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INTRODUCTION

SNAFU is an acronym that stands for “Situation Normal: All Fucked Up.” It was military slang during World War II, and the soldiers who coined it were essentially saying, “Yeah, everything’s a disaster—but hey, isn’t it always?” Over time, the term traveled beyond the battlefield and made its way into our everyday language. Today, according to Oxford Dictionaries, SNAFU means “a confused or chaotic state; a mess.” A definition that, frankly, could apply to everything from assembling IKEA furniture to your last family vacation.

But the SNAFUs in this book are not your run-of-the-mill slip-ups, like accidentally using ranch dressing as coffee creamer (in my defense, it was in a very tiny, fancy-looking carafe). No, these are the big mamas—the epic blunders that unravel like slow-motion train wrecks, except it’s like ten different trains derailing in every direction, with clueless officials insisting, “Everything’s fine!” while entire towns get leveled in the chaos. And these disasters aren’t confined to one poor soul making a bad decision—they’re massive, institution-shaking calamities that drag entire governments, corporations, and far too many innocent bystanders along for the ride. And yet, like rubberneckers at a car crash, we just have to watch. There’s something weirdly irresistible—almost primal—about witnessing a colossal screwup.

That’s why I started the SNAFU podcast a few years ago (available wherever you get your podcasts—five-star reviews welcome!). But I was quickly awed by just how many catastrophic screwups litter our past. The deeper I dug, the more I realized that humanity’s hall-of-fame-worthy blunders needed more than just a podcast; they needed pages—glorious, printed pages—to fully capture the breathtaking scale of our collective idiocy. And thus was born the book you now hold in your hands (or see on your screen or hear on your AirPods—hi there!). The stories in this book crisscross America and span every decade since World War II, revealing a rich tapestry of human folly that, frankly, makes me feel a lot better about many of my own life choices.

Now, you’ve probably heard the old saying that tragedy plus time equals comedy. Mark Twain supposedly said that (or was it Carol Burnett? Either way, I’m stealing it). And that’s certainly true, but I would argue this book is about much more than retroactive comedy—it’s also about reassurance. Because if history teaches us anything, it’s that we’ve been royally screwing things up for centuries, and yet, somehow, we’re still here. In other words, no matter how disastrous things have gotten, whether it’s world wars, financial collapses, or the time someone decided to put pineapple on pizza, humanity has demonstrated an uncanny ability to bounce back.

And that actually feels like a pretty useful lesson right now. We are living in a time of nonstop anxiety, where every news update feels like we’re inching closer to oblivion. Climate change, global conflicts, social upheaval—sometimes it feels like the whole planet is just one bad decision away from getting snuffed out like a birthday candle in a tornado. But guess what? That feeling isn’t new. People in the 1950s were terrified of nuclear annihilation. The 1970s brought an energy crisis and disco. The 1980s had acid-washed jeans and actual acid rain. And somehow, despite all of it, life moved forward. Humanity stumbled, adapted, and—against all odds—kept going.

That’s the strangely uplifting message buried in all these SNAFUs. No matter how idiotic, shortsighted, heartbreaking, or downright absurd our mistakes have been, they haven’t taken us out yet. And it turns out studying them can be a weirdly optimistic exercise. Sure, it’s easy to despair when the world feels like it’s unraveling, but looking back at our collective blunders serves as a powerful reminder: We’ve been here before, and we’ll get through this, too.

So, consider me—Ed Helms—your unofficial history teacher. Grab a number two pencil, dust off that three-ring binder, and pull up an unreasonably tiny school desk. I’ll be at the front of the class lecturing with gusto and just a hint of coffee breath. Together, we’ll explore the wonderfully insane world of SNAFUs, and who knows? You might just learn something.

Let’s dive in, shall we?
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[image: Welcome to the Nifty Fifties! A conservative era and a golden age of growth, science and technology, and some other, less pleasant things. More on that soon. As the country bounced back economically after the biggest and deadliest war in history, we also saw a population explosion (gotta love those Boomers!). New technology was on the brink of blowing up, too. Radios were moved to the back of the living room, as boxy black-and-white television sets made their way into American homes. Households could now gather around the television to see the ideal nuclear family à la The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, Leave It to Beaver, The Donna Reed Show, and Father Knows Best. World War II had ended five years prior to the fifties, and the Cold War clash between the Soviets and Americans was just getting started. In reality, the decade wasn’t all an American Dream full of shiny automobiles and Elvis Presley. The McCarthy hearings led to Hollywood blacklists; even icons like Orson Welles and Charlie Chaplin were accused of being communists. Not to mention there was a growing sense of nuclear dread casting a dark chill over American life. Ah, yes. The economy, population, and tech weren’t all that was exploding. . .nukes were perhaps the most major (and most radioactive) threat uniting 1950s America. Investment in the development of military-grade weapons was finally paying off post–Manhattan Project. From uranium in baby toys to accidental detonations, it was a decade we look back on fondly—if that fondness means bold-faced fear of nuclear annihilation. Grab that TV dinner and settle in on that Scandinavian sofa—it’s time to go nuts for nukes in our first decade full of SNAFUs.]
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It’s Christmas Day 1951. Bing Crosby’s voice blares from the radio, and little Johnny’s lungs are full of secondhand smoke from Dad’s first cigarette of the morning. His eyes drift to that fat package under the tree. What could it be?

He tears through the paper to reveal a bright red box made to look like a briefcase. Splashed across the top in bold yellow letters are the words GILBERT U-238 ATOMIC ENERGY LAB, with some illustrated atoms to complete the effect. He opens it, revealing an honest-to-God miniature lab, complete with test tubes, a spherical glass cloud chamber, and instruments with intriguing and mysterious names like “deionizer” and “spinthariscope.” There’s even a short comic titled “Learn How Dagwood Splits the Atom!,” the title page of which features a grateful Blondie kissing the titular hero on the cheek as he stares into the middle distance, lost in contemplation of the unspeakable powers he has unleashed.

Promotional materials boast of “awe-inspiring sights!” and the ability to “actually SEE the paths of electrons and alpha particles traveling at speeds of more than 10,000 miles per SECOND!” On the box, beneath an image of a rosy-cheeked lad gazing in wonder at a working version of the set, are the words “Exciting! Safe!” But only one of those is accurate. . .because those four little jars next to the base of the cloud chamber are full of freaking uranium.

SCIENCE IS COOL, KIDS!

Let’s begin by reminding ourselves that it was a different time. Advances in chemistry and nuclear physics were front-page news, just like advances in AI and deep-fake technology are today. In 1898, Marie and Pierre Curie discovered radium. In 1913, Niels Bohr introduced the world to quantum mechanics. Budding young chemists wondered if they could be the next Albert Einstein or Alfred Nobel. By the turn of the twentieth century, companies were marketing chemistry sets for teenagers, typically portable copies of the tools used by actual chemists, and they became popular toys.

Enter another Alfred: Alfred Carlton Gilbert. A man of many talents, Gilbert was an accomplished athlete who once held the world record for most consecutive chin-ups and won a gold medal in the pole vault at the 1908 Olympics. He studied medicine at Yale but decided to forsake that career path for a more noble calling: magician.

Gilbert paid his way through college by performing magic tricks. After school, he began producing magic kits stuffed with trick coins and playing cards, founding the magnificently named Mysto Manufacturing. Gilbert crossed over into the chemistry set game as early as 1917.

THE ERECTOR WHO SAVED CHRISTMAS

According to toymaker lore, Gilbert’s greatest idea came to him during a train ride in 1911. Electricity was all the rage back then, and the tracks between New York and New Haven were being electrified. As Gilbert wondered at the high-voltage power line towers rising beside the tracks, he became enamored with the complicated network of girders and scaffolding that made their construction possible. He immediately set to work on what may very well have been a bolt of genius: a miniaturized but extremely lifelike toy version of the engineering marvel he’d witnessed. The Erector Set was born.

In 1913, he debuted a wooden case containing a set of small steel beams, gears, pulleys, and everything the user needed to build a wide variety of miniature mechanical wonders. Gilbert’s sets included a tiny motor, allowing kids to create small working cranes and other devices that functioned just like their grown-up counterparts. The Gilbert Erector Set was an immediate hit.
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During World War I, Gilbert earned the enviable moniker “The Man Who Saved Christmas” after he appeared before the US Council of National Defense to argue that toy factories should be allowed to continue production during wartime. “America is the home of toys that educate as well as amuse,” Gilbert said at the time, “that visualize to the boy his future occupations, that start him on the road to construction and not destruction.” This noble sentiment—and, possibly, the fact that Gilbert’s toy factories were also churning out machine-gun parts, gas masks, and Colt .45s throughout the war—swayed the council. Christmas 1918 was saved.

Boys (and, surely, girls, too, even though there was zero mention of girls among decades’ worth of Erector advertising materials) loved the hands-on and true-to-life construction experience, while parents appreciated the educational value of Gilbert’s invention. A generation of anxious parents must have breathed sighs of relief as they watched their sons eschew a career in magic for something more practical. (Though Steve Martin still did pretty well for himself.) But that solace wouldn’t last long.

POWER IN THE PALM OF YOUR HAND

On July 16, 1945, in a remote desert basin in New Mexico, a select few witnessed the awesome power of atomic energy for the first time in human history as the United States tested its first-ever nuclear weapon.

Famously, the sight caused Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer to reflect upon lines from the Bhagavad Gita: “Now I am become Death, Destroyer of Worlds.” There’s no record of Oppenheimer or anyone else thinking anything along the lines of “Wow, if only I could expose my son to a small amount of that!” But they weren’t thinking like A. C. Gilbert.

Thus, in 1950, Gilbert unveiled the U-238 Atomic Lab, the most sophisticated chemistry set ever to hit the market, and almost certainly the most ill-advised. By assembling the cloud chamber and activating the deionizer, kids could watch the “delicate, intricate paths of electrical condensation” formed by the decay of the samples of radioactive material.

Yes, radioactive material. The kit contained four jars of radioactive uranium-containing minerals: autunite, torbernite, uraninite, and some carnotite, just for good measure. “There was nothing phony about our Atomic Energy laboratory,” Gilbert would later boast.

[image: An image of Two stalks point at a globe, with three rows of circles emanating from it.]
But maybe there should have been? I mean, there’s a reason the Easy-Bake Oven is just a warm light bulb.

To be fair, the isotopes included in the set were less dangerous than those used in the Manhattan Project—what higher standard could you ask for in a children’s toy?—but they could still cause long-term organ damage if ingested. To Gilbert’s credit, the manual did caution users not to break or unseal the jars containing the samples. “You would run the risk of having radioactive ore spread out in your laboratory,” it warned.

It also glossed over the fact that said “laboratory” was almost certainly either a child’s bedroom, or maybe a family’s kitchen table. Also, giving kids a bottle with special stuff inside and telling them not to open it seems like an exact recipe for the aforementioned tots getting hammers to crack into those little glowing tubes.

Gilbert insisted that none of the radioactive materials used in the set “might conceivably prove dangerous,” a patently false claim that stands as a testament to the unwisdom of allowing magicians to market radioactive toys to children. God only knows what might have happened if the Atomic Lab kit had proven as successful as the Erector Set. Thankfully for the lungs and kidneys of America’s youth, the set was only available for about two years before Gilbert shut production down.

“Wait a minute,” you might say, “did it really take Gilbert an entire year to decide that Baby’s First Nuclear Device was a bad idea for a toy?”

No! It’s actually worse than that. Safety concerns were not the reason that Gilbert ceased production. Instead, it was a matter of dollars and cents: The kit was extremely expensive to produce. Even at $50 a pop—well over $500 in 2025 money—Gilbert was selling the kits at a loss. The high price prevented the Atomic Lab from selling well—no wonder, given that any family living within a few hours’ drive of a nuclear plant could expose themselves to radiation for a fraction of that price.

Shockingly, there are no recorded instances of radiation poisoning stemming from the kit. And, while the threat of radiation escaping was very real, the estimated radiation exposure from playing with the kit amounted to roughly the same amount one receives from spending a sunny day outdoors without protection. Given that a recent study found that as many as half of children’s toys contain harmful chemicals, the U-238 Atomic Lab is somehow not the most dangerous plaything ever conceived.

If we had learned our lesson from Gilbert, maybe toxic playsets would have gone the way of the lawn dart. But the powers-that-be never do seem to learn. Take for example the Hassenfeld Brothers’ (later, Hasbro) actual attempt to make Flubber for children in 1962, a product tie-in for Disney’s first-ever sequel to The Absent-Minded Professor—yes, that Flubber, from the 1997 Robin Williams flick—which left so many kids with bubbling rashes that the manufacturers buried their entire stock under the parking lot. Or take the CSI Fingerprint Analysis Kit, which was available until 2009. The front of the box shouts that little Johnny can “lift prints just like a real CSI.” What it doesn’t tell you is that the fingerprint powder is 7 percent tremolite, an extremely toxic form of asbestos, which causes lung cancer.

“Toy has never seemed to me to be the right word to apply to such things,” Gilbert later wrote of kits like the Atomic Lab. He wanted it to be a serious educational tool for young neutron enjoyers, not something frivolous five-year-olds would dump into the pile of action figures under their bed.

By the time he retired in 1954, Gilbert had accumulated no fewer than 152 patents, the most famous of which was undoubtedly the Erector Set. Ever the innovator, he also set an example for other businessmen by providing a company lawyer for his employees free of charge, paying some of their medical expenses, and embracing the then-radical concept of maternity leave.

Ironically, the failure of the Atomic Lab did wonders for Gilbert’s legacy: Today, he’s remembered for saving Christmas and inventing the wildly popular Erector Set, and not as the infamous defendant in the hypothetical class-action juvenile radiation poisoning lawsuit that would have arisen if his radioactive toy had caught on.
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It was November 28, 1950. And high atop the icy mountains of North Korea, the US First Marine Division found themselves in what can only be described as a really bad situation. Trapped in the unforgiving terrain around the Chosin Reservoir, near the village of Hagaru-ri, they were joined by a small detachment of British commandos and a handful of South Korean police—about 30,000 troops in total. Not exactly a small gathering. Unfortunately, they were about to get ambushed by 120,000 soldiers of the Chinese Communist Army. That’s a 4 to 1 ratio, which in military terms translates roughly to: “we’re screwed.”

The marines fought valiantly, holding their position for almost two weeks. Munitions dwindled, and temperatures dropped far below freezing, frostbite setting into extremities and exposed skin.

The marines needed a miracle, but all they could do was call for more airdrops. And what kind of reinforcement did they receive? Enough firepower to blow the enemy back into the hills? Nope. A hundred thousand more men? No, sir. Captain America, perhaps? Sorry, not even his plucky sidekick, Bucky.

No, the thing that saved these marines on the edge of disaster?

The penny candy classic: the Tootsie Roll.

THE CHOSIN PATH

You might be wondering how the US 1st Marine Division ended up in the frozen mountains of North Korea in the first place. The simplest answer: to fight America’s endless war on communism. On June 25, 1950, North Korean forces, backed by the Soviet Union, crossed the Korean Peninsula’s thirty-eighth parallel, an ideological dividing line that separates the communist North from the democratic South.

Naturally, Western powers started freaking out. It took President Truman all of two days to pledge US warships and planes to South Korea. But finding men to go and fight across the Pacific Ocean was another story. In the five years following the end of World War II, the Marine Corps had shrunk by more than 50 percent. Perhaps American men simply had other interests, like polishing their Oldsmobiles or picking up ladies at sock hops.

This made Chicago native George McMaster a bit of an anomaly. George was so eager to be a member of the esteemed Marine Corps that he enlisted when he was just seventeen years old. In fact, because he was still a minor in 1948, young George actually tricked his mother into signing the enlistment paperwork.

“World War II was over and we had no one else to fight,” George recalled in an interview with the Korean War Educator Foundation. You can probably imagine George’s shock—and his poor mother’s concern—when two years later, he was deployed to fight overseas. He was assigned as squad leader of the Third Rifle Platoon, Dog Company. Cute name, huh? Unfortunately, the road ahead for Dog Company would be far less simple than a game of fetch.

George and the rest of his dogs boarded a ship bound for Korea on September 21. By September 27, they had North Korean troops fleeing north from Seoul, the South Korean capital. Initially, General Douglas MacArthur, who led the attack, reckoned that the war would end there. But he just had one more teeny-tiny little task for the marines: Get back on ships, sail all the way around the tip of the Korean Peninsula into enemy territory, and then chase the North Koreans all the way to the Chinese border.

Sure, no problem, General! It’ll be like taking a Tootsie Roll from a baby, right? Well. . .maybe if that baby were an infant Clark Kent with the grip of a rusty steel vise.

The first hiccup came right off the bat. MacArthur’s men were delayed for twelve whole days while minesweepers cleaned the water around their landing zone. George and his pals were left at sea, just waiting. I like to think of them playing pinochle while they cracked jokes about “His Royal Highness Douglas MacArthur and his lapdog staff.”

One of those lapdogs was General Edward Almond. If MacArthur was Michael Scott, regional manager, then Almond was Dwight Schrute, assistant to the regional manager. He was MacArthur’s chief of staff, or as George liked to say, his “chief ass-kisser.” While MacArthur commanded the whole operation in Korea, Almond commanded the whole ragtag corps on its way inland to enemy territory. Beneath him was a practical and modest general named O. P. Smith who commanded the marines’ 1st Division. Despite literally being in command of George’s Dog Company, among many others, General Smith was by all accounts not a lapdog. In fact, he’d been butting heads with Almond since day one.

Smith’s skepticism of the American tactics would only intensify in the weeks ahead. And it was all justified. Months earlier, President Truman had asked General MacArthur the likelihood of the Chinese entering the war. MacArthur knew that the Chinese had up to 125,000 troops stationed just over the border between China and North Korea, but he insisted that they weren’t much of a threat.

So Truman gave MacArthur the order to give Almond the order to give Smith the order to march the marines inland toward the border, around the Chosin Reservoir, and deep into the mountains of North Korea. That order gave no indication that more than 20,000 men would face a fight unlike any they’d ever seen before.

A FROZEN BATTLE

George and the rest of his company stepped ashore in North Korea on October 26. While hiking north, they spotted a handful of South Korean soldiers, as George said, “running hell-bent” in the other direction, abandoning their position and their weapons. The South Koreans tried to warn them: The Chinese were advancing.

But the marines had to obey their command: Keep moving. So they took the abandoned weapons for themselves and assembled atop a nearby hill. Then, out of nowhere, enemy bullets started flying. The marines spent the rest of the day defending themselves from the hills. By George’s account, his company lost two men in the surprise attack, but they had the area secured by nightfall.

This unnerving new development didn’t seem to upset MacArthur and his intelligence staff. His earlier assumptions had been proven wrong, but he still thought that China’s “peasant army” didn’t pose a significant threat. Almond ordered Smith to get his men up the road to the Chosin Reservoir as fast as possible. After doing so, Smith set up his headquarters in a town called Hagaru-ri, complete with a medical clearing center and—the keystone of Smith’s whole operation—an airstrip. Until the airstrip was complete, planes couldn’t land to deliver supplies to the troops, but they air-dropped plenty of C rations, ammo, and medical equipment. In those rations? You guessed it: some delicious Tootsie Rolls. But we’ll get to that.
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Almond ordered Smith to send George’s regiment up through the mountains northwest of the Chosin Reservoir. They departed on Thanksgiving Day and stopped in the evening for a modest feast, airdropped from the sky. George said it felt strange to have real food after eating out of C-ration cans for so long. The only problem was that this was solid food in every sense: The weather was so cold that their turkey and potatoes were chunks of ice by the time they dug in.

The cold intensified in the days ahead. George heard someone mention that it was thirty-five degrees below zero. He and his section were assigned a patrol in the nearby hills. As they approached a small village, a few Chinese soldiers emerged with their hands raised in surrender. But George’s squad smelled a rat and approached the soldiers with caution—and with reinforcements.

Their instincts were spot-on. Out of nowhere, Chinese troops in the hills above started firing down at them from all directions.

That elevation gave the enemy a slight edge, but the marines had more advanced weapons, and soon they had backup. They called for air support, and American planes roared in—dropping napalm on Chinese soldiers taking cover in the upper hills. By dusk the fighting settled down, but the carnage was far from over.

At around eleven P.M., George’s squad faced the first of several waves of Chinese soldiers. He said their method of attack was simple: “Mass a large number of men, get as close to us as possible without being detected, and charge, hoping that we would run out of ammunition, our weapons would jam, or we would run out of men defending our positions.”

Throughout the night, ammunition did indeed begin to run out. George was hit in the pinky. Luckily, it was so cold that his blood just froze to his glove instead of leaving his body in large quantities. I guess that’s good? Then he got hit below the armpit. He felt the flow of blood and held his arm up to the night sky to see if it was still there. Thankfully, it was. George remained on the ground, unable to move. As the light broke on the morning of November 28, he finally stood on his feet and walked around the battlefield. There were bodies everywhere.

Back at headquarters, Generals Almond and MacArthur were reeling from their missteps. So General Smith took matters into his own hands. A classic case of managing up. He ordered the marines in the north to halt their attacks and fight their way back south down the reservoir to headquarters at Hagaru-ri. But they would need reinforcements for the fourteen-mile journey.

Airdrops had been the marines’ saving grace since the beginning of their mission in the Chosin Reservoir, and they’d need a lot more to make it out of the mountains alive. Planes scattered the hills with re-ups of medical supplies, ammunition, C-rations, and more. And here’s where the Tootsie Rolls save the day. A big stock of the tubular taffy candy arrived at the Post Exchange at Hagaru-ri, and in a moment of desperation, General Smith rationed them among troops. In George’s memory, the candy was available by the truckload. Other accounts have lieutenants fighting over their allotted candy stashes.

So why on Earth were our marines gorging on empty calories during the Korean War? Well, the US military actually started feeding Tootsie Rolls to the troops during World War II, when the candy’s property of unmeltability proved advantageous in the sweltering heat. In North Korea, George and his fellow soldiers discovered that Tootsie Rolls were just about the only food that would warm up easily despite the freezing temperatures. Frozen meat and potatoes? Not so useful. But a blast of sugar did the trick. They’d use their body heat to soften the candy, and the sugar gave them the energy they needed to survive.

In fact, there were so many Tootsies rolling around between the men, and so few bullets, that the complete catastrophe of the situation birthed a legend. As the story goes, a supply drop that was supposed to contain ammunition was filled with candy instead, because they were using the code name “TOOTSIE ROLLS” for mortar rounds. Someone in the telephone chain between the surrounded marines and the supply depot had a brain fart. Whether the legend is true or not, one thing’s certain—the First Marine Division ended up with a mountain of Tootsie Rolls. And in the brutal cold of the Chosin Reservoir, calories were as crucial as ammunition. It’s safe to say that without the sweet, chewy sustenance of those little chocolatey lifesavers, the marines might not have made it out of the mountains alive.

After a three-day hike, George and his company arrived at Hagaru-ri. Bullets flew from the hills as they approached headquarters. George stumbled into a makeshift hospital tent. There, he was told he would likely be flown out to safety and receive further medical treatment. But at that moment, he had other, more pressing priorities. He went straight to the cook shack, thrilled to eat a meal that didn’t come in a wrapper.

THE CHOSIN FEW

On December 5, George boarded a plane with other wounded and frostbitten soldiers and evacuated Hagaru-ri. He was among the last of those to be flown out, eventually arriving at a hospital in Japan for proper treatment. Ten thousand still remained at basecamp.

By now, it was evident that MacArthur’s grand fantasy of taking the Chosin Reservoir and advancing on to the border of China was a no-go. With his and Almond’s egos badly bruised, it was up to General Smith to get the rest of the men to safety. Over at the command center, reporters asked Smith his next move. His answer went down in marine history: “When you’re surrounded, it is impossible to retreat. We’re simply attacking in a different direction.”

And so the marines prepared to backtrack—a backtrack attack, you might say—along the icy, narrow road that brought them to the Chosin Reservoir, down the mountains, and to the coast, where they could evacuate from enemy territory. The frigid temperatures persisted, and walking was the only way they could keep warm.

You can bet your bottom dollar that the marines relied on Tootsie Rolls for this trek, too. In fact, candy was just about the only thing left to chew on. Then, on December 10, 1950, they finally cleared the last treacherous mountain pass and boarded flat train cars that took them to the coastline. There, ships awaited them with showers, hot food, medical relief, and rest.

The whole ordeal at the Chosin Reservoir lasted just thirteen days. Thousands of men were killed, wounded, or missing in action. But the legacy of the marines who fought there endures far longer than a Tootsie Roll’s shelf life. Survivors of the battle are called the “Chosin Few,” and they’re honored today with a monument at Dallas–Fort Worth National Cemetery.

George McMaster received a respectable bundle of awards, including the Purple Heart, Navy–Marine Corps Combat Action Ribbon, and two Navy Presidential Unit Citations. He also brought the bullet he took at Chosin back home inside him. When he talked about the experience, he said he could still feel it in his chest sometimes. Understandably, General Smith became a highly decorated war hero, receiving a lengthy list of awards and medals that would take up half the page.

General Almond didn’t face much backlash for his tactical mistakes. After all, he was just a dog in MacArthur’s lap. As for MacArthur, the Korean War badly tarnished his otherwise stellar legacy. He was relieved from command by President Truman.

Decades later, the marines gave one more award to an individual who was not at the Chosin Reservoir—Ellen Gordon, chairman and CEO of Tootsie Roll Industries. And if you assume that the Chosin Few couldn’t bear to chew up another Tootsie Roll after their return from Korea, you’d be wrong! Tootsie Roll Industries continued to supply 1st Marine Division members with gift boxes of the candy long after the war. Fortunately, this time around, they weren’t frozen.
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At 3:07 P.M. on Friday, December 12, 1952, a cold wind blew over the ice-flecked shores of the Ottawa River. Squat brick buildings lined the riverbank as snow fell gently on the hillside. It was like an illustration from a little old Canadian grandma’s Christmas cookie tin. If Grandma’s cookie tin was decorated with festive illustrations of. . .a nuclear research facility. Weird choice for a cookie tin, Grandma.

But inside this facility, Chalk River Laboratories in Deep River, Ontario, Canada, the scene was anything but calm and bright. Well, maybe a little bright. Red lights were flashing in the facility’s control room because their fancy new nuclear reactor, NRX, was seconds away from melting down.

At the time, NRX was the most powerful research reactor in the world. And in those early days of the nuclear power boom, it was an atomic scientist’s dream—an enormous cylindrical beast straight out of a 1950s drive-in sci-fi flick. It stood in the center of a light-filled redbrick building, the reactor vessel housed in concrete. It was ten feet tall and twenty-six feet wide and could conjure up to thirty megawatts of nuclear power—enough to light up three US cities for a year—with supremely radioactive uranium fuel rods at its core.

So when the Chalk River plant supervisor—decked out in thick Buddy Holly glasses and a plastic pocket protector, no doubt—saw those red lights go on, he started shaking in his plant-issued underwear. Those lights meant that the boron carbide safety rods inside the reactor core, the ones that kept NRX from overheating and unleashing a tidal wave of radiation across the picturesque cookie-tin shores of the Ottawa River, were dangling out of the reactor.

Ol’ Buddy freaked out and ran downstairs to stop the operator in the basement from giving everyone in the plant a nasty case of radiation sickness right before the holidays.

He arrived just in time to stop the basement operator in his tracks. But they weren’t out of the woods yet. Buddy still needed his assistant upstairs to push a specific combination of buttons to reset the reactor and fix the basement operator’s mistake. He grabbed the phone and spewed out the button combo to his assistant, but in a turn of events straight out of an I Love Lucy episode, just moments after issuing the order, Buddy realized that he’d asked the assistant to push the wrong buttons! He screamed through the phone for the assistant to stop, but alas, the assistant needed both hands free to push the buttons, and he had already put the phone down. He was now out of earshot.

Buddy screamed into the void. The reactor was toast. Hydrogen gas explosions hurled NRX’s gasholder dome four feet into the air—accounts differ, but some say it quite literally hit the roof—releasing radiation into the atmosphere and flooding the basement with about a million gallons of radioactive water. As this mess unfurled, there were some 1,800 workers going about their business on-site.

A radioactive lagoon had formed in the basement at Chalk River Labs, and the damaged NRX was a ticking time bomb that had to be disassembled, fast. On their shortlist of worries: The radioactive water could start leaking into the Ottawa River, the uranium hydride on the melted fuel rods could oxidize and start a fire, or the hydrogen that escaped during the explosion could mingle with the irradiated water and burn in the air, starting a raging bonfire that’d put a level ten pyro to shame. I repeat: The literal AIR around them could have caught on fire. Plus, the radiation levels around the damaged reactor were extremely high, so they couldn’t just send in someone like our civilian friend Buddy the Plant Supervisor to repair it.

It was a mess. And on top of that, it was a secret mess sparked by mechanical issues and operating errors. This was the first nuclear core meltdown to ever happen, and at that time there were only a few people in the whole world with the necessary skills, security clearance, and a “Sir, I’m willing to get radiation poisoning to serve my country, yes sir!” type attitude, someone willing to go into the belly of the damaged reactor and fix it. In short: Chalk River needed help. So when a top secret, state-of-the-art nuclear reactor is in need of disassemblin’, who’s the Canadian government gonna call?

They punched their fingers into their rotary phones and dialed up Captain Hyman Rickover, the man in charge of the top secret US atomic submarine program. Rickover’s men knew their way around a nuclear reactor. And since this was the first nuclear mess of its kind, it seemed like. . .an opportunity. A shining chance to give his men real-life experience with nuclear cleanup. Gee, thanks, Captain Rickover. So he bellowed down to his star subordinate, a young, up-and-coming lieutenant, to task him with leading this idiotically dangerous cleanup job.

And who was that naval officer? It was none other than twenty-eight-year-old Jimmy Carter.

JIMMY TO THE RESCUE

Around the time that the NRX was melting into a puddle of radioactive goo over in Canada, Jimmy Carter was posted just across the border in Schenectady, New York, as the senior officer of the USS Seawolf, one of the first US atomic submarines. He’d been getting up to all kinds of eggheaded nuclear hijinks, teaching his men about everything from math and physics to reactor technology. Then he heard Captain Rickover’s bellowing call.

Suddenly, Carter and his team of twenty-four atomically inclined navy men found themselves whisked away from Schenectady and plopped on a train, watching the snow-dusted Canadian forest roll by out the window. Sounds kind of romantic. . .if they weren’t on their way to disarm the melting heart of a super-radioactive nuclear device. They weren’t allowed to tell their wives, or any other family members, where they were going. As Carter’s biographer Jonathan Alter put it, “Carter had essentially been drafted into battle.”

Once Jimbo and his team rolled up to Chalk River, they were greeted by more than 800 staff and 170 Canadian military personnel. It was like a small city of people bustling around in hazmat suits with mops and buckets. They briefed Jimmy and his team on the stupidly dangerous mission they were about to undertake: The reactor core was deep underground and, as Carter writes in his autobiography A Full Life, “surrounded by intense radioactivity. . .each of us would absorb the maximum permissible dose with just ninety seconds of exposure.”

Just ninety seconds. In 1952, the maximum amount of radiation the government deemed acceptable for its officers to endure each year was 1,000 times higher than it is today. And the “protective clothing”? Basically a beekeeper outfit with a gas mask. So Jimmy devised a plan to make this dangerous job slightly less terrifying—essentially, a nuclear relay race with deadly consequences for dropping the baton. He divided his men up into teams of three. Each team’s mission was to go into the reactor and disarm it quickly and efficiently, in ninety-second increments, hurriedly unscrewing one nut and bolt at a time.
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They practiced their nuclear relay race on an exact replica of the damaged reactor that the personnel at Chalk River had built on a nearby tennis court in the days right after the NRX meltdown, time being of the essence, and a safe, non-irradiated place to practice being crucial to their success. So the faux reactor was ready and waiting for Jimmy and his crew when they arrived on-site.

The teams of three practiced jumping into their heavy white suits and masks, then running like madmen into the faux reactor to replace the relevant parts of the machine. As Jimmy recounted in A Full Life, “We tried again and again until we were as proficient as possible.”

Only then did they descend into the true belly of the beast.

For the radioactive relay, the team relied on primitive CTV: Big, bulky TV cameras were set up underground inside the reactor. Jimmy and his men watched carefully as each team ran into the reactor, unscrewed the proper nuts and bolts, and tore right back out. Then, outside on the tennis court, the men made those exact same repairs to the faux reactor, bolt by bolt—monkey see, monkey do.

Jimmy’s relay team was the last group to go down. He wrote in his 1975 autobiography Why Not the Best?, “We descended into the reactor and worked frantically for our allotted time.” Well, all that tennis court practice paid off—Jimmy and his partners finished disassembling the reactor in one minute and twenty-nine seconds, with one extra second of exposure to spare.

Finally, NRX was neutralized.

Jimmy and his team breathed a sigh of relief through their gas masks, patted one another on the back, and hopped on the train back to Schenectady. But even though their mission was a success. . .Jimmy and his team still weren’t free from NRX.

NO MORE NEUTRONS

In the 1950s, very little was understood about the aftereffects of radiation. The fallout from Hiroshima and Nagasaki was still being studied. So, for several months after their nuclear relay, Carter and his team were required to submit urine and fecal samples to the government, which were monitored for radioactivity. In fact, doctors told Carter that after being exposed to this much radiation he probably wouldn’t be able to have any more children.

All in all, Carter’s pee was radioactive for a full six months! But despite his glowing urine, “there were no apparent aftereffects from the exposure—just a lot of doubtful jokes among ourselves about death versus sterility.” (And, in spite of the navy doctor’s predictions concerning Jimmy’s future fertility, he still had four healthy kids.)

In 1953, after the death of his father, Carter was honorably discharged from the navy, and he headed back to Plains, Georgia, to take over the family peanut business. Despite his distance from the budding nuclear power boom, his experience at Chalk River remained fresh in his mind—he’d return to that experience, speaking and writing about it, over and over throughout his lifetime. On the campaign trail, in his presidential autobiographies. . .maybe even in a pair of Levi’s on the front porch of the Georgia governor’s mansion, spinning his yarn about the Chalk River fiasco to Gregg Allman—of the Allman Brothers, of course—over a bottle of J & B Scotch.
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In a 2008 interview with the Ottawa Citizen aptly titled, “When Jimmy Carter Faced Radioactivity Head-on,” Carter’s close friend and personal biographer Peter Bourne said that prior to the incident with NRX, Carter approached nuclear power in a “very scientific and dispassionate way.” But after descending into a melting nuclear reactor, his outlook changed. He saw and felt firsthand nuclear power’s ability to destroy, as he fumbled with NRX’s radioactive nuts and bolts in a flimsy hazmat suit.

Bourne said he believes the emotional fallout of the experience influenced Carter’s thinking during his time as president. As Bourne recounted in the 2008 Ottawa Citizen interview, “not just in terms of having his finger on the nuclear button, but in his decision not to pursue. . .the neutron bomb as a weapon.”

Carter said it best in his inaugural address:


We pledge perseverance and wisdom in our efforts to limit the world’s armaments. . .and we will move this year a step toward the ultimate goal—the elimination of all nuclear weapons from this Earth. We urge all other people to join us, for success can mean life instead of death.



To this day, neither the United States nor any other nation has deployed a neutron weapon. So maybe ol’ Jimmy peed neon for months, and heck, he even made it to the ripe old age of 100 (RIP, Jimmy), but this is the rare case in which sending a future US president into the heart of danger also changed the course of history. . .for the better.
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In 1951, an iconic toy-maker
decided kids could have a little
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THE CHOSIN FEW:

MORE THAN THEY COULD CHEW

That time during the Korean War when
American troops got bad orders...
but at least they got some candy?
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Welcome to the Nifty Fifties! A conservative era and a golden age
of growth, science and technology, and...some other, less pleasant
things. More on that soon.

As the country bounced back economically after the biggestand
deadliest war in history, we also saw a population explosion (gotta
love those Boomers!). New technology was on the brink of blowing
up, too. Radios were moved to the back of the living room, as boxy
black-and-white television sets made their way into American homes.
Households could now gather around the television to see the ideal
nuclear family a la The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, Leave It to
Beaver, The Donna Reed Show, and Father Knows Best.

World War Il had ended five years prior to the fifties, and the
Cold War clash between the Soviets and Americans was just getting
started. In reality, the decade wasn’t all an American Dream full of
shiny automobiles and Elvis Presley. The McCarthy hearings led to
Hollywood blacklists; even icons like Orson Welles and Charlie Chap-
lin were accused of being communists. Not to mention there was a
growing sense of nuclear dread casting a dark chill over American life.

Ah, yes. The economy, population, and tech weren’t all that was
exploding...nukes were perhaps the most major (and most radio-
active) threat uniting 1950s America. Investment in the development
of military-grade weapons was finally paying off post-Manhattan
Project. From uranium in baby toys to accidental detonations, it was
a decade we look back on fondly—if that fondness means bold-faced
fear of nuclear annihilation. Grab that TV dinner and settle in on that
Scandinavian sofa—it’s time to go nuts for nukes in our first decade
full of SNAFUs.
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