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William Forstchen
One Second After

Introduction
: The
Chilling
Premise of
William
Forstchen's
One Second
After

In  an  era  defined  by
digital  connectivity and
t e c h n o l o g i c a l
dependence, few works
of fiction have struck as
resonant  and  terrifying
a  chord  as  Wi l l iam
Forstchen's One Second
After. Published in 2009

a n d  e n d o r s e d  b y
military  strategists,
s u r v i v a l i s t s ,  a n d
policymakers alike, this
novel  has  transcended
the  boundaries  of  a
typical  post-apocalyptic
thriller.  It  serves  as  a
stark,  meticulously
researched  warning
about  the  vulnerability
of modern society. The
central premise—that a
single,  high-altitude
electromagnetic  pulse
(EMP)  attack  could
erase  centur ies  o f
technological  progress
i n  t h e  b l i n k  o f  a n
eye—has  e levated
William Forstchen's One
Second  After  from  a



gripping page-turner to
a  foundational  text  in
t h e  d i s c o u r s e  o n
national  resilience  and
preparedness.  This
article  explores  the
n o v e l ' s  h a u n t i n g
narrative,  its  scientific
a n d  p o l i t i c a l
underpinnings,  i ts
a u t h o r ' s  u n i q u e
b a c k g r o u n d ,  t h e
b r o a d e r  s e r i e s  i t
launched,  and  the
pro found  cu l tu ra l
impact  it  continues  to
exer t  more  than  a
d e c a d e  a f t e r  i t s
publication.

Who Is
William R.
Forstchen?
The Mind
Behind the
Warning

To fully  appreciate  the

gravity  of  One  Second
After,  it  is  essential  to
understand  the  man
who wrote it. William R.
Forstchen  is  far  more
than  a  nove l i s t  o f
speculative  fiction.  He
holds a PhD in history,
with a specialization in
Amer ican  mi l i ta ry
history  and the history
of  technology.  This
acade mic  r i go r  i s
evident  on  every  page
of  his  work.  Forstchen
has also collaborated on
b e s t s e l l e r s  w i t h
legendary  mi l i tary
h i s to r i an  S i r  J ohn
Keegan  and  has  co-
a u t h o r e d  s e v e r a l
volumes in the popular
"Lost Regiment" series.

However,  Forstchen's
career  also  includes  a
distinguished tenure as
a  professor,  teaching
subjects  ranging  from
military  history  to  the
history of aviation. This
combination of scholarly
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discipline and narrative
creativity  gives William
Forstchen's One Second
After  a  credibility  that
many  disaster  novels
lack.  He  understands
not  only  the  hardware
of war and the fragility
of  infrastructure  but
a l s o  t h e  h u m a n
spirit—the  capacity  for
b o t h  h e r o i s m  a n d
depravity  when  the
veneer of civilization is
stripped away.

Plot
Overview:
Life in an
Electrified
Cage

The novel is set in the
small,  rural  town  of
Black  Mountain,  North
C a r o l i n a .  T h e
protagonist  is  John
Matherson,  a  retired
U.S.  Army  colonel  and

history  professor  who
has  lost  h is  wi fe  to
cancer  and  is  raising
two  daughters.  Life  is
quiet,  almost  idyllic,
until  the  "one  second"
of the title arrives.

Without  warning,  a
n u c l e a r  d e v i c e  i s
detonated  high  above
the  United  States.  The
r e s u l t i n g
electromagnetic  pulse
(EMP)  does  not  k i l l
people  directly,  but  it
effectively  ends  the
modern  world.  Every
electronic device with a
microchip  is  instantly
fried—cars,  planes,
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
networks,  medica l
equipment,  and  the
entire electrical grid. In
that single second, the
United States is thrown
back  in to  an  18th-
century  existence,  but
without the skills, tools,
or  social  structures  to
survive.



W h a t  f o l l o w s  i s  a
method ica l ,  o f ten
brutal,  chronicle  of
societal  collapse.  John
M a t h e r s o n  m u s t
leverage  his  military
training  and  historical
knowledge  to  organize
his  community.  They
face starvation, the loss
o f  l i f e - s a v i n g
medications like insulin,
marauding  gangs,  and
the agonizing decisions
that  come  with  scarce
resources. This is not a
story  of  heroic  super-
soldiers. It is a story of
o r d i n a r y  p e o p l e
g r a p p l i n g  w i t h
impossible  choices.

The Core
Argument:
Why an EMP
Threat Is So

Terrifying

The Science
Behind the Fiction

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  aspects  of
William Forstchen's One
Second  Af ter  i s  i ts
g r o u n d i n g  i n  r e a l
s c i e n c e .  T h e  E M P
phenomenon  is  not  a
fantasy.  It  has  been
observed  during  high-
altitude  nuclear  tests,
most  notably the 1962
"Starfish  Prime"  test,
w h i c h  d i s r u p t e d
electrical  systems  in
Hawaii,  over 800 miles
from  the  detonation
point.  The  scientific
consensus  is  that  a
single,  well-placed
n u c l e a r  w e a p o n
detonated at an altitude
of  200  to  300  miles
could generate an EMP
c a p a b l e  o f
incapacitating the entire
continental  United
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States.

Forstchen does not bog
the  reader  down  with
technical jargon, but he
weaves the science into
the  narrat ive  wi th
enough detail  to  make
t h e  t h r e a t  f e e l
immediate and credible.
The  EMP  attack,  as
depicted in the novel, is
t h e  u l t i m a t e
asymmetric  weapon.  A
small,  rogue  state  or
non-state  actor  could
inflict  catastrophic
d a m a g e  o n  a
superpower  without
firing  a  single
conventional  missile  at
a population center.

The Vulnerability
of Modern
Infrastructure

The novel painstakingly
i l lustrates  just  how
f r a g i l e  o u r
interconnected world is.

Without  electricity,
water purification plants
s top  work ing .  Gas
stations  cannot  pump
fuel.  Refrigerated  food
rots.  Hospitals  become
d e a t h  t r a p s .  T h e
pharmaceutical  supply
chain—which  relies  on
temperature-controlled
logist ics—col lapses.
People  with  chronic
conditions like diabetes
or  heart  disease  face
agonizingly  short  life
e x p e c t a n c i e s .
Forstchen's portrayal of
the  rapid  descent  into
chaos  is  not  alarmist
fiction;  it  is  a  sobering
extrapolation  of  known
vulnerabilities  identified
b y  t h e  U . S .  E M P
Commission,  which
warned of the potential
f o r  a  " n a t i o n w i d e
blackout  of  indefinite
duration."



The Human
Element:
Characters

and Morality

John Matherson as
Everyman

The strength of William
Forstchen's One Second
After  l ies  not  in  i ts
hardware  or  act ion
sequences  but  in  its
c h a r a c t e r s .  J o h n
Matherson  is  a  deeply
flawed  and  relatable
protagonist.  He  is  a
grieving widower and a
father  struggling  to
c o n n e c t  w i t h  h i s
teenage  daughters.  He
is  not  a  Rambo-l ike
figure; he is a professor
who happens to have a
military background. His
leadership  is  born  of
necessity, not ambition.
He makes mistakes, he
a n g u i s h e s  o v e r

i m p o s s i b l e  m o r a l
decisions, and he bears
the  terrible  weight  of
responsibility.

The Collapse of
Community and
Trust

The  novel  excels  at
d e p i c t i n g  t h e
breakdown  of  social
trust.  Neighbors  who
once  waved  at  each
other  across  picket
f e n c e s  b e c o m e
potential  threats.  The
loca l  government ,
ove rwhe lmed  and
under-resourced,  is
forced  into  draconian
measures. The narrative
forces  the  reader  to
confront  uncomfortable
questions:  Would  you
share  your  last  can  of
food  with  a  stranger?
Would  you  risk  your
family's  safety  to  help
others?  Where  is  the
l ine  between  se l f -



William Forstchen One Second
After

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Kelley
& Hudson • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 7

p r e s e r v a t i o n  a n d
humanity?

This moral complexity is
what  e levates  One
Second  After  above
m a n y  o t h e r  p o s t -
apocalyptic works.  It  is
a  meditation  on  civic
v i r tue,  community
resi l ience,  and  the
painful  trade-offs  that
define  leadership  in
times  of  crisis.

A Series with
Expanding
Reach

The Sequel: One
Year After

William Forstchen's One
S e c o n d  A f t e r  w a s
followed  by  a  direct
sequel, One Year After,
published in 2015. This
installment picks up the
story as the community
o f  B lack  Mounta in

b e g i n s  t h e  s l o w ,
agon i z ing  work  o f
rebuilding.  However,
n e w  t h r e a t s
emerge—not  just  from
external  enemies,  but
from  the  fragility  of
t h e i r  n a s c e n t
governance  structures.
The sequel explores the
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n
survival  and  the  re-
establishment  of  law,
order,  and  democracy.

The Final Volume:
The Final Day

The  trilogy  concluded
with  The  Final  Day  in
2017.  In  this  volume,
the nation is faced with
the  prospect  of  a  full-
scale  invasion  from  a
foreign power that  has
been  p lann ing  fo r
exactly  this  scenario.
The  series  finale  is  an
epic  and  emotionally
charged  exploration  of
sacrifice,  redemption,



a n d  t h e  c o s t  o f
freedom.  It  brings  the
arc of John Matherson's
journey  to  a  powerful
conclusion while leaving
t h e  r e a d e r  w i t h  a
lingering  sense  of  the
fragility  of  the  world
they  inhabit.

Related Works by
Forstchen

Beyond  the  tri logy,
William  Forstchen  has
written  several  other
works  that  explore
similar  themes.  Five
Years After, published in
2023, revisits the world
d e c a d e s  l a t e r ,
examining  how  a  new
generation  grapples
with  the  legacy  of  the
collapse.  Additionally,
h is  novel  48  Hours
e x p l o r e s  a n o t h e r
looming  infrastructure
threat: a massive cyber
attack  on  the  banking
system.  These  books

together form a growing
body of work dedicated
t o  w a r n i n g  a b o u t
technological  fragility
and  society's  lack  of
preparedness.

Cultural and
Political
Impact

Endorsement from
Influential Figures

P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t
remarkable  aspect  of
William Forstchen's One
Second  After  is  the
s h e e r  r a n g e  o f
influential  figures  who
have  endorsed  i t .
Former  Speaker  of  the
House  Newt  Gingrich
wrote  the  foreword  to
the  novel,  calling  it  a
"book  that  should  be
r e a d  b y  e v e r y
Amer ican."  Senior
military  officers,
intelligence  analysts,
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a n d  m e m b e r s  o f
Congress have cited the
book  as  a  catalyst  for
their  interest  in  EMP
preparedness.  It  has
been  assigned  reading
a t  t h e  U . S .  N a v a l
Academy  and  the  U.S.
Army War College.

Influence on
Policy Discussions

T h e  n o v e l  m o v e d
beyond  fiction  and  into
the  realm  of  pol icy
advocacy.  Forstchen
has  testified  before
Congress about the EMP
threat,  and  the  book
has been credited with
helping  to  raise  public
a w a r e n e s s  a b o u t
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e
vulnerability.  It  has
been  used  as  a  case
s t u d y  i n  d i s a s t e r
preparedness  seminars
a n d  h a s  i n s p i r e d
grassroots  movements
dedicated to community

r e s i l i e n c e  a n d
emergency  planning.
The  book's  influence  is
a  testament  to  the
power of storytelling to
inform  public  policy  in
ways that dry technical
reports often cannot.

Literary
Analysis:
Strengths
and
Limitations

What the Novel
Does
Exceptionally Well

The  pac ing  o f  One
S e c o n d  A f t e r  i s
relentless.  Forstchen
understands the rhythm
of suspense, doling out
crises  at  intervals  that
keep the reader turning
pages.  His  attention to
practical detail—how to
rat ion  food,  how  to



secure a perimeter, how
to treat injuries without
m o d e r n
medicine—gives  the
story  a  documentary-
like  verisimilitude.  The
emot i ona l  co re  i s
equally  strong;  the
relationship  between
John Matherson and his
daughters  is  the  heart
of the narrative, and it
never feels sentimental
or forced.

Where Critics
Have Found
Faults

No novel  is  without its
critics.  Some  readers
have  noted  that  the
female characters in the
book  are  less  fu l ly
developed  than  the
male  protagonists.
Others have pointed out
that the novel's political
perspective  is  quite
explicitly  conservative
and  pro-military,  which

may  not  appeal  to  all
readers.  Additionally,
t h e  p a c i n g ,  w h i l e
r e l e n t l e s s ,  c a n
occasionally  become
r e p e t i t i v e  a s  t h e
community  faces  one
crisis  after  another.
However,  for  the  vast
majority  of  readers,
these  limitations  are
minor compared to the
book's overall impact.

Lessons for
the Modern
Reader

What can a reader take
away  f rom  Wi l l iam
Forstchen's One Second
Af ter?  Beyond  the
obvious  lesson  about
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e
vulnerability,  there  are
deeper  insights  about
human  nature.  The
novel suggests that the
greatest  threat  to
c iv i l i za t i on  i s  no t
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external  attack  but
internal  fragmentation.
Communi t ies  tha t
maintain  trust,  share
resources,  and  uphold
m o r a l  p r i n c i p l e s
survive.  Those  that
devolve  into  selfishness
and paranoia perish.

The book also serves as
a powerful argument for
preparedness  on  a
p e r s o n a l  l e v e l .  I t
encourages  readers  to
think  critically  about
t h e i r  o w n
dependencies:  Do  you
have a backup source of
h e a t ?  A  s u p p l y  o f
essential  medications?
A way to communicate
without  the  internet?
The  novel  does  not
advocate  for  a  bunker
mentality but rather for
a  t h o u g h t f u l ,
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d
approach to resilience.

Why One
Second After
Remains
Relevant
Today

In  the  years  since  its
p u b l i c a t i o n ,  t h e
r e l e v a n c e  o f  O n e
Second  After  has  only
grown.  Geopolitical
tensions  with  nations
capable  of  launching
E M P  a t t a c k s  h a v e
e s c a l a t e d .  T h e
COVID-19  pandemic
demonstrated,  in  real-
time, how quickly global
supp ly  cha ins  can
fracture and how fragile
our "normal" lives truly
are.  Cyber  attacks  on
critical  infrastructure
a r e  a  d a i l y  n e w s
occurrence.  Forstchen's
novel, originally seen by
some  as  an  extreme
scenario,  now  feels
disturbingly  plausible.



Moreover,  the  book's
themes  of  community
resilience, leadership in
crisis,  and  the  moral
compromises  required
f o r  s u r v i v a l  h a v e
become  cent ra l  to
conversations  about
c l i m a t e  c h a n g e
adaptation,  pandemic
response,  and  disaster
preparedness.  It  is  a
work  of  fiction  that  has
p r o v e n  t o  b e  a
remarkably  accurate
blueprint  for  the  kinds
of  challenges  we  must
collectively confront.

Conclusion:
A Novel That
Demands to
Be Taken
Seriously

William Forstchen's One
Second After is far more
than  a  gripping  post-
apocalyptic thriller. It is

a  m e t i c u l o u s l y
researched  warning,  a
c h a r a c t e r - d r i v e n
tragedy,  and  a  call  to
action.  Through  the
compelling story of John
Matherson  and  the
community  of  Black
Mountain,  Forstchen
forces  us  to  confront
o u r  c o l l e c t i v e
vulnerability and to ask
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
questions about how we
would  respond  when
the  lights  go  out  and
never come back on.

The  novel's  enduring
popularity—and  its
influence  on
policymakers,  military
strategists, and ordinary
readers—is a testament
to its power. It is a book
that  entertains,  but
more importantly, it is a
book that educates and
motivates.  For  anyone
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e
fragi l i ty  of  modern
civilization,  the  nature
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of leadership in times of
crisis, or simply the art
of  a  well-told  story,
William Forstchen's One
Second  Af ter  i s  an
essential  read.  It  is  a
stark  reminder  that

everything we take for
granted can vanish in a
s i n g l e ,  t e r r i b l e
moment—and  that
being  prepared,  both
practically  and


