The American road trip
There’s no better way to experience the US than by taking to the
open road and exploring the country’s varied landscapes, vibrant
cities, and quaint small towns. A network of highways and back
roads crisscross the nation like an elaborate web, leading to endless
possibilities for adventure and discovery.
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The United States is a nation of pioneers and explorers, immigrants, and
adventurers. The country’s history is
built on movement, from the Native
Americans who migrated across the
country to the Pilgrims who first
crossed the seas seeking religious
freedom, to Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark’s great voyage of discovery across the continent, to the
homesteaders and gold miners who
opened up the West.
As a country, the US is founded on
the principles of freedom, democracy,
and individualism. These ideals, which
are so fundamental to the nation’s
character and are a vital part of the
national mindset, are also reflected
in Americans’ love of driving and the
open road. On a road trip, the possibilities are endless. Driving is an individual
pursuit, one that allows for spontaneous decisions, without being limited by
the restrictions of other forms of travel
(such as trains and airplanes). There are
no security checks or boarding queues,
no transfers or waiting rooms. If you
want to stop somewhere along the way,
you stop. If you want to leave, you get
in your car and hit the road. And best
of all, if you don’t like where you’re
going, you can change direction at any
time. It’s the recreational version of the
American dream.

BHB USA.indb 22

No traffic jams, no schedules – just the
freedom of the open road

The quintessential American road
trip can best be described as ‘meandering with a purpose’.’ Although you
probably have your start and end
points figured out, how you get to
your destination and what you do en
route are entirely up to you. Just be
prepared that a road trip can easily
take you off the beaten path, either
by design or accident. Detours are
expected – in fact, they often prove to
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be the most memorable part of the
entire experience.

Road trip basics

San Juan Skyway Scenic Byway in Colorado

some snacks to keep your stomach
from growling while you’re roaming, or buy some picnic items from a
local produce stand and find a scenic
spot to enjoy lunch with a view. One
note of caution: if you see a sign that
says, ‘Last gas for 100 miles,’ take it
seriously. Don’t risk getting stuck

Roadside attractions
The highways of the US are lined with
roadside attractions, from the mildly odd
to the extremely bizarre. It’s impossible to
drive along the I-90 (Interstate highway,
see p.24) across South Dakota without
being bombarded with advertisements
for Wall Drug (510 Main Street, Wall, SD;
tel: 605-279-2175; www.walldrug.com), a
shopping mall with a cowboy theme. Down
the highway is the Corn Palace (604 North
Main Street, Mitchell, SD; tel: 605-9965031; www.cornpalace.org), a Moorishdomed tourist attraction and event venue
covered in murals and designs made
entirely of corn and other grains.
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Communities throughout the country
take great pride in unusual – and often
wacky – claims to fame, ranging from
the World’s Largest Spinach Can (in
Alma, Arkansas) to the World’s Largest
Thermometer (in Baker, California) to the
World’s Largest Fake Nose and Glasses (in
Michigan City, Indiana).
Other roadside oddities include a giant
gorilla holding a Volkswagen Bug (Beetle)
along US Route 7 in Leicester, Vermont;
a half-sized replica of the Leaning Tower
of Pisa (in Niles, Illinois); and a house
covered in more than 50,000 beer cans
(at 222 Malone Street, Houston, Texas).
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The United States is a big country.
That may seem obvious, but many
people don’t quite realize the distances involved. From north to south,
the state of California is roughly
equal to the distance from Antwerp
to Rome. The distance from Boston to
Washington, DC is similar to traveling
from Munich to Marseilles. And the
state of Texas is larger than the whole
of France.
It’s important, therefore, not to
bite off more than you can chew – it’s
better to see some of the country well
than to see a lot of it in a hurry. Be
realistic about the number of miles or
hours you can drive in any given day,
and always leave a little spare room in
the schedule for the unexpected.
It’s a good idea to stop at local grocery stores or truck stops to pick up
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Highways and byways
The backbone of the US road network,
Interstate highways cover nearly 42,800
miles (68,800km) of road. You could
drive across the country from Seattle to
Boston on I-90, or from Los Angeles to
Jacksonville, Florida, on I-10. Interstate 95
runs down the east coast from northern
Maine to Miami, while I-5 goes all the way
from Mexico to Canada. Note that oddnumbered routes run north–south, while
even-numbered routes go east–west.
Around the country, some 150
smaller routes are officially designated
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in the middle of nowhere with an
empty fuel tank or, arguably equally
important, an empty stomach.
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From cities to scenic byways

As far as the major cities are concerned, there’s a classic American joke
that applies to just about every one:
there are only two seasons: winter and
road construction. In other words,
be prepared for delays and detours
wherever you may be traveling.
Outside of the main cities, options
for crossing the country include

as National Scenic Byways (for full
information, see www.byways.org). From
the West Cascades Scenic Byway in
Oregon to the Great River Road along the
Mississippi River in Iowa to the Florida
Keys Scenic Highway, these roads take
in incomparable landscapes and vistas.
There’s also plenty of history and cultural
heritage, from Kentucky’s Country Music
Highway to the Southwest’s Trail of the
Ancients to the Journey through Hallowed
Ground Byway in Pennsylvania, Maryland,
and Virginia.

Interstate highways and other such
major roads (see box above) – marvels
of infrastructure that will take you
to many wonderful destinations.
However, you’ll be doing yourself a
disservice if you limit yourself exclusively to these larger roads. Venturing
onto the scenic byways and rural
routes will give you a totally different view of the country, at a much
slower pace than if you just blow by
at highway speeds of 65 or 70mph
(104–112kmph). Many of these roads
are famous in their own rights, from

Along the legendary Route 66
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A road trip through California affords the opportunity to stop at excellent wineries – although
note that the drunk driving rules in the US are very strict, so drink responsibly
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trip is the freedom to explore as the
fancy takes you.

Themed tours

Picking a theme for your road trip can
be a fun way to plan your route. There
is a multitude of options, from following in the footsteps of Meriwether
Lewis and William Clark (who led
the first expedition from Washington,
DC to the Pacific Coast) or exploring
the ghost towns of the Wild West. Or
what about visiting great baseball stadiums, or sampling your way through
California’s wine country? You may
want to visit the national parks of the
Southwest, trace musical history from
Nashville to New Orleans, or just
meander along the back roads of New
England to see the spectacular foliage
displays in autumn.
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the historic Route 66 (sometimes
dubbed the ‘Main Street of America’)
to California’s stunning Pacific Coast
Highway. It’s a good idea to pick up
a detailed local map (see p.19 for cartography recommendations) to help
you on your way, and take the exit
ramp to a slower-paced adventure.
Whatever route you choose, make
sure that your daily schedule allows
time to enjoy the serendipitous
encounters that the highways and
byways offer up. It may be that you
happen upon a small-town festival,
or decide to follow an intriguing
roadside sign advertising an attraction
such as the World’s Biggest Ball of
Twine (which, just for the record, is
located in Cawker City, Kansas).
If you don’t have a plan at all,
that’s just fine, too. There’s nothing
like simply getting in the car and
driving, only stopping to explore
when you see something interesting.
One of the biggest benefits of a road

Renting a vehicle

If you don’t have your own vehicle,
never fear: rental cars are easy to
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come by in the US, provided you
meet certain basic requirements.
The most popular companies
include Budget (www.budget.com),
Enterprise (www.enterprise.com),
Avis (www.avis.com), Dollar (www.
dollar.com), Thrifty (www.thrifty.
com), and Hertz (www.hertz.com).
It’s worth checking several companies as well as general online travel
booking agencies to find the best
deal. Most companies require a credit
or debit card deposit to reserve and
rent a vehicle, although in some cases
you also have the option to pay cash
when you return the car.
The minimum age to rent a car at
most places in the US is 21; however,
special surcharges and restrictions
typically apply to drivers under the
age of 25. Most rental agencies will
charge an additional fee if more than
one person will be driving, so be sure
to provide license information for all
potential drivers.
One-way rentals are usually available, though the price may be higher
than for round-trip rentals. There are
usually no restrictions on taking rental
cars across state lines, but bringing
rental vehicles into Canada or Mexico
generally requires special permission
for insurance reasons. No matter where
you travel, be sure to check whether
your rental includes unlimited mileage
or a fixed distance per day.
International visitors can use their
home-country driver’s license in the
US. However, if your license is not in
English, it may be worth obtaining an
International Driving Permit before
arrival. This document provides translations of the information on your
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license into several languages and
supplements your original license.
It helps US police to recognize that
your driver’s license is legitimate and
unexpired in the event that you are
stopped or involved in an accident.
Since the International Driving
Permit is a supplement and not a
replacement for your licence, it is
essential that you keep your original
license with you at all times to avoid
unnecessary headaches.
When it comes to your choice of
vehicle, if you want to feel the wind
in your hair as you drive through
the countryside, consider renting a
convertible – or, at the very least, a car
with a sunroof.
If you are comfortable driving
large vehicles, you may want to
rent an RV (recreational vehicle),
essentially a camper van. Major RV
rental companies include Cruise
America (tel: 1-800-671-8042; www.
cruiseamerica.com), El Monte RV
(tel: 1-888-337-2214; www.elmonterv.
Driving across the country in a convertible
is a memorable experience
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Motels are usually affordable and
conveniently located by the roadside
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Road stories
For as long as Americans have been taking
to the road, they’ve been telling stories
about it. The most famous road book of
them all, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road,
published in 1957, defined the post-war
Beat Generation, while Nobel Prize-winner
John Steinbeck’s work included his classic
Travels with Charley: In Search of America,
published in 1962. William Least HeatMoon documented his wanderings along
America’s back roads in his early 1980s’
Blue Highways, while journalist Charles
Kuralt brought stories of life across America
to generations of viewers during his quartercentury ‘On the Road’ segments for CBS
Television from the late 1960s.
Similarly, generations of American
singers have extolled the joys of travel,
from the folk harmonies of Simon and
Garfunkel’s America to Willie Nelson’s
country classic On the Road Again to
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Bruce Springsteen’s rousing rock anthem,
Born to Run.
The American love of travel has also
prompted an entire genre of road movies.
In Ridley Scott’s 1991 Thelma and
Louise, two women escaping from their
constrained lives cross the country in an
unplanned crime spree. A cocky young
man finds family and redemption on a
cross-country jaunt with his autistic older
brother in Barry Levinson’s 1988 film
Rain Man. In Smoke Signals (1998), two
young Native American men journey from
Idaho to Arizona to retrieve a relative’s
ashes. A week-long road trip through
California’s wine country is the focus of
Sideways, while in Little Miss Sunshine
(2006) a dysfunctional family drives an
equally dysfunctional Wolkswagon bus
across the Southwest to a children’s
beauty pageant.
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com), Moturis and Camping World
(tel: 1-877-297-3687; www.moturis.
com), and Compass Campers (tel:
1-866-425-0307; www.compasscampers.
com). Most RVs don’t require any
special license, although you should
be familiar with the ins and outs of
maneuvering a large vehicle before you
take one of these on a small, winding,
country road.
Finally, don’t forget to bring some
music to enjoy on your road trip,
otherwise you’ll be spending a lot of
time spinning the dial on the radio,
searching for stations as you cross from
one broadcast area to another. In lesspopulated parts of the country, such
as Texas, Iowa or Nebraska, you often
won’t find any radio stations at all.
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Where to stay
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The most challenging part of any road
trip – apart from choosing which of
the many roads to take – is figuring
out where to lay your head at night.
Fortunately, you’ll find various types
of lodging available in just about any
populated part of the country, from
luxury hotels to independent motels
and to reliable mid-range chains
such as Holiday Inn, Best Western, or
Hampton Inn.
If your route is fairly fixed or you
have specific needs (or simply want to
stay at the best hotels), booking ahead
is a good idea. However, if you prefer
to leave yourself open to going where
the mood takes you, it’s generally not
too difficult to find a decent motel
room as you go along, provided you’re
able to be somewhat flexible about
location and amenities.
It’s worth noting that youth hostels
are rare in the US. They can be found
in the major cities, and if you’re on
a tight budget and are looking for
a backpacking-style vacation, it’s a
good idea to join the Youth Hostel
Association, as many hostels offer
beds to members only.
If you’re camping, you’ll find the
opposite – there’ll be a range of
developed campgrounds just about
everywhere you go. Most campgrounds have electricity and water
hookups for RVs and camper vans, as
well as sites for more traditional tent
camping. Restroom and shower facilities are generally located in a central
building, and laundry rooms and a
convenience store may also be available, along with recreational facilities
such as pools or games rooms. Some
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campgrounds also have rustic cabins,
although you will need to provide
your own bedding, and sometimes
even your own mattress. If you’re
planning a longer trip, consider joining Kampgrounds of America (KOA),
whose low annual membership fee
provides discounts at member campgrounds all over the country, along
with other benefits.
Campgrounds, both developed
and basic ones, can also be found
in many national parks (see p.40),
national f orests (www.forestcamping.
com), state parks, and other public
lands. For these sites, you may have to
reserve a pitch in advance. Contact the
Parks Service for more information.

Eating across America

A big part of the road-trip experience is sampling all the regional
foods you’ll encounter along the way.
America might be the country of
hamburgers and fries, but if you’re
Hiring an RV solves the problem of where to
lay your head at night
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willing to experiment a little and
avoid the infamous golden arches,
you’ll be able to chow down on some
of the country’s most unique cuisines.
Philadelphia is known for the Philly
cheesesteak, a sandwich made with
thinly sliced steak and melted cheese
in a long bread roll. When ordering,
be sure to specify whether you want
your sandwich ‘with’ or ‘without’.
(Locals know that this refers to fried
onions.) New York City is the place to
go for pizza, and, if you order a slice
in Brooklyn, be sure to fold it in half,
longways. New Orleans has its southern specialties such as gumbo (a type
of meat or fish stew) and beignets
(like square donuts, without the hole),
while San Francisco is the birthplace
of sourdough bread. You can’t visit
Maine without tasting lobster, and the
Pacific Northwest revels in Dungeness
crab and other seafood.
If you’re driving across the emptier
stretches of the country, your choices
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Gas stations can be few and far between, so
don’t leave it to the last minute to refuel

will probably be more limited. No
matter where you go, you’re likely to
become well acquainted with that allAmerican staple of life on the road:
the truck stop. These roadside facilities typically include a restaurant or
food court, fueling station, restrooms,
and a convenience store with snacks
and essentials. Many also have shower
facilities for the long-haul truck
drivers who stop for rest and refreshment. If you feel like you could use
a rest, don’t be afraid of using these
facilities. It is far safer to stop for a
nap than to keep driving when tired.
Another American icon is the diner,
a prefabricated restaurant, traditionally with a layer of stainless steel
covering the outside of the building.
Diners are casual establishments
serving a wide range of grilled and
fried food such as burgers, sandwiches, French fries, eggs, bacon,
waffles, and pancakes. Customers can
dine in booths or on stools at the
counter. Nowadays the word ‘diner’ is
often used for any restaurant serving
typical diner food, whether or not it is
a true diner in the traditional sense.
In addition to local establishments,
you’re sure to find unexciting but
reliable chain restaurants such as
Denny’s, Applebee’s, and Cracker
Barrel across the country.

Coming home

Last but not least, don’t forget to document your trip with photographs,
postcards, maps, etc. Your own stories
of this or that quirky festival, or a tiny
town with the best hotdog, may just
inspire someone else to go on their
own American road trip.
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