 A Chernobyl Diary

(Part of a journal first discovered in Kiev, Ukraine. Some of the entries are censored by the USSR. Now kept in old Soviet archives.)

26 April 1986

Dear Diary,

My name is Tatiana Korneev. I have never written in a diary before, but I am starting to do so because of the terrible things going on. I turn 13 years old this winter. I live in Prypiat, the town outside of the nuclear power plant of Chernobyl. My father, Yuri Korneev, is a clean-up worker in the nuclear power plant; he’s called a Liquidator. Usually he just helps out the men when some concrete or other material spills or is damaged in some way, but last night he received a phone call at midnight to go to work. As he drove the kilometer or so to the plant, the rest of the family tried to get back to sleep. Then we heard a siren, the radioactive alert siren. Ironically, it sounded like a whale, wailing, Moments later I heard a muffled “boom” and seconds after that another “boom.” My mother threw open the door and the three of us looked at the flames. Parts of the Chernobyl roof erupted into fire. My brother Boris and I looked on in horror as, now, the fire alarm went off. The local firefighters arrived and started hosing down the flames, they seemed to be taking the fires under control, but I could only imagine the kind of hell inside the complex itself, only then did I remember that this was my father’s job, and he was probably in the thick of it.
About five hours later all of the fires seemed to be extinguished, but the firefighters had established a barricade around the plant, and no one except for scientists, military and the Liquidators were allowed inside, This morning, my father was sent to fire station for some food, water and sleep. We weren’t allowed to see him, but a man on his team told us he was fine. In evening a number of shiny government automobiles pulled into the plant, we could only wonder what they were doing, since the danger is over, right? As my mother and we children are headed to bed, we can only wonder what tomorrow bring.
27 April 1986

At 1:00 in the afternoon, some of the firefighters told each and every one in our neighborhood to take necessary items and to leave the city for abut three days, with the firemen escorting us to a safer location. We don’t know what is going on inside of the plant, but since they are moving us away from the plant, things can’t be good. As of now my family is camped out in some village in a military-grade tent. I brought my doll. My mother is holding onto our family’s life savings in a locked suitcase.

28 April 1986

Military-grade cots are very uncomfortable.

As the first day of our internment drags on, there is a lot of work to do. Caring for people with colds and other diseases and the elderly is really draining; they are confused and scared. I need to go to bed.
(Entries for dates 29 April – 3 May blackened with heavy marker.)

4 May 1986
Curse the nuclear plant! It looks as if we will never get to go back to our home city! All the places that I know and love are now quarantined! I asked a soldier named Anatoly today when we were going back, and he said we’d be lucky if we could go back in thousand years! Then I asked about my father. The last the soldier saw of him he was organizing other Liquidators to fill bags with sand to drop on the reactor from helicopters and other aircraft from above. This bit of news gave me hope. Anatoly told me not to tell, as the KGB would take us to the Gulag.
(Entries for 5-9 May blackened with heavy marker.)

10 May 1986

We have arrived at Moscow and we were allowed to see Dad. He can’t see and has doctors swarming all around him. Many of the co-workers that had worked with Dad for as long as I can remember have succumbed to the radiation, and Dad was in the building the longest of them all.
But one nurse told me that he would be okay. He will need implanted lenses to keep his sight, but he will be okay. I knew that he would be okay!

One of the overseers of the cleanup operations told me that Father was a hero: He put out a fire that was threatening an oil-carrying pipeline that had burst in the explosion. His quick-thinking probably saved many lives.

However, none of us will never be able to go back to anywhere near Chernobyl, and the authorities have set up a 30-kilometer zone that no one can get in. This means the whole city will be abandoned: the movie theatre, the ferris wheel, the park where I played with my friends. I’ll never see my house again.

We will go to live in Kiev with my Grandma. Hopefully, my Dad, once he recovers, can find work there. The doctors don’t know what to think about the long-term damage to Dad’s health, but he’s okay for now. I can only hope it lasts.
An epilogue in 2011, 25 years after the 
Nuclear disaster at Chernobyl:


Yuri Korneev is a real man and is the last surviving Liquidator who was on the midnight shift in Nuclear Reactor 4. All the other Liquidators on that shift are gone, most because of delayed or immediate radiation-related sickness, Chernobyl is sealed off to the outside world, and the city of Prypiat, once a city of fifty thousand, is an abandoned ghost town,


The accident at the Fukushima Dai-ichi plant in Japan has reminded the globe of the benefits, and dangers, of nuclear power.

A short story by

Wil McLaughlin, 8th grade, age 14

