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INTRODUCTION 

 

It seems just like yesterday that we donned our caps and gowns, took the hand of our marching 

partner, and began our walk under the rose-covered arches as the Grants Pass High School band, 

under the direction of “Mac” McAllister,  played Pomp and Circumstance.  Soon three hundred 

and seventy former students would begin their lives of trials and tribulations. Many were making 

plans for college, some stayed close to home, some went to work, some went into the service, 

and some got married.  

At this 50
th

 reunion, we’ll glance at name tags, quickly say “I remember you”, or “Wow, is that 

you?” or “How have you been?” So, the catching up begins. 

Several years ago I had the idea of giving to our classmates a glimpse into the past of who we 

were and who we have become. Grants Pass was the place where we grew up and called our 

home; the place where we were safe; and the place where seeds of later life were sowed.  

A year and a half has been spent gathering and compiling information for this book, A Glance 

into the Past. Through email and phone calls, and personal visits,  I’ve been in touch with many 

of you, most of whom were casual acquaintances in high school but through this book have 

become more than acquaintances – a friend to stay in touch with. 

I hope all of you enjoy A Glance into the Past as much as I have in putting it together. Thank you 

for your many contributions in making A Glance into the Past our memory book to be enjoyed 

for years to come. 

     Sandy Harmon Johnson – 

Don’t Count The Years, Count The Memories 
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Events Defining Our Lives  

1951 – 1963 

            

 

Most of us began our journey through formal education in the autumn of 1951 when we enrolled 

in the first grade at our nearest elementary school. By the time we graduated from Grants Pass 

High School in 1963, numerous unanticipated upheavals had resulted in 

immense changes in our culture and society. Our school years began in a 

peaceful and prosperous era and ended in a decade of tension, promise and 

heartbreak, where it was the best of times and the worst of times. Youth culture 

was celebrating freedom and a growing sense of rebellion, women began 

demanding their rights in unprecedented numbers, antiwar, counterculture, and 

the massive black freedom movement surged—one of the most important developments in 

American history.  

Three US presidents served during our school years—Harry S. Truman was President in 1951 

and 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower from 1953 through 1960, and John F. Kennedy in 1961 until 

his assassination in November of 1963. 

Under President Truman, we remained involved in the Korean War, which began in 1950 and 

pitted the communist north against the southern peninsula. He issued executive orders 

desegregating the armed forces and forbidding racial discrimination in federal employment.  

Under the administration of President Eisenhower, the Korean War ended in 1953, and Senator 

Joe McCarthy began a “witch hunt” for communists. McCarthyism spread throughout our 

political, cultural, and social arenas until the Senator was censured in 1954. In that same year, the 

US Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education declared school 

segregation unconstitutional. The arrest of Rosa Parks in 1955 marked the beginning of the Civil 

Rights Movement, with Martin Luther King, Jr. leading the quest to end racial segregation and 

discrimination. Our first attempt at sending a satellite into orbit failed in 1957; however in 1958, 

we were successful in placing Explorer 1 into orbit.  

During President Kennedy’s shortened term, he advised Americans to build bomb shelters in 

their backyards, created the Peace Corps, and sent Federal troops when racial rioting erupted 

over black student James Meredith enrolling in the University of Mississippi. In May of 1961, 

Alan Shepard became the first American in space. Also in 1961, the USS Core, with 33 Army 

helicopters and 400 air and ground crew, arrived in Saigon, becoming America’s first direct 

support of South Vietnam. JFK ordered a buildup of 5,000 troops in Vietnam on May 15, 1962. 

That same year the US Supreme Court declared that prayer was unconstitutional in schools. 

- Jackie Hawkins & Sandy Harmon Johnson 

 



In 1951, unemployment was a low 3.3%, citizens had money to spend on 

leisure, their children, cars, and the recently introduced color television sets. 

Live news broadcasts were now possible from coast to coast which changed our 

world forever, as well as coast-to-coast long distance telephone service without 

operator assistance. We saw government and its politicians in action, viewed 

wars from our living rooms, and witnessed the cruelty of racial tensions in our own country. 

Alan Freed, disc jockey and concert producer, coined the term Rock ‘n’ Roll to describe our 

newly popular music. The conservative 50s gave way to the turbulent 60s. Americans were faced 

with many controversial issues—civil rights, the Viet Nam war, racial injustice, nuclear arms, 

drug use, sexual freedom, and the environment (Rachel Carson, who had written Silent Spring, 

urgently requested a Senate sub-committee to stop environmental pesticide use). 

September 1951 June 1963 
First class postage stamp 3 cents First class postage stamp 5 cents 

Loaf of pre-cut white bread 16 cents Loaf of pre-cut white bread 22 cents 

Gallon of gas 19 cents Gallon of gas 29 cents 

Minimum wage 75 cents/ hour Minimum wage $1.15/hour 

Average annual income $3,700 Average annual income $5,807 

New house cost $9,000 New house cost $12,650 

Price of a new car $2,290 Price of a new car $3,233 

“Come-On-A-My House” by Rosemary Clooney #1 
tune  

“It’s My Party” by Lesley Gore# 1 tune 

I Love Lucy popular TV show Ed Sullivan Show popular TV show 

“Dennis the Menace” newspaper comic strip “Peanuts”  newspaper comic strip 

Rory Calhoun in the  movie “Rogue River”  Sue Lyon in the movie “Lolita”  

Popular book The Caine Mutiny by Herman Wouk Popular book The Glass Blower by Daphne du 
Maurier 

Newspapers were full of reports and photos from the 
war in Korea 

Newspapers showed daily headlines of the racial 
situation in our country – racial killings, 
beatings, riots, as well as peaceful 
demonstrations. 

 

A number of firsts occurred in the US—the first Kentucky Fried Chicken franchise opened, the 

first polio vaccine was developed, Elvis Presley cut his first commercial record “That’s 

Alright”/“Blue Moon of Kentucky”, seat belts were installed in new cars, the Federal Aid 

Highway Act made way for construction of 41,000 miles of interstate highways over the next 20 

years, development of the microchip which later led to the ubiquitous use of personal computers, 

Alaska and Hawaii were added as states, the FDA approved “The (birth control) Pill”, and Bob 

Dylan’s new protest song “Blowin’ in the Wind” changed our popular music almost overnight. 

Fashion during our school years, 1951 through 1963, was conservative, neat and 

clean looking. Entering grade school, girls wore dresses of checks, plaids and 

stripes with Peter Pan collars, and eventually circle skirts and corduroy jumpers 

made their way into our closets. Boys wore the typical blue jeans, many with the 



cuffs rolled up, and tee shirts or button-up shirts. As we entered junior high and high school, the 

poodle skirt became popular as did bobby sox and saddle shoes. Sweater sets were in, pleated or 

straight skirts were popular with matching sweaters, blouses and skirts, and attractive cotton 

dresses were very fashionable. Many girls wore flats. Corduroys, khakis, and clean-cut blue 

jeans were fashionable for the boys, along with tee shirts or sport shirts. Some fellows liked to 

roll their cigarettes up in the sleeve of their white tee shirts (not during school). They also 

sported white socks. Rarely did they wear sweaters. 

Literature reflected what was happening politically and socially in America. Harper Lee’s To Kill 

a Mockingbird reflected social distinctions and tensions between races. Betty Friedan published 

her book The Feminine Mystique, beginning the women’s liberation movement. The Presidential 

Commission on the Status of Women presented disturbing facts about women’s place in our 

society. The Equal Pay Act was signed into law. Alabama National Guard troops were 

federalized by JFK and sent to Tuscaloosa to force Governor George Wallace to step aside for 

enrollment of two black students (Vivian Malone Jones and James Hood) at the University of 

Alabama. On August 28, 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech.  

During our school years, several things of interest occurred in Oregon and Josephine County. 

The Oregon State Hospital in Salem was one of the few institutions in the nation to use antabuse 

to successfully treat alcoholics. To keep the cold war from 

becoming a hot war, local citizens tried to raise $500 to assist 

in the Crusade for Freedom to help Radio Free Europe in 

sending truths of America over the airwaves to communist 

countries behind the Iron Curtain. Josephine County was the 

first in Oregon to organize for civil defense. The first 3-D 

movie to come to Grants Pass was House of Wax  at the 

Rivoli Theater in 1953.  The small Josephine County   

Airport was moved from the northern edge of Grants Pass to 

Merlin, and the 7
th

 Street Bridge was opened joining the 

Caveman Bridge in providing two spans to cross the Rogue 

River in downtown Grants Pass. 

Our 1963 class motto—“Life is but a picture, paint it well” –we believe we did! We splashed 

new colors on the huge canvas before us and changed our known 

world forever. 

 

Sources available upon request 


