


1954

Surely I am not the only one to 
note this, but when I read history, 
and I read a lot, I am always amused 
at important events that occurred in 
the year of my birth, 1954, or at least 
the first year of my life, 1954-1955. 
I just finished two excellent books 
that cover U.S. history for most of 
my life – H.W. Brands’ “American 
Dreams – The United States Since 
1945” and James T. Patterson’s 
“Grand Expectations – The United 
States, 1945-1974.”  It is strange 
and eye-opening to realize that 
prominent historians are writing of 
the time in which you actually lived 
as history.  

Warren Buffett says 1954 was the 
best year ever for the stock market. 
The Dow Jones Average closed at an 
all-time high of 382.74! High praise 
from the Oracle of Omaha.  Maybe 
it is because color TV (the RCA-
CT-100: sold for $1,000) and TV 
dinners were first introduced. One 

could dine in front of color TV and 
watch the new “Tonight Show” with 
Steve Allen or the first broadcast 
of the Miss America Pageant.  Or 
maybe it was Elvis Presley’s first 
commercial recording, “That’s All 
Right.” Or maybe the introduction 
of the first antipsychotic drug.

It was a nuclear year. Dwight 
Eisenhower, hero of WWII, just 
ended the Korean War the year 
before, without using nuclear 
weapons, but we flexed our muscle 
by exploding the first hydrogen 
bomb on Bikini Atoll in the Marshall 
Islands. The first atomic power 
station opened, but as with Sputnik 
a few years later, it was the Russians 
who bested us and did it first. Ike 
later in the year personally switched 
on the first U.S. nuclear plant while 
the first lady, Mamie, christened the 
first nuclear-powered submarine, the 
USS Nautilus. The Red Scare lead to 
J. Robert Oppenheimer, “Father of 
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F or my father’s 86th birthday, I gave him a book 
containing the front page of The New York Times 
for every one of his birthdays. He was amused and 

delighted to see what happened on the day of his birth each 
day of his life.
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The Atomic Bomb,” being stripped of his security clearance.
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles announced our new 

military policy of “massive retaliation” just about the time Ike 
wisely decided not to intervene, with nuclear or conventional 
weapons, to help the doomed 12,000 man French Garrison 
at Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam. We created the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Organization (SEATO), a poor imitation of NATO, 

and supported autocrat Ngo Dinh Diem as premier of South 
Vietnam, at least until we sanctioned his assassination a few 
years later.  

General Curtis Le May had more than 1,750 warplanes 
in the Strategic Air Command that could deliver nuclear 
weapons, but Ike preferred to change other regimes in more 
subtle ways. The CIA covertly intervened in Guatemala to 
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overthrow Col. Jacobs Arbenz Guzman, primarily because he 
had the audacity to expropriate (though with compensation) 
lands of the giant U.S. company, United Fruit.

The political left and right were polarizing, but enhancing 
their intellectual credentials. Irving Howe founded the leftist 
magazine “Dissent” and William F. Buckley Jr. founded the 
right wing journal, “National Review.” 
For the less cerebral, the first issue 
of “Sports Illustrated” also came out, 
though without swimsuits, yet. For the 
more prurient, “Playboy” appeared 
featuring the assets of Marilyn Monroe.

Anti-communism and religion were 
on the rise and many found it necessary 
to waive the flag and inject God into 
government. On Flag Day, Ike signed 
a law adding “one nation under God” 
to the Pledge of Allegiance and, not to 
be undone, Congress added “In God 
We Trust” to our currency. God and 
country were now officially linked and 
few mentioned the First Amendment’s 
religious prohibitions.

Khrushchev and Eisenhower met at 
a “summit” in Geneva, the first such 
meeting since Truman, Stalin and 
Churchill met at Potsdam in 1945, but 
little progress was made. Ike wisely 
refused to get too involved when the 
“Red” Chinese shelled the Nationalist 
Chinese islands of Quemoy and Matsu. While first to express 
the “Domino Theory,” he vowed not to get us in to yet another 
land war in Asia, though he did double U.S. monetary aid to 
the French fighting to retain their colonial empire in Southeast 
Asia.

We seemed to have tired of immigration as we looked inward 
to reap the material benefits of the post-war boom. Ellis Island 
welcomed its last “tired, poor, huddled masses yearning to be 

free” and closed its doors, and the poorly-named government 
program, “Operation Wetback,” sent almost 4 million illegal 
immigrants back to Mexico.

Post-war youth was already beginning to show a rebellious 
nature. Marlon Brando in “On The Waterfront” and James 
Dean in “Rebel Without a Cause” were silver screen harbingers 

of trouble to come.
Lords reigned in popular literature with 

the publication of William Golding’s 
“Lord of the Flies” and J.R.R. Tolkein’s 
first two “Lord of the Rings” works.

Television and insipid sitcoms 
inundated virtually every household, but 
brought serious concerns expressed so 
well in the bestseller, “Why Johnny Can’t 
Read.” Ray Kroc cut a deal with Dick 
and Mac McDonald to franchise their 
fast food restaurants, while competitor 
Burger King opened its first location. 
Watching TV while eating high calorie, 
greasy, fast food seemed like an advance 
in civilization at the time.

Walt Disney opened his magical 
kingdom of Disneyland in Anaheim, 
California and we never looked at an 
amusement park the same way again. 
Not to be outdone in popular culture by 
an American mouse, Japan released its 
first Godzilla movie.

Martin Luther King Jr., 26, took over 
as pastor of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Birmingham 
just as Chief Justice Earl Warren and a unanimous Supreme 
Court, in Brown v. Board of Education overruled the “separate 
but equal” doctrine of Plessy v. Ferguson holding that separate 
public schools for whites and blacks are “inherently unequal” 
and thus unconstitutional. Part-time NAACP employee Rosa 
Parks, famously refused to move to “the back of the bus,” 
leading to the Montgomery Bus Boycott, though the less 
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heralded Claudette Colvin did it nine months earlier.
Red-baiting, Communist hunter, Sen. Joseph McCarthy’s 

witch hunt crashed and burned when he was chastised in the 
Senate Army-McCarthy Hearings by Boston lawyer Joseph 
Welch (“Have you no shame, sir?”) and excoriated by Edward 
R. Murrow on TV’s “See It Now.” For all his bluster, McCarthy 
never found even one communist in government service.

The Soviets formed the Warsaw Pact 
locking what Churchill had dubbed 
The Iron Curtain. Rather than direct 
confrontation of the “Communist 
Menace,” Eisenhower preferred to 
follow the recommendations of his 
top secret, newly issued Doolittle 
Commission Report which essentially 
said that the U.S. had to use covert and 
illegal means to fight the Communists, or 
be overwhelmed.

Health, welfare and education were 
improving markedly. The “Greatest 
Generation” of veterans was being 
educated courtesy of the GI Bill. 
Eisenhower, though Republican, 
broadened Social Security coverage and 
extended the minimum wage. And Jonas 
Salk’s nationwide anti-polio inoculation campaign, begun in 
Pittsburgh, was a huge success.  

Technology advanced at a heady pace. Texas Instruments 
developed the first transistor radio just in time for teenagers 
to listen to the new hit by Bill Haley and The Comets, “Rock 
Around the Clock” featured in the controversial movie, “The 
Blackboard Jungle.” Boeing introduced the first successful 
commercial jetliner, the 707. On the military front, Lockheed 
put out the huge YC-130 Hercules transport plane and the 
F-104 Starfighter, which could do Mach 2 (more than 1,500 
mph). The Soviets countered with the MIG-19, their first 
supersonic fighter. The jet age was on!

Nature had her say that year. Three major hurricanes, 
including the worst in the century, Hazel, hit the U.S. But 
we unlocked some of her secrets when Watson and Crick 
discovered the DNA double helix and doctors performed the 
first human organ (kidney) transplant in Boston.

It was a different time economically. Gas was 22 cents a 
gallon, a movie ticket was 70 cents, inflation was only 0.32 

perecnt, average new car cost $1,700 and 
the average home cost $10,250.

In sports, Roger Bannister ran the first 
four-minute mile, the Phillies bought 
Connie Mack Stadium and the Cleveland 
Browns beat Detroit 56-10 to win the 
NFL Championship.

Life was more fun as Peanut M&M’s, 
Play Doh and the Fender Stratocaster 
guitar all made their first appearance in 
the marketplace.

All was not peace, prosperity and 
innocence at home, however. Terrorism 
struck the heart of government when four 
Puerto Rican Nationalists fired gunshots 
from the House of Representatives 
gallery, wounding five Congressmen.

Many who would gain fame in later 
years were also born in 1954 – Oprah Winfrey, Howard Stern, 
Christi Brinkley, John Travolta, Ron Howard, Jerry Seinfeld, 
Justice Sonia Sotomayor, Elvis Costello, Al Sharpton, 
Condoleezza Rice and Denzel Washington.

All things considered, it was not a bad time and place to be 
born into. We have come a long way since 1954, but there is 
so much more to be done. I hope I live to see it.  

M. Kelly Tillery (tilleryk@pepperlaw.com) a partner with 
Pepper Hamilton LLP, is a member of the Editorial Board of 
The Philadelphia Lawyer.
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