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The atomic finale to WWII was not Hiroshima, but Chernobyl.  In making this statement I propose an extension of the memory of WWII to include an additional four decades.  This periodization changes our understanding of the Cold War as a conflict discreet and separate from WWII.  Many scholars have located the origins of the Cold War in WWII, but I mean to argue that if one looks in the places where the Cold War was in large part fought—in the secret American and Soviet nuclear installations—there was no break, nor any major change in opinion or hostility toward the Soviet/American ally/enemy.   Paradoxically, while the two allies joined together in 1941 in treaties, collaborated in scientific endeavors, and praised each another in official propaganda, the two nations’ security agents were already at war.
  For, dating from at least 1942, intelligence officials in the Manhattan Project focused their search for internal spies and saboteurs not on Nazi spies and their fascist American supporters, but on potential Soviet agents and their Left-leaning domestic fellow-travelers.  Soviet intelligence too directed the lion’s share of their efforts against the British and American allies in their search for information and intelligence on the Manhattan Project, of which Soviet intelligence was aware within months of its conception.  In 1945, this secret war simply continued, remaining out of sight, in classified, closely-watched locales with warriors pledged to hide all traces of the war.  
 This longer World War redefines the Cold War, possibly even eradicates it, and has its origins not in 1946-48 in Fulton, Missouri, or the Bol’shoi Theater in Moscow, but in 1942, the height of the alliance.    The burgeoning new nuclear industry was born into this climate of espionage, intelligence and wartime military appropriation and classification of science.   From the start, military leaders imposed a stifling and reckless secrecy on military and then civilian nuclear installations.  After the treaties were signed announcing victory in 1945, this secret war of hidden agents picked up speed and velocity and redirected politics, industry, science and technology onto its path.  This long-enduring world war pervaded much of Soviet and American societies and economies. The resulting secrecy and hermetic qualities of the nuclear industry led to the Chernobyl catastrophe in a civilian nuclear power plant, a plant with military origins, military-style administration and military products.  The Chernobyl disaster was the last act, the grand finale, of this longer understanding of WWII; in fact Chernobyl represents the culmination of four decades of US-USSR nuclear rivalry, which was riddled with Chernobyl-like accidents, great and small, all hidden.   A longer periodization of WWII helps to explain, then, the Chernobyl accident’s power to trigger massive political movements, which in turn greatly changed geopolitical alliances, unmanned a great empire and produced new states.  In other words, Chernobyl, most often memorialized as a particularly Ukrainian civilian disaster, should be included in the memory of what has been called World War II.  It is the endpoint of a long secret war of atomic machinery and machinations, and reflects in a much larger way the creation of nuclear security states that existed in a permanent state of mobilization.
Just a few weeks after the bombing of Nagasaki, while teams of US researchers were picking through the rubble examining what they described as the “awe-inspiring” and “spectacular” effects of the plutonium bomb, the US Air Force sent General Groves a secret map marking forty more potential targets for the new American nuclear bombs.
  The targets were cities, heavily-populated, some bomb-damaged, in the Soviet Union, which at that time, was America’s most important ally.  The speed of the transformation from comrade-in-arms to imagined target for smoking, radioactive ruin is mind-boggling.  How did the Soviet Union so suddenly end up on the reverse end of the cross hairs?  How did the bomb, first conceived as defense against German scientific expertise, then as a weapon to defeat a presumed fanatical Japanese fighting spirit, undergo in just a few weeks this rapid refashioning to be deployed in the ideological conflict between capitalism and communism?  

To explain this sudden, seismic upheaval, it helps to look at the history of the Manhattan Project.  Within a few months of the start of the project, Project officials founded a special wing of the army Counter Intelligence Corp which later became Manhattan Project security.  In the Western zone, where most of the nuclear sites were going up, the man in charge of security was a Russian-American by the name of Boris Pash.  Pash was the son of the metropolitan of the American Russian Orthodox Church and had fought on the side of the White Army in the Russian Civil War.  He was sure he knew a communist when he saw one, and he was also convinced that America’s chief enemy was not so much Nazi Germany, then the imagined target of the Manhattan Project bomb, but the Soviet Union and supporters of communism or ‘progressivism’ in the United States.  When Pash came across an FBI transcript of an illegally-recorded phone call between a California communist party leader and a graduate student of J. Robert Oppenheimer who was working for Oppenheimer at the Radiation Lab, he swiftly refocused Manhattan Project intelligence against American communists, socialists, fellow travelers, liberal progressives and Jews, all of whom, he believed, were sure to betray the United States and succumb to communism.   The problem for Pash’s bosses, General Leslie Groves and Colonel John Landsdale, was that the majority of the leading scientists fell into these categories.  As Pash sent out alarming secret messages, the number of Manhattan Project security agents on the Communist desk soared from one man at a desk in 1942 to 125 agents in three offices a year later.  

The agents set to work listening to phone calls, purloining letters, tailing scientists, knocking on neighbors’ doors, sniffing around the homes of relatives with the aim of filtering out left-leaning progressives who had joined ‘communist front’ organizations such as the ACLU or NAACP.   Pash especially suspected Oppenheimer’s loyalty.  He surmised that Oppenheimer planned to use American labs to build the special bomb, only to turn it over, at the last minute to the Soviets.  General Groves put a halt to Pash’s calls to fire or arrest Oppenheimer, but along the way, Pash collected a great deal of compromising material that was later used to largely blackmail Oppenheimer into becoming an informer against his graduate students and to submit to Groves’ authority on matters of how to wield the bomb at the end of the war.
 
Pash especially grew alarmed when Oppenheimer told him in a secretly recorded conversation that he thought it would be better to share the secret with the Soviets, just not “out the back door,” because, Oppenheimer argued, there was no real secret to the atomic bomb. Oppenheimer reasoned that the Soviets would eventually build their own bomb anyway, and if the US did not share the technology, then Anglo-American secrecy alone would provoke an arms race.
 
Oppenheimer was right.  There was no secret formula to the atomic bomb.  The major breakthroughs describing the limitless energy released in splitting the nucleus of an atom had been published in journals in 1939.
  The consequences, however, of treating the bomb as a secret to be kept from the Soviet ally—a secret which was not a secret as Soviet intelligence learned of the bomb project within a few months of the Manhattan Project’s conception—worked to spoil relations between the two allies just at the height of the alliance.  By October 1942, Stalin ordered Soviet physicists to start working on a Soviet bomb.  At that point, the nuclear arms race began.
In the spring and summer of 1945, as General Groves pushed even harder to speed up bomb production, Manhattan Project scientists started to question and rebel.  Why rush bomb production after the German enemy has been defeated?   The scientists were certain Japan did not have a nuclear bomb project. The race had long been against a presumed German bomb.  As Groves made plans with a pliant and inexperienced President Harry Truman to drop a number of atomic bombs on Japanese targets, Manhattan Project scientists went into full mutiny, writing letters and drafting a petition to Truman with the signatures of most of the important scientists.
  Oppenheimer, however, to the surprise of most of his colleagues, weighed in heavily on Groves’ side in favor of using the bomb, and his opinion was decisive.  

American historians have hotly debated whether the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were meant as a threat directed against the Soviet Union.  It is clear, however, that Soviet intelligence and leaders took exactly this message away from the seemingly senseless bombing of already-defeated Japan.  This interpretation of the bombing seemed to be confirmed when Soviet intelligence came up with the US Air Force map of atomic bomb targets pinpointing forty Soviet cities.  Whether witting or not, the outcome of the decision to drop the bomb is well known.  The two allies became increasingly belligerent; they bluffed and blustered, and relations deteriorated rapidly in the months after victory.  As well, amidst the rubble of the Soviet victory, Stalin gave the order to prioritize the supply of materials, machinery and labor to Department no. 1, the Soviet atomic project, placing it at the top of the country’s supply chain.   And, in no time at all, by the winter of 1946, Soviet engineers were breaking ground on a series of military-nuclear sites mostly in the Russian Urals, most importantly for this discussion, the vast plant to transform uranium into weapons-grade plutonium near a newly-founded town called Cheliabinsk-40’.
In truth, the Soviet Union had no business building an atomic weapons complex in 1946.  The country had lost more than 37 million people in war related deaths, tens of thousands of cities and villages were in ruins, 32,000 industrial enterprises had been destroyed, and 35 million people were left homeless.
  To build a nuclear weapons complex takes titanic portions of precious metals, machinery, equipment, iron, cement, lumber, technicians and manpower.  Since the Soviet Union lacked heavy machinery, construction engineers compensated with manual labor.  The NKVD, in charge of the project, ordered to the construction site the whole range of unfree labor at its disposal: German POWs, repatriated Soviet POWs arrested for suspected treason abroad, special settlers deported before or during the war, Soviet-German citizens conscripted into the Labor Army in 1941, regular and political prisoners and, army conscripts.  Each category of conscripted laborers was placed in separate zones on the large, mysterious construction site.  In turn, the unfree laborers were separated from free laborers.
The orders were to build quickly and spare no effort, nor sacrifice.  This was the new front to the war.  The pace was furious; day shifts ran into night shifts so that the machinery, laborers and supervisors rested hardly at all.  Because of the rush, mistakes in production and design were built into the dozens of shops and pump houses, labs and processing plants that went up to accompany the first production reactor, A, or ‘Annushka’.  In just two and a half years, the Annushka was ready for start up.  And the reactor did start, to great cheers and relief from the exhausted, nervous scientists in charge.  But within a few days, aluminum cladding wrapped around the uranium fuel cells burst, jammed, and halted the reactor.  Workers climbed into the highly radioactive core and cleaned out the spoiled cells by hand.  When the free workers’ doses had surpassed the limit, 25 roentgens, the bosses sent in conscripts and prisoners who, according to regulations, were not monitored and so had no maximum dose.  The prisoners who took extra turns in the reactor were offered time off their sentences.
  

 This pattern—accidents pushed by rushed production schedules then hastily fixed exposing workers to dangerous levels of radiation—plagued the reactors, plutonium processing shops and factories all the way along the production line.   Workers tended to refer to these unclassified releases in a shadow fashion.  Plutonium plant workers remember spills/utechki, crumbles/possypi, dispersals/vybrosy,' 'hotbeds/otchagi,' or 'slaps/khlopki.  There were hundreds of these minor events too small to be labeled accidents.  A worker’s hand slips into a solution, a beaker falla with a crash onto a stone floor, aluminum cladding corrodes and ruptures, a bucket is kicked over, a valve left on, two barrels placed too close together explode in a critical accident.  At the Maiak Plant, industrial leaders were so intent on getting every gram of plutonium, they made workers clean up spills by hand, sopping up the spilled solutions that emanated deadly isotopes.
 

Each spill released deadly isotopes into the work areas.  Once released, radioactive isotopes live from several days to several millennia.  Workers in the first years often did not have showers at the shop, nor an extra set of clothing to change into when they went to the cafeteria for lunch or home at the end of the work day.  So they ingested isotopes with their food, they brought home with them radioactive isotopes and spread them about Cheliabinsk-40, emerging outside the gates of the plant.   Some shops where workers handled radioactive solutions were built in former army barracks or other existing wooden buildings.  The buildings were not refitted for biological shielding or ventilation.  The young mostly female workers processing plutonium solutions had no rubber gloves, masks or glove boxes as they poured radioactive liquid from beaker to beaker.  As a result, even if no major or minor accidents occurred in the course of a working day, workers were subject to a great deal of radiation.  
Taisa Gromova worked in the Radiochemical plant of the Maiak complex, where teams of mostly young women dissolved radiated fuel slugs to produce plutonium.  Gromova was always first to work, the most enthusiastic and hard working, energetic and smiling.  Her illness started with a cough, then shortness of breath, and a loss of appetite.  She started to feel weak, lose weight and suffer from a general malaise.  Soon after Gromova, another young woman, Shalygina, fell ill. They were followed by other colleagues.  It became easy to recognize those with the new, unexplained sickness.  The young people sat silently in the cafeteria, stirring their soup, chewing weakly their rich, black bread.  Alarmed, plant doctors examined the young women and eventually came up with a diagnosis for a new disease, found, so far, only in the Russian Urals—Chronic Radiation Syndrome.  Gromova died of it first, at age 30 with 230 times more plutonium in her bloodstream than “the acceptable norm.”  Among her colleagues who attended her funeral, were others, also ill.  Some of them qualified as invalids in their mid-twenties.  Eight others died after Gromova.
  By the end of the 1950s, of the 1,500 employees at the Radiochemical plant, half had died prematurely in their forties and fifties.  Fifty-four percent of those who died young succumbed to cancers.
  These were the first casualties of the long war.  Others followed in rapid succession.
Inna Ramahova started working at Mayak in 1948.  She remembered in 1999: "Some practices that were routine back then do not fit the contemporary definition of a radiological accident, but they still led to high levels of irradiation.  For example, at one stage we filtered the radioactive solution to separate out the uranium but retain the plutonium.  The process went slowly, and we mixed the material by hand, with wooden spoons.  The uranium was removed and transferred to another plant.  That operation was done by workers called the "special apparatus operators team."  They received 300 rubles for removing every filter.  At the time, the monthly salary for an apparatus operator was about 1,500 rubles.  The particles on the filter were dangerous, and members of the special operator’s team died at an early age.  Every two to three months the people changed and I never met them again.  I saw people who, while working, were coughing up blood."
  

The fact that workers accepted the casualties falling around them, accepted perhaps too that they might succumb themselves in time, grew out of a sense in these closed and isolated nuclear posts that the nation was still at war, and that they served on the frontlines.  Lev Altshuler explained the motivation to work at the plant under dangerous condition as driven "by an inner feeling that our confrontation with a very powerful opponent had not ended with the defeat of Fascist Germany.  The feeling of defenselessness increased particularly after Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  For all who realized the realities of the new atomic era, the creation of our own atomic weapons, the restoration of equilibrium became a categorical imperative."

R. G. Vaganov of Ozersk remembers, "We saw before us the main goals: to protect the country in the shortest possible time from the aggressions of American imperialism...this became our life's obligation."
  E. I. Mekerin, a veteran of plant put it:  "I started to work in 1951 as a head of the shift…No one at the time thought about radiation; few worried about preserving their own health.  Then the word was "nado" (have to), and sometimes, ‘have to’ at all cost.  That was the most important thing for us, and it rallied people together.  The war had just finished and we were all raised on the example of that gigantic battle, which we just barely survived.  The victory of our soldiers, of the whole people was most important…and there at the factory no one was shooting, but it turned out to be no less dangerous."
   
The notion of being on the front lines and sacrificing for the nation were instilled too by local KGB officials who briefed workers in groups, monitored them, and called individuals in for personal talks when a worker started to go astray.  This attention too was similar to the experience of fighting in the Soviet Red Army, where soldiers and officers were regularly watched, and arrested, by security forces attached to their battalions.  
These were the kinds of sacrifices and surveillance soldiers at the front were accustomed to, and the plutonium plant workers clearly understood they were on the frontlines of this new atomic war.  They accepted, too, major restrictions to their private lives and to their physical mobility as part of their sacrifice for the cause.  In the fall of 1947, Lavrentii Beria made a visit to the plutonium production site.  Beria, driving about in a special armored Lend-lease Cadillac, was displeased by the haphazard security arrangements at the site.  Upon leaving, his orders were clear:  cut off the production region from the rest of Soviet civilization.  He gave the region a designation—special regime zone—which by its very redundancy spelled out the particularly sealed nature of the area.  The new spatial arrangement set up zones within the regime zone:  border zones, buffer zones, military zones, residential zones, production zones, prisoner zones, and agricultural zones.  Each zone required special permission to enter so that the residents’ lives were highly compartmentalized, so too the community.  Overnight, the special regime zone was created and closed off.  Workers were not allowed to leave the zone again for the next eight to ten years.  Nor could they phone or write home from what was then called Cheliabinsk-40.  They became lost citizens, dead to the rest of Soviet society, well-supplied but zoned off; soldiers on a perpetual front.

Another consequence of the haste and poverty from which the Soviet bomb emerged was radioactive contamination rapidly spreading, innocent of security zones, across the southern Urals landscape.  Plutonium production is very messy.  To produce a few kilograms of plutonium requires several tons of uranium and produces hundreds of thousands of gallons of radioactive waste.  From 1948 to 1993, the Maiak plant produced, not kilograms, but over a hundred tons of plutonium.  In four decades, the plant dumped over 200 million curies of radioactive waste into the environment; that is at least four times more than the Chernobyl disaster.  Soviet physicists and engineers designed Maiak based on the plans purloined from the United States Manhattan Project.  Those plans had placed an emphasis on production, as quickly as possible, of as much plutonium as possible in the wartime race against the German Army.   American engineers and physicist had paid little attention as they designed to waste and disposal.  Soviet engineers followed suit, allocating few resources or time on solving the problem of how to safely dispose of radioactive waste.  They simple sent radioactive gases unfiltered up the massive smokestacks and dumped liquid radioactive wastes directly into the local river system, sending the radioactive waste cascading down through a series of swamps, ponds and lakes toward the tranquil and beautiful, little Techa River.  

In this way, from 1948-1951, the plant dumped 2.7 million curies of radiation into the river’s turgid waters.  With this new burden, the Techa flowed slowly downstream, gathering in swampy ponds, flooding in spring and drying up to a trickle by late summer leaving dry muddy flats.  Radioactive isotopes from the river settled in the mud, in flooded pastures, in the homes and organs of villagers who cooked, cleaned and bathed in the Techa.  In 1951, A. P. Alexsandrov led a research commission down the river. The scientists were shocked to learn that radioactive activity reached eighteen rads an hour on the banks of Kokshrovski Pond and three rads at the heavily-populated Metlinskii Pond.
  After 1951, Soviet scientists started to conduct regular tests of the water, river, and pond silt and shore line.  Alexsandrov worked to end the dumping into the river by 1952, when they redirected waste into Lake Karachai, more swamp than lake, but which quickly reconstituted as lake as radioactive solutions lapped the shores.
 

Nowhere, in either the SU or US, did scientists who charted out maps of radioactive contamination from plutonium plants disclose this information to the people who lived in or near the hot spots.  In the Southern Urals, few were authorized to know that the plutonium plant existed, so the words ‘radiation,’ ‘isotopes,’ ‘nuclear contamination’ could not be uttered.  Plant officials in fact sat on the news for over a year that village households along the Techa were dangerously radiated.  Only in 1953, did the local Cheliabinsk Oblast executive committee call together villagers to issue a command with no explanation.  They told the residents they could no longer drink from the river or use it in any way at all; they made heads of households sign a statement testifying to that fact.  They put up fences and sent soldiers out to patrol the river.  But the river was the reason for the communities’ existence.  With few wells, and those hastily dug shallow and bringing up foul-tasting water, the river was the source for drinking, cooking, cleaning, irrigating crops, bathing, fishing, and watering livestock.  With no idea why they were banned from using the river, locals passed with buckets under the fences.  Kids waited until the soldiers walked off to dive into the cool, sweet water.  Villagers cut holes in the barbed wire so household sheep, goats, cows and geese could drink their fill.  Where else would they get water?  

In Karabolka, a village six kilometers southwest as the crow flies from the plutonium plant, the village children went to the fields in September to harvest potatoes and beets.  Gul’nara Khasmadilova remembers September 29th well.  It was a warm, sunny day.  Gul’nara described how the kids had finished their work for the day and were waiting on piles of potatoes for the wagons to pull up for the load.   Then Gul’nara heard a blast so tremendous, so vast and encompassing, that the kids threw themselves on the ground in terror.  Then, atop the woods whence the blast had sounded, they saw a column of smoke rise up, black and twisted, climbing up.  The column reached a height of a couple of kilometers and started to spread horizontally, mushroom like.  Panicking now, men drove up in teams and told the kids to get into the wagons, without the potatoes, and they raced to the village.  The cloud in the sky hung there, shifting slightly in the light breeze, until the next morning when a light rain brought the cloud down onto the forests, fields, homes and crops in light gray particles, a visible rain, thick and flakey.
Just as with the reaction to the massive contamination of the Techa, local officials responded in similar fashion to the harder-to-miss explosion and mushroom cloud rising up over the quiet countryside in 1957.
   Plant officials sought to eradicate as much radioactive contamination as possible, without informing the public of their exposure to it, and then continued on as if nothing had happened.   The day after the explosion, Gul’nara remembers that military helicopters landed in Karabolka, and men in gas masks and protective jump suits hopped out.  They called together the heads of the village and gave them a plan of action and then made them sign secrecy oaths.  As the men in jump suits left, Gul’nara and the rest of the village children were pressed into service as liquidators.  They were told to continue harvesting, but instead of hauling the harvest to the barns, they were told to drop the potatoes and beets into pits dug by bulldozers that had appeared overnight.  They did this, working all day and the rest of the month barefoot, without gloves or protective wear. The kids developed sores on their hands and feet.  Gul’nara’s mother, who had been pregnant, gave birth that fall to a stillborn.
  

The following spring, the child-liquidators were set to work again.  They were driven down to the neighboring village of Russkaia Karabolka.  The children found that the village of 580 households, that had been there the evening before, was gone; the houses, barns, fences, gardens and trees replaced by a level freshly-plowed field.  Russkaia Karabolka had been located along a major road. The kids were told to plant pine trees in a line up against the road, Gul’nara guessed, so as to hide the fact that the village no longer existed.  After that assignment, Gul’nara fell ill, with high fevers, headaches, green vomit and green phlegm.  Despite the illnesses and the strange orders from the officials, no one in the village mentioned radiation.  Only those sworn to secrecy knew about the secret military area beyond the forest.  Military secrecy led to an uninformed public that was left needlessly in harm’s way.  Doctors now estimate that more than 5,000 people received more than a 100 roentgen dose of radiation.
   Tatarskaia Karabolka was slated in 1958 for resettlement along with the other neighboring villages, but for some reason the resettlement never took place, though the village dropped from local maps as if it had been erased.  Amazingly, the village today still exists, fully populated, and although rates of radiation reach 15 curies a square kilometer and the village is riddled with illness and birth defects.  Gul’nara has a tumor in her kidney and is preparing now, she says, to move on at last from Karabolka in the most finite way possible.
These were military accidents and sacrifices on a military front, a front, however, to which Soviet leaders rarely alluded.  Instead Soviet leaders telescoped public attention on Soviet leadership in the field of peaceful nuclear developments.  The fact that the United States produced nuclear power to create a bomb of a horribly new destructive force and then dropped it on Japan, gave Soviet propagandists lasting opportunities to assert the superiority of Soviet society.  In the spring of 1954, while American scientists blew up the first hydrogen bomb, a bomb so powerful that it disintegrated an entire South Pacific island, Soviet scientists started up the world’s first power-producing civilian reactor. Journalist Ia. G. Dorfman wasted no time pointing out the contrasts between the Soviet and American uses of the atom: 

“The start up of the electric station for atomic energy in the USSR, again with uncharacteristic clarity, shows the two possible paths of atomic energy.  The first path is that of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. This path knows no bounds to massive destruction and suffering; it is the path of blackmail and a purposeful enflaming of the atomic psychosis.  The second path is the path of the broad use of atomic energy for peaceful uses.  This path leads to deep technological transformations in all fields of industrial transport and agriculture, and leads to great new victories in all branches of scientific research." 

Dorfman concluded, asserting that the Soviet civilian reactor amounted to an "all world historical victory" and was “the powerful factor in the construction of communism.”  The Soviet claims for a monopoly on the peaceful atom, although a brilliant propaganda stroke, were disingenuous.  A civilian reactor is not just a power-generating device; nor merely a producer of isotopes for medicine and industry; it is also an incubator of weapons grade nuclear products.  In 1954, Viacheslav Molotov consulted with top Soviet atomic scientists about the uses of a civilian power reactor.  The scientists explained to Molotov that civilian and military power could not be separated: "the development of the industrial use of atomic energy … leads directly to an increase of military atomic potential."   A civilian reactor, they continued, is engaged in nuclear fission, which is the basis of atomic power and produces plutonium, uranium 233 and tritium—all "powerful atomic explosives."
  The report noted that at this time the physicist N. A. Dollezhal was designing a reactor to produce both weapons grade material and electrical power.  Later, this kind of reactor would be called a dual-purpose reactor - the kind of reactor installed in Chernobyl.  

In 1954, during the talks over ‘Atoms for Peace’, Molotov pointed out to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles that the production of energy for civilian power turned “harmless atomic materials” into “explosive and fissionable materials.”  Dulles, who evidently had not been briefed by American scientists, did not understand what Molotov was talking about.
  The Eisenhower Administration, which Dulles served, was promoting ‘Atoms for Peace’, but the same peaceful atom inevitably amounted to the creation of volatile stockpiles of fissionable material.   In other words, there was no way to detach the peaceful from the martial atom.

Later in the 1960s and 1970s, the location of civilian reactors took on strategic importance in the Soviet Union.  East European countries in the Warsaw Pact by that time had begun to noticeably chaff under the constraints of Soviet rule.  Soviet leaders developed policies which largely bought support from East European leaders in exchange for loyalty.  Soviet provisioning of cheap power to eastern bloc nations was the major unit of exchange in this relationship.  Soviet planners located the vast Chernobyl “reactor park,” for which designers planned ten nuclear power plants connected by cooling ponds and canals, in Ukraine because of its proximity to the western border of the Soviet Union.  Additional Chernobyl reactors were projected to feed what was becoming a newly consumer-oriented East Europe.  For reasons of geo-politics, Ukraine became in the last decades of the Soviet Union what Paul Josephson calls the “nuclear capitol of the empire.”

Because of the fusion of civilian and military purposes in one vast industrial plant, nuclear power reactors in the Soviet Union were treated as quasi-military sites.  The plants were guarded, the employees were held to security restrictions and the city, Pripiat, next to the plant, functioned and looked much like a closed Soviet nuclear city.  And so the major problems with the Chernobyl Plant—that it was built in a hurry, that it was run poorly, that is was regularly leaking radioactive contamination into the environment, that safety procedures were treated blithely, that the public was not informed of their exposure to radioactive contamination—all of this was business as usual for Soviet nuclear installations, as it was for American nuclear installations.  Because of the military-style grasp of information concerning the plant, none of this news reached the public until it was too late.   In March 1986, in the shade of the first growth of glasnost, Liubov Kovalevskaia wrote an article critical of the technical and construction problems at the Chernobyl Plant.
  Kovalevskaia was a journalist living in Pripiat and she heard informally much of what local engineers, workers and inspecting KGB agents had been saying and worrying about for several years.
  

For example, in 1981, KGB Agent  N. K. Vakulenko grew concerned about a new fishery located in the Chernobyl reactor cooling ponds.  A few years before, leaders of the Chernobyl Executive Committee had come up with an enterprising idea.  Because of hot water from the reactors coursing into the cooling ponds, they had water free of ice all year, which made for great fish production.  Plus, the nuclear city of 50,000 had a surplus of consumers eager to buy fish.  Pripiat city leaders signed a three-way deal with the main fishing enterprise of Ukraine, the Institute of Nuclear Research of the Academy of Sciences and the USSR Ministry of Health to set up a fishery right there in the shadow of the massive reactors.  The director of the fishery hatched eggs three times a week without checking radiation levels, and without inquiring at the plant whether there had been any accidental spills.  Vakulenko found out that the fishery was harvesting fish and selling the catch, despite the fact that they did not have a license to operate a commercial fishery.  In other words, local leaders were pocketing the profits.   Vakulenko took some fish to the lab, and found that the fish had levels of radioactive Strontium 90 that far exceeded the norm.  He sent the fishery notice to cease harvesting from the pond and to destroy the catch.  The directors of the fishery did neither.  They took the fish with proven levels of radiation and sold it to the local population, and they harvested more, selling those fish too.

One doesn’t often think of a KGB officer as a whistle-blower looking out for public safety, but Vakulenko only grew more alarmed the following year, in September 1982, when there was an explosion at reactor no. 1.  While the Department of Soviet Atomic Energy and the plant managers insisted in internal documents that no radioactive substances had been released during the accident, a commission formed from specialists in radiobiology and dosimetry found that a full ten days after the accident radiation was escaping from the plant smokestacks.  The scientists determined that, while the general level of radiation in the surrounding topsoil was only a few times higher than the permissible levels, there were ‘hot spots’ which were, indeed, dangerously hot.  One village, five miles away, Chistogolovka, had radiation levels hundreds of times higher than the permissible levels.  At the same time, the cooling ponds emitted alpha, beta and gamma rays.  The commission concluded  that "the most dangerous aspect on the radioactivity for the population consists of these 'hot spots' where radioactive substances might land in the respiratory organs or inside the organism by various paths and call up serious consequences leading to even lethal consequences (death) from the burning of organic tissue"
   The commission recommended taking immediate measures to liquidate and dis-activate the radioactive soils and water.

Vakulenko, a major general in the service, reported to his boss, head of the KGB for Ukraine, Stepan Mukha, who in turn reported all the way up to Vladimir Shcherbitsky, the Chairman of the Ukrainian Communist Party.  As Mukha sent Vakulenko’s worried report up the line, he softened it.  He reported that the level of radiation was normal for a working nuclear power station, and that any kind of extraordinary measures, such as evacuation of the population was not necessary.
    Mukha recommended that the problem needed only further study.  He also advised against alarming the public with information about the accident. 
As is evident, the pattern of dealing with nuclear materials and nuclear accidents was set in the closed military sites and reproduced in civilian sites.  Civilian Soviet sites mimicked the military sites, but at the same time, there was no close relation between the two, and very little exchange of information.  So, for example, the workers at the Chernobyl plant had no formal information about the accidents at the plutonium plant, or about the long term studies that scientists had been carrying out in the Urals on health and radiation and on the radiated territory that had been closed to the public after the 1957 accident.  The exchange of information, upon which science thrives, not only did not occur internationally, but even domestically in the Soviet Union, nuclear physicists at one site had little idea and no benefits from the work and mistakes of nuclear physicists at other sites.  

A short while after the largest of the Chernobyl accidents in April 1986, a young boy appeared in the closed plutonium city, by then re-named Cheliabinsk-65.  The boy had stood on the roof of his apartment building in Pripiat to watch reactor number four burn.  In Cheliabinsk-65, one of the lab directors thought to pass the boys’ clothes through a spectrometer to determine the nature of the accident and the kinds of radioactive isotopes that were released in the explosion.  The scientists successfully analyzed the clothing and learned a great deal about the nature of the blast.
  They did not, however, mention the fate of the boy from Pripiat.

In 1986, Natal’ia Monzorov was working in the Cheliabinsk-65 research center formed from the radioactive trace caused by the 1957 accident.  Her job was to find ways to most safely farm radiated land.  “In case,” she said, “there ever was a massive accident or attack, we would know how best to live off radiated territory.”
  A few months after the accident, Natal’ia was sent with twenty colleagues to Pripiat.  She and her colleagues were the leading scientists in the country who specialized in dealing with radiated territory.  Their job for the next half dozen years, for those whose health endured, was to map the contamination, clear out the most radiated territories, desanitize, and then finally to continue their research in the Zone of Alienation on the biological effects of massive radiation on the landscape, much as they had in the Urals’ trace following the 1957 explosion.
The secrecy and compartmentalization of the military nuclear establishment followed the Urals scientists, however, to the Chernobyl Zone.  “I could have done a lot more if I had had access to the research from the trace in the Urals,” Natasha remembered, “but I couldn’t get a hold of my own work.  As soon as we finished our studies or maps, we had to send our only copies to Moscow and we never saw them again.   We had to re-do a lot of our work in Chernobyl, or get by without it and that cost a lot.  A lot of people got sick.”  Natal’ia herself collapsed after returning from Chernobyl in 1992 and had a near-death experience in 1994 in a Kyiv hospital. 
In drawing the connection between Maiak and Chernobyl, I am trying to point out the shared heritage, born of the wartime mentality that emerged along with the secret nuclear arms race which began while the Soviet and American allies were still collaborating, and continued on, in secret locations, for the next forty years.  This mentality held the defense of the nation above all other concerns, even above the safety of the nation.  The Chernobyl liquidators, valiantly heading off to their deaths were the last in a long line of fighting atomic warriors, witting and unwitting, adult and child, free and unfree, masked and barefoot, across the Soviet landscape.  
Formally, WWII ended with Nagasaki, America’s first plutonium bomb. The war ended with jubilation tempered with fear of the monstrous new weapons that could bring on nuclear catastrophe.  The strange thing is that although the nuclear powers evaded nuclear war during the Long War, they did not sidestep the much-feared, much-expected nuclear catastrophe.  The Chernobyl explosion of 1986 was not unique, nor was it the first major accident, or the most deadly.  It was the first to become public because the plant was, for geopolitical reasons, located along the western periphery, close enough for the prevailing winds to carry radioactive isotopes across sovereign boundaries and violate, at last, a sanctified nuclear secrecy.

In considering the civilians, prisoners and soldiers felled by friendly fire from 1949 to 1990, I would like to propose a new kind of WWII monument for this altered understanding of the Great Fatherland War.  I would like to see a monument that included the various categories of liquidators:  the exiled special settlers, the members of the Labor Army, the prisoners arrested for crimes of survival, the teenage conscripts in military construction battalions, and the repatriated POWs and Ostarbeiteren, who, returned from German captivity, were re-incarcerated and sent to the Urals to the large, secret construction site.  I would add to these categories, the village adults, children and pregnant women pressed into service as liquidators in radiated fields and along the radiated Techa.  These people who worked honestly, did what they were told, toiled on without questions, and surely without answers if they ever dared ask questions, these people who grew ill with strange, recurring ailments, who had troubled reproductive histories, and children, if they came, with chronic health problems and birth defects, were the unknown soldiers of this Long War.  Their suffering and sacrifice at the time was suppressed, for reasons of state security.  Their suffering and sacrifices now also are largely overlooked, for reasons of state finances.  These mostly unwitting soldiers make up whole communities that were felled and are joined together now in line at the local polyclinic or in the swelling graveyards of the Southern Urals and central Ukraine.
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