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current interest in AIDS, Epstein's book offers a detailed account, sure to 
bring him much deserved credit. 
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O 
N Monday the 6th of August 1945 a B-29 Superfortress long- 
range heavy bomber, the Enola Gay, took off from Tinian Island 
in the Pacific. It was under the command of Lieutenant Colonel 

Paul Tibbets. He and his crew had been seconded to the 509th Composite 
Group that had been formed for the express purpose of delivering the first 
nuclear weapons. It carried just one bomb, nicknamed Little Boy. The 
1700-mile trip to Hiroshima was uneventful, the weather was near-ideal, 
and the Japanese air force had long since been driven from the skies. The 
plane made a perfect run over the city, released its cargo and turned for 
home. Just over 45 seconds later Hiroshima ceased to exist as a func- 
tioning society and 80,000 of her citizens perished. A second bomb, Fat 
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Man, was dropped three days later by another B-29, called Bockscar (sic), 
on the city of Nagasaki which also was obliterated, again with great loss of 
life. Two days after Nagasaki Japan surrendered unconditionally. Thus 
nuclear weapons were used for the first, and we must hope for the last, 
time in anger. Together with the Trinity Test  at Alamogordo on the 16th 
of  July, 1945, the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki are argu- 
ably the most sigmificant events in modem history and mark the beginning 
of  the nuclear age. 

Horrific as they were, the death toll and destruction from nuclear 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were not exceptional by the stan- 
dards of the Second World War. The fire bombings of  Japanese and 
German cities using incendiary devices during the final two years of the 
war caused losses in human life and property which exceeded those of the 
nuclear bombings. What  was exceptional in the cases of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki was that the damage was done by a single plane carrying a single 
bomb. To the architects of strategic warfare from the air, the mission of 
Enola Gay changed the thinking about the nature of war for ever. Where 
they had promised, and failed, to deliver victory from the air ff given 
thousands of heavy bombers and as much ordnance as the bombers could 
carry, a few nuclear warheads and similar numbers of  delivery vehicles 
could demonstrably bring any state to its knees in a matter of hours. 
Indeed, if need be, whole nations could be obliterated. Thus the mission 
of the Enola Gay set the stage for the early post-war rethinking of  the 
conduct of war between the great powers. Three decades into the Cold 
War  some 60,000 nuclear warheads on thousands of delivery vehicles had 
not only come to dominate the thinking of the strategists, but  also become 
an ever-present threat to the very survival of the human species. During 
the era of the Cold War  the threat of mutual nuclear annihilation seemed 
for most of us to gain an ever more real quality, while the promise of 
continuation of  life became ever more tenuous. 

In the middle of  1949 the US Air Force transferred ownership of  the 
Enola Gay to the Smithsonian Institutution. Some years later it was flown 
to Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland where it languished until 1960 
when the National Air Museum took the first tentative steps toward its 
ultimate restoration; the project was to become the most ambitious ever 
undertaken by the museum. Work did not gather pace until early 1985. In 
the meantime the significance of space technology had acquired sufficient 
status for the museum to become the National Air and Space Museum 
CNASM) of which Dr  Martin Harwit became the Director in 1987. Some 
weeks after his appointraent the first discussions were held on a potential 
exhibition with Enola Gay as the centre-piece object. Several veterans' 
organisations had by now mounted campaigns for the early restoration of 
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the plane so that it could be displayed in a manner befitting its historical 
mission. 

In  early 1991 NASM released a formal proposal for the exhibition of 
the Enola Gay and other related historical objects in a major event dealing 
with the broader issues surrounding the end of the Second World War, the 
significance of  the nuclear bombings, and the aftermath. The opening of 
the exhibition was planned to coincide with the 50oyear anniversary of the 
end of the war. It soon became apparent that an artefact the size of the 
Enola Gay could not be accommodated by the facilities then available to 
NASM. Thus the thinking about the planned exhibition and its content 
and style got confused with that of the separate issue of funding for a 
major expansion of NASM. By the middle of 1993 NASM and its officers 
had made contact with most of  the interested parties--veterans'  organis- 
ations, academic and military historians, representatives of the cities of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, members of Congress and focus groups. 

The  events surrounding the planning for, and the lead-up to the 
mounting of, a major historical exhibit had not been exceptional to this 
point; Dr  Harwit must have been tolerably satisfied with progress and 
entirely certain that the plans would come to ~aition. However, he had 
not at this stage been confronted by the defenders of national legends who 
were to become his most implacable enemies and would ultimately lead to 
the cancellation of the exhibition. More importantly he did not appreciate 
the strength of  the passions that were to be released, and he certainly did 
not appreciate that a scholarly defender is no match for a passionate foe. 

The following is a brief chronology of  the events of  1994 and early 
1995. The first draft of the script of the exhibition was completed in 
January 1994. The draft was circulated to a broad spectrum of interested 
parties, and feed-back was solicited. It was made clear that this was the 
first step in an iterative process normally proceeding through six or more 
drafts, which could lead to amendments to the factual content, and to 
changes in emphasis and style. The Air Force Association (AFA) 
circulated the script widely, in spite of being asked to refrain from doing 
so, and began a campaign of quoting selectively and tendentiously from 
the first draft. The title of the planned exhibition was settled in May 
1994---~The Last Act: The Atomic Bomb and the End of WW II ~. Two 
months later 24 members of Congress expressed their "concern and 
dismay" in a letter to the Smithsonian. The Washington Post now emerged 
as a persistent critic of the exhibition; the editorial tone was becoming 
increasingly hostile. In late September the Senate passed a resolution 
expressing its concern about the exhibition. Also, in that month the new 
Secretary of the Smithsonian, I.M. Heyman, was installed. One of his first 
acts in office was to approve the interim draft of the exhibition script. 
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The next month brought some respite for Martin Harwit and his team; 
the Executive Board of  the Organisation of American Historians passed 
a resolution deploring political interference into the affairs of the 
Smithsonlan. The  forward fuselage section of the Enola Gay was moved 
to N A S M  in Washington, plans for the display of  the intact plane having 
had to be scrapped. The  conflict came to a head in January 1995, with 
the American Legion calling for the cancellation the exhibition and for 
congressional hearings to be held. Later that month 81 members of the 
House called for the resignation of Dr  Harwit and for Congressional 
hearings. On the last day of  January Secretary Heyman announced the 
cancellation of the exhibition, but  promised a smaller display without 
historical content. A forum on "Presenting History: Museums in a 
Democratic Society" took place in Ann Arbor in April, but  Dr  Harwit 
was prevented from presenting his version of events. Dr Harwit resigned 
his position on the 2nd of  May 1995. Senate hearings into the exhibition 
of the Enola Gay began on the l l t h  of May. 

An Exhibit Denied is an interesting piece of scholarly authorship (along 
the lines of contemporary oral history), given that the author is also the 
principal victim. I find myself very much on the side of the author in 
believing that the endeavour was intellectually honest and scholarly 
defensible, and that it was better to go down in defeat than to compro- 
mise the aims, or to demean the ends by using illegitimate means. There is 
little bitterness to be found in the writing. We are not asked to sympathise 
with his plight, and we are not  asked to condemn those who opposed 
the endeavour and employed foul means to bring about the cancellation 
of the exhibition. The documentary evidence is laid before us, with a 
minimal amount of editorialising, and we are asked to draw our own 
conclusions. For  obvious reasons most of the material that sets the scene 
for the events comes from inside N A S M  and is seen through the eyes of 
the author. 

The  central issue of the conflict concerned the role and style of the 
N A S M  in dealing with historical events that are at the core of how 
America sees itself. The  preamble to the 1846 act of Congress which led 
to the founding of  the Smithsonian Institution said in part: "to found, 
at Washington, under the name of the 'Smithsonian Institution',  an 
establishment for the increase and diffusion of knowledge among men" 
(p. xi). Subsequent legislation referring specifically to NASM provided 
the following brief: 

The national air and space museum shall memorialise the 
national development of aviation and space f l i g h t . . ,  display 
aeronautical and space flight equipment of historical interest 
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and s ign i f i cance . . ,  and provide educational material for the 
historical study of aviation and space flight. (p. xi) 

Unfortunately there was also a Statute 20 USC, Paragraph 80a, which 
could be, and was, construed to deal with the display of military 
equipment by the Smithsonian: "The valor and sacrificial service of the 
men and women of the Armed Forces shall be portrayed as an inspiration 
to the present and future generations of America s (p. 146). 

Several other accusations were levelled at NASM by the opponents 
of the exhibition, and tended to focus on: (1) The years of neglect of 
the Enola Gay and the apparent snail-pace progress of its restoration. In 
its defence, N A S M  pointed out that it was the largest restoration and 
preservation project ever undertaken by its staff, and that budgetary 
constraints prevented more rapid progress. (2) The question of balance in 
the content and style of presentation proposed by NASM. Where NASM 
wanted to put  greater emphasis on the effects of nuclear bombing, and on 
the pros and cons of the decision to bomb essentially civilian targets, the 
veterans wished to place the main emphasis on Japanese aggression and 
cruelty, thus justifying the use of exceptional means to bring about a 
necessary end. Also, the veterans were clearly of the opinion that there 
should be a significant component in the exhibition devoted to a 
celebration of victories in the last battle of the Second World War, and 
the first battle of the Cold War (i.e., denying the USSR a role in the post- 
war shaping of Japan). (3) Crucial aspects of the historical record. The 
accepted wisdom among veterans and many war historians was that the 
nuclear bombings made redundant a planned invasion of Japan by allied 
forces. Based on bloody experience gained during the recapture of Pacific 
islands from defenders who invariably and literally fought to the last man, 
it had been estimated by some planners that an invasion of the main 
islands could cost up to some 250,000 allied and possibly millions of 
Japanese casualties. In the words of Donald C. Rehl, a former B-29 pilot 
with the 509th Composite Group, 

He [Harwit] leaves the field wide open to the revisionists of 
history to continue their cries about how horrible and 
unnecessary President Truman's  (brave) decision to use the 
bomb was . . .  IT]hat dropped the first atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima which saved millions of lives that would have been 
lost in the planned invasion of Japan and also thwarted 
Russia's p l a n s . . .  (p. 136) 

However, documents available to NASM suggested that the back- 
ground to the decision was far more ambiguous. Advice to President 
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Truman had come l~om several sources, for example Secretary of War 
Henry Stimson, that did not unanimously support the views represented 
in the quotation above. A bizarre letter from a Mr  Fukushima was quoted 
by one of the veterans' organisations as supporting evidence: 

As a result [of the defeat inflicted through nuclear destl"UC- 
tion], the Japanese were able to direct their entire emotional 
and physical energies toward the reconstruction of Japan, 
operating manufacturing facilities and participating in world 
trade. According to Mr. Fukushima, this new direction 
obviously became the basis of Japan's economic successes 
and the Japanese people are forever grateful that they had 
taken this direction. (p. 138) 

Other veterans' groups were concerned with the possibility that strategic 
bombing might not be receiving a sympathetic hearing in the exhibition. 
W.A Rooney, a WWII  veteran, expressed the sentiments quite succinctly 
in a letter to NASM: 

It is evident that you intend to portray strategic bombing in 
a negative way and that you intend to use the Enola Gay as 
your tool to tell your s t o r y . . ,  but  remember one thing: the 
Strategic Air Command,  for more than 20 years, was the 
single unit in this world that kept the peace. (p. 144) 

There  were addit ional logistical and bureaucratic issues which 
contributed to the general feeling in N A S M  of being beleaguered. For  
instance, lack of appropriate facilities at NASM limited planning for the 
physical presence of the Enola Gay to include only the forward section of 
the fuselage. At various times other interested parties 'volunteered' m take 
the Enola Gay off NASM's  hands. Most  of the offers were probably 
motivated by its potential as a centre-piece in an attraction along the lines 
of a Disney-style theme park. Conversely, it is entirely possible that the 
decision by NASM to focus on the Enola Gay arose, in part, because the 
enormous size of the plane was a potent demonstration of the need for 
funding additional facilities. 

Significant historical events become part of the legends on which a 
sense of nationhood is based. Legends are the sympathetic mirrors in 
which the nation recognises itself. This is as true for the USA as it is for 
any other nation. In the case of the USA some of the significant legends 
include: How the West was Won, The  American Dream, The  Free 
Market, and so on. Other historical events such as the Vietnam War  and 
NASA's  forays into space reflect more ambiguous aspects of nationhood. 
The consumers of legends are the 'Silent Majority' of the Nixon-era, the 
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constituency that sustained the two Reagan Administrations, the voters 
who liked what they heard from Newt Gingrich, and those who take 4th of 
July speeches at face value. The undoing of a legend is among the most 
traumatic events that can occur during the life of a nation (e.g., Vietnam), 
and those who seek to do the undoing will generally be among the first 
casualties. Some tinkering around the edges is permissible. 

For  instance, Noam Chomsky has been a tireless (sometimes scholarly, 
often polemical) critic of virtually every policy initiative taken by 
successive American administrations during the post-war years, and has 
examined without mercy almost every aspect of contemporary American 
society. However, his onslaughts have come from the relative security (and 
obscurity) of  academia. Consequently, Middle America has rarely heard 
of or been affected by his messages, and the power of the prevailing 
legends has remained largely undiminished. The Smithsonian, on the 
other hand, is an institution at the centre of society; in a sense it is a legend 
itself. Its exhibitions are seen by millions, and the images portrayed 
absorbed largely without question. It is unthinkable, many would argue, 
that the Smithsonian should choose to take on, or be allowed to adopt, 
the role of being an undoer of national legends, precisely because it has the 
power to do so. Indeed it can be argued that it is not the role of the 
Smithsonian to overthrow national legends, although it may be properly 
charged with tracing and explaining events that lead to the making and 
unmaking of legends. 

The concept of 'Strategic Culture'  emerged in the late 1970s as a new 
framework for explaining the nuclear arms dynamic of the Cold War. 
Models based on the 'Arms Race', the 'Action-Reaction Cycle' and on 
the 'Military-Industrial Complex'  had by that time run their course, and 
found to be wanting. The concept was initially developed and presented 
by Jack Snyder (see his The Soviet Strategic Culture. Santa Monica, 1977, 
pp. 4-6) while he was at the RAND Corporation, principally as a means 
of identifying the ethnocentric components in the nuclear dialogue Cot 
lack thereof) between the two superpowers, and subsequently taken up 
with great gusto by Colin Gray and others. Sometimes a related con- 
cept, that of 'National  Style', was used for the same purpose. It was also 
linked to national ideals and to prevailing perceptions about national 
values, experience and strategic challenges. For  instance, Colin Gray 
argued that Americans have tended to believe "That 'good'  causes 
triumph; that the United States can succeed in anything it pursues 
energetically; that Americans cannot fail (as God's  chosen people); 
and that the United States can outproduce any enemy in the material 
needed for victory ~ (Nuclear Strategy and National Sty/e. Lanham, MD. 
1986, p. xi). Subsequently Colin Gray became better known for making 
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a case for a 'Theory of Victory', which struck a chord with the prevailing 
perceptions about American national style in the first Reagan Adminis- 
tration. 

Other writers have noted the roles of interest groups (or national elites) 
in the creation and maintenance of legends, as well as the broader effects 
of heritage. Thus it can be argued that the decision to use nuclear weapons 
in anger must  have been consistent with the then prevailing views of what 
constituted an American national style, which again is informed by 
legends. Subjecting the decision to drop the bomb to a balanced, rigorous 
and public analysis, as proposed by Martin Harwit, could be seen to be 
but  a small step away from a clear-cut rejection of an accepted national 
style and of a strategic culture which had become the very foundation on 
which consensus on the most vital national issues had rested. If one 
accepts a model  of  the kind based on Strategic Culture, then the mounting 
of a 'balanced'  and 'educational '  exhibit dealing with the bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the aftermath would be controversial, at the 
very least. Furthermore, those who were passionate about the legends 
under-pinning such a model might describe the intentions of NASM as 
un-American, bordering on treasonable. 

No other single military asset has ever delivered greater death and 
destruction to a target than the Enola Gay. For  sheer lethality it has no 
peer. Alarm bells should have been ringing in the ears of Martin Harwit in 
1987 when he became the custodian of what by then was a rotting hulk in 
a disused hangar. If  it had been his intention to confront the legends 
arising from one of the defining events of the twentieth century, then he 
should have let the EnoIa Gay keep on rotting. Instead he chose (unwisely) 
to make the task more difficult by bringing the plane back to life, literally 
and metaphorically. The Enola Gay may never fly again, but  it remains as 
lethal as ever. 
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