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ABSTRACT 

 

 
Frequently dismissed in popular culture, “civil defense” conjures images of Bert the 

Turtle cheerfully retreating into his shell after a cartoon explosion.  Though Bert’s advice was 

meant for children, there were countless versions of the message geared towards an adult 

audience. Surely, some historians argue, such information was made available to the public out 

of a desire to make them feel safe when in reality there was nothing that they could do in the face 

of a nuclear attack on the United States.  Studies like these echo popular objections to civil 

defense that arose in its heyday, which treated the issue with satire or even fatalism.  Focusing 

initially on Florida, this thesis explore the roots of contemporary views of civil defense, and it 

argues that they arose out of fundamentally different narratives of survival between those 

working in civil defense and the general public.  This thesis also traces the development of both 

official and public narratives into contemporary cultural memory, where the fears and concerns 

surrounding civil defense have endured beyond the Cold War. 

In the first chapter, I draw from internal communications and after action reports from 

Florida’s own civil defense agency, as well as the agency’s interactions with the national office 

of civil defense.  These documents were expressions of a practical narrative for surviving a 

nuclear war that did not answer the concerns of the public.  The American people were by far 

more occupied in trying to discern the nonmaterial costs of the civil defense program.  In chapter 

two, I use materials which would have been readily available to the public, especially 

newspapers and periodicals to outline the public narrative of civil defense.  These materials 

include reporting on the state of civil defense nationally, as well as popular editorials and articles 

which entered the civil defense debate directly.  In the third chapter, I approach cultural and 

collective memories through popular movies and novels.  By comparing selected works of 
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nuclear apocalyptic fiction from the 1950s and 1960s to more recent offerings, we see that not 

only are the same fears at play, they have, if anything, grown more intense with time.  Though 

many now think of civil defense as a quaint reminder of a tense era gone by, the collective 

understanding of it that Americans expressed and acquired through popular culture indicate that 

it was anything but.



1 

CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

“Crawl out through the fallout, baby, when they drop that bomb […]”1 

      -Sheldon Allman, Folk Songs for the 21
st
 Century. 

 

The Cold War was the backdrop for some of the most momentous events of the latter half 

of the twentieth century.  In some ways, it shaped so much of the contemporary world that it can 

be hard to find the perspective to view it as a whole.  Indeed, the American public has largely 

forgotten the Cold War.  Short of service in the military or that of a loved one, for the average 

American most Cold War events existed in headlines and news reports.  That is not to say that 

the memory of events like the conflicts in Korea and Vietnam wars is not alive.  On the contrary, 

the many memorials and monuments that blanket the nation attest to that fact.  One notable 

exception to the general abstraction of the Cold War in American experience is the civil defense 

system.  Encompassing a chain from federal to municipal authorities, civil defense brought the 

central threat of the era, nuclear war, into homes, schools, and workplaces.  Civil defense 

extended the frontlines of the Cold War into every American town.  These programs were 

designed to reach out to individual Americans; for many, civil defense was their most direct 

interaction with the Cold War. 

The exact intent of the United States' civil defense efforts became, and remains, the 

matter of some debate.  In their examinations of the subject, historians have discussed the true 

aim of civil defense in three basic ways.  Scholars of the first school, such as Guy Oakes, discuss 

                                                
1 My title is in reference to Sheldon Allman’s song of the same name.  Sheldon Allman, Folk Songs for the 21st 

Century, Essential Media Group, first recorded in 1960. 
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civil defense in the larger context of nuclear deterrence by calling it a means of "securing the 

moral underpinning of deterrence."2 That is to say, a strategy of deterrence, though necessary to 

U.S. policy goals as a damper on Soviet ambitions, was inherently risky.  If the United States 

were to threaten the use of nuclear weapons, the people of the nation had to feel ready for the 

Soviet Union to respond in kind.  As a consequence of their government's course of action, the 

public had to be prepared to "make the sacrifices that were the burden of world leadership in the 

nuclear era."3 On the international stage, the United States also had to appear convincingly 

prepared for nuclear war with the Soviet Union.  In this version of civil defense, the appearance 

was really all that mattered; it was a performance designed to make the Soviets doubt the 

efficacy of a potential nuclear attack.  Whether or not the population of the United States would 

actually survive the consequences following the failure of such an illusion was beside the point.  

The installation of doubt in Soviet war planning was a major factor in the overall strategy 

of deterrence.  Indeed, this was the thrust of President Dwight Eisenhower's "massive retaliation" 

deterrent strategy.  As part of Eisenhower’s “New Look,” nuclear weapons were replacing 

comparatively more expensive American troops and bases in Europe as the chief check on Soviet 

aggression.  It was Eisenhower’s belief that any response to Soviet action, even those on a 

limited scale, would inevitably lead to the strategic use of nuclear weapons.4 Therefore, the 

United States began to favor the development of its nuclear capabilities over more traditional 

forces in order to ensure that when the inevitable escalation to nuclear war occurred, the US 

would have the advantage.   

                                                
2
 Guy Oakes, The Imaginary War: Civil Defense and American Cold War Culture (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1994), 32.  Oakes actually places civil defense in a propaganda context as well, as we shall soon see.  The two 
are connected. 
3 Ibid. 31. 
4 Marc Trachtenberg, History and Strategy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1991), 138. 
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When Eisenhower outlined massive retaliation in his 1954 State of the Union Address, he 

called this advantage “maximum mobility of action.”5 Later in 1954, Secretary of State John 

Foster Dulles explained further that an aggressor could no longer be “assured in advance that his 

attack would be countered only at the place and by the means which he selects.”6 Essentially, 

Eisenhower promised to meet potential Soviet aggression with enormous nuclear firepower at a 

time and place of the United States’ choosing.  This disconnect between action and reaction 

eliminated a great deal of certainty from any hypothetical Soviet plan for an attack on the United 

States or its allies.  

As an enhancement to the United States' deterrent strategy, civil defense would have 

served to further cloud the Soviet Union’s own plans for an attack on the United States.  In 

addition to the threat that the United States might destroy the Soviet Union in kind, the Soviets 

had to account for the fact that an attack of their own might be significantly blunted by a U.S. 

civil defense effort, regardless of its true efficacy.  As Herman Kahn, one of the architects of 

deterrence theory explained, "if, instead of annihilation threats," the enemy could "only threaten 

to make us uncomfortable, this makes his threat much weaker.  He is much less likely to try the 

threat or to carry it through if he tries it, since our own retaliation is likely to be severe."7  

However, as a deterrent, civil defense also risked inducing "countermeasures designed to cancel 

                                                
5 Dwight D. Eisenhower, State of the Union Address, January 7, 1954, The American Presidency Project , 
https://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/all_about_ike/speeches/1954_state_of_the_union.pdf, accessed April 3, 2017. 
6 John Foster Dulles, “Statement by the Secretary of State to the North Atlantic Council Closed Ministerial Session, 
Paris, April. 23, 1954,” Foreign Relations of the United States, accessed April 5, 2017. 
7
 Herman Kahn, On Thermonuclear War (Princeton, NJ Princeton University Press, 1961), 518.  Kahn's point of 

view on matters nuclear was somewhat infamously detached.  As we will see, he has made his own way into our 
cultural memory.  For a general overview of the RAND Corporation and Kahn’s contemporaries, see Fred Kaplan, 
The Wizards of Armageddon (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983).  Other influential thinkers at RAND included 
Bernard Brodie, and Albert and Roberta Wohlstetter. 



4 

out any supposed margin of safety."8  Civil defense, if indeed intended as an enhancement to a 

strategy of deterrence, had to strike a delicate balance; the United States had to appear prepared 

for a nuclear war, but not suspiciously so. 

From a Soviet perspective, civil defense would certainly have figured into a hypothetical 

attack on the United States.  According to David Holloway, throughout the 1950s, the Soviets 

built their nuclear arsenal around strategic use.9  That is to say, American cities and military 

bases were primary targets.  Indeed, in response to Eisenhower’s threat of massive retaliation the 

Soviets increasingly thought of their own nuclear weapons as a means to preempt just such an 

attack.10  Like their American counterparts, Soviet war planners hoped to use a first strike to 

lessen the enemy’s capacity to continue fighting.  If they failed to initiate a nuclear exchange, the 

Soviets placed a heavy emphasis on ensuring that their counterattack would proceed even if their 

military infrastructure was broken.11  Regardless of who would fire the first shot, the Soviets 

could have seen a civil defense buildup in the United States as preparation for a nuclear offensive 

because they themselves were equally concerned with riding out the opening salvoes of a nuclear 

war.  

A more cynical interpretation of civil defense in the United States views it not only as a 

way of making deterrence more credible, but also as a method of controlling potential domestic 

panic over the burdens of life in the nuclear age.  As Guy Oakes puts it, the federal government 

                                                
8 Thomas J. Kerr, Civil Defense in the U.S.: Bandaid for a Holocaust? (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1983), 5. 
9 David Holloway, Stalin and the Bomb (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 324. 
10 Ibid, 331. 
11 David Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and its Dangerous Legacy (New 
York: Anchor Books, 2009), 147.  Hoffman describes a system in place during the Cuban Missile Crisis known as 
“Monolit.”  Under this system, missile commanders already had their orders and the codes necessary to greenlight a 
nuclear strike in a sealed envelope.  They only required a code word to set an attack in motion.  Ideas later in the 
Cold War than the scope of this thesis would have placed large portions of the Soviet nuclear arsenal under 
computerized command. 
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sought to make the American public comfortable with the idea of nuclear deterrence, and the 

dangers it entailed, with a campaign of propaganda "designed to suppress an irrational terror of 

nuclear war and foster in its stead a more pragmatic nuclear fear."12  By this school of thought, 

civil defense was really a "representation of an 'ideal' nuclear world," where even if deterrence 

failed and the villainous Soviets attacked, the United States as a national and societal entity could 

ride out the storm.13  The fear of a nuclear war would still be there, but American society could 

still function if people were merely afraid, whereas mass panic threatened order.  Indeed, in 

Florida, civil defense planners preferred nuclear fear to panic.  However, rather than trying to 

transform panic into a more benign fear; they sought to harness fear to improve their program, 

even if that meant frightening people. 

Other historians have studied the propaganda aspects of civil defense more thoroughly, 

and independent of its deterrent potential.  Margot Henriksen and Tracy Davis both argue that 

civil defense in the United States was primarily a means of controlling the public's fear and 

reducing the possibility of panic.  Davis focuses on the intense theatricality of civil defense 

planning and drills, likening them to endless rehearsals for a premier that may never come.14
 

Furthermore, Davis asserts that while "persuasion may have conditioned the public to believe 

[emphasis original]," frequent practice of civil defense measures, regardless of their actual 

effectiveness, "would enable the public to behave [emphasis original], not only in an orderly but 

in a constructively predictable manner."15  

                                                
12 Oakes, The Imaginary War, 33. Oakes crosses between the deterrent and panic control schools of thought. 
13 Ibid, 78. 
14 Tracy C. Davis, Stages of Emergency: Cold War Nuclear Civil Defense (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2007). 
15 Ibid, 84-85. 
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Civil defense, in its most sinister conceptions, served only to offer the American public 

some sense of agency as they tried to go about their lives while the specter of an all-too-possible 

Armageddon haunted their thoughts.  "Struggling under the surface serenity and outward security 

of the mainstream cold war American mind," Henriksen remarks, "was an unstable and paranoid 

underground American psyche in a state of panic."16 Americans’ worries were well founded; for 

the average person, nuclear weapons were far outside the range of personal experience.  Two 

such weapons had brought a close to the Second World War.  All that most people understood 

about “the Bomb” was that it was extraordinarily powerful.  Paul Boyer explains that the 

government marshalled expert minds from all corners of academia in order to reassure the 

public, for "surely somewhere in all these specialties was the knowledge that could drive back 

the hovering nightmare of atomic war."17 The panic bottled up beneath the surface of American 

society threatened to erupt into civil unrest during times of tension with the Soviet Union, even 

though an attack would never come.  The atomic bomb was equally a psychological weapon as it 

was physical, thus this version of civil defense was about keeping society functioning normally 

in the face of an unprecedented and dangerous world situation.   

A smaller camp of historians focuses on civil defense in its stated goal.  David Krugler 

argues that the government placed significant stock in the idea that, though potentially very 

expensive, efforts at dispersing critical infrastructure in general, evacuating populations (with 

enough warning), and sheltering in sufficiently hardened structures could have actually saved 

                                                
16 Margot Henriksen, Dr. Strangelove’s America: Society and Culture in the Atomic Age (London: University of 
California Press, 1997), 85. 
17 Paul S. Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the Atomic Age (Chapel 
Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1985), 333. 
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American lives in a nuclear attack.18 In One Nation Underground: The Fallout Shelter in 

American Culture, Kenneth D. Rose explores the history of civil defense across the nation, and 

notes that it had many proponents in its day, but ultimately fell by the wayside.19 By the end of 

the 1960s, most public civil defense plans were overshadowed by advances in weapons 

technology.  The nuclear arsenals of both the United States and the Soviet Union were still 

growing both in number and power.  Furthermore, the advent of intercontinental ballistic 

missiles and their deployment on a large scale had shortened the potential period of warning to 

about half an hour at best for an attack of staggering destructive power.   

Though the United States’ civil defense system still represented a countermeasure against 

such an attack, it gave way to a different solution to the nuclear threat.  Both the Soviet Union 

and the United States came to realize that the best way to survive a nuclear war was never to 

have one.  The arms race itself had to decelerate; to keep building successively bigger bombs and 

stronger shelters was pointless.  The nervous American public surely preferred this solution far 

better as well.  Diplomatically, the two nations shifted focus towards coexisting at least 

somewhat peacefully; drastically lessening the chances that their vast nuclear arsenals would 

ever be used, even accidentally.  Subsequently, civil defense in the United States faded into the 

background. 

Despite the scholarly debate on the subject, by no means is civil defense exempt from the 

United States’ overall amnesia concerning the Cold War.  Though almost anybody old enough to 

                                                
18 David Krugler, This is Only a Test: How Washington, D.C., Prepared for Nuclear War (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006).  Krugler’s study does skew somewhat further towards the ability of civil defense to physically 
protect the population due to its focus on the nation’s capital.  Surely, in Washington, D.C., civil defense efforts 
would be closer to realization than not. 
19

 Kenneth Rose, One Nation Underground: The Fallout Shelter in American Culture (New York: New York 
University Press, 2001). 
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remember will recall the Cuban Missile Crisis, it stands apart as a truly exceptional period of 

tension and danger.  Those two weeks of October 1962, belie the complexities of both the civil 

defense system and the debates surrounding it.  Between 1945 and roughly 1965, civil defense 

was an intersection of military, scientific, and cultural thought that prompted fierce debates in 

those sectors, and sometimes between the three.  Yet, the entire system is generally forgotten, or 

at best remembered with cynicism as a symptom of an imagined threat.  After all, the bombs 

never fell.  That most vital and apparent outcome of the United States’ struggle with the Soviet 

Union requires no preservation in memory, official or otherwise. 

For the rest of the memory of civil defense, preservation efforts are sparse.  The 

Smithsonian has in its collections an entire family fallout shelter, dug up from the backyard of an 

Indiana donor.  However, the structure in question – its front wall cut away so as to showcase a 

full stock of midcentury survival supplies – is not currently on display, nor has it been since the 

1990s.20  Other efforts at exhibiting civil defense include a virtual museum at 

www.civildefensemuseum.com.  This website is the work of a private collector.  His collection is 

impressive, containing a variety of publications, signage, supplies, and even government 

equipment.  However, the museum website is primarily a gallery of said materials.  Interpretive 

efforts are for the most part limited to descriptive labels.  The owner makes two qualifications 

about his museum that are worth noting.  First, he comments that his purpose is not to “make 

fun” of civil defense.  Second, and possibly related, he remarks that the famous cartoon “Duck 

                                                
20 Ernest B. Furgurson, “Dig Into the Nuclear Era’s Homegrown Fallout Shelters,” Smithsonian Magazine, February 
10, 2016, http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/dig-into-nuclear-era-homegrown-fallout-
shelters-180958063/.  The National Museum of American history does, however, have a flickr gallery detailing the 
excavation and eventual exhibit installation of the shelter at: 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/nationalmuseumofamericanhistory/sets/72157623522144517. 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/dig-into-nuclear-era-homegrown-fallout-shelters-180958063/
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/dig-into-nuclear-era-homegrown-fallout-shelters-180958063/
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and Cover” is absent, saying that “Bert’s [the turtle] cool but he’s everywhere.”21  This is true 

enough; in the United States’ faint memory of civil defense, Bert the Turtle borders on the 

recognizable.  I myself had seen the video in question (a cheerful turtle warning school children 

to dive beneath their desks if they see the flash of a nuclear bomb) years before starting this 

project; I found a certain absurd humor in it.   

In its day however, civil defense was no laughing matter.  The federal government and 

the states took the safety of the American people very seriously.  During the 1950s, enormous 

effort went towards transforming civil defense from the shape it had taken during the Second 

World War into an effective system of disaster response that reached from Washington D.C. into 

every municipality in the nation.  The fact was that the United States was engaged in an 

unprecedentedly dangerous contest with the Soviet Union.  As many have mused, the advent and 

proliferation of nuclear weapons marked the first time in history that mankind could potentially 

destroy itself entirely.  The people of the United States and the world had to learn to live with 

that supremely uncomfortable fact in short order.  Civil defense was part of that process. 

Paradoxically, even at the height of the Cold War, the public put little stock in civil 

defense.  Though the fears of the early Cold War were all too real, civil defense in the United 

States never resonated with those it aimed to protect.  This thesis argues that the reason for this 

disconnect is that a fundamentally different set of narratives shaped thinking on either side of the 

civil defense equation.  Whereas the government concerned itself with the prospect of surviving 

a nuclear war and set about devising ways to do so, the American public was by far more 

occupied with the meaning of survival.  The official narrative was one of practicality. Nuclear 

                                                
21 http://www.civildefensemuseum.com/aboutme.html, accessed November 20, 2016. 
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war was a problem that could be understood and solved.  Unofficially, a far more complicated 

version of survival fueled public debates, focused on the sacrifices it might require.  While the 

government assured security, the public dwelled on the costs associated with it.  Practical 

answers had little bearing on questions of morality or humanity and vice versa.  This was the 

central dialogue of civil defense in the United States.  In the present moment, both the official 

and unofficial narratives of civil defense persist in American popular culture as a form of 

collective memory.  Though the American public has forgotten this part of the Cold War, or at 

best look back on it with dark humor, these opposing (though not mutually exclusive) narratives 

are still very much alive.  In fact, the imagined aftermath of a nuclear war has grown worse with 

time.  By tracing civil defense from inside government planning offices, into midcentury 

American homes, and subsequently through the abstractions of cultural memory, we can begin to 

shed light on the less overt legacies of the Cold War.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE OFFICIAL NARRATIVE OF CIVIL DEFENSE 
 
 

Civil defense, regardless of historiographic interpretation, was a peculiar system in the 

United States.  It linked military, scientific, and domestic communities, and ran a thread through 

all levels of the government.  From the White House to the smallest towns, civil defense linked 

the entire nation together.  This was a system built for cooperation and communication, but only 

if disaster struck, man-made or otherwise.  The state of Florida represents a helpful middle 

ground for the examination of the system.  Floridian civil defense planners were especially active 

and involved at a national level.  By examining the activities of the Florida Civil Defense 

Agency (FCDA), we can bring the nature of civil defense at a more general level into sharper 

focus.  At the state level, the directives and goals of the national civil defense authorities are 

clear in their intent, and yet we can also discern the contours of county and local level civil 

defense agencies.  Though theirs was grim work, the FCDA tried hard to ensure that their state 

and its people had a chance at surviving a nuclear war with the Soviet Union.  

The records of the FCDA reveal an organization that sincerely believed in the work that it 

did.  Seen from within, FCDA officials made realistic plans to discharge their duties, ensured 

that these were integrated with their federal counterparts as well as those of neighboring states, 

and liaised with local civil defense programs all over Florida.  Florida’s planners put their work 

to the test with frequent drills and simulations, always with an eye towards improvement.  

Furthermore, the FCDA was often obliged to activate for natural disasters, namely hurricanes.  

Finally, the FCDA made numerous efforts to get the Floridian public more involved with the 

program, which had been built on their behalf.  After all, even the best laid plans were no good if 

nobody followed them.  The civil defense system was primarily directed at responding to a 
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nuclear war.  Given that no such war ever occurred, examining drills and disaster relief efforts 

are the only avenues of discerning the system’s effectiveness.  This was not a program designed 

to deceive the Soviet Union or the American people.  Though never truly put to the test, the 

personnel of the FCDA and their counterparts around the country built a program for the saving 

of lives. 

Though civil defense generally faced frequent shortages and a lack of support from both 

Congress and the American public, the personnel of these programs did their best to persevere.22  

For the present discussion, we are concerned more with the work of civil defense planners in 

Florida and in the rest of the nation as an indication of their belief and commitment to their work.  

The fact is that civil defense rarely accomplished its goals to their fullest extent; progress was at 

times slow, full support was hard to find.  However, by no means should this diminish the efforts 

made by members of the civil defense apparatus on behalf of their fellow Americans.  While 

there are valid points in favor of more cynical interpretations of civil defense, its physical 

effectiveness is verifiable.  In the United States, in addition to the national Office of Civil 

Defense, every state had its own civil defense organization, with further subdivisions at the 

county and usually city levels.  These groups worked under the basic assumptions that nuclear 

war was not only survivable for individuals, but for the American government as well. 

The Florida Civil Defense Agency was particularly active in its duties.  Florida had a 

number of what analysts expected would be high priority targets: namely Miami, Cape Canaveral 

(the site of a missile base even before it became home to NASA's launch facilities), Pensacola's 

                                                
22 Kenneth Rose, One Nation Underground, 78, 202. Rose marks the years between the Berlin Crisis and the 
aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis as the height of civil defense activity for both the government and private 
citizens. 
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Naval Air Station, Tampa-St. Petersburg and Eglin Air Force Base. 23  Tallahassee, though it sat 

at the center of the state government and civil defense organization, was likely a lower Soviet 

priority.  Still, the state capital figured heavily in Florida's civil defense plans, especially in 

regard to continuity of government.  Though Tallahassee was not as significant a population 

center or military target as others in the state, there were unfortunately plenty of bombs to go 

around. 

In Florida, the state civil defense planners treated their work as measures by which 

citizen's lives could and would be saved.  Their efforts had aspects of deterrence enhancement, 

but even less so than at a national level.  Propaganda and panic control played a role, as well, but 

in Florida, civil defense material for public consumption tended to leverage fear rather than allay 

it.  By examining Florida's civil defense program with the three general schools of thought 

regarding the true purpose of civil defense in mind, it becomes clear that the state's planners 

operated with the belief that their efforts, however complete, would actually be effective in 

saving civilian lives during and after a nuclear attack.  They saw their duty as to the American 

people, not to their nation's position or advantage in the struggle with Russia. 

But who were these planners, and on what grounds did they claim their authority?  Like 

many, these individuals had to acquire their atomic-age expertise mostly on the fly.  When the 

United States revealed the deadly fruits of the Manhattan Project to the world over Hiroshima, it 

was only a select group of physicists who held detailed knowledge of the bomb and its effects.    

Therefore, civil defense experts were few and far between.  The United States had a civil defense 

program during World War Two, and some of the basic concepts remained the same, but for the 

most part, atomic civil defense was an entirely different enterprise.  For the majority of the time 

                                                
23. WPA Film Library, Films Media Group, and Films for the Humanities & Sciences, 2012, The WPA film library: 

Titan and atlas ICBM's, 1960, New York, N.Y: Films Media Group. Specifically the Canaveral missile base. 
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period under discussion, the Florida Civil Defense Agency (FCDA) operated under the direction 

of Colonel Hiram W. Tarkington, who had served in the Army.  His predecessor, James Keezel, 

was a judge, as was the director of the larger civil defense “region three,” (as of 1960) which 

consisted of the southeastern states.24 The Governor of Florida was also involved in the civil 

defense system, as it would be he who ultimately led the state in the aftermath of a war with the 

Soviet Union.  Governor Bryant (in office 1961-1965) took an especially active role in civil 

defense for his state, and even served as the vice chairman of the Governor's Conference 

Committee on Civil Defense in 1962.  Though the bulk of the program was left to Colonel 

Tarkington and his staff, Governor Bryant’s active support during the tensest years of the Cold 

War is worth noting. 

Tarkington’s military service record was extensive and distinguished, having served in 

the post-World War One occupation of Germany, and as an artillery commander in the Second 

World War.  Furthermore, in the course of his service, he earned “the Silver Star with oak leaf 

cluster, the Purple heart with oak leaf cluster, and the Legion of Merit.”25 Doubtless, his lengthy 

military experience helped to recommend him to the directorship of the FCDA, however, he and 

his colleagues still had much to learn about the effects of atomic weapons.  To that end, in the 

early 1950s, the state organized the Florida Civil Defense Staff College, offering various levels 

of training to its civil defense officials at all levels of responsibility.  For example, the basic 

weeklong crash course aimed at building a “framework for community organization and 

                                                
24 Hiram Tarkington, "Final Report on Natural Disaster Operations – 1960," Gov Bryant 1961-64 Admin 
Correspondence, S 756, Box 20, FF 1, State Archives of Florida, Tallahassee, FL (Hereafter SAF). 
25 U.S. Civil Defense Council Bulletin: May 1964, “State Directors Install Florida Man as President,” Tom Adams 
Subject Files, S 501, Box 8, SAF. 
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training.”26 The program of study included lectures on the “effects of war-time weapons,” 

“principles of tactical operations,” the “recruitment, training, and utilization of volunteers,” and 

“peace time disaster control.”27 Furthermore, the final two days of the course were taken up with 

hands-on exercises, in which civil defense personnel could practice their duties and receive 

immediate feedback.28  This introductory course was primarily intended for civil defense 

representatives at the county and local levels.   

Other, more specific courses were available on topics such as operating a “Civil Defense 

Emergency Hospital,” or fallout shelter management.29  On another occasion, in 1957, Director 

Tarkington, along with other FCDA officials, attended a course on natural disaster response.30 

Some courses addressed the general public directly, offering them information beyond what was 

generally available.  These classes were how Florida’s civil defense personnel kept their 

knowledge relevant to their specific duties within the FCDA.  Other specialized skills like 

operating equipment for radiological monitoring became necessary for designated individuals. 

Courses like those outlined above were important in the constantly-changing landscape of Cold 

War technology.  Frequent drills and exercises served to refine these skills further. 

  While most civil defense planners had no specific academic credentials to match those 

who had developed nuclear weapons and the theories of their use, they worked hard to acquire 

and maintain the expertise required to perform their duties. 31 Prior credentials were less 

                                                
26 The Florida Civil Defense Staff College Course, 1955-1957, National Guard record group, Admin Records, Box 
20, File 381, SAF. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Florida Civil Defense Digest, June 7, 1963, National Guard record group, Admin Records, Box 20, File 38, 5,6, 
SAF. 
30 Florida Civil Defense Digest, August-September 1957, National Guard record group, Admin Records, Box 20, 
File 381, 11, SAF. 
31 Colonel Tarkington had a Bachelor's degree in physics, as per U.S. Civil Defense Council Bulletin: May 1964, 
“State Directors Install Florida Man as President,” Tom Adams Subject Files, S 501, Box 8, 7, SAF. 
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important in the selection of civil defense officials, and by no means were all such officials 

military men like Tarkington, especially at the county and local levels where they may have only 

been part-time.  To work in civil defense required specific training that could only be acquired 

on the job, at least in the early years of the Cold War while the nation’s civil defense programs 

grew. 

As a supplement to the United States' larger deterrent strategy, civil defense in Florida 

did not perfectly align with the presumed goals of convincing the Soviet Union that any attack 

made by them would be ineffective.  The state's participation in the 1956 edition of Operation 

Alert (OPAL), an annual nationwide civil defense drill, reveals that in Florida the focus of civil 

defense was not on the United States’ strategic position in the Cold War but instead, on 

improving the people’s chances of survival.  Each year, as part of OPAL, the United States came 

under "a well coordinated nuclear attack on fifty to one hundred American cities," usually on a 

Friday, so that "over the weekend, the American people and their leaders demonstrated their 

ability to master the attack."32 For the sake of keeping these simulations manageable, Oakes 

explains that the events of an Operation Alert drill compressed "into days or hours of simulation 

the performance of tasks that might require weeks or even months in an actual nuclear war."33 

In Operation Alert 1956, Florida weathered two hypothetical attacks, among 75 other 

cities and military bases around the country selected that year.34 The Tampa-St. Petersburg 

metropolitan area suffered a hit from a five megaton bomb, equivalent to five million tons of 

                                                
32 Guy Oakes, "The Cold War Conception of Nuclear Reality: Mobilizing the American Imagination for Nuclear 
War in the 1950s," International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, Vol. 6, No. 3 (Spring, 1993), 349. 
33 Ibid. 
34 David Krugler, This is Only a Test: How Washington, D.C., Prepared for Nuclear War (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006), 156. 
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conventional high explosives, at the center of the McDill Air Force Base.35  Tallahassee, 

meanwhile, "was assumed to receive a 20-kiloton air burst at the Capitol Center."36 Planners 

gave both cities three hours and fifteen minutes of warning, ostensibly from the first 

confirmation that Soviet bombers were en route to the United States.37 Unique among the cities 

under "attack" in 1956, Tallahassee took the event beyond the level of a simulation, and actually 

performed a practice evacuation of its citizens on a voluntary basis.38 Participation was good, and 

all told some twenty thousand people left the city in cars and buses within half an hour.39 Tampa, 

owing to its much larger size, mobilized only the immediate county and local civil defense 

organization. 

Nationally speaking, if the goal of civil defense was purely to appear convincingly ready 

to withstand a nuclear attack, OPAL 1956 missed the mark.  In 1956, according to Krugler, 

"Congress, still in session, didn't participate, nor did area residents," in fact, most 

Washingtonians only heard a "warning yellow" and endured a fifteen minute emergency 

broadcast that Friday afternoon.40 Certainly, more effort should have gone into the drill in the 

nation's capital if the goal was to demonstrate America's resolve to the Soviet Union.  A fifteen 

minute emergency broadcast is underwhelming at best, and the complete non-participation of 

Congress is conspicuous.  Only the year before, President Eisenhower along with fifteen 

thousand federal employees evacuated Washington for dozens of sites prepared to host the 

                                                
35 Florida Office of Civil Defense, Report on Operation Alert: 1956,  National Guard record group, Admin Records, 
Box 20, File 381, SAF. This was Tallahassee’s first participation in the OPAL series of drills. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid.  In 1956, any Soviet attack would have been performed primarily by bomber aircraft. 
38 Tallahassee Democrat, Full information page for Operation Alert, Wednesday, July 16, 1956. 
39 Florida Office of Civil Defense, Report on Operation Alert: 1956, National Guard record group, Admin Records, 
Box 20 File 381, SAF. 
40 Krugler, This is Only a Test, 156. 
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government in exile.41 This inconsistency was perhaps a result of fatigue, however, making such 

an admission to the Soviet Union would have been disastrous for any deterrent posture.  

Conversely, it is doubtful that a second drill of a similar scope to the one that took place in 1955 

would have pushed the Soviets over the critical threshold of opting for a preemptive strike.  

Indeed, if the federal government thought that the OPAL drills were beginning to make the 

United States look too prepared, why run the simulation in 1956 at all? 

Laying aside the specifics of the Operation Alert drills in Washington, Tallahassee 

accomplished an impressive evacuation in 1956.  The state reports that, in addition to the civilian 

evacuation, "the office of the Comptroller made preparations and actually moved sufficient 

personnel and equipment to maintain continuity of essential fiscal functions of the State, outside 

the State Capitol."42 In other words, Florida's civil defense planners went so far as to take 

significant steps toward establishing continuity of government for the post attack period.  The 

assumption was that some Floridians would survive, and they would need support.  The FCDA 

arranged for even fiscal functions of the state to continue.  In this instance, their belief in the 

actual effectiveness of their work is clear.  If the program was oriented towards enhancing 

deterrence or simply giving the American people comfort in a frightening world, this level of 

detail seems like a waste of time. 

Whereas in 1955, the participation of thousands of federal employees in Operation Alert 

would have (hopefully) impressed the Soviets, the evacuation of Florida's capital city and 

government apparatus the next year seems far less critical to the drill's overall credibility.  The 

capital of Florida was a far less important target than Washington D.C. or the military sites from 

                                                
41 Pathe News, “USA Operation Alert,” Filmed 1955, YouTube video, 1:39, posted April 2014, accessed 20 January, 
2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X_f2al0WMTU.  See also: Kenneth Rose, 27. 
42  Florida Office of Civil Defense, Report on Operation Alert: 1956, National Guard record group, Admin Records, 
Box 20, File 381, SAF. 
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which the United States would launch a counterattack.  That is to say, while Tallahassee could 

have been a Soviet target – it was included in OPAL, after all – there were more than likely 

higher Soviet priorities.  Therefore, if OPAL was a performance for the Soviet Union, the entire 

Tallahassee evacuation was a misplaced effort.  Indeed, even with the knowledge that the Florida 

Office of the Comptroller would survive, the Soviets could still have estimated the United States 

to be vulnerable enough to attack.  

It follows that OPAL 1956, and Florida's engagement in it, served purposes beyond 

appearances.  Considering the above events under the assumption that the purpose of civil 

defense at all levels was to save civilian lives and preserve the government of the United States, 

the inconsistencies are not so glaring.  The District of Columbia's significant investment in the 

1955 drill and its subsequent non participation in 1956 could be explained by the fact that civil 

defense planners there had, to a large degree, already set their protocols, and the ongoing 

simulation adequately served their refinement.  Though Congress and the people of Washington 

sat the drill out; federal civil defense personnel were still hard at work.  While civil defense plans 

at all levels were intended to work together, it fell to the state and local agencies to ensure 

integration with federal plans.  Florida, in this case, would merely have been matching 

Washington’s effort from the year before.  The civil defense system as a whole would be that 

much stronger if plans at all levels were at the same standard.  The evacuation of Tallahassee, 

and the simulated crisis in Tampa-St. Petersburg will have brought the state up to the same level 

of currency, or at least in practice, as federal plans.  Indeed, it would seem highly unlikely that 

Florida had developed a more current civil defense apparatus than had the United States as a 

whole. 
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However, the possibility remains that civil defense drills like the Operation Alert series 

could have been performances for the American public rather than the Soviet Union.  Could civil 

defense, as some historians have argued, have been an outright deception of the public?  Rather 

than a safeguard against Soviet attack, civil defense could merely have been an effort to convince 

the people of the United States that they could survive the attacks that may have resulted from 

their nation's struggle against communism.  Especially during the first two decades of the Cold 

War, Americans lived with a fear in the back of their minds that any day could potentially be 

their last.  Such was the contradictory position that the United States had taken in the 

international community; harbingers of a peace built upon the threat of massive destruction.  

Henriksen remarks that even fresh from victory in the Second World War and: 

in spite of [the government's] pledges of American security and in spite of the early 

American monopoly on the atomic bomb, the destructive potential of the bomb - and the 

lack of any defense against it - nonetheless inspired anxiety in segments of the 

population. Immediate concerns included the psychological damage that might result 

from this sense of atomic insecurity.43 

In such a rattled version of America, civil defense planners were building mental protections 

rather than physical ones.  Survival itself was not the goal, but the idea of survival; a propaganda 

effort for keeping the public from outright panic at the slightest provocation. 

The FCDA did indeed utilize propaganda, but not as a panacea to the bracing fears of the 

nuclear age.  Instead, propaganda efforts in Florida sought to confront these fears, and by forcing 

the public to face them, encourage greater involvement in civil defense planning and drills.  Civil 

defense planners in Florida employed scare tactics to get the public participating in readiness 
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activities, not merely to encourage an attitude of business-as-usual.  Apathy, not panic, was the 

emotion that planners in Florida primarily sought to mitigate.  After all, like any government  

program, "citizens must be directly involved in a civil defense effort, and the success or failure 

of any program depends upon their support and cooperation."44 

 

 

 

Beginning in the early 1950s, civil defense personnel in Florida were using scare tactics 

to bolster public involvement.  In 1954, the Civil Air Patrol dropped thousands of flyers over  

Tallahassee.  Each of these, addressed to "Mr. And Mrs. Tallahassee," proclaimed "This could be 

a BOMB [emphasis original] But it isn't.  This paper could be saturated with invisible PLAGUE  

                                                
44 Kerr, Civil Defense in the U.S., 139. 

Figure 1: “Wake Up, Mr. and Mrs 
Tallahassee!” 
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GERMS [emphasis original] But it isn't."45  The ultimate purpose of such propaganda in Florida's 

civil defense organization was demonstrated in simplest terms on this flyer.  It forced the fear of 

the countless "what if" scenarios out into the open, and made the public to face it, hopefully 

driving them to take a more active interest in the civil defense preparations that their state had 

made on their behalf. 

As previously outlined, Tallahassee took an unusually active role in the Operation Alert 

drill of 1956, performing a real rather than a simulated evacuation.  Through newspaper coverage 

of this event, the aims of Florida's civil defense propaganda come into sharper focus.  On 

Wednesday, July 18th, 1956, the Tallahassee Democrat ran a special series of information pages, 

no doubt provided by the FCDA, about the evacuation drill set to take place two days later.  The 

first of these pages says in large, bold letters, flanked by explosions: "For the sake of your own 

life take an active part in the mock atomic attack on Tallahassee."46 Far from reassuring, civil 

defense planners in Tallahassee presented even this drill as a matter of life and death.  There is 

extensive information beneath this alarming headline, mostly dealing with the logistics of the 

evacuation itself.  Though the specific compiler of these pages is unknown, they took great care 

to emphasize that the drill's sirens and broadcasts would not, in fact, herald a real nuclear attack.   

The bulletin continued to say that "Our nation's cold war situation is much more critical 

than the average citizen realizes."47  Even more alarming, readers were warned "Our military 

leaders tell us that we are definitely in an armament race and are greatly concerned that we may 

be falling behind."48 In this case, civil defense was not a calm reassurance offering peace of mind 

                                                
45 Wake Up, Mr. and Mrs. Tallahassee!," Courtesy of State Archives of Florida, Tallahassee, FL, Florida Memory, 
https://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/212348, accessed 14 November 2015. 
46 Tallahassee Democrat, Wednesday, July 16, 1956. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
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in the face of an atomic attack, it was the only option.  Not only could the Cold War come to 

Tallahassee, but the United States could already be losing.  The announcement went further, 

saying that "the next global war, if and when it comes, will be undeclared, quick, devastating and 

the outcome probably determined within the first 30 days."49  Here, the public was presented 

with the possibility of a nuclear surprise attack, one with no period of tension and crisis in the 

proceeding days or weeks; a push-button war in the darkest sense. 

The next page of the newspaper feature is taken up with a large infographic, a map of 

Tallahassee overlaid with the concentric zones of destruction that would be caused by a twenty 

kiloton blast – equivalent to the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki – over the Florida 

Capitol building.  A footnote promised readers that within the smallest ring, roughly half a mile 

from the epicenter, there would be no survivors, or even buildings left standing.  Within a mile 

and a half, the graphic states that only "three out of ten people would survive," and that "fire 

would be general."50 51 Accompanying the map is a chart, titled "Heres' What Could Happen."  It 

contains damage estimates for the days and weeks after the atomic attack on Tallahassee, 

assuming that no evacuations were to take place.  The first day, experts predicted that close to 

12,000 homes would be destroyed out of about 14,000; 30,000 Tallahasseeans would be dead, 

and another 15,000 wounded, leaving only 8,000 people physically uninjured of the city’s nearly 

45,000 residents.52  After seven days, the death toll could climb by another 7,500, as many of the 

                                                
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Measurements via Google Maps.  An approximate figure derived from the newspaper graphic, specifically the 
distance between the capitol building and the intersection of Lake Bradford Road and Stuckey Street. 
52  U.S. Census Bureau, 1960 Census, Vol 1, Florida, https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html (accessed 
February 26, 2017). The 1960 census lists some 48,000 people living in Tallahassee, up 76% from 1950. The 
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injured perished without proper medical care.53 Doubtless, mental trauma would have been 

nearly universal.  This information, which civil defense personnel made available to reporters, 

made no attempt to spare people's nerves.  Quite the opposite, Florida's planners believed that all 

their efforts at building a civil defense plan were only any good if people actually followed the 

plan.  Any program of civil defense would be useless if nobody knew how to utilize it, even if 

such knowledge was often a bitter pill to swallow. 

Of course, OPAL 1956 was far from the only civil defense activity in Florida.  As the 

situation of the Cold War changed, so too did the plans, but participation remained a key 

element, as did scare tactics.  The 1962 Florida Civil Defense Plan, an immense volume 

containing in-depth procedures for even the smallest details of riding out a nuclear attack on the 

United States, and surviving in the subsequent weeks, was the master document that Florida's 

civil defense organization worked from.  The Cold War had grown much more dangerous by 

1962.  Compared to previous plans, the 1962 edition accounts far more completely for the effects 

of fallout and the radiation that it carried.  The United States and the Soviet Union had faced off 

in the Berlin Crisis, a chilling reminder of the sort of gamble a policy of massive retaliation truly 

was.54  Furthermore, both sides had enhanced their nuclear arsenals in numbers, power, and 

speed.  

Perhaps even more dramatic than the death tolls listed in the newspaper, the 1962 plan 

makes several revealing statements in its preface.  It warns that, "should war come, either by 

design or accident, the major opposing powers have adequate nuclear resources to exact a toll in 
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human life and suffering beyond the range of human credulity."55 It continues to say that "our 

nuclear striking power is still considered the principal deterrent to possible large-scale overt 

enemy action."56 To those members of the public who sought the document out, the plan charged 

them to take action, saying that "This is your [emphasis added] State Plan for Civil Defense.  It is 

by no means the total plan for the Civil Defense of Florida."57 The document immediately 

outlined three key facts to its reader.  One: the danger of nuclear war was very real and possibly 

beyond human control, two: civil defense existed as secondary to the United States' nuclear 

arsenal and deterrent policies, and three: preparing for survival was an active and ongoing 

project that individual American citizens ought to be involved in.58 This was not a matter of 

turning panic into more manageable fear among the public; the Florida Civil Defense Agency 

wanted to prompt action. 

From the perspective of Florida's civil defense planners, the 1962 document addressed 

two main undesired responses to the inherent threats of the nuclear era.  As outlined at the time 

by Edward McDermott, these were the "'endless euphoria' idea, or the feeling that nuclear war is 

so terrible it could not happen" and the "'Armageddon attitude' which assumes it could happen, 

but if it does, whoever and whatever is left won't be worth saving."59 In order to combat these 

sentiments, the authors of the Florida Civil Defense Plan assumed that a nuclear war could 

indeed occur, and that the subsequent crisis is manageable.  Certainly, life would not be the same 
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after such an event, but the world was still very much – in their estimation – worth saving.  As 

was the case with the information available to the public on Operation Alert in 1956, the 1962 

Florida Civil Defense Plan offered little comfort to minds troubled by the possibility of the 

apocalypse.  Indeed, if combating mass panic were truly the goal of civil defense in Florida, the 

writers of the plan could hardly have done a worse job than to tell the public that destruction 

"beyond the range of human credulity" might descend upon the United States at any time.60 

Civil Defense in Florida does not fit well with either the deterrence or the panic control 

purposes that some historians put forward.  It follows that these efforts, though perhaps making 

incidental contributions to the above goals, had their primary objectives in sincerely preparing to 

ride out a nuclear attack on the United States.  Though the public did not see it that way, civil 

defense personnel in Florida took their jobs seriously, even if they were at times thankless.  They 

truly believed that their work could save American lives if the Cold War turned hot. 

Examining the above efforts by the Florida Civil Defense Agency from the perspective 

that their goal was building a program that worked as an effective defense with good public 

involvement, they make a lot more sense.  Operation Alert 1956, as it concerned Florida, was not 

so much about deterrence as it was bringing the state up to the standard that the federal 

government had set in the nation's capital the year before.  Disseminating alarming information 

to the public was really about instilling a little extra fear in them so that they would be spurred to 

action and learn more about the plans their state had prepared.  The plans would only save 

peoples' lives if they knew how to follow them.  It was the obligation of Florida's planners to 

make their work the most effective it could possibly be, and their actions do not suggest that civil 

defense was merely a performance for the Soviet Union, nor was it one for the American public. 
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To that end, we can trace the development of Florida's civil defense program as a 

response to the nuclear threat through the 1950s and 1960s.  The technology and threats kept 

changing, so the planners worked hard to adapt their program and the tools that they used to 

develop it.  They stayed current and based their work on realistic estimates about Soviet 

capabilities as well as an evolving understanding of the nature of war fought with atomic 

weapons.  Furthermore, they remained well aware of their own shortcomings.  Surely, they had 

doubts about their work.  It was one thing for the President to say that civil defense was the best 

hope Americans had of surviving a nuclear war; nobody imagined that strong preparations were 

not in place for his survival.  Florida's civil defense personnel had a more personal stake in their 

duties.  They had to develop a program knowing that they and their families would also have to 

rely upon it, especially at the county and local levels, where personnel were a part of the very 

community under their care.  Nor were they ignorant of popular criticisms leveled at civil 

defense which went beyond questions of effectiveness.  Nevertheless, they had a job to do, and 

they performed their duties well.  Indeed, by the time of the Cuban Crisis, Florida was generally 

estimated to be among the most prepared states in the nation, if not the most prepared.61 

In the beginning, the FCDA rarely got even close to the budget that the organization 

requested, or even considered adequate.  It was frequently necessary that state and local planners 

work with limited resources.62 On one occasion in 1955, General Mark W. Lance helped to 

choose a replacement for the Florida civil defense director who had served during the first half of 

the 1950s, James Kezel.  The general received an application for this position from an 

acquaintance of his.  Lance did not choose his friend for the job, having already selected Colonel 
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Hiram Tarkington, but still made a personal reply saying that it would "be a most trying task to 

make any creditable showing, having only $37,500 per year to run the whole agency."63 Lance 

confided that "I believe you will be happier, and certainly have fewer ulsers [sic], in not being 

selected for this office, particularly at this time."64 Low budgets combined with the rapid pace of 

technological change meant that the job of any civil defense planner was an uphill battle.   

It is important to note, however, that the $37,500 that General Lance referenced in his 

letter was not the only funding available for civil defense purposes in the entire state of Florida, 

this was specifically for the state offices themselves, other monies were available via various 

emergency funds and the individual counties and municipalities for actual planning and 

preparations.65 Furthermore, many activities relating to civil defense received funding from 

county and city sources.  In 1952, before General Lance outlined the funding woes of civil 

defense to his correspondent, contributions from all sources totaled some half a million dollars 

split over various localities, with help from the Federal Matching Funds Program.66   

Budgetary woes plagued civil defense nationally as well.  In 1957, though nuclear 

weapons and delivery technology was notably maturing, civil defense received significant 

criticism in Congress.  In a hearing at which experts outlined the danger of fallout radiation in 

the immediate post-attack period, as well as the possibility that intercontinental ballistic missiles 

could be out of development and deployed within a few years, California’s Representative Chet 

Holifield (head of a subcommittee focused on civil defense) still resolved that he would not “sit 
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quiet and see a gigantic bureaucracy built up for boondoggling purposes.”67 That being said, 

Holifield was not explicitly an opponent of civil defense, he was only concerned about the 

potential cost of the program.  Indeed, the Panama City News-Herald reported that he was 

sponsoring a bill to “make the civil defense director a cabinet member, provide a shelter 

program, and require a national policy to coordinate all civil defense activities.”68 

Florida civil defense planners, though financially limited, put a lot of thought into how 

best to protect the population of Florida, and ensure that the state government would continue to 

function during and after a nuclear war.  Far from a “boondoggle,” they went about their work 

realistically and efficiently, according to the resources they had available.  By the time the 

nuclear threat had matured, they had three main options.  First were blast shelters.  These were 

essentially bunkers, strongly fortified locations that could protect their occupants against 

anything short of a direct hit.  Their efficacy was thoroughly acknowledged, indeed, one such 

structure, the Raven Rock facility in Pennsylvania, offered key elements of the United States' 

military refuge in a veritable underground city.69 Blast shelters, though expensive, were effective 

enough that in the 1960s, Strategic Air Command began hardening its missile launch facilities 

using similar constructions, thereby protecting the United States' own nuclear arsenal from 

attacks devised to eliminate our capacity to retaliate.70  

With the advent of the hydrogen bomb, shelter requirements had shifted.  Blast shelters 

were still ideal, but those located in cities would almost surely be destroyed by the vastly more 

powerful thermonuclear weapons.  While a hydrogen bomb blast was far more powerful, the 

primary danger came from the radioactive fallout produced by the detonation of such a bomb at 
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ground level.  Fallout is radioactive ash, a product of the thousands of tons of earth consumed in 

the fireball of a nuclear explosion.  The wind can carry this radiation-emitting byproduct 

hundreds of miles or more from ground zero; threatening far more lives than the explosion alone.  

Individuals exposed to this ash can rapidly receive a lethal dose of radiation.  Fortunately, these 

particles rapidly "cool down," and after a few weeks the potential radiation levels are low enough 

that a person could safely venture outside for significant amounts of time in even the worst 

affected areas, if not permanently.71  

Building a structure to protect from fallout was significantly less expensive than one to 

protect from explosive overpressure as well.  Indeed, the 1962 National Fallout Shelter survey 

identified some fifty million existing structures which contained areas of significant radiation 

protection even though they had not been designed for such.  The survey chose these spaces 

based on a criterion of a "protection factor of 100."72 At this protective threshold, the radiation 

dose received by an individual would be one hundred times less than what a person standing in 

the open would suffer.  Achieving adequate protection from fallout was a simple matter of 

putting material between the radioactive ash and the protected space; the denser the better.73 

While certainly less than ideal for a shelter, even three or four feet of packed earth could greatly 

reduce the intensity of a radiation dosage.  Specific to the low lying areas of Florida, it should be 
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noted that while the common image of a fallout shelter is underground, any structure with 

significant mass surrounding the protected space served equally well. 

Until the late 1950s, the scientific community did not yet fully understand the dangers of 

radioactive fallout, nor did U.S. civil defense planners account for it.  Without sufficient 

awareness of the far reaching, but ultimately short-lived threat that fallout posed, evacuation 

presented the FCDA with a cheap, expedient, and effective option.  The best way to survive a 

nuclear bomb was not to be there when it went off.  Within the scope of civil defense's expertise 

and expectations as of 1956, the Operation Alert drill demonstrates Florida's planners' belief in 

the effectiveness of their work.  In an after-action report on the drill, the Director of Florida Civil 

Defense, Colonel H.W. Tarkington expressed his pleasure that the majority of Tallahassee's 

population had evacuated in good order, along with elements of the state government.  Based on 

their simulations, the evacuation of Tampa would have been similarly effective.   

Tarkington optimistically estimated that "under actual attack conditions," a similar action 

"would have undoubtedly resulted in saving the lives of the entire population of the Capital 

city."74 Based on their simulations, the evacuation of Tampa would have been similarly effective.  

Against the twenty kiloton bomb which hit Tallahassee in Operation Alert, and not accounting 

for fallout or in the case of an air burst detonation of a thermonuclear device, these evacuations 

would have been successful.  Based on their working knowledge, Florida's civil defense planners 

had performed very well.  Of critical importance here is the fact that Tarkington made this report 

to the State Civil Defense Council, not the public.  His optimism is not meant to foster hope for 

survival among the people, it is a report to his superiors of the drill's successes and failures.  

Now, it is entirely possible that Tarkington shaded the events of OPAL 1956 in the favor of he 
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and his subordinates, after all he was partially justifying his own work, but this is still a fairly 

realistic estimation of the effectiveness of civil defense free of any conceit for the sake of 

deterrence or propaganda. 

By the end of the 1950s, the scientific and civil defense communities had achieved a 

much better understanding of the nature of fallout, and Florida's civil defense protocols changed 

accordingly.  In 1961, Director Tarkington immediately set about facilitating the National Fallout 

Shelter Survey in his state, and instructed the county directors to make necessary 

accommodations to allow the federal surveyors access to the maximum number of potential 

shelters.  He also acknowledged the problem inherent in an effort on such a large scale: there 

would not immediately be enough public shelters for every member of a given community.  

Tarkington charged his subordinates with a "grave responsibility to develop utilization plans for 

the available shelters to best serve the interest of your community."75  

As there were not always enough shelter spaces to go around, planners still gave thought 

to evacuation, which still had some viability despite the dangers of fallout.  In the 1961 edition of 

Operation Alert, simulated evacuations of cities which were directly targeted still took place, 

subject to weather reports on wind direction "used to plot direction and distance of fallout."76 

Theoretically, these people could get to appropriate shelter areas, or far less likely dodge 

significant ashfall outright.  Given that fallout itself is wind-born ash, and would take at least a 

few hours to “fall out,” such an idea was not completely without merit.  To be sure, any 

evacuation taking place under fallout would have to direct evacuees towards shelters; assuming 

that communications and leadership apparatuses would be intact enough to manage these mass 

                                                
75 Florida Office of Director of Civil Defense, Tarkington to County Directors, 12 December, 1961, National Guard 
record group, admin records, box 20, file 381.6, SAF. 
76 “Report on Operation Alert, 1956,” National Guard record group, Admin Records, Box 20, File 381, SAF. 
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movements in the first place.  However, from the point of view of those running the drill, the 

evacuees’ prospects were still far better than if they had perished in the multi-megaton strikes on 

their home cities.77 Florida's civil defense program existed to save civilian lives in the event of 

nuclear war; they had a moral obligation to do all that they could. 

Furthermore, civil defense though largely focused on and associated with nuclear 

survival, was more generally for the management of disasters of all kinds.  Especially in Florida, 

civil defense planners gave significant thought to hurricanes and inclement weather.  Indeed, 

even in 1950, when Florida's civil defense organization began taking on its Cold War shape, 

planners were well aware of how common a threat hurricanes were in the state.78  Florida's 

Office of Civil Defense frequently mobilized when parts of the state were threatened by such 

events.  From this, it is even more apparent that civil defense had a real purpose.  Indeed, the 

propaganda and deterrence elements of the civil defense program are completely outside the 

sphere of natural disaster, except in that the program would have been generally visible to the 

public during such events.  Though a nuclear war would doubtless have been a more severe 

disaster than even the strongest hurricane, civil defense responses to the latter prove that 

Florida's planners had built an effective organization. 

For example, starting on September 8th 1960, the State of Florida Civil Defense Agency 

began operations in response to Hurricane Donna.  The day before, Director Tarkington had 

ordered the "State Standard Operating Procedures for Natural Disasters” activated.79 With winds 

as high as 150 miles per hour, Donna was what would now be classified as a particularly strong 

                                                
77 A potent display of the rapid development of nuclear technology and arsenals, Operation Alert 1961 assumed that 
Florida suffered eleven different hits, all on cities or military installations.  The smallest of these was a two megaton 
detonation; the largest: ten. 
78 "A Study of Civil Defense for the State of Florida," 1950, National Guard record group, Admin Records, Box 20, 
File 381, 10, SAF. 
79 Florida Civil Defense Agency, "Report on Civil Defense Operations During Hurricane Donna: September, 1960", 
State Library of Florida, 3. 
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category four hurricane.80 At the time, the United States Weather Bureau informed the Florida 

Civil Defense Agency that it was "the most destructive and vicious storm since the Weather 

Bureau records were first kept in 1886."81 Donna traveled almost directly up the Floridian 

peninsula; of major concern was the low-lying and heavily populated Miami, which Donna was 

projected to strike at nearly full strength.  The day before Donna was expected to hit the Keys, 

Director Tarkington had already moved into the Civil Defense Control Center in Dade County, 

the better to coordinate with the regional civil defense organization.82  By the end of the day, 

Judge H. Thomas Goodwin, the director of the general southeastern Office of Civil Defense 

Management region III also arrived in Dade County with his own staff.83  At that time: 

The Region, State, and Area staffs worked together in resolving problems incident to the 

storm.  Contact was established with the Florida Highway Patrol, the American Red 

Cross, radio, and television stations for broadcast of emergency information and to the 

extent possible with existing communications with local governments and military 

installations.84 

By September 12th, Governor Collins had joined the civil defense team in Dade County, and 

together they requested that President Johnson declare a state of emergency, which he soon did.85  

Recovery operations began as soon as Donna had passed, but were subsequently complicated by 

Hurricane Ethel and Tropical Storm Florence, which brought more heavy rains to southern 

                                                
80 Hiram Tarkington,"Final Report on Natural Disaster Operations – 1960," Gov Bryant 1961-64 Admin 
Correspondence, S 756, Box 20, FF 1, SAF.  Specifically, Tarkington reports 150 mile per hour winds were 
measured at Everglades, FL. 
81 Florida Civil Defense Agency, "Report on Civil Defense Operations During Hurricane Donna: September, 1960," 
State Library of Florida. 2. 
82 Hiram Tarkington,"Final Report on Natural Disaster Operations – 1960," Gov Bryant 1961-64 Admin 
Correspondence, S 756, Box 20, FF 1, SAF. 
83 Ibid.  
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid.   
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Florida between September 14th and 24th.  Overall damages for these three storms amounted to 

some three hundred million dollars in Florida alone.86 

According to civil defense reports, response and recovery operations went smoothly, 

despite the additional rainfall from the proceeding storms.  Director Tarkington even managed to 

make arrangements "to get dry ice into the areas to prevent loss of foods and perishables" in the 

storms' aftermath 87  There were, however, improvements to be made.  Tarkington noted that 

county-level lines of communications were severely taxed during the storms.  The county level 

was of great importance, he argued, because "the protection of life and property is the first 

thought in everyone's mind."88 Given that Tarkington and his regional superior had both 

relocated to Dade County to better direct operations, higher level communications were likely 

less utilized.  Part of the communications issues Tarkington attributes to a lack of sufficient pre-

planning by specific units, who consequently required micromanagement.89 With an eye towards 

responding to a nuclear attack, standing orders would be all the more important, as 

communications would surely be taxed even further. 

Florida's response was similarly effective in 1964, when Hurricane Dora hit Saint 

Augustine.  Given the significant warning time before the storm made landfall, the Civil Defense 

Agency had the opportunity to ensure their protocols were carried out to the letter.  For Dora, 

Tarkington reported that those citizens of St. Augustine and its surrounds who lived in flood 

zones "had moved to Red Cross shelters well in advance of the storm's onslaught."90  In 

comparison to the storm response of 1960, Tarkington expressed greater satisfaction this time; 

                                                
86 Ibid.   
87 Florida Civil Defense Agency, "Report on Civil Defense Operations During Hurricane Donna: September, 1960," 
State Library of Florida, 6. 
88 Ibid, 7. 
89 Ibid, 11. 
90 Florida Civil Defense Agency, "Report on Hurricane Dora: September 2-13," 1964, State Library of Florida, 5. 
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the only real deficiencies he noted were that numerous public services and shelters did not have 

sufficient capability to generate their own power.  To this end, Tarkington naturally suggested 

such places be required to acquire more generators.  He also recommended that his own and 

other government agencies ought to "have knowledge of the requirements needed to operate 

essential [electric] plant equipment in the event of a power failure."91  These conclusions are 

hardly groundbreaking, but they further demonstrate that the FCDA worked hard to discharge 

their duties, and continuously sought to improve their own training and capabilities. 

In Florida, civil defense also activated for localized events such as tornadoes and floods; 

not just hurricanes.  In 1962 alone, the Florida Civil Defense Agency conducted relief efforts for 

tornadoes in both Crestview and Milton, a flood in Sarasota, and assisted the Army Corps of 

Engineers with a severe beach erosion in Duval and St. Johns Counties, to say nothing of the 

Cuban Missile Crisis.92  On September 28, 1963, state and county civil defense personnel even 

responded to a particularly severe thunderstorm.  The storm itself was, according to the report, 

fairly uneventful.  For the most part, the state office served to keep up communications with the 

various county directors on Florida's West coast.93  Manatee County Civil Defense reported 

"about 100 evacuees," who returned home by boat the same day.94 All told, the official response 

lasted under five hours from first reports to the all-clear.  Seemingly trivial, this demonstrates 

that Florida's civil defense planners were far from passive.  They had confidence in the program 

they had built, and put their training and plans to use whenever it became necessary.  Internally, 

civil defense worked with a narrative of survival that made it a problem to be solved.  By no 

                                                
91 Ibid, 28.  
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means were they waiting around for the Soviets to attack, there was always more work to be 

done.  For even one of Manatee County's evacuees to have perished as a result of inaction on the 

part of the FCDA would have been a failure; the organization existed to protect the citizens of 

Florida. 

The exact number of lives which civil defense might have saved in the event of a nuclear 

war varies.  Indeed, such a figure is highly dependent on the exact timing, targeting, and strength 

of the feared attack, and these were in constant fluctuation throughout the Cold War.  Even 

within the State of Florida, the exact numbers are hard to pin down.  It was the nature of the Cold 

War that civil defense planners could only ever play catch-up.  And play they did, despite the 

changing parameters, Florida's civil defense organization continually strove to ensure the 

survival of their fellow citizens, even if it meant scaring them into action.  Though in reality they 

responded more to natural disasters, the organization as a whole still saw nuclear attack as chief 

among the threats that Florida and the United States faced.  The picture they painted of this 

possible future was grim; survivors of an attack would face a harsh new reality, but they would 

be alive, as would their government, and recovery could begin. 

Ultimately, it is impossible to know how effective civil defense might truly have been in 

an atomic war; after all, the Soviets never attacked.  Certainly, the United States' civil defense 

preparations had some utility beyond the physical protection of the American people.  The fact is 

that civil defense did serve as a passive augmentation of deterrence policy, but compared to the 

tremendous and active threat of nuclear retaliation in kind – mutually assured destruction – this 

effect was negligible.  Furthermore, civil defense did have elements of propaganda, focused not 

on the control of panic, but on the redirection of fear towards participation in its protective 

aspects.  At the very heart of civil defense plans in Florida rested a faith in its true effectiveness.  
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They had set out to make a nuclear war survivable, and their efforts certainly helped the public’s 

chances.  Florida's civil defense planners demonstrated through their exhaustive efforts that they 

believed in the work they did.  When natural disaster struck, they repeatedly demonstrated that 

their beliefs were well founded.  To them, civil defense stood as the nation's final failsafe.  If 

deterrence collapsed, and the many fears of the Cold War turned into realities, civil defense 

offered real protection for when the bombs fell.  Or so the plan went. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

PUBLIC NARRATIVES OF CIVIL DEFENSE 

 

 
Despite the efforts of the Florida Civil Defense Agency (FCDA), and those of the nation's 

other civil defense organs, the American people, for the most part, did not seem convinced of its 

capacity to save their lives.  Public debates on the subject focused on whether or not a program 

of civil defense was worth the effort at all, beyond questions about degrees of effectiveness.  The 

public examined civil defense through a narrative lens of unseen costs.  While not explicitly 

discounting the official government stance that survival was possible both for individuals and the 

United States as a national unit, the public dwelled far more on the meaning of survival.  What 

did it say about America that its people were constantly preparing to ride out a nuclear 

cataclysm?  If they had to do so, what kind of nation would emerge from its shelters? 95 

More so than any deficiency in civil defense plans or changes in the dynamics of the Cold 

War itself, these competing narratives are the primary reason that civil defense is now seen as 

insincere; even as something of a joke.  Indeed, even if civil defense was purely a propaganda 

effort for the benefit of the American public, it was a poor attempt, as they did not believe it.  

Regardless of the true motivation behind it, the vast majority of the public's experience of civil 

defense was one of serious doubt over whether or not they were willing to pay the sacrifices that 

civil defense seemingly demanded.  Though the efforts of the FCDA were evidently sincere, as 

were those of its federal counterparts, the cultural impacts of civil defense were bigger than the 

                                                
95 This chapter is in significant accord with Kenneth Rose’s work in chapter three of One Nation Underground 

(2001).  In it, he makes an exploration of the public’s rejection of the fallout shelter as it pertains to the overall 
failure of civil defense nationally, and plumbs the moral dimensions.  Though I have approached the problem from a 
primarily Floridian perspective, and ultimately move towards a study of narrative and memory, I would be remiss 
not to acknowledge his excellent scholarship. 



40 

organization itself ever was.  Thus, further exploration of the roots and subsequent 

manifestations of said reservation offers a useful avenue of investigation into American culture 

at the very height of the Cold War.  

Edward McDermott (a federal civil defense official) offered a superb classification of the 

major varieties of public reservation about civil defense in 1962: the belief that a nuclear war is 

so terrible that it could not happen, or the belief that one could indeed happen, but would simply 

not be worth surviving to see its aftermath.96  Alice George, a historian of civil defense, agreed 

with McDermott’s thoughts from decades earlier, saying that “by the 1960s, most Americans had 

a vision of nuclear war: towering mushroom clouds, sudden devastation, an eerily empty 

landscape, and death, perhaps even mankind’s end.”97  Furthermore, having either one of these 

points of view, some members of the public doubtless preferred simply not to think about nuclear 

war at all, much less an attempt to survive one.  Indeed, the idea of survival carried with it a new 

set of uncomfortable questions.  There were of course those who wholeheartedly believed in civil 

defense; justifiably so, given the faith that Florida's planners placed in their own work.  These 

people were a minority, however, and most Americans did not place much stock in the idea of 

civil defense.  Others, having ruminated on the means and the ends of civil defense, arrived at the 

conclusion that it was a morally dubious prospect at best; a symptom of the global ills of the 

Cold War.   

No matter their specifics reaction to civil defense, people were worried; after all there 

was a chance, however small, that any given day could be their last.  Try as they might to ignore 

it, civil defense and the threat of nuclear war were inescapable parts of life during the period 

                                                
96 Edward McDermott, "Public Support of Civil Emergency Planning." In Behavioral Science and Civil Defense, ed. 
George W. Baker and Leonard S. Cottrell Jr. (Washington: National Research Council, 1962).  Cited in Davis, 121. 
97 Alice George, Awaiting Armageddon: How Americans Faced the Cuban Missile Crisis (Chapel Hill, NC: 
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under discussion.  Even civil defense personnel were not immune; civil defense planning was 

their profession, but they would be victims of a nuclear attack all the same.  Using more 

documents from Florida's civil defense organization and evidence drawn out of the popular 

press98 dealing with the question of nuclear war and the debate over civil defense, this thesis will 

now explore the American public's skeptical relationship with the very idea of survival in the 

dangerous atomic era. 

In the age of supersonic aircraft and missile-laden submarines, it was readily apparent to 

the American public, especially those who had served in the Second World War that the nature 

of war was changing rapidly.  Compared to even ten years before, weapons of all kinds were 

faster, stronger, more numerous, and smarter, even than ever before.  Indeed, life in the United 

States was changing in general.  The nation was assuming a new role in international affairs, 

cities and homes were undergoing a period of rapid transition, as was American culture in the 

period after World War Two.  The early Cold War was full of new technologies, and not just in 

the realm of atomic science; it was an era of new things in the civilian sphere as well.  Before 

exploring the expression of popular anxieties of the nuclear age, we must first understand 

something of the culture they existed in. 

As Americans entered the 1950s; a victorious United States seemed on top of the world.99  

Prosperity seemed natural, even deserved.  Having fought a war in the name of the American 

way of life, the American people could enjoy the fruits of their victory.  Karal Ann Marling 

                                                
98 Though I have endeavored to draw from primary materials available to the average Floridian, many of these were 
published widely in other parts of the United States, this was deliberate.  This chapter is less focused on Florida 
specifically than the previous.  A widening of focus is necessary to the drive towards cultural memory in chapter 
four; locality is much harder to pin down in that context. 
99 This is not to say that there were no troubling issues; the Korean War comes to mind.  However, domestically, the 
outlook was generally optimistic. 
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describes drastic changes in the American cultural landscape between the end of WWII and the 

early 1950s: 

In 1945, 200,000 new homes had been built nationwide; in 1950, 1,154,000.  In 1945, 

outside of a few labs, there were no television sets in private hands; in 1950 alone, 

7,500,000 were sold.  In 1945, 70,000 cars rolled off the assembly line; in 1950, 

6,665,000. […] The good life rolled by on big, soft Goodyear tires.  It was the car that 

fueled new industrial prosperity, created the suburbs where new houses sprouted like 

dandelions after rain, and shaped the suburban lifestyle whose manners and mores were 

codified in the TV sitcoms of the 1950s.100 

The trappings of life in mid-century America were very much a part of the early Cold 

War; they were signs not only of the individual owner's success, but that of the United States as a 

whole.  These luxuries were things afforded to citizens by the virtues of American capitalism 

and, it followed, almost impossible dreams under Soviet communism.  On a deeper level, 

American homes, and all the possessions that filled them, "seemed to offer a secure, private nest 

removed from the dangers of the outside world […] the self-contained home held out the 

promise of security in an insecure world.101   

In the context of the American family, Elaine Tyler May approaches civil defense as a 

partial expression of a number of anxieties in which the stereotypical "nuclear family" of the 

post-war era emerged.  Alongside fears of a repeat of the Great Depression which had followed 

the First World War, communist plots, and the uncertainty generated by the changing status of 
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women in society, the American public had to contend with atomic energy as well.102 May 

contends that "although relatively few Americans actually built them, private [fallout] shelters 

symbolized family security and togetherness in the face of a frightening world."103 Civil defense 

was closely tied into American life during the early Cold War 

Lisle Rose remarks that compared to 1949, many of the public’s insecurities concerning 

the problems of the post-war world had manifested far more completely by 1950, and that "more 

than security had fled American life in the tumultuous midcentury year.  Hope, trust, and the last 

tendrils of wartime unity also were gone, to be replaced by anger, suspicion, division, and a 

dogged rather than sanguine determination to protect the republic."104  This threat-charged 

atmosphere is in direct juxtaposition to the contented and prosperous image of the United States 

in the 1950s that may exist in the contemporary memory. 

Tom Vanderbilt carries the domestication of the nuclear threat even further, exploring the 

ways that civil defense was literally built into American cities and homes.  He describes the 

private family shelter as a new kind of space, one that tied the home to a hypothetical global 

confrontation and to a new way of life, where the suburban nuclear family, relying on the 

ingenuity of industry, the doctrines of 'preparedness,' and their own strength as a social unit, 

could wait out Armageddon in stylish, if spartan, comfort.105 Shelters and planning alone were 

not all that was necessary for riding out a nuclear war, and the language of civil defense tied 

elements of the American national character to survival.  It was not only individuals that would 

live on, but the United States as a cultural and political entity.   
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The United States faced an unprecedented kind of threat, and the countermeasures to it 

were equally so.  The home shelter was additionally "an admission that the traditional source of 

shelter – the home – was no longer sufficient," regardless of whether or not an individual 

actually chose to construct one.106 Matthew Farish explores the American city in a similar light, 

dwelling on the "generic idea of American urban space as a target."107  Ostensibly for collecting 

data for the fine-tuning of civil defense plans, many Americans would have noted with concern 

that nuclear tests often featured model buildings or even whole towns within the blast radius.   

Farish positions civil defense in the public consciousness as contributing "more 

generally, to the deepening nationalization and normalization of militarization during the early 

Cold War."108 When outside the home, Americans would have been surrounded by yet more 

reminders of not only the stakes of their nation's struggle with the Soviet Union, but also the fact 

that they were, in a sense, unwilling combatants.  Perhaps they would have been confronted with 

flyers like those dropped over Tallahassee.  Perhaps they would spot the triple fans of a sign 

marking a building as a fallout shelter, along with a note of its capacity.109  Truly, nuclear war 

and civil defense were always lurking in the background of American life.   

From the perspective of the public, therefore, the early years of the Cold War were an 

unsettling contradiction.  Visions looking towards a shining era of technology and domestic 

content were occasionally interrupted by reminders that mankind's progress could be the very 

instrument of its ultimate destruction.  Automobiles came equipped with hot-selling fins and 

chrome, yet these were also the features of bombers and missiles in the American imagination.  
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Admiring the gleaming hood rockets of his Chevrolet, the stereotypical suburban father could 

all-too-easily imagine life sized versions of those ornaments carrying nuclear weapons to his 

hometown at space-age speeds.  Such technologies were little understood by the average 

American – save for the aesthetic value of their image applied to the hood of a car.  Along with 

the strategic and political esoterica of the Cold War, these were almost wholly the realm of the 

scientist, who, 

while not entirely removed from the long white lab coat and test tubes of the past, was 

fatherly, almost deific.  The image is one of a calm, wise, concerned, patriarchal 

personage.  The scientist was therefore trustworthy, even priestlike, in demeanor, and as a 

community, we looked to him (the image was male, naturally) for careful, deliberate, 

informed guidance in areas of knowledge that the rest of us only feared and recoiled 

from.110 

Americans trusted the voices of expert authority when they ventured outside the realm of 

their own knowledge and experience.  May notes that many Americans sought expert opinions in 

fields within their more immediate experiences as well, as evidenced by the "tremendous 

popularity of Benjamin Spock's Baby and Child Care," or the "religiously inspired scientific 

formulas for success" of The Power of Positive Thinking.111  However, as we will see, though 

Americans sought expert testimony, the voice of authority always positive, nor did they always 

accept the reply.  In fact, public reactions to the atomic bomb mostly ran contrary to the 

proscriptions of expert and government authority. 
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Some historians, such as Spencer Weart have focused more specifically on the effects of 

the atomic bomb on American culture.  Weart notes that consumerism and survival frequently 

intersected.  For example, "swimming pool contractors became experts on shelter construction 

[digging holes and pouring concrete were desirable skills for shelter contractors, after all], and 

manufacturers of everything from biscuits to portable radios discovered that they were already 

making survival equipment" when crisis produced a surge in civil defense activity.112  

Conversely, Weart recounts that, although survey data from 1954 showed that most Americans 

felt "that civil defense was a sensible precaution, […] very few of these individuals had taken the 

least concrete action to safeguard their own families."113  Just as they could buy the makings of a 

good life, Americans could purchase the means to preserve their own, yet few did.  George offers 

other another survey performed during 1961 and 62 suggesting that “roughly a third of the 

population believed that a general nuclear war was likely,” and that in the event of a nuclear war 

“70 percent thought that bombs and missiles would rain down on their own communities.”114  It 

follows that public objections to civil defense were not focused on its effectiveness alone.   

The American public had at their disposal various resources for utilizing the civil defense 

infrastructure built on their behalf.  These programs incorporated the most current information 

available at the time.  Granted, it was all ultimately speculative because there had never been an 

atomic attack on the United States; test data was the closest anybody could get.  To its officials 

and advocates, civil defense against atomic attack was deadly serious business.  However, the 

citizens of the United States were resistant to the idea.  A haze of distrust, fear of the atom, and 

pride in the superiority of the American way of life, had settled into the public consciousness.  

                                                
112 Spencer Weart, Nuclear Fear: A History of Images (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 1988), 255. 
113 Ibid, 135. 
114Ralph Garrett, “Summary of Studies of Public Attitudes toward and Information about Civil Defense,” 
(Washington: Office of Civil Defense, 1963) quoted in George, Awaiting Armageddon, 82. 



47 

Culturally speaking, civil defense never connected with its erstwhile beneficiaries; they did not 

want to learn more, even after civil defense demonstrated its usefulness during natural disasters. 

Though it was an uncomfortable topic, nuclear war remained a common subject in the 

news of the 1950s and 60s.  Everyone, from school children to their parents and grandparents 

received frequent and powerful reminders of the nature of the Cold War.  In Florida, even if 

citizens paid little heed to the information their state civil defense planners tried to disseminate in 

order to give their fears an outlet, they would have had little chance of ignoring all information 

about the threat that they lived under coming from other sources.  As technology and the United 

States' position in the Cold War changed throughout the 1950s and 60s, the average American 

could not help but hear what effect it had on their chances of living through an atomic war.  On 

May 25, 1950, not even a year since the Soviet Union successfully tested an atomic weapon of 

their own, readers of the Panama City News Herald (and papers around the nation) saw a 

headline warning that a suitably updated program of civil defense was at least two years away.115  

The loss of the United States' nuclear monopoly was not completely a surprise; surely 

nobody imagined that the Soviet Union would have neglected developing atomic weapons for 

themselves, but it was unsettling news all the same.  The Associated Press qualified this two year 

timeline for a new civil defense plan, saying that an "emergency plan" would be ready much 

sooner to help "give cities an idea of how they could use their present equipment and manpower 

in case of an immediate attack."116 Of special interest to the citizens of Panama City was a note 

saying that the state of Florida had yet to even appoint someone to oversee civil defense 
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planning.117 At such an early stage in the Cold War, this state of affairs is somewhat 

understandable, but the implication at the time would have been clear that civil defense was a 

problem for the future.  While a proper national civil defense plan would have taken time to draw 

up, identifying and appointing someone to even start the job in Florida would logically have been 

on a shorter timeline.  In these early years, the public did not so much disagree with civil defense 

as they ignored it.  Why should the average Floridian devote time and thought to civil defense 

preparations when their state government had yet to begin doing so? 

The state did made quick progress on this front, however, and by the end of 1950 the 

General of the Florida National Guard, Mark W. Lance, was working on organizing Florida's 

civil defense apparatus.  The nascent Florida Office of Civil Defense had already begun 

appointing county-level directors, as well.  One of these, Reverend Thomas M. Byrne of Bay 

County arranged to put civil defense more in the public eye in his area.  Throughout January of 

1951, the Panama City News Herald ran a serialized version of a national civil defense booklet, 

Survival Under Atomic Attack.118  Running into the next month, this booklet speaks to most of 

the common worries that had arisen among the American public since the Soviet Union gained 

nuclear capability.  By its emphases, we can better understand the thoughts that most people had 

about the atomic bomb and surviving it. 

The very first issue informs readers that more than half of those who were a mile away 

from ground zero at Hiroshima and Nagasaki survived and are still alive.119  At this time, the 

atom bomb was couched as essentially an enormous conventional explosive; the radiation effect, 

though new and little understood, was not the cause of significantly more casualties; certainly 
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not compared to later thermonuclear weapons.  Of the survivors at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 

residents of Panama City were reassured that "they are not riddled with cancer.  Their children 

are normal.  Those who were temporarily unable to have children because of the radiation are 

now having children again."120 While the assertion that radiation was not a significant factor in 

the long-term health of the survivors of the atomic bombings would seem unquestionably shaded 

towards soothing troubled American nerves, it is important to note that at the time of the 

booklet's publication the few years of data available to scientists had not begun to suggest 

otherwise.  This information aimed to convince those Americans who thought that radiation 

exposure would simply be a slower death otherwise.  Surviving the bomb itself was not the 

concern, it was the aftermath that troubled people.   

Towards the end of Survival Under Atomic Attack is a segment titled "kill the myths," 

which begins with perhaps the most important: "Atomic weapons will not destroy the earth."121  

Another "myth" was the idea that radiation would be the biggest killer, to which the booklet 

responds that only in cases of "underground or underwater explosions" would this be true.122 The 

information outlined above was a practical, albeit watered down for ease of consumption, guide 

to methods and measures that would have been available to the average American in the early 

1950s.  Almost all of the information within was rendered inadequate by the advent of 

thermonuclear weapons a few years later, but its coverage of atomic issues reveals both the 

questions that the public narrative raised as well as the government’s awareness of them.  Never 

before had anybody imagined that a weapon might destroy the world itself; the atomic bomb 

held a special and unsettling place in the American imagination.  
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Even knowing that the planet would not be blown asunder, the American public knew 

that atomic weapons could destroy their cities or towns.  In February of 1952, the “Alert 

America” convoy toured Florida as part of its national route, bringing its traveling civil defense 

exhibit to multiple communities.  Floridians had the opportunity to learn more about “the 

peaceful uses of atomic energy as well as the changes wrought by new biological, chemical, 

psychological, and incendiary weapons of modern warfare.”123 For those Americans who saw the 

exhibit, the accompanying booklet gave them a sobering thought to take home: "In another war, 

the enemy would not try simply to kill our men in uniform, or destroy supplies and 

communications.  His first target would be the heart of America.  He would strike first at our 

people and our homes."124 There was no sugar-coating it: all Americans, Floridians included, 

would be caught in the crossfire of a possible war with the Soviet Union, and such a war would 

be fought with weapons that most people knew next to nothing about, beyond their 

destructiveness.   

In Florida, citizens had plenty of exposure to the ideas of nuclear war and civil defense, 

both through the Office of Civil Defense itself and less official channels, since the earliest days 

of the United States’ atomic contest with the Soviet Union.  Throughout the Cold War, the 

American public would continue to receive updates on the state of this conflict.  For many 

people, civil defense would have been their most direct experience with the ultimately abstract 

Cold War.  For those not directly involved, the War in Korea or the diplomatic maneuverings 

between Washington and Moscow were distant things conveyed to them only through headlines.  
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For example, when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957, the average American’s life did 

not change all that much in terms of their daily routines, except for a general feeling that their 

country was falling behind technologically.  After all, if the Soviets could put a satellite atop a 

rocket, who was to say that they could not do the same with a nuclear weapon?  When the 

headlines turned sour and tensions with the Soviet Union increased, the Cold War crept closer to 

home.  People’s thoughts turned to basements, supplies, and potential evacuation routes; a 

frightening intrusion of international hostilities into the lives of individuals.  Civil defense was in 

every American town, transforming news stories into lived experiences, and home fronts into 

frontlines.  Americans had become unwilling combatants in a war they could not understand. 

When it came to developments concerning nuclear war and potentially having to survive 

one, good news was often hard to come by.  Even though Florida’s civil defense planners 

operated with faith that their efforts would be effective; a nuclear war would nevertheless have 

been a disaster of a truly massive scale.  Indeed, in 1954 the national director of the civil defense, 

Val Peterson went on the record stating that despite the good work CD had already done around 

the country, “there is no civil defense organization in America equal to the problem we face.”125  

Mr. Peterson went on to say that it was up to state civil defense planners to help bridge that 

critical gap in readiness, but to readers of The News Tribune, of Fort Pierce, Florida, this story’s 

headline said enough: “CD Organization Unequal to Problem.”126  While Peterson’s intent was 

doubtless to draw more attention to the necessity of further civil defense planning by provoking a 

twinge of fear, the public heard a different story.  Even from the highly placed civil defense 
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officials, there was an admission that the United States could never be truly ready for a Soviet 

attack.   

Director Peterson was also clear that any one method of defense could not be a total 

solution in and of itself.  Of the Nike antiaircraft missile, which many hoped could shoot down 

any nuclear bombers that the Soviet Union dispatched, Peterson warned the press that the nuclear 

threat defied surety in defense.127  Even if Nike could effectively destroy a majority of enemy 

bombers, some would still get through, and there were still nuclear-armed submarines, or even 

weapons smuggled into the country by nuclear saboteurs to contend with.  It only took a few 

bombs to reap massive destruction; only two had drawn the Second World War to a swift 

conclusion.  Where such admissions spurred Florida’s own civil defense planners into action, it 

was enough to convince members of the public that there was really nothing that they could do. 

For every perceived solution there appeared yet more dire contingencies to circumvent them.  

Nuclear weapons were seemingly too powerful to counter. 

In July of 1957, readers of journalist Peter Edson's "Washington Notebook" saw his 

briefing on a brand new joint publication by the federal civil defense organization and the 

Atomic Energy Commission, titled The Effects of Nuclear Weapons.  Edson got straight to his 

point, calling the new book "379 pages of bad news, any way you look at it."128  Edson continues 

to say that "this paper-packed volume – which you can buy for $2 like any other losing horse," is 

meant to replace a similar book from 1950.129  Here was a prominent news column calling civil 

defense planning and preparations a losing bet; a waste of both time and money. Compared to 
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1950, Edson states the obvious: nuclear weapons had grown incredibly more powerful in the 

seven years since then.  Such a rapid pace of advancement only served make the threat all the 

greater, especially alongside statements like those made by Director Peterson a few years earlier.  

Not only was there no sure defense against nuclear weapons – as the public already feared – they 

kept growing more powerful.  In 1957, development of even stronger bombs showed no signs of 

slowing down.  What preparations were adequate then could well become obsolete within a year 

or two. 

To those people who shared Edson's outlook, devising conventional defenses against a 

decidedly unconventional weapon was an exercise in futility.  Civil defense could never be 

completely effective, and could therefore never save everybody.  The solution, if indeed there 

was one, would have to come by other means.  Fighting the apparent uphill battle of civil defense 

preparedness ad nauseum would never bear lasting fruit.  Edson's column was not exclusive to 

Florida, either.  This opinion that civil defense was not the answer found a lot of traction all over 

the United States, and the press supported such.  The American people believed far more in the 

destructive capacity of nuclear weapons than they did in civil defense's ability to protect against 

them.  They believed that the question of survival was not always the right one to ask.  Perhaps 

constantly ratcheting up civil defense efforts was not the best use of resources. 

Despite many attempts to convince the public otherwise, the idea that nuclear war would 

be a disaster beyond any mitigation proved resilient.  Even after numerous endorsements from 

political, military, and scientific authorities – to say nothing of the Florida Civil Defense 

Agency's attempts to create and harness a degree of fear in their state – the majority of 

Americans never truly threw their support behind their country’s nuclear survival programs.130  
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This was because the public narratives of survival did not align with those of the officials.  The 

trust that many Americans placed in expert and especially scientific authority had its limits.  For 

example, The “Washington News Notebook” reported in late 1957 that Dr. Edward Teller, 

“father of the H-bomb,” went on Senate record saying that “’we should do more about 

shelters.’”131 In the arena of public authorities on nuclear weapons, the American public would 

likely have held the “father” of thermonuclear weapons in fairly high regard.  Indeed, only a 

small group of specialists worldwide could claim even close the same apparent authority.   

Other advocates for civil defense came from the RAND Corporation, a premier military 

think-tank.  Herman Kahn (who has already appeared in the introduction), a noted contributor to 

the theory of deterrence and an analyst associated with RAND, offered several practical, if cold, 

arguments in favor of civil defense.  He famously postulated that the most effective deterrent to 

soviet aggression was to build a literal doomsday device, and place it under computerized 

control.  Simply put, it obviated all Soviet calculations of risk or assessments of U.S. strength; if 

they attacked, the computer would trigger the device in a simple piece of machine logic and 

destroy the world.  Of course, nobody actually believed that such a solution was the right one, it 

was merely an illustration by which Kahn asserted that a nuclear war was possible and 

potentially winnable. 

How could the United States win a nuclear war?  Kahn’s answer was survival.  Kahn 

believed that effective civil defense would be expensive, but well worth the cost, saying if “by 

spending a few billion dollars, or by being more competent or lucky, we can cut the number of 

dead from 40 to 20 million, we have done something vastly worth doing!”132 Indeed, RAND 

even noted a general dismissal of civil defense on the part of the public in a study which Kahn 
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discusses the merits of evacuation.  Even in the thermonuclear era of multi-megaton weapons 

and radioactive fallout, RAND concluded that evacuation “was worthwhile and that adequate 

preparations for it should be made as soon as possible.”133 Here, the expertise concentrated in the 

Pentagon’s favorite brain trust seemed to turn against the American people.  The fatherly 

scientist’s expert opinion was frightening instead of affirming.  How could twenty million deaths 

be considered a satisfactory outcome?  Indeed, Kahn’s On Thermonuclear War became 

somewhat infamous for the coldhearted and detached analysis of its titular subject.  One reviewer 

called it an “evil and tenebrous book […] permeated with a bloodthirsty irrationality such as I 

have not seen in my years of reading.”134 

Even with the endorsement of prominent individuals, and the many efforts of officials in 

Florida and around the country, public reactions to civil defense ranged from lukewarm to 

outright anger.  Amidst Val Peterson’s advice and admonitions regarding the need for detailed 

and comprehensive civil defense for a wide variety of possible dangers, the Wall Street Journal 

made a scathing response which was reprinted in Florida newspapers.  Mentioning some type of 

“bedroom buzzer” under consideration by the Office of Civil Defense, presumably to give 

enhanced warning time in case of nighttime attack, the Journal sardonically explains that  

Each family would have the device, doubtless in the room with the least snoring going on 

[…] Now we wouldn’t for the world want to hinder Mr. Peterson’s efforts to do his job 

for us.  And if he develops this buzzer idea and wants us to use it, why we’ll do it; but 

we’d rather pass it by.  It takes two cups of coffee to get us awakened under the most 
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ideal of all possible conditions, and our buzzer would have to go off a good half hour 

before anyone else’s buzzer to do us any good at all.  Also we’re not all convinced that if 

somebody dropped an H-bomb in the neighborhood we’d be any happier about it for 

being wide awake.135 

This article speaks not to the common worries and fears of the nuclear age, but of the popular 

responses to such.  The Wall Street Journal’s opinion on the bedside civil defense buzzer was 

written with tongue firmly in cheek, but its final statement is telling.  The unnamed author of this 

piece shared their fatalistic point of view with many others; namely that if nuclear war came, 

death would be inevitable, so there was no point in worrying about it.  To wear out an old cliché 

even further, they could just as likely be hit by a bus; a potential nuclear war was firmly outside 

of an individual's control.  There was no need to let civil defense into one’s bedroom in the 

meantime.  Indeed, dark humor aside, perhaps some people really believed that ignorance was 

bliss, preferring to live their lives as they chose, not according to the dictates of nuclear survival.  

It was hard to remain scared of attack at all times; people still had lives to lead.  In the colossal 

contest of nations the American public had become wrapped up in, perhaps the only choice 

available to the individual was choosing their reaction to the threat of death.   

Such an attitude even made its way into the funny papers.  In the winter of 1954, readers 

of Archie were treated to a scene in which Principal Weatherbee is struck by a well-placed 

snowball from “snipers” on his way to the school.136  Hoping to outsmart his assailants, the 

principal dons a civil defense helmet in preparation for his trip back home.  On the way, he 

stoops over to read a handbill which questions “will civil defense protect all areas?”  In his 
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vulnerable state, his ambushers from that morning seize their opportunity and hit Mr. 

Weatherbee in his rear.  

 

 

 

To its doubters, while civil defense looked very impressive; with plenty of supplies (like 

helmets) and a thorough outreach program to drum up interest, it was ultimately bluster.  Like 

Director Val Peterson warned, the United States would have to be prepared for threats of many 

kinds from many directions.  Surely even with the most comprehensive preparations, the Soviets 

would do their best to catch the United States by surprise.  Even comic strips were aware that 

vulnerability was unavoidable.  Civil defense had kept Mr. Weatherbee’s head virtually 

impervious to attack, but his assailants came from behind, and he still went home wet with snow; 

having lost his dignity in the process.  Many wondered what sort of person desired a life lived 

out of a bunker.  How could one remain tensed to dive below ground all of the time?   

An extension of the indignity associated with civil defense, some people viewed 

evacuation and sheltering as acts of cowardice.  Shortly after the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 

of 1962, Florida’s Governor Farris Bryant received and replied to correspondence from one Mr.  

Figure 2: “Archie” 



58 

 

 

 

William Rosen of Miami Beach.  Rosen took issue with the fact that the Governor had 

gone into the shelter beneath his mansion during the crisis, an act the press had captured in a 

photograph.  His complaint was that the governor ought to “be last [to take shelter] (as Captain 

of any ship).”137  Bryant appears in the picture in question with a radio in his hand, 

hypothetically remaining in communication with the various organs of state and national civil 

defense in the event of an actual nuclear crisis.138 Rosen informed Governor Bryant that one of 

his local judges had “packed up and flew to Missouri with his wife and children” during the 
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crisis.139 Pursuant to the latter complaint, Rosen questioned the Governor, asking “Don’t you 

think that this is an act of gross unpatriotic action by a ranking State Official, that this is an 

example of selfishness, couwardice [sic], and unstability [sic],” to leave Florida at the height of 

an intense crisis?   

Though Governor Bryant assured Rosen that the photograph was “just a pose,”140 this 

correspondence is an example of a larger distrust in the government that ran through civil 

defense debates.  It was easy for the president or the governor of a state to advocate for civil 

defense when they themselves had well-appointed bunkers to retreat to should the worst come to 

pass.  For example, beginning in 1961 while Congress debated over what budget civil defense 

ought to have, or what minimum protection factor was acceptable for public fallout shelters, they 

were all personally safe in the knowledge that they could retreat to the massive bunker beneath 

the Greenbrier luxury resort in West Virginia.  This more than one hundred thousand square foot 

facility was equipped with everything necessary for Congress to continue functioning in the 

event of a nuclear attack on the United States.141 Now, the public did not know about that 

specific facility until after the Cold War ended in the 1990s, but any reasonable person would 

have been able to guess at the existence of such a provision for members of the government.  

There could be no doubt that the likes of the President had a strongly built shelter.  Indeed, in 

Florida, Governor Bryant had been photographed in his own bunker; it was not a secret.  

Compared to the do-it-yourself instructions released in the 1960 film "Walt Builds a Family 
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Fallout Shelter," many Americans would have suspected that their government officials were 

much better equipped.142  

In the video, Walt assures the viewer that "anyone who isn't all thumbs" can build a 

fallout shelter for their family.143 This is not to say that a shelter of the type Walt constructed 

would have been ineffective, on the contrary, its double-thick concrete walls would certainly 

have blocked a significant portion of fallout radiation based on the then-current understanding of 

it.  At the end of the film, the director of the Office of Civil Defense Mobilization appears to say 

that he himself has a fallout shelter in his own home.  However, the film left viewers with the 

impression that the Director's shelter was probably constructed to a different standard than that 

of the folksy, pipe smoking, Walt.  The weight of the Cold War seemed greater than any number 

of do-it-yourselfers could shoulder.   

 Though few Americans likely shared Mr. Rosen’s boldness in criticizing his Governor 

directly, his sentiment – that civil defense was ultimately selfish, immoral, or even un-American 

– was popular, and found voice in numerous publications.  The year before, in 1961, Time 

Magazine noted these exact feelings among segments of society.  Time noted that “Many feel 

that blast and fallout shelters are cowardly.”144  They further appealed to both military and moral 

authorities to validate such a feeling among its readers:  

They would convert our people into a horde of rabbits, scurrying for warrens, where they 

would cower helplessly while waiting the coming of a conqueror," said Major General 

John B. Medaris (ret.), former chief of the Army Ballistic Missile Agency. Others believe 

that other moral values are at stake. Said Rabbi Maurice N. Eisendrath, president of the 
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Union of American Hebrew Congregations: "It is the morality of men and affairs which 

challenges us, not the morality of moles or other underground creatures, slithering in 

storm cellars.145 

In both General Medaris’ and Rabbi Eisendrath’s opinions, sheltering underground was 

the realm of rodents, and not an act befitting the American people.  As a matter of national pride, 

civil defense had troubling implications for the average citizen.  The United States ought to win 

future wars, to merely survive them was contrary to the image of Americans as just victors, 

which had arisen after World War Two.  Many would have preferred the Wall Street Journal’s 

approach, to enjoy the American way of life to its fullest, come what may. Allowing Soviet 

threats to force them underground would have been a defeat in and of itself.  Furthermore, 

assuming that their retreat below ground was effective, what would that say about those 

Americans who emerged to try and rebuild.  As if worry that the world might be choked in ash 

and radiation were not enough, the survivors would be a society of cowards as well.  In a certain 

sense, surviving the war would only have been adding insult to the United States' collective 

injury. 

Writing for Harper's Magazine, another very prominent national publication, Robert 

Moses, a well-known New York City urban planner voiced similarly negative opinions of civil 

defense in a November 1957 article appropriately titled "The Civil Defense Fiasco."146 Moses' 

piece speaks very poorly of civil defense.  Moses complained that the "people who have been 

running what little there is in Washington and in most of our states and cities have not been 

competent or persuasive, and they don't seem to have much public standing anywhere."147 That 
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being said, Moses did recommend a system of fallout shelters, but only if such spaces could 

serve a peacetime purpose as well.  He offers as an example a hypothetical "system of walks in 

certain strategic parts of New York City [...] you could have stores underground.  People would 

be kept off the streets and away from traffic."148  Interestingly enough, this line became official 

only a few years later.  Indeed, in "Walt Builds a Family Fallout Shelter," the final product is 

kitted out as a guest room in peacetime.149  At any rate, Moses was dissatisfied with the state of 

civil defense at the time of his writing, summarizing: 

We shall have to live with this problem somehow or other.  We are not going 

underground.  We shall not evacuate and disperse.  We shall not change our way of life.  

the sane people of the country will not take this threat seriously enough to support a 

fantastic national underground escapist program, costing between twenty and thirty 

billion dollars.150 

All at once, Moses positioned civil defense as expensive, cowardly, un-American, and ultimately 

insane.  Though the American public may not have gone so far as to use all these descriptors at 

once, his opinions echo in other remnants of the zeitgeist which survive in print from throughout 

the early Cold War. 

Of course, a discussion of the cultural responses to civil defense and nuclear war must 

acknowledge Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love 

the Bomb.  This film is a fixture of black humor and a thorough satire of many aspects of the 

apparent world situation as of its 1964 release.  Sensing a Soviet plot against America’s 
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“precious bodily fluids,”151 General Jack D. Ripper takes it upon himself to order a preemptive 

nuclear strike.  When Ripper’s superiors try to call the bombers back, they discover they cannot; 

only the General knows the recall codes.  The Pentagon does the Soviet Union the courtesy – if it 

can be called such – of informing them that the coming nuclear attack is accidental.  The Soviets, 

however, have just completed a doomsday device of the kind postulated by Herman Kahn of the 

RAND Corporation.152  The Soviet weapon is set to destroy the world, but there has not been a 

nuclear war.  All it took was one maniac to circumvent the whole system of rationality and 

contingency upon which deterrent strategies rested.  Indeed, the film presents nuclear war as 

inherently irrational, and the public agreed. 

When it becomes clear that nobody can prevent the Soviet device from triggering, the 

titular character, the wheelchair-bound Dr. Strangelove offers an alternative solution.  The 

nation’s government could seal themselves in deep mineshafts in order to ride out the storm.  

Much like his inspiration, Kahn, Dr. Strangelove is very concerned with how the United States 

might recover from the war.  To this end, he suggests that ten women descend into the mines for 

every man; the better to repopulate the earth.  Of course, for the good of humanity, Strangelove 

warns that “each man will be required to do prodigious… service along these lines.”153  

The American people, or at least the males and less attractive women, are left out of the 

mineshaft scheme.  This civil defense plan was theoretically workable in that those in the mines 

would survive, but the moral dimension is entirely lacking.  The government's version of nuclear 

defense was not the same as the one available to the general public.  Though its satire is over-

the-top, Dr. Strangelove has its roots in many of the popular issues with life in the nuclear age.  
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Those who dwell on the subject are inevitably depicted as madmen, and in the cases of Ripper 

and Strangelove, apparent sexual deviants; morally bankrupt.  The government and the nuclear 

experts are plainly self-interested and obsessed with weapons and survival to the point of fetish.  

Indeed, the film closes with the image of a man riding a nuclear bomb to the earth like a prized 

stallion.  The folly of these few and their Soviet counterparts has condemned the entire earth. 

Public criticism of the civil defense program arose from a variety of issues, most of them 

secondary to the question of survival itself.  Some feared that surviving a nuclear war was but the 

beginning of a long peril.  Other people recognized the constantly-changing face of the nuclear 

threat, and preferred to live their lives unencumbered by its weight.  Others still believed that 

civil defense could potentially be effective, but was too great a compromise of American values 

and national pride to truly consider.  Contrary to the official narrative of civil defense, the 

American public created a more complicated concept of survival.  “Can we survive?” became 

“Should we survive?” or “do we even want to?”   

By the close of the 1960s, the United States and Soviet Union had ratcheted down the 

general tension of the Cold War significantly.  To the public, civil defense would have seemed 

much less urgent a problem than it had during the tumultuous years of the Berlin and Cuban 

crises.  Early in 1967, the cartoon Mister Breger took a swipe at civil defense.  At exactly five in 

the afternoon, Breger, a school teacher, surveys his empty classroom; the students, as always, 

have wasted no time in dismissing themselves.  Struck by inspiration, Breger decides to call up 

the civil defense authorities and offer some advice based on the evacuation he just witnessed.154  

From this, it is clear that civil defense had lost even more of what faith the public may once have 

placed in it.  Mister Breger himself is confident that a group of school children could make a 
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better show of an evacuation than could the government.  Civil defense had become an almost 

trivial concern, more akin to after-school antics than any serious undertaking.   

Even members of the Florida State Civil Defense Agency had begun to think of their 

work differently in the later part of the 1960s.  In a May 1966 briefing to the State Civil Defense 

Advisory Board, FCDA Deputy Director George Robinson began his presentation by saying "if 

you ever wondered how we spend our time in the off season for hurricanes, tornadoes, and 

floods, this may give you some idea."155 Though the FCDA still had plans in place to respond to 

a nuclear attack on the United States, those created for natural disaster were utilized far more 

frequently.  Nuclear war was far less of a possibility, and the de facto purpose of civil defense 

became disaster management; a complete reversal of years before.  Simply put, civil defense 

quickly ceased to be something that the average American took very seriously.   

On October 13 of 1967, almost five years to the day since the public learned of Soviet 

designs to install nuclear missiles in Cuba, the Panama City News Herald, reprinted an article 

from Texas titled: “Civil Defense Program – Is It Really Necessary?”156 The article notes that “a 

few years ago, the subject was given almost panicky priority.  Families dug fallout shelters in 

their back yards, touring officials gave lectures on radio activity; schools and office buildings 

held monthly drills.”157 “But today?” author Tom Eiede answers: “Ho hum.”  Not very long after 

the zenith of civil defense activity, it was already beginning to turn into a quirk of years gone by.  

There is perhaps an element of humor present in coverage of civil defense in the later 1960s, not 

the black comedy of years before, but a knowing wink at what was once a far more serious 
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matter.  Eiede noted that even though there were some 165 million fallout shelter spaces on 

record nationwide, they were in reality next to useless because “nobody knows or cares where 

they are.”158  

With the threat of the Cold War greatly diminished, the public reverted from cynicism 

and doubt to the general apathy of the early 1950s.  The public conversation had shifted to other 

topics, and debates over the sacrifices that civil defense would require faded away.  Eiede 

recounts the story of one man from El Paso, Texas, who at one time supported the civil defense 

program enough to build his family a private shelter in their garden.  Of his family shelter, the 

man said that “everybody who see it [sic] laughs.  I used to store food and water in it, but the rats 

got the food and the water barrels rusted.  Believe me, I’m trying to forget the whole damn 

thing.”159 He was in good company. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

CIVIL DEFENSE AND THE COLD WAR IN COLLECTIVE MEMORY 

 

 
In the twenty first century, Americans' interactions with the official civil defense 

narrative are less positive, if anything, than they were during the early Cold War.  The once 

ubiquitous fallout shelter sign exists now largely in reproduction; a piece of memorabilia to 

adorn a wall at its most serious.  Baby Boomers may remember growing up in a time when such 

signs meant something entirely different; surely, they are happier with its new purpose.  Civil 

defense even saw a brief return to the national conversation under President Reagan – and was 

again dismissed.  The world had apparently chosen peace over cold war, and questions of 

survival and moral acceptability faded away.  Now, the phrases "civil defense," or "fallout 

shelter" call to mind cartoon public service announcements like Bert the Turtle cheerfully 

instructing American children to dive under their school desks if they should see the flash of a 

nuclear bomb.160  It all appears a little hysterical to contemporary eyes.  With the benefit of 

hindsight, we are sure that no Soviet attack would ever come, and can think back on civil defense 

with a knowing smile.  Though this thesis has argued that, seen from within, the intentions of 

civil defense were true to their stated goal, it is easy to imagine films like "Duck and Cover" and 

the larger civil defense programs behind them as falsehoods and propaganda in the current 

moment. 
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Now that the danger has passed, the American public no longer thinks of nuclear 

weapons and their usage all that much, let alone civil defense.  As it was during the height of 

civil defense activity and controversy, the end of the world as we know it is not a comfortable 

subject to dwell on too long.  Nationally speaking, civil defense no longer even exists as an 

agency, having integrated into the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in 1978 by 

order of President Carter.161  However, the public still lives with quiet reminders of these 

programs and their effectiveness, even if nuclear war has receded into the realm of distant 

possibility.  Especially in Florida, citizens are sometimes obliged to evacuate their homes to 

escape a hurricane or flooding.  To do so, they follow marked hurricane evacuation routes, or 

else find a storm shelter; leftovers from the civil defense system.  Indeed, the Federal Highway 

Administration credits President Eisenhower's civil defense concerns as a part of the initial 

motivation to construct the interstate highway system.162 As Tom Vanderbilt notes in his book, 

civil defense was physically built into American society, and parts of it are still there, largely 

unacknowledged.   

These parts of the landscape are forgotten, as is the Cold War itself; Americans do not 

remember it the way they do other conflicts.  Though it only existed as a whole in the abstract, 

the Cold War is very real in its impacts on many parts of contemporary life.  While civil defense, 

as the part of the Cold War that was perhaps most visible in American life, has largely left the 

public consciousness, the feelings it created are still very much alive among the public. Beyond 

musings about fallout shelter signs and cartoon turtles, the complicated public survival narrative 

of nuclear war noted in chapter two have infiltrated and taken root in the American 
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subconscious.  Yet, something of the government narrative grows alongside it.  I contend both 

the official and public narratives surrounding nuclear war and survival in the post-nuclear world 

have endured in our cultural memory.  Moreover, they have combined into something new.   

Indeed, in novels, television, and film, the United States as a whole would seem to dwell 

on civil defense and its baggage.  Both the official and unofficial narratives of civil defense from 

the Early Cold war linger on into the present day. By examining contemporary media focused on 

the idea of the nuclear apocalypse, as well as a few classics which have remained relevant since 

the early Cold War, this thesis will begin an exploration of the United States' cultural memory 

and imagined versions of nuclear war and its effects, hopefully shedding more light on public 

memory's interaction with the U.S. experience of the Cold War in general in the process. 

There has already been some commentary on the subject of American Cold War amnesia 

itself, both in terms of official and colloquial memory.  Only a few years removed from the fall 

of the Soviet Union, Ian Gambles noted in The National Interest that the United States was 

quickly, perhaps even actively, forgetting the Cold War.  Gambles hypothesized that: 

In a country historically sheltered from international upheaval, geographically oriented to 

a continent between two coasts and two oceans beyond them, and politically absorbed in 

the short time, the anomaly of intense engagement in an essentially European conflict can 

be quickly erased.  Except for the many losers in the military-industrial complex, the 

American way runs smoother without the Cold War.163 

He further asserted that, in general, "society remembers things that touch large numbers of 

people in a significant, visible, and attributable way."164 Particular Cold War events certainly 
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stick in the memory, such as the assassination of President Kennedy, or the demolition of the 

Berlin Wall, but the overall conflict with the Soviet Union is a nebulous thing.  This is not to say 

that Americans have forgotten the Korean and Vietnam wars, they have certainly not, but these 

are discrete events, easily separated from their status as parts of the more general Cold War.   

According to Gambles' criteria, the nuclear threat and civil defense seem to have the 

makings of something that many Americans would remember.  It was the purpose of state and 

federal civil defense organizations to reach out to the public and educate them as to the 

preparations their government had made on their behalf.  Exposure to the public was a matter of 

course.  Furthermore, the threat of a Soviet nuclear attack was enough to inspire fear in large 

portions of the population, even though they ultimately took no action.  Civil defense was both 

highly visible and emotionally impactful.  Short of service in the military, civil defense was a 

point at which the Cold War intersected with people’s daily lives.  Yet, as a culture, we do not 

remember these aspects of life in the early Cold War, at least not seriously.  While people may 

still be aware of such a thing as civil defense, it is as a punchline.  The American people have 

generally forgotten this uncomfortable part of the atomic age. 

   Beyond colloquial remembrance, historian and journalist John Wiener has written on 

the public's rejection of any sort of official victory narrative for the Cold War as the nation 

entered the twenty first century.  Wiener emphasizes an attempt by Reaganite conservatives to 

assert that the Cold War was an American triumph over evil in the vein of the Second World 

War.165 He remarks that "despite the immense effort by conservatives to shape public memory of 

the Cold War, their monuments weren't built, their historical sites have had few visitors, and 
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many of their museums have shifted focus to other topics."166  On a trip to the Nevada Test Site, 

about an hour outside Las Vegas, Wiener notes that only one structure has even made its way on 

to the National Register of Historic Places.167 Admittedly, taking a bus into the desert is more 

than likely low on most people's to-do list during their Las Vegas vacations.  There is, however, 

a much more accessible Atomic Testing Museum in Las Vegas itself.  This, Wiener notes, is 

consistently under attended, with only some fifty thousand visitors every year compared to more 

than ten times that number at other Las Vegas museums.168 Even in a place that once carried the 

nickname "Atomic City," the Cold War and the atomic age are simply not compelling subjects 

for historical tourists. 

Another site where the Cold War, and particularly nuclear defense, is preserved, is the 

Greenbrier Resort, mentioned in the previous chapter as the state of the art shelter built for 

Congress to continue governing from inside should the worst have ever come to pass.  This 

facility, located underneath the popular resort is available for public tours, but Wiener notes that 

only thirty three thousand did so in 2007.169 Another small window into contemporary thinking 

on nuclear defense, Wiener reports that it usually "doesn't take very long for most of the people 

on the tour to figure out that the Greenbrier plan was absurd."170 Like much of the public and 

their relationship to the civil defense plans their government had created, through the facility 

would work in theory, and the planning behind it was sound, people are skeptical at best.  Wiener 

remarks that even the congressmen the Greenbrier would have housed did not put that much faith 
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in it.171 Ultimately, based on his investigation of the few places where the Cold War meets public 

memory, Wiener concludes that it is a part of the past "that people seem to have trouble 

remembering – or don't want to remember."172 Gambles expresses a similar idea, wondering that 

"perhaps we [the American public] do not want to be reminded" of the Cold War.173 

As a whole, the public’s relationship with this part of history fits the description of what 

social anthropologist Paul Connerton calls “forgetting as humiliated silence.”174 As the American 

people navigated the atomic age, a number of difficult and potentially very uncomfortable issues 

appeared before the public.  People may prefer to forget about the cold war and civil defense 

precisely because of the issues raised in the public narrative.  These combined with the ultimate 

retrospective distance of the Cold War that Wiener speaks of, together make what was once a 

very serious subject seem somewhat disconnected from reality.  However, memory is an abstract 

thing; though monuments to the Cold War are few and little-visited, and the public is skeptical at 

best on topics of nuclear war and survival, they remember in other ways.  By examining popular 

culture as itself a vector of memory, we can discern that the worries and fears associated with 

civil defense which drove public non acceptance of it in the early Cold War are still very much a 

part of the American consciousness.  What individuals have largely forgotten, cultures may 

remember as a collective. 

In recent years, much work has been done on history and memory, however, the concept 

is still a young one with applications in many disciplines.  For the purposes of the present 

discussion, it will be useful to constrain the definition of collective, or cultural, memory 

somewhat.  In Geoffrey Cubitt’s words, collective memory operates by way of “structures – 
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whether mental or social – that have a power to retain and to transmit, to ensure the persistence 

of certain impressions, and to impart a moulding to present consciousness through the medium of 

such survivals.”175 That is to say, this is a discussion of the past in its shaping of the present.  It is 

an approach to memory not by way of individuals, but through the materials that groups of 

individuals have access to which can produce and affirm memories of what they did not 

personally experience.   

Specific to the memory of the nuclear threat, this approach is especially appropriate.  

Indeed, the atomic bomb created its own genre of fiction: the nuclear apocalyptic.  The end of 

the world and its aftermath has proven to be especially fruitful creative grounds since the dawn 

of the nuclear age.  It captures the imagination, offering new worlds full of mad scientists, 

rugged survivors, and broken landscapes.  Film occupies a special place in the apocalyptic genre, 

and for good reason.  As Inez Hedges argues, “the mass distribution and exhibition of film makes 

its narratives more accessible to large, popular audiences than does the written word.”176  

Concerning matters nuclear, few images could be more powerful than a towering mushroom 

cloud; reproduced everywhere from arthouse films to Saturday morning cartoons.  Film, being a 

visual medium has the potential to be very impactful. 

Television, similar to film, can be a powerful shaper of memory in its viewers.  Indeed, 

Gary Edgerton reminds us that, in terms of sheer exposure, television is “the primary way that 

children and adults form their understanding of the past.”177 From even the simple phrase “based 

on true events,” to multi-part documentaries, historical topics and concepts are popular material 
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for the small screen.  Furthermore, because they shape perceptions of the historical for large 

groups of viewers, such programs are important as works of popular history.  For example, Peter 

Rollins notes that the 1950s documentary series Victory at Sea “may seem trivial as ‘history’ 

when compared with the scholarly fifteen-volume dreadnought by Admiral Morison (on which it 

was based).”178 Not to impugn Admiral Morison, but in seeking the history of the US Navy in 

World War Two, there are very few non-scholars who would brave a fifteen volume set of books 

to satisfy their curiosity.  Though it could never be so thorough as the books, Rollins remarks 

that Victory at Sea, “received practically every major television award for which it was eligible,” 

and was broadcast in its entire thirteen hours more than thirty five times in the fifty years since 

its release.179   

In terms of impact on the United States’ collective understanding of the past, it seems that 

Admiral Morison has lost the battle.  Cultural memory is shaped by many voices and opinions 

other than those of professional historians, and through a spectrum of media.  Indeed, Renate 

Lachmann insists that literature of any kind is “the mnemonic art par excellence.”180 Beyond 

traditional concepts of canon, the sum of all creative works, Lachmann argues, is nothing short 

of “a body of commemorative actions that include the knowledge stored by a culture, and 

virtually all texts a culture has produced and by which a culture is constituted.”181  Just as 

creators are shaped by the cultural context in which they live, so too do they leave their own 

impression on the context of their successors.  Therefore, even works of fiction can carry 

culturally active ideas.  In the context of the nuclear apocalyptic, the same themes keep capturing 
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the imaginations of various authors, but they do not work in a vacuum and are surely aware of 

other writing in their favored setting. 

Alison Landsberg terms these memory-shaping elements of popular culture as “prosthetic 

memory,” the means by which consumers of such can “acquire new memories.”182  However, 

beyond literature, films and other fictional media overtly set in the past, the data of prosthetic 

memory can also look forward.  In the words of George Lipsitz, “the messages of popular culture 

[…] retain memories of the past and contain hopes for the future.”183 Though Lipsitz discusses 

hopes for the future, said messages can also carry fears of what may come.  Indeed, much of the 

material through which the American public expresses its collective understanding of the nuclear 

threat is primarily speculative.  Indeed, the nuclear apocalyptic genre is necessarily forward-

looking.  Somewhat counterintuitively, popular culture’s projections of the future are emblematic 

of our unspoken understanding of life in the past.  The imagined wastelands of the post-

apocalypse are where Americans now express the memory of civil defense and the early Cold 

War.  Recalling the dual narratives that shaped the civil defense debate discussed in the previous 

chapter, popular culture is how the American public engages with that time.   

Compared to the 1950s and 1960s, the power of nuclear weapons and the aftermath of 

their use have grown more fearful in contemporary narratives, in both the memorial and literary 

sense.  For example, the 1957 novel, On the Beach became extremely popular in the United 

States for its depiction of Australia as the last enclave of life on earth.  The people of that nation 

are doomed, and they know it; the radiation of a nuclear war in the northern hemisphere is slowly 

and inexorably making its way around the world.  Despite their impending demise, most 
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Australians continue their lives as usual, right up until their final days.  The banks stay open, 

farmers tend their fields, and people have parties.  When the end comes, it is quiet; the 

government distributes medicines to allow its people to escape the pain of radiation sickness.184  

The book was quite popular, and received a motion picture adaptation in 1959; the novel itself 

remains in print.  Compare this to the version of Australia presented in the Mad Max series of 

films.  In them, humanity has at least survived, but civilization has not.  The world has become a 

desert wasteland, ruled by mutants and mechanized marauders and where water is a resource 

worth killing for.  In snarls of rust and smoke, the remnants of humanity only perpetuate the 

cycle of violence that destroyed the world.  Mad Max is an action film, meant for entertainment 

before anything else, but the series does offer a glimpse into the post-nuclear imagination and 

returns to the question: would survival be worth it?  In the years since the Cold War ended, the 

prognosis for the United States and its citizens (and the rest of the world) has grown increasingly 

negative. 

This thesis having begun with the efforts and true intentions of the Florida Civil Defense 

Agency as indicative of national trends, it seems fitting now to continue examining the narrative 

of surviving a nuclear war in fiction, with a novel set in Florida.  Alas, Babylon, by Pat Frank 

was originally published in 1959 and has remained in print since then.  Written among the great 

tensions of the late 1950s, this book certainly contributed to the debates it is contemporary with.  

However, to this day it remains an influential piece of post-apocalyptic fiction and is in fact one 

of the founding works in the nuclear apocalyptic subgenre.  With Lachmann’s thesis in mind, 

Frank’s story, and other similarly influential works, now form the bedrock on which successive 

examples of the genre have been built.  In terms of the American public’s collective memory, it 
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is one of the earlier parts of a cultural continuity which still informs contemporary visions of the 

end of the world.  The novel itself focuses on the fictional town of Fort Repose, Florida in the 

weeks and months immediately following a nuclear war.  Shaken and isolated, the people of this 

central Florida community must come together in order to survive in the broken United States. 

Frank’s story follows Randy Bragg, a veteran of the Korean War and lifelong resident of 

Fort Repose.  When the Soviets attack, Randy has special warning from his brother, an officer in 

the Strategic Air Command (SAC); a telegram with a code phrase the brothers kept: “alas, 

Babylon.” It is no mistake that said phrase comes from the pages of the Book of Revelation.  The 

nuclear war, called only “The Day” by the residents of Fort Repose, is more apocalypse than 

combat.  In the chapters taking place before “The Day,” numerous characters express popular 

sentiments from the time of the novel’s conception.  For example, when Randy warns his 

African-American neighbor, Malachai, of the impending war, he replies that “I’ve thought about 

it a lot, but there’s not a doggone thing we can do about it.  We just have to sit here and wait.”185 

Randy’s sister-in-law, Helen, resists when her husband sends her and her children away from 

Omaha, Nebraska, and SAC headquarters.  Omaha is sure to be a target for the Soviets, and yet 

Helen pleads “I still don’t think I ought to go.  I feel like a deserter.”186 

As Frank wrote his book, he would doubtless have been exposed to both narratives of 

civil defense.  While the government would have ensured he encountered the official stance, 

Frank obviously gave the public’s versions of the civil defense story a great deal of thought as 

well.  Both find voice in Alas, Babylon, and Frank quickly projects the fears of the day into an 

imagined future.  Randy is awoken by the shaking dawn of “The Day,” when he observes 
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multiple sunrises to the south.  By the evening, society in Fort Repose has begun falling apart.187  

By the end of that morning, the gas pumps have run dry, and money has lost its meaning.  In an 

instant, the world changed into a place where only the strong survive.  Fort Repose’s doctor 

muses that “everybody who was going to have a coronary just had one,” and that “every woman 

who was due to have a baby in the next two months is having one now.”188 In more ways than 

one, “The Day” signals that time has run out; this grim new reality has cancelled numerous 

possible futures. 

“The Day,” Randy soon finds out, was only the opening salvos of a longer nuclear 

exchange.  Their missiles exhausted, both the United States and the Soviet Union visit further 

destruction on each other by way of submarines and bombers, and Florida is not spared.  Thanks 

to its rural location and favorable winds, however, Fort Repose avoids a dusting of lethal fallout.  

Though the town has survived, they hear a civil defense broadcast saying that the state as a 

whole is a “contaminated zone,” forbidden to enter for fear of radiation.189 Cut off from the rest 

of the world save for the occasional sound of high-flying aircraft, Fort Repose becomes an 

island.  The official civil defense response is strong, but it is also evident that Fort Repose has 

problems that the officials cannot address. 

Frank’s vision of the post apocalypse is largely a traditional survival story.  Radiation 

plays a smaller role than might be expected.  The doctor, Dan Gunn, expresses worry over 

potential genetic consequences, but these are put to rest months after “The Day” with the birth of 

the first healthy post-nuclear baby in Fort Repose.  Gunn happily asks Randy that “now we know 
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that there’s going to be a human race, don’t we?”190  This is reflective of the views of radiation 

which were prevalent at the time of Frank’s writing.  One could neither see nor feel radiation; 

short of ordering specialized equipment, the average American had no way of knowing if they 

would be exposed to harmful levels of fallout, and so they did not make it a major consideration.  

Fort Repose has only survived because they were lucky; the fallout missed them.  The reader 

understands that other places in Florida and the United States were not so fortunate and that they 

may remain uninhabitable for a long time. 

Of more immediate concern to the residents of Fort Repose is the further collapse of 

society.  Although almost immediately after “The Day,” a bartering economy took over for paper 

money some people decide to take what they need instead as the weeks go on.  Indeed, Randy, 

who is still an Army reservist, eventually takes it upon himself to establish a martial government 

in Fort Repose following reports of a group of highwaymen in the area.  This banditti is quickly 

dispatched, and Randy orders one of their number hung in the center of town.191  Violence has 

become the high law in the United States, and though Randy wants only to protect his town, he 

has become a man of violence all the same.  Lessons learned in Korea must be reapplied in 

Florida, of all places. 

This is the nature of the end of the world in Alas, Babylon; a return to a less civilized 

time, when order can only come from violence.  Multiple times, the characters liken their 

situation to travel backwards in time, and the very last line likens the future to a “thousand-year 

night.”192  It is at least still a just world, for though Randy had to kill the highwaymen, he had the 

moral high ground.  The author explains his vision of the post-nuclear way of the world most 
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strongly through a scene in which Randy’s nephew has to shoot a dog which had been raiding 

the community’s chicken coop.  The young man, seeing that his victim still wears a collar, 

begins to sob, “I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known he was a dog.”193 Randy consoles him by 

saying “it wasn’t a dog any longer.  In times like these dogs can turn into wolves.  You did just 

right […]”194 Though they killed many, it is not nuclear weapons or radiation which truly 

threaten civilization in Alas, Babylon, it is the transformation of dogs into wolves, and men into 

killers.  Though this book expresses the fears of 1959, recent works carry its themes forward, but 

to a greater degree of severity. 

One of these, One Second After, a novel by William Forstchen, covers much of the same 

ground as Alas, Babylon.  Indeed, the author acknowledges it as an early influence of his; 

offering a glimpse at the mechanisms of Lachmann’s cultural memory.  Forstchen has in a sense 

given Frank’s work a twenty-first century update.  One Second After is the story of the small 

town of Black Mountain, North Carolina in the aftermath of an attack on the United States.  

Parallels with Alas, Babylon are clear: the main character, John Matherson is a retired military 

man, much like Fort Repose’s Randy Bragg.  Furthermore, the ultimate threat comes not from 

nuclear weapons themselves, but from people.  However, the events of One Second After 

progress far more quickly than in Alas Babylon, quickly surpassing even the most frightening 

descriptions of the post-apocalypse found in the latter. 

 The heightened intensity of the more recent novel is not merely a product of the tastes of 

the twenty-first century audience.  Thrill-seekers though they may be, the comparatively sedate 

Alas, Babylon is still in print, selling, and resonating with contemporary readers.  The difference, 

therefore, springs from the visions the respective authors have of the post-nuclear world.  
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Forstchen focuses far more on the depth of the threat of the breakdown of society.  In fact, the 

narrative vehicle for his collapse is an attack on the United States utilizing an electromagnetic 

pulse (EMP) weapon.  Such a pulse is the product of certain types of nuclear devices.  One of 

these, if detonated at an extremely high altitude – twenty five miles or more – could effectively 

destroy all electronics in a vast area.195  The explosions themselves are high in the upper 

atmosphere, so the citizens of Black Mountain do not have to face blast, heat, or fallout radiation.  

Whereas in 1959, these were considered very real threats, the scenario arising from the 

imagination of 2009 has written them off entirely; only the EMP is important, and its effects are 

instant and nearly total.  Thus has the nuclear bomb grown in its power in the American 

imagination; in this book, only a handful have effectively destroyed the modern world, hurling 

the United States into a more primitive time.  Interestingly enough, this storytelling vehicle all 

but assumes that plenty of people will survive the initial blow; a small echo of the government’s 

Cold War assurances. 

 In the aftermath of this attack, dogs begin turning to wolves far more quickly than in the 

1959 novel.  In Black Mountain, the local government declares martial law within a few days.196  

By the fifth day, the main character himself becomes involved with the provisional government 

and serves on the firing squad for the execution of two men who raided the local retirement 

home for drugs.  By comparison, the hanging of the highwayman in Alas, Babylon took place 

months after “The Day” and as a penalty for multiple murders.197  Only two months after the 

EMP attack, Black Mountain has far worse problems than a group of highwaymen.  They and the 

                                                
195 William Forstchen, One Second After (New York: Tor, 2009), 506. Forstchen’s novel includes an afterword by 
one Captain Bill Sanders, of the U.S. Navy explaining the details of such a pulse. 
196 Ibid, 158.  John and company encounter a policeman under orders to confiscate any vehicles which still work.  
Only older vehicles are operable after the EMP, including the party’s Ford Edsel, by virtue of the fact that they do 
not rely on electronics to function. 
197 In Frank’s novel, “The Day” occurs in mid-December, whereas the highwaymen appear only a week from Easter 
Sunday.  Fort Repose is relatively quiet until then. 
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neighboring towns are set upon by “the Posse,” a thousands-strong band of marauders who have 

been pillaging their way inland from the East coast.  Worse still, the people of Black Mountain 

soon learn that the group has taken up both Satanism and cannibalism.198  

Compared with Frank’s vision of the apocalypse, Forstchen’s more recent one is almost 

absurdly more terrible.  Lines that took the people of Fort Repose months to cross are almost 

easy hurdles for the survivors in Black Mountain.  Randy Bragg’s climactic gunfight with a band 

of four highwaymen is merely a fact of life for John Matherson.  The climax of his story is a 

literal battle with the barbarians of “the Posse;” involving organized troops and military 

equipment, even “homemade rocket launchers” courtesy of a survivalist family in Black 

Mountain.199 One Second After, though perhaps pulpy as fiction goes, was quite popular, and 

spent time on the New York Times’ bestseller list.  William Forstchen’s nightmarish vision of the 

post-apocalypse resonated with a great deal of people. 

 Rife with pessimism and violence, One Second After is not even the darkest vision of the 

United States in the aftermath of nuclear war; that dubious distinction goes to Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road.  In turns tragic and chilling, McCarthy’s work is the tale of a father and 

his son traversing the ruins of America long after its destruction.  Interestingly, McCarthy never 

explicitly names the cause of the world’s demise, a reflection perhaps of the Cold War 

phenomenon by which people preferred not to think of nuclear war, preferring to ignore it as 

merely a possibility among others.  For them, foreknowledge could not delay the inevitable, nor 

could even the most thorough civil defense efforts.  If there was to be a war, it would come 

whether they worried over it or not.   

                                                
198 Forstchen, One Second After, 390, 393. 
199 Ibid, 382. 
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Indeed, McCarthy only mentions the apocalyptic event once, in a flashback scene.  Lying 

awake at night, the protagonist recalls that “The clocks stopped at 1:17.  A long shear of light 

and then a series of low concussions. […] A dull rose glow in the windowglass.”200  To the boy 

and his father, dwelling on the exact nature of the end of the world has little bearing on their 

journey; a long march South to escape the cold.  For the reader, however, the above passage 

combined with imagery of slagged cities, toppled forests, and the ever-present swirling ash 

through which the duo trudge quickly summons up a nuclear specter.  Even if McCarthy himself 

had some other unspoken cataclysm in mind, a meteor or a volcanic event perhaps, the Cold 

War’s lurking presence in American culture makes nuclear war an easy conclusion. 

One Second After ends on a hopeful note that echoes Alas Babylon with a victory of 

civilization over barbarism, thus preventing the further collapse of society.  The Road, 

conversely, is set years after the collapse of civilization.  Indeed, none of the characters even 

have names.  These matter little in the wasteland as they are not essential to survival in the harsh 

new world. The main characters, called only “the boy,” and “the man,” are each the only living 

soul the other knows.  Here we see both narratives of nuclear survival at play.  The two have 

survived the war, along with plenty of other people, just as the government tried to ensure.  

However, this is not necessarily a good thing; as the public of the early Cold War feared, the 

prices of survival are very high.  Civilization is dead; how the two survived up to the reader’s 

joining their story is unimportant, what comes next is the question that drives The Road.   

Civilization was a severe casualty, even language itself has been hurt in this apocalypse.  

The man and the boy rarely speak more than a few words to each other at a time, and this fact 

                                                
200 Cormac McCarthy, The Road (New York: Vintage International, 2006), 52.  
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that is foregrounded by McCarthy’s otherwise rich prose.  Take for example the following 

exchange, occurring as the man is going in search of more wood for the campfire: 

I’ll be in the neighborhood. Okay? 

Where’s the neighborhood? 

It just means I wont be far [sic]201 

The boy has no concept of a neighborhood.  He has never seen one and it has been years since 

his father has.  All the neighborhoods in the United States lay in ruins; the suburban context that 

many would have originally experienced civil defense in is now void.  Metaphor has begun to 

perish; the boy is not a member of a culture like his father is. The richness of speech is fading, 

making the abstract transition into mere communication.  The Road is set at the beginning of a 

new dark age.  The official narratives of civil defense focused on continuity of government, but 

McCarthy voices questions about the other things that people share.  It was much harder to stock 

culture and shared experiences alongside shelter supplies. 

The man and the boy have spent a long time traveling through the remains of America, 

though this too the author never states directly, it is clear that the night the clocks stopped was 

several years ago.  The world of ash is the only one that the boy has ever known.  Sometimes, the 

man muses that “to the boy he was himself an alien.  A being from a planet that no longer 

existed.”202  The world the boy lives in is one of scarcity, as he and his father travel they are in a 

constant struggle to stave off starvation.  Their scrounging is rarely successful, as “the country 

was stripped and plundered years ago.”203  Only the man remembers the time when “all stores of 

food had given out and murder was everywhere upon the land,” which was now “populated by 

                                                
201 Ibid, 95. 
202 Ibid, 153. 
203 Ibid, 181. 
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men who would eat your children in front of your eyes.”204  Whereas “the Posse” is couched as a 

band of madmen and Satanists whom the chaos brought into the open, the cannibals of The Road 

are only hungry.205  These are the fears of the popular narrative of the fallout shelter debate 

realized; the worst fate for those citizens who outlived their country and their fellow citizens.  

The only people left alive are those who were willing to do anything, forsake any societal bond, 

in order to survive. 

Of special importance to exploring Americans’ cultural memory of the Cold War home 

front is a section of The Road in which the man and the boy discover an unused fallout shelter.  

Within, the pair find “crate upon crate of canned goods,” and “hundreds of gallons of water in 

ten gallon plastic jerry jugs,” and other supplies besides, all perfectly preserved.206  In a strange 

reflection of the complicated fallout shelter debates of the early Cold War, this shelter has 

succeeded even where it has failed.  Clearly, the owners of the shelter that the man and the boy 

found have already perished.  It is likely they were away from home when the world ended or 

surely they would have used it.  For those who thought that fallout shelters would be useless in 

reality, this was a possible scenario.  Indeed, building a home fallout shelter inevitably tied one 

to one’s home.  It was a declaration of where one intended to face nuclear war; a static defensive 

position of sorts.  Even for those who were prepared, who had decided ahead of time that they 

would do what some decried as un-American and retreat underground, a fallout shelter was far 

from safety unless they lived there full-time.  Yet, years later, this failed fallout shelter saves the 

man and the boy’s lives. 

                                                
204 Ibid,181. 
205 Forstchen, One Second After, 436. 
206 McCarthy, The Road, 138. 
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In the cold, ashen world, finding a shelter fully stocked with food and water is an 

unprecedented windfall.  With an inversion of the selfish morality implicit in building a home 

shelter, the late owners of this one become the saviors of the man and his son.  In this instance, 

they are posthumously what the pair would call “good guys.”  When the boy wonders if they 

should take from the stores inside, his father replies that the owners “would want us to.  Just like 

we would want them to.”207  Beyond all doubt, this fallout shelter has saved lives, just not those 

the builders originally intended.  Its interior sealed against the destruction and violence of the 

world outside, it is a microcosm of a lost time; a place where civilization still exists and people 

help each other.  It recalls official civil defense materials in which communities and the nation 

would survive together.  However, the pair do not remain in this bastion of the old world, 

eventually they must leave the shelter and return to the road.  Though this fallout shelter was 

effective, the real problem is what lies outside.  As was the thrust of the public narratives of civil 

defense, eventually, even the deepest stocks would run out, and those Americans who had 

shelters would have to emerge and face the new world. 

Compared to the genre-foundational Alas, Babylon, the post-apocalyptic world of The 

Road is nearly devoid of hope.  The man frequently consoles the boy that they are “carrying the 

fire,” which we can assume to be a remnant of civilization, or even mere human kindness, but in 

years of wandering they have found no place to kindle it anew.208  The ash and the cold are 

apparently worldwide; there are no more nations, and the rule of law is only a memory.  

Mankind exists only in small groups of hardened survivors.  There will be no banding together 

like the people of Fort Repose or Black Mountain did.  The apocalypse of the twenty-first 

century imagination is a much meaner place.  Despite this fact, or maybe because of it, 
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McCarthy’s novel received the best reception of any of the works yet discussed.  In addition to 

bestseller status and a movie adaptation, McCarthy won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction for this 

book.  The Road resonated with millions, in part because of its post-apocalyptic premise.  

 Paradoxically, the choice to prepare oneself for disaster has become stigmatized in the 

years since the Cold War, despite the apparent worst case scenarios that have found voice in 

American popular culture.  Whereas the man from El Paso who appeared in the Panama City 

News Herald had a laugh at his shelter along with his neighbors, his contemporary counterparts 

are the subject of ridicule.  In the past few years, popular television has featured several 

programs about modern survivalists, also known as "preppers."  Television shows like National 

Geographic's Doomsday Preppers, and Doomsday Castle or the Discovery Channel's Doomsday 

Bunkers were all broadcast somewhat concurrently. 209   The theme of these programs is self-

evident; they are reality television offering glimpses into the lives, homes, and minds of 

preppers, who have built their lifestyle around survival.  YouTube hosts dozens of channels run 

by self-described preppers, all of whom showcase their own particular brand of survivalism.  

These individuals are not so different from their counterparts in the early Cold War, except for 

that they do not focus exclusively on the threat of nuclear war.  Indeed, each individual who 

invites a camera crew into their world, or films it for themselves, has their own version of the 

cataclysm which would bring their labors into fruition.  The stars of the show are varied, from 

single city dwellers to family units living deep in the country.  In all cases, the "preps" featured 

bear the hallmarks of reality television; a sense of drama, strong opinions, and exaggeration.   

                                                
209 Doomsday Preppers had a four season run from 2012 to 2014, while Doomsday Castle was a single-season 
spinoff of the same in 2013.  Discovery's Doomsday Bunkers was a three episode miniseries in 2012.  Its focus was 
on a company who builds and installs bunkers for wealthy clientele.   
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These programs thrive on giving the viewer a glimpse into somebody else's reality.  Some 

preppers featured on the program are fairly benign, for example in the second episode of season 

one, one woman showcases a number of dishes one can cook with shelf stable food.210  Though 

most people would agree that having some extra canned goods on hand is a reasonable practice 

(they could of course be eaten if there were no apocalypse), this individual had stockpiled an 

extravagant hundreds of pounds of food.  Most preppers featured on the program make for even 

better viewing, they are eccentric characters that help the audience to poke fun at the practice of 

preparedness, another manifestation of the cynicism that the old popular narrative has deposited 

in our cultural memory of civil defense.  In the same episode as the canned-food gourmet, the 

cameras also followed one Tennessee man who performed his interviews with rifle in hand and 

dressed in a bulletproof vest as he patrolled his property.211 Another episode features a couple 

who are self-defense trainers by profession, and have decided to homeschool their children on 

their remote estate, and included survival in the curriculum.  These parents give their preteen 

children firearms training, teaching them to "aim for the head."212 With some prodding for the 

benefit of the camera, the prepper lifestyle seems made for television. 

These programs contain strong echoes of the morality component of the shelter debate.  

Even more so than in the early Cold War, the public conceives of survival and other civil defense 

concepts as individualistic.  Whereas the government ran a program aimed at protecting the 

public, citizens who built backyard shelters typically only had their immediate families in mind.  

In the twenty-first century, preppers are far more individualistic, going so far as to view the 
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unprepared as potential enemies rather than neighbors.  Preppers have become fringe elements of 

society, whereas during the Cold War, there was at least a credible Soviet threat that shelter 

builders could point to, prognostications of ruin are far less reasonable in the current moment.  

Today, the reputation of "preppers" and survivalists carries the suggestion that they are wasting 

their lives in preparing for their end.  Boxes of bullets could have been family vacations, and 

"bug-out" vehicles are primarily garage ornaments.  The subjects of these programs are 

caricatures born of the likes of Dr. Strangelove.  The audience understands that these people are 

more than likely never going to see the apocalypse, and therefore vindication, that they almost 

seem to pine for.  Indeed, the FCDA made prepping their profession, but the end of the world 

never came.  Consequently, their efforts seem to dwell needlessly on grim and distasteful 

thoughts.  Today, people think that this too was a waste of time and resources.  One reviewer for 

the New York Times described Doomsday Preppers as a program that is "offensively anti-life" 

and "full of contempt for humankind."213  

The fears of the early Cold War are strikingly powerful, even decades later.  In the years 

since the Cold War, it seems that the American imagination has made the aftermath of nuclear 

war all the more extreme.  Though we have collectively forgotten, or perhaps prefer to forget, the 

tense years of the “missile gap” and fallout shelters, Americans have continued to think about the 

implications of such.  Culturally, such tales are very popular, and though few are explicitly set in 

that time period, many reference the feelings of anxiety and helplessness prevalent in American 

culture at that time.  Like objections during the early Cold War, the issue of surviving a nuclear 

war is not a question of the effectiveness of shelter or the government’s advice, it is one of what 
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happens afterward.  People are less concerned over how to survive, but rather if it would be 

worth it to do so.  While people themselves may survive the war, what about friendship, or 

knowledge, or mere humanity?  Survival carried immense costs, and we are even less willing to 

pay them after the Cold War if our cultural memory is any indication.  Consequently, we do not 

remember civil defense as a sincere effort; even historians look on it as propaganda for either the 

Soviets or the American people.  The possibility was terrible enough to render survival a hollow 

victory, it seems impossible that such a thing could be beneficial.   

The fears of the Cold War have worked their way into American culture, where they 

persist separate from the memory of individuals.  Looking back on civil defense both in Florida 

and nationally, the ripples of the fallout shelter debate, and the narratives which fueled it, greatly 

affect our memories.  Seen from within, civil defense operated for the benefit of the American 

public.  Beyond the air-dropped flyers and public service films, there was a rigorous program of 

planning and simulation designed to give Americans the best possible chance of survival within 

the limits of funding.  While the planners themselves believed in their work, the general public 

did not.  Opposition to civil defense laid aside effectiveness and instead focused on what survival 

would have to sacrifice.  Perhaps today’s “preppers” having already come to terms with the 

possibility of a world-altering calamity wonder why more people are not concerned; just as their 

predecessors did.  For the majority, however, the question remains: “who would want to?” 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 
Overall, the Cold War occupies a peculiar place in the American memory.  Civil defense 

was particularly challenging to the American people; it was an admission of vulnerability in a 

culture focused on living the good life.  Civil defense is equally challenging to historians, and its 

memory is no less so.  Many themes of the Cold War ran through civil defense; science, politics, 

the military and morality all came together in living rooms across the nation.  The government 

having reached so deep into private life, debate over the issue seems inevitable.  The 

government’s narrative focused on the act of survival itself, both for the American people, and 

the nation itself as a political entity.  The federal and state civil defense programs worked to 

answer the question: “can we survive?” Their many labors attest to their belief that the answer 

was yes. 

  However, the people of the people of the United States were not focused so completely 

on feasibility.  The public narrative was far more complex, dwelling on the meaning of survival.  

In the popular debates of the time, we hear in countless variations: “would survival be worth it?” 

In the years since the Cold War, the unofficial narrative has been by far the more impactful; 

though its origins lay forgotten.  Indeed, in the prosthetic memories of popular literature, film, 

and television, nuclear war is a common theme.  In an inverse reflection of the government’s 

civil defense narrative, these works assume that some people survive the nuclear war, only to 

face even greater dangers in the aftermath.  Both narratives of civil defense during the early Cold 

War have found new voice; survival is indeed possible, but life will never be the same for those 

still among the living. 
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Though the American people thought otherwise, and still do, the government’s programs 

of civil defense were sincere efforts on their behalf.  However, the amplification of the popular 

counter narrative in the decades since the Cold War have amplified its flaws as well; the 

resulting image of the organization misses the complexity of the issue.  Scholarly focus on the 

debate over civil defense has passed over potentially fruitful discourse over the causes of said 

debate.  Civil defense is perhaps best understood as a relationship between the people and their 

government.  From the heights of Washington, D. C. politics to the local post office, civil 

defense represents an experience of the Cold War that most Americans had.  The exploration of 

narrative and collective memory points towards a very different understanding of civil defense 

than contemporary reactions would suggest.  Perhaps other aspects of the Cold War are similarly 

shaded.  As it remains forgotten, and those who experienced it grow older, we must be mindful 

of this fact.  

 Hard as it may be to navigate the apparent contradiction between contemporary opinion 

and the more abstract cultural memory, tapping into the memories that individuals hold yet did 

not personally acquire creates numerous possibilities.  It is another route to sketching the outlines 

of a shared mindset.  Collective and cultural memories offer historians another method of 

inquiry, potentially revealing new complexities in their subjects.   

Though Americans might outwardly poke fun at the nuclear boogeyman, numerous other 

creatures have arisen to stand beside it.  As we have seen, the fears of the early nuclear age have 

persisted beyond the period of maximum nuclear tension with the Soviet Union.  The echoes of 

civil defense are all around.  The emergence of cyber warfare has opened whole new categories 

of vulnerability.  In a somewhat alarmist book on the subject, journalist Ted Koppel asserts that 

“cyber crime is now so commonplace that we have already absorbed it into the catalogue of daily 
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outrages that we observe, briefly register, and ultimately ignore.”214 At the push of a button, an 

anonymous criminal can steal money or information. Koppel points out that by virtue of their 

reliance on computers, every single electric grid in the nation is vulnerable to similar attacks.  

The sudden crippling of America’s electrical grid would be equally disastrous as a hurricane or 

an earthquake, if not more so.  Though it is unlikely, the fearful possibility always looms in the 

background, much like the nuclear threat of decades past.  Indeed, the disaster Koppel describes 

is similar to William Fortschen’s post nuclear tale in One Day After; without electricity, society 

quickly falls apart. 

Furthermore, Americans fear terrorist attacks of all kinds in the post 9/11 world; 

bombers, hijackers, and simple gunmen are new concerns.  The news is full of shootings and 

other tragedies both at home and abroad, and each fresh horror draws out the question: “was it an 

act of terrorism?” In response, the people of the United States gamely tolerate an inflated 

security apparatus as merely an unfortunate fact of life in the twenty-first-century.  In schools, 

duck and cover drills have been replaced by lockdown exercises.  Travelers must take their shoes 

off and submit to x-ray scans before boarding a plane.   

Even more recent developments have seen federal policy aimed at shutting out 

immigration from predominantly Muslim nations entirely, for fear that extremists may secretly 

enter the United States. The atmosphere of the twenty first century United States is alive with an 

echo of the same fear that drove civil defense.  Indeed, the public’s reply seems to echo as well.  

For every proponent of increased security, another voice arises to decry such as immoral, 

irrational, or in some other respect “not worth the cost.” An atmosphere charged with fear has 

once again prompted introspection among the public as to the true nature of the American 
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character.  At the moment of my writing, official and public narratives are equally dissonant as at 

the height of the civil defense debate.  Even as we collectively have a laugh at “preppers,” the 

American public is embroiled in a debate similar to the one that spawned them. 

Civil defense and the narratives surrounding it offer a glimpse into many aspects of the 

United States during the midcentury decades.  It is part military history and part cultural history; 

a window into the interaction between the American people and their government, into homes 

and neighborhoods, and into the conscience of a culture.  In many respects, those windows are 

still open.  Perhaps even more distance is needed for proper historical perspective of the whole 

Cold War, but civil defense and its memory is a useful approach to its early years.  It is a way to 

watch American society grapple with the issue of nuclear weapons and technology.  Perhaps it 

can help us to understand the ways that we continue to face similar issues as well. 

 

  



95 

REFERENCES 

 

 
Primary Sources 

 

Archives and Collections 

 
Tallahassee, Florida 
 State Archives of Florida 
  Governor Bryant 1961-64, Record Group 000102, Series 756. 
   Admin Correspondence 
  Governor Haydon Burns 1965-66, Record Group 000102, Series 131. 
   Admin Correspondence 
  National Guard record group, Record Group 000173, Series 1153. 
   Admin files 
  Secretary of State Tom Adams, Record Group 000150, Series 501. 
   Subject Files 
 
Government Documents 
 
Florida 

Florida State University Strozier Library 
Florida Office of Civil Defense. State of Florida Civil Defense Plan. 1962. 

 State Library of Florida 
—. Report on Civil Defense Operations During Hurricane Donna: September 

1960. 
—. Report on Hurricane Dora: September 2-13, 1964. 

 
United States 

Congress.  National Fallout Shelter Program, 1962. 
Dwight D Eisenhower. State of the Union Address, January 7, 1954. 
John Foster Dulles. “Statement by the Secretary of State to the North Atlantic Council 

Closed Ministerial Session, Paris, April. 23, 1954.”  
 
Published Primary Sources 
 
Novels 
 
 Frank, Pat. Alas, Babylon. New York: Harper Collins, 1959. 
 Forstchen, William. One Second After. New York: Tor, 2009. 

McCarthy, Cormac. The Road. New York: Vintage International, 2006. 
 Shute, Nevil. On the Beach. New York: William Morrow and Company, 1957. 
 

 
 



96 

Newspapers 
 

Panama City News Herald 

New York Times 

News Tribune (Ft. Pierce, FL) 
Tallahassee Democrat 

 

Periodicals 

 

Time Magazine 

Harper’s Magazine 

 

Film 

 

Doomsday Preppers. Television. Produced by National Geographic. 2012-2014. 

 

"Duck and Cover." Filmed 1951. YouTube Video. runtime 9:14. Posted July 11, 2009. 
accessed November 12, 2016.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IKqXu-5jw60. 
1951. 

 

Kubrick, Stanley.  Dr. Strangelove, or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the 

Bomb. Hawk Films. 1964. 
 

Walt Builds a Family Fallout Shelter. 1960. accessed Nov 10, 2016. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OHmGn-oL2uU 

 
 
Secondary Sources 

 

n.d. http://www.civildefensemuseum.com (accessed November 20, 2016). 
 

Administration, Federal Highway. "Highway History." fhwa.dot.gov. n.d. 
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/infrastructure/civildef.cfm (accessed November 9, 2016). 

 

Allman, Sheldon. Folk Songs for the 21st Century. Essential Media Group. First recorded in 

1960. 

 

Boyer, Paul S. By the Bomb's Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the Dawn of the 

Atomic Age. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1985. 
 

Connerton, Paul. "Seven Types of Forgetting." Memory Studies 1, no. 1 (2008). 



97 

Cubitt, Geoffrey. Historical Approaches: History and Memory. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2007. 

 

Davis, Tracy C. Stages of Emergency: Cold War Nuclear Civil Defense. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2007. 

 

Farish, Matthew. The Contours of America's Cold War. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2010. 

 

Furgurson, Ernest B. "Dig Into the Nuclear Era's Homegrown Fallout Shelters." Smithsonian 

Magazine, February 10, 2016. 
 

Gambles, Ian. "Lost Time: The Forgetting of the Cold War." The National Interest, 1995. 
 

Genzlinger, Neil. "Doomsday Has Its Day in the Sun." The New York Times, March 11, 2012. 
 

George, Alice. Awaiting Armageddon: How Americans Faced the Cuban Missile Crisis. Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2003. 

 

Ghamari-Tabrizi, Sharon. The Worlds of herman kahn. Cambridge,, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2006. 

 

Hedges, Inez. World Cinema and Cultural Memory. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 
 

Henriksen, Margot. Dr. Strangelove's America: Society and Culture in the Atomic Age. London: 
University of California Press, 1997. 

 

Hoffman, David. The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and its 

Dangerous Legacy. New York: Anchor Books, 2009. 

 

Holloway, David. Stalin and the Bomb. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994. 

 

Kahn, Herman. On Thermonuclear War. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1961. 
 

Kaplan, Fred. The Wizards of Armageddon. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983. 

 



98 

Kearny, Cresson H. Nuclear War Survival Skills. Oak Ridge, TN: Dept. of Energy, Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory, 1979. 

 

Kerr, Thomas J. Civil Defense in the U.S.: Bandaid for a Holocaust? Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 1983. 

 

Koppel, Ted, Lights Out, New York: Broadway Books, 2015. 

 

Krugler, David. This is Only a Test: How Washington, D.C., Prepared for Nuclear War. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. 

 

Lachmann, Renate. "Mnemonic and Intertextual Aspects of Literature." In A Companion to 

Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, edited by 
Ansgar Nunning, and Astrid Eril Sara Young. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008. 

 

Landsberg, Alison. Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the 

Age of Mass Culture. New York: Columbia University Press, 2004. 
 

Lipsitz, George. Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popular Culture. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1990. 

 

Marling, Karal Ann. As Seen on TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994. 

 

May, Elaine Tyler. Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era. New York: 
Basic Books, 2008. 

 

Monteyne, David. Fallout Shelter: Designing for Civil Defense in the Cold War. Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minesota Press, 2011. 

 

Oakes, Guy. "The Cold War Conception of Nuclear Reality: Mobilizing the American 
Imagination for Nuclear War." International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 6, 
no. 3 (1993). 

 

—. The Imaginary War: Civil Defense and American Cold War Culture. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994. 

 

Resort, Greenbrier. "Bunker History". n.d. http://www.greenbrier.com/Activities/The-
Bunker/Bunker-History (accessed November 10, 2016). 

 



99 

Rollins, Gary Edgerton and Peter, ed. Television Histories: Shaping Collective Memory in the 

Media Age. Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2001. 
 

Rose, Kenneth. One Nation Underground: The Fallout Shelter in American Culture. New York: 
New York University Press, 2001. 

 

Rose, Lisle A. The Cold War Comes to Main Street: America in 1950. Lawrence, KS: University 
of Kansas, 1999. 

 

Scheibach, Michael. Atomics in the Classroom: Teaching the Bomb in the Early Postwar Era. 
Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2015. 

 

Tietge, David J. Flash Effect: Science and the Rhetorical Origins of Cold War America. Athens, 
OH: Ohio University Press, 2002. 

 

Trachtenberg, Marc. History and Strategy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991. 

 

USA Operation Alert. Produced by Pathe News. 1955. 
 

Vanderbilt, Tom. Survival City: Adventures Among the Ruins of Atomic America. New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 2002. 

 

Weart, Spencer. Nuclear Fear: A History of Images. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1988. 

 

Wiener, Jon. How We Forgot the Cold War: A Historical Journey Across America. Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Pres, 2012. 

 

WPA Film Library, Films Media Group, and Films for the Humanities & Sciences. The WPA 

film library: Titan and atlas ICBM's, 1960. New York, N.Y: Films Media Group. 2012. 

 
  



100 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

 
 Matthew Storey is originally from Ocean Springs, Mississippi.  He attended Mississippi 

State University and earned a Bachelor’s degree in history in 2015.  He then pursued a Master’s 

degree in History with a focus on Historical Administration and Public History at Florida State 

University. 


