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How an award-winning scholar twisted the truth about
America's gun culture—and almost got away with it.

Joyce Lee Malcolm

'•Real historical writers probe factual uncertainties, but they do not invent
convenient facts and they do not ignore inconvenient facts. People are
entitled to their own opinions, but not to their own facts."'
-William KelleherStorey,H'riliiigHkfoiy

WHEN THE Playboy interview with Michael Bellesiles

appeared in January 2001, the Emory University history

professor was riding high. He was basking in the heady

glow of rave reviews and a media blitz hailing his book,

Arming America: The Origins of a National Gun Culture,

as a "tour de force" that "changes everything." Bellesiles

claimed to have discovered that, contrary to accepted opin-

ion, guns were scarce in early America and Americans were

uninterested in owning them. "The notion that a well-

armed public buttressed the American dream," he assured

readers, "would have appeared harebrained to most Ameri-

cans before the Civil War." It was all an "invented tradi-

tion," with historians joining "actively in the mythmak-

ing." Reviewers of Arming America were quick to point

out the "inescapable policy implications."
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