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To Claudia

“I need the information”
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INTRODUCTION

Where were you when you first heard an Elvis Presley song? Where were you when man first landed on the moon? Where were you when the Watergate scandal broke? Where were you when the Berlin Wall fell? Where were you when Nelson Mandela was released from jail? Where were you when the Twin Towers were hit? Where were you when Usain Bolt set the world record for 100 meters?

And then there’s one of the most famous “where were you whens?” of them all—Where were you when you heard the news that JFK had been shot?

Back in the Day Trivia for Seniors takes you on a journey through seven decades of fascinating facts, covering topics such as politics, science, music and the arts, business, sports, film and television, cultural trends, the infamous, as well as the weird and the wonderful.

From the “Golden Age” of the 1950s all the way through to the modern era, you will be taken on a nostalgic journey down memory lane.

Set up in easy-to-digest categories, with bite-size facts and snapshots from history, Back in the Day Trivia for Seniors is a book that you can dip in and out of, or read from cover to cover. From the birth of rock ’n’ roll to modern pop, from the Korean War to the “war on terror,” from the baby boomers to Generation Alpha, this book will make you feel as if you’re traveling back in time. And to test your memory, there’s a short quiz at the end of each decade.

So sit back and relax, cast your mind to back in the day, and enjoy the ride.
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1950s THE GOLDEN AGE


The 1950s were known as the “Golden Age” of America and saw the world continue its recovery from World War II. At the same time, the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union intensified. The battle between capitalism and communism resulted in a number of conflicts, such as the Korean War and the Cuban Revolution, and spurred the start of the space race between the two global giants, as well as the increased development of nuclear weapons. The United States emerged as the most powerful economic country in the world under President Dwight D. Eisenhower. And as world economies expanded throughout the decade, so did populations, as the so-called baby boomer generation emerged to usher in the second half of the twentieth century.

HIGH SOCIETY

Greasers

1950 The 1950s saw the establishment of greasers in the United States, with many young men, who previously dressed like their parents, wearing leather jackets, tight jeans, and boots, with slicked back, greasy hair. The trend was thought to be largely influenced by the character played by Marlon Brando in the 1953 film The Wild One.

Bikinis and Stilettos

1950 At the same time as the greasers, the bikini gained in popularity, promoted by Hollywood stars such as Ava Gardner, Rita Hayworth, Elizabeth Taylor, and Marilyn Monroe. In 1950, Elvira Pagã walked in a golden bikini at the Rio Carnival, starting a tradition at the event. Stiletto heels (named after the stiletto dagger) also gained popularity in the 1950s in France, and they quickly spread to the United States.

The Need for Speed

1953 By the mid-1950s, American society had developed a taste for speed. The world was getting faster and the people wanted to move with it. Ready meals were developed to be made quickly at home, and in 1953 Swanson marketed “TV dinners.” In that year alone, over seventy million TV dinners were sold in the United States, the first one being a Thanksgiving-inspired meal of turkey, stuffing, sweet potato, and peas. And while the McDonald’s hamburger chain began in the 1940s, the franchise started under Ray Kroc in 1955, when its first burgers were sold for fifteen cents each. In 1950, Kraft produced packaged cheese slices.

Let’s Drive

1954 As Americans moved out of the cities and to the suburbs during the 1950s, the society was transformed and people needed a means to move around, with limited public transport available. By 1954, the country boasted 47 million cars, and 80 percent of American families owned at least one car. Most cars were American made, and like the Cadillac, were large and designed for style as opposed to convenience. In 1956, President Eisenhower signed the Federal-Aid Highway Act to create 41,000 miles of national highways.

Montgomery Bus Boycott

1955 In Montgomery, Alabama, a Black woman named Rosa Parks refused to obey the law and give up her seat to a white person. She was jailed, and this led to a boycott of the bus system by the Black population, eventually ending segregation on Montgomery’s buses. The boycott lasted 381 days and was overseen by Martin Luther King Jr., the tension of the situation leading to his house being bombed. King was arrested and jailed during the campaign, and his role propelled him into an influential national figure and champion of the Civil Rights Movement. This followed the 1954 US Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka that separate schools for Black and white children were unconstitutional.

Baby Boomers

1957 The 1950s were known for population growth, with a generation called the “baby boomers.” This peaked in 1957, when just under 4.3 million babies were born in the United States. In 1950, the population of the United States was around 151 million and the world population was around 2.6 billion.

The Law of Averages

1959 In 1950, the average home in the United States cost $7,354. By the end of the decade, the cost had risen to $11,900. The average family income rose from $3,300 in 1950 to $5,400 in 1959, while the average price of a gallon of gas rose from 27 cents in 1950 to 30 cents in 1959. The minimum wage in 1950 was 75 cents an hour.


IT’S A POLITICAL THING

Apartheid in South Africa

1950 After launching a policy of racial segregation known as apartheid in 1948, the African National Congress party began rebelling against the laws, leading to violent clashes across the country.

The Korean War

1950 The conflict, which lasted from 1950 to 1953, began as a civil war between North and South Korea for control over the Korean peninsula, but it quickly escalated to a global conflict, with the United States and its allies supporting South Korea against the Soviet Union and China. More than 33,000 American soldiers died in the war, while Korean and Chinese casualties numbered more than one million.

Two Terms

1951 The Twenty-Second Amendment was ratified in February 1951, meaning US presidents were officially limited to two terms in power.

Libyan Independence

1951 The 1950s saw the decolonization of Africa, with Libya the first country to gain independence in 1951. Sudan, Morocco, and Tunisia achieved the same result in 1956, and Ghana followed in 1957 when it gained independence from the British Empire.

Queen Elizabeth II

1952 After the death of her father, King George VI, Elizabeth became the queen of the United Kingdom, a position she would hold for at least seventy years.


Stalin

1953 Generally considered to be one of the most influential figures of the twentieth century, Joseph Stalin died in March 1953. His totalitarian regime has been universally condemned for overseeing widespread ethnic cleansing. His death began a phase of bitter power struggles in the Soviet Union.

The Algerian War

1954 Lasting from 1954 until 1962, this war was fought by the Algerians to gain independence from its French colonizers, something they eventually achieved.

Princess Grace

1956 American actress Grace Kelly became princess of Monaco when she married Prince Rainier III in April of 1956. Kelly died at the age of fifty-two from injuries sustained in a car crash in 1982.

The Suez Crisis

1956 After the Suez Canal was nationalized by the Egyptians, the United Kingdom, France, and Israel invaded Egypt but were forced to withdraw after the United States and the Soviet Union united in opposition. This was a key moment in the end of European global power.

The ECC

1957 The European Economic Community was established in 1957, aimed at setting up a common market. It began with six countries—France, Italy, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg—and was the forerunner for the European Union.


China’s Great Leap Forward

1958 Led by Mao Zedong, a program known as the “Great Leap Forward” sought to change the country from a rural to an industrial economy, forcing people to produce steel rather than food. The policy was disastrous and resulted in widespread famine and the death of an estimated 35 million Chinese.

The Cuban Revolution

1959 After a six-year battle, Cuban revolutionaries led by Fidel Castro and the Argentinian-born Ernesto “Che” Guevara overthrew the dictator Fulgencio Batista to create a communist government, which Castro led until 2008.

And Then There Were Fifty

1959 In January 1959, Alaska became the forty-ninth state in the United States. Then in August, Hawaii became the fiftieth.

A SCIENTIFIC WORLD

Transistor Radios

1951 The first commercial production of the transistor radio began in Allentown, Pennsylvania, leading to the success of the portable radio by 1954.

The Hydrogen Bomb

1952 Seven years after Hiroshima, the United States conducted the first test of a hydrogen, or thermonuclear, bomb. Code named “Ivy Mike,” the mushroom cloud from the explosion rose to an altitude of 56,000 feet in ninety seconds, before spreading out to a diameter of one hundred miles. The bomb destroyed the Pacific island where it was detonated.

The Structure of DNA

1953 Scientists James Watson and Francis Crick discovered the double-helix structure of DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid), the molecule found in every cell. DNA profiling was developed in 1984 by Alec Jeffreys, the British geneticist, and was first used in 1988 to convict Colin Pitchfork of murder.

Nuclear Power

1954 The world’s first nuclear power plant was built in Obninsk in the Soviet Union.

Polio Vaccine

1955 Jonas Salk, the American virologist, developed the first successful polio vaccine, which was given to over seven million Americas. This was instrumental in reducing the number of worldwide cases from around 350,000 in 1988 to just thirty-three in 2018.

Einstein

1955 Albert Einstein, the German-born theoretical physicist, died in April of 1955 in New Jersey at the age of seventy-six. Widely regarded as one of the greatest physicists of all time, Einstein is best known for developing the theory of relativity.


Sputnik 1 and 2


1957 The Soviet Union launched the first artificial satellite into Earth’s orbit, taking an early lead in the space race. It was named Sputnik 1 and weighed only 184 pounds. Later that same year, Sputnik 2 carried the first living creature into space—a dog named Laika. Laika was a stray mongrel from the streets of Moscow. She was the first animal to orbit the Earth but died of overheating within hours. The truth about her death was not revealed until 2002.

MUSIC AND THE ARTS

Peanuts

1950 The daily and Sunday American comic strip written and illustrated by Charles M. Schulz was first published in 1950 and continues to this day. The most popular comic strip of all time, nearly 18,000 strips have been published. Peanuts has run in over 2,600 newspapers with a readership of over 350 million.

The Crooners

1950 The decade began the same as the prior one ended, with the most popular music being the sounds of crooners such as Frank Sinatra, who eventually sold an estimated 150 million records worldwide.

The Catcher in the Rye

1951 J. D. Salinger sprang to fame with the popular success of his book The Catcher in the Rye. Salinger’s depiction of adolescence in the novel was considered controversial at the time, leading him to become reclusive. He then published infrequently until his death in 2010.

The Old Man and the Sea

1952 The most famous of Ernest Hemingway’s books, The Old Man and the Sea tells the story of Santiago, an old Cuban fisherman who struggles after hooking a giant marlin in the Gulf Stream. The book was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1953 and was instrumental in Hemingway receiving the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1954.

Hank Williams

1953 Arguably the most influential country music singer of all time, Hank Williams died of a heart attack while riding as a passenger in a car in West Virginia on January 1, 1953. He was only twenty-nine years old. With hits such as “Lovesick Blues,” “Your Cheatin’ Heart,” “Hey Good Lookin’,” and “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry,” Williams was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1961.

The King Is Crowned

1954 The “King of Rock ’n’ Roll,” Elvis Presley released his first single, “That’s All Right (Mama)” in 1954. He would go on to sell more than 500 million records worldwide by his death in 1977 and is recognized by Guinness World Records as the best-selling solo music artist of all time. But it was Alan Freed, a radio DJ in Cleveland, Ohio, who first coined the name “rock ’n’ roll” to describe the emerging popular music genre in 1951.

The Million-Dollar Quartet

1956 An impromptu jam session at Sun Record Studios in Memphis, Tennessee, saw Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins collaborate. All signed by the record producer Sam Phillips, the quartet was photographed by George Pierce, and the photo and an article appeared in the Memphis Press-Scimitar newspaper. The photo became famous, and the rest, as they say, is history.


Jackson Pollock

1956 The famous American painter Jackson Pollock, a major figure in the abstract expressionist movement, died in a car crash while driving under the influence of alcohol.

Dr. Seuss

1957 The landmark book The Cat in the Hat was published in 1957 by Theodor Geisel, the American writer better known as Dr. Seuss. After three years in print, the book had sold nearly one million copies, and it has now sold more than ten million copies.

On the Road

1957 Beatnik writer Jack Kerouac found fame with his 1957 novel based on his travels across the United States. Considered a defining work of the counterculture generation, it has been cited as an influence on various writers and musicians such as Hunter S. Thompson and Bob Dylan.

The Day the Music Died

1959 On a cold and blustery February night in 1959, a chartered plane crashed near Clear Lake, Iowa, killing all four people on board, including Ritchie Valens, J. P. “The Big Bopper” Richardson, and Buddy Holly. The tragedy was popularized by Don McLean’s 1972 song “American Pie.” Waylon Jennings, the famous American country singer, who was working with Holly as a bass player, originally had a seat on the plane, but gave it up at the last minute and lived until 2002.

The Biggest Sellers in Music

1959 Elvis Presley was the biggest-selling music artist of the decade, followed by Frank Sinatra. But the biggest-selling single was “Rock around the Clock” by Bill Haley & His Comets, which was released in 1955. It sold almost 1.4 million copies.

A SPORTING LIFE

Formula One Begins

1950 The inaugural season of Formula One began, with the first world championship race taking place at Silverstone in the United Kingdom. Giuseppe Farina won the first World Drivers’ Championship in 1950, his Alfa Romeo defeating his teammate Juan Manuel Fangio. Fangio then went on to win the title five times in the 1950s, a record that stood until 2003, when Michael Schumacher won his sixth title.

Farewell to the Yankee Clipper

1951 Joe DiMaggio retired from baseball after the 1951 season, ranking fifth at the time in career home runs. Inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1955, he was later voted baseball’s greatest living player.

Helsinki Olympics

1952 The 1952 Olympics held in Helsinki, Finland, saw the Soviet Union participating for the first time, coming in second to the United States. These games saw the most world records broken, a record held until the 2008 Olympics in Beijing. The next Olympics, held in Melbourne, Australia, in 1956, were won by the Soviet Union, closely followed by the United States, with the host country coming in third.

Rocky

1952 Rocky Marciano faced Jersey Joe Walcott in 1952 for his first heavyweight title fight. Marciano knocked out the champion and became the world heavyweight champion for the first time at age twenty-nine. Marciano went on to defend his title a number of times before announcing his retirement in 1956, at just thirty-two years of age. He is the only heavyweight champion to have finished his career undefeated, with a record of 49–0. Marciano died in a plane crash in 1969, aged forty-five.

Mount Everest Scaled

1953 The highest mountain in the world was climbed for the first time by the New Zealand mountaineer and beekeeper Edmund Hillary. It has now been successfully climbed by more than four thousand people, while over three hundred people have perished in the attempt.

The Four-Minute Mile

1954 In 1954, Roger Bannister, the English middle-distance runner, became the first person to run a mile in under four minutes. Unfortunately for him, the record only lasted forty-six days, when his Australian rival, John Landy, went faster.

Pelé Emerges

1958 The 1958 soccer World Cup saw Pelé compete as the youngest person to play in a World Cup at age seventeen. He scored two goals, as Brazil beat Sweden 5–2. He was awarded the second-best player of the tournament. He is the only player to have won the World Cup three times, and his 1,279 goals in 1,363 games is a Guinness World Record.

The Great American Pastime

1959 The Yankees continued their dominance in the 1950s, winning six World Series in the decade and competing in eight of the ten finals. All six were managed by Casey Stengel, who was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1966.

The Lakers

1959 The Minneapolis Lakers played in five NBA Finals during the 1950s, winning four of them. They were then relocated to Los Angeles for the 1960 season.

Hut Hut!

1959 The Cleveland Browns played in seven of the ten NFL championships during the decade but only won three of them. And it was in 1950 that football games were televised for the first time.

THE BIG (AND SMALL) SCREEN

It’s in Color

1951 Color television was first broadcast in the United States in 1951, but it was hard to get a hold of a color set, with the government banning their sale to conserve materials for the Korean War effort.

I Love Lucy

1951 One of the most successful sitcoms of all time, I Love Lucy debuted in 1951, with 180 episodes airing during its six seasons.

Adventures of Superman

1952 With 104 episodes that ran from 1952 to 1958, Adventures of Superman was an American television series based on the comic book created in 1938. George Reeves played the title character with the first two seasons in black and white and the remainder in color.

Marilyn and Joe

1954 The most celebrated female film star of her time, Marilyn Monroe married the famous American baseball player Joe DiMaggio in 1954. To generate publicity for her upcoming film The Seven Year Itch, a scene was filmed in which Monroe is standing on a subway grate, the air lifting up her white dress. The famous photo of the scene made international front pages and incensed DiMaggio. After returning to Hollywood in October, Monroe filed for divorce. They had been married nine months. Despite the divorce, on Monroe’s death, DiMaggio placed a twenty-year order for half a dozen roses to be placed on Monroe’s grave three times a week.

Miss America

1954 The Miss America pageant was first televised nationally in 1954. The event was broadcast live from the Boardwalk Hall in Atlantic City. Hosted by Bob Russell (in his last time in that role after many years), Lee Meriwether won the crown.

The $64,000 Question

1955 The American game show ran from 1955 to 1958, where contestants answered general-knowledge questions, earning money for each correct answer, with a top prize of $64,000 for the final question. The popularity of the show led to the expression that is still used to this day.


Rebel Without a Cause


1955 James Dean’s most celebrated film, Rebel Without a Cause, was released, starring Dean as the troubled teenager Jim Stark. Dean died in a car crash in California that same year while traveling to a sports car racing competition. He was just twenty-four years old and became the first actor to receive a posthumous Academy Award nomination (as Best Actor in East of Eden) and the only actor to receive two posthumous nominations (the other film was Giant).

The Golden Age of Television

1959 The 1950s are commonly known as the “Golden Age of Television.” In 1950, around four million (or 9 percent) of Americans owned television sets. By the end of the decade, that number had increased to 44 million (or 86 percent). Owing to the popularity of television, movie attendance and radio listenership declined considerably.

Bigger than Ben-Hur


1959 The epic film starring Charlton Heston earned eleven Academy Awards, a record that it held until the film Titanic in 1998. Ben-Hur had a budget of over $15 million, the largest of any film produced by that time, and over 200 camels, 2,500 horses, and 10,000 extras were used. It was the second-highest-grossing film in history at the time, after Gone with the Wind. Ben-Hur was actually a remake of a 1925 silent film, and it was adapted from Lew Wallace’s 1880 novel Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ.

Rawhide

1959 This American Western television series began in 1959 and ran for eight seasons and a total of 217 episodes. It starred a young Clint Eastwood, and his success in the series led him to international fame.

IT’S JUST BUSINESS

Put It on Credit

1950 The first universal credit card that could be used at a number of establishments was introduced by Diners Club in 1950. It was created by businessman Frank McNamara after he suffered the embarrassment of not having enough money to pay for dinner one time. This ushered in America’s love of the credit card. The American Express card didn’t follow until 1958.

The Bar Code

1951 A machine-readable method of representing data on products, the first bar code was invented by Norman Joseph Woodland and Bernard Silver in the United States in 1951. The invention was based on Morse code, but it wasn’t until the 1970s that bar codes became commercially successful and used in supermarkets.

Mr. Potato Head

1952 This popular toy was first distributed by Hasbro in 1952. In April of that year, it became the first-ever toy advertised on television. The original toy cost ninety-eight cents.

No-Cal

1952 The first diet soda was developed in 1952 by industry pioneer Hyman Kirsch. While many believe the first brand was Tab, it was actually called “No-Cal.” Originally developed for diabetic hospital patients, using calcium cyclamate as a sugar replacement, by 1953 it was marketed to the public as a drink to help keep weight under control.

Disneyland

1955 The Disneyland amusement park opened in Anaheim, California, and is the only park designed and built under the supervision of Walt Disney himself. More people have visited Disneyland than any other theme park in the world. Born in 1901, Walt Disney holds the record for the most Academy Awards earned and nominations, having won twenty-two Oscars with fifty-nine nominations. He met with fame when he developed the character Mickey Mouse, and it was Disney himself who provided Mickey’s voice until 1947.

Let’s Go Shopping

1956 The Southdale Center in Edina, Minnesota, opened in 1956 and was the first fully enclosed, climate-controlled shopping mall in the United States.

NASA Is Born

1958 NASA was established by President Eisenhower when he signed the National Aeronautics and Space Act. It began with an annual budget of $100 million. In that same year, the Space Task Group was formed to manage the spaceflight programs, fueled by the pressure of the Cold War and the resultant competition between the United States and the Soviet Union.

Hula-Hoops

1958 The Hula-Hoop craze swept America in the late 1950s. The product was designed by Arthur K. “Spud” Melin and Richard Knerr and was an instant success, selling 25 million in the first four months and more than one hundred million in two years. It is said that Joan Anderson brought a bamboo exercise hoop back from Australia in 1957 and came up with the name at a dinner party. She showed it to her husband, who took it to Melin.

I’m a Barbie Girl…

1959 Launched in 1959 by the American toy company Mattel, Inc., more than a billion Barbie dolls have been sold, making it the company’s most profitable toy. The American businesswoman Ruth Handler is credited with creating the doll, and it is thought that she used a German doll called “Bild Lilli” as her inspiration.

The Rich List

1959 The richest man in the world in the 1950s was J. Paul Getty. He made his wealth by investing in oil, and at the time of his death was worth more than $6 billion. He was, however, notably frugal, and negotiated the ransom sum when his grandson was kidnapped in 1973. He was even said to have a pay phone in his house so visitors were unable to make free phone calls.

IN INFAMY

Ten Most Wanted

1950 The brainchild of J. Edgar Hoover, the FBI started the Ten Most Wanted Fugitives list in March of 1950. The first person added to the list was Thomas J. Holden, a notorious robber at the time. As of March 2022, 526 fugitives had made it onto the list, only ten of them women. Of all the people who have made the list, 491 have been either captured or located.


Chinchaga Fire

1950 Also known as “Fire 19,” this forest fire burned in Alberta and British Columbia for over four months, burning a size of over four million acres and making it the largest fire in the history of North America. The smoke from the fire resulted in blue-shaded suns and moons across the United States and Europe.

Assassination Attempt

1950 An attempt was made on Harry S. Truman’s life by two Puerto Rican nationalists. While the president was not hurt, two Secret Service agents were killed, as was one of the would-be assassins. The other was sentenced to death, but the president commuted his sentence to life in prison.

Earthquake

1950 The ninth largest earthquake of the twentieth century hit parts of Assam and Tibet in August of 1950. It had a magnitude of 8.6. The quake and the resulting floods killed 1,526 people and left over five million without shelter.

Children of Thalidomide

1956 Thalidomide was a drug marketed as a sedative and treatment for morning sickness in the 1950s, but it caused babies to be born with disabilities. The first thalidomide-affected baby was born in Germany on Christmas Day of 1956.

Midair Disaster

1956 Two aircraft, one from United Airlines and one from Trans World Airlines, collided above the Grand Canyon, killing all 128 people on board.


Hurricane Audrey

1957 Hurricane Audrey hit Cameron, Louisiana, killing over four hundred people.

THE WEIRD AND THE WONDERFUL

Telephone Booth Stuffing

1959 The craze of seeing how many people could stuff into a telephone booth swept America after a group of twenty-five students in Durban, South Africa, achieved the feat. Students around America took up the challenge, and a group of twenty-two at St. Mary’s College managed to squeeze into a booth in 1959 in Moraga, California.

Conical Bras

1959 Marilyn Monroe and Jayne Mansfield were largely responsible for this strange new trend in bra styles, which continued with Madonna many years later.

Fuzzy Dice

1959 Fuzzy dice were said to originate during World War II when fighter pilots hung them in their cockpits for good luck. But by the late 1950s, they were hung from the rear-view mirrors of American cars, and the fad soon became entrenched, existing to this day.
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