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Born and raised in Los Alamos, New Mexico, I gravitated early 
toward documentaries dealing with nuclear weapons. The early 1980s 
were a sort of “golden era” in that regard. Jon Else’s 1980 masterpiece, 
The Day After Trinity, was a vivid, cerebral exploration of the thinking 
of  J. Robert Oppenheimer and other Manhattan Project scientists in 
the decades after the first atomic tests. It  garnered an Academy Award 
nomination for best documentary. In 1982, The Atomic Café vividly 
demonstrated the effects of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings, 
revealing the clear irrationality of nuclear weapons, often in the grimly 
humorous context of early American propaganda efforts that aimed to 
educate the public in the virtues of both civilian and military applica-
tions of “the atom.” The release of these documentaries coincided with 
the first, saber-rattling years of the Reagan administration and growing 
global concern about nuclear war. In 1983, in the wake of President’s 
“evil empire” speech about the Soviet Union and seeking to tap into a 
growing anti-nuclear market, ABC television released The Day After, a 
film that—in part because of its graphic depiction of nuclear attacks, 
which included the instantaneous vaporization of many wholesome 
residents of the American heartland—had an immediate and pro-
found effect on American political discourse.

Bolstered by these films and others, the nuclear disarmament 
movement grew into and continued to be a strong force throughout 
the 1980s. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, however, 
the American public generally—and erroneously—seemed to con-
clude that the threat nuclear weapons posed to humanity had largely 
passed. By 2004, polls showed the American public to be woefully 
uninformed on nuclear dangers, one survey finding that Americans 
believed their government had only 200 nuclear weapons available for 
immediate use, when the actual number was far more than 2,000. 

Recent and important documentaries offer new hope for revers-
ing this disturbing, dangerous trend toward nuclear ignorance. An 
excellent example is Bud Ryan’s The Forgotten Bomb.1 A passionate 
nuclear abolitionist, Ryan started on his road to nuclear Damascus 
during a 1991 visit to the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. In 
fact, Ryan’s film begins and ends in Hiroshima—an explicit attempt to 
make tangible “a type of apocalypse we have become numb to.” 
Between its Hiroshima bookends, The Forgotten Bomb displays an 
impressive array of interviews with disarmament luminaries, local 
activists and Hibakusha (survivors of the atomic bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki) as it  travels to key U.S. nuclear facilities 
around the country. The most striking interviews are with former 
Secretary of State George P. Shultz and renowned historian and 
nuclear abolitionist Jonathan Schell, both of whom lament the 
“awesomely irresponsible” nuclear postures that keep thousands of 
U.S. and Russian nuclear weapons on hair-trigger alert more than 20 
years after the end of the Cold War.2 Indeed, The Forgotten Bomb’s 
greatest accomplishment may be a factual reminder: At any moment, 
within 30 minutes, a total of almost 2,000 nuclear weapons could be 
launched from U.S. and Russian silos and submarines. Nuclear Arma-
geddon is still a very real danger, a situation that Schultz accurately 
deplores as “outrageous and senseless.” 

The interview with Shultz is particularly compelling because, as 
President Reagan’s Secretary of State, he is generally perceived as a no-
nonsense hawk. Now a nuclear abolitionist, Shultz takes the idea of 
nuclear disarmament out of the realm of “utopian nonsense.” Schell 
notes that the national security establishment “traditionally just 
laughed at the idea.” Shultz’s endorsement,  however, “removes what
 

FILM REVIEW

The Forgotten Bomb examines the political and 
legal implications of nuclear weapons, but also 
the cultural and psychological reasons behind the 
arsenal's existence. Through interviews with 
atomic scientists, politicians, authors, statesmen, 
and atomic bomb survivors, The Forgotten Bomb 
examines what The Bomb means to us all, and 
why we need to think about it again, even though 
the Cold War is long over.  
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had traditionally been one of the obstacles” to nuclear disarma-
ment.

American denial in regard to the potential for nuclear 
annihilation is also vividly demonstrated by portrayals of “the 
bomb” in many U.S. museums. In contrast to the vivid, grim 
exhibits Ryan encountered at the Hiroshima Peace Memorial 
Museum, U.S. exhibitions are often devoid of graphic imagery. 
In one of The Forgotten Bomb’s more effective moments, a cura-
tor from the Smithsonian affiliated National Museum of Nu-
clear Science and History explains to Ryan that “this is a family 
museum” — disturbing images are only available in the mu-
seum’s back offices.

Ryan is onto something important here. Bob Anderson, 
leader of the Albuquerque-based organization “Stop the War 
Machine” explains what it is: Many U.S. nuclear museums are 
“designed to entice children into [the display] without any 
critical thinking.” The ultimate aim of those museums, Ryan 
and others contend, is to portray nuclear weapons as central 
components of American peace and prosperity. The conse-
quences of nuclear weapons, The Forgotten Bomb demon-
strates, are purposely ignored, both on the “front-end” of the 
nuclear cycle—for example,  higher cancer rates among ura-
nium ore miners—and on the “back-end,” which has produced  
victims ranging from the residents of Nagasaki and Hiroshima 
to the “downwinders”  who lived near nuclear test sites in the 
South Pacific and in Nevada. 

The Forgotten Bomb is at its weakest when it overreaches 
and tries to cast the U.S. nuclear weapons infrastructure as uni-
versally and inherently evil. In his interview of former Los Ala-
mos National Laboratory Director Harold Agnew, Ryan at-
tempts to present the unreconstructed cold warrior: an aging 
nuclear weaponeer who typifies the U.S. national security estab-
lishment’s supposedly blasé attitudes about the use of nuclear 
weapons. Agnew’s view—that there “is no difference between 
burning them up with fire or burning them up with a nuclear 
explosion”—is presented in a way that clearly is designed to leave 
viewers shaking their heads with disbelief.  Agnew, however, 
accompanied the Hiroshima air-attack mission, and his state-
ment is nothing more than a recital of fact. The U.S. and Allied 
fire bombings of Japan and Germany in World War II took far 
more lives than nuclear weapons, and, like the atomic bombings, 
those campaigns targeted and killed civilians in a horrid, indis-
criminate manner.3 Even more regrettable is Ryan’s decision to 
include footage from his interview with James W. Douglass, an 

author and activist who contends that John F. Kennedy was assassi-
nated because of his desire to halt and reverse  the arms race.4 This 
bit of dialog connects the film to the dubious realm of conspiracy 
theory, an unnecessary distraction from its otherwise powerful and 
articulate message. 

In addition to its compelling narrative, The Forgotten Bomb is 
cinematically engaging. For the most part Ryan allows others to 
drive the film, but his passion is nonetheless present throughout. 
Although there is no new footage of nuclear testing or U.S. propa-
ganda films, Ryan makes good use of archival film in making his 
points. Moving from interviews to visits to nuclear facilities to Cold 
War testing footage, The Forgotten Bomb maintains a sense of ur-
gency that will be engaging to long-time nuclear scholars and more 
casual viewers.

In the early 1980s, liberals led a Nuclear Freeze movement that 
influenced the highly conservative Reagan administration to mod-
erate and even reverse some of its most hawkish positions on disar-
mament. Today’s situation is different, and paradoxical: There are 
now strong political voices—many of them conservative—calling 
for nuclear weapons to be taken off hair-trigger alert and for global 
arsenals to be greatly reduced or eliminated.5 But in the current 
environment, Jonathan Schell observes, “we don’t have the public 
movement” to effectively push the world’s major nuclear powers 
toward sane nuclear policies. It is this void that The Forgotten Bomb 
seeks to fill.     (www.forgottenbomb.com)

The Forgotten Bomb was independently produced by A Tale 
of Two Museums, LLC in association with halflife* digital 
inc. (Documentary, $19.95, 94 minutes, January 17, 2012).  

New Mexico filmmakers Bud Ryan and Stuart Overbey 
spent nearly four years working on their directorial debut, The 
Forgotten Bomb.  Bud Ryan was born and raised in New 
York City. A 1991 trip to Hiroshima  prompted him to tell 
this story.  Stuart Overbey began as a freelance writer and 
reporter for a public radio station in Albuquerque, NM. She 
earned her Bachelor’s degree from the University of New 
Mexico.
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