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customs after arriving at Shereyemetov airport that 
afternoon had sapped what little residual energy 
remained after the flight to Newark, then London and on 
to Moscow. The sleeper car assigned to our Cincinnati 
Sister City group for the trip to Kharkov was a post
World War II model with eight compartments containing 
two upper and two lower bunks lining one side of the 
carriage and a passageway lined with large windows 
opposite the compartments. I shamelessly accepted one 
of the lower bunks as my own with vague but not 
entirely ambiguous references to my recent hip 
replacement surgery. I exploited that bit of personal 
medical h i story shamelessly in every conveyance 
encountered, sleeping car, airplane, bus, auto and even 
a sailboat. 

One marvelous feature of that overnight rail trip 
helped diminish some of the minor discomforts. A 
generous-sized matron (the literal embodiment of Mother 
Russia as far as I was concerned) was assigned to our 
car and from her tiny cubicle sallied forth upon 
request to deliver large steaming mugs of dark, 
sweetened tea. I was asleep in my lower bunk, fully 
clothed, before the train rolled through the districts 
south of Moscow. 

Sleep did not last long. I was in that restless 
state, beyond fatigue, and yet alert to the newness of 
the experiences that lay immediately ahead. 

I stood alone in the vestibule of the sleeping 
car, gazing--searching really---as the blackness of 
night yielded to the greyness of pre-dawn. The rich 
dark soil, soon to be revealed by daylight, had for 
several days absorbed early spring sunshine and, with 
the drop in night temperatures, now transformed the 
atmosphere closest to the ground into a gentle mist 
only some ten or twelve feet high. Rising from and 
through this almost preternatural grey-green fog 
extended skyward a forest of dark pine soon to be 
replaced by slim, densely packed birch: 

I At the risk of.roma~ticizing the experience, for 
me It was almost eplphanlc. The passion expressed for 
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battles so violent and on a scale so immense that I had 
difficulty in placing them in the soft, spring setting 
through which we were travelling. 

In the spring of 1942 Hitler, following his 
failure to overwhelm Russia in 1941 with his "Operation 
Barbarossa" decided to attack the southern front of 
Russia, and drive past Kharkov toward Stalingrad and 
the Volga river. Toward these ends Hitler had, by June 
of 1942, massed 250,000 men, 740 tanks and 1,200 
aircraft in this theater. The Russians, for their 
part, were not asleep. They were able to mobilize an 
army group of not much more than half what the Nazis 
had, with 187,000 men and an estimated 350 tanks. They 
were commanded overall, however, by the formidable 
Marshal Timoshenko. 

On July 17, 1942 the Germans launched their attack 
on Stalingrad. By mid-August they had accomplished 
much, but not all, of what they had hoped. On August 
23 over six hundred German bombers pounded the city and 
left over 40,000 casualties in that single raid. Early 
in September the Germans had reached the outskirts of 
Stalingrad and by September 13, 1942 were able to 
attack the inner city. The defending Russians yielded 
much of the city until their front lines were backed up 
to within several hundred yards of the river at their 
rear. The fighting on both sides were ferocious, 
frequently hand to hand. The central railroad station 
actually changed hands thirteen times during several 
days. As the desperate defense of Stalingrad continued 
during the autumn stalin and his generals in Moscow 
were forming plans for a counter-offensive designed to 
encircle the entire German 6th Army arrayed in front of 
Stalingrad. By calling on their seemingly 
inexhaustible source of manpower the soviets were able 
to mobilize three armies totalling more than 1,000,000 
men, 1,560 tanks and 1,350 aircraft. The German forces 
in and near the Stalingrad sector also numbered more 
than 1,000,000 men, 675 tanks and 1,200 aircraft. 
These for?es included, it seems only fair to report, 
two Romanlan army groups and one Italian army. The 
Germans were surprised when, early in the morning of 
November 19, 1942 Russian artillery exploded into 
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Soviet tank armies advanced steadily toward and 
beyond Kharkov. Railways were cut and German armies 
divided. Desperate, bloody fights characterized by 
attacks and counter-attacks continued until the night 
of August 22. In savage street fighting Soviet forces 
captured key German resistance points and on the 
morning of August 23 the city of Kharkov fell. The 
Russian counteroffensive had broken the backbone of the 
German army on the eastern front. 

Nearly forty-eight years later, the day before the 
city's annual celebration of the Allied victory over 
the Nazis, the Cincinnati sister-city delegation rolled 
into Kharkov. Unaccompanied by tanks but with young 
singing and dancing groups, an experienced member of 
city council, a restaurateur determined to sample the 
wares of each and every bar and food establishment, and 
finally, with an aging and somewhat puzzled academic 
physician we were, for whatever reasons, greeted with 
flowers, embraces and the kind of enthusiasm I would 
have imagined more reasonably accorded conquering 
heroes. 

That afternoon we were honored guests at a 
celebration in a central city park where the fallen 
heroes of the battles of Kharkov were honored. 
Hundreds of elderly veterans of the battles I have 
attempted to describe earlier were present. The proud 
veterans were in their finest civilians garb, every 
jacket laden with numerous medals earned during their 
perilous service. It was almost routine to find former 
soldiers wearing fifteen or eighteen colorful ribbons 
and ceremonial metal pendants earned in the conflict 
whose victory was being celebrated. Their pride and 
sense of history was almost palpable. The huge mounds 
of flowers placed at the foot of the monument to 
victory simply added emphasis to the intensity of their 
remembrances. Our interpreter was able to point out 
numerous pock-marked walls around the square, walls 
scarred by shells during some of the street by street 
battles, a recent lesson in history for me, a constant 
reminder of sacrifice to the quiet citizen-warriors 
whose presence added gravidas to the occasion. 
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embrace one another in the ground. 

Bones underground never quarrel. 

Bahii Yar is in Kiev and was the site of mass 
killings by the Nazis after they had captured Kiev. No 
one knows accurately how many were murdered there but 
estimates range over 100,000. They were largely Jews 
but include Gypsies, Ukrainian nationalists and others. 
When Yevtushenko was first shown this site by his 
friend Kuznetsov it was a large ravine covered by wild 
grass. Kuznetsov, himself, as a child, was herded 
there with others but had escaped and witnessed some of 
the machine gun executions of the innocent, elderly and 
children. He later described this in his own writings 
but it was Yevtushenko's poem that hrought this horror 
to wide attention. 

Individuals and communities, we know, differ in 
thei r responses to dishonor or shame. When we visited 
Kiev I was determined to visit Bahii Yar. I asked the 
concierge at the hotel for instructions as to how to 
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The morning following the visit to Drobitskii Yar 
I was wakened early, and fed as if headed for heavy 
labor. I was scheduled to visit a hospital that 
morninq and I knew my clinical powers were to be tested 
but I had not realized that my gall bladder also was to 
be challenged. The latter, at least, proved equal to 
the provocation. Following that mega-calorie beginning 
to the day I met in the hotel lobby with my 
interpreter, the city health commissioner and a swarthy 
gentleman who looked to me suspiciously like a KGB 
agent but I probably am letting my imagination run away 
with me---having seen "The Third Man" on late night TV 
shortly before leaving home. 

I had no idea what their spirited discussion was 
about but we then took a wild ride across the city in 
an oldish four door sedan that looked a bit like a 1958 
or 1959 chevy. Through the interpreter, I asked the 
driver what model the car was. A lengthy response 
followed which revealed A) It was a volga, B) It drove 
like a tractor and C) It should be driven only by 
elderly farmers in their fields and never allowed in 
the city! The young man driving us looked to me like 
he would be much happier behind the wheel at the 
Taladaga 400. Pedestrians scattered like geese as he 
raced on either side of the tramlines but finally 
delivered us to the door of Hospital #20, known to the 
locals as the Students' Hospital, being proximate to 
the University and deriving many of its patients from 
the many colleges and institutes. 

We were met at the entrance by a small group of 
physicians where I was presented with a bouquet of 
spring flowers by the hospital director. The tone for 
the rest of the visit was by now established. Flowers 
twice a day when we went from hospital to hospital or 
hospital to clinic---then a small staff meeting 
featuring fruit juices, mineral water, sweets and, if 
it was after 11:00 a.m., vodka, brandy and champagne. 
The older members of the staff were generally 
interested in learning about practices in the us or 
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were assigned to the Kharkov students' Hospital some 
300 miles to the southeast of Chernobyl. They numbered 
approximately 75,000, representing about one fifth of 
the 375,000 estimated by Moscow to have been exposed. 
In the five years since the accident fewer than 12,000 
of the 75,000 had actually been registered and 
examined. 

After several visits to hospitals and clinics 
during those first days the city health commissioner 
said he had a favor to ask of me. I indicated that I 
would be pleased to do anything he thought might be 
helpful. He called into his office a very solidly 
built, handsome man, perhaps forty years old. I then 
remembered having noticed him at the periphery of 
several clinics I had conducted, watching quietly but 
not participating. Through the interpreter he asked if 
I would be willing to accompany him to see a patient in 
his home. He explained that he, himself, was not a 
physician but the patient was a very close friend who 
was suffering from a brain tumor. He was able to 
supply me with the patient's medical record to review 
during the next half hour and then he would have us 
driven to the patient's home. I responded that I was 
happy to do so but that I was neither trained in 
neurology nor an expert in brain tumors. He commented 
that he had watched me work with patients for the past 
several days and that I was just the sort of doctor he 
had been hoping for. That done, we sat for perhaps 
thirty minutes with our interpreter while we reviewed 
the records, reports of earlier treatment and 
descriptions of the tissue samples of the tumor that 
had been removed at surgery. 

The patient, Nicoli K., was 33 years,old, a 
resident of Kharkov and an electrical englneer by 
profession. The reactor explosion in Chernobyl had 
occurred in April of 1986. In October of that year, 
some six months after that, Nicoli volunteered to work 
for three months in Chernobyl as a member of a cleanup 
crew. He was assigned to be a leader of , what was 
called a "liquidator group". He worked ln the 
immediate area of the building housing the rea~tor,that 
had exploded and, in fact, had spent much of hlS tlme 
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hangovers and medical attention ~rov~~ed al?ng with an 
excuse for absence from work., N1co11 s , fam1ly, 
administered medications prov1ded by th1S serv1ce and 
called upon them with g:eater and gre~ter frequency for 
i njections for pain re11ef. As desc~1bed to me, ~ll 
this was of little avail and the pat1ent's condit10n 
was steadily deteriorating. 

wassilev had a car and driver, both of 
c onsiderably higher quality than I had experienced 
earlier. The car came equipped, I noted, with a radio
telephone. We had a twenty minute drive to a suburban 
area where we circled up to a fairly new appearing 
group of some twenty high rise apartment buildings. 
From a distance they appeared quite substantial. Up 
close this was quite another matter. In response to my 
questioning Wassilev said they were no more than 
fifteen years old. They were shabby and deteriorated 
to an extreme. The concrete walkways were crumbling as 
was the exterior masonry. 

The driver waited in the car while wassilev, the 
interpreter and I crowded into a tiny elevator which 
haltingly carried us up to the sixth floor. We were 
greeted at the door of the apartment by a young woman 
who must have been beautiful and vivacious before the 
family tragedy. Her eyes were red-rimmed and tearful, 
her expression that of fatigue and hopelessness. 
Behind her, clutching at her mother's skirt, was a 
little girl of about six years. Her eyes were wide 
with fright. She was blonde, fragile, and too 
terrified to cry. Behind her stood the mother-in-law 
~he pa~ient's m~ther, garbed in black, hollow-eyed, , 
Incredlbly sad In appearance, obviously well-along in 
the grieving process. wassilev embraced them all 
individually and introduced me, in my imagined worst 
fears, as the famous doctor from America who would 
somehow ease the suffering of the thin wasted figure I 
c ould see lying quietly on the couch in the most 
distant cubicle of this tiny apartment. I shook the 
l imp hands of the wife and mother and tried to smile at 
t he little girl. I asked, through the interpreter if 
t hey would excuse us while we went into the sickro~m. 
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needle, capped the syringe still containing the mystery 
potion and dropped it back in the bag. without a 
glance, let alone a word of acknowledgment, she exited 
the apartment and entered the elevator. 

I was so startled by this performance, which may 
have taken 90 to 120 seconds totally, that I turned to 
our interpreter for some sort of explanation. She, in 
turn, turned to Wassi1ev who had the presence of mind 
to ask the wife what all this represented. The wife 
quietly replied that 30 minutes or so before our 
arrival they had called the ambulance service to gain 
some sedation or pain relief for the patient. The 
woman who, I swear to you, you would have been 
reluctant to hire as a house cleaner, was the doctor 
who came with ambulance in response to the call for 
help. I asked the wife if she had seen her before and 
whether this was the usual behavior. She nodded 
speechlessly in the affirmative to both questions. 

We sat at the table for 30 to 35 minutes. I 
emphasized that there was much we could do to relieve 
the patient's pain. Wassilev already had impressed me 
as a man with connections. In response to my direct 
inquiry he assured me that he could obtain morphine and 
dilaudid. I advised him to get sufficient amounts for 
seven to ten days---I doubted that Nicoli would survive 
even that time---and to get a supply of cotton swabs, 
alcohol and needles and syringes. He assumed me that 
he would do that promptly and was able to instruct the 
wife in how to administer the medication. 

I encouraged the wife to spend as much time as she 
could manage sitting with the patient and touching him. 
And if the little daughter seemed willing, to let her 
sit with the father and hold his hand. The mother 
r. ould do the cooking, and if she also could do so, sit 
wi th the patient. I did my best to assure them that it 
r. as alright to cry---the patient, when alert, would 

derstand their sadness--and in a way it might have 
eaning to him that they were sad and that he meant so 
uch to them and would miss him. 
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who may have received radioactive exposure from 
Chernobyl. I also know that you have learned very 
little about that. That is because present policy from 
Moscow is that no information about this can be shared. 
That also is---and I tell you this with great 
confidence--that is because so very little is known. 
On the other hand, I know something about that. I have 
been there and my present responsibilities also provide 
me with certain information. I know that you are a 
good man and a good doctor so I will tell you of my 
experience and what I know." 

wassilev had been a captain in the army reserve 
and had been assigned to a chemical unit. He was 
recalled to active duty in the army reserve on October 
1 of 1986, some four and a half months after the 
Chernobyl disaster. He was ordered to report to a post 
near Chernobyl where he was to lead a radiation 
monitoring unit. He and the small team he now 
commanded were instructed to proceed to a warehouse on 
the outskirts of the reactor area, perhaps three miles 
from the damaged reactor. the warehouse, his orders 
indicated, contained radiation monitoring equipment 
which they then would use to conduct certain 
measurements. 

When they got to the warehouse they discovered 
that the equipment had been lying there for years, 
apparently untouched, covered with dust and in such a 
state of disrepair and deterioration that almost none 
of it could be used. They finally identified ten hand 
held instruments that seemed to be working. Seven of 
the ten instruments, however, provided readings that 
varied wildly from one another and simply could not be 
used. The remaining three agreed pretty well with one 
another but, as Wassilev pointed out, that did not mean 
the readings were accurate, only that they agreed with 
one another. 

His team was ordered to remove some chunks of 
radioactive graphite from the roof of a two story 
building about a mile and a half distant from the 
reactor that had exploded. wassilev and two of his men 
each took one of the three instruments and took 
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in Kharkov if they become ill, and they also were to 
report annually for examination and laboratory studies. 

Out of the 75,000 people assigned to the Kharkov 
program, in the 4 1/2 years that passed until I visited 
there, only 11,800 people had registered. Unlike 
official numbers published, Wassilev stated that he 
knew of 229 individuals in that population who had 
died. They had no control populations matched for age 
or gender. The official figures were far less. 
wassilev felt that the numbers were deliberately 
falsified but believed the unreliability also was a 
result of having such poor data. 

Wassilev drove me back to the hotel where I 
promptly recorded my experiences while they still were 
fresh in my mind. 

I have not spoken with Wassilev since then but 
have received greetings from him and learned that our 
patient succumbed quietly some eight days following our 
visit to the home. 

Several days later we were in Moscow on our way 
back to Cincinnati. Walking across an open square in 
the Kremlin while taking the standard visitors' tour, 
we had anything but the standard experience. 

One of the young members of the singing group in 
our party spotted Prime Minister Gorbachev in the 
company of two burly bodyguards striding purposefully 
across the square in front of us. Before they could be 
restrained they went running directly up to him. In 
that brief instant I imagined what would happen if this 
occurred in our country in the presence of the 
president's secret service agents. Mercifully, 
Gorbachev's protectors were a good deal more casual. 
He waved them aside and was open, charming, and posed 
freely with us for photographs. After several minutes 
of conversation he wished us well, apologizing for the 
b:evity of his time with us, explaining that he was on 
h1s way to meet with the Chinese foreign minister who 
was making that government's first official visit in 
forty years! And in another three months Gorbachev was 
saved briefly from ouster by the actions of Boris 
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