A Cold War Legacy in Black & White 
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Judging from the serene half-smile on Hamzana Salikhanova's face, you would never know that she had witnessed one of the worst disasters of the nuclear age.

"I was herding cows toward the river when I saw a big red circle going up into the sky," reads the quote under Salikhanova's portrait. "Then the circle changed shape and it took on a lot of colors -- orange, red, blue ... I had a terrible headache right after the explosion and my heart went like crazy. I couldn't breathe." 

The river Salikhanova refers to is the Techa -- a river that flows through her native village of Muslyumovo, downstream from the giant Mayak nuclear complex in the southern Urals. Her portrait is now part of an exhibit of black and white photographs opened this week by Greenpeace at the Moscow House of Photography entitled "Half Life: Living with the Effects of Nuclear Waste." 

First opened in 1948 as part of Stalin's campaign to jump-start the Soviet Union's nuclear potential, the Mayak nuclear complex was a key facility for the production of weapons-grade plutonium and reprocessing spent nuclear fuel. Today, it is associated with nuclear disaster and contamination. Between 1948 and 1956, the plant dumped high-level radioactive waste into the Techa River, a source of drinking water for some 120,000 villagers in the region. Then, in 1957, an explosion in one of the storage tanks released a cloud of radioactivity over the region. 

"Half Life" was timed to coincide with U.S. President George W. Bush's arrival in Moscow this week to discuss nuclear weapons reduction with his Russian counterpart.

"A lot of attention is being focused this week on the summit between Presidents Bush and [President Vladimir] Putin," said Michael Townsley of Greenpeace International. "But we hope the two presidents do not forget to address the problems of liquidating the traces of nuclear contamination.

"This exhibit gives a voice to the people who have already paid the price for the Cold War and are now expected to play host to an international radioactive waste dump. If President Bush is to liquidate the legacy of the Cold War, he must refuse to underwrite turning Mayak into the world's nuclear waste dump," said Townsley, referring to the Nuclear Power Ministry's plan to import 20,000 tons of spent nuclear fuel from abroad.

Since much of the spent fuel was originally supplied by the United States in contracts that give it a prior consent right over the transfer of nuclear materials to another country, Bush has the ability to apply the brakes on the plan that has already been approved by Putin.

The Nuclear Power Ministry says the plan will reap $20 billion in funds that can, in turn, be allocated to cleaning up the contaminated areas. But many -- especially the villagers around Mayak -- are skeptical that the potential income would be used to clean up an area long abandoned by the authorities.

In the village where 17-year-old Ramzis Fayzullin comes from, someone dies from cancer almost every week. He himself was born with hydrocephalus, a condition caused by an abnormal increase in the fluid within the cranial cavity characterized by an enlarged skull. He suffers from severe headaches and requires expensive medication to regulate his condition.

"I don't want to have children like me. That is why I am against any import of radioactive waste from foreign countries," Fayzullin wrote in a letter to the State Duma. "If the ministers want money, why don't they build nuclear power plants in Moscow? We have suffered from radiation so much that almost every week someone in our village dies from cancer. Please think about our future."

While Mayak used to be so secret that it did not appear on any maps until a decade ago, it is no longer a secret that the cancer rates in the surrounding region have skyrocketed in the past 50 years. And that is not the only disease associated with exposure to nuclear contamination. Diseases of the nervous system, heart and digestive system are common, as are brain tumors. Fifty percent of the childbearing population is sterile, and 30 percent of all children are born with birth defects. Indeed, the museum of embryology in nearby Chelyabinsk has the distinction of hosting the largest collection of deformed fetuses in the country. Three of these unborn tragedies are depicted in the exhibit.

"If you wander around this gallery you see the real victims of the Cold War. They are a snapshot of life in the shadow of the nuclear industry -- a Half Life," said Townsley.

The exhibit is not only significant and timely, it is, remarkably, full of life. Robert Knoth, a Dutch photographer who traveled back and forth to the region in 2000 and 2001, did more than just document the tragedy these people have been enduring decade after decade. What makes this exhibit particularly moving is the life -- or Half Life -- Knoth captures -- and not the ever-present specter of death: the Saturday night discos, children playing in Muslyumovo, the villagers on a duck hunt, the potato harvest. 

Knoth's real strength is in his portraits. He manages to capture -- honestly and without pity -- the forgotten victims of the Cold War. Inga Gainullina stands with her hands at her eyes, her kind eyes caressing the lens. At 13, Inga knows she will never be able to have children. Her brother Daniel, 6, stands nervously at her side. Daniel was born with a large hematoma in his head.

The Akhmadeyev brothers huddle together in a big armchair. Thirteen-year-old Emil stares frankly into the camera while his brother Kamil, 5, leans against his older brother for support. Both boys are epileptic; Emil has a twisted spine and has twice had a tumor in his neck. His younger brother had to have part of his intestines removed.

"We feel like animals who have been used in experiments," reads the caption under Mavlyut Zaripov's portrait, taken outside his home in 2000. Zaripov died a year later of stomach cancer at the age of 49.

Gone now as well is Vafir Gusmanov, pictured on his crutches in the fields of Muslyumovo. Gusmanov was working as a tractor driver at the time of the Mayak explosion, and he was ordered to drive his tractor to the river and take part in the cleanup along the riverbanks. "I drove through the water many times. When the work was finished, they took my overalls and burned them, but nothing was done to decontaminate my tractor or me," said Gusmanov, who fell ill in the early 1970s of radial disease.

Before Gusmanov died in October 2001, he voiced his opposition to importing even more nuclear waste to the region.

"For sure somebody will take the money and run and we will be left to rot here," he said. 

Half Life will be on display until June 3 at the Moscow House of Photography, 16 Ulitsa Ostozhenka. Open daily except Monday from 11 a.m. to 8 p.m. Tel. 202-0610. Metro Kropotkinskaya. 
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