The Fabulous Fifties
I’m tired of hearing the Fifties described as a time of boring complacency and bland prosperity. That’s not how I remember the Fifties. At the beginning of the decade, the memory of the Great Depression was still very green in our memories. World War II, in which about 45 million people died, had just ended and the world was still rebuilding. Stalin had killed millions of his own people when they resisted collectivization of their farms and communist terrorism was rampant in large areas of the world. The U.S.S.R. had just got atomic bomb capability. Let’s look at the decade year by year.

1950. Harry S. Truman is president. He orders the Atomic Energy Commission to develop the hydrogen bomb. General Douglas MacArthur is appointed commanding general of the United Nations forces in Korea. Truman sends arms and military advisors to Vietnam. Two Puerto Ricans attempt to assassinate the president. Truman seizes the nation’s railroads and turns them over to the army to operate. Inflation and food prices are rising. Boll weevils destroy record amounts of cotton and the Atlantic salmon harvest is down to only 82 fish. Norbert Wiener warns against abuse of the new technology that’s being developed. The flight to the suburbs begins. Gayelord Hauser’s best-selling book, Look Younger, Live Longer, advocates health foods, sparking a fad for wheat germ, yogurt, and the like. The White House is found to be on the verge of collapse and undergoes extensive remodeling. Rising inflation causes Brazilians to return dictator Getulio Vargas to power. Blacks riot in South Africa in protest of the new apartheid program.

1951. Congress approves a limited war in Korea and the draft age is lowered to eighteen and a half. Truman issues instructions to federal agencies in regard to action to be taken in case of nuclear war. Wages and profits are regulated by the federal government. Computers become available to businesses. Transistors are first used commercially. The Atomic Energy Commission builds the first U.S. nuclear power plant. Transcontinental television is broadcast for the first time. The Kefauver Committee discloses extensive organized crime. Truman appoints a commission to study U.S. health needs and recommend ways of meeting them. Hostilities between Israel and the Arabs break into perpetual warfare. There is an Iranian oil crisis. 

1952. Truman seizes the nation’s steel industry but returns the railroads to their private owners. The Supreme Court rules that the seizure of the steel mills is illegal. Transistor radios are introduced by the company that will become Sony. Videotape is introduced by Bing Crosby Enterprise Laboratories. Gordon Bunshaft’s Lever House is built in New York and will be the inspiration for thousands of energy-wasting tall buildings all over the world. Truman fires his attorney general. 50,000 Americans contract polio and 3,300 of them die, while thousands are left crippled. The Salk polio vaccine is introduced. A contraceptive pill is developed by G.D. Searle. “The National Enquirer” begins publication. Queen Elizabeth II of Great Britain is crowned. The Chinese communists begin a purge that will leave 26.3 million people dead by the end of the decade. The Mau Mau insurrection in Kenya gives us the first incidence of a film of actual human deaths to be broadcast on TV. A four-day smog in London triples the city’s normal death rate.

1952. Dwight D. Eisenhower is elected president; Richard M. Nixon is vice president. Eisenhower announces that $60 million have been given to the French to fight their war in Indo-China. France agrees to Cambodia’s sovereignty but makes a supreme effort to retain Vietnam. In the Korean War, an armistice is signed. The U.S.S.R. explodes a hydrogen bomb. The Shah of Iran is returned to power by a CIA coup. An oil scandal is hushed up by both the outgoing Truman and the incoming Eisenhower, both believing that publicity would be against the national interest. A drought in the midwest forces farmers to sell cattle at sacrifice prices. The Department of Health, Education and Welfare is established. Medical researchers postulate that animal fats contribute to heart disease in humans. The national anti-smoking campaign begins. DNA is described by Watson and Crick. Population control comes under debate. There are riots in East Germany. Josef Stalin dies.

1954. The French ask the U.S. for aid in the Vietnam War and Nixon and other government officials urge Eisenhower to send military forces but the president refuses. The U.S. explodes her first hydrogen bomb. The first atomic submarine is launched. Four Puerto Ricans open fire in the House of Representatives and five members of congress are wounded. Farm price supports are passed by the senate and congress passes a bill that calls for the federal government to buy surplus foods to send abroad as gifts to the hungry. Congress also passes a bill to prevent water erosion. Investigations are underway to find out the effect of agricultural pesticides on humans. TV dinners are introduced by C.A. Swanson & Sons. Solar electricity is made possible by a solar battery. The Supreme Court rules that racial segregation is unconstitutional. The McCarthy hearings rage on television for 35 days; the senate condemns McCarthy. Elvis Presley makes his first commercial recording. Guatemala charges that Nicaragua and other South American countries are planning to invade her and that she must buy arms from the communists because the U.S. will not sell her any. Algeria revolts against France.

1955. A summit meeting among the U.S., Britain, France, and the U.S.S.R. is held in Geneva. The AFL and CIO, America’s two biggest unions, merge. The Supreme Court rules that the states must de-segregate schools with all deliberate speed. Terrorism and violence break out in Mississippi as Whites try to keep Blacks from exercising their rights. Disneyland opens. Argentina’s Juan Peron is overthrown by a military junta.

1956. A new farm program is passed in hopes of reducing the farm surplus. The soil bank is established and a program organized to pay farmers for withdrawing farmland from production. A 42,500 mile interstate highway network is approved by congress. Martin Luther King, Jr. organizes to protest segregation in Montgomery, Alabama. A hundred and one southern congressmen call for massive resistance to desegregation. A Suez crisis threatens to cut off oil supplies to Europe; Britain and France seize the canal while the U.S. sends a naval and marine task force. There is rioting in Poland. The Hungarian Revolt is ruthlessly suppressed by the U.S.S.R. In Johannesburg, South Africa, a hundred thousand Blacks are forced to leave their homes to make room for Whites.

1957. Eisenhower asks congress for authority to send troops to defend the Mideast from communism if the president should deem it necessary. China and the U.S.S.R. announce that they will protect the Mideast from Western aggression. Mobsters engage in a flurry of internecine assassinations as various crime families vie for supremacy. The Civil Rights Act is passed by congress. Eisenhower sends troops to Little Rock, Arkansas to assist in desegregating Central High School. Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip visit the U.S. Vance Packard’s book, The Hidden Persuaders, warns that advertisers are experimenting with subliminal messages. Sputnik, the first man-made Earth-orbiting satellite, is launched by the U.S.S.R. A British university chancellor sparks a major controversy when he recommends an end to punitive laws against homosexuals.

1958. Eisenhower sends eight thousand troops to Lebanon. U.S. unemployment reaches a post-war high of 5.1 million, with 3.1 million people receiving unemployment insurance benefits as the recession worsens. Economist John Kenneth Galbraith’s book, The Affluent Society, warns of the dangers of conspicuous consumption and the advertising that creates the desire for superfluous consumer goods. BankAmericards and American Express Credit Cards are introduced. A new farm bill lowers price supports. A college student loan act is passed. Explorer I, the first U.S. satellite is launched. The first domestic jet airline service is inaugurated. Television sets in the U.S. number about 41 million. Increasing drug abuse prompts Chuck Dederich to found Synanon. The Arab states are in turmoil with assassinations, coups, the forming of new federations and the breakup of existing federations.

1959. Steelworkers go on strike nationwide. High surpluses and low prices still plague farmers. The food stamp program is introduced. Congress passes an act designed to place limitations on the corruption that’s rampant in the unions. Alaska becomes the forty-ninth state and Hawaii becomes the fiftieth. Eisenhower makes an extensive goodwill tour abroad. Russian Premier Nikita Khrushchev visits the U.S. Fidel Castro overthrows the Cuban government and sets himself up as a communist dictator. There are anti-Jewish riots in Italy.

The fifties were just as filled with death, destruction, terror, and horror as most decades. We still agonize over the possibility of nuclear war although we have stopped building shelters in our back yards. To a greater or lesser degree, many of the same trouble spots on the globe are still in turmoil, notably the Mideast and South America. Farmers in America still have no security as they are still being used as political footballs. The unions are still corrupt; organized crime is bigger than ever. Many of the problems that we perceive as urgent now were urgent then, although some of them are a little more obviously urgent. We have added a few, more through recognition than because they’re actually new – stress on the job, for instance. The prevalence of mothers repudiating their motherhood in favor of the workplace has grown to such a pitch that stay-at-home mothers are perceived as anomalous. Few of the problems of the fifties have been solved, except that the U.S.S.R finally shattered, demonstrating what common sense told us all along.

It seems to me that the perception of the Fabulous Fifties as a time of prosperity and complacence is held by people who were children then and watch “I Love Lucy” and “Happy Days” reruns now.
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