Our First Television Set-Circa 1952

Today practically every home has at least two or three TV sets and many homes now have large screen TV’s combined with cable, hundreds of stations, high definition images, internet, stereo sound and recording and sound equipment all of which becomes a home entertainment center.  Prices on electronics are amazingly low with large screen home entertainment centers available for a few thousand dollars. These systems are so reliable and breakdowns are so rare that people are usually advised to forgo the available service contracts hawked by dealers.  Compare this to TV entertainment at the beginning, about fifty years ago.

The first person in our neighbourhood, around 1950, to own a TV was Judge Alfred English, the county Judge of Shelbyville. Fortunately for me, his son, Burt, was a friend so I was privileged to watch some of the first TV to come into Shelbyville. I quickly lost interest since only one station showed a fuzzy image on the round 12” tube and mostly I watched the test pattern of Channel 4, WSM, in Nashville. In other times, the image was so full of snow and the sound so full of static, it was not very interesting. TV was definitely not a competitor for movies.
My next encounter a few months later was much more exciting. My friends Roland and Larry Seagroves alerted me to a show by the name of Western Corral that came on each day at four PM. Many of the neighbourhood kids gathered around the Seagroves 12 inch black and white set, to watch westerns for an hour. This was like heaven on earth. Being free and with all the popcorn we could eat, it was not a bad substitute for movies, which had recently been doubled in price to forty cents and another 10 cents for a small bag of popcorn.
Eventually, with great excitement, a second station appeared, ABC channel 5, and TV could be watched from about 10 AM until 11PM, when the national anthem was played with a waving flag followed by a test pattern for a while and then a screen of snow that remained until the test pattern returned in the morning.
By now having a TV with a big antenna on the roof had become a status symbol, springing up on every fourth or fifth house; it was time for the Trolinger family to come up with a TV acquisition plan. At the time it took all of our resources just to keep a roof overhead and food on the table, so Perry and I, who both had jobs agreed to shoulder the burden.  We shopped around and found a 12 inch black and white TV made affordable with a four year instalment plan. The price tag was about $400, which in today’s dollars would be more like the cost of a moderate entertainment center, a few thousand dollars. We were to pay $12.50 per month for 48 months. Each month we took turns going to the store, making the payment, and upon Mother’s insistence, collecting a receipt, which she religiously saved.  

$12.50 a month was only the tip of the iceberg, however. Every few months the TV would crapp out and spend a few days in Ray Sorrel’s TV repair shop, costing typically about $10 to replace a bad tube. We soon learned that we could take tubes to a supermarket and try them in a tube tester ourselves, eventually purchasing replacements for a few dollars, giving us some relief. More major, dreaded disasters included the picture tube crapping out at a cost of about $50; or the antennae being blown off the roof and damaged.
Today $12.50 /month sounds like a small amount of money, but then, it represented almost a week’s pay for me carrying the Times Gazette. We knew exactly when the last payment would occur, we looked forward to that day, and almost in celebratory fashion Mother, Perry, and I all went together to make the last payment. The dealer hesitated then replied that we were mistaken and that his records showed that there were still two payments remaining. At that point, Mother produced 48 $12.50 receipts to which the man had no choice but to sheepishly mark the debt paid in full and apologize for his “mistake”.
Some years later when color TV’s appeared, a commonly heard comment was, “Why would anyone want a color TV?” In fact only a few programs were even shown in color.
Today, I own a lot of TV sets but rarely watch them, except for news and DVD or VHS movies. A few years ago I purchased a couple of large screen TVs and had them installed. When the installer arrived and immediately asked me where my cable hookups were, he seemed stunned that I do not have cable. His very next question was “What on earth did you buy these for?”  He was not even sure they would work with rabbit ears. 
They work well enough for the news.
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That’s me on the extreme left helping pay for our first TV. By this time Perry had moved up to more “rewarding” work.
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