Electronics revolution
Reviewing Pottstown Mercury editions of 50
years ago, I am struck at how much technology has improved since 1971 when I first
came to Pottstown.
For those who measure progress through
economics, the median household income
has increased 50 percent since 1970, although much of that has gone to the affluent,
and the middle class has actually shrunk.
But many technological improvements
that affect everybody can’t be measured in
dollars.
Consider the television, which transformed
American life in the 1950s but hadn’t
changed much by 1971.
At that time, a premier television came
with low resolution, 23 to 25 inch-screens,
using vacuum tubes that required a big cabinet. It cost about $3,500 in today’s dollars, a
heavy lift for most families. In fact, black and
white televisions were still big sellers.
Today’s consumers can buy an enormous
flat screen color TV, in high definition, that
can be mounted on a wall, for $1,500 or less.
In 1971, there were eight television stations available in Pottstown. There was no
way for the average citizen to record programs. You watched a program when it aired,
period. No VCRs or DVDs.
Pottstown rooftops were chock-a-block
with unsightly TV and radio antennas because there was no cable. People took these
aerial eyesores for granted.
In those days, The Mercury had a weekly
feature called Roving Reporter. A reporter
walked down High Street with a photographer and asked 12 pedestrians questions
about topical issues. Most cooperated.
The question of December 20, 1971, concerned cable TV. Eight of the 12 participants
said they would welcome cable TV, but the
others were satisfied with what they had. A
Linfield resident proudly said he had a big

antenna
that
got every channel except 6.
Today,
of
course, there are
hundreds of television channels and a
Commentary by
cornucopia
Tom Hylton
of programs
that can be
streamed directly to our televisions, to be viewed any time a
consumer wants to watch
them.
You can also watch programs on your desktop, laptop, or smart phone, devices
that didn’t even exist in 1971.
And, of course, modern life
is completely dependent on
the internet, which was unimaginable in 1971.
But is life better than it was
in 1971? In many ways it is
not. Thursday: the local touch.

1971 TVs versus today — In 1971 you
could buy a 23” low resolution color TV
from Boscov’s for $499, the equivalent of
$3,500 in current dollars. Today you can
buy a 75” high definition smart TV,
mountable on a wall, for $1,500 or less,
and enjoy an endless variety of programs.
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STREAMING was
unimaginable in 1971.

