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In New Mexico, Fixing The ‘Devil’s
Highway’
Why a treacherous stretch of desert highway near the Four Corners
beat out thousands of other requests for federal stimulus funds. The
$31 million construction project begins next month.

By Bobby Magill, 4-12-11

It used to be the “Devil’s
Highway,” but now U.S.
Highway 491 is just a
deathtrap.

Beginning in May, a $31
million federal stimulus
grant will help New
Mexico highway officials
transform U.S. 491 on
the Navajo Reservation
from one of the most
deadly highways in the
state to a major four-
lane expressway
seemingly passing
through the middle of
nowhere.

Running for more than
100 miles from Gallup north to the Colorado state line, the narrow two-lane
U.S. 491 has a traffic fatality rate 3.6 times the state average as about
9,300 vehicles travel the highway each day as it traverses McKinley and San
Juan counties.

“It’s a lifeline between Gallup and the Farmington area and up to Colorado
and Utah,” said Joe Henley, transportation manager for the Gallup-McKinley
County School District, who has been driving U.S. 491 for 40 years. “There’s
lots of traffic, lots of trucks on that road. It’s very important.”

McKinley and San Juan counties were among New Mexico’s top five counties
for alcohol-related traffic crashes in 2009, and McKinley County ranks
highest in the state for DWI-related fatalities, many of which are along U.S.
491.

The primary artery through the eastern half of the Navajo Nation to the Four
Corners’ commercial centers, the fatality-plagued highway is made all the
more dangerous by its two narrow lanes and bad design, encouraging
drivers to pass in no-passing zones and causing numerous head-on
collisions, the New Mexico Department of Transportation grant application
for the project shows.

But the highway is notorious for another reason, too.

“They changed the number because it was the most dangerous highway in
the country,” Henley said.

Until 2003, U.S. 491 was U.S. 666 — the biblical number of the beast —
which stretched from Gallup north to Cortez, Colo., and Monticello, Utah.
U.S. 666 had been a main route through eastern Arizona, but in 1992,
Arizona’s portion of the highway became U.S. 191 because officials there
grew tired of replacing stolen “666” signs.

“Just the original naming of it being triple-six, and people just associated
that with the ‘Devil’s Highway,’ ” said Delane Baros, NMDOT spokeswoman.

Many people considered the highway’s number to be part of the reason the
highway was so dangerous, she said.

Superstition surrounding former U.S. 666 fueled by the highway’s accident
rate prompted officials in the three states through which the highway passes
to petition the federal government for a number change. In 2003, signs were
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posted designating it U.S. 491 in New Mexico, Colorado and Utah.

U.S. 666, with a long and storied history of its own, was a branch of old U.S.
66, and the removal of its signs marked the end to one of the last vestiges
of the Mother Road in the West.

But despite the number change, the carnage continued.

Since 2007, 27 people have died on the highway, most of them from
alcohol-related crashes, said Steven Flint of the New Mexico DWI Resource
Center in Albuquerque. 

Last year, the Navajo Nation won the $31 million U.S. Department of
Transportation grant — a Transportation Investment Generating Economic
Recovery, or TIGER, stimulus grant — to upgrade a 69-mile section of the
highway north of Gallup. Groundbreaking is scheduled next month for the
project, which, under the supervision of NMDOT officials, will turn U.S. 491
into a four-lane divided expressway.

The upgrade is critical because U.S. 491 serves as the primary access to
economic hubs for the economically depressed Navajo Nation, where
unemployment was 46 percent in 2009, according to the grant application
for the project.

The improvements will increase safety on a primary route carrying
commodities from Interstate 40 through the reservation to the Farmington
area, said Paulson Chaco, director of the Navajo DOT. 

The project, which received funding over nine other proposed highway
upgrades in New Mexico, is one of 50 TIGER-funded highway, mass transit
and other transportation projects announced in February 2010 for both
urban and rural areas. Some of the TIGER grant money awarded for projects
in the West includes $3.5 million for an upgrade to 2nd Street in Whitefish,
Mont., $6 million for the reconstruction of seven miles of the Beartooth
Highway in Wyoming, $10 million for rapid-transit lanes on the Boulder
Turnpike in Colorado and $63 million for a streetcar line in Tucson.

It was the high fatality rate on a stretch of highway becoming an
increasingly busy trucking route and critical to the economically depressed
Navajo Nation’s ability to access regional economic hubs that won U.S. 491
the TIGER grant, USDOT spokesman Doug Hecox said in a statement.

But while the TIGER stimulus funding has been committed to a highway in a
remote quarter of New Mexico, locals say an upgrade is vital.

As it is now, school buses have to pull far off the highway to pick up
students on their way to class because U.S. 491 is too dangerous for school
buses to stop in the middle of the road like they do on other highways.

“The nature of the traffic there is very fast and heavy,” Henley said. “With
the four lane highway going through there, that’ll give us more room to
operate. We’ll still pick up kids on the side of the road because it’s safer.” 

Bobby Magill can be found online at www.bobbymagill.com. 
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