
Welcome to US History Talks



Changing Society



Changes to population mix

1965  Immigration and Nationality Act

Removed racial quotas favouring Europeans

Preference system  family connection skills

Cuban & Indochina Adjustment Acts

Allows refugees from Castro Cuba & Haiti

Vietnamese refugees and “boat people”



US Population Change 1960-1980

…..shift to more diverse society begins

1960 1970 1980

White 85% 83% 77%%

Black 10% 11% 12%

Hispanic 3% 4% 6%

Asian 0.5% 1% 2%

Other (mixed,

Indigenous)

1.5% 1% 3%

Total population 179m 203m 

+ 13%

220m

+8%

1960’s---85% immigrants from Europe

1970’s –80% immigrants from Asia, Cuba



Change in occupations, more women at work

1960 1970 1980

Manufacturing 26% 24% 17%

Agricultural 8% 5% 3%

Services 65% 71% 80%

New jobs, new economy



From a production to consuming economy

1960 1980

Farmers and labourers Clerical workers

Craftsmen/ foreman Sales workers 

Clerical and sales workers Service (waiters, janitor, 

Factory operatives Professional and Technical

Professional and Technical 

(nurses, teachers, engineers)

Craftsmen and Repairman

Service Economy based on mass consumption has arrived



1970’s Stagflation

Oil shock 1

Yom Kippur

Oil shock 2

Iran



Real wage decline

1960 1970 1980

Average Household income 

($2024)

$57,000 $76,600 $65,000

Union membership 32% 29% 22%

Women at work 38% 43% 55%

2 car households 19% 29% 34%

Level of Equality

 (0=perfect equality)

0.37

(UK=.27)

0.36

(UK-.28)

0.35

(.28)

Standard of living sustained by increase in 2 income households

Cost of living impact by rising costs of car ownership … 300% increase price 

of oil (from 12p per liter to £2.00…peak oil crisis)

Relatively declining levels of inequality due to high tax rates (now .42)

 



Social Change: less stability

……. more “relaxed”

1960 1980

Divorce rate 1st marriage 22% 55%

Fatherless families (all) 8% 22%

Fatherless families (black) 22% 52%

Marijuana use (tried) 2% 60%

Marijuana use (regular) 1% 10%



Increasing levels of violence

1960 1980

Homicide rate 

USA/100,000

5.1 (0.6 UK) 10.2 (1.1 UK)

Violent crime/100,000 188 (30 UK) 586 (60 UK)

Great variation by region/ urban rural

……..South – highest/ MidWest – lowest

……...Urban centres highest vs suburbs/rural…lowest

Fueled by rise of drug use, urbanisation, poverty –de-industrialisation…

……………high value easily cashable consumer goods



USA 1980…the “Permissive Society”

Censorship abolished 1968

Contraception legalised (married couples 1965, all 1973)

Abortion legalised by Roe vs Wade 1973…decline in teenage 
birth rates

Replacement of “at fault” by “no fault” divorce 19

Homosexuality remains crime in most states till 2003

…..tragic implications as Aids epidemic appears 1980’s



Times Square 1960



Times Square night life 1960



New York Times Square 1974



Times square ….night life 1975



Cars



Cars 1970’s

 Imports rising rapidly

 “Gas Guzzler” declining

 Shift to non unionised plants in South

Multi car families

 Collapse of inter city rail system, internal city tram/ metro systems



US Automobile Industry

….flat sales…..rising share of imports

Total Sales % Imports

1960 6.6m 6%

1965 9.3m 6%

1970 6.5m 25%

1975 6.7m 28%

1980 6.4m 35%

Major changes:  demise of the gas guzzler (muscle cars),

 ……………..rise of sub compacts



1970 Cream Car: The Cadillac (5 mpg)



..and for the less affluent: 1970 Oldsmobile



Everyman car (not sexist at all)



1970 Dodge Charger

…cool looks, lousy gas mileae, high maintenance



Ford Maverick (1977)



The first mass produced US subcompact: Ford Pinto, 

……hot exhaust problem…inclined to blow up



The attempt at change: uneconomic, ugly, quality

American motors Gremlin (1975)…My first new car



The Mini Arrives…..a contender…but not for long

…….unable to scale up, maintenance issues



Unstoppable imports

Datsun….unbeatable economy & quality



Clothes



Major changes (per ChatGBT)

 Females

Diversity of styles…more about individuality than conformity

Relaxation of dress codes…rise of unisex 

Pants and jeans …bell bottoms and designer jeans

Disco glamour..late 70’s

Males

Broke free from conservative looks

Flared pants/ bell bottoms

Bold colours and patterns

Polyester leisure suits

Disco….tight shirts, platform shoes, tailored suits



Polyester Pant suites 1970



Holston with models 1972



Jeans with style 1979



Jeans with style: Farah Fawcett 1976



Men’s fashion 1971



Man about town 1977



The cool look 1980



LA look …mid 1970’s



New York look mid 1970’s



1970’s Music

 Early 70’s Hard Rock

classic (British dominated)..Led Zeppelin, Stones, Who

Southern Rock (Allman brothers)

Folk/ protest …carry over fom 1960’s (Joan Baez, Bob Dylan)

Mid to Late 70’s: Rise of Disco: Donna Summers

Late 70’s

Punk / Glam 

Synthetic electronic

Singer song writers (Carole King, James Taylor)

From Vinyl to Cassette tape….rise of the mega concerts



Godfather (1972)…triumph of violence



Patton (1970): Anti war film ridiculing mad hero

…evolves into patriotic myth (Nixon/ Reagan/ Trump)



Rocky (1973)…the hero redeemed



Taxi Driver  (1976)…fear of the depraved

….Judy Foster debut…..Hinckley the observer



One flew over Cuckoos Nest

….harbinger mass closure state hospitals



Jaws 1975….fear of things below



Grease (1977)…return to happy times



Top movies…Star Wars (1977)…escapism



Apocalypse Now (1979).



Carole King (1970)



Sonny and Cher (1973)



The Eagles 1973



Birmingham hits the USA!

…Black Sabbath 1974 



….the more “wholesome”….Carpenters 1978



Saturday Night Fever 1975



………..Future U3A membership



Bee Gees 1979



Donna Summers 1980



USA 1980

More diverse

 Casual

 Colourful

 Uncertain..fear of lost income, 

More violent, unstable, attracted to escapism

And many on the move

…..and moving West to the Sunbelt



Rise of the Sunbelt



The Sun belt
hot summers, cool winters, south of 36th parallel

hot humid florida, desert, mediterranean



Mean centre of population…ever westwards



Growth of the sunbelt  

% US population in Sunbelt

1920 22%

1940 28%

1960 32%

1980 40%

2000 48%

2020 62%

1960 1980 2000 2020

Los Angeles 6.4 11.5 16.5 18.6

Dallas Fort Worth 1.3 2.8 4.0 7.6

Houston 1.1 2.4 3.8 6.4

Las Vegas 0.1 0.4 1.3 2.8

Phoenix 0.5 1.4 2.9 4.6

Miami  0.6 3.2 5.0 6.1

1960 1980 2000 2020

New York 13.8 15.6 17.8 18.8

Chicago 6.1 7.2 8.3 8.9

Philadelphia 3.9 4.5 5.1 5.7

Detroit (metro) 

               (city)

3.4

1.8

3.8

1.2

3.0.

0.9

3.5

0.6

“Rust 

Belt

cities

Sun

Belt

cities

Greater metropolitan are population (m)



The Sunbelt
 Attractions

Sunshine…brutal winters of Mid West/ East Coast

Low cost

Space

Opportunities 

 Detractions

Distance from families in East

Lack of water

Lack of infrastructure

Too hot to live…without air conditioning

American imagination…..Westward Expansions, the promise of “Renewal”



Solving “far away” problem: Highway Network

US Highway system 1980

Federal Highways Act 1956

90% cost recovered fuel tax, 

10% by states

Cost $600 B (2024 $,,£450B)

Inter city rail network1800’s

……few roads 1900-1950

Inter city rail services decline

1980s….nationalised



History of Sunbelt …the history of Water

….South/ Florida….too much,West, South West…..too little

Indigenous people

Prospered from

Underground water

Sun Belt Pre 

colonisiation 

 population 2-3 

million 

Sun Belt population 

1980…100 million



Sun Belt…creation of Federal Government

US Water Irrigation Systems 1980 Multiple Federal projects

1900-1960’s…...partially 

funded  by Water use fees

82,000 dams

..Army Corps of Engineers

..Bureau Land Reclamation

Salt River Project 1902 

(Arizona) 

Hoover Dam 1930-1936

Imperial Irrigation 1911

Central & South Florida  1948-1960

…drainage of Everglades



Creating the  Infrastructure

 West 19th Century to World War Two

 Removal of indigenous people

 Agriculture…homesteading

 Gold Rush & Mining industries

 World War Two

 Mass  rapid industrialisation 

 New capacity/ cheap land

 Two coast policy

 Post War

 Defence industry expansions…Cold War

 Oil/ Gas …Texas/ California

 5 million veterans : baby boom…pull factors…jobs, land, sun, opportunity

Much of west “unlivable” …..till arrival of air conditioning



A Brief history of air conditioning

 Interior West/ South West….summer temperature (Jun-Oct) 35-45C (95-1100F)

 First electrical air conditioning unit 1901 William Carrier 

 Shift to affordability

First domestic units 1931 (Cost $200,000 in 2024$)

1940 $30,000

1960  $2,000

Widespread use expands….West / South …made livable



Window units develop



Centralised systems…universally 

available from mid 1960’s’s



Sunbelt 1980…everything in place

 All Conditions in place for rapid growth

Road and Air

Water

Jobs

Temperature control

 Implications

Shift to conservative politics (except California)`

Reduced power of organised labour….new industries

Increased diversity (mix migrating whites…growing Hispanic, Asian populations

Every area different story: Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Houston, Miami



Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Houston, Miame

Las Vegas

Los Angeles

Miami
Dallas



As advertised 1970 Airlines





Brief History of Los Angeles

 10,000 BC – 1780…..Chumash/ Tonga Indians….5,000

 1559..”Discovered by Spanish”…Occupied by 100 migrants 1781

 1780-1848 Spanish> Mexican…rancho culture.population 1,500

 1848-1900 Agricultural  Centre population 100,000

 1900-1920  Oil Industry…50% total US oil production/California Acqueduct, 500,000

 1920-1940  “Water War” ..Rise of Hollywood/ Service industries…population 2,700,000

 1940-1945  Defence Industry.. Grand Union Canal ….population 4,000,000…

 1940-1980  Diversified mega city Defense, Construction, Oil, Finance, Services

 Migration Vietnamese, Mexican, Philippines …population 



Water Wars

……Owens Valley…High Sierras 1900



Owens Valley….now

after “Water War” 1920



Los Angeles “Red Car” network 1930



Replaced by freeway network 1960’s-1970s



1980: City of suburbs



Smog….20m cars, chemical plants, oil 

refineries..trapped by mountains



Living the dream: LA Freeway 1973



The Mega City (2020)

…unbroken urban development 

100 miles

100 miles



Las Vegas



Las Vegas 1980



Hot…May….November

 …heat amplified by concrete

 …city made by air conditioning, water, 

Annual rainfall less than 5 inches, 

unliveable till Hoover Dam, cheap electricity and air conditioning



A brief history of Las Vegas

 10.00 BC to 19th Century…home to Paiute Indians, artesian spring water

 1850 – 1900 Mormon settlers…population 100

 1900-1920 Train stop …population 1,000

 Hoover Dam construction…1930-1931…business/ farming interests…company 

town…population ..5,000

 Gambling legalized / relaxed divorce law 1931: Guy Mcaffee Los Angeles Police



Las Vegas 1928

Enter Bugsy Siegel



“Bugsy” Siegel 1906-1947 Jewish American

Mob member

…Al Capone

Rapist, murderer

Hit man…forms

“Murder Inc” mob

..on contract to “Commision”

Opportunities in Vegas

….finances first hotels

....money laundering

Murders rival,desert 

Graves   embezell

Mob money

Moves to LA..arrested



Vegas 1930’s….first Casinos

…no air conditioning..



Wit and Wisdom of Bugsy s.

 “Las Vegas turns women into men and men into idiots”

 Reassuring building contractor: “Don’t worry. We only kill each other”

…From prison…to a newspaper reporter “You think because I'm locked up 

here a punk like you can write anything you please ... Maybe you won't be 

using that typewriter anymore. Maybe your fingers won't be on your hands. I 

have people outside who'll break your legs or drop you in a hole if I say the 

word.”

Released from prison…..returns to Vegas..   party animal …movie stars..charitable

Donations. Builds Flamingo hotel….money disappears

  ….Mob visits…..shot dead at home 1947



Transition to business centre
 1947-1950…”warfare” City Governement & Police vs Mob..population 20,000

 1950’s Collusion City Government, Police, Banks and mob

First mega Casinos…with air conditioning…

US Defense Dept….idea area for testing Atomic Bombs

LA to Las Vegas Freeway started…..4 hour drive 

Population 100,000

 1960’s/ 1970’s

Development of Las Vegas Strip…Mega Hotels

 “Rat Pack” …Elvis…shows/ Family packages/ Global markets

Growing retirement communities….cheap housing, low cost electricity, 
amusement parks….

Population 400,000 by 1980….now 2.9 million



Nuclear Tests 1950’s 

Army sent to watch…..radiation poisoning View from Vegas



Las Vegas today …2.9 million

….50% population: leisure/ entertainment



Dallas



The city…..not the Tv Series (1977-1992)



No oil fields in or around Dallas

DALLAS



Brief history of Dallas to 1900

 About Dallas

Hot humid summers, mild winters

Moderate rainfall, rivers

Rolling hills….now barriers to expansion (as in LA)

 Early History 1550-1860

Cado Indians…Red and Brazos river….forested

Spanish Territory 1550-1821…Mexica 1821-1838..Trading post

1860 …stage coach, farms, slave economy…population 600

 Commercial Centre Central Texas 1860-1901

Railroad centre for cattle industry

 farming (cotton, corn, wheat ) …pop: 5,000



From town to Colossus

 1901 –1940 …Commercial centre for oil industy

 South Texas 1901, East 1930…..discovery + demand …300,000

 Oil locations desolate….Dallas central location, infrastructure….oil HQ .. finance

 1945-1970---Defence industry, interstate highways, oil growth, 1,200,000

 1970…Oil boom and diversification

Energy crisis….pro growth business culture

Airport…hub for transportation, electronics, consumer goods

Pro Business culture Zero state income taxes, lax zoning laws, business 
incentives, anti union, 

 1980’s....Mega complex

predatory vs California…low cost housing, space, lack of regulations

Recharged oil industry due to Fracking technolgoy



Dallas – Fort Worth

9,300 square miles, 100 miles x 80: 7.6 million people 



Small urban centre….suburban sprawl…and traffic



Dallas traffic



Miami



The “Sunshine State”…Miami: “the magical city”



About Miami……and Florida

 What’s a Florida retiree’s favorite form of exercise?

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,Swatting flies with a newspaper.

 How do you know you’re in a Florida retirement community?

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,The streets are named after grandkids.

 Why is everything in Florida in the 80’s? 

 …………..The people, the temperature, and the average IQ

 (Before air conditioning) If the devil owned both Florida and Hell, where 
would he live? 

…………….Rent out Florida, live in Hell.



Brief history of Miami

 Named after Miami river….abandoned by indigenous people

 Spanish fort 1559—US 1821…base US Army during Seminole Wars 
(Indians/runaway slaves

 Citrus Industry established 1890-1900

Winter freeze North Florida: Francis Tuttle founds “city” of 300 by 1900

  Expansion

Francis secures railroad connection north population (50% migrant labor)

Real estate “boom” and “bust” 

Village to town of 30,000 by 1930



From village to metropolis

 1930-1960 rapid expansion..population rises to 600,000

Everglades Drainage System…..land for real estate

Mainstream corporate investment supplemented by Mob investment

Highways expansion 

 1960-1980 Population explosion…population increases 5x to 3,000,0000

Cuba no longer available 

Boomer retirement: Inexpensive housing… air conditioning

Mass migration from Cuba and Haiti 150,000 in 1980 alon

 1980. to now….6.9 millions in greater metropolitan area

Mass marketing & investment

Waves of migrants from Cuba, South America, Canada, Europe



Miami….Miami Beach



Miami 1980



Master Planned retirement cities for wealthy

………..…gated, internally resourced



Trailer Park complexes…to fit most budgets

....convenient, compact….often violent



1970’s USA



America 1980: “Adrift!

Earnings declining…..”destiny of progress” removed

Powerlessness….hostages, oil embargoes

Increasingly diverse

Politics polarised….President discredited, rising crime, drugs

Nation on the move…disconnected families/ communities

Nation “adrift”…needs a new approach and leader



Next talk: The Reagan Revolution
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