Duck and cover drills to survive a nuclear attack -- What were they thinking?
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I'm not sure what became of Lori Smith. But I think of her fondly whenever Donald Trump and Kim Jong Un threaten to blow up each other's countries, because once upon a time, when we were both 6-year-olds, it was my job to make sure no harm came to Lori in the event of a thermonuclear attack on our elementary school.

The year was 1962: John F. Kennedy was president, the Cold War was coming to a boil, and in our kindergarten classroom that smelled of paste and wet mittens, Miss Baer was telling my classmates and me what we should do if we heard the siren that signaled an incoming Soviet ICBM.

Miss Baer wasn't completely sure there'd be a siren, she admitted; no one knew how much advance notice we'd get if the communists decided to rain nuclear fury on upstate New York.

If a blinding flash lit up our classroom with no warning, Miss Baer said, we should dive beneath our desks and tuck ourselves into little balls, taking care to turn our faces from the windows and cover our exposed necks with our hands or notebooks, lest radiation from the blast leave us with the worst sunburns we could imagine.

But if the emergency warning system functioned the way it was supposed to, there would be enough time to file into the windowless corridor outside our classroom and assume the defensive postures we'd been taught: Girls lying on the floor facing the wall, boys kneeling beside them with our eyes closed and our arms braced against the wall  to form a protective canopy over whatever female classmate we'd been assigned to protect. In the precisely ordered deployment of 6-year-old bodies that somehow corresponded with our assigned seats in the adjacent classroom, Lori Smith was my responsibility.

Lori was a redheaded slip of a thing, scarcely bigger than my family's cat. But until that moment, Miss Baer's expectations of me had been modest ones. Hang my jacket up in the morning, keep my cubbyhole clean, and clap chalk dust from the blackboard erasers at the end of the day.

Keeping Lori Smith safe in a nuclear attack was a major upgrade in my responsibilities.  

For real, Dad?

When we baby boomers describe the duck-and-cover drills of our youth to our own children, they typically react with skepticism or outright disbelief: How could our parents and teachers have been so stupid? 

Surely any reasonably sentient adult in the 1960s who came of age understood that precautions like these would prove futile in the event of an actual nuclear attack. Flying glass and radiation burns would be the least of it; tens of millions would succumb to starvation in the nuclear winter certain to follow.

To convince skeptical younger colleagues that the bizarre rituals I remember were a regular feature of the school year for tens of millions of schoolchildren, I ask them to Google "duck and cover" or show them YouTube videos of Bert the Turtle, the animated civil defense icon who did for the threat of nuclear war what Smokey the Bear did for forest fires.

And it wasn't just our teachers and parents: For more decades after the end of World War II, sophisticated military strategists in the U.S. and abroad continued to think of nuclear warfare as a catastrophe that could be survived, and even mitigated, with sufficient planning and preparation.

In "My Journey at the Nuclear Brink," William Perry, whose Pentagon career would culminate in his 1994 appointment as President Bill Clinton's Secretary of Defense, describes his horror at learning earlier in his career that Pentagon strategists planned to retaliate against any Soviet invasion of western Europe with "tactical" nuclear weapons — "in other words, to attack with nuclear weapons on the territory of our allies." 

"Incredibly, the army, perhaps in a conditioned reflex, treated tactical nuclear weapons essentially as big bombs to be used like any other bombs," Perry wrote, "just not requiring use in nearly the numbers as conventional bombs." 

Perry, who'd spent the years after World War II as soldier in U.S.-occupied Japan, knew better. It wasn't just that modern nuclear warheads were 1,000 times more destructive than the bombs detonated over Hiroshima and Nagasaki; the climatic and agricultural devastation unleashed by any nuclear exchange would continue to claim lives long after the shattered glass and concrete had been swept away.

Perry warned President Jimmy Carter and his top advisers that this failure to appreciate the qualitative difference between conventional weapons and nuclear ones was "primordial" and "reckless." "There is no measure," he wrote, "by which we can adequately quantify the devastation a mass nuclear attack would have on our civilization."

At the strategic level, Perry's view has since become the dominant one in government councils throughout the world. For the last half century, every U.S. president from either party has shared his conviction that the only meaningful defense against any nuclear attack is to prevent one from happening. If we believe the accounts leaked by his subordinates, even President Donald Trump has come to understand that the use of so-called "tactical" nuclear weapons is a nonstarter.

Still dreaming of deliverance

Yet ordinary Americans have been slow to embrace this crucial point, perhaps because the scale of suffering a nuclear exchange would unleash is simply beyond our comprehension.

Public schools no longer attempt to allay their students' anxiety with the disingenuous charade of duck and cover. But billionaires still invest in luxurious bomb shelters, and fringe groups make detailed plans for soldiering on in a world of scarce food and worthless currency. Even mainstream retailers like Costco tease their middle class customers with pallets of emergency food and generators that promise to keep the basement lights on long after the grid goes down.

Last weekend, as Trump and King Jong Un traded playground taunts across social media, the most-read story on the New York Times was a somewhat whimsical but voluminous apocalypse guide that included tips for packing a "bug-out bag" and treating bed linens to repel radiation.

As the prospect of nuclear annihilation arises more and more often in casual dinner conversation, I find myself thinking more and more about the ritualized chivalry of Miss Baer's air-raid musters.

Numerous historical accounts and online video clips document duck-and-cover drills, but I have been unable to find one depicting the boys-shielding-girls protocol I remember from my own elementary school.

At first, this dearth of supporting evidence made me second-guess my own memory. The more I thought about it, the more preposterous the idea of instructing 6-year-old boys to sacrifice their bodies for the sake of their more-vulnerable (and, by implication, more precious) female classmates seemed. Perhaps I'd made it up, embellishing some fantasy of gallantry hatched in my pre-adolescent imagination.

Then I asked subscribers to a Facebook page for my high school graduating class what they recalled from our duck-and-cover years. Within hours, half a dozen classmates of both genders described the same male canopy ritual I remembered.

I haven't been able to locate Miss Baer, so I can't say for sure whether the idea of deploying us boys as her girls' last line of defense was her idea or someone else's, or whether anyone seriously believed that the interposition of my own fragile frame would enhance Lori Smith's prospects of surviving a nuclear attack even marginally.

But I like to think the grown-ups knew better, and that the purpose of the male canopy ritual was merely to make us all feel a little better about ourselves, and our capacity for courage and fealty, even in the final moments of our lives.

My own family's provisions for a nuclear catastrophe are pathetically modest. A few cases of bottled water, some old camping supplies, and a lot of spare batteries that would probably prove more useful in a weather-related power failure than in a nuclear attack.

But I'm pretty sure what I'll do if I ever hear the air-raid sirens sound:

I'll gather my wife and mostly-grown children, command them to cluster together with their faces drawn to their knees, and spread my own body across as much of theirs as it can cover.

The William Perrys of the world can tell you how utterly inconsequential such an act of selflessness will be in the event of an actual nuclear attack.

But as my kindergarten teacher surely understood, it's the thought that counts.
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