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				Introduction

				From the end of World War II to the start of the twenty-first century, the United States was at its peak of power, as dominant in the world, in its own way, as Great Britain and Rome had been at the height of their empires. Economically and militarily it far exceeded all its rivals. Politically and culturally it had enormous influence across the world. Its language and cultural references became as close to a global lingua franca as there was. Its scientific and technological achievements were unmatched.

				This book tells the story of the United States during those years. It examines the political and economic structures of the country, daily life, regional and national culture, and the relationship between the United States and the rest of the world. In doing so, it tries to explain why the United States took the particular path of development it did. The extraordinary accomplishments of the United States in the second half of the twentieth century brought bounty and freedom to hundreds of millions of Americans but never fully realized the widespread hopes at the end of World War II for a more peaceful world and more equitable society. The prolonged warfare, fearfulness, and economic troubles of the early twenty-first century owe more than a little to decisions made in the earlier epoch.

				In the decades after World War II, Americans rarely spoke of empire or imperialism, especially in relation to their own society. Once common terms, widely used by both supporters and critics of policies meant to achieve control over foreign lands, by the mid-twentieth century they had come to be seen as archaic and irrelevant to a world of decolonization and cold war. Until the turn of the new millennium, only on the political left during the Vietnam era did imperialism get revived as a way of understanding the United States. The notion of the United States as an empire reentered political discussion soon before the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and much more so after them, among those who saw American imperialism as good for the world as well as among those who opposed it.

				Empire comes in many forms, not just the annexation of territory, the Roman practice, or the creation of colonies, the operating mode of Spain, Portugal, Britain, and other European powers. At its heart, empire involves asserting influence and control over places, people, resources, and trade outside the original boundaries of a national entity. While empires almost always involve at least some use of military force, or the threat of its use, power can be exerted in many ways. Political, economic, cultural, and ideological influence can be as important to empire as ships, planes, and guns. After World War II, the United States did not seek to conquer territory or establish colonies, one reason its citizens rarely thought of it as an empire. But through treaties and alliances, investment and trade, Coca-Cola and rock and roll, Peace Corps volunteers and CIA agents, as well as bombers and infantry, the United States established itself as the most powerful human force on the planet. The American empire shaped the flow of history far from the borders of the United States, just as empire shaped history within them.

				An American watching a World War II–era movie about the United States at the end of the twentieth century would have seen a country that in many respects did not look, sound, or seem radically different from the one she or he inhabited. Political and social continuities between World War II and the end of the century would have made it easy to ignore or minimize how much the contours of the country had changed during those fifty-five years (a quarter of the history of the United States to that point in time). From 132 million people in 1940, the population had more than doubled to 281 million. Places that had been nearly empty when the war ended came to house millions of Americans in communities with physical and cultural configurations unknown a half century earlier. Immigration had brought unprecedented diversity to the population. Technology had changed the way people lived, worked, and entertained themselves.

				Within enduring social and legal structures—as a continuous constitutional government, the United States has few peers in longevity—America has always been an extraordinarily dynamic society. France, Germany, Russia, and China underwent multiple revolutions, which brought into being new political regimes and fundamental social changes; the United States experienced only one deep disjuncture, the Civil War, and even the aftermath of that traumatic event was resolved within the existing constitutional framework. But the United States has had a series of moments of rapid change that might be thought of as contained revolutions, transformations of society and daily life that had pervasive effects without leading to rupture. Between World War II and the twenty-first century, the country was shaped and reshaped by the militarization of American life that came with the Cold War; the democratization of society set in motion by the African American freedom struggle; the cultural changes that rippled forward from the 1960s; the redefinition of gender roles; the corporate restructuring of the economy in the 1970s and 1980s; and the rise of political conservatism that began at the same time. 

				Given the size and diversity of the United States and the relatively long period this book covers compared to the usual temporal units into which American history is divided—“Jacksonian America” or “the Progressive Era”—any effort to find defining patterns of change necessarily involves simplification and selective focus. But within the vast array of events, private and public, that make up the history of the post–World War II era, several large-scale arcs stand out that help map the distance the country traveled between the celebration when World War II ended and the shock and mourning five and a half decades later when it suffered the first major attack on its territory since Pearl Harbor.

				One of the great stories of U.S. history, and a framing theme of this book, is the long period of sustained economic growth after World War II. When the war ended, the country, though rich by historical and world measures, had a standard of living far below what it would be a few decades later. Most families had little discretion in how they lived or spent their money, needing all their income and energy to get from one week to the next. Limited resources and parochial cultures meant circumscribed lives, rooted in local social worlds, with minimal interaction with people and places even a modest distance away.

				Prolonged economic growth brought qualitative change. Rising national and personal incomes allowed people to live more comfortable, secure, and mobile lives than ever before. Prosperity diminished regional differences and supported an expansive notion of state function, including the ongoing projection of American power abroad. As Americans experienced a quarter century of prosperity, after a decade and a half of depression and war, they developed capacious notions of what was possible for themselves and their country, and in myriad ways tried to realize them.

				To the surprise and alarm of most Americans, the robust economy of the postwar years came to a crashing halt during the 1970s, as the national and international arrangements that had brought postwar prosperity began to break down. When growth resumed, it did so unevenly, interrupted by periods of economic difficulty and marked by rising economic inequality. Some industries and regions that had been mainstays of the country for a century or more never revived. Others led the way into a new gilded age, in which astounding fortunes were seemingly conjured out of thin air, while much of the population found itself struggling just to maintain what it had. The changes in the economy that occurred during the 1970s and early 1980s help explain many of the cultural and political developments of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first.

				A second defining development during the half century after World War II was a multifaceted struggle to make democracy more meaningful. The United States fought World War II, as it has fought most of its wars, in the name of democracy. But democracy had a very different meaning at that time than it would when the century ended. In the middle of the twentieth century, millions of Americans were denied basic citizenship rights. Formal political power was much less evenly distributed than it later would be, individual rights far less robust, and openly discriminatory rules and practices widespread. Who could vote, how legislatures were constituted, who could use which public facilities, who was allowed to work in which kind of job, and how the criminal justice system operated all were very different in the mid-1940s than they would be a generation later. In businesses, families, schools, and churches, on playing fields and in communities, the hierarchies of power and opportunity were structured by race, sex, religion, and ethnicity. Authority was wielded by fewer hands, with fewer challenges and less consultation, than we now take for granted.

				The postwar struggle by African Americans for freedom, rights, and equality catalyzed a democratic revolution that transformed the United States and echoed around the world. Expanded notions of rights and democracy and new modes of political action spread from the struggle for racial justice to ever more arenas of American life, changing ideas and practices in local communities, national institutions, and intimate private relations. But even as this democratic revolution reached its peak, power began moving out of the public realm and into private ones, especially the corporate world. While the democratic revolution and the cultural changes associated with it irrevocably transformed daily practices and public attitudes, their structural impact was ultimately checked by a hollowing out of the political sphere, as society was increasingly shaped by corporations and financiers.

				An ascendant conservative political movement provided the ideological basis for the devaluation of government and a celebration of the market and business as the leading forces of social progress. Disagreements over the proper role of government in ensuring equality and in regulating individual behavior proved deeply divisive, fracturing the country into what were dubbed blue and red zones of liberalism and conservatism. Even as the country moved into a new century, battles of the 1960s and 1970s over race, gender, sexuality, and culture were refought again and again.

				The relationship between the United States and the rest of the world provides a third major organizing theme for this work. The country’s massive military, economic, and political engagement with other parts of the world after World War II makes it impossible to understand its history without considering foreign affairs. In no other period of similar length did external relations play as profound a role in the interior life of the United States as they did during the fifty-five years after World War II. The Cold War, the hot wars within it, the effort to create a world economic system advantageous to the United States, and the post–Cold War effort to maintain American global power influenced virtually every aspect of domestic life, from politics and economics to education and culture. The maintenance of a huge military establishment, in peaceful times as well as during war, and its permanent deployment abroad, marked a fundamental change in the American Republic. Military and foreign policy configurations associated with the Cold War outlasted their original reason for being, as they became deeply embedded in the structure of the society. Militarism, once associated with other lands, became a defining feature of the United States, shaping what kind of society it was, how it acted, and what its future held. The full story of global change during the second half of the twentieth century is outside the scope of this volume, but at least some of it has to be told to understand the history of the United States, given how deeply and inseparably its fortune became intertwined with the larger world.

				The surprising turns the United States took in the wake of the 9/11 attacks—the grandiose ambitions for world change, the embrace of preemptive war, the open adoption of torture, the centralization of power in the presidency, the xenophobic-tinged patriotism—while in some ways departures from the recent past, in other ways represented a culmination of developments that had occurred during the years since World War II. This book concludes with a consideration of the ways in which the history of the United States during the first decade of the twenty-first century represented a break with the past and the ways in which it represented an extension of the political and social vectors that this book chronicles.

				No book that covers more than a half century of the history of the United States can be comprehensive, and this one makes no such claim. Too much happened. Also, as a study building on the work of other scholars, writers, and journalists, this volume benefits in those areas about which much has been written, though trying as well to address aspects of American life that remain largely uncharted. In concentrating on major developments in politics, economics, foreign relations, social structure, popular culture, and everyday life, it gives far less attention to some facets of the country’s history than they deserve, from scientific thinking and the arts to sports and sexuality.

				The present always reflects the past, even if in its negation, and informs the future. During the years between World War II and the start of the twenty-first century, Americans profoundly transformed their country and much of the world, for better and for worse. The challenges the United States faces in the twenty-first century are in many ways different than those met before. Though very much a work of history, perhaps this book will be helpful in thinking through where the United States, as a society and a nation, should be going in the future.

			

			
		

	
		
			
				
				PROLOGUE

				
E Pluribus Unum

				
Shortly after World War II, writer and photographer George R. Stewart, documenting the 3,091-mile length of U.S. Highway 40 from New Jersey to California, noted the astonishing ecological diversity of the country and the striking regional variations in the social landscape and built environment. The roadway, Stewart wrote, “rises from sea-level to more than two miles above it, [while]... the annual precipitation varies from sixty to five inches.... Steamboat Springs, Colorado has a recorded temperature of fifty-four degrees below zero but on the slopes of the Sierra Nevada foothills you see palms and orange trees flourishing.” The busiest part of U.S. 40, in Delaware, carried an average of 22,688 cars a day, while at the Kansas-Colorado border on average more than three minutes passed with the road empty after each car went by.

				When World War II ended, the United States was much more a conglomeration of regions with distinctive forms of economic activity, politics, and culture than it would be when the twentieth century drew to a close. Differences in physical environment and histories of settlement accounted for some of the variations in way of life that Stewart observed during his trip across the country. The New Englanders and middle southerners who settled Oregon set a far more conservative tone than the gold rushers and Scandinavians who went to neighboring Washington, which in the mid-1940s was perhaps the most liberal state in the Union. As states developed differently, disparate sets of laws, institutions, and structures of power molded and protected particular economic, social, and cultural arrangements.

				The great size of the United States, its relative political stability, and its extraordinary social dynamism all contributed to its economic and military might, dramatically demonstrated in World War II. Yet even as economic and technological changes drew together various parts of the country, the Constitution, in preserving the importance of the states, had the effect of retarding homogenization. Differences in state economies, social arrangements, and political cultures in turn shaped the national polity.

				Mid-twentieth-century portraits of the United States recognized the importance of state and regional variation. Scholarly studies of physical, economic, and human geography typically took the form of surveys that described particularities of each part of the country and compared them to one another. The massive documentation of U.S. history, culture, and built environment undertaken by the Federal Writers’ Project during the 1930s conformed to this model, too. Designed to put unemployed writers to work, the project, reflecting a progressive New Deal nationalism that sought authenticity in regional culture, produced a series of superb guidebooks organized by state, city, and highway. National Geographic Magazine, with a 1946 circulation of one and a quarter million, had a more centrist perspective, but it shared the New Deal’s celebration of local and regional life, regularly featuring state profiles with titles like “Nevada, Desert Treasure House” and “Arkansas Rolls Up Its Sleeves.” For a more literary audience, Erskine Caldwell edited a series of books on regional history and folkways by such accomplished authors as Carey McWilliams, Wallace Stegner, and Meridel Le Sueur. Political studies also often took the form of regional excursions, such as journalist John Gunther’s 1947 best seller, Inside U.S.A.

				Recapturing life in the United States at the end of World War II requires looking first separately at the different regions of the country. While Americans shared many national experiences, from presidential elections to Hollywood movies to world wars, their daily experiences were rooted in and bound by particular places, places that as Stewart discovered varied immensely from one another. Regional commonalities shaped political attitudes and cultural inclinations. Conflicts and relationships among the regions helped set the political and social trajectory of the country. Out of many, one. 

				The Midwest

				The Midwest loomed large in midcentury portraits of the United States. More than any other part of the country, it displayed features of the nation as a whole. In 1940, the U.S. center of population lay in the heart of the Midwest, due south of Chicago, where the 39th parallel intersects the Indiana-Illinois border. (Ten years later it had moved a few dozen miles west and south.) Because the Midwest combined physical and social characteristics of the surrounding regions, it often served as a national bellwether. From the start of the Civil War through the end of World War II, nine of the fifteen presidents came from the region.

				The importance of the Midwest lay not only in its centrality but also in the size of its population and its economic prowess. In 1950, the East North Central states—Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin—had the largest population of any of the nation’s geographic subdivisions and per capita income well above the national average. 

				The economic strength of the Midwest came from a combination of high-yield agriculture, large-scale manufacturing, and efficient transportation. In the nation as a whole, by 1920 a majority of the population lived in urban areas, but well after World War II much of the Midwest remained overwhelmingly rural. Until 1950 most Minnesotans lived on farms or ranches or in towns with fewer than twenty-five hundred residents. In South Dakota, it took until 1960 for the urban population to outnumber those living in the countryside.

				Midwestern farms formed a vast checkerboard of grain, corn, and soybean fields that seemed to go on forever. Rich soil, relatively flat land, and heavy investment in mechanization made them extraordinarily productive. In North Star Country (1945), Meridel Le Sueur wrote that “on a warm night when the bright moon is up after a shower has fairly wet the earth and waked up the drowsy corn, I will swear that you can see the stalk stretch and swell in its new sheath.... You hear the green cry of growth and the potatoes murmur to each other ‘move over.’” One economic geographer characterized western Ohio, Indiana, Iowa, eastern Nebraska, and southern Minnesota as supporting “probably the most independent and prosperous farm population of similar extent in all the world.”

				Farm life before World War II meant long hours of very hard work and few creature comforts, even in the relatively well-off Midwest. Farm productivity did not grow greatly during the first decades of the twentieth century, with human and animal power still providing much of the energy for planting, weeding, harvesting, and domestic chores. When in the early 1970s Studs Terkel—a veteran of the Federal Writers’ Project, who popularized oral history—interviewed Katherine Haynes for his book Working, she recalled a lifetime of “housework and farmin’,” working “eighteen hours out of every twenty-four.... Just hard work.” As late as 1935, only one of ten farms nationally had electricity. During the Depression, plummeting prices and decreasing output brought a massive drop in farm income.

				The New Deal and World War II brought relief. Federal programs limiting production and subsidizing prices, followed by rising wartime demand, pushed up commodity prices and farm income. Farmers reduced their debt and invested in greater mechanization and fertilizer use, raising farm productivity nationally by more than 25 percent during World War II. By 1950, in the northern half of the country tractors largely had replaced horses, and harvesting combines were drastically reducing the need for seasonal labor.

				Meanwhile, the Rural Electrification Administration (REA), one of the New Deal’s most successful programs, rapidly electrified the nation’s farms. By 1950, 90 percent had been wired. Political reporter Samuel Lubell, traveling the country in the early 1950s to decipher electoral patterns, reported that in Gutherie County, Iowa, “the 3,200 members of the Gutherie REA Co-operative had among them 3,800 radio sets, 1,200 electric cooking ranges, 600 electric water heaters, 2,700 electric refrigerators and 500 television sets” (making them early adopters of what was still a very new technology). The extension of the power grid, in addition to revolutionizing rural domestic life, especially for women, who had done the backbreaking work of drawing water, cooking, and cleaning without electricity, allowed further improvements in farm productivity. Before World War II, an estimated 90 percent of cows were milked by hand. By the mid-1960s, essentially all commercial dairy operations milked mechanically.

				Not all of the rural heartland thrived. The western Plains proved too dry for consistently profitable agriculture. Farmsteads tended to be poorly built and maintained, and separated by great distances, creating social isolation, as captured in the bleak opening minutes of MGM’s 1939 film The Wizard of Oz. In the book on which it was based, L. Frank Baum described a Kansas vista in which “not a tree nor a house broke the broad sweep of flat country that reached the edge of the sky in all directions.” Through World War II, shacks originally thrown up to establish residence for nineteenth-century homestead claims continued to be used. In the summer, wrote Eric Thane in a wartime volume on the Dakotas, it could be “so hot that when you sit on the metal seat of the tractor your sweat-soaked overalls hiss.” Not surprisingly, a steady stream of young people left the region.

				As important as midwestern agriculture was, manufacturing dwarfed it in the number of workers it employed and the value of its output. American industry had long been concentrated in a band stretching from the Atlantic to the Mississippi, bordered on the north by the Great Lakes and on the South by the Ohio and Potomac rivers. During the 1940s, this belt produced three-quarters of the value created by all U.S. manufacturing. Within it, the greatest concentration of industrial power lay in the Great Lakes states.

				Midwestern manufacturing exceeded all its rivals, domestic and foreign, in the scale of its productive facilities and its degree of regimentation. No plant more embodied these traits than the Ford Motor Company’s vast River Rouge complex, just outside Detroit. Covering over a thousand acres, it was the largest factory complex in the world. In 1947, sixty-two thousand workers passed through its gates, down from a wartime peak of over ninety thousand. River Rouge produced almost everything that went into an automobile. The complex took in raw materials—iron ore, coal, limestone, crude rubber—and spewed out thousands of finished automobiles a day, utilizing its own coke ovens, blast furnaces, steel mill, tire factory, glass factory, foundry, stamping plant, and machine shop. By standardizing products, building highly specialized machinery for parts production, breaking the manufacturing process into small, discrete tasks, and deploying assembly lines to mechanically transfer components and pace the labor process, the approach to manufacturing that Ford developed in the early twentieth century vastly increased worker productivity while decreasing the need for skilled labor.

				Artists, journalists, intellectuals, and politicians, in Europe as well as the United States, seized on “Fordism”—the initial term for the mass production of complex consumer goods—as a symbol of modernity and American prowess, while more broadly equating giant industrial facilities with man’s Promethean conquest of the material world. Yet Ford-style modernity contained many seemingly archaic elements. Far from an orderly corporate bureaucracy, the Ford Motor Company until the late 1940s remained a privately held, secretive empire, with no clear lines of authority and bitter rivalries among its leaders. Prior to Ford’s signing its first union contract, in 1941, several thousand members of the “Service Department”—in many cases convicts paroled to the company—maintained worker discipline within the Rouge complex and undercut efforts at collective action through spy networks and thuggery. After unionization, the department was renamed “Plant Protection,” but the penchant for rule by fist was only partially checked. Henry Ford’s personal politics—a notorious anti-Semite, before the war he had displayed fascist sympathies—seemed of a piece with the authoritarianism he used to run his industrial domain.

				Mass-production facilities could be found in all parts of the country, but as a technical and social system Fordism had originated in the Midwest and remained centered there well after World War II. No other plant matched the Rouge in size or degree of vertical integration, but giant Fordist factories dotted the region. During World War II, Ford itself built a mile-long factory in Willow Run, on the outskirts of Detroit, to make B-24 bombers using assembly-line techniques. After the war, several companies manufactured cars there. In downtown Detroit, the Packard Motor Car Company built luxury automobiles at a ninety-five-building complex that stretched for a mile along Grand Boulevard. The Chrysler Corporation had a dozen factories in the Detroit area, including the Dodge Main plant in Hamtramck, which in 1953 employed thirty-two thousand workers. General Motors, the world’s largest automaker, had its corporate headquarters and a dozen factories in Detroit and its environs, but its vast production network was centered seventy miles north, in Flint, where it had a host of parts, body, and assembly plants employing sixty thousand workers. Cleveland, Toledo, St. Louis, Cincinnati, Chicago, Akron, and other midwestern cities housed yet more car, truck, tractor, and vehicle parts plants. Furthermore, many manufacturers outside of the vehicle industry employed Fordist methods adapted from the carmakers.

				Fordism constituted more than simply a set of production techniques; it was a complex set of social relationships, business strategies, and existential values. Mass production required and helped create a mass market. Fordist enterprises used standardized product design and production efficiency to keep prices down, while paying by national and international standards high wages. Only by doing so could they retain their workers, given the grueling physical demands and demeaning autocracy of their production regimes, which the arrival of industrial unionism during the 1930s and 1940s had just begun to temper (“reachunder, adjustwasher, screwdown bolt, shove in cotterpin, reachunder, adjustwasher, screwdown bolt, reachunderadjustscrewdownreachunderadjust, until every ounce of life was sucked off into production,” was the way John Dos Passos described Fordism in his 1936 novel The Big Money). Together high productivity, high wages, and low prices created the basis for the mass consumerism that would be a hallmark of the post–World War II decades.

				Though the population makeup varied from city to city, overall European immigrants and their children made up a large part of the midwestern industrial labor force. But Detroit had a significant Middle Eastern population, mostly Palestinians and Lebanese; Chicago and other steelmaking centers were home to many Mexican Americans; and Canadians could be found throughout the upper Midwest. The draw of industrial jobs, especially during the world wars, brought hundreds of thousands of African Americans to the area from the South. The black population of Detroit doubled from 1940 to 1950, reaching 300,506 the latter year, 16 percent of the total population. In Chicago it went from 277,731 to 492,265. Racial and religious tension, exacerbated by insufficient housing and job discrimination, made many midwestern cities tinderboxes, with racial clashes not uncommon.

				Midwestern agriculture and manufacturing complemented one another. Farmers provided a significant market for regionally produced manufactured goods. Also, as agriculture grew less labor-intensive, it provided a source of workers for manufacturing. GM populated its Flint plants with recruits from the rural Midwest. It also drew workers from the upper South. During and after the war, a massive flow of migrants left depressed farming and mining regions of that area for midwestern towns and cities and the factories they housed. At the Bal-Band auto parts plant in South Bend, Indiana, during the 1950s half of the six thousand workers had moved up from the South. Many midwesterners did some farming while working part- or full-time in industry, a pattern facilitated by the trend among manufacturers to site new plants in rural or outer suburban locales. Other midwestern factory workers viewed their jobs as temporary, hoping to accumulate capital to go into or back to farming in the areas from where they came.

				Midwestern cities, in addition to being manufacturing centers, served as financial, marketing, and transportation hubs for their hinterlands. The Chicago Board of Trade, though hurt by the Depression and government controls during World War II, rebounded after the war to become one of the world’s leading agricultural commodity markets. Kansas City, which in 1946 had 350 passenger trains a day passing through (compared to six in 2010), dominated trade for large parts of Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. The city housed steel, auto, airplane, and garment factories, yet it also served as one of the country’s major markets for cattle, horses, mules, grain, butter, eggs, and poultry. Towering concrete grain elevators—a distinctive feature of the mid-twentieth-century American landscape—lined the Missouri River, while huge stockyards imparted a pungent odor to the city, a daily reminder of the close links between the urban Midwest and the great surrounding agricultural cornucopia.

				The Northeast

				In the Northeast, manufacturing loomed even larger than in the Midwest but was organized differently. Manufacturing districts dating back to the nineteenth or even eighteenth century, teeming with small factories, workshops, supply houses, diners, and bars, defined the industrial landscape of many northeastern cities, not giant twentieth-century factories, as in Detroit, Flint, and Toledo. At the end of World War II, New York City was by far the nation’s largest manufacturing center, with nearly a million manufacturing workers, yet on average its manufacturing establishments had only twenty-five employees. In the garment and printing industries, the city’s largest, firms tended to be small, family owned, and manufactured custom items or relatively short runs of ever-varying products. Versatility and fast delivery times mattered more than minimizing unit costs through mechanization and intensive industrial engineering.

				A similar pattern could be found in Rhode Island, the most industrialized state in the nation. Half its manufacturing employees worked in the textile industry, which had large plants, heavy capital investment, and long production runs. But the rest worked in industries like costume jewelry and machine tool manufacturing that fashioned a vast array of products, with new designs introduced frequently.

				Even many outsize industrial facilities in the Northeast produced goods in small batches or to custom order. The sprawling Philadelphia factories of the Baldwin Locomotive Works, E. G. Budd, and J. G. Brill turned out locomotives, trolleys, and railroad cars whose size, complexity, and low production volume made assembly-line techniques largely irrelevant. The electrical equipment industry was heavily concentrated in the Northeast, in Pittsburgh, Erie, Schenectady, Bridgeport, Lynn, Pittsfield, Camden, and other urban locales. Highly skilled male workers virtually handcrafted heavy equipment, like turbines, large motors, and locomotives, though some plants employed assembly-line workers—many female—to produce consumer goods like radios and refrigerators.

				While manufacturing played a leading role in both the Midwest and Northeast, in the Northeast the financial industry rivaled it in economic and political importance. From the earliest days of European settlement, Atlantic coast cities, especially Boston, Philadelphia, and New York, had served as trade and finance centers for the North American, transatlantic, and even transpacific economies. Substantial regional finance centers eventually sprung up farther west, in Chicago, San Francisco, and elsewhere, but the Northeast, and above all New York City, remained the financial capital of the country. In the mental maps of midcentury Americans, Main Street lay someplace in the middle of the country, as an abstraction, without defined coordinates, but Wall Street could be found someplace very specific, on Wall Street.

				Part of the economic power of the Northeast came from its control of money itself. The region housed most of the nation’s largest banks, especially the commercial giants, like Chase National Bank, with 1945 assets exceeding $6 billion ($75 billion in 2011 dollars). During the decade after World War II, banks in metropolitan New York accounted for roughly a third of the value of all commercial bank loans issued in the country. Chase and its rivals made the bulk of their money by lending to large domestic corporations, with which they had long-standing relationships. They also lent to corresponding banks elsewhere in the country and abroad and financed much of the nation’s foreign trade. The Federal Reserve System recognized the unique role of the New York banks by running its open market operations—which determined interest rates and the supply of money—out of its New York branch.

				The nation’s two largest stock exchanges lay cheek by jowl with the large commercial banks. In the immediate postwar decades, they handled nearly 90 percent of all exchange-traded securities. The Depression and the New Deal greatly diminished the economic centrality and national visibility of the stock market. During the two decades after World War II, corporate use of equity financing fell to a historic low, with just 2 percent of corporate funds raised through stock. Still, the stock exchanges, the brokerage houses that ran them, a half-dozen commodity exchanges, the commercial banks, and various clearinghouses and foreign currency exchanges formed a financial complex in lower Manhattan unrivaled in the country or the world in assets, reach, and power.

				The capital and specialized financial and business services available in New York (and to a lesser extent Philadelphia and Boston) attracted a disproportionate number of corporate headquarters to the Northeast. In 1955, of the nation’s five hundred largest industrial firms, two hundred eighteen had their headquarters in the Middle Atlantic states and another twenty-two in New England, including many companies whose production facilities lay almost entirely outside the region. The men who ran the investment and commercial banks of the region, the corporations they served and sometimes controlled, and the associated corporate and Wall Street law firms formed as close to a ruling class as the nation had.

				During the first half of the twentieth century, the business and financial leaders of the Northeast displayed greater social unity than would be the case in later decades among what would become a farther-flung economic elite. Exclusively white and male, most came from comfortable Protestant families, were educated at private schools and top universities, lived near each other in a handful of city neighborhoods and suburbs, and belonged to the same clubs and organizations. In a 1967 memoir, writer Norman Podhoretz recalled, “When I was in college, the term WASP had not yet come into currency—which is to say that the realization had not yet become widespread that white Americans of Anglo-Saxon Protestant background are an ethnic group like any other, that their characteristic qualities are by no means self-evidently superior to those of other groups, and that neither their earlier arrival nor their majority status entitles them to exclusive possession of the national identity.”

				Protestants made up a majority of the population in every region of the country except the Northeast, where roughly a quarter of Americans lived. A 1957 survey found 45 percent of northeasterners to be Catholic and over 8 percent Jewish. (Nationally, Catholics made up just over a quarter of the population, Jews 3 percent.) But large parts of the Northeast’s economy and many of its social institutions remained closed or restricted to non-Protestants (and nonwhites), from suburban neighborhoods and Park Avenue co-ops to elite universities and white-shoe law firms (which John Gunther called the “last frigid citadel of Anglo-Saxon Protestantism”). There were exceptions to the Protestant domination of big business—Jewish-run investment banks, like Lehman Brothers and Goldman Sachs, and Catholic financiers and businessmen, like Joseph P. Kennedy and J. Peter Grace—but even the wealthiest non-Protestants faced bars of one sort or another. During the middle of World War II, the federal Fair Employment Practices Committee received many more complaints from New Yorkers about religious discrimination (mostly anti-Semitism) than racial discrimination. Many of the Catholics and Jews who swelled the cities of the Northeast, especially the young, were determined to break down the barriers they faced and escape their parochial worlds, an impulse quickened by the experience of serving in the armed services or working in war industry. For critic Alfred Kazin, who like Podhoretz grew up in Brownsville, a poor Brooklyn Jewish neighborhood, the great yearning was to go “Beyond! Beyond! Beyond.”

				The Northeast’s population density and long history of trade, industrialization, and urbanization left it with a more fully developed infrastructure than the rest of the country. Its ports handled over a third of the country’s foreign trade, far more than any other region. Passenger and freight railroad lines threaded throughout. Subways and trolleys ran beneath the streets of Boston, New York, Newark, and Philadelphia. Most of the nation’s leading private universities lay in the region.

				Compared to the rest of the country, the Northeast seemed completed. Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Bernard DeVoto declared New England “the first American section... to achieve stability in its conditions of life.” The Middle Atlantic states, too, had an aggregation of social and physical development that made drastic change hard to imagine and denied them the aura of mutability and infinite possibility so often associated with America.

				By national standards, the Northeast was crowded. In 1950, Rhode Island topped the country with 749 residents per square mile, compared to the emptiest state, Nevada, with but one and a half. The Northeast as a whole had 241 people per square mile, compared to 43 nationally. Only the eastern half of the Midwest came anywhere near its population density. Yet it was a measure of the country’s enormous size and relatively thin settlement that, compared to parts of Europe, Asia, and the Caribbean, the Northeast was downright empty.

				The concentration of northeastern population in metropolitan centers left much of the region free for agriculture or to revert back to forest after farmers moved on to more fertile land. Pennsylvania, with its coal, steel, textile, and electrical manufacturing industries, constituted an industrial powerhouse, but forests covered half the state. The abandonment of not only farmland but of worked-out mines and depleted oil fields (and not just in the Northeast) reflected the natural and social wealth of the nation. As George Stewart noted after finishing his drive along U.S. 40, “Only a supremely prosperous people could afford to waste so much—to let land revert to unproductiveness, to be careless of erosion, not even to practice forestry.”

				Moving on, rather than renewing, characterized American culture. By the end of World War II, much of the Northeast’s infrastructure, industry, and residential stock showed its age. Half of Philadelphia’s housing had been built in the nineteenth century. John Gunther noted the decay of large sections of the city, which he attributed in part to the suburbanization of the upper class. The shabbiness observers noted in Philadelphia could be found in many other cities in the region, too, and in the countryside. Gunther thought half the farmhouses in New York State badly needed painting.

				Wealthy and powerful beyond compare, the Northeast nonetheless faced uncertainty about its future position in the nation when World War II came to an end, as other regions underwent more rapid growth and development. Some scions of its ruling elite saw brighter futures elsewhere. Peter H. Dominick, the son of a partner at a Wall Street brokerage firm and nephew of a senator from New Jersey, began his career as a New York lawyer, after graduating from St. Mark’s School and Yale. But following wartime service as an Army pilot, he moved to Denver, starting a legal practice and entering politics, eventually becoming one of the most conservative Republicans in the Senate. George H. W. Bush came from a similar background. His father, Prescott, was a New York investment banker and businessman before becoming a senator from Connecticut. Upon graduating Phillips Academy, Bush too served as a military pilot. After the war, he followed his father’s footsteps, attending Yale and joining the elite Skull and Bones secret society (a path his son George W. Bush also would follow). But then, like Dominick, he did the unexpected, moving to West Texas to enter the oil business. Though by no means typical, Dominick and Bush were not alone in seeing greater opportunities outside the Northeast, as the growth and success of the rest of the nation challenged its dominance.

				The South

				In many respects, the South constituted the polar opposite of the Northeast. Though more populous, it had far less wealth and power. With just two cities of more than a half million people, Houston and New Orleans, southern society remained rooted in the countryside. The South’s main product, cotton, traded on international markets, generating great wealth for the nation, but the region itself remained far poorer and less cosmopolitan than the North.

				Many soldiers sent to the South for basic training during World War II were shocked by the sheer poverty of the region. One New York recruit, traveling by train to Mississippi, noted the “primitive farmhouses” in backwoods Kentucky, including a “ramshackle clapboard hut with a series of additions, each one about a generation older than the previous.” Small, uninsulated wooden shacks housed much of the southern population, whether in the countryside, mining camps, mill villages, or beside unpaved city streets. On the eve of the war, just a quarter of the farms in Kentucky had electricity, and only three out of a hundred had indoor toilets. In 1950, the per capita income in the southeastern states equaled only 70 percent of the national average. Mississippi had the lowest per capita annual income of any state, $775, compared to $2,132 in Delaware, which topped the nation.

				The reasons for the chronic poverty of the South, which Franklin Delano Roosevelt called “the Nation’s No.1 economic problem,” lay deep in the history of the region and the nation. The Roosevelt administration and many southerners put the main blame on the region’s disadvantageous economic relationship to the rest of the country. They argued that the South had a quasi-colonial relationship to the North, supplying raw materials while importing manufactured goods, with little control over its transportation or credit systems. Others highlighted the legacy of slavery and the failure of Reconstruction, which left the South dominated by rural merchants and planters, crop lien credit, and a system of racial caste, which enriched some individuals but retarded overall economic development.

				The prosperity of the Midwest and Northeast stemmed in part from their balanced economies, strong in agriculture, manufacturing, trade, and finance. The South, by contrast, depended heavily on extractive industries: mining, lumbering, oil production, and above all farming. Over a third of the southern workforce, on the eve of World War II, tilled the land.

				From the early nineteenth century on, cotton dominated the economy of the South, and it continued to do so into the early post–World War II years. For a century, cotton ranked first among the nation’s exports. On the eve of the Second World War, it remained king in a ten-state area from North Carolina to Texas, accounting for roughly a third of the farm income of the South (down from a half before the Great Depression). Both on small farms and huge plantations, southerners grew cotton much as they had a century earlier, in a highly labor-intensive round of planting, cultivating, and harvesting using mule and horse power as the main supplement to human energy.

				The ravages of the boll weevil had led some farmers to abandon cotton even before the disastrous drop in commodity prices during the Depression. New Deal agricultural policy hastened the movement away from cotton; the crop allotment system diminished the acreage put under cotton, while cash payments from various federal programs enabled farmers to invest in tractors and fertilizer, which they deployed to grow a broader range of crops. Some turned to raising livestock. Labor shortages during World War II further eroded the cotton economy. Still, when the war ended, these changes had made only modest inroads toward transforming the way of life that had arisen around cotton cultivation. On the rich flatlands that flanked the Mississippi River between Memphis and Vicksburg, vast plantations, some approaching ten thousand acres and employing over a thousand sharecroppers and tenant farmers, provided their owners with wealth and power nearly feudal in character.

				Pervasive authority over the lives of workers and their families, on and off the job, characterized southern agriculture, except in the upland regions. Tenants and sharecroppers lived in homes owned by their employers, and depended on them and local merchants for advances of money, domestic goods, and agricultural supplies to plant their crops and survive until harvesttime. At any time, for cause or whim, they could suffer eviction or withdrawal of credit.

				The Southeast had a substantial manufacturing sector, employing one out of five workers in 1950. Southern industry, though, tended to be technically unsophisticated and tightly integrated into rural life. The South’s largest industry, textile manufacturing, had close links to the cotton economy. Many southern factories sat in the countryside or in small cities. Their owners and managers intermingled socially with large landowners and often shared their views. Many adopted paternal strategies of social control, much like those in agriculture. In both coal mining towns and textile mill villages, employers generally owned the housing and exerted extensive control over community life. During the mid-1940s, some 60 percent of the workers in southern cotton mills lived in company-owned houses.

				Deficient physical and social infrastructure and a paucity of trained workers inhibited industrial development. Poor roads plagued the region. Mississippi had just 36 telephones for every thousand residents, compared to 253 per thousand in California. Low spending on public health facilities contributed to higher levels of infant mortality and maternal death in childbirth than elsewhere in the country. Spending on education lagged way behind other regions. In 1942, Alabama had the lowest value of school property per pupil in the country, less than a sixth the value in New York, the national leader. Georgia did not drop textbook fees and tuition charges for public high schools until the 1930s, and only during World War II did high school attendance for children of white millworkers become the state norm. Rural schools for black children sometimes stayed open only three months a year. The South also trailed the rest of the nation in spending on and use of public libraries.

				A pervasive system of racial oppression interwove southern society and contributed to its low level of economic advancement. Slavery in the South—more central and longer-lasting than elsewhere in the country—had ended but a long lifetime before World War II. The economic exploitation of descendants of slaves through a system of racial domination remained fundamental to southern life well into the atomic age.

				In the South, more than elsewhere in the country, the past lived on in the present. During the 1940s, elderly African Americans, born into slavery, resided throughout the region, while Virginia still paid pensions to widows of Confederate soldiers. In 1948, Charles S. Reid, a Georgia businessman and writer, in discussing a campaign then under way to allow African Americans to vote, recounted his memories of the Red Shirts bringing Reconstruction to an end in South Carolina. In black families and white, literate and illiterate, stories of slave days and their aftermath were passed on from generation to generation. In Granville County, North Carolina, Novella Allen grew up hearing from her slave-born grandfather about how her great-grandfather had chopped off his hand to keep from being sold away from his family.

				The southern system of racial caste survived not as a relic but because it provided a way for landowners and industrialists to maintain tight control over their workers while limiting the impact of the national labor market on wages and working conditions. Allowing only whites to hold many categories of jobs—including most skilled industrial work, virtually all textile jobs, all work involving authority over whites, most clerical and sales jobs, and all but the most menial government positions—forced African Americans to take low-wage jobs in the limited areas open to them. (Vagrancy laws made sure they did not shun work altogether.) For most black men, this meant raising cotton and other crops, generally on land they did not own, or unskilled manual labor and service jobs in the cities. For black women, domestic and farm labor provided virtually the only earning opportunities. The racial caste system put downward pressure on the wages of white workers, too, by holding out the threat of replacing them with blacks if they got too expensive and making interracial organizing extraordinarily difficult.

				Of course, racism was by no means strictly an economic system, nor was it strictly a southern one. In the mid-twentieth-century United States, wherever people of non-European background lived they suffered some degree of discrimination, from the full-blown system of racial domination in the South to informal systems of racial inequality in the most liberal sections of the North. Racism existed as a national way of life, sustained by national as well as local laws and practices.

				In most of the country, whites enforced, by law or custom, some degree of racial segregation in public spaces and institutions. The rules tended to be complex and often seemingly arbitrary. Colleges in the North (though not in the South) generally allowed blacks and whites to play football together, but the Big Ten had an unwritten rule barring African Americans from their basketball teams. In Chicago, movies and theaters generally were not segregated, but most hotels, bowling alleys, and taverns were, and neighborhoods tended to be strictly divided along racial lines. Most first-class hotels in Los Angeles and some in San Francisco refused to accommodate African Americans. Missouri segregated schools, theaters, hotels, and restaurants but not public transportation.

				The federal government joined state and local governments in enforcing racial separation and inequality. New Mexico and Arizona refused to pay benefits under the Social Security program to Indians who were blind, aged, or dependent children, with no federal repercussions. Federal housing programs permitted and in some cases encouraged segregation. In the District of Columbia, Washington National Airport and swimming pools were segregated. When in 1952 the district government proposed integrating sixteen black firemen into previously all-white firefighting brigades, Congress blocked the move.

				Most notoriously, the U.S. armed services remained almost completely segregated through the end of World War II. No racially mixed Army units fought in the war, though late in the conflict some African American infantry platoons were assigned to white companies. The Navy, which traditionally had allowed African Americans to serve only as mess men, placed a small number of black seamen in integrated crews, but by and large its fighting force remained all white. No African Americans served in the Marine Corps between 1798 and 1942, when they began entering the service in large numbers but were kept in segregated units. Racist thinking so permeated the military that the Army even segregated blood plasma according to the race of the donor.

				Racism respected no boundary between the public and the private. At the end of World War II, thirty of the forty-eight states had laws outlawing interracial marriage. Only in the Northeast, Midwest, Washington State, and New Mexico could such unions occur. Antimiscegenation laws targeted black-white marriages, but many states, especially in the West, banned marriages between Europeans and Asians too. A 1935 Maryland law established three population groups, “Malays,” whites, and blacks, and allowed persons only to marry within their group. Virginia entitled its 1924 antimiscegenation measure the “Racial Purity Act.” During the 1940s, federal courts repeatedly upheld such laws. Not until the 1960s did the Supreme Court deem antimiscegenation laws constitutionally impermissible.

				Though national in scope, racism played a far more determining role in the South than elsewhere, for reasons of history and social structure. African Americans constituted a far larger component of the workforce in the South than non–European Americans did anywhere else in the country. They were especially important in the agricultural sector, so central to southern society. The economic advantages for southern employers in maintaining a racial caste system far exceeded the gains to be had elsewhere. The sheer size of the southern African American population—just under half the population in Mississippi, over a third in South Carolina, Louisiana, Alabama, and Georgia, and over a quarter in four more states—meant that under a system of equal rights African Americans would inevitably command more influence on political and social life in the region than in other parts of the nation, a situation the white elite, and most other whites too, worked hard to prevent.

				To maintain their system of racial domination, southern whites deployed law, custom, and physical terror. In most of the South, state or local laws explicitly required segregation in workplaces, which made it economically difficult or impossible for employers to maintain biracial workforces. South Carolina forbade black and white textile workers from working in the same room, using the same toilets or washrooms, or utilizing stairways, entrances, exits, or pay windows at the same time. Though employers and state regulations played the leading parts in employment discrimination, some unions in the South (and elsewhere) joined the effort by refusing to admit African Americans and pressing employers to refuse to hire them.

				Every detail of daily life had its racial rules. Mississippi law required separate accommodations for blacks and whites in railroad sleeping cars and waiting rooms, trolleys, hospitals, jails, and penitentiaries. Barbershops, beauty parlors, hotels, theaters, restaurants, bars, and billiard halls were strictly segregated by race in most of the South. John Gunther found purdah in India the only analogy that came to mind for the Mississippi practice of using a curtain to separate black and white sections of buses. Atlanta, he wrote, though considered one of the most racially liberal southern cities, “outghettoes anything I ever saw in a European ghetto, even in Warsaw.”

				In 1896 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that state laws requiring separate accommodations for blacks and whites did not violate the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment if those accommodations were equal. In practice, though, separate accommodations in the South almost never were equal. Parks for whites had swimming pools, parks for blacks did not. Streets in white neighborhoods were paved, in black neighborhoods they were not. During the 1949–50 school year, Mississippi spent $123 per pupil on white schools but just $33 per pupil on black schools. In Atlanta, the over 100,000 black residents had the services of only one public high school.

				To back up law and custom, southern whites used terror to keep blacks economically and politically subordinate and socially deferential. During World War II, racial violence flared up all around the country, including a horrendous clash between whites and blacks in Detroit that left thirty-four dead, a wave of attacks by white sailors against Mexican Americans in Los Angeles (the so-called Zoot Suit Riots), and clashes between white and black soldiers at domestic training bases. But racial violence occurred in the South with a frequency, sadism, and social legitimacy unmatched elsewhere.

				Only in the South did lynching remain a routine practice in the first half of the twentieth century. It became less common in the 1930s and 1940s, perhaps because of the decline of cotton cultivation and the political economy around it, which used extralegal violence to maintain a docile workforce. But the immediate post–World War II years saw a new wave of southern racial violence, mostly directed against black veterans, whose wartime experiences made them less willing to accept established norms and daily indignities. Some of these incidents received national attention, like the blinding of Isaac Woodward, a recently discharged soldier being held in a South Carolina jail after a dispute with a white bus driver, and the murder by a Georgia mob of two black men and two black women.

				Most southern racist violence, though, received no publicity, nor resulted in any investigations or repercussions. To maintain or demonstrate their control over blacks, whites committed rapes, beatings, and arson, knowing that authorities would look the other way (or join in), and that in the very unlikely event that criminal charges would be brought, no jury would convict. Black parents schooled their children in behavior they hoped would insulate them from harm. Charles Gratton remembered that as a child in Birmingham, when his mother sent him to the store she would instruct him, “If you pass any white people on your way, you get off the sidewalk. Give them the sidewalk.... Don’t challenge white people.” But the capriciousness and unpredictability of white behavior toward blacks—one moment patronizing or friendly, the next brutal or vicious—made fear a constant presence.

				Some observers, at the time and afterward, saw World War II as a turning point for the South. Military service and war industry jobs drew millions of white and black southerners out of the region, disrupting social and economic arrangements, especially in the countryside. Many black veterans returned with a broader sense of possibility and a deeper determination to fight discrimination. As a result of his wartime experiences, which included a stint in Calcutta, Amzie Moore, a key postwar Mississippi black activist, became disabused of his belief that there must be something special about whites that gave them such privileged status, joining the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) even before his discharge. National moves against discrimination, such as the 1944 Supreme Court decision in Smith v. Allwright, which declared it unconstitutional to categorically exclude nonwhites from voting in party primaries, convinced some that racism soon would lessen. Meanwhile, government investment in southern military facilities and war industry promoted urbanization and tighter integration of the region into the national economy. But while the war accelerated some long-term trends already at work—most importantly the diminishing importance of the cotton economy as the core of southern life—daily existence at the end of the conflict did not seem much different than before it. Southern society remained rural, poor, and segregated.

				The Southwest

				On its western side, the South melded into the West in a region that combined elements of both with its own distinct identity. Socially and politically, Oklahoma and Texas shared much with the other states of the South. But environmentally, they more resembled those Mountain states—Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and Nevada—with which they were often lumped together as the “Southwest,” sharing a rich mineral endowment and large areas of arid climate. Like the Southeast, the Southwest was more rural and less industrialized than the rest of the country, with a per capita income that exceeded the Southeast but lagged significantly behind other regions of the country.

				Extractive industries provided the main source of wealth in large sections of the Southwest. Copper mining dominated the economy in Arizona and loomed large in Montana and New Mexico. Colorado had significant metal and coal mining. Two-thirds of the uranium in the United States lay near the Four Corners where New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, and Colorado meet. In Texas, oil provided much of the wealth, power, and regional cultural identity.

				Coal remained the single most important source of energy in the United States through the 1940s, but petroleum surpassed it in 1950 and by the end of the next decade provided more than twice as much energy as coal. In the immediate post–World War II years, the vast majority of petroleum products consumed in the United States came from domestic output, with the country producing nearly two-thirds of the world’s oil (as well as a quarter of its coal). Roughly half the domestic production came from the Southwest, where immense petroleum fields had been discovered in the early twentieth century. Texas alone accounted for 37 percent of the total, and Oklahoma another 11 percent. Only California joined them in producing more than 10 percent of the national output. The oil companies and their owners, rich, powerful, and very conservative, gave a politically reactionary flavor to the areas they dominated, like Houston and Tulsa, and exerted great national influence on issues they deemed important to their well-being, such as federal regulation of the price of natural gas.

				Dry weather limited the agricultural possibilities in the Southwest. Much of the area could sustain, on an extended basis, at most the grazing of livestock. When, in the early twentieth century, high commodity prices and unusually wet weather led farmers to plow up the southern Plains to plant crops, they harvested disaster. In the early 1930s, a series of dry years resulted in dust storms, severe soil erosion, and economic collapse in what came to be called the Dust Bowl. This in turn led to a massive out-migration that continued through the war years. “From the south land and the drought land, / Come the wife and kids and me, / And this old world is a hard world, / For a dust bowl refugee,” sang Oklahoman Woody Guthrie in 1940, on his first commercial recording. By 1950, 23 percent of the people who had been born in Oklahoma, Texas, Arkansas, or Missouri—nearly four million people—lived outside the region, with over a third settled in California.

				Irrigation held the promise to transform the region. Even before World War II, pumps provided some water for irrigation, with the windmills that drove them dotting the horizon. Irrigation allowed the value of the agricultural output of Arizona to surpass that of mining for the first time in 1944. After the war, the introduction of diesel-driven centrifugal pumps made irrigation possible on a far vaster scale. As cotton production in the Southeast declined, it rose in the Southwest and Far West. By 1949, more than half of the nation’s cotton crop was being grown in Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona, and California, using irrigated land, mechanized equipment, and itinerant labor.

				During the 1940s, the Southwest also saw significant industrialization, much of it related to the war. Along the Gulf Coast, in Texas and Louisiana, the petrochemical industry rapidly expanded, in part to produce synthetic rubber once the Japanese cut off the supply of natural rubber from Southeast Asia. In contrast to the German chemical industry, which used coal-based products as its primary feedstock, the U.S. industry depended primarily on petroleum products. Texas saw the expansion of steel mills, shipyards, and ammunition plants as well. Huge factories in Tulsa and Dallas–Fort Worth poured out military aircraft. Phoenix, too, emerged as an aircraft center, as a host of military air bases built during the war drew aircraft manufacturers and parts suppliers to the area.

				By the end of World War II, the worst days of the Dust Bowl were behind the Southwest. But most of the region remained sparsely populated and undeveloped. Few envisioned that a half century later it would contain some of the fastest-growing areas of the United States.

				The West

				In the West, World War II had transformative effects so pervasive that both westerners and outside observers immediately perceived the conflict as a turning point in the history of the region. Some of the oldest continuous European settlements in the United States were in the West (predated only by St. Augustine, Florida, founded by the Spanish in 1565). But population and industry grew more slowly in the region than elsewhere in the country. In 1940, only 13.9 million people lived in the eleven western states, just over 10 percent of the national population and barely more residents than in New York State.

				In 1942 and 1943, the United States did the bulk of its fighting in the Pacific. Money flowed to the West on an epic scale to train and equip a fighting force for the war with Japan and for combat elsewhere. The military favored the region because of its proximity to the Pacific theater; its favorable climate, which made year-round outdoor activity
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