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Chernobyl – The Aftermath
Liquidators cleared radioactive debris off the roof of number 4 reactor, throwing it on the ground
where it would later be covered by the sarcophagus. These “biological robots,” who ran on the top
of the roof of the damaged site, in Chernobyl, could stay no longer than 60 seconds (announced by
a wailing siren.) As a general rule, they only had time to place themselves by a pile of debris, lift a
shovel-load and throw it on among the ruins of the reactor. Normally, the liquidators ascended the
roof only once because the radiation dose they received was the maximum authorized dosage a
human being should receive in a lifetime
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Connections: Key Themes in World History focuses on specific issues of
world historical significance from antiquity to the present by employ-
ing a combination of explanatory narrative, primary sources, questions
relating to those sources, a summary analysis (“Making Connections”),
and further points to ponder, all of which combine to enable readers to
discover some of the most important driving forces in world history.
The increasingly rapid pace and specialization of historical inquiry has
created an ever-widening gap between professional publications and
general surveys, especially surveys of world history. The purpose of
Connections is to bridge that gap by placing the latest research and
debates on selected topics of global historical significance, as well as
some of the evidence upon which historians base their insights, into
a form and context that is comprehensible to students and general
readers alike.

Two pedagogical principles infuse this series. First, students
master world history most easily if allowed to focus on specific
themes and issues. Such themes, by their very specificity, as well as
because of their general application, enable students to perceive and

Foreword
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understand the overall patterns and meaning of our shared global
past more clearly than is possible through reading, by itself, a massive
world history textbook. Second, students learn best when asked to
think critically about what they are studying. So far as the study of
history is concerned, critical thinking necessarily involves analysis of
primary sources.

To that end, we offer a series of brief, tightly focused books that
embrace a radical simplicity and a provocative format. Each book
goes to the heart of a key theme, phenomenon, or issue in world
history—something that has connected humans across cultures, con-
tinents, and time spans. By actively engaging with this material, the
reader comes to understand in a nuanced and meaningful manner
how often distantly located human cultures have been connected to
one another as key actors in the epic story of world history.

Alfred J. Andrea
Series Editor

Professor Emeritus of History
The University of Vermont

Foreword vii
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“Vermont: We were green before green became cool.” That aphorism
graced a number of T-shirts and hats in downtown Burlington on
Saturday, June 13, 2009, as thousands of Vermonters and visitors alike
enjoyed the sunny weather and the last several days of another
successful jazz festival. And who would be so foolish as to deny the
people of this state that boast? This is the land of Ben and Jerry’s ice
cream, made from family farm–produced hormone-free milk. This is
the land of farmers’ markets in almost every village and town, where
one can purchase seasonally correct, organic, free-range, antibiotic-
free meats, cheeses, eggs, vegetables, and fruits. This is the state that
in 1970, under the active leadership of an otherwise conservative
Republican governor, passed the pioneering Land Use and Develop-
ment Act, better known as Act 250, that established nine district
environment commissions tasked with reviewing closely and judging
the merits of all permit applications for any development project of
10 acres or more, to ensure that such projects would not have an
adverse effect on the environment, especially in regard to water and
air pollution. This is the state that sent to Washington Republican

Series Editor’s Preface

A01_JENK8023_01_SE_FM.QXD  2/25/10  4:58 AM  Page viii



senator Robert Stafford, who, more than any other member of the
Congress, was responsible for championing and protecting the
integrity of national clean air and clean water legislation. Yes, this
land of Birkenstock-wearing, Prius-driving, tofu-eating, tree-hugging
environmentalists takes pride in its self-image: a state in which care-
ful stewardship of the land trumps mindless pursuit of profits.

This stereotype might please Vermont chambers of commerce,
and it certainly sells large amounts of pure maple syrup and other
products whose “Made in Vermont” stamps carry a cachet that assures
high prices and a ready clientele in urban upscale markets across the
United States. But as any student of history instinctively knows, it can-
not be and is not the whole story. To be sure, Vermont has known no
environmental disasters of anywhere near the magnitude of the four
highlighted in this marvelous little book. Nevertheless, this state, so
well known for its environmental activism, faces toxic challenges that
threaten the health and well-being of its residents.

The poisoning of some fish species in Lake Champlain, North
America’s sixth largest body of fresh water, by the effluent formerly
discharged into the lake by International Paper’s Ticonderoga Paper
Mill in neighboring New York pales into insignificance when compared
to the poisoning of Japan’s Minamata Bay, described in Chapter 1. And
yet Lake Champlain provides the drinking water for most of the people
living along its shores, including the city of Burlington, and the toxic
wastes discharged by the Ticonderoga Paper Mill remain on its fragile
lakebed. What is more, chemicals sprayed on the lawns of Burlington
and the towns and cities of Vermont, New York, and Quebec that border
this immense body of water run into the lake and help feed a rapidly
growing blue-green algae (Cyanobacteria) that is choking the lake and
posing a serious threat to the health of humans and animals alike. To be
sure, chemical fertilizers are only one source of the problem; even
greater sources are the manure spread on frozen fields near the lake and
the phosphorus-rich gray water of washing machines. Currently,
the state is commemorating the 400th anniversary of Samuel de
Champlain’s “discovery” of the lake. Thanks to the “progress” of devel-
opment, much of the shoreline has changed substantially since 1609.
One wonders if, despite the best efforts of the Lake Champlain Land
Trust to buy up portions of the shoreline to serve as buffer areas against
this chemical invasion and the equally active efforts of the state’s
Agency of Natural Resources to regulate and educate, the lake will be
choked into a state of near or total necrosis by 2109.

Series Editor’s Preface ix
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Vermont has nothing to compare with Love Canal, which, as
described in painful detail in Chapter 2, is a prime example of the
human cost of irresponsible toxic waste “management.” But Burling-
ton has its Pine Street Barge Canal, which in 1983 became a local Super-
fund poster child. In the mid-1800s, as Burlington’s lakeside lumber
business boomed, a local entrepreneur transformed a “miasmic frog
pond,” what today we would call a vital wetland, into a barge canal,
complete with a drawbridge, that linked the vessels plying the lake
with nearby lumber mills and the railway system that ran along the
lake. When the lumber industry went bust in the 1890s, a number of
other businesses, especially coal dealers, filled the void and occupied
the area around the barge canal on Burlington’s waterfront. A plant that
converted coal and oil into gas for streetlights and home heating soon
opened on the site, and it began the process of dumping coal tar and
other equally dangerous waste products into the waters and on the
surrounding wetlands of the canal until the plant ceased operations in
1966. The result was contamination by a lethal combination of heavy
metals and chemicals. Given the slow process of scientific and bureau-
cratic investigation and review and the number of competing theories
and voices, it took 20 years to find and execute an agreeable solution as
to how to return the area to a reasonable state of nontoxicity. By 2004,
eight acres of the most heavily contaminated sediments were capped
and serious efforts at habitat restoration were completed. Some coal tar
gases continue to be released in one area, but by and large the means
taken seem worth the wait and expended resources. Monitoring of the
site continues.

Without any major chemical plants, Vermont has little reason to
fear a Bhopal-like cloud of choking gasses descending on a sleeping
community, as described in Chapter 3. But living as I do close to the
railway tracks that run along the east coast of Lake Champlain, it is
disquieting to see on a daily basis tanker cars containing a variety of
deadly chemicals rolling along the tracks at any time of day or night,
headed for unknown destinations. Our local fire department and other
emergency responders are well trained for any eventuality, but one
does have to wonder what would happen should there be an accident
or act of terrorism. But in this world where “better things for better
living . . . through chemistry,” as the old DuPont advertising slogan
boasted, is a reality, one has to trust the safeguards and probabilities.
Toxic chemicals, whether we like it or not, are an integral part of our
society and its economic infrastructure, and even supposedly isolated

x Series Editor’s Preface
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Shangri Las, such as Vermont, must bear the risk of living in close prox-
imity to them.

That said, the cost of even relative safety is eternal vigilance.
Yesterday’s Burlington Free Press led with the story of a trash-to-energy
debate concerning the plans of an electric utility and a major trash
hauler to construct several plants where solid waste would be con-
verted to energy. One does wonder what the effects on air quality will
be, apart from undermining recycling and waste-reduction programs,
especially if the known carcinogen dioxin is released. Needless to say,
environmentalists and scientists are lining up on both sides of the
debate. In this most imperfect of worlds, it is never easy to choose the
best or least objectionable and least dangerous alternative. The Union
Carbide pesticide plant in Bhopal, India, promised to produce cheap
pesticides, which would be an integral component of the Green Revo-
lution that would feed India’s then hundreds of millions of people.
Who could have foreseen the deadly fog that would descend on the
city in December 1984?

Series Editor’s Preface xi

The Pine Street Barge Canal with tanker cars full of chemicals in the background.
(Alfred J. Andrea)
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Other than the near meltdown at Three Mile Island in 1979, the
United States has been spared any nuclear power plant disaster, and
certainly the Three Mile Island incident paled when compared with
what took place at Chernobyl in April 1986, as we learn in Chapter 4.
Surely both incidents seem so far away from Vermont, where so many
folks heat at least partially with wood (thus adding to air pollution and
resultant respiratory ailments in a substantial manner). But even
bucolic Vermont has a nuclear power plant, Vermont Yankee. While its
safety record is good, it is not spotless. More troubling is an Associated
Press bulletin, which appeared in newspapers throughout the state,
that the company that owns it and almost half of the nation’s other
nuclear reactors has not been setting aside sufficient funds for their
inevitable and fast-approaching decommissioning and dismantlement,
thus raising fears of safety and security risks.

As Andrew Jenks points out so well in this book, which studies four
of this century’s most infamous and deadly toxic disasters, progress
comes at a great potential price, and that price can be multiplied many
times over when pursuit of profits trumps prudence. Moreover, the
tragedy can and will be exacerbated when civic and corporate leaders
fail to acknowledge or adequately deal with the causes and conse-
quences of a disaster.

It would be foolish for anyone in the twenty-first century to advo-
cate a return to an earlier and putatively cleaner way of life. Humans
have been poisoning their environment and themselves since at least
the discovery of fire, and many of the agreeable benefits of contempo-
rary life would not be available to so many so inexpensively were it not
for the chemicals used in the production of those benefits and the
energy from nuclear reactors that drives their machines. What is more,
no place on earth, even such mythically pristine sites as Vermont, is
totally free from the dangers of a toxic cataclysm. That noted, there is
much that we, as responsible citizens, can and should do to reduce the
inherent dangers of contemporary manufacture, and there is much that
we can do to mitigate suffering if and when the next toxic disaster
occurs.

This book should be read and carefully studied by anyone who is
at all interested in furthering a clean and safe environment while simul-
taneously encouraging responsible manufacturing. Life as we know it
demands both. But when reading this book, do not look for facile
answers. They do not exist. What can be gained from this book, as is

xii Series Editor’s Preface
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true of any nuanced study of the past conducted by a master historian,
is insight and wisdom—two qualities that prepare us to anticipate and
head off potential environmental disasters and, even, sad to say, meet
and deal rationally with the next toxic apocalypse.

Alfred J. Andrea
Series Editor
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