
TOURING AMERICA 1957



Theyearwas1957. Most of usǿŜǊŜƴΩǘold enoughto driveyet, but weŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘwait to get behind
the wheelof our own car. It wasthe beginningof the greatestperiod in USautomotivehistoryςa
time whenthe debut of new carsin the showroomswasoneof the biggesteventsof the year. Life
wasgoodandAmericawasprosperous. World War II wastwelve yearsin the pastand the Korean
Warhadbeenover for four years. PresidentEisenhowerhadsignedthe InterstateHighwaySystem
into lawandfreewayswere underconstructionall over the country. Americawason the move.

Thepagesthat follow areanabbreviatedtrip backto 1957andsomeimagesof what life waslike at
a time whenpeoplewerediscoveringthis greatcountry,gettingout on the highwaysto explorenot
only the beautifulgeography,but to engagein new formsof recreation. Crossingthe UnitedStates
from Maine to SouthernCaliforniaandfrom the PacificNorthwestto Florida,this brief peekin the
rear view mirror bringsbacksomefond memoriesof dayswhen a few buckswent a long way;
when people were proud of their country; and when summertimewas a time for discoveryand
adventure.

Americancarswere stylish,comfortable,powerful, and colorful. And, for most people,they were
affordable. A new car carried an averageprice tag of under $2400. A good usedcar could be
purchasedfor under $500. Gaswas $.24 per gallon, and rent was an average$90 per month.
Thoughmost families thrived at just $5000 per year, women were entering the work force, so
averagefamily incomeswereclimbingto $10,000per yearor more,andfamilieswerebeginningto
takeadvantageof a boomingnewsegmentof the postwar economyςrecreation.

²ŜΩǊŜgoingto takea little ride acrossAmericanow,andhopefullythe journeywill bringbacksome
pleasantmemoriesof the dayswhen we were youngteenagers,seeingthe world, not on the tiny
screenof a cellularphone,but firsthandaswe lived it to the fullest. Regardlessof wherewe grew
up, there wassomuchto seeanddo.



Suburban areas were growing fast.  The cost of an average new home was under $15,000 and most families had a car that 
was less than 5 years old.  Split level homes were the trend and many families had color television sets (note antenna).



The 1957 Chevrolet was among the most desired cars of all time. There was a huge variety of models, color
combinations,andpower options. Thoughno one knewit at the time, this would becomethe most iconicof all vintage
carsandthey would be asdesirabledecadeslater asthey were when new on the showroomfloors.



Ironically,Fordoutsold Chevyin 1957ςfor the first time since1935. Fordpedaledjust under 1.7 million Ford units
comparedto slightly over 1.5 million Chevroletunits sold. Total USauto production soaredto 6.2 million carsand
trucks. Thatmeant that one family in sixpurchaseda new car in that year. Lowinterestautomobilefinancingbecame
availableto most people,meaninga new car could be bought with little down paymentand monthly installmentsof
lessthan $75. At the top of the scale,Lincolnintroducedthe ContinentalMark II personalcoupeat $10,000but was
eclipsedby Cadillacwhen the ultra luxuriousEldoradoBroughampremieredat a little over$13,000.



Summertime meant vacation time.  People took to the highways and byways to enjoy their favorite pastimes, especially 
water sports.  Activities like boating, camping and water sports were popular from coast to coast.  The Great Lakes drew 
huge crowds and the newly opened Mackinac Bridge joined the upper peninsula of Michigan with the lower peninsula.  
Resorts and restaurants blossomed to handle the increase in summer tourism.



The mid-50s were a time when many families had a boat, and summer meant crowded boat launch ramps and
marinas. Whilesailingcontinuedto be popularin areaswhereboatscouldbe dockedor moored,water skiingwasthe
favorite pastimeof young families. Advancesin fiberglassmade small powerboatsmore affordable for the middle
class,andbeingmucheasierto transport andmaneuverthan woodenboats,they hadgreatappeal. Outboardmotors
grew in sizeandhorsepowerto meet the increaseddemand. Daytrippingto the nearestlakefor a dayof boatingand
picnickingwasa greatway to spendthe summer.



Aswinter releasesits grip on New England,sailingand boatingat picturesqueharborslike Boothbay,Camden,Five
Islands,Stonington,andBarHarborin Maineget busyby MemorialDayandstaythat wayuntil the sunsetson Labor
Day. Yachtsfrom all the ports on the EasternSeaboardmaketheir waynorth to enjoythe quiet, cooldaysof summer
in the northeastcornerof the Union.



What could be a better way to spend a summer weekend than to join one or two hundred of your friends at the 
shooting range for some tailgate picnicking, a few cold adult beverages, and blasting clay pigeons out of the sky?  
Whether you are down south in Georgia or up in the Palouse of Idaho, the sweet sound of a 12 gauge shotgun and the 
acrid odor of cordite wafting through the air gets an olΩ ōƻȅ ƘǳƴƎǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ŦǊƛŜŘ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭŘ ōŜŜǊΦ



Summertimein LosAngelesbackin 1957meantsmogtinted tangerineskiesandtemperaturesin the 90s. Escapefrom
the city of two million people meant heading for the mountains for some people. Nearby Mount Baldy, Lake
Arrowhead,andBigBearLakewereonlya coupleof hoursaway,a scenicdriveon twisty mountainroads. Thelandwas
still affordableenoughto havea cabinin the woods. Fewthought about the future andnonewould haveguessedthat
the populationof LosAngelesCountywould exceedthe million peoplein just sixtyyears.



New Yorkersflocked to ConeyIslandwhen the summermonths arrived. ά5ƻǿƴtheǎƘƻǊŜέthe boardwalkattracted
hundredsof thousandsof people and the sandwas barely visiblefor the colorful bloom of beachumbrellas. Iconic
bŀǘƘŀƴΩǎHotDogholds a hot dog eating contest every year on IndependenceDay. Legendhas it that the contest
started in 1916. In 2021, a hundredandfive yearslater, the winner downed76dogsin ten minutes.



In Atlantic City,New Jersey,the Atlantic shoredrew thousandsof peopleevery weekendto their famousboardwalk,
andto the SteelPierwherethey couldwatchArabianstallionsdivefrom a 60foot highplatform into the saltywater. At
that time, there were no casinos,andthe oceanwasthe biggestattraction. Besidesthe divinghorses,the sixstory tall
elephantnamedLucy,constructedof woodandtin in 1861in nearbyMargatewasa big thrill for kids. Sincethere were
no big resorts,smallmotelsflourished. ResortsInternationalopenedthe first casinoin 1978andeverythingchanged.



Theexpandingmobility of Americansandnew interstate freewaysspawnedthe exponentialgrowth of the MO-TEL. All
acrossthe United States,roadsidemotor inns that providedtravelerswith economicallodgingpoppedup alongevery
highway. Startupcompanieswith nameslike HolidayInn, RamadaInn, HowardWƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎΣand RodewayInn beganto
buy up localMa andPamotelsandoffer upgradeslike TVandair conditioning.



!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎsports car, the ChevroletCorvette,made its debut in 1953. In 1955, the 150 horsepowerBlue Flamesix
cylinderinline enginewasreplacedby the V8. In 1957, the first solid lifter, fuel injectedengineswere released,making
283horsepowerfrom a displacementof 283cubicinches. Girlslovedthe Corvettesmore than the guysthat droveΨem.



It is saidthat the first automobileracehappenedthe daythe secondcarwasmade. Americans,more than anynationother than,perhaps,
Italy, loveracingcars,andby the mid-50s,street racingwascommonplace. Thisstraightline form of racingbecameknownasάŘǊŀƎǊŀŎƛƴƎέ
sinceit startedon the main streets,orάƳŀƛƴŘǊŀƎǎέof nearlyeverytown. Seeinga needfor safetyandsanctionedtiming of theseraces,
pioneerWallyParksformed the NationalHot RodAssociationin 1951in SouthernCalifornia. NHRAtook hold on dry lakebedsin the West,
but it wasseveralyearsbefore sanctionedquarter mile dragstrips appearedin the rest of the country. On the EastCoast,the beachat
Daytona,Floridawasa summerdragracingvenuewherehundredsof driverswould showup, often in a car that just camefrom the dealer
showroom,to seewhat it would do. NHRAdrag racingnow drawsthe largestcrowdsin motor racingwith 11,000 horsepowertop fuel
dragstersreachingspeedsin excessof 335mph in under4 seconds.



BeforeTonyBennetttoppedthe chartswith hissongάLLeftMy Heartin SanCǊŀƴŎƛǎŎƻέin 1962, the beautifulCityby the
Baywas drawing tourists from all over the world. CƛǎƘŜǊƳŀƴΩǎWharf, Chinatown,the cable cars,winding Lombard
Street,theάǇŀƛƴǘŜŘƭŀŘƛŜǎέVictorianhouses,and the GoldenGateBridgewere beckoningvisitors. A coat wasadvised.
Mark Twainsaid,ά¢ƘŜcoldestwinter I everspentwasa summerin SanFrancisco.έ



Bigcarswith fins were in. ChryslerCorphad the most pronouncedaquarianappendageson the hallmarkChryslers,
Imperials,DeSotos, Dodges,and Plymouths. Cadillacs,of course,Pontiacs,and eventhe ubiquitousChevysled the fin
paradefor GM,andFords,MercurysandLincolnssportedthem, too. LesserknownmarquesςStudebaker,Packard,and
evenAmericanMotors modelsfell in line with this stylingtrend. Today,they areextremelycollectible.



A more mobileAmericameant fast food on the go. Nobodycashedin on the cheap,quick,edibleburgerandfries joints
like McDonalds. For under 40 cents the MickeyD outlet put a hamburger,fries, and a Cokeon your tray. It would be
yearsbefore other fast food franchiseswould beginto presentanycompetition for RayKrocΩǎempire. Startedin 1955,
by 1957the companyadvertisedovera million burgerssold. Theyquit countingafter 40 yrs. Estimated300billion now.



Walt DisneybroughtDisneylandto the world in 1955in Anaheim. Themost loved theme park in the world chargedan
admissionof $1 for adultsand 50 centsfor kids then. Amusementrides were 10 cents to 35 cents. A family of four
couldspendthe daythere for under$10, includingfood. Bythe summerof 1957the pricehadquadrupled,but included
ride tickets(A,B,C). TheETicketridesŘƛŘƴΩǘappearuntil 1959. So,youmightask,how muchdoesit costnow? Anadult
daypasshasjust passedthe $200markfor 2022. Figureabout $1000per dayfor dad,mom,anda coupleof kiddies.



Furthersouth,down nearthe Mexicanborder, the port city of SanDiegowasbeginningto get tourist trade. Primarilya
Navytown, the old Gaslampdistrict, then knownasthe Stingaree,cateredto the debaucheryof sailorson shoreleave,
but about the only tourist draw,exceptfor the beautifulcoastandgreatweather,wasthe SanDiegoZooin BalboaPark.
Thezoobrought thousandsin the summer,andsoonthe trendy coastalenclaveof LaJollabeganto blossom.



In the blazingheatof SouthernNevada,the gamblingmeccaof LasVegasbeganto sprout its rootsandgrow. SinCitywasno longerconfined
to the downtown FremontStreetgamblingparlors, TheLasVegasStrip becamehome to high rise resorts,with star entertainment,huge
swimmingpools,and fancyrestaurants. Ignitedby Bugsy{ƛŜƎŜƭΩǎFlamingo,the strip explodedwith new placeslike the Dunes,the Sands,
and the Riviera. Peoplelovedseeingthe anticsof DeanMartin, FrankSinatra,SammyDavis,Jr., JoeyBishopand ad hoc membersof their
impromptu show. By1957theywereknownasthe RatPack.



Before the daysof parkingstructures,people left their cars out in the blazingheat of asphaltparking lots. Second
degreeburnswere not unusualwhenunsuspectingtourists from coolerclimesleft their moneyin the slot machinesand
grabbedfor the door handlesof their carsto leave. Gamblingfeversweptthe countryafter LasVegasbecamea national
tourist destination. Onestory tells of a manwho wasaskedhow he did at the tables. άDǊŜŀǘΗέhe said,άLgot here in a
$4000CadillacandLΩƳleavingon a $30,000bus.έ



Summerin the Valleyof the Sunis hell. But, folksstill went to Arizonain the summerto enjoythe Sonoradesertheatand
soakup someOldWestflavor. Scottsdalewasa little outpost to the eastof Phoenixthat learnedearlyhow to lure in the
tourists with western wear, Navajojewelry, art fairs, and, of course,golf. Convertibleswere commonbecauseauto air
conditioning was an expensiveoption and rain was rare. Out of town a little ways,a place called the PinnaclePeak
Steakhousewaspopular. Whenunsuspectingcustomerscamethroughthe door wearinga tie, it wasimmediatelysnipped
off andnailedto the ceiling,all in goodfun.



Up on the central Californiacoast,beachcampingwasa family affair. At PismoBeach,hundredsof vehiclesventured
out onto the sandand weekendcitiesof tents and trailers poppedup. Thoughnewcomerswere advisedto be sureto
pitch campon the dry sandabovethe hightide line, it wasa commonoccurrenceto seetravel trailersdoinga pretty fair
imitation of the houseboatsthat appearedfour yearsearlier and were just beginningto show up at lakesaround the
country. ThePacificOceanis still the main Californiaattraction, and PismoBeachis the only beachtoday that allows
carson the sand.



In 1957, asit is now, the NationalParksfrom KeyWestto the OlympicPeninsulain Washingtonwere jammedall summer
long with tourists. Parkaccesswas easy,lodgingwas plentiful, and entry feeswere low. That year 58 million visitors
enjoyedthe national parks. GreatSmokyMountain alwaysseesthe highestattendance,while Yellowstone,Yosemite,
GrandCanyon,andGrandTetonround out the top five. Over350million visitorsareexpectedin 2022.



In Eugene,Oregonthe main dragwasWillamette Street,a one way headingsouthbound. Whenthe sunwent down,
this wasoften an impromptu drag strip from light to light, not unlike the scenesfrom the movieά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴGrafittiέ.
Twenty years later, the town council turned this street into a pedestriansonly, effectively killing all downtown
commerce. Hot, sultry dayswere the norm in Julyand August,with plenty of rain the rest of the year. Today,the
Willamette valley,from Eugeneto Portland,is a top varietalwine producingregionwith over900wineries.



Themid-50s motoring publicneededgasolinefor their colorful, stylishcars. At that time gaspriceswere aslow as$.15
per gallonin manyplacesand uniformed attendantsat gasstationspumpedgas,cleanedthe windshieldand checked
the oil while the tank wasbeingfilled. ManyάǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέasgasstationswere called,offeredauto repair services.



ThoughAmericawas undergoingthe dynamicchangesto automotive travel as new interstate freewaysbegan to
connectall cornersof the country, travel by rail wasstill the way most peopletraveledfrom coastto coast,or for any
longdistances. Prior to the daysof Amtrak,railroadcompaniesoffered passengerservicerangingfrom basiclow cost
accommodationto luxurioussuiteswith first classmeals. Steamlocomotiveshad mostly been replacedwith diesel
enginesby this time, andscenictrain vacationswere commonplace.



Air travel in 1957wasgenerallynot somethingthe averagefamily couldafford. Bythe endof the decade,however,jet
aircraft entered service,drasticallyreducingtravel time. For the first time, more people traveledby air than by railς
electingto giveup scenicjourneysin lieu of getting to their destinationsquicker. But,automobileexcursionswerestill
the choiceof mostpeoplewhere leisuretravel wasconcerned. Comfortable,roomy,dependablecarswith optionslike
air conditioning,goodquality radios,andlong lastingtires madehighwaytravel muchmore enjoyable. Discoveringthe
wondrousvariety of scenicbeauty and regionalcultural differencesof the United Stateswas a right of passage. In
Dallas,Texas,LoveFieldwasconsideredthe mostmodernairport in America.



ThisjourneythroughtheάƎƻƭŘŜƴȅŜŀǊǎέof the fifties endsin Austin,Texas. Thereis a reasonfor that. It is a tribute to
a fellow namedJamesWhite who openeda honky tonk there in the 1930s called the BrokenSpoke. Thisvenue
hostednearlyeverycountrysingerwho evermadethe big timeςBobWills,RoyAcuff,HankWilliams,RayPrice,Patsy
Cline,WebbPierce,JerryJeffWalker,JohnnyCash,Kitty Wells,ErnestTubb,WaylonJennings,Willie Nelson,Charlie
Pride,andGeorgeStrait, to namea few. Thisis a placewhere westernswingis IN and line dancingis definitely OUT.
JamesWhite left for the celestialhonkytonk at the end of 2021, butά¢ƘŜ{ǇƻƪŜέliveson, amidstthe skyscrapersof
Austin. Millions of goodmemoriesremainfor all who havescootedboots in this place. ²ƘƛǘŜΩǎCadillacis still there.


