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Grigori Medvedev's The Truth About Chernobyl is a gripping account of the events leading up to the fateful night of April 26,1986, when Reactor Number 4 at the Chernobyl Atomic Energy Station erupted in a violent explosion that spewed a huge, lethal cloud of radiation across the Soviet republics of Ukraine and Byelorussia, and beyond into northern Europe.

Much of the book is a detailed chronology of the moments before and after the explosion, switching back and forth in time and place - from the 20 seconds before the explosion, when the reactor's chief operators sensed something terribly wrong during a test of the reactor's capacity to run on residual power, to the minutes and hours after the accident as reactor personnel stumbled along the charred, twisted corridors of the complex, looking upward - where the roof of the complex used to be - and staring in disbelief at the huge plumes of flame and smoke shooting up into the night's sky. Of course, what they did not see climbing into the heavens along with the smoke were tons of vaporized nuclear fuel that was to make its deadly way across the continent. They did not see the radiation, but they certainly succumbed to its immediate effects.

The book is an extended narrative of imminent death as young trainees and experienced operators search valiantly for vanished colleagues and try desperately to gather the best assessment of the situation in order to help control an uncontrollable situation. Along the way, they expose themselves to lethal doses of radiation. Indeed the book reads like a travelogue in Hell - fires crackle, steam hisses, oil and tar burn and bubble; people's skin instantly blisters from flames and radioactive steam; those a "safer" distance away acquire an instant "nuclear tan" as their skin quickly bakes from absorbing massive doses of ionized radiation.

Medvedev's book is a tale of villains and heroes, and their placement throughout the book is decidedly uneven - most of the latter appear in the horrific scenes described above; especially the firefighters, who, lacking protective gear, worked for hours straddling the massive fissures above the reactor's core to contain the blaze, and, in so doing, sealed their fates. The villains are reserved for Medvedev's concise history of the Soviet nuclear power industry and the description of his personal experience with the state and party bureaucrats who don't fail to live up to the stereotypes of mendacious, opportunistic careerists who have somehow been placed in charge of such potentially hazardous technology. One lone hero is Medvedev himself, a senior Soviet nuclear engineer who was in charge of Chernobyl's reactor years before the accident. From his vantage point, we learn of many unqualified individuals staffing key posts in the industry- from the ministry responsible for nuclear power down to the control room of Chernobyl's Reactor Number 4 at the time of the accident - directed by an engineer whom Medvedev had lobbied against due to his lack of experience in Chernobyl's "advanced" type of graphite reactor. Indeed, the motivations for such career-climbers are not unlike those found in the West. What makes this particularly Soviet case study so disturbing is the numerous channels of access and subservience of otherwise competent and concerned officials to Communist Party chiefs at every level of Chernobyl's operation. What we learn is that there is a great deal to be said about the heavy regulation of the nuclear-power industry in the West; in the Soviet Union, rules and regulations applied to the design and operation of the country's vast network of nuclear-power stations, apparently not to the engineers and administrators who interpreted such regulations.

The Truth About Chernobyl is not an indictment of the entire personnel system in charge of the country's nuclear power, nor of those sitting in the control room of Reactor Number 4 in the early hours of that fateful April day - several operators stand out in the minutes before the explosion for their bold challenge of several questionable decisions made in the test that went awry, and for their snap innovations seconds before the explosion in a desperate attempt to avoid the impending catastrophe. Yet, if Medvedev's account seems tendentious, it's for a reason. If the Soviet Union seemed to be slipping in indicators of economic and industrial prowess in the mid-1980s, at least it ranked among the top of the industrial nations in its ability to disregard crucial warning signals and impartial analyses of design flaws, operational problems, and questionable expertise of key officials in its determined push for nuclear power.

This is not to say that Medvedev has revealed a Soviet monopoly on the potential for nuclear-power hazards. In fact, he discusses Three-Mile Island, which happened seven years earlier, in the same painstaking technical detail he uses in his account of Chernobyl; in the process, the accidents appear to share the same basic elements of tragedy. There are crucial differences between the two, though, and Medvedev's description of the people selected to run plants like Chernobyl makes the telling difference in the Soviet case.

Though Medvedev had written several articles prior to Chernobyl criticizing the Soviet Union's nuclear-power industry, his account of the Chernobyl accident is not one of a polemicist. Rather, he tries to deliver a dispassionate view of the industry's essential requirements for competence, caution, and vigilance in the design and operation of nuclear-power plants.
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