

[image: image]





[image: image]







Copyright © 2025 by SNAFU Media, LLC

Cover and interior illustrations by Mark Harris. Cover and interior design by Headcase Design. Cover images by Getty Images, Shutterstock, and Adobe Stock. Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub

First Edition: April 2025

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Helms, Ed, author.

Title: Snafu : history’s greatest screwups / Ed Helms.

Description: First edition. | New York : Grand Central Publishing, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2024051875 | ISBN 9781538769478 | ISBN 9781538769485 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: United States--History--Errors, inventions, etc. | Common fallacies--United States.

Classification: LCC E179 .H475 2025 | DDC 973--dc23/eng/20241106

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024051875

ISBNs: 9781538769478 (hardcover), 9781538769485 (ebook), 9781538775806 (B&N signed
edition), 9781538775615 (regular signed edition)

E3-20250307-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Image Permissions

	Introduction

	PART I: THE FIFTIES

	Atomic Energy Lab: An Enriching Radioactivity for the Oppenheimers of Tomorrow

	The Chosin Few: More Than They Could Chew

	Jimmy Carter’s Nuclear Nuts

	MKUltra: One Man’s Mission to Trip America’s Balls Off for Freedom

	Mars Bluff Bomb

	A119: Shoot the Moon—Literally!




	PART II: THE SIXTIES

	Project Iceworm: Even Without Iceman Missiles, We’re in the Danger Zone

	Acoustic Kitty: Can You Hear Meow?

	Operation Popeye: Make Mud, Not War

	Catching Fire on the Cuyahoga

	Top Five… Failed Plots to Assassinate El Comandante




	PART III: THE SEVENTIES

	Silencio: Three Meteors, Two Lightning Strikes, and a Rocket from the Neighbor Next Door

	Project Azorian: A Sub Above

	Pigeon Pals: Our New Eye in the Sky

	Operation Snow White: A Fair Game of Espionage

	Skylab: The Little Space Station That Couldn’t

	Swinging Spies: The Koechers




	PART IV: THE EIGHTIES

	Operation Monopoly: Do Nyet Pass Go

	Ozone: A Spray Tan for the Whole Planet

	The Cola Cold War

	Top Five… Bodacious Viruses That Bugged Us in the Eighties

	Noriega’s Nifty Package

	Dark Dante: Banned from the Internet




	PART V: THE NINETIES

	Snow Way! The CIA’s Accidental Drug Shipment

	Biosphere 2: Too Good to Be True

	Keyboard Cowboys: Partners in Cybercrime

	Beanie Breakdown: The Toy That Tainted the Nineties

	Mars Orbiter: The Probe to Nowhere




	PART VI: AUGHTS & ONWARD

	Emergency Landing: The Little Hard Drive That Couldn’t

	The Millennium Challenge: Or, How to Rig a Game… to Lose It

	Agent BTZ: The Early Bird Gets the Worm

	The Hawai’ian Missile Alert: A Drill, Not a Drill, Not Not a Drill

	The Suez Canal: Largest Enema Ever Given

	Top Five… Near Extinctions in the New Millennium




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Source Notes






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	ii

	iv

	v

	iii

	vi

	vii

	viii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]








IMAGE PERMISSIONS

Here:

Antique Soviet Radios, Courtesy of Pavel Tochinsky/Photodisc via Getty Images

Here:

Tootsie Rolls, Courtesy of Mark Gail/The Washington Post via Getty Images

Tank-Led Patrol, Courtesy of Stocktrek Images via Getty Images

Search And Destroy, Courtesy of Patrick Christain/Stringer via Getty Images

Here:

Jimmy Carter, Courtesy of Library of Congress/Corbis/VCG via Getty Images

Here:

Doctors Harry Williams and Carl Pfeiffer, Courtesy of Bettmann via Getty Images

Here:

Boeing B-47 Stratojet, Courtesy of Bettmann via Getty Images

Farm Village, Courtesy of NearMap/DigitalVision via Getty Images

Abandoned Home, Courtesy of Mint Images/Mint Images RF via Getty Images

Mushroom Cloud, Courtesy of ANDRZEJ WOJCICKI/Science Photo Library via Getty Images

Here:

Smoke Cloud from Fire, Courtesy of George Peters/DigitalVision Vectors via Getty Images

Here:

Lit Bomb, Colin Anderson Productions pty ltd/Stockbyte via Getty Images

Here and here:

Floating Iceberg, Courtesy of Dimitri Otis/Stone via Getty Images

Missile, Courtesy of ZargonDesign/E+ via Getty Images

Here:

Airplane Diagram, Courtesy of Ianlabs/DigitalVision Vectors via Getty Images

White Cloud, Courtesy of Akaradech Pramoonsin/Moment via Getty Images

Here:

Fidel Castro, Courtesy of Bettmann via Getty Images

Here:

Glomar Explorer, Courtesy of Bettmann via Getty Images

3D Tongs, Courtesy of glamstock/Imazins via Getty Images

Submarine, Courtesy of 4x6/DigitalVision Vectors via Getty Images

Here:

Oleg Kalugin, Courtesy of Wojtek Laski/Hulton Archive via Getty Images

Here:

Videotape, Courtesy of LAW Ho Ming/Moment via Getty Images

Video Cassette, Courtesy of JazzIRT/E+ via Getty Images

Here:

Businessman, Courtesy of BLOOM Image via Getty Images

Here:

Woman With Multicolored Hair, Courtesy of GSPictures/E+ via Getty Images

Aerosol Can, Courtesy of Javier Zayas Photography/Moment via Getty Images

Here:

Khrushchev and Nixon, Courtesy of Bettmann via Getty Images

Here:

Manuel Noriega, Courtesy of Bettmann via Getty Images

Guitar Amplifier, Courtesy of DonNichols/E+ via Getty Images

Little Red Drum, Courtesy of Pixhook/E+ via Getty Images

Here:

CDs Stacked, Courtesy of Grace Cary/Moment via Getty Images

Here:

Razor Blade, Courtesy of Jeffrey Coolidge/Stone via Getty Images

Here:

Beanies, Courtesy of Lea Suzuki/San Francisco Chronicle/Hearst Newspapers via Getty Images

Here:

Recycling Mobile Phones, Courtesy of Peter Dazeley/The Image Bank via Getty Images

Here and here:

USB Flash Drive, Courtesy of Yevgen Romanenko/Moment via Getty Images

Additional photo permissions available at: https://www.hachettebook group.com/titles/ed-helms/snafu/9781538769478/.






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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