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Commonalities and Particularities in the Fates of
“Atomic Soldiers” in the USSR and the USA: A Historical Overview

The article addresses a topic that has not previously been studied in Kazakhstani historiography. The article
addresses a topic that has not previously been studied in Kazakhstani historiography. Its focus is on veterans
who served at nuclear test sites in the United States and the USSR during the second half of the 20th €entury
— the so-called “atomic soldiers.” Young conscripts, who believed they were fulfilling their duty to, the
Motherland, in reality became “atomic soldiers” within the framework of their states’ nuclear policies. The
primary sources for studying the fates of these “atomic soldiers” are previously recorded interviews, and
memoirs of those who served in the armed forces of the USSR and the USA. Of particular impertance are in-
terviews with Kazakhstani “atomic soldiers” who were stationed at the Semipalatinsk nuclear test/site. The
collected evidence shows that in both the United States and the Soviet Union, service:members-involved in
nuclear tests were often unaware of the nature of radiation exposure and were not provided with protective
equipment or radiation monitoring devices. Testimonies from American veterans and'Soviet participants indi-
cate a wide range of health consequences — from skin lesions and cancers to paralysis and psychological
trauma. The study also reveals that in Belarus and Russia, veteran organizations'began to emerge in the
1990s, engaging in publishing memoirs and campaigning for recognitiomof their status. In Kazakhstan, how-
ever, public discussion of this issue has only begun in recent years..ln Kazakhstan, however, public discus-
sion of this issue has only begun in recent years.

Keywords: test sites, nuclear tests, atomic soldiers, radiation, consequences of nuclear testing, Semipalatinsk
nuclear test site, Novaya Zemlya, Nagasaki, Soviet Union,Totskipolygon

Introduction

Many events of the 20th century left an indelible mark on world history, among them the development
and testing of nuclear weapons. Many events ‘of the 20th century left an indelible mark on world history,
among them the development and testing,of nuclear weapons. The creation of nuclear weapons became one
of the central issues on the glabal agenda and remains highly relevant to this day, especially in light of the
current state of international relations.

In 1942, the United States produced its first atomic bomb. In 1943, the German physicist Klaus Fuchs
passed this information to/the Soviet Union. In response, the USSR decided to establish its first scientific
research institute dedicated to nuclear issues, headed by physicist Igor Kurchatov. While the Soviet Union
was just beginningiits nuclearresearch, the United States conducted its first nuclear test on July 16, 1945, at
the White Sands Proving Ground in New Mexico as part of the famous Manhattan Project, led by physicist J.
Robert Oppenheimer. Less than a month later, on August 6 and 9, atomic bombs were dropped on the Japa-
nese cities,of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. This event spurred not only the USSR but also other countries to en-
gagedn nuclear research and, if necessary, consider the practical use of such weapons.

Thedse of nuclear weapons, which began in this way, continued throughout the 20th century under ex-
traordinary and far from peaceful conditions. At the forefront of nuclear testing were the United States and
the USSR, followed by France, the United Kingdom, and China. Later, India and Israel joined this group.
According to available data, the United States conducted 1,032 nuclear tests, the Soviet Union 715, France
210, the United Kingdom 45, and China 47 [1; 58].

In the United States, tests were carried out in Nevada as well as on several Pacific islands — Bikini,
Enewetak, the Marshall Islands, Maralinga, Monte Bello, and others.

The Soviet Union, for its part, conducted the majority of its nuclear tests on the territory of Kazakhstan.
The most famous of these were the Semipalatinsk and Kapustin Yar test sites, as well as the Novaya Zemlya
site in the Russian Far East. The soldiers who took part in these tests, monitored conditions at the test sites,
and cleaned contaminated areas afterward are known as “atomic soldiers.”
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The relevance of this research topic lies in the need to study the role of “atomic soldiers” in nuclear
weapons testing carried out during the second half of the 20th century. This issue has been studied fairly ex-
tensively abroad, particularly in English-language scholarship, but in Kazakhstani historiography there are
virtually no serious studies devoted to it. Existing works mainly focus on the impact of nuclear testing, espe-
cially at the Semipalatinsk test site, on the lives of local populations living in adjacent regions. These are
usually studies by geneticists, biologists, and medical specialists. However, even in these works, the topic of
“atomic soldiers” is hardly addressed.

There is no single universally accepted definition of “atomic soldiers.” However, one existing definition
describes them as follows: “Atomic soldiers are military personnel of the Armed Forces of the USSR, units
and formations of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), the Committee for State Security (KGB), and oth-
er structures who directly participated in nuclear weapons tests and radioactive combat agents imall three
environments, as well as in the elimination of radiation accidents at military sites” [2]. Veterans of particu-
larly hazardous units also include those who assembled nuclear warheads — a task carried Quismanually until
1962 — and those involved in the burial of radioactive materials. In other words, these ‘‘veterans” are also
considered “atomic soldiers.”

The service of “atomic soldiers” posed a serious threat to their lives and healths’primarily,due to radia-
tion exposure. After being assigned to special units, conscripts took a military oath ‘and then signed a docu-
ment obliging them to maintain military and state secrecy for 25-40 years, oftenfor life.

Thus, the subject under consideration is not merely a one-dimensionalshistorieal or scientific study. It
encompasses social and humanitarian problems, anthropological interest, and ¢historical-political events.
Through the example of “atomic soldiers,” we can speak of one of the'tragic phenomena in human life that
has had, and continues to have, an impact on the development of modern'society.

Accordingly, the main goal of this research is to study the problemof ‘‘atomic soldiers,” which remains
largely unexplored in Kazakhstani historiography and was longsebscured by the secrecy of state policies.

To achieve this goal, the following tasks have beensidentified: to determine the extent to which the
problem of “atomic soldiers” has been studied in foreignischolarship; using comparative analysis, to examine
the ways and methods by which the problems of “atomic soldiers” have been addressed in different coun-
tries, particularly the United States and the Soviet:Union; and to consider possible approaches to resolving
these issues in the Republic of Kazakhstan.

Materials and Methods

The methodological basis of our researeh combines general scientific approaches and methods com-
monly used in the humanities with methods,specific to historical studies. In assessing the military service and
post-service experiences of “atomic seldiers,” we followed the principle of objectivity.

One of the key methods €employedswas comparative analysis, or the historical-comparative method,
which made it possible to identify both general patterns and particular features in the fates of “atomic sol-
diers” in the USSR and the USA¢ The historical-descriptive method also proved important in analyzing the
broader military centext of nuclear test sites in both countries.

In addition to general.scientific methods, we relied on field research, primarily interviews, which in our
case were conducted both directly and indirectly. We used various forms of interviews, including personal
and online formats. During in-depth interviews — informal conversations held face-to-face — we sought to
identify the beliefs of “atomic soldiers”, their attitudes toward their role in nuclear testing, and their assess-
ments of theserevents and their consequences.

A substantial body of sources has been accumulated on the history of the Semipalatinsk nuclear test
site, reflecting the historical process both directly and indirectly. Among these are numerous materials con-
taining information about “atomic soldiers.” Direct sources include official documents, especially records.
For the purposes of this study, documentary sources form a significant group and are represented by a wide
variety of documents in terms of type, content, and purpose. Many of these documents were classified as
“secret” or “top secret” for a long time. This includes official records such as reports, information bulletins,
state commission documents, memos, and reports from special expeditions sent to Semipalatinsk to study the
consequences of nuclear testing for the environment, human health, and local ecosystems.

Other documents, which indirectly reflect the past, also provide valuable insights into the fates of
“atomic soldiers.” These include narrative sources such as letters, diaries, and memoirs. The article also
draws on interviews and recollections of “atomic soldiers” who served in the armies of the USSR and the
USA. We analyzed interviews published in the books of Andrianov [3] and Zelensky [4] in Russian. In addi-
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tion, we used testimonies and memoirs of “atomic soldiers” published in Russian online journals such as
Ruso [5], Bukinist [6], and Argumenty i Fakty [7]. For comparative analysis, we relied on accounts of Amer-
ican “atomic soldiers” from works by Harvey Wasserman and Norman Solomon [8], Beck et al. [9], and
Caldwell et al. [10].

In October 2024, “atomic soldiers” of Kazakhstan held a press conference in Almaty entitled “Urgent
Appeal of Atomic Soldiers to the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan.” During this event, we conducted
interviews with four Kazakhstani “atomic soldiers,” and these materials have also been incorporated into this
study.

In November 2024, during the conference “The nuclear factor in the modern world: history and moder-
nity” held in Karaganda Buketov University, the research team interviewed two other “atomic soldiers.”

Thus, drawing on both empirical data and scholarly literature, we have sought to provide a critical as-
sessment of the consequences of nuclear testing through the experiences of “atomic soldiers” in the'two ma-
jor nuclear powers of the second half of the 20th century.

Results

The term “atomic soldiers” was introduced into the Russian-speaking context in 1990, during the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, by Vladimir Yakovlevich Bentsianov. He was neither a scientist nor a researcher
affiliated with any scientific institution or laboratory connected to nuclear weapons. VxY. Bentsianov was
one of the participants in the 1954 military exercise involving the detonationsof.an-atomic bomb at the Totsk
test site in the Orenburg region of the USSR. He played a key role in raising public awareness and organiz-
ing support for veterans of hazardous military operations, which led to the creation of the Committee of Vet-
erans of High-Risk Units.

At Totsk, an airburst explosion with a yield of 40 kilotons was conducted at an altitude of 350 meters.
Around 45,000 people were mobilized for these exercises. Atsthe time, however, strict prohibitions on dis-
cussing such events were in place. Every participant in nuclear tests and related operations (including acci-
dent cleanup efforts) was required to sign a written pledge ofisecrecy lasting 25 years or more, and in some
cases, for life.

In both the United States and the Soviet Union, military personnel who participated in nuclear tests
were often unaware of the nature of their radiation exposure and were not provided with protective gear or
radiation monitoring equipment. They were bound by long-term secrecy agreements, which limited their ac-
cess to adequate medical care and public recognition.

Testimonies from American veterans (such as Lyman Quigley) and Soviet participants (from Totsk,
Novaya Zemlya, and the Semipalatinsk test.site) point to widespread health problems, including skin lesions,
cancer, paralysis, and psycholagical'trauma. Kazakhstani veterans recalled alarming environmental degrada-
tion in testing zones: sick and balding-livestock, ill villagers, and sudden weather changes following tests.
These accounts highlight theflong-termprecological consequences and public health impacts in nuclear testing
regions.

Despite geopolitical differences, atomic soldiers from the United States, the USSR, and post-Soviet
states faced strikingly.similar problems: secrecy, unprotected radiation exposure, lack of early medical moni-
toring, and systematic neglect of their long-term medical and social needs.

According to U.S. Department of Defense data, about 210,000 servicemen participated in the U.S. nu-
clear tests,»though many researchers argue that this figure is underestimated. The National Association of
Atomic Veterans estimates the actual number at between 250,000 and 400,000. This figure excludes thou-
sands af civilians who lived near test sites and were also likely exposed to radiation.

The Wnited States has published numerous studies and official documents related to this issue. Several
documentary films were also produced and released. Epidemiological studies in the U.S. eventually con-
firmed significantly elevated rates of leukemia and other illnesses among nuclear test participants, prompting
belated federal investigations in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

Declassified U.S. government documents contain detailed information about the radiation exposure lev-
els faced by former servicemen — later veterans and retirees — during various nuclear tests, as well as the
diseases they subsequently developed. In these documents, the affected servicemen are referred to as “atomic
veterans™ [9].

Between 1946 and 1962, U.S. soldiers were officially ordered to participate in hundreds of nuclear det-
onations. The logistics of their roles varied according to location, but one constant remained: radioactive
fallout and repeated government assurances of its harmlessness.
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Until the late 1970s, the U.S. government did not conduct any epidemiological assessments of these
servicemen’s health or study the long-term consequences of radiation exposure. Researchers note that for at
least seventeen years, the health and well-being of some 250,000 American soldiers directly exposed to
atomic radiation during nuclear testing were effectively ignored — they were treated as “guinea pigs” [8].

Thousands of Soviet soldiers were also exposed to radiation, many of whom received little to no medi-
cal assistance or legal compensation. In Belarus and Russia during the 1990s, veterans’ organizations
emerged that published memoirs and fought for recognition. The Book of Courage: Atomic Soldiers and
Atomic Soldiers of Belarus: Memoirs compiled eyewitness accounts that revealed the emotional and physical
consequences of radiation exposure. These works show how, even decades later, veterans remained without
adequate medical or legal status.

In Kazakhstan, public discussion of this issue began only after the closure of the Semipalatinsk test site
in 1991. Interviews conducted by us in 2024 with Kazakhstani veterans revealed similar symptoms,.includ-
ing loss of vision, chronic illness, and disability. Veterans of the Semipalatinsk test site (for.example, from
military unit No. 33799 and “Semey-22") gave testimonies describing severe health ‘deterioration, lack of
protective equipment, and ignorance of radiation risks during their service at the site.

Today in Kazakhstan, only a handful of comprehensive studies are dedicated to“atomic soldiers.” The
issue has only recently entered the public sphere and remains mostly confined to scattered journalistic publi-
cations.

Discussion

One of the key principles of nuclear testing was maximum secrecy. Every/participant in nuclear tests
and related operations (including accident cleanup) was required to.signia written obligation not to disclose
military secrets for 25 years or more, and in some cases for life. Thisssecrecy had a profound impact on
Bentsianov and his comrades. Despite losing his eyesight and,suffering from serious health problems, he
continued to work until the end of his life. He dedicated many years to addressing the problems of “atomic
soldiers” and achieved several notable successes. Bentsianovifounded the public organization Committee of
Veterans of High-Risk Units. He introduced the term “atomic soldiers” so that the state would recognize its
former servicemen as dependents and provide themwith social support and guarantees [5].

In general, all nuclear powers relied on such personnel to conduct their tests. American researchers, in
particular, sought out and interviewed “atomi€ soldiers” to better understand their experiences. According to
several foreign scholars, the first American “atomic soldiers” were those who carried out their military duties
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945.

One of them, Lyman Quigley,aadeia significant contribution by sharing his personal account of the
situation in Nagasaki after the‘atomic bomb was dropped. According to Quigley, he and his fellow service-
men had no idea what kind of bomb had:been used, as they had been given no instructions or warnings. They
were shocked by the state of‘the,city.<Fhe scene was horrifying: corpses still burning in the open air, while
men and women suffered from‘hair loss and festering wounds on their heads, ears, and bodies.

Despite the grief and horrorraround them, Quigley and other soldiers initially perceived these scenes as
something affecting ethers, but not themselves. Quigley and his unit — about 150 U.S. Marines — were
housed in a partially destroyed concrete school building located directly above the blast site. Their orders
included no safety measures or protective precautions. Quigley and his comrades drank water from the city
reserveir and waorked in the blast zone without any protective clothing or special equipment. They were not
provided withiradiation dosimeters or devices to measure radioactive exposure.

Under Quigley’s supervision, the Marine unit used bulldozers to demolish damaged buildings, remove
debris, clearoads, and level the ground in the area. “When I returned, I had burning, itching, and festering
sores on the crown of my head and around my ears,” Quigley recalled. He noted that the wounds resembled
those he had seen on Nagasaki residents. During a routine medical exam in December 1945, he pointed them
out to a doctor: “In my medical record this was listed as a fungal infection, but now I know what it really
was...” [8].

Here we provide only a brief outline of Quigley’s story. His fate was truly tragic — he spent the rest of
his life suffering from the long-term consequences of radiation, battling multiple radiation-related illnesses.

In the 1970s, when some media outlets began drawing attention to claims that nuclear test participation
had caused serious illnesses, the U.S. government denied any responsibility. The Department of Veterans
Affairs continued to reject claims from veterans and their widows about radiation exposure linked to military
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service, insisting that servicemen had only been exposed to “low-level” radiation, which was considered
harmless.

An article published in 1980 in the Journal of the American Medical Association stated: “In 1977, more
than thirty years after Test ‘Able,” pressure from widely publicized disputes between the Veterans Admin-
istration and atomic test veterans prompted the federal agency — the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention — to conduct the first health study of American atomic veterans” [10]. The same article reported
valuable findings: “...The study was limited to 3,224 men who participated in military maneuvers in the Ne-
vada desert in 1957 during nuclear tests codenamed “Smoky.” The initial assessment, published in 1979,
showed that among these servicemen the incidence of leukemia was more than twice the normal level. In
more detailed statistical data that followed, federal researchers identified nine cases of leukemia among the
same soldiers — nearly three times the expected average. “This represents a significant increase compared to
the expected 3.5 cases,” the research team led by CDC official Dr. Caldwell stated in the study summary...”
[10; 1575].

There are also a number of studies and publications on “atomic soldiers” prepared by, Russian and Bela-
rusian scholars. A notable example is The Book of Courage: Atomic Soldiers, published in, Russia in'2015
[3]. This work reveals previously classified information about “atomic soldiers” who served in high-risk
units during the Soviet era, with deep patriotic dedication to building the USSR’smuclear shield. It also tells
the stories of those who knowingly exposed themselves to high doses of radiation, believing they were pre-
venting nuclear war and serving a great cause — often at the cost of their health:

Numerous publications have focused on the Totsk test site. One of them provides recollections based on
interviews with “atomic soldiers.” The first comes from Glebov, a fesident of Leningrad: “...About 15
minutes before the explosion, I, the radio operator VVolodya Zibroy, and the driver Yermolenko (both from
Ukraine) were ordered to restore government communications. We, immediately set out, connected the lines,
and at that moment the explosion occurred. Numerous publications-have focused on the Totsk test site. One
of them provides recollections based on interviews with “atomic soldiers.” The first comes from Glebov, a
resident of Leningrad: “...About 15 minutes before the explosion, I, the radio operator Volodya Zibrov, and
the driver Yermolenko (both from Ukraine) were,ordered to,restore government communications. We imme-
diately set out, connected the lines, and at that moment the explosion occurred. We were in the open, with no
protection! Afterwards, | felt very ill — headachesy natisea. We were immediately hospitalized. Later,
Zibrov’s mother wrote to me that he died a year after demobilization from an unknown illness. I know noth-
ing about Yermolenko — is he still alive? As for me, T am still constantly ill, though I continue working...”
[6].

The second testimony comes from the wife of a soldier who took part in the Totsk nuclear tests: “My
husband, Lieutenant Colonel Kolychey Alexey Georgievich, also participated in those exercises. At the time,
we lived in Belarus. He stayed at the sitesfor about three and a half months but could not and did not want to
talk about it. He only sighed’and,sometimes wept, saying: ‘I saw things that are impossible to comprehend.’
Two years later it began. First; he'had severe headaches, and in 1960 he became paralyzed. He was only 35
years old and hadamever complained about his health — he was an avid skier and hunter. Then he developed
tumors. Doctors could net,make a clear diagnosis. Once, a neurologist asked me: ‘Was your husband in-
volved with nucléar weapons?’ But what could I say? We were forbidden to speak about it. He suffered for
18 years and died in'1978. He never received any benefits, though he was a war veteran. And | too have no
right to'any,suppert... With deep respect, Kolycheva Valentina Konstantinovna” [6].

He stayedat the site for about three and a half months but could not and did not want to talk about it.
He only sighed and sometimes wept, saying: ‘I saw things that are impossible to comprehend.” Two years
later it began. First, he had severe headaches, and in 1960 he became paralyzed. He was only 35 years old
and had never complained about his health — he was an avid skier and hunter. Then he developed tumors.
Doctors could not make a clear diagnosis. Once, a neurologist asked me: ‘Was your husband involved with
nuclear weapons?’ But what could | say? We were forbidden to speak about it. He suffered for 18 years and
died in 1978. He never received any benefits, though he was a war veteran. And | too have no right to any
support... With deep respect, Kolycheva Valentina Konstantinovna” [6].

That they were later called “atomic soldiers” is directly confirmed in the testimony of Zelensky, another
participant of the Totsk test: “...An order was given to end the exercise. We took off our uniforms, washed
up to the waist, got into a truck, and returned to camp. All soldiers and officers had headaches. We didn’t
know from what — helmets, radiation, sand, smoke, or gas. At that time, no one measured radiation. What
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dose each of us received — only God knows. And what about the infantry, who stormed ‘enemy’ positions
on foot at the front? That’s why we were called “atomic soldiers” [5].

Another major Soviet nuclear test site — second only to Semipalatinsk — was on the Novaya Zemlya
archipelago. This Arctic territory consists of two large islands, Severny (48.9 thousand km?) and Yuzhny
(33.3 thousand km?), as well as dozens of smaller islands. The two main islands are divided by the narrow
Matochkin Shar Strait and surrounding islets.

Unlike Semipalatinsk, the local population of Novaya Zemlya was resettled to the coast before the tests
began, but the test site still inflicted enormous environmental damage on the region. Established in 1954, the
Novaya Zemlya test site was designed for all types of nuclear testing: surface, underground, underwater,
maritime, and atmospheric. In 1961, the most powerful nuclear device in human history — the 58-megaton
“Tsar Bomba” — was detonated there.

Those who participated in these tests also shared their experiences, shedding light on the hardships
faced by “atomic soldiers.” One such account appeared in the Belarusian edition of Argumenty. i Fakty,
which published an interview with nuclear test participant K. Churilo: ““...The main“grouphof conseripts,
thoroughly screened by the KGB, was sent to Novaya Zemlya. In 1961, personnel of the\831stsand«837th
military construction units were deployed to the Matochkin Shar area. At site D9,/a large-scale operation
prepared the test ground for nuclear explosions. We worked without any protection arsmonitoring. Our daily
water came from a glacial stream near the site of 26 nuclear detonations in 1958! In the"summer of 1962,
members of the 837th returned to collect soil samples in lead cylinders and prepare the ground for another 36
nuclear tests. Let me remind you: on October 30, 1961, the most powerful atomic bomb, nicknamed ‘Tsar
Bomba,” was detonated at Novaya Zemlya. It was impossible to leave that environment unscathed. Soldiers’
health was not monitored, and radiation doses were not recorded. This is\evident from my medical records.
To conceal widespread illness and death among soldiers, each¢of ustwas forced to sign a 25-year non-
disclosure agreement, even forbidding us from telling doctorsthe cause of our symptoms. Without knowing
the true cause, we could not get proper treatment — the risk' of death was extremely high. In the Slonim dis-
trict, five out of seven men died; in Dyatlovo, five more,by 1993. It'is impossible to prove a causal link be-
tween diseases and participation in tests: only inthe 2000s did we receive official documents stating that we
had ‘directly participated in atmospheric nuclear tests at the Novaya Zemlya test site.” On this basis, we were
issued liquidator certificates. Yet under current law we_are not entitled to meaningful medical assistance.
This token support and vague legal classification of our status as ‘participants in the elimination of other ra-
diation accidents’ is offensive and incomprehensible. The USSR had a state program for the creation and
testing of the nuclear shield, carried out by servicemen — a distinct category. It’s not about benefits, though
timely medical care was critical. It’s about the fate of the ‘atomic soldiers,” who were abandoned in the
USSR and deprived of legal status and due recognition in modern Belarus. For some reason, | receive com-
memorative pins as a nuclear téstiparticipant from Russia, where ‘atomic soldiers’ hold special veteran IDs
as members of high-risk units. 2. [7].

In addition to the above,thefbook Atomic Soldiers of Belarus: Memoirs, which collects testimonies of
Belarusian military. retirees whosServed in high-risk units, is directly relevant to this article. Its value lies in
being one of the firstiworks.to document the emergence of veterans” committees of high-risk units in former
Soviet republics after the USSR’s collapse. Their primary aim was the medical, social, and moral rehabilita-
tion of “atomie soldiers.” The founding conference of such a committee took place in Leningrad in 1990. In
1993, the Belarusian committee decided to publish the memoirs of those who had participated in nuclear
weapons production and the September 14, 1954 military exercises.

Russian and Belarusian researchers have also mentioned “atomic soldiers” at the Semipalatinsk test site.
For example; retired Colonel L.S. Mayorov, who served there from 1955 to 1973, wrote about the secrecy
surrounding operations: “...Service conditions were exceptional, with frequent and prolonged deployments
to test sites under far from comfortable conditions, along with enormous responsibility and strict secrecy.
Even in our offices, among colleagues, we were not allowed to say ‘explosion,’ but only ‘phenomenon’; not
‘charge,” but ‘device’; not ‘test,” but ‘work,” and so forth.” He also provided valuable information on the
health consequences of radiation: “...Unfortunately, there were serious illnesses, including cancer. For ex-
ample, in the automation department, where | worked from 1955 to 1966, three employees died, including
my first supervisor, V.I. Krylov, from kidney disease. Several others had to be transferred to other institu-
tions within our ministry. Similar conditions were observed in other departments, regardless of their work.
Tasks such as analyzing samples from explosion clouds in radiochemical labs or working with irradiated an-
imals in histological labs were no less dangerous than exposure to high radiation in field zones” [4].
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In 1996, the newspaper Kazakhstanskaya Pravda published an article entitled “It Was Hell”..., which
included the recollections of one nuclear test participant, Malgis Metov, who at one time headed the Com-
mittee of Veterans of High-Risk Units in Almaty under the Nevada—Semipalatinsk movement. When asked
by a journalist about the consequences of testing at the Semipalatinsk test site, he said: “Atomic soldiers are
dying out unnoticed and forgotten... tens of thousands did not survive to this day... How many soldiers
committed suicide, how many families were destroyed... Some tried to desert from the test site and were
court-martialed.”

Among those who served at Semipalatinsk was H.S. Aldazhumanov, a native of the Karkaraly district,
now a professor and Candidate of Historical Sciences, who recalled in a personal interview: “I was con-
scripted in 1961. Along with two compatriots from Karkaraly district, | was sent to the Semipalatinsk test
site... During tests, we would leave the barracks to watch the mushroom cloud form and expand. Semetimes
devices were placed in our pockets to measure radiation levels, and we were sent to the test site. When we
arrived, our new devices were taken away and we were sent straight to the bathhouse. Afterserving,there for
a year, I was transferred to Kiev. Perhaps that is why I survived” [11].

In October 2024, Kazakhstan’s “atomic soldiers” held a press conference in Almatyjentitled “Urgent
Appeal of Atomic Soldiers to the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan.” The event included representa-
tives of regional branches of the nationwide public organization Semey-22.

Four “atomic soldiers” interviewed during the event recalled how weather‘¢onditions changed dramati-
cally after nuclear explosions and how these changes affected them. Their testimonies revealed health prob-
lems linked to radiation exposure.

During this conference, in a personal interview, Bakdaulet Nurtazaev, chairman of the “Semey-22”
branch in Almaty region and Taldykorgan, stated: “Military researchers were equipped with protective gear,
but ordinary soldiers like us were not. We worked with radiationibare-handed. At the time, we had no idea
what atomic bombs or radiation were — there was no trainingsen its.dangers. Today most surviving soldiers
are classified as disabled in categories I, II, or IIl. The restshave passed away...” [Interview with Bakdaulet
Nurtazaev, 28.10.2024].

For example, Yeraly Tursyngaliuly Kuttybekov, who served in military unit No. 33799 near the Semi-
palatinsk test site from 1988 to 1990, described the aftermath of an underground explosion on October 19,
1989: “After the explosion, a strong wind rose, carrying dirt and dust. The weather quickly worsened. I fell
seriously ill. 1 had open wounds all over myody. | was taken to a military hospital, and thanks to doctors
from Moscow, | eventually recovered. They saved my life. | returned home from the army in such poor con-
dition that even my own mother did not recognize me. Today | am a third-degree invalid and have lost sight
in one eye” [Interview with Yeraly Tursyngaliuly Kuttybekov, 28.10.2024].

Two other “atomic soldiets’»interviewed at the Karaganda Buketov University — Zhanat Amantayuly
Gabdullin and Omir Sarsenbaiuly lgisinev— reported similar health problems after serving at Semipalatinsk
(1987-1989): “At first we didn’t know or understand what radiation was. Only when we were hospitalized
did we begin to realize that otrr illnesses were connected to the tests,” they recalled [Interview with Omir
Sarsenbaiuly Igisinov and Zhanat Amantayuly Gabdullin, 10.11.2024]. Zhanat Amantayuly remembered that
they spent 2—-3 months at:various sites, living in tents both in summer and winter. In winter, tents were heat-
ed with stoves. During these deployments, they unknowingly received harmful doses of radiation. Their du-
ties also included inspecting nearby villages and pastures, where they saw alarming scenes — livestock
without hair andyvisibly ill villagers. Kabylbek Khaydaruly Omarov from Pavlodar and Bilim Toleugaliuly
from Atyrauwho were interviewed during the Almaty conference, who also served at Semipalatinsk, shared
similar recollections. Reflecting on their service, veterans acknowledged that while they now understand
how contaminated the territory was, at the time radiation could not be seen, touched, or smelled, so they
could not know the extent of their exposure [Interview with Kabylbek Omarov and Bilim Toleugaliuly,
28.10.2024].

Thus, the results of the study show, first, that in both the United States and the Soviet Union, service-
men who participated in nuclear tests were often uninformed about the nature of their radiation exposure and
were not provided with protective equipment or radiation monitoring devices. Quigley noted that during his
mission in Nagasaki, they had no knowledge of radiation risks, worked in the blast zone, and were not given
dosimeters. Glebov similarly reported working at the Totsk site without any protection. Churilo, who served
at Novaya Zemlya, also stated that they worked without protection, noting that soldiers’ health was not
monitored and radiation doses were not recorded. Bakdaulet Nurtazaev, as well as Zhanat Gabdullin and
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Omir Igisinov, likewise recalled working without protection and having no knowledge of radiation at the
time.

Second, in both the United States and the Soviet Union, “atomic soldiers” reported that the negative
health effects of radiation exposure appeared many years after their service at test sites. Kolychev’s wife re-
ported that he became disabled and suffered for 18 years, dying in 1978. Glebov described constant head-
aches and nausea. Churilo mentioned the deaths of seven comrades over that period. Kuttybekov reported
loss of sight in one eye, while Gabdullin and Igisinov directly linked their illnesses to their participation in
nuclear tests.

Third, in both the United States and the Soviet Union, “atomic soldiers” did not receive official recogni-
tion of the negative effects of radiation on their health. Quigley’s illness was diagnosed as a “fungal infec-
tion.” Kolychev never received any benefits, and Churilo mentioned that he only obtained official documents
in the 2000s, but those did not entitle him to adequate medical assistance.

When it comes to differences in how “atomic soldiers” were treated, the United)Statesybegan to
acknowledge them in the late 1970s under media pressure. The CDC even conducted a‘study of “atomic sol-
diers” in 1979. Recognition of “atomic soldiers” in the post-Soviet space began only after the collapse«f the
Soviet Union. No official research was conducted. Recognition of Soviet “atomic soldiers” inithe independ-
ent states that emerged after the USSR’s dissolution was complicated by the nondisclosure agreements they
had signed during their military service.

Another difference lies in the level of activity among “atomic soldiers#®,In the United States, it was
relatively high, with “atomic soldiers” having their own National Association.of Atomic Veterans. In Russia
and Belarus, “atomic soldiers” held conferences in 1990 and 1993. In Kazakhstan, however, the issue of
“atomic soldiers” was not treated separately but only in the broader.context of the Semipalatinsk Test Site. It
is only recently that “atomic soldiers” in Kazakhstan have begun to.makeypublic claims.

Conclusions

Thus, although the issue of “atomic soldiers” has teceived some coverage in foreign studies, it still re-
quires comprehensive and interdisciplinary examination in.domestic historical scholarship. In particular, not
all documents related to this subject have been fully declassified, which limits access to critically important
archival materials. Therefore, we believe that this topic.deserves further study.

In both superpowers, servicemen were deployed to highly radioactive zones without proper protective
equipment, without knowledge of the risks, and without medical supervision. As the cases presented demon-
strate, many of these soldiers suffered from‘leng-term health consequences that continue to affect them and
their families to this day.

The research has highlighted several key issues concerning “atomic soldiers.” One of the main findings
is that the common problem faced, by “atomic soldiers” across different countries is the absence of official
recognition of their status, which,hinders their access to adequate moral and material support from their gov-
ernments.

While U.S. veterans began.speaking out in the 1970s and received some degree of recognition through
organizations such“as the. National Association of Atomic Veterans, their Soviet counterparts remained
bound by strict nondisclosure agreements. Recognition in the post-Soviet space came decades later, often of
a symbolic nature. This delay was caused not only by secrecy but also by the dissolution of the Soviet Union
itself—<an-event that left former soldiers scattered across newly formed independent states with fragmented
responsibility’and weak institutional memory.

Differences can also be observed in the level of veterans’ activism. In the United States, grassroots mo-
bilization was relatively strong, supported by media attention and legal advocacy. In Russia and Belarus,
veterans’ committees began forming only in the early 1990s.

In Kazakhstan, the issue of “atomic soldiers” long remained overshadowed by broader discussions of
the Semipalatinsk Test Site. Only recently have Kazakh veterans begun to speak publicly and demand recog-
nition, as evidenced by the 2024 press conference organized by members of the “Semey-22" unit. Kazakh
“atomic soldiers” once dutifully fulfilled their military service to the country and have since spent decades
fighting for their rights — a struggle that continues to this day. Most of them are now elderly veterans who
deserve attentive and serious consideration of their problems.

Overall, the study of the role of “atomic soldiers” in nuclear weapons testing in the second half of the
twentieth century contributes to a deeper understanding of the social and political consequences of nuclear
testing. The voices of “atomic soldiers” reveal not only the human cost of Cold War militarism but also the
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ongoing struggle for justice in the post-nuclear age. The testimonies of veteran “atomic soldiers” remind us
that historical responsibility is not merely a question of the past but an obligation that requires action in the
present. The testimonies of veteran “atomic soldiers” remind us that historical responsibility is not merely a
guestion of the past but an obligation that requires action in the present.
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I''M. Cmaryaosa, JI.K. [llor6akosa, I1I.K. 3unaromna, I'.b. Opa36exoBa

KCEPO men AKIII-Tarbl «aTOMIBIK cap0a3aapabIiH
TaFABLIPBIHIAFbI OPTAK KOHE epeKIe KbIPJiap: TAPUXH IKCKYPC

Maxkana KazakcTaH TapuxHamacblHAa OYpbIH KapacThIpbIMaFaH TaKbIPHINKA apHaJIFaH. 3epTTey HbICAaHbl —
XX raceipasiy exinnm skapthichiHga AKII men KCPO-HBIH SIPONBIK ChIHAK TMOJMHTOHAAPBIHIA OCKEPH
KbI3MET aTKapFaH apJarepiep, sFHH «aTOMJBIK capbasnapy». «OTaH alAbIHAAFEl OOPBIIIBIH OTEI )KaTHIPMBbI3»
JeridotutaraH kac capOaszfap ic XKy3iHIe MeMIIEKeTTepAiH SIPOJBIK CasCaTHIHBIH Oip OeiriHe alHabII,
«@TOMJBIK capOa3mapra» alHaIIbl. «ATOMIBIK capOa3mapAbIHy TaFABIPBIH 3e€PTTEYAIH HETI3Ti JepeKkKe3aepi
— OypBIH JKa3bUIBIN aJIbIHFAaH cyx0OaTTap MeH ecremnikrep. Ocipece, CeMell SAPONBIK CHIHAK, MMTOIUTOHBIHAA
KBI3MET eTKEeH Ka3aKCTaHJBIK «aTOMIBIK capba3lapMeH» KYPri3iireH cyx0aTrap epekile MaHbI3Fa He.
JKunanran nepexrep kepcerkenieir, AKUI-ta ga, KCPO-ga na saposblk ChIHAKTapra KaThICKaH OCKEpH
KBI3METILIIEp paAnalsUIBIK SCeP/iH CUMAThI Typajbl keOiHe xabapchI3 OoFaH, opi oJIapbl JKeKe KOPFaHbIC
KYpalJapbIMeH HeMece paIualMsulblK Oakbpulay acmanTapbiMeH KaMTaMachl3 eTHEereH. AMEepHKaJIbIK
aparepiep MeH KeHECTiK KaThICyLIBUIAPIbIH KYIKTepi IeHCayIbIKKa THTI3reH KeH ayKbIM/bI 3apAanTap/ibl
alffakTalipl, SFHM Tepi 3aKbIMIAHYBIHAH OacTam KaTepii ICIKKe, cal aypyblHa >KOHE IICHXOJOTHSIIBIK
JKapakaTTapra Jiedin. 3eprrey coHmai-axk 1990-xsurmaper bemapycs men Peceiine apmarepiep yibIMaaps
naiiia OOJBIN, olap MeMyaplilap JKapusuiay JKoHEe ©3 MopTe0OeciH MOHBIHAATY VIINIH Kypec XXyprisreHiH
anbIKTaasl. Kazakcranma 6osca, Oyi1 MocesleHiH KOFaMIBIK TaJKbUIAybl TEK COHFBI XKbBIIIAphl FaHa OacTaibL.
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Kinm ce30ep: SAApONbIK NOIMIOHAAP, SAPOJBIK CBHIHAKTAp, aToM cap0baszfgaphl, pamuanusi, SOAPOJIBIK
CBIHAKTapIbIH canaapbl, CeMell sSIpoiblK chiHaK monuronsl, Hosas 3emis, Haracaku, Kenec Onarpl, Tomx
MOJIUTOHBI.

I''M. Cmarynosa, JL.K. [llor6akosa, I1I.K. 3unarosna, I'.b. Opa3oekoBa

OO01ee n 0coOeHHOE B CYyAb0AaX «<ATOMHBIX COJIAAT
B CCCP u CHIA: uctopuuecknii 3KCKypc

Craths IOCBAIIEHA TeMe, paHee He HCCIIeOBaHHON B Ka3axcTaHCKON mcropuorpaduu. OOBEKTOM HCCIeno-
BaHMS ABJIIIOTCS BETEPAHBI, NPOXOAUBIINE CiIyk0y Ha aaepHbIX noauronax CLIA u CCCP Bo BTopo#i mojo-
BUHE XX BeKa — TaK Ha3bIBaeMbIe «aTOMHBIE COJAATHI». MoOJOAbIE CONIAThI, CUNTABIINE, YTO UCTIOIHSIOT
cBOil nonr nepen PoanHoi, B 1€HCTBUTENBLHOCTH CTAHOBUIIMCHh «aTOMHBIMH COJIJATaMU» B PaMKax siACPHOMN
MONUTUKA CBOMX IOCYAapcTB. B kauecTBe OCHOBHOTO MCTOYHMKA M3Y4YEHUs Cy[e0 «aTOMHBIX, CONAATY I10-
CIT)KWJIM paHee 3allCaHHble HHTEPBBIO M BOCIIOMHHAHUS «aTOMHBIX COJIIAT», CIYXUBIINX B apmusix CCCP
n CHIA. Oco6o crexyeT OTMETHTh HHTEPBBIO C Ka3aXCTAHCKHMH «aTOMHBIMHU COJIJaTaMu», POXOMUBIIAMHA
ciryx0y Ha CeMHUIaNIaTHHCKOM siiepHOM nosuroHe. [loyrydeHHbIe TaHHBIE TOKa3bIBaoT, 4yToKak B CIIA, Tak
u B CoBerckom Coro3e BOCHHOCTY)XKAINe, YIaCTBOBABIIHE B SIICPHBIX UCIBITAHUAX, 3a4aCTyl0dHe ObUTH OC-
BEIOMJICHBI O XapaKTepe PaAnalliOHHOTO BO3JICHCTBUS M HE 00ECIEUNBAIIICH CPEACTBAMU MHINBHAYATbHON
3aIIUTHI WM IPHOOPaMH PaAnaliOHHOTO KOHTPOsl. CBHAETENbCTBAa AMEPUKAHCKHX BETEPAHOB M COBETCKHUX
YYaCTHUKOB HCIBITaHUH yKa3pIBAalOT HA MIMPOKHUI CIHEKTp IOCIEACTBUIl AT 3M0POBBS — OT KOXKHBIX ITOpa-
JKEHUH ¥ OHKOJIOTHYECKHX 3a00JIeBaHHUH 0 Mapainda U ICHXO0JIOTHYECKUX TpaBM. MCceoBaHue TaKkKe BhI-
siBIIIO, uTO B bemapycu u Poccunt B 1990-e ropl Hauanu NOSBISTHCS OpraHU3alAN BETEPaHOB, KOTOPHIC 3a-
HUMAJIKCh IyOJMKalyeil MeMyapoB u 60pb0oif 3a npu3HaHue ux cratyca. B Kazaxcerane sxe oOmiecTBeHHOE
o0cyXIeHne JaHHOH IPOO6IeMbl HadaoCh JIMIIb B TIOCITIEIHUE TOBI.

Kniouesvie cnosa: snepHble TONUTOHBI, SACPHBIC HCIBITAHUSA, aTOMHBIC COJNIATHI, paJuallvs, MOCICICTBUSL
SIepHBIX HcnbITannil, CemunanaTuHCKui siaepHbiid monurony Hoas 3emus, Haracaku, CoBerckuii Coros,
Toukuii MOIUTOH.
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