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SELIGMAN, Ariz.—When the world sped up and Interstate 40 bypassed Seligman, Arizona, Angel Delgadillo stayed put. His town, which had grown with the increased traffic on U.S. Route 66, suddenly had more tumbleweeds than visitors.
When that happened, Delgadillo kept his barber chair upright, his humor as sharp as his razor, and never lost his unwavering faith in Route 66. Today, his family's business stands as a living monument to that highway and to the grit of those who, like Angel, refused to let it be forgotten.
 He's been called The Guardian Angel of Route 66 and its Ambassador but is best known as the Founder of the Historic Route 66 Association of Arizona. It is the first organization of its kind to honor and preserve the legacy of America's famous highway.
Angel's story began in 1917, when his parents moved from Mexico to Seligman. They had nine children, and his father supported the family as a self-taught barber. Multiple generations of Delgadillos have lived on Route 66 ever since.
(Their name is pronounced Del-guh-DEE-yo.)
Angel was born in 1927, in a house on the original alignment of Route 66, which became part of the U.S. Highway System the year before. The highway begins in Chicago, Illinois, and ends in Santa Monica, California, going 2,448 miles, through eight states and three time zones. Its flat surface and straight direction helped make it the "fastest way from Chicago to Los Angeles" and gave it the nickname “Gateway to the West."
Growing up alongside the roadway, the Delgadillo children heard the constant hum of engine motors from their "ringside seats." They dodged and danced among the shadows made by the headlights of passing cars and trucks. As adults they worked in jobs and started businesses to serve those travelers.
During the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl years of the 1930s, jobs disappeared. Many farm families pulled up stakes and headed west in search of greener pastures and plentiful jobs. The drought dried up their crops, and the wind blew them away.
John Steinbeck's novel The Grapes of Wrath tells the story of one such family, the Joads, whose escape westward on Route 66 was one of hope and resilience in the face of disappointment and tragedy. 
Many families during this period experienced similar challenges, including the Delgadillos. The economic downturn forced Angel's father to close the barber shop.   Angel's older brother, Juan, took a job at the Santa Fe Railroad to help make ends meet. The other children also got work and pooled their money to support the family. Angel was the janitor of his school when he was in the 8th grade, arriving early before classes to fire up the furnace.
Clarissa Delgadillo, Angel's daughter, said her dad was surprised that the school would trust him at such a young age to hold all the keys and open the school every morning. She believes it was because so many Delgadillo children attended the school and had good reputations as responsible, hardworking people. 
 In 1950, after graduating from Pasadena Barber School and serving as an apprentice in Williams, Arizona, Angel reopened his father's barbershop in the same building, later adding a gift shop. The bulk of Angel's customers were workers on the Santa Fe Railroad, but he also cut hair for truckers, tourists and locals. He kept his father's three pool tables and the barber chair, made a year before he was born. 
Juan opened Delgadillo's Snow Cap Drive-In in 1953, building it with scrap lumber. To attract customers, he cut the roof off a vintage 1936 Chevrolet and painted it white to match the sidewalls of the tires. He decorated the car, printing "Shakes” on the hood and “Delgadillo’s Snow Cap” in large letters on the body. Drivers slowed down to take a look, and many stopped to eat.
His menu featured "cheeseburgers with cheese" and "dead chicken." In the rear of the property, he parked a collection of classic cars and called it Juan's Garden. 
Hand-painted signs in the parking area warned drivers that parking was at their own risk. The door leading to the counter had two doorknobs, but the one on the right was a fake. Customers had to use the left doorknob to open the door.
Angel and Juan were having fun, and it was contagious. The Delgadillos didn't just provide quality service—they entertained. Always eager to share stories and jokes about the highway's colorful history, they delighted customers and kept them coming back for more.
The good times came to a screeching halt on September 22, 1978, at 2:30 p.m. Angel never forgot that exact moment when he realized Interstate 40 had opened and bypassed the stretch between Seligman and Kingman. Vehicles stopped using Route 66 and instead drove on a beautiful four-lane highway that was smoother than a desert mirage and faster than a cartoon roadrunner.
Before the bypass, 9,000 vehicles raced along Route 66 every 24 hours. After the opening of I-40, the flood of cars turned into a trickle, and the businesses and towns that grew up to serve that traffic dried up and died.
For Angel and his wife, Vilma, moving out of Seligman was not an option. They had four children—three were in college at nearby Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff—and they didn't want to abandon the business he spent 28 years building.
Although he lost most of his business overnight, he took action by contacting the Arizona Department of Transportation and the federal government to find ways to keep traffic coming through Seligman. He also hit up local politicians and business leaders with his ideas to promote Route 66, and in response, the only sound he got was crickets.
Clarissa said it surprised her dad that even the Seligman Chamber of Commerce didn't get on board. “The Chamber wanted to save Seligman by bringing big commerce to the city,” Clarissa explained. "My dad said, ‘Let's save Route 66.”
After a lonely 10-year battle, in February 1987, Angel organized a meeting of people interested in saving Route 66, attracting about 15 attendees, including his brother Juan. He presented his idea to designate the 83-mile segment of Route 66, from Seligman to Kingman, as “Historic Route 66” and to install signage to mark it. 
He thought this would get the traveling public off I-40 and into their community, where they would spend money and boost the local economy by getting haircuts, buying food, and gas.
Everyone liked Angel's idea, so they founded the Historic Route 66 Association of Arizona and elected him as its first president.
They lobbied ADOT, the feds, local politicians and anyone who would listen. The little association never gave up. They wrote letters, made calls and visits, doing whatever it took to get the attention of the powers that be.
They succeeded. In November of that year, the highway was renamed Historic Route 66, and ADOT installed signage to show drivers there was something special to see by taking the Route 66 exit.
In March1988, Seligman hosted a three-day run to Kingman and registered 153 car owners to raise awareness of the historic highway. Angel said that after that event, business began to pick up and hasn't stopped since.
New visitors and old-timers discovered the stories, myths and history of the famed highway. With increased traffic, businesses sprouted and prospered once more. Today, numerous diners, gift shops, and gas stations offer excited tourists food, entertainment and refreshments.
  Arizona now has the longest continuous stretch of Route 66 in the country. It extends five miles west of Ash Fork, Arizona (Crookton Road, Exit 139), to the California border. Seligman claimed the title "Birthplace of Historic Route 66," thanks to the efforts of Angel Delgadillo.
The barber ignited a preservation movement that spread across the nation, as other communities along Route 66 followed his example and formed their own historic Route 66 associations.
Angel met John Lasseter in Seligman in 2006, when the Pixar director was on vacation with his family. Delgadillo explained to Lasseter that traffic disappeared overnight after I-40 was completed and shared what he did to restore the traffic through his hometown.
"We used to wait, look both ways, and run across the street, and after the bypass, you could take a nap on it," Angel said. "And it stayed that way for ten long years."
 Delgadillo's conversations with Lasseter inspired the 3 ½-minute flashback in his animated film Cars, where the character Sally Carrera tells the nostalgic story of the traffic on Route 66 disappearing. The movie's fictional town, Radiator Springs, bears many similarities to Seligman. 
Now, Mirna Delgadillo manages and co-owns, with her parents, “Angel and Vilma's Original Gift Shop and the Barber Shop Museum.” Clarissa and her husband, Mauricio Perez, also work in the gift shop. The Delgadillos continue the tradition of welcoming travelers from around the globe with stories, souvenirs and smiles.
Clarissa has been working in the gift shop for almost 20 years. "We're not just running a cash register and selling memorabilia," she observed. "We are docents and ambassadors for Route 66."
She added, "Back in the day when Route 66 was in its heyday, Joe Delgadillo had an Arco gas station, Dad had the barbershop, and Juan had Snow Cap."
Juan is now deceased. Nevertheless, his children, John and Cecilia Delgadillo, continue to run the drive-in, and it remains best known as Ground Zero for Route 66 food pranks.
 Their web page promises to keep the legacy of this Route 66 institution alive: "You can expect to find the same great food served with the same signature humor and gags that travelers have come to expect. If you're driving through Seligman, Arizona, on Route 66 and are looking for lunch, look for the lit-up neon sign declaring, Sorry, We're Open."
It only takes a few seconds of listening to John to realize he inherited the enthusiasm and quirky sense of humor from his fun-loving father. He's kept the "cheeseburgers with cheese and dead chicken” items on the menu, the fake doorknob and the humorous signage.
John said the Snow Cap Drive-In entered the Guinness Book of World Records on September 10, 2022, for having the "Most Milkshake Flavors on Display." They advertised 266 flavors in all.
"About a month after we broke the world record, Mobile One contacted us to see if Snow Cap wanted our logo on Kevin Harvick's race car in a NASCAR Series Race in North Carolina," John said. "What a great experience that was. They wanted me to drive the car, but I told them I didn't have enough experience."
After 75 years of cutting hair on Route 66, Angel finally hung up his clippers in 2022 at the age of 95. He didn't stop working, however. He started building birdhouses that are sold in the gift shop. All proceeds will be used to make welcome signs at each end of Seligman ahead of next year's Centennial Celebration of the Founding of Route 66.
At 98 years young, Angel's eyes are as bright as the desert sun, and his smile as wide as the Grand Canyon. His accurate recall of dates, places, and people is remarkable for a man of his age, or any age,Final for that matter.
 "The reason I am who I am today is because I grew up during the Depression," Angel said. "We had so little. We were taught to make do with what we have and not to take advantage of each other—not to give up, try again and succeed."
He added, "My proudest accomplishment is giving Route 66 this historic rebirth. We have done something for the people of the world. I live it. I see tourists from all over the world coming off the interstate to our town and taking pictures. What we did was of the people, by the people and for the people."
Route 66 may no longer be the fastest way from Chicago to L.A., but thanks to Angel Delgadillo and his family, it remains the most fascinating way to get there. In Seligman, the road still hums with laughter, legacy, and the kind of stubborn optimism that built America.
Award-winning Arizona travel writer Roger Naylor summed it up best: "Seligman wouldn't exist without Route 66. And Historic Route 66 wouldn't exist without Seligman and a very prominent resident, Angel Delgadillo." 
***       
For more information: Delgadillo’s Snow Cap Drive-in
22235 W Historic Route 66
 Seligman, AZ 86337 U.S.A.
(928)422-3891
www.route66roadtrip.com

Angel & Vilma Delgadillo’s Original Route 66 Gift Shop
 22265 W Historic Route 66  
Seligman, AZ 86337 U.S.A.
(928) 422-3352
www.route66giftshop.com
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