

The Road to Nowhere

On Suburbia, the Interstates, and the  National Defense: A Confession
I think of Germany in the night — and sleep leaves me.
-- Heine
Out there, then; somewhere out there in the Great Nowhere; a particular stretch of nowhere between here and Minneapolis: a freeway oasis. I am speaking of an afternoon several years ago now, but places like this have a certain persistence. There was a gas station, of course, and a restaurant that pretended to be classier than McDonald’s, one with a waitress and printed menus and place mats.
This was a bitterly cold day, the dead of winter. The windows had iced over; snowdrifts rearranged themselves in the parking lot. The restaurant was almost empty. A couple of truck drivers laughed to themselves in the middle of the room, and my friend Beth and I were in a booth in the comer.
Beth wasn’t happy with the restaurant. She wasn’t being a snob about it; she’d been in a lot worse places and would never pretend otherwise. But she hated everything about the look. The fake wood-grain Formica, the feeble little curtains, the cute place mats, the plastic plants that didn’t even bother to seem real — it was all so tacky, so devoid of locale, so American. I said, truthfully, that none of it bothered me; there was even a way in which I liked it. She didn’t believe me. I tried to explain — all I could say was that I like the kitschiness.
If I had to explain again, I would have tried talking about the waitress there. She didn’t look or act like anything special, just your average Midwestern girl. When she wasn’t waiting tables, she was sitting by the kitchen door, flipping through a newspaper. She looked bored — but then it was such a foul day she’d probably spent most of her shift there. Even so, she still moved and talked with a kind of style — she had an air about her.
The truck drivers were constantly flirting with her. They were probably doing it more out of habit than anything else, but they were lifers and their manner had an obvious air of threat. She handled herself well. She was friendly without flirting back, unthreatened without any hint of professional cool. The truck drivers were a little unnerved. She was so assured that they were pulling back without acting put off. I can’t help thinking that she displayed a peculiarly American confidence. There was no threat because she wouldn’t recognize one.
I couldn’t quite grasp the point then, but the same confidence was responsible for the look of the restaurant. It would serve, it was enough, there was no need to do more. Stephen Spender, I think it was, once expressed amazement that anyone could call Americans materialistic — true materialists, he observed, could never have built such a cheesy civilization. The suburban America I grew up in, the America responsible for freeway oases and tract homes, floats on the ice of permanent fifth-rateness, and whenever I encounter that standard, I feel comforted.
This is what I couldn’t explain to Beth — not, as I say, that she would have understood or approved. But I see now that there was another reason why the waitress made such an impression on me, something that threatened to unravel the explanation I’ve just put together. It didn’t come into focus until Beth and I left the restaurant, and it hasn’t quit nagging me yet. Where did she live? We got our first good look at the neighborhood when we went outside, and the neighborhood didn’t exist. The land was low, a bit lumpish, and empty. There was nothing but blinding snow all the way out to the horizon. So where did the girl live — where did that newspaper she was reading come from?
Over the next hill, you assume. But the tiny shifts of folding in the land that the freeway revealed to us were never big enough to enclose a town — rarely big enough to hide a house. There was just nothing there. The only answer that emerged, as Beth and I drove on north, is one that now bothers me more than the question.
She lived somewhere along an off-ramp.
That’s what freeways can do for you.
* * *
The following signs are prohibited. Signs advertising activities that are illegal under Federal or State laws... Signs which are erected or maintained upon trees or painted or drawn upon rocks or other natural features. Obsolete signs. Signs which move or have any animated or moving parts. The message on directional signs shall be limited to the identification of the attraction or activity and directional information useful to the traveler in locating the attraction. … Descriptive words or phrases and pictorial or photographic representations of the activity or its environs are prohibited. Attractions eligible for directional signing are limited to the following: natural phenomena; scenic attractions; historic, educational, cultural, scientific, and religious sites; and outdoor recreational areas. To be eligible, … attractions or activities must be nationally or regionally known, and of outstanding interest to the traveling public. 


— National Standards for Directional and Other Official Signs Within the Interstate System
On summer nights when I was growing up in the suburbs we would go cruising in an older child’s car; we were usually stoned, sometimes tripping, and always entranced by the serene, aloof glow of the freeway. Most of the time what we’d do is just zap a few miles from, say, our exit to the exit where the big movie theaters were. But there were other nights when we needed a more substantial charge. Those times we would try to get as close to the freeway as we could without actually touching it. That wasn’t easy when you were as blasted as we were; we got lost a lot in unfamiliar little streets that doubled back on themselves near the freeway corridor, and whole nights, it sometimes seemed, were passed sitting in the parking lots of dark, ominous glass office complexes while we tried to figure out what had happened to us…
But then at the end of our energies we would suddenly see it: far down a side street there would be a blurred movement within dazzling light, a glimpse repeated at the next side street and the next like a slide show. Soon we were on a frontage road that wandered between the freeway and a subdivision. The houses there were dark and usually shabby; the yards were still strewn with toys; cars in the driveways had their hoods open; sometimes a sprinkler was left on, to drown the sparse grass and sooty dandelions. But the freeway itself was magic.
I don’t know whether all freeways are like this — probably they are — but ours at that time was guarded by a chain-link fence that was pretty deliberately booby-trapped. You didn’t realize it until you were actually at the top. The wire there had not been neatly folded back; it had been clipped off, and maybe even sharpened, so that any place you might put your hand could crucify you. I became adept enough at getting over unscratched — though there was one time on acid when I cut my foot open and became convinced, as I stared at the wound in the glow of the mercury lamps, that I was bleeding plastic. It was a perfect suburban insight; I still get nervous thinking about it.
But that was the worst thing that ever happened, to any of us. No one was squished like a squirrel or punted back over the fence. It amazes me that we were so lucky. There was one transcendently foolish moment when we began examining the white line at the shoulder and saw that the cracks in the paint formed rudimentary stick figures: a whole strip cartoon was contained within that white line, and it went on for miles. Who else had ever seen it? Probably no one — had anyone else ever stood here since that line had been laid down?
The cartoon, alas, proved to be somehow disappointing: I remembered it as being nothing more than routine goings-on in and around a bathtub. But then the shyest of us — I don’t think she’d said a word that night — suddenly gestured to the line along the median strip and said, “I bet the line over there is truly cosmic.”
How can I describe the magic of that night? All around us were the rich stenches of summer; a few inches away the cars were flickering in and out of existence like mutant hornets; the wastes of blacktop twinkled in the lights, bleached-out, enormous, and austere; and beyond, in every direction, was the unfolding quiet of the suburbs. A quiet, not a silence, not at all: the most attentive mind would sense the hum of the power grid lighting TV sets, milky globes in rec rooms, Japanese lanterns in screened porches. We stood at the secret core of the world; the suburbs with gentle regularity filled the flat land out to the horizon.
It was secret, too — make no mistake about that. We had no doubt. We felt like intruders on sacred ground. And if the text we began unraveling there was even more disappointing than the one at the freeway shoulder — well, God’s own conversation would probably be dull when overheard at random. It would be nothing more than maintenance instructions for particles governed by the weak interaction, or adjustments in the fusion processes of a distant star. If you’re awed only by the miraculous, we consoled ourselves, you should stick to the movies.
Still: Why didn’t we have any doubts? Why was the freeway still sacred?
Consider a city child who has never seen the suburbs. Take this child out with instructions to ignore the obvious matters, like how everyone is white and how the houses are so ostentatiously huge, with lawns in front that no one ever seems to use. What will stand out more than anything about the suburban landscape? The streets, of course — those weird sinuous strips of asphalt, shorn in many places of their flanking sidewalks, that meander among the green lawns like mountain paths.
A city street, no matter how dilapidated or bombed out, is informed by a unifying concept. It is designed to serve as public space, to be approached from any angle, to link its buildings to the rest of the city in a comprehensible and harmonious manner. But suburban streets do not seem to perform this function. They don’t connect up with anything; they wind off into dead ends or other streets that look just the same, like someone losing the thread of a thought as sleep sets in. They have a very plain message. This is not public space. There is no such thing as public space, at least not around there. No wonder you get the feeling you don’t belong even before you see anybody.
But there is one thing the outsider, the city child, wouldn’t be able to figure out. Outsiders aren’t the only ones excluded. No one is permitted to touch these streets.
Suburban children are taught, from the first moment they go outside, that they must never, ever, step into the street. Later they learn that they can cross a street, but only at certain specified points and only after stringent ritual precautions. I’m not saying that parents are fools to teach their children to be careful, but suburban streets are nearly always empty, supernaturally empty, and any child would easily come to believe that the asphalt itself contains the threat. I used to imagine, when I was a little kid, that the streets were rivers that would suck me under if I stepped off the curb. Even today I can get a secret charge from wandering near the center line.
When one gets on an Interstate, one is in a very real way entering a self-contained world. It is a world that by design touches only tangentially on the actual landscape of America. The goal was never to join distant cities; it was to finish weaving a net that would contain the continent.

So now contemplate the Mississippis of concrete, sealed off by fences and carefully cultivated strips of greenery, that wind in slow curves and wide sweeps through the suburbs — not only huge and powerful streets, but hidden. It’s a curious thing, but unless you actually live next to a freeway, you hardly ever see one. They aren’t easy to get near on foot. I’m not talking about wandering down an on-ramp: I mean just getting near enough to see the freeway straight on. The sidewalks trail off, the frontage roads double back on themselves, the main streets get larger and more threatening. Everything combines to tell you to stay away. This is taboo space.
In fact, the psychic space of the freeway is almost completely severed from ordinary experience. You really get a look at it only from the inside of a moving car, and there it’s not a real place — it’s a kind of total-environment TV. The reason for this is obvious. When traffic is moving at the proper speed, the freeway can’t be something you could touch — the touch is fatal. Nothing magical about that. But common sense, as always, doesn’t settle anything.
Common sense would suggest that we stay away from such an intensely dangerous environment. But we built it; it was designed to be as dangerous as it is. One can at least entertain the idea that it isn’t taboo because of the danger. It was built in order to be taboo. In this sense it is the ultimate suburban street — the ultimate denial of a street as public space. The freeway is unreal; it doesn’t connect to geography; it has no stability. A few inches away from your feet is a lava flow of asphalt; the signs and fences and bridges aren’t fixed objects but abstract markers, points in a fluid coordinate grid. It only freezes into stability when something goes wrong. So we suppress common sense and forget that anything might go wrong.
Still, we know that it could happen, and moreover, will happen like nothing else — not as an accident on an ordinary street, where there is time to react, time even to be frightened, time for there to be witnesses. An accident on a freeway is an instant explosion of subliminal horror. Time has a different texture then. It’s shifts in delta t, stop frames on a videotape. And since there isn’t room in this interval of nightmare for actual fear, the fear tends to seep back retroactively. It infiltrates ordinary driving so that the most serene cruise on the freeway has the edge, the premonition of disaster.
***
America’s Interstate system was designed to link every place anyone might conceivably want to get to with everyplace else; the result is a system that doesn’t seem to make any obvious connections. Stare at a road atlas and you’ll see what I mean. Interstate 70, for example, runs from Baltimore to Cove Port, Utah; 1-40 ties together Barstow, California, and Winston-Salem; 1-94 begins in Port Huron, Michigan, passes through Detroit, Chicago, and Minneapolis, and vanishes somewhere outside Billings, Montana. What economic necessity dictated building roads like these? And not just any roads, but state-of-the-art freeways, designed to accommodate maximum traffic loads at 70 MPH — do that many people travel from Baltimore to Cove Port every year?
The answer is no, obviously — the Interstate wasn’t designed out of that kind of necessity. Go on staring at the map, and the logic will emerge. At first the system looks like nothing more than a bewildering tangle of capillaries — especially knotted on the east coast, very sparse and meandering west of the Mississippi. But really the Interstate is a rectangular grid. Odd numbers are used on the north-south roads, from I-5 on the west coast to I-95 on the east, and even numbers on the east-west roads — I-4 cuts across Florida and the path of I-94 we have already observed. Not everything on this grid got filled in, and several factors combined to tug it out of exact alignment: geography, the location of population centers, and the Interstate builders’ having decided to save themselves some work and absorb existing freeways into the system. But when you get down to it, the Interstate is laid over America like a checkerboard.
What this means in practice is that Interstates tend to connect up with each other rather than with cities or lesser roads. In many places, especially west of the Mississippi, they connect up with each other because there’s nothing else there. Cove Port is incidental; it just happens to be where I-70 meets I-15. (Or is supposed to meet — the last few miles have yet to be built, so I-70 now peters out around Salina.) When one gets on an Interstate, then, one is in a very real way entering a self-contained world. It is a world that by design touches only tangentially on the actual landscape of America. The goal of construction was never to join distant cities; it was to finish weaving a net that would contain the continent.
The National System of Interstate and Defense Highways is the most important in the United States. … It includes the roads of greatest significance to the economic welfare and defense of the Nation. The highways of this system must be designed in keeping with their importance as the backbone of the Nation’s highway systems. … All known features of safety utility should be incorporated in each design to result in a National System of Interstate and Defense Highways which will be a credit to the Nation.






 — Geometric Design Standards for the Interstate
A monument — of course it is. It’s America’s Great Wall: the largest public-works proposal in American history, the biggest single construction job in the history of mankind. The Interstate was to be a unified system of freeways that would connect every city and town in America with a population greater than 50,000 — an enormous network 41,000 miles long that would make the great roads of the Roman Empire look like dirt tracks.
As government projects go, it hasn’t turned out too badly. It did get built, and for much of the time stayed within budget. It wasn’t finished by its target date of 1970, 13 years after construction began, but no one expects a big project to come in on time. It wasn’t finished by 1972, or ‘74, or ‘76, the revised dates; it isn’t finished now, 40 years after Congress originally approved the project. And while there will come a time — the early 1990s, most likely — when someone announces that they aren’t going to build any more of it, there is almost no chance that it will be finished in the sense meant by the designers.
But it did get built; even unfinished, it does pretty much what it was intended to do. The designers intended that it should carry a quarter of the nation’s traffic — more technically, that out of the total “vehicle miles” of a given period, which is the total number of miles every vehicle traveled on every road, 25 percent would be accounted for by the Interstate. Obviously, this can’t be anything more than an estimate —  but the inevitable follow-up studies say that the Interstate really does carry about that much traffic. And the designers had a dream of a motorized America, a suburbanized America, for which their freeway would be the skeletal structure. And for better or worse they got that, too.
The tangle of political maneuvering that led to the Interstate need not concern us here. It should be enough to say that the name — the National System of Interstate and Defense Highways — gives us sufficient clue to the origins of the project. Interstate, meaning a federal project, not that of a particular state or city. It was designed and largely paid for by the federal government.
Did they really need to build it? This is a difficult question to answer fairly. Up until the Interstate, the railroads still had a stranglehold on cross-country transport, a monopoly that had been in existence since the late 19th Century. It was bound to end, and it certainly did end by the time the Interstate went up. Then too, if one grants that after World War II everybody in America wanted a car and also wanted somewhere to drive it, then some kind of new road network was inevitable. The U.S. Highways were too patchy and sporadic — and in places, actively dangerous — for the kind of high-volume traffic that was starting up.
But try again — did they have to build freeways? Did we need 41,000 miles of them? Again, a mixed answer.
Local governments had been building freeways for a long time, and knew a great deal about their economics. They went for the simplest financing possible, which was charging tolls. They sold bonds to finance construction and used the tolls to pay off the bonds. The neatness of this method was that the people who actually used the road were the ones paying for it — and obviously if analyses suggested that they weren’t going to collect enough tolls to pay off the bonds, then there wasn’t much point in building the road. The sweetness was that the tollbooths stayed up after the bonds were gone, and provided a nice gathering of spare change for other expenses. So the builders of the Interstate naturally considered charging tolls. But their studies suggested that less than 25 percent of the system would pay itself off — which meant that their network wasn’t going to get used all that much. That didn’t faze them; they just looked for a new way to raise the money.
It must be understood that freeways have always exerted a hypnotic fascination over the minds of highway designers and government planners. Freeways can be beautiful things, all that concrete arrayed in clean lines, all that optional landscaping. It is also true — even the most fervent antifreeway agitators concede this — that a freeway really is a safe and efficient way of getting from one place to another. It’s much safer than an ordinary road. Most of the things that cause accidents on ordinary roads are eliminated in freeway design. The design standards ultimately adopted for the Interstate are very tough, very exacting. No railroad crossings, no intersections, anywhere. No gradients steeper than 5 percent. Lane width set at 12 feet or more. Medians at least 16 feet wide in cities and 36 feet in the country. Ten-foot shoulders on either side. No skimping on right-of-way for off-ramps and on-ramps. The freeway corridor, counting its frontage roads, would have a minimum width of 250 feet. They were not going to have half-assed design.
The basic network map was also exacting. The checkerboard grid was necessary so that major additions could be made without destroying what had already been built. It would just be a matter of filling in more squares. The squares were numbered to make it easier, and assigned to keep a nice spread over possible extensions. Less than half of the basic two-digit Interstate numbers were ultimately assigned, and the rest — the ghost-routes, the future Interstates — are mostly west of the Mississippi, where there was no pressing need yet for extensive construction.
When construction of the Interstate system began in 1957, it happened massively, explosively, thousands of miles of it a year. The Interstate rained down on the prairie, blasted away hills, empted into city neighborhoods. Pieces of a possible future were falling on the country as if out of a time warp.

So they were designing for the future — but that’s obvious. No major road is built for the present, not if the designer knows what he’s doing. They make a bet as to what kind of traffic volume the road will have to carry a decade or so in the future, and then design for that. The concept is called “design year.” A road is built for a design year 15 years ahead, or 20 years ahead. The method of arriving at what a design year will be like consists partly of complex equations about future land-use patterns, and partly of guesswork; freeway history is littered with roads that had design years 15 years ahead but were already carrying well over maximum capacity traffic within months. The Interstate’s design year was set at 20 years — a segment of it begun in 1959 was to meet the traffic needs of 1979. This is about standard in the industry. But roads had never been built on this scale before: the Interstate designers were, in essence, designing a set for a science-fiction movie. They weren’t betting on what one community would be like in 20 years, but what the country as a whole would be like, and their projections were skewed toward maximum growth. They saw an America totally suburbanized, riding in cars for most of its waking hours. Their system was going to handle their dream-future with ease.
But it must be admitted that none of these reasons ultimately convinced Congress to authorize construction. The legislators weren’t opposed to high standards, you understand. Of course America had to have the best highway system in the world. They were convinced by something else  — an idea that hit them where they lived. Eisenhower appointed a commission to figure out what to do with the 1944 Highway Act, which had committed the government to building a new road network; and when this commission came to Congress in 1955, it had come up with a way to pay for it.
The commission proposed that Congress levy a series of new taxes on gasoline and various goods associated with cars  — tire rubber and the like. The money from these taxes would not go into general revenue but into a new fund, called the Highway Trust Fund. This fund would be wholly separate and autonomous from other government financial operations. The money in it would be offered to state governments as matching funds for Interstate construction. The matching ratio was set at the phenomenally high rate of 90 percent, which meant that if a particular piece of the Interstate cost a million dollars, the feds would guarantee to deliver $900,000.
Essentially, the fund could only be used to build the Interstate, and it would go on generating money until the entire network was built. Congress thought this was very nice. They weren’t even fazed by the $27 billion cost. If the project went over budget — at least a remote possibility — the fund would simply collect more money until the overrun was paid back. The whole mechanism was neatly self-limiting, since the taxes would expire as soon as the roads were built, and the roads themselves — according to the builders — could be finished in 13 years. So when Congress was presented with the Interstate project in 1956, it passed it almost unanimously. In both houses combined, there were only 27 votes cast against.
When construction finally began, in 1957, it happened massively, explosively, thousands of miles of it a year. The Interstate rained down on the prairie, blasted away hills like landing strips for the Mother Ship, erupted into city neighborhoods. Pieces of a possible future were falling on the country as if out of a time warp.
“What does the word ‘city’ mean?
She thought for a while, “Ruins?” she hazarded.




— Angela Carter
In a sense, one can say that the freeway is a suburban road. It serves the suburbs and reflects what the suburbs want the world to look like. We have to be careful here, since the Interstate is often blamed for creating the suburbs and destroying the cities, and that’s a heavy load of guilt for any road to carry . The truth is murkier. The suburban revolution was essentially won before Interstate construction began. There were less than ten suburban shopping centers in America right after World War II; by the end of the ‘50s, when the Interstate was first gearing up, there were already almost 2,000.
As for the destruction of the cities: there is one curious thing about the Interstate map, the original map. The cities weren’t on it. The designers planned that the Interstate would form loops, technically known as rim roads, around the cities and leave the urban cores alone. There were several reasons for this plan; one big reason was that it would be easier and cheaper that way. Farmland costs less per acre than office blocks or industrial districts do. Likewise, it’s not that hard to connect a freeway to the street grid of an unincorporated suburb; doing the same thing downtown can be murderous. But the map was changed before Congress approved it. Spurs and additions were drawn in to connect downtowns to the network; a lot of the rim roads were erased. The record clearly shows that the changes were made because city politicians asked for them.
The logic behind these changes is so remote that we can now see that it wasn’t logic at all; but it was remarkably persuasive at the time. The city politicians sincerely believed that freeways and their attendant devastation would help their constituents. And it wasn’t simply some kind of Interstate fever; the argument that freeways would help the cities had been floating around since the ‘30s.
Now, it is reasonably obvious that the cities, by building freeways through the urban cores out to the suburbs (the basic construction pattern before the Interstate), were encouraging middle-class whites to leave. This is not what any sane city planner would want. But it appears that once white flight began in a big way after the war, city planners everywhere decided that there was nothing at all they could do. Freeways were specifically intended to lure suburban people back to the city for at least part of the day. In other words, the people the cities wanted were just fated to live somewhere else.
This is a suburban attitude; suburban people said that of course they had to move out of the city. By being co-opted by this thinking in such a craven manner, city politicians seem to have shown themselves up as more thoroughly bankrupt than they usually are. But they’d been blinded by science. The freeway has a whole intellectual discipline behind it, called traffic analysis. Its practitioners tend to draw up lots of complicated charts, and these charts all showed that whites were going to move out of the cities and consequently the cities’ tax base was going to be ruined. Freeway construction, the traffic analysts said, would not reverse the trend, but it might bring whites back just to work and spend money.
Well, possibly this was not grossly illogical. It was mistaken. The people who wanted to leave the city wanted to leave it for good; they would just as soon take the freeway in the opposite direction, away from the city to a suburban shopping center. They wanted the world arranged so that they never had to go to the city at all.
But wait — why didn’t they want to go to the city? Because of the kind of people still living there, obviously. Traffic analysts had built that into their equations. To generate “trip distribution models,” one of the authors of Metropolitan Transportation Planning informs us, one must weigh factors like “lack of jobs in certain zones, better highways between certain points, dangerous neighborhoods that must be traversed, and so forth.” Dangerous for whom? And wouldn’t it be nice to get rid of those neighborhoods? Traffic analysts had the answer for that one, too. Put freeways through.
The distressing thing about all this is its claim to scientific objectivity. I don’t think it’s inherently racist. There’s just such satisfaction in the idea of using traffic patterns to remake a city. It’s like carving a statue with streams of water. Sheer poetry. Freeways have such a strong current that one just naturally thinks of using them, and then one sits around and tries to come up with objective reasons why they’re good. That the charts and the equations were dictated by the need to pander to suburban racism — well, an artist has to use the materials at hand. Nor can one blame the politicians. They saw the cities disintegrating and had no idea what to do. The suburban ideal was too powerful. Soon whole corporations, plants, office complexes were getting drawn out to the suburbs; the urban grids were breaking up like ice floes in the warm currents of the freeways.
We can now see exactly what the Interstate did for the suburbs. Local freeways had been built to service the suburbs; the Interstate had been built for the country at large. When the Interstate began absorbing the local roads, the suburbs became increasingly detached from the cities they had been dependent on. This is common sense: an on-ramp no longer led straight downtown; it gave you access to other freeways, to a vast system of them, in fact, that would soon extend across the continent. It wasn’t a question of convenience. It was a suburban dream come true. Not just to escape from the city — to have a way to deny its existence. That would be the ultimate suburban bliss.
So the Interstate didn’t create the suburbs; it legitimized them. If you live in the middle of a subdivision, you have no trouble imagining — it takes a positive act of will not to imagine —  that America is made up entirely of suburbs, district after district of them, unfolding over the empty land like Japanese paper flowers. A block of tract homes, then a mall; another block, and a strip of franchises; another block, and maybe an empty field where condos are going to go. The world has no center and no boundaries. Everybody knows that suburban people will drive two blocks to the supermarket rather than walk unaided; one result of this habit is that any given place seems as hard or as easy to get to as anywhere else. A trip to a mall and a vacation in another state — there’s no qualitative difference. When there’s nothing nearby, and nothing blocks your view, every sight line extends to infinity.
All suburban people had to deal with any longer was their houses and the freeway — the armchair in front of the TV and the driver’s seat of the car. As the tendrils of the Interstate reached for each other all over the country, the suburbs seemed to be moving toward some ultimate completion. It was a giant act of love approaching climax. Oh, yes, love. People did love the suburbs.


It’s a sky blue sky —  Satellites are out tonight.




        — Laurie Anderson
Beth and I were never particularly close in high school. We didn’t wander into the same circle until college, when we all came home and spent the summer carousing. That led to our writing letters sporadically, which ultimately led to her asking me to give her a hand on this move to Minneapolis.
At that point, neither of us had lived in the suburbs for a couple of years. We were both starting to shed suburbia, as by different paths we came to realize that the way we had been raised was not the only way to live. In fact both of us, once we were out of there, had almost immediately adopted the position that suburbia was the worst possible way to live.

That should have made us instant allies. But we were annoyed and perplexed to discover, as we drove north on the freeway, that we weren’t anything of the kind. We didn’t seem to agree on any issue — except of course about how much we hated the suburbs. Beth thought that the only honorable solution was to leave America altogether, join some expatriate community somewhere and let the suburbs destroy themselves. I, on the other hand, was in the waning days of my Eastern period and thought non-attachment was the way to go — you could survive in the suburbs only if you weren’t involved with them. So she dreamed of being a burn-out exile and I had in mind a kind of affluent, uncelibate, nondenominational monkhood. The key point here is that we both sincerely hated the suburbs and at the same time were unable to see how totally they controlled our thinking. For a lot of people this conflict is so specious and trivial that they can’t understand why suburban children find it at all difficult. It’s hard to believe that a way of life so inherently devoid of meaning could have any hold on anyone — unless of course they are as vacant as the suburbs themselves. I’m not sure I’m the person to argue against this view. I would only say in our defense that we can’t really be held accountable for where we were born. What I want to do is fix the nature of the world view created by the freeway and the suburbs, and show why the conflict has to arise.
An on-ramp no longer led straight downtown; it gave you access to other freeways, a vast system of them. It was a suburban dream come true. Not just to escape from the city — to have a way to deny its existence.

Beth asked me that afternoon if [ was going to write a novel about the suburbs, so that people would know what our upbringing was like. I told her that I had tried, but that I didn’t think it was possible. Why I thought so then I’m not sure, but I have a theory now. Stories can only come out of communities where people tell stories about each other. If you’re going to be a novelist, you have to grow up believing that people and their lives can be described, and this can only happen if you hear it done.
What I found continually, exquisitely thrilling about the world around me when I was a kid — I could never net enough of it, I’m surprised I wasn’t permanently warped —  was the sudden shock of rediscovering that other people really did exist. As our car glided down some curved suburban street, I would stare at the unfolding army of picture windows, and hope for a glimpse of someone inside. Almost always there would be no one or the curtains would be drawn. But at rare intervals I would see, within the luminous frame, someone — always doing something trivia!, standing in the middle of the room, regarding the invariably huge TV; or getting up from a big armchair and heading toward the kitchen — a little pickup shot between scenes to help along the continuity. I can’t describe the magic that would halo these figures. It was like passing a row of movie screens, except that I knew, or tried to believe, that for a few seconds I was seeing real life.
I’m surprised now not at my fervor, but at those people who left the curtains open. Still, it works both ways: from the inside, the street was just a perpetual establishing shot, with as much affect as a drive-in movie with the sound turned off. It was less interesting than the car shot, in fact, because you never saw anybody pass by on foot. That’s really what’s so creepy about the suburbs — all those miles of houses unreel in the bright summer sunlight, and you never see any people.
Where are they? They’re inside, they’re in the backyard, they’re in their cars. All of them. Whatever they’re doing, they’re watching TV. 
 Popular  pavilions [at the 1963-64 World’s Fair]: Ford. You got in a car, a Ford car. and the car drove itself along a track. A voice came out of the radio. Then you saw the history of the world shown by Walt Disney automatons. It was not complete. The Future was shown as empty highway. Suddenly, there was just nothing, in the sky, there was a kind of glowing ribbon, just that.






— George WS Trow. Within the Context of No Context
There was one time when I thought I saw it — on a spring afternoon when I was 16. It must have been a slow news day, because an editor at the Tribune decided to give big play to a standard fringe-science story off the wire services. A British astronomer claimed to have decoded a message from another planet. If the Enquirer had done the story who would have noticed? But this was the Tribune. There on the front page, in its most serious headline typeface, was, “Voice From Outer Space.”
As I recall the story, the astronomer had been troubled by some unexplained, apparently random radio blips, blips that had been picked up by various receivers for decades. The astronomer decided to plot the blips on a blips, and what he got looked like a group of constellations with one particular star at the center. Through a chain of reasoning I have forgotten, he was led to hypothesize that an unmanned alien spacecraft was in orbit around our sun, had been there for 40,000 years, and was continually broadcasting its point of origin.
It took about a week for cooler astronomers to polish off this fantasy, but that first day was really something. Someone brought the paper into school: my best friend seized it and went running off to find me; we read and reread the story intensely, passionately, feeling the school walls and the houses beyond, the world we had grown up in. dissolve into triviality. This was what we had been waiting for.
We knew that we had to mark the occasion somehow. As soon as we safely could, we cut out of school and went to my friend’s house, where we immediately began searching through his star charts. It didn’t take long to determine that we would be able to get a sighting of the star that night. We decided to lug his telescope out to some reasonably dark spot and take a good look.
I don’t know what we expected to see. We may have been foolish, but we weren’t fools: we never fancied that the transformation this story promised was going to happen that night, or even that year. But we were certain that the event was going to change things. We wanted to perform some rite that would permanently mark this day in our lives. So, as we talked through the afternoon, we came up with a ceremony so classically teenage that I’m surprised it took us so long to decide on it. We would tell each other a secret.
We had dinner somewhere, a McDonald’s most likely, and spent some time cruising around the subdivisions. The power grid was coming on: living rooms were filling up with blue TV glow. We thought about all these people, about everyone in the world plugged into the information web. For the first time, a message had entered it from outside, and it was as if the whole web were about to come alive in a single blaze of light. Even driving down a dazzling strip of franchise restaurants and used-car dealerships, we could feel the energy mounting.
By the time the night was solidly in place, with unseen stars above the mercury lamps, we had figured out where to set up the telescope. This hadn’t been an easy problem to solve: there were lots of blank spaces on the map, but most of these undeveloped zones would be lit by the glow of adjacent developments, and the light would wash out all but the brightest stars. So we headed for a particular spot on the margin between suburban and rural, the edge of the world as far as we were concerned. This was a golf course. We parked the car where we were fairly sure no guard would spot it, and lugged the telescope into the middle of a fairway.
It was cool and very clear, already past moonset. There were trees in the distance on either side of us, and the dark puffball boughs were faintly haloed by the light of far-off subdivisions. Otherwise all we could see were the glimmering grass and the sky. More stars were out than we were used to seeing — in fact, it was years before I realized what a pitiful showing that sky was, since I had never yet seen the Milky Way in full flood across a real country night. The meager suburban stars were sufficiently cosmic for me. Too cosmic, that night. When we had the telescope set up, and the star we were looking for was at last shivering on the black glass, I felt a rush of vertigo so intense that I knocked the telescope over. My friend without a word set it up again so that he could get his turn.
I must admit that the star was nothing special in itself, and I found myself disappointed by that. I was furious with myself for being disappointed, because I had known what it was going to look like: a bright point of white light, nothing more. There was nothing else it could look like. No telescope in the world was powerful enough to pick out those tiny flecks of dimmer light in orbit around it that would have meant planets, worlds, the source of the message. Even so, at that moment, neither my friend nor I had any doubts that the story was true. It had to be true.
So we sat there and talked, and now and then took another look at the star. My friend had thought to bring a thermos of coffee; we took turns gulping it down as we marveled at our luck. The great event had come in our lifetime. We hadn’t thought it possible that it would happen so soon, but it had, and we were witnessing it. Even now the news was spreading, like ripples in the net of information. Tomorrow when we woke up the world was going to be different.
And then we told each other our secrets. What is there to say about them? Both of them concerned love, or desire, or whatever it was; and inside of a month both were obsolete.
* * *
From the car you can see it, the Running Fence, at one point close by, then like a shimmering wall ahead; then it disappears over a hill, escapes the eye, re-emerges far away on the horizon like vapor trails. You draw nearer and suddenly see it everywhere before you, stretching for miles but constantly interrupted by hills and valleys. The high, bulky curtain is transformed into lines that trace a drawing across the tawny land faded by heat and drought. An autonomous drawing, which sometimes follows the contours of the ground but for the most part changes them, lopping off hilltops, inscribing a softer, dreamlike landscape over the existing one. … All at once this inconceivable, this apparently utopian concept, which had kept supporters and opponents of the project occupied for months and years, had descended on the area as a reality. How was one to grasp the thousand facets it displayed? How did the region celebrate this, “the biggest picture in the world”?






 — Werner Spies, Christo: The Running Fence Project
How indeed? What is there to say about the Interstate, a much bigger drawing, a much grander dream of the future? It is a truth every science fiction writer knows, and the freeway engineers ultimately learned: set out to build the future, and what you get is an imaginary version of the present.
This is really all that went wrong with the Interstate. The bitterness and pain the project caused, the communities destroyed, the towns starved out because an Interstate passed them by, the towns snuffed out because a segment went straight through, the hills leveled, the miles and miles of franchise strips sprung up beside a segment like the sleazy hangers-on around a rock star, all of it happened because a vision of the future was passed into law.
The law provided for the biggest federal project ever contemplated. In practical undreaming reality, of course, the Interstate could not possible have been approached as a single task. The network map was broken down on paper into hundreds of segments, like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, and each segment was treated as a separate construction job. And since (like most federal projects classed as “internal improvements”) the Interstate was being built jointly by the feds and the individual states, they very quickly developed a labyrinthine spiral of policy and design, selection and approval, authorization and apportionment, obligating and spending, between the two strata of government.
By the mid-’60s, it was obvious that the network wasn’t going to be finished when the designers said it would be. The fantastic progress of the early years — better than half the total mileage had been completed and opened to traffic by 1965 — had proved to be something of an optical illusion. It had been created simply enough: the builders had put off doing the hard parts. Segments that went through flat, cheap farmland got built right away. But the thousands of miles that cut through cities, forded swamps, crossed mountains — most of it was still on paper. At the same time, inflation was beginning to push up the cost estimates (though no one dreamed they would go as high as they ultimately did) and states began asking for more extensions to the network, more little add-ons and corrections. Despite the steadily increasing heat they were taking from their citizens, some states were so fond of the Interstate that they wanted to build twice as much of it as they were supposed to.
So the due date was pushed back in 1973, the estimate of total cost went from $27 billion to $40 billion in 1965 and $80 billion at the end of the decade. The ceiling on total mileage was raised to 42,500, and a lot of the extensions and add-ons were agreed not to count.
But we are not done with the problems. There was a new one — one that at around the same time began to wipe out the space program. NASA intended the first moon landing to be the beginning of serious lunar exploration; but once they’d made that beginning, nobody cared anymore. In the same way, once the bulk of the Interstate was finished — three quarters of the network was open to traffic in the early ‘70s — people began saying that we had enough of a road system, we could live with it as it was, so why didn’t we just stop.
This is a truth every science fiction writer knows, and the freeway engineers ultimately learned: set out to build the future, and what you get is an imaginary version of the present.

Throughout the ‘70s, the work crawled on. The map has been modified countless times, in major and minor ways, and as it stands now the network is around 98 percent complete. That last 2 percent will cost around $40 billion — or $13 billion more than the entire network was supposed to cost originally. (Total cost is now estimated at $200 billion, at a minimum.) If everything goes well, the last segments will probably be opened to traffic in the early 1990s — and someone will at last announce that psychologically and in fact, the Interstate is over with.
By that time, the Interstate is likely to be a ruin. That’s been happening for a while now. A 1982 congressional study estimated that about 10 percent of the network was substandard road and in need of extensive repair. That number becomes more ominous when one considers that it represents 25 percent of the miles that have reached their design year; presumably the crumbling will accelerate as we reach the end of the decade.
It would be fair to say, then, that the Interstate never really will be finished; someday work will stop, that’s all. That’s the fate of most monuments. By the time they’re finished, they aren’t needed anymore; the people who wanted them are dead.
Don’t think I’m going to work at all today. Went out after breakfast to get the car and drive to the station and the car wasn’t there nothing was there just gray everything gray no lawn no shrubs no trees none of the other houses in sight just gray like a thick fog swallowing everything up at ground level. … don’t want to live here anymore I want to cancel my newspaper subscription I want to sell my house I want to get away from here…



 — Robert Silverberg “What We Learned From This Morning’s Newspaper”
The map let us down when we got to Minneapolis — apparently some crucial segments of the Interstate hadn’t yet been completed. So I bailed out down an off-ramp.
Minneapolis may be, for all I know, a pleasant place to live. I can only speak for that night, and then I did not enjoy driving there. From the serene Newtonian movement of the Interstate I had descended into a perplexing maze of dark, narrow streets that were rendered indistinguishable by heavy snow. At intervals we came across high fences protecting expanses of untouched snow, or sometimes protecting only the night — possibly one of the thousand lakes, or however many there are, was hidden there.
Eventually we got directions. I would have asked right away, I wasn’t proud, if only I could have found somebody. The city appeared to have shut down at sunset. The first person we saw was the doorman of a downtown hotel — I got a glimpse of an empty lobby glowing behind him — and he was able to decode Beth’s scribbled instructions into a route I could follow.
The friend Beth was going to stay with, it ultimately proved, had an apartment in a big corner house, an old ramshackle place at the end of a row of new apartment buildings. Later that night, after Beth and her friend had talked and talked, politely trying to include me in their conversation; after her friend had gone to bed and Beth had stretched out on the couch; as I lay awake in my sleeping bag on the living-room floor, the image of a train began to plague me.
Continuity, that was the problem. You get on a train and get off two stops later; do you really believe that that day the train is going to travel 200 miles? No — not unless you’ve ridden those miles yourself, more than once. Otherwise the tracks will never go farther than the vanishing point. If you grow up in a world as sealed off as the suburbs are, how are you to believe that the world has any continuity? You never see anything older than you are.
The wind picked up. A sizable shove rattled the windows. There were groans rising from dark walls and unseen floorboards; gusts tugged at the eaves, threatened to set the whole house sailing. I thought of the wind scattering paper down a spur line between dark warehouses, high wires humming, chain-link fences chiming, wall posters flapping; people warmed their hands above a fire in a trash can, as snow hurried across the train yard, heaped in corners of empty boxcars, tapped at steamed windows; a cat paused on a slatted roof as the wind raked his fur, and then went on more urgently toward his customary place by the radiator back home. There was no end to it, was there; the snow blurred the glow of distant towns only because there was nothing closer. An American night comprehends silences so deep they can reach back to the glaciers.
Let us pretend the twentieth century has discovered time travel as well as space travel. Let us suppose American science and industry have developed a pilot model of the famous time-machine invented by H.G. Wells.  Assuming that the time-machine is here and that its range is fifteen years into the future, I am going to push a button that will precipitate all of us forward into 1973! ...  1973 is a black hour for the American Republic. There is widespread unemployment and business is stultified by a critical shortage of raw materials. American foreign trade has been strangled in a web of Sino-Soviet intrigue and economic warfare. The ever-expanding Communist bloc has engineered ironclad trade monopolies in the handful of Latin American and African countries not yet completely absorbed in the vast Marxian Commonwealth of nations which now embraces four-fifths of the land surface of the earth and stokes its further ambitions with the oil of the Middle East and the riches of what once was Indonesia. To the Russian and Chinese masses, Communism had added the manpower of India and much of Africa: We can neither buy from, nor sell to, more than 2 billion people. …By 1970, Russia had applied massive propaganda so skillfully to all media that the West was completely out of touch with reality. On the wings of transoceanic television, Communist leaders have regularly invaded American living rooms to warn our people we could suffer I00 million casualties in any future war. The fear this threat has engendered, together with widespread confusion sown by covert Communist sympathizers, has immobilized American military power at every crucial showdown. 
— Frank R. Barnett in National Strategy in an Age of Revolutions Proceedings of the Fourth Military-Industrial Conference, 1958)
The enemy changes, the paranoia stays the same. How paranoid did they get in the ‘50s? How paranoid can we get? about them now? Let us begin with what seems obvious: that America changed drastically after World War II; that Detroit and the suburbs remade the country into what it is — whatever it is. Motorized, suburbanized. Before the war, there were a few suburbs where the rich people hid themselves; everybody else lived in the cities, in small towns, or in the country. So the population was heavily concentrated in the urban areas and there was a thin scattering everywhere else. Now, we are all much more evenly spread. It used to be that the only real roads were in and around cities; now the Interstate network connects up everything. You can get anywhere, even to places that were, in the old scale of things, nowhere at all.
So much is obvious, and it should also be obvious that questions like whether it was inevitable and desirable can’t be answered, at least not yet. But let’s be paranoid: let’s pretend that they were really paranoid in the ‘50s. Say they saw enemies everywhere, that they thought America was in mortal peril. Did they think the suburban revolution was desirable? It is in this connection that we can consider the Interstate’s full name: the National System of Interstate and Defense Highways.
Defense? Of course. The Pentagon was heavily into the Interstate. Nobody denies that. But it’s often suggested — especially by the Pentagon people themselves — that this involvement was pretty casual, just a matter of consultations here and there. They say that you wouldn’t get into a project like this without checking it out with the Pentagon and billing the thing as good for national defense. Maybe so — yet the Pentagon people seem to have been hanging around quite a lot of the time. They sat in on the planning sessions; they were shown the network map and they made certain suggestions (which were incorporated); they came to Congress in 1960 and said that they were very sorry, but the bridges on the Interstate were too low and would have to be raised two feet so their new missiles could get under them (the bridges were raised).
But all this isn’t really paranoia. It’s only since Vietnam that everything military has come to seem necessarily sinister or nasty. So let’s clear the air: one doesn’t have to be a Reaganite to admit that someday America might be obliged to wage war against a hostile power, and it is even conceivable to imagine that we might be morally right to do so. We can agree, then, that the Pentagon’s involvement in the Interstate project is on the face of it pretty reasonable. Suppose a genuine national emergency arises: a substantial and reliable road system would be necessary if the Pentagon were going to do its job and pull together a successful defense. A really major conventional war, a big war, like World War II, would certainly require some sort of high-gear military reindustrialization, for which the Interstate would be invaluable.
But — are we really likely to get involved in a war like that again? Questions of this kind are addressed in a field of discourse called “war games.” It’s an axiom in the war-game biz that any big war will sooner or later go nuclear, and then how long could it last? A couple of days; a week. Even the most gung ho strategists agree that six weeks is about the tops. There just wouldn’t be any practical way of continuing; the arsenals would be empty. So there would be no reindustrialization. and there would be no need for the Interstate.
This kind of thinking, it has to be emphasized, is not exactly new. The strategic studies that were done in the early ‘50s all agree that a long nuclear war is a contradiction in terms. So we are left wondering why did the Pentagon want the  Interstate built? How would it serve the defense?
Now we can get into real paranoia. It is contained in a single phrase: passive defense.
Passive defense is a simple, even rather noble concept. It means carrying on normal life in such a way that an enemy finds it difficult to attack you. “Normal life” is the key. People who hide themselves in a fortress have an active, not a passive defense. Everything they do is controlled by the idea of possible attack. But a nation with a good passive defense is going about as if war were the furthest thing from its collective mind. No fortresses, no armies patrolling the border. Just everyday, ordinary behavior.
A good example of passive defense is provided by Afghanistan. The Afghani hill people have lived as squabbling tribes scattered in enclaves through impossibly rough terrain for as long as they can remember. That’s how they live; that’s what they’re happy doing. But whether they planned it or not, their way of life passively defends against invasion. An invading army needs a big target it can capture, and the Afghanis do not provide one. The invaders find themselves with no operational definition of victory, just an infinite series of separate skirmishes. The increasingly desperate behavior of the Soviet invading army shows how powerful a concept passive defense is.
It can be argued that every culture throughout history has evolved for itself some form of passive defense. That’s how, in the face of the permanent world war, the one that began in prehistory and is still being fought, the majority of the human race has been able to carry on daily life. The kinds of passive defense differ with the threat, obviously. But what they all have in common is that the people practicing it see it, to one degree or another, as a natural way of living. It can be imposed by a government, but if it’s going to work, the people must on some level want to live like that anyway. Ideally, they shouldn’t view it as a defense strategy at all.
But new types of war come up, and old ideas of passive defense get blown away. The introduction of large-scale aerial bombardment during World War II caused a crisis in passive-defense circles. Up until that time, cities had been viewed as the ultimate in passive defense. They could survive terrorist bombings, invading armies, even extended sieges. Best of all, people naturally wanted to live in a city, because that’s where the jobs were. But saturation bombing does far more damage to a city than to towns or farmland; and one nuclear bomb can erase a city in seconds. So now cities appeared to be worse than useless as instruments of passive defense.
It is probably best to think of the nuclear world as looking-glass land. Everything is the opposite of what it appears to be. The first reversal is the one that most people find hardest to believe. There are hawks and doves in nuclear strategy, and from the late ‘50s to the late ‘70% the doves have been in charge. The “balance of terror” that we have now is pretty much what the doves wanted.
Here is the second reversal. The doves began by saying that cities were absolutely vulnerable to nuclear attack. But they saw a way that the absolute vulnerability could be put through the looking-glass and become absolute strength.
The dove strategy is known as Mutual Assured Destruction, or MAD. MAD is played as follows. Each side points its missiles at the other side’s cities. Then the players begin a series of increasingly larger bluffs, until each side has most of its population and industrial base in the pot. The object of the game is to not lose. You lose if one player decides to call the other’s ultimate bluff — that the missiles will really get launched. Not losing is a little trickier. It happens when one player decides not to call the other player’s bluff; and then the other player, seeing that his bluff won’t be called, decides that he won’t call, either. The players then agree to withdraw their chips from the pot and start over. If either side does call the bluff, of course, everything in the pot goes up in flames.
MAD was created specifically to prevent war. With these rules, calling the bluff is guaranteed suicide. Even as an act of total desperation, it could not possibly be within a nation’s self-interest; only a madman would do it. So war is by definition (they hope) ruled out. And MAD players can be granted this much: it doesn’t seem to be a bad game. The one time we know we about when it was played out to break point, in Cuba, Khrushchev decided not to call, Kennedy agreed, and we’re all still here.
But even so, the hawks of both nations hate MAD. They have all along wanted to play a different game; they were playing it through most of the ‘50s, and in 1980 they convinced Carter to give it another try. This game is called Counterforce. Its object is to win. This requires that missiles really do get fired. The rounds proceed by increasingly larger obliterations of the other side’s forces until one side decides that it can’t take any more. The other side has then won — or as the game calls it, “prevailed.”
Most people react to the thought of Counterforce with blind panic or numb horror, but we can’t permit that to happen here. We must stay, if it’s possible, relaxed. After all, that’s how they are when they talk about it, and they’re the ones playing the game.
So: the big advantage Counterforce has over MAD is that the bombs actually get used. If that doesn’t sound like an advantage to you, think of it from a military standpoint. Hydrogen bombs have never been used in battle, and nobody really knows what would happen if they were. The predictions are scary enough: fire storms, radiation sickness, the collapse of civilization, nuclear winter, extinction. These predictions may very likely come true; nobody knows. MAD players have long argued that such doubts are much to our advantage. It makes the bluff that much more ominous; it increases the chance that one or the other player will back down. But there is also a side effect to this uncertainty that is not much talked about in MAD circles. If the bluff is called, and the first bomb goes off — say some military installation on one side is erased — then, as the British strategist Lord Zuckerman wrote, “We are all hostages to what happens next.” MAD players can only hope that the essential sanity of the participants reasserts itself and no more missiles are fired. But if one side is so lost in nightmare that it sets off a bomb and invites instant, total retribution, then how sane could things be right then? Counterforce players at least know what they’re going to do next. Retaliate.
This is the fundamental advantage they have over MAD players. They do not believe that nuclear war means the end of the world. Obviously there’s a cutoff point beyond which it would be — “spasm war,” as it’s called. This is when both sides, sealed off in terminal horror and despair, launch everything in their arsenals at once. Even Counterforce players admit that there wouldn’t be very much left over after that. But, they say, a spasm war isn’t the only possibility. A few bombs could explode — maybe a lot of bombs — and we might still have enough people and enough of our basic economic structure remaining to consider going on.
You probably don’t believe that, and you’re probably right. But remember: we’ve hired them to think about these things for us, and they really are doing the best that they can. They do not believe that they can come back to us and say, “We’re sorry, but whatever happens, America will lose.” From the moment nuclear war became possible, the Pentagon has looked for ways to win — or at least to survive.
So they make assumptions. Whatever vile calamity is at issue, where the antinuclear people say “might happen,” the Pentagon says “probably won’t happen.” Nuclear winter is only the latest in a long string of hypothetical catastrophes. There is a tendency in antinuclear writing for might to become probably and then certainly — so nuclear winter is now thought of as a foregone conclusion. But it’s still an untested hypothesis as far as the Pentagon is concerned. Even if it were true, which they doubt, the world has survived bad winters before.
What then would need to happen for; some of us to come through? The basic outline was plain in the early ‘50s: an active defense, which included fallout shelters and evacuation plans; and a new form of passive defense. It will not surprise you to learn that Counterforce players have never bought the MAD argument about the vulnerability of cities being a source of strength. They were much more straightforward about things. If the cities couldn’t be defended, they would have to be abandoned. The population would have to be much more evenly spread; key industries would have to be scattered throughout the country, rather than thickly, and dangerously, concentrated in a few areas. New roads would have to be built so that movement to these newly created spaces would be as easy as possible. In a word, decentralization. Highways were the key. In the words of “Impact of Improved Highways on the Economy of the United States,” a study done by the Stanford Research Institute for the Bureau of Public Roads: “The mobility of the motor car had permitted the spread of population to areas not previously accessible. This type of population movement is important in relation to the vulnerability of the population to large weapons. A megaton weapon which detonates downtown is unlikely to kill all the population in the suburbs if they have adequate shelter.”
So, the Interstate. The Pentagon was very clear on what kind of system it had to be: limited access freeways. (I am paraphrasing here from a 1949 statement from the secretary of defense, “Highway Needs of the National Defense.”) If war ever broke out, they needed to be able to close the system in a hurry to civilian traffic. No station wagons holding up the convoys, no terrorists hiding in the trees. They won on this question, as we know. After all, this was what the highway planners wanted, too. But on another important issue they lost. They didn’t want the Interstate to go into the cities. What would be the point? If the bombs dropped, to quote the secretary, it would “render highways in areas with concentrations of tall buildings and structures of little use.” What they wanted were the rim roads of the original map. But they were just advising the Interstate people, weren’t they, not dictating public policy? As it happened, even though politicians insisted on building these “useless” roads through their cities, a lot of the rim roads were built, too. And, of course, they got so much of the rest: defense contracts are scattered around the country, the Interstate did go up, and middle-class whites did move out to the suburbs. It’s all perfect passive defense strategy, because it probably would have happened anyway. The Pentagon needed only to nudge, suggest, and — with the Interstate — advise.
“If we had approached the problem realistically in the past,” Major Alexander de Seversky observed at that same sad conference in Chicago, “all new buildings erected since the last war would have had public gathering places, such as banquet halls, ballrooms, theaters, garages, etc., located in the basement. With modern lighting and air conditioning installed, the utility of these postwar structures would be enhanced, and ample civilian shelter would be provided. … Passive defense does not have to be a burden on the country; rather it may be a boon to our civilization. [The Interstate] will solve our traffic problems and will induce the urban population to move into the suburbs. This, in turn, will effect the desired decentralization which is so important in order to minimize the vulnerability of our nation to atomic attack.”
So, without even knowing it, America remade itself into the Pentagon’s new ideal of passive defense. Just as the Interstate is a kind of science fiction, a fantasy of traffic use 20 years into Tomorrowland, the suburban landscape is a movie set — for a movie about World War III.
Can we imagine how the movie will go? A conventional war goes nuclear; there are one or two minor exchanges. Negotiations break down and there is a massive exchange. The script for this part — say, the first half or two-thirds of the running time — can be easily imagined (think of “The Day After,” but more suspenseful). There may or may not be evacuations of the major cities; this is a point of some controversy among Counterforce players. But before and during the bombs dropping, we should see a lot of shots of the Interstate, mostly deserted, with here and there military convoys gliding through the interchanges, dropping off patrols to guard the ramps.
There follows the interval of horror. Cities and big military installations blossom into lakes and oceans of flame.
The last part of the film is the “postattack situation.” The cities have vanished, but the government is still functioning  — probably beneath a mountain somewhere. They’ve been able to reach a settlement favorable to America and the bombs have stopped falling. Gradually — maybe after a few months of winter, who knows? — signs of life start to reappear. Military convoys are moving on the Interstate. TV shows are going out on the airwaves — old sitcoms, mostly, and brief but reassuring official news reports. Maybe fresh food shows up in the suburban supermarkets, to break up the monotony of price-controlled canned goods. People start going back to the malls. The skylights there are shattered, and the rain comes in, but one or two shops (with government backing) have opened up again. Slowly a country reassembles itself. The economy is planned, and there are only passing gestures at civil liberties (the army is everywhere) but everyone is happy to be alive, white, and American. The movie probably won’t get made now. It would have been a big hit in the early ‘60s, but the government decided to do Vietnam instead, and by the time that one closed, the eruption of new weapons technology had rendered the script obsolete. Even some die-hard Counterforce players have been saying that the basic scenario probably won’t cut it any longer. Too many imponderables, too many untried systems. A nuclear war fought in the near future would probably be erratic and messy, more like a megadeath version of Eating Raoul than like Dr. Strangelove. There’d be a lot of tactical neutron bombs going off everywhere and the state-of-the-art technology would be in a state of continual malfunction. There’s also the crucial question of reaction time. Some missiles in place will reach their primary targets in less than ten minutes from launch, which means that nobody will be sitting around lazily debating the appropriate Counterforce response. This is one reason why Ronnie and his boys are off to play a new game called High Frontier (also known as Star Wars). Counterforce, like the Interstate it spawned, will be a disintegrating memory by the time the war is fought.
Yet the daydream still goes on, suffusing with nostalgia as it recedes from us. The cities are gone; the nation consists of suburbs strung together along the Interstate. All enemies are vanquished: all those troubling minorities vaporized; the future brightens along a ribbon of freeway. It’s America as it was meant to be.
* * *
Who has not known the life before the revolution hasn’t tasted the sweetness of living. 








 — Talleyrand
I think that the most hateful clichés all concern growing older and realizing that the world will always be there whatever happens. I’ve known grandparents of various persuasions who believed that the sum of their accumulated life’s wisdom was contained in the phrase, “Life goes on.” The bombs fall, the world we know vanishes in a sheet of flame, nuclear winter sets in, and then, the damnedest thing, it’s really kind of despicable when you think about it — the survivors struggle to fit together some kind of cut-rate culture and maybe even succeed at it. And there’s old granny, nodding sagely among the debris, still saying, “Oh, yes, life goes on, I told you it would.”
Of course, there is the other possibility for suburban apocalypse. It will happen someday — maybe in a century, maybe it happened last night. Somewhere along the thousands of miles of antenna the astronomers have strung up will be resonating, faintly, secretly, and unmistakably, a message from another star. It will happen, I do believe that; but now I also believe — my one contribution to granny lore — that whatever the message is, we won’t be able to understand it. How could it be otherwise? If the message were simple, it could be interpreted in a thousand ways; if it were complicated, it could never be long enough, contain enough information about itself, for us to decode it completely. We’d just have to be content that the message really came at last.
That would never have been enough for me in the old days. The grand transformation into angelic extraterrestrials — the annunciation, the assumption — would any of that have been enough? Not if it didn’t happen in my lifetime — preferably before I had to get a job. Oh yes, life goes on. What I didn’t realize then was that no matter how conclusive the apocalypse, people will still find a way to make it go on.
But it may still come out some other way. The slow trickle of qualitative changes may finally overflow the bowl — a moment no one can predict, like the first atom at the heart of the warhead that shatters into the nova. One day, somehow, you wake to find the world redeemed. You leave, as usual, by the back stairs; sunrise is spreading soft yellows and salmons — clouds are gilded pearls — silver gleams on the laundry lines; cats blink from kitchen windows; and at last you stand on the street to see the world curve gently up around you, you see the thousand islands of the city shaking free of the transforming mist, mist winding in from the surrounding and forgiving sea.
That’s what I dreamed inside my sleeping bag on an amazingly cold morning in Minneapolis. The pleasure of it stayed with me throughout the day, as I tagged along with Beth and her friend. I had done what I agreed to do, get Beth there, and so I really didn’t have any reason to stay with them: I just drifted, still fried from the day before, and felt very benign. When I remember that day now, I think that my mildness — not very typical of me then — was about the best I would get even if my dream came real. Today there may be some dazed astronomer musing down the street, his head ablaze with the signals he detected last night — the joy he feels right now is as intense as it’s ever going to be, for anyone.
For example: that afternoon Beth and I went to the apartment her friend had found for her. It was a big place, with lots of enormous windows, in an old and comfortable building. She and I went down to the landlord’s office to sign the lease. She asked me to read it through, to make sure everything was OK — a lawyer’s daughter who was baffled by contracts, whaddaya gonna do. The lease was entirely orthodox except for one clause, which read, as near as I can remember it:
The lessor assumes no responsibility for damages in the event of riot, insurrection, war, civil war, martial law, or other civil disturbance…
Oh yes, alas and god damn. Maybe this clause is standard in Minneapolis, I don’t know. But they were covered; nobody was going to come up to them in some refugee camp and slap a summons on them. They’d be back in business as soon as the fallout cleared.
I don’t know whether Beth thought this clause was as funny as I did; but she laughed with me then and kept smiling the rest of the evening. There seemed to be a kind of easiness in our chatter that might have been the beginning of something interesting. We had dinner late in romantic circumstances: Chinese food at a little, rickety table, by the light of a bare bulb in the front hallway — Beth hadn’t brought light bulbs, everything was closed, and so it was the only bulb in the apartment that worked. Later on, we sat in what would be the living room, among the boxes, and went on talking, or flirting, or whatever we were doing. She sat in her favorite chair, a rocking chair that she’d had for ten years and hadn’t been able to bring herself to leave behind. I leaned against a wall with my sleeping bag for a cushion. I kept thinking that it would make perfect sense for us to sleep together that night; it was what everything in our friendship had been leading up to; one by one the bits of the jigsaw puzzle had fallen into place, and the puzzle was now obsolete.
Much later, after Beth had drifted off to bed, I stayed on in the living room, staring out the window and chain-smoking. Across the street — I hadn’t taken a good look at it before, but there was no missing it now — was an enormous new construction, big enough to occupy a couple of blocks. I remember Beth telling me in passing that it was an arts center, or a cultural center, or something else generally humanistic. Hard to believe at that hour. In that light, it was a vast oppressive hulk: wastes of concrete stood on their sides, closing in to crush narrow, irregular strips of black glass. The place had nothing to do with the arts; everything about it reeked of bureaucratic thuggery.
If I ever had a vision in my life, it was then, when I stared at that building and realized how much I had been in love with the future it represented — how much, despite all my protestations of hatred, I still wanted the suburbs to infect the world.
So here’s my vision. I saw, or remembered, a time when I’d gone down to Lake Michigan, on a winter night as cold as this one. By my house there was a little access road that led down to the beach and ended in a small pier. I walked down to the end, barely able to take the wind blowing off the water, and stood there for a long while. I don’t think I was ever more sure in my life that my world was the true one. The lake was frozen, for as far as I could see by the light on the pier. It was a complex landscape of crags and gullies, over which the wind was whisking veils of snow; I couldn’t tell where it ended and the beach began. Beyond the rim of mercury light, the moonlight picked out more distant ridges, cryptic canyons, stretches of desolate plateau.
It was an eerie scene as it was; but it got much stranger when the wind dropped. The silence was slowly filled with a new sound. I had no idea what it was; it kept me there to the point of frostbite. I can best describe it as a moan — continuous, passionless, directionless; it seemed to be the ice itself crying out. And this was in fact the case. Water was moving under the ice, cracking it in a trillion separate fissures, seeping through and refreezing. Whenever I think of the suburbs now, I remember that: water moving mindlessly, erasing a landscape that no one should occupy.
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