access 
highways.

The idea of having limited-access, high-speed highways to circum-
vent congested city traffic had been an engineering reality for more 
than half a century. Around 1905 members of the wealthy, speed-hap-
py Vanderbilt family reluctantly recognized, for reasons of safety, that 
they needed an alternative to racing along the streets of New York. In 
response they purchased the necessary property and self-funded the 
construction of the nation’s first limited-access highway. The first ten-
mile section of the Long Island Motor Parkway was opened in Octo-
ber 1908.5 Twenty-five years later, at the other end of the continent, 
Los Angeles traffic engineers tried to counter ever-worsening traffic 
congestion by proposing, in November 1933, the “Ramona Air Line 
Route,” a four-mile-long freeway connecting the downtown area with 
the southern San Gabriel Valley. That highway, which later became 
part of the San Bernardino Freeway, a major  route by which Route 66 
passengers often drove to and from Los Angeles, was opened in April 
1935.6 Three years later, construction began on the Arroyo Seco Park-
way between Los Angeles and Pasadena. That route was opened, amid 
much fanfare, on December 30, 1940. It was immediately christened as 
a new segment of US Highway 66.7 

At the eastern end of Route 66 during this period, highway officials 
were hard at work on their own ways to speed up traffic. Starting just 
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seven miles southwest of the Chicago Loop, a forty-mile segment called 
Highway 66 Bypass was opened in 1940 with the goal of avoiding 
Joliet and its traffic congestion. This was not a freeway; instead, it 
was a four-lane, divided highway with a few at-grade intersections.8

At the same time these early highways were being conceived and 
built, national leaders were envisioning a broad, bold plan for a 
network of high-speed, limited-access highways. Early in Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s second term, the president “repeatedly expressed interest 
in construction of a network of toll superhighways as a way of providing 
more jobs for people out of work,” and in April 1939 he transmitted a 
report to Congress in which he recommended a “special system of direct 
interregional highways . . . designed to meet the requirements of the 
national defense and the needs of a growing peacetime traffic.”9 The 
onset of World War II—and the widespread recognition that Germany 
had already developed a sophisticated autobahn system—dramatically 
demonstrated the need for an improved US highway network.10 
When Congress passed the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1944, the bill 
contained a section authorizing designation of a forty thousand-mile 
“National System of Interstate Highways,” and by August 1947 the 
various state highway departments had finalized the adoption of the 

Interstate Highway System plan published in 1957, based largely on a route structure 
approved in 1947 (map courtesy of the author).
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specific routes that would comprise that system.11 Not much actual 
freeway construction resulted from this bill, but the proposed 1947 
highway network was the blueprint for the system that was later 
implemented beginning in June 1956. All that was needed to make 
the system a reality was financing, and it took the efforts of Senator 
Al Gore Sr. of Tennessee, Representative George Fallon of Maryland, 
and other legislators to work out the bill’s details. Gore and Fallon did 
their work so effectively that the resulting bill breezed through the US 
House of Representatives on a voice vote and the US Senate with but a 
single dissenting vote before President Eisenhower signed it at Walter 
Reed Hospital.12 

Although the 1956 bill seemingly gave the green light to freeway 
construction, many states had been building limited-access highways 
well before that date. As noted above, Illinois and California had taken 
the lead among the Route 66 states during the prewar era, and to some 
extent these trends continued. In Illinois quite a few limited-access 
highways with occasional intersections were built as a result of a law 
passed by the 1943 Illinois Legislature, so by 1946 segments were com-
plete around Lexington, the Bloomington-Normal area, Lincoln, and a 
substantial mileage approaching the Mississippi River near Saint Lou-
is, Missouri.13 In 1948 the Illinois Highway Department completed a 
bypass around Pontiac, and over the next six years bypasses also were 
built around an additional dozen or more Illinois towns and villages 
along this highway corridor. The net effect of this ongoing construction 
was that, by the end of 1954, the Chicago motorist could drive Route 
66 all the way to the Saint Louis suburbs on high-speed, divided high-
ways, largely avoiding the congestion of cities and towns and encoun-
tering just a few stoplights.14 To some extent, similar projects were also 
taking place in Missouri. By 1946 bypass routes had been built around 
the Saint Louis area, Rolla, Lebanon, Springfield, Carthage, and Jop-
lin, and by fall 1954 Saint Clair, Stanton, Doolittle, and Waynesville 
had all been bypassed as well.15

By far the largest Route 66 construction projects during this period 
were in Oklahoma. On April 30, 1947, Governor Roy Turner signed a 
bill creating the Oklahoma Turnpike Authority, the sole purpose of 
which was to authorize and build an eighty-six-mile-long turnpike be-
tween Oklahoma City and Tulsa. By March 1949 an Oklahoma High-
way Department study had declared that the idea was economically 
feasible, and in December 1950 the first construction contract was 
awarded for the $38 million project. At 3 p.m. on May 16, 1953, the 
Turner Turnpike was opened to traffic.16 While that project was still 
in the construction stage, the Oklahoma Legislature authorized an 
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equally challenging highway project that would connect Tulsa east to 
the Missouri border. In December 1954 bonds were issued for what 
became known as the Will Rogers Turnpike, and work got underway 
the following year. The eighty-eight-mile turnpike was opened to the 
public on June 28, 1957.17

In southern California, highway construction by 1946 had already 
bypassed San Bernardino, and the Arroyo Seco Parkway eased traf-
fic between Pasadena and Los Angeles. A year later, in June 1947, 
highway construction throughout the state began to accelerate after 
the California legislature passed the monumental Collier-Burns Act.18 
Intended to relieve urban traffic congestion, the act unleashed a tor-
rent of freeway building. By 1949 the Santa Ana Freeway was already 
under construction, and by 1955 portions of the Hollywood, Santa 
Monica, and San Bernardino freeways were open to traffic, primarily 
near downtown Los Angeles. East of Los Angeles, so much of the San 
Bernardino Freeway had been opened to traffic by 1955 that only a 
four-mile gap remained to complete a thirty-eight-mile segment out to 
the Pomona-Ontario area. Because the San Bernardino Freeway was 
less than four miles away from Route 66, which it paralleled, most 
highway travelers after 1955 between San Bernardino and Los Ange-
les shirked Route 66 in favor of the San Bernardino Freeway corridor.19

Because of the flurry of construction activity that took place at both 
ends of Route 66 during the immediate postwar years, Route 66 looked 
far different in June 1956 than it did at the end of World War II. Mi-
chael Wallis noted that “in the 1950s, Route 66 was a genuine celeb-
rity,” while a similar volume noted that “the heyday of the Mother 
Road [was] in the 1950s and 1960s.”20 In reality, that golden age hardly 
existed in Illinois, where bypasses had circumvented most cities and 
towns along the way, and the trend toward bypasses held, to some ex-
tent, in Missouri as well. In Oklahoma, fully half of Route 66 already 
had been replaced by a tollway or was in the process of being replaced. 
In California during the mid-1950s, the highway across the vast Mo-
jave Desert was still largely the same as it had been since the 1930s, 
but in the Los Angeles area so much freeway mileage had been built 
that Route 66 west of San Bernardino had been effectively abandoned 
by long-distance traffic.21 That left Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona as 
the only states where the classic, two-lane elements of Route 66 still 
were the primary roadway.22

Second, state highway departments often chose unusual tactics in 
the way in which freeway construction contracts were awarded. These 
departments, which were politically controlled by state highway com-
mission members, stepped gingerly into the business of replacing 
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Route 66 and other major highways. As a result, bypass routes around 
cities and major towns were not completed for fifteen years or more 
after Congress authorized the Interstate Highway System.

The passage of the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 seemed to 
usher in a new era in interstate highway construction. The bill autho-
rized the expenditure of $25 billion—a huge amount by the standards 
of the day—and federal highway planners predicted that a 41,000-mile 
interstate highway system would be in place by 1969.23 Given that fi-
nancial windfall, 90 percent of which would be paid for by the federal 
government, state highway departments around the country raced to 
be the first to award contracts and lay concrete. On August 13, 1956, 
for example, Missouri awarded the first contract based on new inter-
state highway funding, and just a month later construction workers 
in Kansas started paving a stretch of what later became a section of 
Interstate Highway 70.24 Neither of these segments replaced Route 66 
mileage; the surge in new concrete and asphalt, however, was a precur-
sor of things to come along the Route 66 corridor and elsewhere.

A few months after the new freeway system was announced, a map 
was widely distributed showing the main route numbers. Under the 
new configuration, the principal routes were based on either east-west 
or north-south travel. But because much of Route 66 was oriented in 
a northeast-southwest direction, Route 66 backers were dismayed to 
learn that there would be no single interstate number that would take 
the highway’s place. Instead, Route 66 lost its unified identity, and it 
was split up into portions of five different interstate highways: Inter-
states 55, 44, 40, 15, and 10.25

Under the new law, the federal Bureau of Public Roads, part of the 
Department of Commerce, was responsible for funneling more than 
$1 billion in interstate highway funds to the states during fiscal year 
1957. Among Route 66 states, this distribution brought $13 million 
to Arizona, more than $10 million to New Mexico, and so on.26 The 
design and construction projects, however, were overseen by the vari-
ous state highway commissions, which had spent decades building and 
improving primary and secondary roads mostly financed by a fifty-fifty 
federal-state match.27 The landmark 1956 highway bill, while empha-
sizing the importance of multilane, limited-access freeways, had cer-
tain loopholes; for example, it authorized the construction of two-lane 
highways, as well as at-grade intersections, on lightly traveled rural 
interstate segments. 

Based on these standards, it appears that several state highway 
commissions spent the first years after 1956 spending superhighway 
dollars on routine upgrades of existing rural highways rather than 
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on the construction of full-fledged, limited-access freeway segments.28 
New Mexico highway officials, for example, issued their first two in-
terstate highway contracts along Route 66 in early 1957, for isolated 
segments between Moriarty and Santa Rosa. In a similar fashion, Ari-
zona’s first interstate highway contract along Route 66 was a remote, 
nine-mile segment, awarded in December 1957 near Petrified Forest 
National Monument. The contracts in one, or perhaps both, of these 
states were completed without constructing a freeway interchange.29  

Although some states started issuing freeway construction contracts 
along the Route 66 corridor before others (the first Texas segment, for 
example, was not completed until five years after Eisenhower signed 
the highway bill), most state highway commissions followed a similar 
historical pattern: freeways first were built in empty, rural areas, fol-
lowed by a move into the big cities before, as a final step, bypassing 
small- to medium-sized towns.30 Beginning in 1966, interstate stan-
dards required that all new freeways be four lanes or more, and at-
grade intersections were prohibited. A year-by-year perusal of highway 
maps during the 1960s and 1970s, therefore, quixotically shows that 
several highway segments were shown for a few years as freeways, 
only to revert back to divided-highway status a few years later.31

Third, the construction and completion of the Interstate Highway 
system—along the Route 66 corridor and elsewhere—turned out to be 
more contentious than either federal or state highway engineers had 
predicted. Although upgrading selected rural highways to interstate 

Interstate construction progress along the Route 66 corridor by state, 1935–84 (table cour-
tesy of the author). 
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highway standards was relatively uncontroversial, state highway 
commissions recognized that the construction of interstates around 
both small towns and large cities was a potential threat. A primary 
rationale for the new interstate highways, after all, was the promise of 
being able to drive hundreds of miles without encountering a stoplight. 

While new freeways in urban areas offered the promise of minimiz-
ing traffic congestion, they also bypassed the roadside businesses that 
often provided a community’s primary economic base. It was not at all 
surprising, therefore, that when highway commissioners announced 
plans for interstate highway construction around cities and towns, they 
often ran into a wall of opposition from municipal governments, cham-
bers of commerce, and the owners of a variety of roadside businesses. 
At an Arizona public meeting, for example, a speaker who represented 
motel owners protested that a proposed freeway was “not only a threat 
to their livelihood but a menace to the economy of the state and the 
community.”32 In some communities along Route 66, there were long, 
protracted fights over rights-of-way and the timing of construction con-
tracts. These fights never became full-fledged freeway revolts such as 
San Francisco, Miami, and Memphis endured, but local opposition in 
a number of communities delayed freeway construction for months if 
not years.

Perhaps the most orchestrated opposition to freeway construction 
took place in New Mexico, where state lawmakers in 1963 moved to 
protect small communities from the freeway builders by enacting a law 
prohibiting freeway bypasses without local approval.33 Similar laws, by 
this time, had been enacted in Wyoming and perhaps elsewhere.34 That 
1963 law, which according to one observer “caused delay of [highway] 
projects and resulted in a general slowdown of the program in New 
Mexico,” was partially rescinded in 1965.35 A year later it was fully 
repealed after federal highway officials threatened to withhold their 
90 percent funding share for all future freeway projects in the state.36

In a few local areas, highway plans were announced that promised 
to entirely isolate a community. In eastern New Mexico, for example, 
the route initially proposed for Interstate 40 would have bypassed 
Tucumcari and San Jon by five miles; farther west, a proposed 
interstate route west from Kingman, Arizona, would have bypassed 
Needles, California, to the north by more than forty miles. But in both 
cases, local and state officials complained until the proposed right-of-
way was moved much closer to these towns.37 Highway officials made 
similar plans along Interstate 40 in Oklahoma, and it took the patient 
persuasion of Jack Cutberth from the US Highway 66 Association to 
have the right-of-way realigned so that it followed the old road more 
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closely.38 Highway planners sometimes proposed too few interchanges—
as in Flagstaff or Williams—or they proposed intersections in such 
poorly situated locations—as in Cuervo, New Mexico—that long-
established roadside businesses would have been rendered effectively 
inaccessible.39

Freeways could be delayed for any number of reasons. In Sham-
rock, Texas, the state highway commission delayed construction for 
five years because local ranchers were unwilling to sell their land along 
the proposed freeway right-of-way.40 In other highway-dependent com-
munities, local officials pressured state highway commissions to delay 
the issuance of highway bypass construction contracts.41 In Flagstaff, 
Arizona, officials and local residents spent two years grappling over 
whether the interstate would go through the middle of town or loop 
around its southern edge; once the southern route had been chosen, 
the question of whether businesses could legally locate on freeway con-
necting routes was submitted to a public vote, further delaying the pro-
cess.42 After eight more years of delays, Interstate 40 opened around 
Flagstaff in early October 1968. The lack of adequate freeway signage, 
however, caused the business community to complain so loudly that 
the interstate was shut down after being open for just one day. For 
the next few weeks, highway traffic reverted back to the old Route 66 
right-of-way until the signage was improved.43 In a few cases, such as 
at Williams, Arizona, the threat of legal action delayed the awarding 
of construction contracts.44 Behind all of these delaying actions was a 
common denominator, which was the fear that the completion of free-
way bypasses would bring catastrophic economic consequences to both 
large and small communities.

Because of these protests, and others like them that were staged 
throughout the country, the construction of new freeways dragged on 
far longer than planners and legislators had predicted when the Fed-
eral-Aid Highway Act of 1956 was passed. By the close of the 1969 
construction season, when Congress had originally stated that the 
system would be complete, only two-thirds of the 2,134 freeway miles 
that would replace Route 66 had actually been completed. Indeed, it 
would take another fifteen years before the last one-third of that free-
way mileage—what Michael Wallis called that “passionless slab of mo-
notony”—would be open to traffic.45

Fourth, the widespread fears about the economic impact of the inter-
states proved to be only partially realized, with cities and larger towns 
largely avoiding significant losses. The root cause of many freeway de-
lays was the widely-held fear by businesses up and down Route 66 that 
the new freeways would destroy small towns along the way, particu-
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larly those towns that were heavily dependent on motels, restaurants, 
service stations, and similar tourist services. In the weeks and months 
after the passage of the 1956 highway act, various newspaper articles 
chronicled a pervasive dread of the highway’s anticipated economic im-
pacts. This was expressed not only by the owners of roadside motels 
and restaurants but also by state highway officials. For example, one 
Holbrook, Arizona, resident pleaded with federal officials, “If you could 
just leave the 2–3 miles of Holbrook alone.”46 Local newspapers printed 
when a new freeway bypass opened often reflected that fear. Motel 
owners were quoted as being genuinely worried, while chamber of com-
merce officials typically expressed guarded optimism that the town’s 
visitor sector would somehow persevere.

As it turned out, the economic impacts that the freeways brought 
were mixed. According to one book on the subject, “Since the road was 
decommissioned, these [Route 66] towns have struggled to define their 
identities and economies.”47 Some, however, weathered the transition 
better than others. The most hard-hit businesses were the isolated 
businesses, such as curio shops, small-scale theme parks, and the com-
bination filling stations, cafes, and tourist courts that were scattered 
so plentifully along the route.  Also hard hit were the many small clus-
ters of buildings—mere wide spots in the road—that had a filling sta-
tion or store but not much else. Mid-twentieth-century urbanization 
doomed thousands of these building clusters across the country, and 
those located along Route 66 were no exception.48  

Completed interstate mileage along the Route 66 corridor, 1956–84 (table courtesy of the 
author).
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The great majority of towns, however, appear to have weathered 
the transition from highway to freeway fairly well. Among these were 
four major highway-dependent communities in New Mexico: Gallup, 
Grants, Santa Rosa, and Tucumcari. In each of these towns, a motel 
inventory was taken using telephone directories during the years just 
before each town was bypassed by Interstate 40, and these were com-
pared with two follow-up inventories that took place one to seven years 
after the towns were bypassed.49

Given the admittedly significant assumption that each town re-
tained a fairly static population and had consistent traffic volumes 
throughout the survey period, a comparison of the number of motels 
during the survey period shows only a slight variation between these 
four towns. Both Gallup and Tucumcari, which had relatively large 
numbers of motels, lost 10 percent or fewer of their motels during the 
period surveyed in this study. Grants and Santa Rosa, however, each 
with a relatively small number of motels, increased their number of 
motels during the same survey period. Without further social and eco-
nomic analysis, and without supporting data pertaining to motel prof-
itability, therefore, it appears that the coming of the freeways had a 
minor if not negligible impact on the number of motels in New Mexico’s 
most tourist-dependent small towns along Interstate 40.50

Fifth, the transition from Route 66 to the interstate had only a small, 
incremental impact on the survival rate of independent businesses ver-
sus those of nationwide chain operations. The literature about Route 
66 suggests that before the interstates were built, the various towns 
along the route were bastions of free enterprise, full of independent, 
locally-owned businesses, but that the coming of the interstates ush-
ered in a dramatic drop in the number of those businesses, which were 
in large part replaced by franchise operations of large national chains.  
The available data partially reinforces those notions, but in most areas 
the data challenges the prevailing stereotypes.

Impact of freeway bypasses on the number of motels in selected New Mexico towns (table 
courtesy of the author).
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Indeed, during the period that immediately followed World War 
II, available telephone directories verify that the businesses that 
prevailed along Route 66 such as motels, tourist courts, and cafes 
were independently owned; these ownership patterns were doubtless 
reflected on long-distance highways throughout the United States. 
Many if not most filling stations, however, were corporately controlled, 
either as company-owned or franchised operations.51

Over time, motels representing various lodging chains began to ap-
pear along the US highway network, including Route 66. The period 
between 1940 and 1954, for example, witnessed the founding of the 
TraveLodge, Best Western, Holiday Inn, and Howard Johnson lodging 
chains. These chains were founded elsewhere and did not establish 
their first Route 66 locations until the early 1960s, but a competing 
chain, the Ramada Inn, opened its first facility in 1954 in Flagstaff, 
Arizona.52

An analysis of four highway-dependent towns along Route 66 in 
New Mexico shows a long, slow growth in the number of chain lodg-
ing establishments. During the mid-1950s, all of the eighty-four mo-
tels in these four towns were independently owned. By the mid-1960s, 
however, at least one establishment owned or operated by a national 
lodging chain was located in three of these four towns, although they 
constituted only 5.6 percent of all lodging establishments in these four 
towns. The first of these towns, Santa Rosa, was bypassed by Inter-
state 40 in 1971, and the last, Tucumcari, in 1981. By the mid-1970s, 
when two of the four towns had been bypassed, lodging chains consti-

Historical growth of chain motels versus all motels in selected New Mexico towns, 1955–
2006. The years in the top column are the freeway bypass dates for each community (table 
courtesy of the author).
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tuted 17.3 percent of all lodging businesses. A decade later, after all 
four of the towns had been bypassed, this percentage had risen to 26.6 
percent. More recent tallies gauging this growth—38.3 percent in the 
mid-1990s and 46.2 percent in the mid-2000s—appear to confirm that 
the growth of chain lodging establishments was part of a long-term 
historical trend in which the completion of the freeway network was 
only an incidental element.

The transitional period between 1956, when the Federal-Aid Highway 
Act was passed, and 1984, when Route 66 finally gave way to an uninter-
rupted stretch of freeway between Chicago and Los Angeles, is a far more 
complex, turbulent period than has been generally perceived. There is lit-
tle to suggest, however, that the mechanics of this twenty-eight-year-long 
process was unique to the Route 66 corridor. As seen through the nostal-
gic prism of some Route 66 devotees, the “Mother Road” offers a refresh-
ing brand of uniqueness that no longer exists in today’s freeway-reliant 
culture. That uniqueness, in evidence up and down the highway corridor, 
is an economic boon to many businesses and communities. This study, 
with its focus on a single road corridor, provides few historical examples 
that compare Route 66 with other long-distance routes that underwent a 
similar transition from highways to freeways. In all probability, however, 
the political battles and economic impacts that took place along Route 66 
served as a rough template for what took place along other long-distance 
highway corridors.

Auction of US 66 signs by 
the Oklahoma Department 
of Transportation, c. 1985 
(20729.3, Oklahoma De-
partment of Transportation 
Collection, OHS).
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