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Teaching with Historic Places: The Las Vegas Cold War-Secrecy and Publicity 

 

 

Introduction: 

 

1 

 

“Did those clouds hold their form for a while? Yes, they did, but I mean they would have to hold 

that form while they were way up in the air for somebody to be able to see them from [Las 

Vegas]. Do I know from the press that they used to have parties and—? Well, of course— 

Miss Atomic [Bomb] and all that nonsense but that was Las Vegas. If you could pitch something 

and make a buck, that was the deal.”2  

 

 It’s sometime between 1951 and 1963. There are people climbing to the top of one of Las 

Vegas’s local watering holes, Atomic Liquors, with their “atomic cocktails” in hand. Others are 

sitting poolside with their “atomic hairdos,” likely sipping more themed drinks. Still others may 

be found at home, ideally with a view towards the Northwest. They are all waiting to see the next 

atomic test light up the sky as it blossoms into a mushroom cloud high over the desert landscape. 

At only about 65 miles outside of town, this show is one of the city’s favorite tourist attractions, 

and local businesses know to embrace and even market it. Unfortunately, it sometimes makes a 

ruckus, causing damage to property by shattering windows and of course the persistent worry 

about fallout. Yet, the government promised that the radiation posed little-to-know danger for 

their community, and why should they doubt it? So they eagerly await the spectacle, likely 

cheering or gasping as they sit in awe of the new force of energy humans attempted to harness in 

just a few short years.  

While the government sold the public on the need for testing, they also ignored or 

withheld other information, importantly downplaying the effects of radiation or hiding the truth 

about deaths in the line of duty for the burgeoning defense industry. This balance of secrecy and 

publicity was a persistent theme for the Cold War, and Las Vegas stands as a prominent example 

of how this complex mixing of military and public culture collided and morphed into intriguing 

circumstances.  

 

                                                 
1 “Marines Participate in A-Bomb Tests,” Department of Defense. Department of the Navy. U.S. Marine Corps. 

9/18/1947. General Photograph File of the U.S. Marine Corps, 1927-1981 Series. Accessed August 2017. 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/532468 
2 Lawrence Lermusiaux Oral History Interview by Suzanne Becker, July 14, 2005, Transcript. The Nevada Test Site 

Oral History Project, University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Online. p 15. 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/532468
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About This Lesson: 

 

Unlike most, if not all, of the other lessons you will find on this site, this lesson is not based off a 

specific place from the National Register of Historic Places. Instead, it will reference one, the 

Sedan Crater, and analyze not only how secrecy and publicity worked as part of the Cold War in 

Las Vegas, but also how that influences what sites end up on a list meant to preserve and present 

history to the public. Billy Marino wrote this lesson, and is a graduate student at the University 

of Nevada, Las Vegas. The materials mostly come from UNLV’s Lied Library Special 

Collections and The National Archives with some secondary sources.  

 

Where it Fits in the Curriculum 

 

This lesson may work for American History, Environmental History, Cold War History, 

American West History, and as part of any larger curriculum that aims to understand America in 

the late twentieth century.  

Time Period: 1950s through early 1960s 

 

Objectives for Students 

 

1) To understand how the Cold War affected Las Vegas and vice versa. 

2) To see how the themes of secrecy and publicity run through the Cold War. 

3) To think about how we remember the past, especially understanding how classified 

information influences what and how we remember. 

4) To understand how the creation of maps help erase or promote specific goals. 

5) To learn how to navigate a digital archive as a historian might, and think about the 

importance of oral histories for understanding the past. 

 

Materials for Students 

 

The materials for this lesson can all be used online or printed. There are some online resources in 

the Activities section that are only available online. 

1) Four Maps that show the scope of the Las Vegas Cold War and its connection to national 

concerns. 

2) Three Readings to help navigate the intersections of secrecy, publicity, memorialization, 

and history, and how this influences what and how people remember the past. 

3) Ten Photographs that provide visual support for the arguments made in this lesson, 

namely showing how we remember, how people learned of secrets, how the culture of the 

city adapted, and how histories of both people and land can be erased. 

 

Visiting the Site(s) 

 

This lesson deals with multiple sites, many of which are inaccessible to the public.  

 

Silent Heroes of the Cold War Memorial is located at the Spring Mountain Visitor Center 

Gateway and is the ideal place for this lesson. It contains the core theme of secrecy, and also 



William Marino  3 

 

shows how memorializing the past as it is revealed is one way people navigate this complex 

history.  

 

The Sedan Crater in the Nevada Test Site is accessible through tours that can be difficult to book, 

but are available through the Nevada National Security Site website.  

 

Atomic Liquors stands as the best representation of the period’s culture, but remains a bar for 

those 21+. Their new restaurant is accessible to all ages, but might not make for the ideal place to 

take a class.  

 

 

Inquiry Question: 

 

3 

 

What do you see in this picture? What DON’T you see in this picture? 

 

 

Setting the Stage: Historical Context 

 

“In the beginning it was all secret,…[b]ack then you just believed what your government told 

you.”4 

  

The Cold War in America is popularly marked by secrecy, anti-communism, and 

incredible new technology, such as atomic bombs and rockets capable of reaching space. 

Scholars typically consider it a period marked by a bipolar power structure in which the world 

was decolonized and left with power vacuums that the United States and the Soviet Union aimed 

to fill with their competing ideological frameworks for society. Both powers showed their 

strength through an arms race of progressively more powerful weapons, as well as proxy wars in 

destabilized countries around the globe. Naturally, this is a simplified understanding of an 

incredibly complex time, both between countries and within them. However, a deep dive into the 

various levels of what the Cold War was is not necessary here. What is important to note is that 

                                                 
3 “Photograph of above ground nuclear test site in Nevada, circa 1960,” Halligan Collection. Special Collections & 

Archives, University Libraries, University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Accessed August 2017. 

http://d.library.unlv.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/pho/id/12017/rec/6 
4 Grace Hatton, quoted in, Erica D. Johnson, “Silent Heroes: As Cold War secrets emerge, infamous 1955 Mount 

Charleston crash remembered,” Las Vegas Sun, October 10, 2002. Accessed August 2017. 

https://lasvegassun.com/news/2002/oct/10/silent-heroes-as-cold-war-secrets-emerge-infamous-/ 

http://d.library.unlv.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/pho/id/12017/rec/6
https://lasvegassun.com/news/2002/oct/10/silent-heroes-as-cold-war-secrets-emerge-infamous-/
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for whatever else is true about this period, a persistent theme is that the Cold War was both 

highly secretive and adamantly public. That may seem contradictory, but as we will see by the 

end of this lesson, in order for the government to continue its secret projects it had to convince 

the public that what it was doing was best, or at least quell their fears. Through visible 

demonstrations of otherwise classified technology, the government showed that all was fine as 

long as the American people supported their country in the fight against the looming threat of 

Soviet Russia.  

A major component of this period is what is commonly referred to as the “military-

industrial complex,” a term coined by President Dwight D. Eisenhower in his 1961 farewell 

address. Mostly focused on concerns about increased spending and resource dedication for 

building bigger and more dangerous weapons, it was a warning that few in the government 

heeded at the time. Within the American West, a loosely defined region that plays a significant 

role in this military industrialism, sits Las Vegas, Nevada. This city has its own storied past, but 

beginning with World War II it became a hub for the military industry with Basic Magnesium 

Incorporated and the site that is now called Nellis Airforce Base. After about 5 years of testing 

atomic technology in the Marshall Islands, Truman changed the deserts 65 miles outside of Las 

Vegas into the Nevada Proving Grounds in 1950. By 1951 it was deemed the Nevada Test Site 

and was the home of the core of America’s nuclear testing. Local residents learned to not only 

live with the bomb, but also often embraced it as a source of pride. Local businesses used it as a 

marketing tool in a city of tourism, and over the course of on-and-off atmospheric testing from 

1951-1963, the national phenomenon of “atomic culture” found its home in Las Vegas. This 

culture relied on the information the government deemed suitable for the public, which was 

never the whole story. In fact, the whole story is still only just becoming clear as people work to 

reveal the details of how being a hub for the defense industry created an intriguing tension 

between classified secrets and public knowledge for those who experienced it everyday.5 

 

 

Locating the Site: Maps 

 

Map 1: This map depicts the Cold War West, a region often identified as the foundation for the 

military-industrial complex that marks the Cold War era. 

 

6 

 

                                                 
5 For more information on the Cold War generally, see S.J. Ball, The Cold War: An International History, 1947-

1991 (London: Arnold Publishing, 1998). For Nevada and its relationship to atomic testing, see A. Constandina 

Titus, Bombs in the Backyard: Atomic Testing and American Politics (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2001).  
6 Kevin J. Ferlund, ed., The Cold War American West, 1945-1989 (Albuquerque: University of Nevada Press, 1998) 

8. 
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Question 1: Why do you think the American West was so important for military installations? 

When answering, consider what makes the West different than many areas in the East, 

particularly in relation to its landscape and population. 

 

Question 2: First, find Las Vegas on the map. Then, using the map key, identify and list the 

various uses for the Nevada Test Site near Las Vegas. 

 

Question 3: The Nevada Test Site was the key location for testing nuclear bombs, but as this map 

shows it was not the only one. Can you identify other locations where nuclear tests took place 

according to this map?  

 

Map 2: Official Flight Path Analysis 

 
7  

 

Text accompanying map from Memorial Website:  

 

Green circle – Good Springs, NV 

Yellow circle – Mount Charleston 

Yellow line – intended flight path 

Red line – 318 magnetic bearing from Good Springs, NV to 

crash site 

Blue line – Probable path of C-54 flight 

Statement from Accident Report 

Flight path moves upward in a northern direction. Burbank, 

CA is off the map toward the bottom left hand corner. 

 

Question 1: Identify Las Vegas, Mt. Charleston, and the 

Nevada Test Site on the map. 

 

Question 2: How does this map reveal some of the ways that 

Las Vegas and the surrounding area connects to the larger Cold War West?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 “Accident Maps,” Cold War Monument. Accessed August 2017. http://coldwarmonument.org/the-

accident/accident-maps/ 

http://coldwarmonument.org/the-accident/accident-maps/
http://coldwarmonument.org/the-accident/accident-maps/
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Map 3: Nevada Test Site Point of Interest Map vs. Road and Facility Map 

 

   8 

 

Question 1: How does the addition of roads and facilities alter the way you view the area of the 

Nevada Test Site? 

 

Question 2: While this land was often referred to as a wasteland, how do some of the details of 

the map reveal its previous history?  Consider items such as Topopah Springs and Shoshone 

Mtn. Road.  

 

Question 3: Identify important locations on this map and explain why you chose them. For 

example, can you find News Nob?  

 

 

Determining the Facts: Readings 

 

Reading 1: Secret Flights, Recent Memorials, and Understanding Historic Places 

 

 The Silent Heroes of the Cold War National Memorial located at Mt. Charleston’s visitor 

center is intended primarily to honor the 14 people who lost their lives in a plane crash on 

November 15, 1955. This plane, a C-54, carried CIA agents, engineers, and other scientists, all 

working on the top-secret U2 spy plane. The unfortunate crash occurred due to bad weather, and 

the necessary precautions of flying covertly. “According to investigators, the pilot, 1st Lt. George 

M. Pappas became disoriented because of the secret nature of the flight to reach Groom Lake – 

flying in radio silence, under visual flight rules, on a new route to shave 10 minutes off the trip – 

combined with snow flurries in the Spring Mountains and misinformation about wind speeds.”9 

Due to the classified nature of the work these men did, the rescue mission shut down much of the 

public area on Mt. Charleston while they searched the area, and vital documents had to be 

collected. The families, and the public at large, were only informed that the flight was a business 

trip headed to the Nevada Test Site, but never received the specifics that these men perished on 

their way to Groom Lake, commonly called Area 51, for classified reconnaissance work.  

                                                 
8 The Nevada Test Site: A Guide to America’s Nuclear Proving Ground (Los Angeles: The Center for Land Use 

Interpretation, 1996) Foldouts on 57. 
9 “The Accident,” Cold War Monument. Accessed August 2017. http://coldwarmonument.org/the-accident/ 

http://coldwarmonument.org/the-accident/
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 The crash site is still found on the hike up to Charleston Peak, a popular but challenging 

hike in the Spring Mountains outside of Las Vegas. The plane debris remains strewn across the 

inclined peak, and that is how local Las Vegan Steve Ririe first saw it as a kid hiking with his 

Boy Scout troop. In 1998, he began the process of researching what happened, hoping to create a 

small memorial or plaque. He soon discovered the larger importance of this site and spent 16 

years building a monument not only to the 14 who lost their lives there, but to what he deemed 

all of the “silent” heroes of the Cold War who operated in secret in order to create technology 

they believed defended the country, and by extension, the world. The monument is meant to 

honor those that were lost in that period, as well as inform both their families and the general 

public of the sacrifice those people made by not only uncovering the truth, but publicly 

commending them.  

 It is important to address how this memorial and crash location fits into the National 

Register of Historic Places, a program intended to list a variety of sites that, “contribute to an 

understanding of the historical and cultural foundations of the Nation.”10 The memorial itself 

opened in 2012, making it far too new to fit into the basic parameters of each site being at least 

50 years old. The site on the mountain where the plane debris rests is a more likely contender, 

and would need to fit one of four basic requirements:  

 

1) Association with historic events or activities, 

2) Association with important persons, 

3) Distinctive designs or physical characteristics, or 

4) Potential to provide important information about prehistory or history11 

 

The crash site is also not easily accessible, which might limit its ability to teach about national or 

local history all on its own, but as we will learn in the next reading, that does not mean it cannot 

be useful.12 

 

Question 1: Do you think that the crash site and/or memorial fit into the four listed requirements 

to make it on the National Register of Historic Places? If so, which ones and why? If not, why? 

 

Question 2: How do you think the creation of the memorial helps the families and the public 

understand the effects of secrecy during the Cold War? 

 

Reading 2: Las Vegas Cold War, Atomic culture, and understanding Multiple Site Registers 

 

 The Cold War’s cultural landscape is the point of a lot of study, in part because much of 

the popular culture of the time came from comic books and films that featured exciting yet 

terrifying near-future possibilities. The potentials of atomic energy stand as one of the most 

prominent aspects of U.S. culture during the 1950s, and influenced everything from film to 

hairdos. While this existed on a national scale, “[t]he invasion of the A-bomb into the popular 

culture of the times was even more evident in southern Nevada. [As] it is only natural that the 

                                                 
10 National Register Bulletin: How to Complete the National Register Registration Form, Revised (U.S. Department 

of Interior National Park Service National Register of Historic Places, 1997) 
11 Ibid., 1.  
12 For more in-depth information on the crash and the memorial, visit the Silent Heroes of the Cold War 

Committee’s website, Cold War Monument. Accessed August 2017. http://coldwarmonument.org/ 

http://coldwarmonument.org/
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actual neighbors of the test site would be more attuned to atomic phenomena than the nation at 

large.”13 The theme of the atom was prevalent in everything in Las Vegas, including “atomic 

hairdos,” “atomic cocktails,” Miss Atomic Bomb Contests, songs such as “Atomic Bomb 

Bounce,” and even sales phrases such as, “Atom Drops on High Prices.”14 For many Nevadans, 

living with the test site was a fact of life, and for tourists, it was an exciting attraction, which was 

no doubt helped by the marketing efforts of local hotel and casinos that offered advice on 

viewing the late night and early morning tests including when they occurred and where the best 

viewing points were. Some casinos had poolside viewing areas, the lookout at Mt. Charleston in 

between Kyle and Lee Canyons offered clear views, and one restaurant that allowed customers to 

view from their rooftop even converted into the first standalone liquor store and bar, renaming 

itself Atomic Liquors.  

 The 1950s was so full of nuclear testing that by the end of the decade most people had 

little-to-no issues with it. Protest and critique definitely occurred, importantly limiting above-

ground testing in the late 1950s, and then ending it in 1963 shortly after it had resumed. Yet, 

most people saw it as essential, and with the promise from their government that it remained 

unharmful for the surrounding communities, people embraced the exciting aspects of the tests. 

The cultural enthusiasm was helped by the fact that the financial payoff for bringing such large-

scale industry into the area was highly beneficial. On top of the economic benefits, the Atomic 

Energy Commission also boosted the site as a point of patriotism. Las Vegans were a part of the 

“vanguard,” as the Review Journal put it when promoting the AEC’s aims in the early 1950s.15 

In fact, the AEC added what is called News Nob in the Nevada Test Site in order to allow 

reporters in to see the tests up-close. Both local and national reporters took assignments there, 

and spent the next decade reporting on the tests, usually sticking to descriptions of the events 

paired with official photos of the blast.  

 With the prevalence of atomic culture in Las Vegas coupled with the prominence of the 

atomic industry itself, it is important to reframe how we understand the possibility of adding 

aspects of the Las Vegas Cold War onto the National Registry of Historic Places. Instead of the 

typical registration, we can turn to the option for Multiple Property Registration, which has 

similar requirements that are tweaked to fit how multiple sites might work together. For sites to 

make it they must fit the same time constraints of 50+ years old, and be places:  

1) That are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad 

patterns of our history; or 

2) That are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or 

3) That embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, 

or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that 

represent a significant distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual 

distinction; or 

4) That have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or 

history.16 

 

                                                 
13 A. Constandina Titus, Bombs in the Backyard: Atomic Testing and American Politics (Reno: University of 

Nevada Press, 2001) 93.  
14 Ibid., 93.  
15 Eugene P. Moehring, Resort City in the Sunbelt: Las Vegas, 1930-1970 (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1989) 

98-99. 
16 National Register Bulletin: How to Complete the National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form (U.S. 

Department of Interior National Park Service National Register of Historic Places, 1999) 1. 
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With these altered requirements, a listing can be centered around a theme or context, in this case, 

the Las Vegas Cold War. Instead of claiming the crash on Mt. Charleston is important alone, it 

can connect with other sites important to the Las Vegas Cold War. One of these might be Atomic 

Liquors, which already adds two sites to this list. Another might be the Nevada Test Site itself, 

where the famous Sedan Crater is already listed, but there we run into some problems that will be 

discussed in the next reading.  

 

Question 1: What are some of the ways people used the image of the atomic bomb in popular 

culture? Describe or draw how some of those might have looked.  

 

Question 2: If you did not know that atomic technology was harmful, as we do now, how do you 

think you might react when learning that bombs will be tested just outside of your hometown?  

 

Question 3: Reference the previous reading and explain the differences between the requirements 

for a single place versus multiple places on the Historic Register. Which requirement of the 

Multiple Property list do you think is most important for a Las Vegas Cold War theme? 

 

Reading 3: Erasure of Landscape and History, and understanding restricted areas for the Historic 

Registry 

  

 An important component for the government to garner public support for the use of the 

land that became the Nevada Test Site was erasing both the landscape and humans. First, the 

natural landscape of the Mojave Desert was deemed a wasteland, a place mostly uninhabitable 

by life. This understanding of the desert means that using it to test explosive devices is ultimately 

doing little harm. The land has no use otherwise, so why not use it to test dangerous devices?  

 

During the height of atmospheric nuclear testing between 1951 and 

1958, the Civil Defense Administration (CD) and the Atomic 

Energy Commission (AEC) relied on visual imagery to shape 

public opinion about the testing. The graphic documentation of the 

tests, both by accident and by design, created misperceptions of the 

Nevada desert as an empty wasteland. Picturing the testing region 

as a place without nature or history had a lasting impact.17 

 

This effort to erase the landscape can be seen clearly in the many official photos of tests from the 

site, as the first photo you saw as part of the “Inquiry Question” demonstrated. The only visible 

thing in most of the photos is the mushroom cloud. Some contain distant mountains, but the 

focus is the immediate, flat, barren landscape. The many photos that contain NTS workers 

analyzing the blast damage and radiation effects typically remained classified, whether by design 

or as an unintentional aspect of marketing the testing.  

 Second, the history of the area is also typically ignored. Long before it was federal land, 

bands of Paiute and Western Shoshone lived in the region through the Mojave and Great Basin 

Deserts. By the time the land became the Nevada Proving Grounds, all American Indians had 

already been forced to leave to other areas. They did, and still do, live in surrounding regions, 

and the Western Shoshone especially led local efforts of diverse groups of protestors against the 

                                                 
17 Andrew Kirk, “Rereading the Nature of Atomic Doom Towns,” Environmental History 17 (2012): 635-636. 
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NTS, which by the 1980s reached national recognition with celebrities and well-known 

politicians participating in their efforts to reclaim their land, or at least, stop nuclear testing. Most 

important for this period of the 1950s, however, is the traces that were left behind on the NTS, 

yet this was little discussed. Many sites of petroglyphs, pottery, and other traces of communities 

living there still rested where the Paiute and Shoshone called home. Typically, this was near the 

various springs in the region, not uncommon for an area typically thought devoid of water. It was 

certainly limited, and as more NTS workers moved in, water was often stretched thin, but there 

was enough for those who knew how to use it and where to find it. While the public received 

little knowledge of the people who lived there for generations, some information did come out. 

In particular for those who lived and worked at the site, their local paper, NTS News, published 

at least two reports dealing with archaeological digs. Unfortunately, even these mentions only 

contributed to the popular “myth of the vanishing Indian,” which describes surviving cultures 

and people as if they lived in an ancient past.18 

 

Question 1: Why does erasing both nature and history from the landscape of the NTS help the 

government use the land for testing bombs?  

 

Question 2: The quote says that graphic documentation both purposely and accidently erased the 

landscape. How might photographs accidentally erase the landscape?  

 

Question 3: How does the presence of human civilization and water change the way we think 

about the desert landscapes of the Mojave and Great Basin regions that the NTS sits on? 

 

 

 Visual Evidence: Images 

 

Photo 1: The Memorial Plaque 

 

 19 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 For more on how American Indians generally have been dispossessed of land and then erased from history, see 

Mark David Spence, Dispossessing the Wilderness: Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1999), which does not deal specifically with this region, but does detail ways in 

which the federal government has taken and used land from American Indians. 
19 “Silent Heroes of the Cold War National Memorial,” Atlas Obscura. Accessed August 2017. 

http://www.atlasobscura.com/places/silent-heroes-of-the-cold-war-national-memorial 

http://www.atlasobscura.com/places/silent-heroes-of-the-cold-war-national-memorial
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 Photo 2: Plane Crash 

 

20 

 

Question 1: Why do you think they chose to put that quote from John F. Kennedy on a memorial 

about those who lost their lives working in secret?  

 

Question 2: How might the picture of the plane crash reveal the strange relationship between 

secrecy and publicity?  

 

Photo 3: News Nob for “Open Shot” 

 

21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 “Accident Photos,” Cold War Monument. Accessed August 2017. http://coldwarmonument.org/the-

accident/accident-photos/ 
21 “[Photographers set up to record Project ‘Open Shot’ at ‘News Nob’, Nevada],” Activities and Personnel of the 

Department of Energy and Predecessor Agencies, 1955-1979, National Archives. Accessed August 2017. 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/558599 

http://coldwarmonument.org/the-accident/accident-photos/
http://coldwarmonument.org/the-accident/accident-photos/
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/558599
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 Photo 4: NTS “loose-talk” 

 

22 

 

Question 1: Why do you think reporters were given a specific place to document atomic testing 

at the NTS? 

 

Question 2: Based on the reading in the local NTS News magazine for workers, how does “loose 

talk” relate to what is officially reported?  

 

Question 3: How did the NTS attempt to get their employees to comply with not accidently 

revealing classified information? 

 

 

Photo 5: Vegas Views to Take Home 

 

    23 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 “NTS News, Vol. VI, No. 20, Friday, May 18, 1962.” Gay Kauffman Collection, 1962-1967. MS-00535, Box 1, 

Folder 24. Special Collections & Archives, University Libraries, University of Nevada Las Vegas. 
23 “Postcard of the Pioneer Club and Las Vegas Club, Las  Vegas, Circa 1950s,” University of Nevada Las  Vegas 

Photo Collection. Special Collections & Archives, University Libraries, University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Accessed 

August 2017. http://d.library.unlv.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/pho/id/6988/rec/37 

http://d.library.unlv.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/pho/id/6988/rec/37
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Photo 6: Embracing the Culture 

 

24 

 

Photo 7: Admiring from a Distance 

 

25 

 

Question 1: One famous photograph of a nuclear test taken from Downtown Las Vegas, Fremont 

Street became a postcard. What does its transformation into a popular gift shop item say about 

nuclear testing in Nevada?  

 

Question 2: What is significant about this ad for a popular local business? What does it tell us 

about 1950s Las Vegas?  

 

Question 3: Imagine sitting where these two Cal-Tech students sit. What do you imagine you 

would think watching a bomb light up the night sky hundreds of miles away? 

 

 

 

                                                 
24 “Atomic Grand Opening,” Las Vegas Review Journal, April 18, 1945: 11. 
25 “The Las Vegas atom bomb as seen from Mt. Wilson, California, about 225 miles away.” Photographs 

Documenting Scientists, Special Events, and Nuclear Research Facilities, Instruments, and Projects at the Berkeley 

Lab, 1996-2014 Series. Accessed August 2017. https://catalog.archives.gov/id/22118822 

https://catalog.archives.gov/id/22118822


William Marino  14 

 

 

Photo 8: “By the Bomb’s Early Light” 

 

 26 

 

Photo 9: Life in the Desert 

 

27 

 

Photo 10: History in a History-less Land 

 

 28 

 

Question 1: Looking at Photo 8 grouped with Photos 9 and 10, think about the “Inquiry 

Question” posed at the beginning of this lesson. Does your thought about what is or is not shown 

change? If so, how? If not, why not? 

 

                                                 
26 “Photograph of above ground nuclear test site in Nevada, circa 1960,” Halligan Collection. Special Collections & 

Archives, University Libraries, University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Accessed August 2017. 

http://d.library.unlv.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/pho/id/12017/rec/6 
27 Picture found in, Kirk, “Rereading the Nature of Atomic Doom Towns,” Environmental History 17 (2012): 640.  
28 “NTS News, Vol. VI, No. 35, Friday, September 14, 1962.” Gay Kauffman Collection, 1962-1967. MS-00535, 

Box 1, Folder 24. Special Collections & Archives, University Libraries, University of Nevada Las Vegas. “NTS 

News, Vol. VII, No. 11, Friday May 24, 1963.” Gay Kauffman Collection, 1962-1967. MS-00535, Box 1, Folder 

24. Special Collections & Archives, University of Nevada, Las Vegas. 

http://d.library.unlv.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/pho/id/12017/rec/6
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Question 2: How do the NTS News articles in Photo 10 both acknowledge Native American 

presence and ignore, or erase, them? 

 

Putting It All Together: Activities 

 

Activity 1: 

 

 Split the class into small groups of 4-5 students. Have them work together to write a list 

of potential challenges that might arise when attempting to put restricted sites on the National 

Register of Historic Places. Have them visit the National Register of Historic Places website for 

more information on the criteria, and to explore an interactive map of already listed sites, 

including the Sedan Crater within the Nevada Test Site. 

 

Criteria: https://www.nps.gov/nr/national_register_fundamentals.htm#start  

Map of Registered Places: https://www.nps.gov/maps/full.html?mapId=7ad17cc9-b808-4ff8-

a2f9-a99909164466  

 

Activity 2:  

 

 Using the Nevada Test Site Oral History Project website, have students explore 

interviews and consider what it would be like to be in different positions; scientist, laborer, 

soldier, protestor, etc. Pick 2-3 positions and compare and contrast the different perspectives. 

You can have your students work in pairs, each researching one position and comparing with 

each other, or divide the class into a few groups that focus on one position each and compare and 

contrast them with the research from other groups.  

 

There are some videos on the website for brief clips of interviews found at the “Contested 

Landscape” page: http://digital.library.unlv.edu/ntsohp/?view=landscapes  

 

 or you can use the keyword search and go through transcripts from the “Community of Voices” 

page, which also helps students pick the roles they want to research: 

http://digital.library.unlv.edu/ntsohp/?view=communities  

 

Activity 3: 

 

 Have students consider what it might have been like to see an atomic blast in person. 

They can refer back to the photos in this lesson first, and then visit the link below for a YouTube 

playlist of declassified films of above-ground tests to gather a sense of what it might have been 

like.  

 

LLNL Atmospheric Nuclear Tests, from Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pWpqGKUG5yY&index=1&list=PLvGO_dWo8VfcmG166

wKRy5z-GlJ_OQND5  

https://www.nps.gov/nr/national_register_fundamentals.htm#start
https://www.nps.gov/maps/full.html?mapId=7ad17cc9-b808-4ff8-a2f9-a99909164466
https://www.nps.gov/maps/full.html?mapId=7ad17cc9-b808-4ff8-a2f9-a99909164466
http://digital.library.unlv.edu/ntsohp/?view=landscapes
http://digital.library.unlv.edu/ntsohp/?view=communities
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pWpqGKUG5yY&index=1&list=PLvGO_dWo8VfcmG166wKRy5z-GlJ_OQND5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pWpqGKUG5yY&index=1&list=PLvGO_dWo8VfcmG166wKRy5z-GlJ_OQND5

