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April 26, 1986. 1:23 a.m. Chernobyl, Ukraine.

The nuclear center's reactor No. 4 explodes and emits around 50 million curies.

The nearby villages are quickly evacuated. But for many, it is already too late. At least 3,000 inhabitants die of irradiation in the next few days and the total number of people contaminated is estimated to be over 50,000.

Europe is on the alert. Chernobyl is only 1200 kms from Berlin. 

Meanwhile, cleanup operations are underway in the area surrounding the nuclear plant. The USSR organizes and sends hundreds of volunteers to the site to meet the most urgent needs. These soldiers of the nuclear age, who became known in a few hours as the Chernobyl liquidators (recovery workers), are going to enter the irradiated zone at the risk of their lives. 
Nicola_ Slougatchev, Chernobyl liquidator:
In 1986 I was sent to Chernobyl to maintain technical apparatus used in the reactor itself. They came from the Chelyabinsk tractor factory and I was in charge of their maintenance. There our team worked on these apparatus. We worked very near the reactor, within 30 km of it.

Moustachu, Chernobyl liquidator:
On May 15, 1986 I was sent to Chernobyl. I was called up by the army. I worked there until August 18 . I drove a tractor, I monitored radioactivity levels.

Nicola_, Chernobyl liquidator:
Here in Chelyabinsk, we designed tractors that can function by themselves, without human intervention. Then the accident occurred in Chernobyl and they needed our tractors over there. That's why I went there. Nobody else knew how to operate them at the time.

Yes, I volunteered. 

They didn't send stupid people over there, only the intelligent ones. The others, they stayed here.

Andre_ Nazarov, Chernobyl liquidator:
I gave consultations and medical care and helped local medical personnel. That meant visits to the site itself and to the surrounding area. There was a lot of work, a lot of moving around and it was exhausting. I worked from 7 in the morning. till ten at night. I stayed in Chernobyl around a month. Staying longer would have been too dangerous because the exposure to radioactivity was too great and the consequences of that would have been insurmountable.

Volodia Fedorin, Chernobyl liquidator:
I volunteered to go to Chernobyl to share my technical knowledge and do my utmost to save the lives and health of people.

Did I do the right thing by going? 

Someone had to go. Someone had to save them. The situation was such that some listened to their hearts and volunteered while others were forced to go.

These liquidators are all from Chelyabinsk, a city located beyond the Ural, in Siberia, 2,600 km from Chernobyl. They weren't in danger of contamination.

But they all volunteered to eliminate the consequences of the disaster... and today they are all irradiated.

Left out in the cold for so long, they are now fighting to obtain recognition from the authorities but up to now only one of them has officially been declared an invalid after his mission.

Only one among how many? Difficult to say in a country where statistics, when they are available, are too often used as propaganda, at the expense of the truth.

It is also impossible to know who among the liquidators really volunteered and how many were forced to go by the Soviet state, forced to sacrifice their health, and for some, their lives, in the service of their country.
Blochine, invalid, Chernobyl liquidator:
We worked in the villages, we went to the station. That's it. What else? We were in charge of the tractors. That's what we were told to do.

We cleaned the reservoirs beside reactors no. 3 and 4.

And now they tell me: You volunteered to go there.

Nobody asked me my opinion. I was called up, that's all. And now, we have no one to turn to.

If you give everything for your country, your youth, your health, everything... Me, I became an invalid at 28.

Blochine is not an isolated case. Like many others, he was deceived by the army. Told that he was going for a week's training on chemical weapons, he found himself in Chernobyl, an accidental hero in a tragedy whose implications were far beyond him.

Today resigned to his fate, he accepts his illness but like the others, he's angry with the government , guilty, in his eyes, of first betraying then forgetting him. A spiritual revolt for a physical wound. A surprising contrast that can be seen in almost all of the liquidators.
Nicola_ Slougatchev
Joining the Chernobyl rectification operation gave me the feeling of fulfilling a duty towards the State. But afterwards, the State showed nothing but contempt for us. We feel bitter about it sometimes because instead of doing the very least to meet our needs, the State does its very best to shirk its duty towards us.

The State called up people to help when it was needed and it's extremely disappointing and painful to see that it didn't give true value to our courage and sense of duty. Today the State has completely turned away from us.

They used us when they needed us, let them help us now!

Nicola_
Unfortunately we don't live in our Motherland but in our "Stepmotherland".

More and more irradiated people and invalids are showing up on medical records all over the country and each day the list gets longer...but the authorities are not lifting a finger.

It must be said that in the meantime the country has gone through an upheaval; the Soviet Union has disappeared and it seems that the new Russia has more urgent things to attend to.

A public association, the Chernobyl Union, is trying to help these forgotten victims of history, working as best it can to improve their lot. Lacking sufficient resources, results are meagre, but by dint of will, the Chernobyl Union has nevertheless obtained several small improvements.
Nicola_ Slougatchev, President of the Chernobyl Union:
The people who cleaned up Chernobyl and who are now suffering for it set up the Chernobyl Union in order to get social and medical aid and a large sum of money; barely 5% of this sum has been paid.

Chelyabinsk, a million and a half inhabitants, a city reduced to silence since the time of the czars, hidden away, a State secret until 1991. For it was here that the Soviet war machine was built. Typically huge Soviet style plants, producing the West knows not what. Heavy metallurgical industry, factories building powerful tanks and tractors, factories producing chlorine and other chemical products. Also aboveground nuclear plants dumping waste into the nearest river. Chelyabinsk, called Tankograd during World War II, is a time bomb where state-of-the-art technology and antediluvian factories dwell side by side.
Fiodor Kliuiev, Vice-President of the Chelyabinsk Regional Parliament:
There are a lot of problems in the Chelyabinsk area, but the most obvious one is the ecological problem. Chelyabinsk is an important industrial center. The metallurgical industry built huge plants in the 30s, 40s and 50s when nobody gave a thought to the environment.

Today every citizen is aware of and very worried about air, water and land pollution.

What's more, at that time, the Soviet nuclear industry built extensively in the area. In 1957 there was a nuclear accident in the Mayak plant and the consequences of that disaster can still be felt all over the region.

Volodia Fedorin
Chelyabinsk is a big industrial center where factories are inside the city. Smoke and waste are polluting the cities. An entire city has already been evacuated because of too much pollution from the electrometallurgical plant.

They built a new city after the evacuation but the wind blows in that direction almost all year round. So, it gets all the pollution from the same plant.

Andre_ Nazarov
Our region is unusual for many reasons. First of all, it's severely contaminated, especially because of Mayak. Next, many people who were irradiated during the Chernobyl rectification operation live here. A complex making toxic wastes such as pesticides and heavy metals is also located here. So, obviously... the Karachai river holds so much waste that it must be the most dangerous and most polluted place on earth. Chelyabinsk is also unusual in that people hold it in contempt.

The West knows officially only of the Chernobyl explosion but many other accidents fill the pages of Soviet nuclear history...especially here... in Chelyabinsk, the scene of the worst and most tragic nuclear disaster ever.

Mayak, a huge nuclear industrial complex located 80 kms from Chelyabinsk. Built in 1948, this research plant, which also produced plutonium for atom bombs, dumped its waste into the Techa river until 1952. Mayak is said to have polluted the region with over 3 million curies in 4 years with total impunity.

In 1951 the river's contamination was 3,000 times higher than the permitted level The inhabitants of 22 villages in the area were evacuated. 28,000 people were irradiated, a figure that is doubtless below the real one.

But it was in 1957 that tragedy struck Mayak 

A fire in the plant emitted 20 million curies . 23,000 sq. kms, 217 cities, 272,000 inhabitants were contaminated and only 4% were evacuated. Agricultural production was banned over 31,300 hectares. 

The following year the domestic and industrial use of the Techa river was officially forbidden.

Abnormal human behaviour and the height of military cynicism occurred when Chelyabinsk also became the site of a huge military manoeuvre in 1954. The Red Army detonated a real atom bomb to test, live, the reactions of man and matter.
Valentina, invalid from Mayak:
I was 10 when we were brought to the orphanage in Bradokolumat, near the Techa river. There were 12 of us. At the time the river was open to all and the orphanage was 200 meters away. We crossed on foot. There was no bridge and when the river was flooded we could no longer cross it. Today there's a road. But before there wasn't one. We had to cross it to go to school. We bathed in it in the summer until 1960-61, and then they closed it for bathing. But we went and swam in it anyway after school. A girl died of irradiation.

We had vegetable gardens, one near the river, the other 100 meters farther away. 

I buried a lot of people from the neighbouring villages. In 1957, 1958, 1959, many people died around there. Us children, we didn't know why.

Volodia Fedorin
Did you live in a contaminated zone?

Valentina
Yes.

Volodia Fedorin
Did you eat contaminated food?

Valentina
Yes, milk from our cows.

Volodia Fedorin
It's now been proven that contaminated milk is the most dangerous thing of all.

Valentina
But we didn't know!

Volodia Fedorin
Didn't they warn you?

Valentina
Yes. The teachers told us: "Don't bathe in the river, or else in 5 years your skin will peel off from your bones." And then there was an explosion in the plant.

Volodia Fedorin
Did you swim in the river anyway?

Valentina
We were 10 - 15 years old!

Valentina
Six months later, I had fainting spells and I still have them today. I've got hyperinsulinism, they say. They can't find a tumor but my blood sugar is falling.

My bones also ache a lot. They've found a kind of polyarthritis. They say they can't help me.

I have headaches and my teeth are rotting.

They prescribed medicine for my thyroid but I have to pay for it. And they ran out of free medicine.

To reduce my insulin level, we can use Glucagon instead of sugar but I can't have it.

The hospital has no medicine or money.

I can't go to the sanatorium, I faint. I need a special diet six times a day.

Psychologically... I'm quite affected . All of a sudden, for no reason at all, I get extremely anxious.

I can't talk of this calmly. I'm like that; I can help others but not myself, I just can't.

In practical terms no one needs us. As they say, we are waste, .guinea pigs.

Blochine
At first the doctors didn't want to admit that I was sick. They told me: You don't want to work, you're lazy.

I worked as a milling machine operator in a shoe factory.

Coming home from work, I couldn't feel my hands anymore and Natacha had to sit on them so I could fall asleep.

In the hospital they told me there wasn't anything wrong with me, until I had the same problem with my legs. I could hardly walk.

My boss came to see me and said: Blochine, you drunk or something? What do you mean drunk, I told him, I can't walk anymore. So, I fell right next to my machine.

Well, that's it. In the hospital, they took an X-ray and they were very surprised that I could still walk and work.

My body was like wood, my hands stiff.

I've got severe generalized encephalomyelitis, my spinal cord and the whole nervous system is affected.

At first I couldn't feel my body at all.

Now I can even go out with the help of two canes.

PRIVATE 
My friends and I, we call each other up. The very idea of getting sick! Walk tall, they tell me.TC "My friends and I, we call each other up. The very idea of getting sick! Walk tall, they tell me."
We wanted to set up a village made up of people from Chernobyl. With schools, machines, everything that's needed, every one doing what he can.

Let's make big, good German bread.

Let us live together, help each other, among friends.

If it were possible...If the government helped us...

Natacha
Difficult or not, they should take care of him. It's not his fault he was brought there.

Surprisingly in spite of their illness and deplorable living conditions, all the victims we met still have this captivating Russian spirit - warm, open and proud - something of the Soviet spirit in the way they live and work and in their love for their Motherland.

Five years after the break-up of the Communist block, the spirit of this people, so long held in sway by the hammer and the sickle, has yet to find its path to freedom. 
Nicola_
Why did I go there? That's how we were brought up!. We used to sing a song: your country first, then you.

That's why I went. I didn't even think twice about it.

It has to be done, so let's do it. That's another song. No, I don't regret anything, I did everything that had to be done. I see it that way. My only regret is that I'm sick.

But on the whole, I don't regret it, the tractors worked well.

Volodia Fedorin
I don't know whether I did the right thing by going there. I'm not really sure. If I think of the future of my children and my family, I'm not sure I did the right thing.

I thought it was a good decision at the time; now I'm not so sure. My health's not good.

I've got a few more years ahead of me, I hope.

If I could turn the clock back, I wouldn't go.

Andre_ Nazarov
Of course, I knew the risks. I'm a professional and I knew how serious the problem was.

Nicola_ Slougatchev
I also knew, but not to that extent. As a military man I knew the risk of nuclear contamination, but not the medical consequences. Now, I know them well.

Andre_ Nazarov
They sent me there and I saw no reason to refuse. Duty and responsibility, I took them on. For me, that's sacred, especially when people need looking after.

We can look at what's happening with a critical eye, but we can't do the same with our own behaviour.

Nicola_ Slougatchev
Me too, I think I've done my duty as a man, as a citizen.

