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9.9 The special operations of the MoD task force 

 

When the task force was first formed, it was, right from the start, necessary to solve 

really important problems relating to the assessment of the radiation situation on the 

industrial area of the NPP both on the instructions of the Government committee and at 

the request of the other agencies participating in assessing the condition of the reactor 

and liquidating the consequences of the disaster. A participant in one of these land-air 

operations, captain (in 1986) of the MoD’s Chemical, Biological and Radiation Defence 

Forces, Evgeni Mikhailovich Ryzhykov (YaugenRyzhykau), recalls: 

 

“Following the two explosions of the night of 26 April 1986, which led to the 

disintegration of the Number 4 power unit, after the heroic attempts made to extinguish 

the fire, the release of radioactive substances began to drop, reaching its minimum level 

on 30 April. If the fire-fighters had not extinguished the fire in the plant and machinery 

building in the hours immediately following the explosion, the spread of the fire to the 

electro-generators in the machine hall, could have led to a stoppage of the same and, 

as a result, the interruption of the electricity feed to the main circulation pumps, and 

then to a repeat of the accident at the third or even second power unit...then the 

disaster would have reached a simply global scale.  

 

However, a few days after the explosion the attempts to bury the destroyed reactor with 

sand, lead and boron compounds, heat loss from the surface was reduced, and as a 

result, the fuel mass heated up. This led to a further rise in the temperature inside the 

reactor up to 3000°C, according to some hypotheses, and the daily release of 

radioactivity began to increase, on 5 May reaching almost the same maximum level as 

on the day of the accident, 26 April. And once more a plume of emissions from the 

reactor became visible. 

 

The reactor was destroyed and burning, the control apparatus was not working, access 

to the structures and to the area near the reactor was partially blocked by wreckage, 

and, indeed, the radiation level was such that approach was impossible. There was no 

roof above the reactor and the shaft was almost stopped up with sand and other 

materials dropped from the helicopters. The fuel, it seemed, had melted and flowed into 

the sub-reactor structures, but had not (yet) penetrated the pressure-suppression pool, 

where there was a lot of water and yet another explosion was possible.  
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Figure 9.71 Burning reactor 4. Chernobyl NPP 2 May 1986 

 

Pointed questions, urgently requiring clear answers, were raised within the Government 

Committee: 

 

• How much, and exactly what kind, of, radioactivity was being released every 

day by the burning reactor? 

• How high was the temperature in the hottest part of the destroyed reactor (and 

would the concrete hold out, if subjected to temperatures above 400 – 500°C)? 

• How much of the radioactivity already released from the reactor was lying on 

the ground in the area surrounding the station, and within the 30-kilometer 

zone? 

 

Urgent decisions depended on the answers to the questions raised by the Government 

Committee: decisions on extinguishing the fire, evacuating the population beyond the 

accident area (including children from Kiev), building an underground concrete “shield” 

under the reactor building, the taking of measures in case of further damage to 

buildings, and the occurrence of a new chain-reaction centre, in case the fuel got into 

the water, and so on. In general, information was needed that was solid and verified, not 

just conjecture.  

 
A group of scientists from the Leningrad Radium Institute, which had been in Chernobyl 

since the beginning of May 1986, was charged with solving these problems. The group 

was led by a Doctor of Science whose name was known the world over - A.A. Rimsky-
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Korsakov - grandson of the nobleman and famous Russian composer Н.A. Rimsky-

Korsakov.  

 
The extremely precise work of the helicopter pilots, who had been able to insert a 

thermocouple probe precisely into the centre of the damaged reactor, from a height of 

300 metres, enabled Rimsky’s group to measure the approximate temperature in the 

active area of the reactor. This was a notable success. The data received indicated the 

comparatively high temperature of the fuel in the upper part of the reactor, not less than 

500 – 600°C.  Of course, deep within the reactor, where the nuclear fuel was, the 

reactor’s construction elements were melting, and the temperature might have been 5 

times higher.  

 

It was also necessary to evaluate the composition of the radionuclide emissions and the 

dynamics of these emissions over time, i.e., it was urgently necessary to take samples 

directly from the plume of emissions at its nearest point to the reactor. This could be 

done only from a helicopter, as the level of radiation on the buildings and around the 

reactor was simply lethal. Two heavy helicopters took off, one of them equipped with a 

cable carrying the sampling device; the flight of this helicopter was controlled from the 

second one. This was a very dangerous plan. Even top-class pilots cannot achieve the 

impossible - to insert the cable between the ventilation stack, which rose up 150 meters 

over the reactor, and the forest of equipment, pipes, and wreckage from the reactor 

building which was sticking up from the reactor, without touching anything in the 

process. Unfortunately, this operation almost ended in tragedy. The cable became 

entangled in the wreckage and the helicopter almost crashed to the ground. At the last 

second, the experienced pilot managed to jettison the cable and sampler. This saved 

both the crew and the helicopter, but the most valuable equipment available to the 

group had been lost.  

 

Then Rimsky-Korsakov’s group was obliged to turn for help to the Ministry of Defence 

Operation Group and the sub-group for the military Task Force for Nuclear, Biological 

and Chemical (NBC) Defence, which were already in Chernobyl. 

 

During the May Day holidays, I was working on my dissertation at the Scientific 

Research Institute’s laboratory of the MoD and was the only worker in the section to 

receive the order to fly urgently to Chernobyl. More accurately, Kiev was mentioned. 

Everything was kept secret... even from those leaving for work in the accident zone. A 

night for training, then we set off early in the morning for Chernobyl. We buzzed around 

half of the USSR, landed at Chernigov, and flew by helicopter to Chernobyl, where we 

landed before sunset on that same day. On the following day, we got our equipment 

and a helicopter ready for a flight to the reactor. Kiev was just a story put about by the 
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commanders... instead, we got a tent in No. 122 mobile detachment camp 30 kilometres 

away from the power station. 

 

We started making periodic helicopter flights to the reactor to take radionuclide samples 

from the emissions plume. In total, during the time of my operations at the station, it was 

necessary for me to fly over the destroyed reactor nine times, four of which occurred 

during one flight. But a clear, unforgettable picture of the first flight is engraved forever 

in my memory. 

 

My friend, and the team leader at the time, was Lieutenant-Colonel Sergei 

MinasovichArutyunov. Before the first flight, when everything was ready for take-off, he 

suggested that I should stay behind, he himself being willing to fly alone with Rimsky-

Korsakov. I was unable to remain on the helipad, and told him that I had no moral right 

to abandon him at such a time. After a brief altercation he agreed, and we took off 

together.  

 

Five minutes after take-off, a view of the atomic station spread before us, which I was 

seeing for the first time at such close range. We all sighted our target – the smoke from 

the reactor. ‘Fortunately’, the reactor had, at a spot right in front of us, been bombarded 

once more with bags of lead pellets (after that operation, the smoke normally poured out 

twice as thickly), so that at a distance of one kilometre from the reactor, the pilot neatly 

hovered above the stream of smoke and our air sampling devices dangled directly into 

it. The destroyed block drew nearer, and the yellowish smoke rose in a clearly visible 

stream from the mountain of sand and ‘rubbish’ that covered the site of the ruins of the 

reactor hall. Incidentally, the condition of the industrial area around the station was such 

that, even without an accident, traversing it was not an easy operation. When, after 

several days, I had to approach the station with a ‘trainee’ pilot, the latter, seeing the 

station from the air for the first time, asked with a certain dry humour, “What’s this about 

a reactor exploding? It looks like they’ve all just fallen to pieces”. Yes, the site did 

indeed look as if a minor war had been waged on it.  
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Figure 9.72 View of the exploded reactor from helicopter   

 

Of course, the ’accident liquidators’ had also contributed to the chaos, and we could 

see, here and there, abandoned vehicles, piles of torn parachutes, bags of sand that 

had fallen wide open, and God only knew what else— but the remains of construction 

material, concrete blocks and rusty metal had clearly been lying there for a long time, 

since the “high-intensity” construction of the station. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.73 Sampling approach by Mi8 helicopter 

 

We made the first dummy run on the reactor, looked to see what was what down below, 

turned the helicopter round sharply in an ‘Afghan’ turn, i.e. on its side, and returned to 

the reactor. We were approaching at a speed of around 100 KPH, waiting for a signal 

from Rimsky-Korsakov. The signal came and we switched on our equipment by pushing 

the red button on the Capacitor Subversion machine (which we nicknamed the Partisan 

machine). The seconds passed quickly (the kilometer to the building took 30 seconds to 

cover), the helicopter dropping the whole time along the stream of smoke to the ruins.  

 

Our cable, with a sampler on the end, approached the target area, flying between 

protruding wreckage of equipment and what had been structures; on the right the 

enormous ventilation stack was approaching. The pilot was not looking round from his 

controls, but the navigator was practically devouring us with his eyes - what now? The 
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signal sounded! The ready signal was given to the navigator and only then did the 

helicopter bear left. About 50 meters below us, the destroyed building floated past and I 

could not help but look down at the radiation indicator in the upper right-hand corner of 

the cabin - 400 Roentgens per hour (R/h) - approximately 4 sieverts per hour (Sv/h).  

 

The arrow dropped rapidly - we were gaining height and moving away from the 

destroyed block. At the helipad code-named Kubok 1», the pilot carefully laid the cable 

with the sampler in the farthest corner of the field. That was it, all the work was done. 

The first sample had been taken from the reactor; now an analysis had to be carried 

out.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.74  “…we flew twice lover over the reactor near ventilation stack …” Y Ryzhykau 

 

Of course, questions were raised about the dose received by the helicopter crew - we 

had all seen the arrow and the figures “400 R/h”, and now the pilots felt that they were 

within a whisker of dying. It was necessary to explain to them that we had been in those 

conditions for no more than half a minute and, therefore, had received no more than 3 

Roentgen approximately 30 milisieverts). This gave the pilots some reassurance. In 

turn, we confessed how frightened we had been that the cable would snag on the 

protruding ruins and that we would fall. At this point they started to laugh - it turned out 
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that there was a distance of no less than 40 meters between the end of the cable and 

the ruins, because the cable was not hanging straight down but was trailing behind 

because of the oncoming air flow. However, it was then confirmed that the pedal 

mounted under the pilot’s foot to disengage the cable if it got snagged was completely 

useless – the cable was too short, and the helicopter’s speed too great. So, if that had 

happened, we would instantly have plunged in an arc to the ground beside the reactor. 

Our conversation quickly brought us to the conclusion that acts of bravery often have to 

be performed by someone who is neither sufficiently experienced or fully trained to carry 

out his task, or - even more often - by someone whom incompetent superiors have sent 

to carry out an impossible or half-cocked task. We promised each other categorically 

that we would avoid any dangerous situations the next time. 

 

 

Figure 9.75Mi8 decontamination after a flight over reactor. The “Kubok1” helicopter pad (left). Helicopters 

at the “Kubok1” pad (right). 

 

With each flight, both we and the pilots received 3 Roentgen each. When a person had 

accumulated more than 25 Roentgen, he was supposed to be removed from the danger 

area. The pilots protected themselves from the radiation using any means available - 

they placed lead plates beneath their seats, but the helicopter’s passenger cabin was 

not protected by lead nor was it airtight; indeed, some of them had no side doors at all - 

they were the ones from Afghanistan. We joked even about this, saying: “Why is a 

helicopter like a vacuum cleaner? Because it sucks everything in!” Joking was all very 

well, but, of course, we were aware of how grave the risk was in what, for the immediate 

future, would be our ’gallant’ work. The concentration of radioactive iodine on the station 

at that time exceeded the permissible norm by 150,000 times!  

 

At first, we had no protective clothing, no respirators, and no iodine tablets. Even for the 

first flight above the reactor, we were obliged to fly without protective clothing but in 

military uniform, with no gas masks or respirators and without first taking a potassium 
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iodide tablet. Chaos reigned, there was indifference at all levels of management, which 

was out of its depth. Orders had to be followed or it would mean a Court Martial. The 

Supervisors and Commanders issued orders that were at times bordering on the idiotic. 

For example, one officer from the 122nd Mobile NBC Defense squad was obliged to 

climb up the staircase to the roof of the third reactor block to measure the level of 

radiation on the fourth ‘smoking’ block using a five-meters rod with a radiation 

dosimeter/indicator on the end. 

 

Had his commanding officer really failed to understand that the level of radiation there 

was lethal?! After completing his task, the officer lay motionless as a vegetable for two 

days in a tent, without any treatment, and was only later removed to hospital. It is 

painful to remember his deadly tired eyes and his pale face that was as white as a 

sheet. But, being on the site of a catastrophe, and doing things that had never been 

done anywhere at any time by anybody, we understood the huge responsibility that had 

been laid on our shoulders. And we unquestioningly fulfilled our duty at the cost of our 

own health, and, in some cases, at the cost of our lives.  

 

Preparing the instruments for the flights, the work itself, and the analysis of samples 

taken above the reactor required a lot of time and caused a lot of stress, and as always 

we did not have enough manpower. So, between flights above the reactor, I had to go 

as many as four times to the reactor itself for the same purpose - taking air and soil 

samples. No one had previously done that right on the station itself. The chemical 

forces reconnaissance patrols in their ‘Cashalot’ chemical reconnaissance vehicles  

(heavily armoured caterpillar vehicles)  measured the levels of radiation immediately 

around the station, the four blocks, and the turbine hall.  

 

They drove rapidly round the station, practically without stopping, measuring as they 

went the movements of the levels of radiation. Opposite, I was obliged to make ten 

stops at various points marked on the map, and to take air samples over three minutes 

using a portable sampler, and in the same places to take soil samples, all the while 

avoiding fragments and splinters from the reactor fuel assembly. 
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Figure 9.76 Sampling missions at the Chernobyl NPP 

 

But not everything always went smoothly and successfully. Many dangerous incidents 

occurred during the conduct of these ground operations. Moving around amidst the 

strewn equipment wreckage, railway sleepers lying around, pieces of rails, and 

fragments of concrete slabs, was no easy matter, and the levels of radiation there were 

extremely high. Once we got caught on a section of railing right opposite the reactor and 

ground to a halt 50 metres from it. We had to get out of the vehicle to free it from the 

grip of the obstructions. The reactor ‘presented’ us with 500 R/h on that occasion. There 

was no time to discuss or make a plan for what to do and how to do it. Quick as a flash, 

in order to receive the lowest possible doses of radiation, we took turns wrestling the 

Caterpillar track back onto its roller with a crowbar. This took five minutes, and then we 

jumped back into the vehicles and continued our movement around the station 

buildings. But, round the corner from the generator building, another big surprise 

awaited us. In some places along this building, the radiation levels were more than 2000 

R/h (in today’s adopted units of measurement that would be more than 20 Sv/h!). This 

did nothing to improve our health. Each time we went on the ‘trip’ around Block 4 and 

the equipment and machinery building brought us an additional 5 -7 Roentgen. 

 

One more incident will remain forever in my memory. Carrying out my second mission 

on the plant, flying the well-known route along the reactors and back on the other side, 

along the machine hall, I had to take 10 air samples, and, through a special, calibrated 

sampler, 10 soil samples. Rimski asked us to avoid the «hot spots», the fragments of 

destroyed fuel assemblies. The plan was to deal with the products of the fallout of fuel 

which had landed right on the plant, as well as the strength of contamination and spread 

of radionuclides. Five to ten minutes were allowed for taking the air samples and, 

simultaneously, an investigation of the area shown on the map and the taking of soil 

samples. Almost two hours at the plant was a long time, especially in places where the 

radiation levels exceeded 500 r/hr. But that was only half of our problem, the real 

trouble came later. When we unloaded 10 bags of soil samples and measured the 

overall level of gamma radiation from them, we were completely bowled over.  Try as 

we might, we still collected particles of the fuel elements and so our samples received a 

dose of almost 15 r/hr. it took us almost an hour to return from the plant, and all that 

time the samples lay right behind us. So that working day at the plant was for us 

«remarkable» in terms of the radiation dose received. However, the doses actually 

received were entered but rarely in the journal of individual doses, and only if the doses 

had not exceeded 1-2 roentgen per day.  
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Each of us had an individual radiation dosimeter, ID-1 or ID-11, which read the dose 

received in a day. At the end of the working day, we would go to the doctor, who would 

note down the readings and record them in the log of radiation received. But even here 

there was chaos of a kind, regulated chaos, or more simply a cover-up.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.77 Daily dose measuring by the medical officer and supervising KGB staff 

 

The doctors, under the unsleeping eyes of the KGB, would reduce our received doses 

in order not to disobey the instruction in accordance with which the maximum 

cumulative radiation dose should not exceed 25 R (0. 25 Sv) for the whole working 

period and, preferably, should not exceed 1 R per day. That way, the truth was hidden. 

For these bureaucrats, these instructions were more valuable and important than 

human life. 

 

There were also instances of complete disobedience to the orders of the NBC task 

force’s operational headquarters, when the conduct of the work placed the lives of the 

personnel cleaning up the accident in real danger. 

 

Thus, it became necessary one day to report to the duty officer at the radio station that, 

at the spot shown on the map of the station for the taking of air and soil samples, the 

level of gamma and neutron radiation was more than 2,000 Roentgen per hour. When I 

got there, beside the equipment and machinery building, I decided to go 50 metres 

farther away on the NBC reconnaissance vehicle, and, when the radiation level had 

decreased by a factor of 10, I carried out the work I was supposed to. Later, during my 

report, the commander of the NBC troops agreed with my decision, and did not even 

remember thereafter that I had disobeyed an order. 
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Recalling our flights now, I should like to share one more remarkable memory… 

 

The same team – Igor Ignatiev’s crew, Rimski-Korsakov, Arutyunov with his Partisan 

machine, and I – took its samplers and collection tanks on another flight to the reactor. 

We passed over the reactor once, turned, and directed our sampling tanks at the 

column of smoke: time to open the fused valves on the sampling tanks. Sergei 

Minasovich wound up the device, apparently poorly. Everyone thought so. He checked, 

but there had been a malfunction. We were almost at the ventilation stack by then – 

time to turn away. I alone knew that we had made a mess of things when preparing for 

take-off. For extra reliability, as we thought, we had led not one, but two, electric cables 

to the fuses…and short-circuited the machine. As loudly as I could, I shouted to 

Arutyunov, ‘Pull off one of the cables’, but he could not hear me - the boss, cranking 

away on the operating handle of the machine. Meanwhile, Rimski was signalling to the 

navigator that we had to do it all again. We approached for the third time, but with the 

same result. I had had enough. I grabbed the machine and pulled one of the cables off. 

Arutyunov spewed out a storm of abuse, but we were already approaching the reactor 

for the fourth time. Moreover, the helicopter pilot, raging at our helplessness, performed 

such a steep ‘Afghan’ turn that we almost fell out of the gap where the door should have 

been. We hung on by our nails so as not to fall in free flight out of our rotary-wing craft – 

there are probably still scratch marks on the wooden seats in the passenger cabin! 

 

The craft having levelled out, we approached the reactor for the fourth time. At this 

point, Arutyunov was cranking the machine so fiercely that it was terrible to see. He 

pushed the red button and checked – no malfunction, thank the Lord! A happy Rimski 

signalled ‘Ready’ to the pilot. He crawled over to the pilot’s cabin and called me – now 

we could get a look at the reactor. Ignatiev, bathed in sweat, attached the control 

system to the device (we were almost at Kubok -1), and bending over to Rimski, 

croaked, ‘Tell your Lieutenant Colonel that he’s an ****!’ So much for discipline; he was 

only a Major, after all, and had no right to use such words to a Lieutenant Colonel, but 

he had to let off steam. We flew to Kubok-1, Chernobyl's helipad - We had brought with 

us not two but eight roentgens, we had again breached the standing order (no more 

than 1-2 Roentgens a day). Again the doctor and KGB officer would cover their eyes as 

they entered 1 roentgen into the register. Meanwhile, Rimsky-Korsakov had gone to HQ 

and met the academician Y.V. Dubasov who, it turned out had monitored our evolutions 

from the station area. His colleague asked: “What are they playing at, making four 

approaches? Why was that necessary?” The resourceful Yuri Vassilevich replied: “Our 

Rimski is a very scrupulous scientist – he takes three or four samples for statistical 

purposes and representativeness’. And that is how legends about heroes are born. No 

worse than the radio operator who, in a film, twists the wires together with her teeth. 

 



12 

 

Not only did we act rashly, to put it mildly, from time to time, but plenty of stupidity was 

displayed at all levels, even that of the decision-makers. 

 

Someone actually gave the order for the area in front of the fourth unit to be filled in with 

liquid concrete, to prevent fuel dust from ‘creeping’ all over the plant and beyond. Just 

as I was returning again after taking samples from the plant, and had made my way in a 

‘dirty’ CRV to the area in front of the administrative building, when the plant duty officer 

called me on the radio and ‘asked’ me to take another drive around the station and have 

a look to see how the operation with the liquid concrete was going. The concrete was 

being piped from an area, half a kilometre away where concrete for lining shafts was 

produced. I really had no desire to crawl around again in radioactive mud, but there was 

nothing else for it. I turned my caterpillar fortress around and headed back to the fourth 

unit. Where I saw a fountain of concrete flowing like lava from a volcano, and forming a 

grey lake on the area in front of the ruins of the reactor. Construction of the 

Sarcophagus was starting, but who would have thought then that, a week later, the 

liquidators would have to break up the metre-deep layer of concrete with jack-hammers 

to look for the communications hatches which they absolutely had to reach as a matter 

of urgency. That was the way of it. The commanders gave their orders first and then 

engaged their brains, while the drones received completely unnecessary doses of 

radiation. 

 

One other ‘amusing’ incident took place during my last flight to the reactor, oneither the 

22 or 23 May, I cannot now remember which. As had been the case on a number of 

occasions before that day, our task was to take an air sample directly above the reactor. 

Neither the plume from the emission of combustion products – nor the direction it was 

taking - was visible that day, so Sergei Alekseyev (who was my relief) and I decided to 

apply the old chemical warfare principle: wherever the wind goes, there too the smoke. 

During the first helicopter approach, we took aim and dropped a primed RDG (hand-

held smoke grenade) right into Number 4 reactor (without, of course, telling anyone at 

the station). On the second approach, we were able to take our sample successfully by 

travelling against the direction of the RDG smoke from the reactor. 

 

But we rejoiced too soon; an alarm had been raised at the station, because no-one 

knew why clouds of smoke had suddenly started to billow out of the reactor. 

 

Unfortunately, even though we were working there almost every day, we did not know 

that fire had broken out at the reactor ruins again the previous night. This kind of "news" 

was not communicated to all. At least the KGB was doing its job... A ’spook’ was waiting 

for us at the Kubok-1 helipad – he took us straight to General Kuntsevich. We had to 

come clean. While he of course understood our thinking, nevertheless such decisions 
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had to be agreed with one’s supervisors. Although it would take several days to transfer 

the work to my relief, Kuntsevich decided to send me at once to my HQ - Shikhany – 

‘out of sight, out of mind’, as the saying goes. The possible consequences at that time 

of my ‘stunt’ need no description. All thanks to General Kuntsevich – he saved my skin 

that day. 

 

Hell on earth had begun for them 

 

More and more manpower was arriving on site to deal with the aftermath of the 

catastrophe. At the same time, the evacuation of the population from the 30-kilometre 

zone was continuing. 

 

Along the roads, from time to time, local residents went by in their horse-drawn carts. 

Only by night would they take away their personal belongings on carts. This was strictly 

forbidden to prevent the radiation from spreading beyond the boundaries of the 

established 30-kilometre zone. In a matter of hours, they had all lost their homes, 

everything with which their lives had been filled a few days before, as well as the main 

motivation in their lives - belief in a bright future. They were told that they would be 

returning home in three days, and most of them continued to believe that, although it 

was quite clear to the scientists that three days would be far from enough. 

 

Figure 9.78 “Hunting” and pushing locals for evacuation with helicopters use 

 

To this day, no one knows who gave this figure or whether this was a ‘white lie’ or the 

result of the blanket application of pre-calculated formulae which could have been 

applied to the decay of prompt fission products from the explosion of a bomb, but not to 

describe the decay of products which had accumulated in the reactor over a full year’s 

work. That would be tens, or hundreds, of thousands of years.  
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Almost everyone was moved out of the towns and villages, but in the numerous 

godforsaken hamlets and farmsteads of Poles’ye, they were still finding old people 

abandoned to the whim of fate. Despite their furious resistance, they were dragged 

away from the areas where they had lived all their lives. I saw an elderly couple, both of 

whom were about 90. They got out of the helicopter wearing the white cotton fabric suits 

of atomic scientists, which had been put on them forcibly, and were standing like 

orphans in front of the station’s administrative building, clinging to each other. I could 

imagine the horror they would have been feeling after a helicopter flight! It is quite 

possible that before this black day they had never even seen a helicopter or 

experienced the fear of the unknown, that overcame them when they were made to get 

into the helicopter. 

 

People tried to explain to them the invisible and intangible risk to their health which had 

suddenly and unexpectedly invaded their home. They probably didn’t yet understand 

that hell on Earth had begun for them. 

 

Overall, the atmosphere in Chernobyl and the surrounding hamlets was dismal and 

depressed. This impression was heightened when darkness came on. We seemed to 

have landed in the middle of an apocalypse, in which the inhabitants of the town and 

hamlets had been carried off by some unknown evil force. None of the houses had even 

a single light in the windows. In the eerily dark, empty streets of Chernobyl, even a 

human whisper or the slight crackle of a dry branch underfoot sounded sacrilegiously 

loud. Dogs hardly barked at us any more: sometimes they would emerge from the 

darkness, sniffing at us, only to disappear again with a guilty wag of their tails as if to 

say “sorry, I thought you were someone I knew”. Now and then, we would see guard 

dogs, still tied up - they had been unable to free themselves. Obviously their masters 

had hoped to return soon. Emaciated, and with matted fur and watery eyes, all they 

could do was growl softly if someone came too close. 

 

And hell had already arrived for hundreds of thousands of cattle.  

 

At the beginning of May, the only inhabitants left in the town were numerous pets - 

dogs, cats, rabbits, and pet birds, all looking with curiosity and hope at the passers-by, 

wondering if, perhaps, their masters had come back. 

 

At a guess, most of the domestic animals, dogs and cats which had in essence been 

rendered homeless (although they did have homes!) were, between 10 and 12 May, 

shot by special teams and placed along the roads in huge pyramids to be removed to 

burial grounds outside the city with a view to preventing the spread of possible disease 

and radioactive pollution beyond the borders. 
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Figure 9.79 Dogs shot in Chernobyl and Pripyat in May 1986 

 

We also had the ‘good fortune’ to come under ‘friendly fire’ from this team; hunters’ 

bullets almost killed us that day, not radiation. They were human too, and could make a 

mistake…they simply confused us, behind the bushes, with the stray dogs they had 

been chasing all over Chernobyl and Pripyat’ for days on end.  

 

Apart from unnecessary overdoses of radiation, being shot at by our own people, and 

unexpected decisions and orders from our commanders, there was one more lethal 

hazard in the clean-up area – alcohol! Only a year before, the USSR had launched a 

relentless war on alcoholism, with the ‘dry law’ being adopted in 1985.  Alcohol 

disappeared from shops, restaurants and hotels across the country. Everywhere. The 

dry law was applied to the clean-up area at the beginning of May. However, the 

composition of the government commission was changed. Work at the plant passed 

from the urgent stage to the routine, and, at the request of some committee members, 

referring to the medics’ recommendations, it was decided to allow a controlled amount 

of alcohol into the accident area. It was understood, of course, that the decision had 

been taken not for the benefit of the drones but for that of the committee members 

themselves. But Pandora’s box was open. . «The people» greeted this decision with 

great enthusiasm. A little drink was allowed «at bedtime», but who was watching how 

much they drank? Thousands of liquidators scoured the small towns and villages in the 

area in search of alcohol, any alcohol. Basically, it was possible to purchase “Samogon 

(potcheen)” in the villages, at inflated prices. As was normal in those parts of Ukraine, it 

was distilled from potatoes. It was foul-smelling and cloudy, but it was the only way of 

relaxing after a day’s dangerous work on and around the plant. But this did not worry 

our group, as distinct from the great majority of liquidators. After all, the chemists had 

the purest ethanol for ‘purposes of analysis’. We too grabbed a little – 40 litres – to take 

with us. When we arrived in Chernobyl, this ‘treasure’ was kept in our tent, sealed and 
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under lock and key. Then, for reasons unknown, the ethanol began slowly to disappear. 

We found the culprit, who was unscrewing the screws from the lid of the can, opposite 

the lock, and was pouring off half a litre a day. We had to make a deal with the lads 

from special coms, and bring our treasure to them in a special vehicle, around which 

people would gather at bedtime. To let off steam, we would gather in a small, friendly 

group every night, and each of us would drink 200 cls  of ‘medicine’ before staggering 

off like zombies to our tents to get our heads down for at least a couple of hours. All 

things are relative. Compared to our awful working conditions, a couple of hours’ sleep 

after a stiff, relaxing drink seemed like a little dose of happiness. Unfortunately, it did not 

last long – reveille was at 3 a.m., when we had to go back to Chernobyl for our work 

orders for the day.  

 

In the main, we had everything under control, which was more than could be said of 

thousands of other liquidators working in the zone. Gradually, alcohol-induced laxness 

led to an increase in the number of road accidents, and, among the glorious liquidators, 

in cases of bad vodka and home-made potcheen poisoning. Alcohol became the 

number one cause of lethal incidents in the accident zone. But no-one went the length 

of introducing a strict prohibition on alcohol in the accident zone, although, of course, 

attempts were made to monitor the workers on the plant. For some reason, most people 

believed that alcohol helped eliminate radionuclides from the body, and raised the 

fighting spirit of the liquidators, just as it had in WW 2.  

 

And that is how, virtually overnight, everything changed - people died, animals died, and 

nature died. But the people cleaning up after the catastrophe continued to fight ` for the 

future. Withdrawal was unthinkable.  

 

It was a battle. Victory was not obvious, hardly anyone believed that success would 

come soon, and no-one had any previous experience of cleaning up a nuclear disaster 

on this scale. Everything was happening for the first time.  

 

It was the first time that so many people, so many non-professionals, had worked in a 

zone of extreme radioactivity. People saved themselves any way they could: ‘Sink or 

swim’, as the saying goes. 

 

Perhaps the plant workers found that all the procedures and the logistics for assuring 

the staff more or less safe conditions at the plant had been organised the same way as 

before, but no-one was concerned about ‘newcomers “outsiders”.   

 

Low skill levels, incompetence and, all too often, criminal negligence, abuse of power, 

and misleading of subordinates, on the part of the functionaries of the formations of the 
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USSR’s armed forces who were responsible for the liquidators’ safety were the main 

reasons why thousands upon thousands of the liquidators, servicemen and civilians 

mobilised in the wake of the disaster were over-exposed to radiation.  

 

One shocking example of such negligence took place in the MoD’s 122nd specialised 

mobile detachment. This had been formed specifically to deal with radiation incidents 

following the impacts of falling satellites with nuclear energy units, and with accidents at 

nuclear facilities, including NPPs. Huge resources were invested in the creation of this 

detachment. With the very best of military technology and equipment, and servicemen 

most of whom had higher education – the USSR’s armed forces had never before had a 

unit like this. The troops received training, more than once a year, on NPPs and military 

bases, and used real fissile materials. You would have thought that no-one could have 

coped better with the consequences of the Chernobyl disaster. And, indeed, the unit 

was placed on alert on 27 April 1986, and sent by train and military aircraft to the area 

of the accident. There were 272 servicemen and 65 vehicles, all commanded by Lt-

Colonel Vybodovski. This unit was on full military alert 2 – 4 times a year, its servicemen 

prepared at need to take doses of roentgen. Their overseas passports were held at HQ, 

and every fourth man was an officer. These men were second on the scene at 

Chernobyl, after the fire-fighters.  

 

The main body of personnel arriving at the NPP was billeted in a tent camp about two 

kilometres from the NPP near Kapachi village. The radiation background there was 1 – 

5 mSv/h, i.e. in 24 hours the officers and men received up to 120 mSv/h of external 

radiation. It is difficult even to imagine how much radioactive dust they collected. It is 

now impossible to establish exactly who decided to billet the unit there, but it was an act 

of criminal stupidity.  

 

An even greater act of negligence, criminal negligence, was the absolutely egregious 

fact the all the detachment’s servicemen arrived at the disaster site without individual 

dosimeters. This seemingly incredible fact is quite easy to explain. Immediately before 

the disaster, all the individual dosimeters were taken away for their annual check and 

certification, and there were simply none in reserve.  

 

Of course, the equipment was delivered a couple of days later, but the incident clearly 

shows the level of planning and readiness of the rapid response forces at that time.  

Irresponsibility and lack of professionalism were at that time encountered at every turn. 

For instance, I myself saw soldiers being fed from a field kitchen, out in the open, a 

kilometre from the destroyed reactor, on the dusty road to Chernobyl. When I pointed 

out that this was inadmissible, I received a truly Russian response in the foulest of 
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language. The commander simply had no idea of the dangers presented by his criminal 

negligence.  

 

The whole organisation of the operation to liquidate the consequences of the disaster 

was at all levels beset by foul-ups, uncoordinated actions, and often, stupid decisions, 

especially in the MoD’s HQ in Chernobyl. Of course, those working in the HQ will 

doubtless disagree with me, but the facts cannot be ignored. And if they disagree with 

my conclusions, let them answer my questions.   

Why, was the 122nd  mobile detachment originally billeted under the very walls of the 

NPP?  

 

Why, having transferred the detachment to the ‘safe zone’, did command fail to provide 

it with clean tents? In the tents which had stood near the destroyed reactor, and then 

had been moved to a new site 30 kilometres from the NPP, the levels of radiation were 

reaching 0.3-0.5 mSv/h, more than 1,000 times the normal level. Using them to billet the 

servicemen was simply unacceptable and downright criminal.  

 

Why was no system organised to receive the new, and send off, the departing, 

specialists seconded to the detachment? When our group arrived in Chernobyl with its 

equipment, it had to wait for several hours for a vehicle. We stood on the helicopter pad, 

where helicopters were constantly landing and taking off, raising clouds of radioactive 

dust. We had arrived, by the way, without protection or preventive medical measures. 

And all because the destination of a specialist being sent to work was carefully 

concealed from him, and the specific nature of his work was also carefully concealed 

until he arrived on site. I should like to ask why. Why was I sent to Kiev to monitor air 

pollution in the Ukrainian capital, but somehow ended up in Chernobyl instead? If we 

had been told the truth, we ourselves would have been able to prepare and protect 

ourselves in some small way, especially in the first hours after arrival.  

 

Who gave the order, and why, to conceal from us the true radiation doses? Unlike the 

ordinary soldiers, we used in our work DP-3 and DP-5 to measure the strength of the 

gamma radiation, while our individual doses were recorded on the basis of the ID-11. 

This was not a direct-reading dosimeter, and it was not difficult for those taking the 

measurements to dupe us. Everything was decided, then, by the person appointed 

commander, and he, of course, had been instructed that the daily dose should under no 

circumstances exceed 20 mSv. So how in fact were we able to monitor radiation on our 

monitors, which had been given to us for the purpose? And what about the ordinary 

soldiers? There was no way to monitor what they had been ordered to receive.  
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And why was the CRV driver, Private Mukha, permitted to conduct high-ranking 

‘tourists’ around the NPP day after day? The brush-off was, ‘But he’s in the CRV’s 

protected cabin, where the gamma radiation absorption coefficient is 10.’  No-one 

wanted even to think that, so much radioactive dust had been dragged into that very 

cabin that there were from 0.02 to 0.05 Sv/h inside, depending on where the tourists 

had been taken, and how much dust had been brought in on their feet.  

 

Why was it necessary to send an officer to the third power unit to measure the radiation 

level across the ruin of the fourth unit. The taking of air samples was in full swing, 

everyone knew that there were lethal concentrations of radiation on the roof of the third 

power unit, and the ruins of the fourth. Why was this officer subjected to such heavy 

radiation? What did they want to prove? Their heroism? There was enough of that all 

around, and commanders should have thought harder about solving the principal, 

urgent problems, as balanced against the safety of their subordinates, instead of their 

reports ‘upstairs’ saying that all was well.   

Probably, it was all because, as they say, ’the rot starts at the top’. The country was 

then ruled by unmitigated liars (and little has changed since) who lied in the 

newspapers, on television, on the radio…and most of the citizens of the USSR believed 

those lies. But how could the truth be hidden from over 600,000 liquidators who had 

seen the catastrophe with their own eyes,  and knew that they had been cruelly 

deceived by the Soviet authorities at all levels. Belief in a bright future dissipated; 

probably this was the point of no return to a Soviet past, so it was the critical mass of 

accumulated lies that destroyed the USSR.   

 

Mission results 

 

On 9 May, the results of the analysis of our first samples from the destroyed reactor and 

of the temperature measurements taken in the upper part of the reactor were before the 

Government Committee. To say that these were the very important results of an 

assessment of the condition of the reactor is an understatement. The results had huge, 

perhaps decisive, significance for the whole further progress of the work to clean up the 

aftermath of the Chernobyl disaster. The dynamics of the emissions output of a number 

of radionuclides after our first flight over the reactor, and during the subsequent five 

flights before 25 May, allowed us to assess changes in the temperature of the fuel in the 

reactor zone. It had decreased from 700 – 950°C to 300 – 500°C. The concentration of 

radionuclides also decreased gradually between 9 and 25 May. Furthermore, the work 

we had done over a period of almost three weeks allowed it to be confirmed by 

physicists that at the beginning of May volatile fission products (iodine, ruthenium, 

tellurium) were prevailing over the “refractory” ones (cerium and zirconium). 
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Furthermore, as a result of our work and the analysis of the samples, the very 

dangerous operation to build a tunnel under the destroyed reactor was abandoned. It 

was felt that the reactor foundation was insufficiently steady and might have been 

soaked through by fuel leaking into the sub-reactor space. 

 

As a consequence, the Pripyat and Dnepr river basins, where tens of millions of people 

live, might have been totally polluted by radiation. That would have been a truly global 

disaster. 

 

An evaluation based on our samples of the absolute pollution values at the station 

demonstrated that only about a ton of fuel had been released from the reactor over the 

station as a whole, while the rest had been scattered over an enormous surrounding 

area and was being carried by air currents, in the form of a fine aerosol, into 

surrounding districts and even countries.  At that time, of course, only a close-knit circle 

of specialists knew this. 

 

As a matter of urgency, liquid nitrogen was used in the piping to cool the reactor and it 

reduced the temperature fairly quickly.  Nonetheless, it was only on 10 May that it was 

stated at a meeting of the Government Committee that there was no longer any risk of a 

nuclear explosion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.80 Tunnel digging by minors  

 

The Soviet propaganda machine of the time was impressing on the population and the 

entire world through central television, from 9 May onward, that “the atomic monster” 

had been more or less tamed, the cryogenic cooling of the reactor had allowed the 

reactor temperature to be brought down to 300°C !? And that the clean-up operation 
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would soon be finished!? The people at the top of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of the Soviet Union, in their “elevated positions”, probably knew best. 

 

Hundreds of people sacrificed their health and their lives to avert the grievous 

consequences of the accident - the fire-fighters, who were the first heroes to be thrown 

into the storm of the invisible ‘devil’, the pilots, the chemists from the special 

detachment for cleaning up accidents at nuclear facilities, construction workers, 

scientists, and thousands and thousands of simple citizens simply called out of reserve. 

It was hard for everyone. Not one day, not one single hour, passed without risk - that 

was the harsh reality of those days in May of 1986.  

 

The long journey home 

 

At the end of May, I left Chernobyl for home, where people waited for me, worried about 

me, loved me. 

 

On the way home lay Kiev, with its empty main street, Kreshchatik, scrubbed clean, the 

little restaurant where I - as if at the end of a war - really celebrated for the first time my 

return to ‘normal’ life; the flustered dosimetrists at  Saratov Airport, who did not want to 

let me leave the airplane because of my ‘contaminated’ uniform; the overnight journey 

to my town Shikhany, where, early in the morning, before meeting my family, I stripped 

almost naked in front of the door so as not to bring “a peaceful atom into each home”(a 

reference to the Soviet slogan at the time, presenting the achievement of harnessing 

nuclear energy for peaceful projects such as energy for the home). 

 

The radiation dose I had received, and in particular the radioactive Iodine which had 

accumulated in my thyroid gland, tormented me for a whole year with constant illness 

and terrible headaches that would not pass. I did manage to get a peek at the radiation 

spectrum for my whole body on the Whole Body Radiation counter (WRB), on which I 

was examined at the Balakovo nuclear power plant 10 days after my return from 

Chernobyl. 

 

Everything that the destroyed reactor had emitted was there, a whole picket-fence of 

radionuclide peaks, much like the spectra in our samples from the reactor. 

 

However, I saw this only once. My WRB spectrum, and those of the other liquidators, 

were immediately classified. The doses were also concealed from us - from us! - but 

even by my approximate calculations it was about seven to ten times higher than had 

been recorded in the log book in the three weeks of my work on the station. 
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No one at the time could help me to cope with this torture. Once more the doctors 

proved unable to offer any real assistance, but they knew how to hide problems only too 

well. In order not to create negative illness statistics, the participants in the clean-up 

operation were sent to serve in various parts of the USSR, and in places where mainly 

’Chernobylists‘ remained. All medical data was kept under conditions of strict secrecy. 

 

As an experienced colleague of mine told me at Chernobyl: “If we live for more than ten 

years, we’ll be lucky”. As the years passed, the pains gradually abated. I think that a 

very positive element has been that, for the past 25 years, I have been living in The 

Netherlands on the shores of the North Sea, in The Hague, where the ecology is, in my 

opinion, one of the best in the world. But to this day I cannot forget the things I lived 

through. Even 33 years on.  

 

The State, of course, did not forget to “acknowledge” the liquidators for their work during 

the first days after the accident. A huge question mark hung, and is still hanging, over 

the justice in all this. As we say in Russia, they rewarded those who were not involved 

and punished the innocent. Even here there was envy and back-stabbing. The valuable 

State Bonus, which they had originally put me in for, was taken away and awarded to 

someone else.  

 

But that’s another story. May God forgive them all! 

 

The years have passed and time blunts one’s perception of past tribulations, the feeling 

of disquiet, the uneasy expectation when the ‘unseen enemy’ burst out of the destroyed 

reactor. And only the feeling of having been part of the great act of bravery performed 

by the specialists and ordinary people allows me to resurrect in my memory - and to 

remind everyone of – the true heroism of the people who cleaned up the Chernobyl 

disaster. 

 

Today, it is difficult to lay the blame for what happened upon anyone, be it the 

government of a State which no longer exists, or the scientists who miscalculated the 

possibility of an accident and the consequences of such an accident during the 

operation of similar atomic energy stations, or indeed anyone else. There are terrible 

lessons to be learned. But one thing is clear - no one, and not even time, can take away 

from the heroism of those people. 

 

Thirty three years on, the Cs 137 given off by the reactor has semi-degraded, and it 

may be that half of the Liquidators are no longer alive, but the memory of those who 

saved humanity will live forever”. 

 


