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1 Being There

IR e

Writers rarely reveal the architecture behind their books. In this vol-
ume, I describe what happens when a researcher snaps shut her lap-
top, picks up a bag, and—nervously checking again for passport and
tickets—boards a plane for a destination of which few have heard.
Traveling to the story in the past two decades, I have drifted through
parts of Eastern Europe, Central Asia, and the American West. With-
out intending to, I have become a professional disaster tourist. In writ-
ing history, I have ended up in a succession of modernist wastelands,
each a bit more unsavory, a bit more desolate than the one before. My
adventures have often gone calamitously wrong. I rarely find what I
am seeking. I get lost, make mistakes, pursue foolish assumptions, and
commit culturally insensitive blunders. In the course of these hapless
misadventures I have relied on the kindness of strangers, as Tennes-
see Williams famously phrased it, to put me up, show me the road, and
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tell me their stories. I follow in a tradition of illustrious and daring ad-
venturers, hardier and more courageous than I, more certain of what
they encountered. They brought with them labels, which they applied
to create maps, inventories, encyclopedias, censuses, and laws. But
traveling is not always an act of appropriation. The premise of this
book is that traveling can be a form of negotiation, an unraveling of
certainties and convictions and a reassembling of the past, aided by
strangers who generously open their doors to reveal histories that are
in play, contingent, and subjective.

Each chapter of this book uses a particular place to explore the his-
tories of communities and territories that have been silenced, bro-
ken, or contaminated. In telling these stories I narrate the history of
places, their making and unmaking, and of the people who remain
in the landscapes that are left behind. That may seem a simple state-
ment, but places are often left out of nonfiction prose. Many writers
presume that the site of action is a given, as if places were neutral
containers of human interaction rather than dynamic agents in their
own right. The core idea of what has been called the “spatial turn,”
by contrast, has been to explore how spatial arrangements shape the
human, natural, and animal worlds, and do so in ways that are harder
to see than the effects of published laws, market transactions, or social
norms, because people often take spatial organization to be part of the
natural (or given) world.! The motivation of this book, then, is to treat
places as sources that are as rich, important, erratic, and unreliable as
material that comes from archives filled with cataloged files.

Historians also tend to prioritize the textual and temporal over
the spatial. They derive legitimacy from documented evidence that is
closely linked to dates. But archivists and historians know that docu-
ments can be inaccurate, obscurantist, aspirational, and sometimes
just plain false, written to deceive.? Historians are discovering that ar-
chives are not inert repositories, but contain their own narratives that
are active in framing and determining the past.® In the following chap-
ters, I explore how places as sources offer up in a similar way ambigui-
ties and challenges for a researcher to decode.

The places I examine in this collection are those that have preoccu-
pied me as a researcher in Russia, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and the United
States. Some are small and contained. In one essay, I explore the base-
ment of a hotel in Seattle where Japanese Americans, on their way to
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internment camps in 1942, deposited their personal possessions and
never returned. Others are limitless. I wander the Chernobyl Zone
of Exclusion first on the World Wide Web and then in person, trying
to figure out which version—the real or the virtual—is a forgery. In
chapter 4, “Bodily Secrets,” I revisit, in the small city of Kyshtym, in
the Russian southern Urals, the nineteenth-century notion of “va-
pors” as it relates to invisible twentieth-century pollutants that mys-
teriously felled bodies and stunted family trees. In chapter 5, “Sacred
Space in a Sullied Garden,” I try to attend the annual Rosh Hashanah
celebration of Hasidic Jews in Uman, Ukraine, but find I can pene-
trate the boundaries of sacred space only fleetingly, as an honorary
child. I wrote chapter 6, “Gridded Lives,” in 2000 because I was frus-
trated by what I saw as American triumphalism at having “won” the
Cold War. Seeking to provoke Americans to think of their history on
a different plane, alongside, rather than against, Russian history, I set
out how, in the years following the end of the Cold War, the formerly
sharp distinctions between a railroad city in Montana and a gulag city
in Kazakhstan were substantially eroded. While the comparison may
now read as overstated, I include the essay in this volume because it
speaks to that period.* In the concluding chapter, I return to where I
began life, in the Midwestern industrial rust belt, to investigate how
my personal biography has inspired a long-term obsession with mod-
ernist wastelands.

As 1 go about the delicate business of stitching together narratives
of territories that have been violently taken apart, I run into all kinds
of problems. Places and the people in them tell many different, con-
flicting stories about the past. I puzzle over how to tell such multivocal
or polyphonic stories yet still retain narrative form. Worse, what if
there are no voices? What if everyone who remembers the history I
pursue is gone or long dead? When I arrive someplace, the fact of my
being there changes the place itself and the kinds of stories I can tell
about it. How does a story mature when I acknowledge that my view
is obstructed, my perspective land-bound and limited? Do those ad-
missions undermine the authenticity and veracity of the stories I tell
or enhance them? And in what voice do I write when I am part of the
story? Questions like these eddy through the histories I navigate, often
leaving me at sea. In the chapters that follow, I share the answers I
have devised, answers that are not really solutions but jerry-rigged
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patches devised on the run for the problems of subjectivity raised by
philosophers in the late twentieth century.

The Continental Divide

Geographers Robert Sack and J. E. Malpas write, “Place is primary be-
cause it is the experiential fact of our existence.”® If they are right and
place is vital for understanding human existence, why is it that when
I show up somewhere, I often fail to grasp its meaning? Even a simple
statement about location can point to this problem. Most of my re-
search has taken place in Europe or Asia. That is a simple, factual dec-
laration, until you start to question what exactly sets Europe apart
geographically from Asia.

In the 1730s, the historian and geographer Vasilii Tatishchev drew
aline, pregnant with significance, across the map and divided Europe
from Asia along the spine of the Ural Mountains. Oceans divide all
other continents, but Tatishchev’s border partitioned the two conti-
nents across a great land mass. Marking the continental boundary ata
low mountain range easily crossed in a horse and cart was a bold move.
Tatishchev worked for Peter the Great, and much of Peter’s memori-
alized greatness derived from his aspiration to push Russia out of an
assumed Asiatic backwardness onto the map of Europe, which Peter,
unlike tsars before him, recognized as superior. Before Tatishchev’s
line, European geographers had vaguely referenced the Don River, to
the west of Moscow, as the endpoint of Europe, a boundary that placed
Russia squarely in Asia. Peter wanted Russia to be part of Europe, and
he also realized that all self-respecting eighteenth-century European
monarchs had overseas colonies.® Pushing the continental divide east
to the Urals not only cloaked Russia in the mantle of Europe but desig-
nated Siberia as Russia’s hinterland, suddenly located in Asia as a de-
pendency. With a stroke of his pen, then, Tatishchev gave Russia both
European metropole and Asiatic colony.”

Today, this continental border can be straddled by two legs and just
a bit of imagination. Long after Tatishchev reenvisioned Europe and
Asia, twentieth-century physical geographers explained his border
by imagining that three hundred million years ago the Siberian plate
crashed into the eastern edge of the European platform. The impact
pitched the landmass up, buckling over the Siberian segment, which
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dove under, forming a chain of low mountains from the Arctic pole
to the deserts of Kazakhstan.® A number of markers in the Urals help
visitors experience this border. I visited one with a group on a rainy,
cold June day in 2007. Traveling an hour from Yekaterinburg, ascend-
ing along, low incline that few people would recognize as a mountain,
we finally pulled up at a roadside diner. It was a lonely place, cut out of
a forest of pine and fir, which rose around us like a fortress wall, im-
penetrable, damp, and unwelcoming. From a kiosk, a man sold cham-
pagne to wedding parties and tourists. I looked around, searching for
the reason we were there. I spotted in the small clearing a platform of
red marble divided by a band of white stone—the continental divide.
Several bridal parties milled about the platform waiting their turn for
photographers to snap shots of the bride and groom kissing over two
continents. From the size of the heap of bottles, it was clear that a lot
of couples had similar snapshots in their wedding albums. I also went
up to the pedestal to have my picture taken.

As I stepped onto the boundary marking the division between two
great continents, nothing happened. No orchestral crescendo sounded
from the dark wood, no grand vista announced my entry into Asia.
Instead, someone in our party cracked a couple bottles of half-sweet
Soviet champagne and poured it into plastic cups. Its bubbles were
more evocative than the marble marker of the division so essential to
contemporary categorizations of Russia as European and Kazakhstan
as Asian. Raising our glasses, we hustled through a round of toasts,
pitched the empties on the pile, and gladly retreated to the warm, dry
bus, which sped us back to Yekaterinburg and Asia.

This is the dirty little secret: often places ostensibly rich with
meaning have, at first glance, little power to narrate history and its
significance. Place often disappoints, which is one reason it is over-
looked, but a second, more pressing reason, for me, is that to describe
the places I visit is to admit to the partialness and paltriness of the
knowledge I distill from them. Places offer up only remnants, tattered,
muddy, sunken, rusted, and despoiled. Once I am in place, things are
out of place, disorganized and chaotic, like a box of files tossed in the
air, all structure and order eradicated. Arriving at a site, I have little
idea what else has been misplaced, stolen, destroyed, or buried. “Visi-
bility,” Bruno Latour writes, “is the consequence of lots of opaque and
‘invisible’ work.”® No one has done that work before I arrive.
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The usual place of historical inquiry is the archive or library. At
first glance, archives appear more useful and complete than the places
of past events. In an archive, documents are systematized into files,
which are labeled and gathered into collections. Archivists do a great
deal of the invisible work of making things visible and comprehen-
sible by grouping and categorizing documents to frame knowledge, so
that when a historian arrives there is a structure in place from which
to make sense of the past. By filing and organizing, archivists squeeze
vast territories into miniature, map-size icons that are more coherent
and legible than the view you get standing in one spot, anxiously eye-
ing the horizon for clues. When a researcher appears on site, little or-
ganizational work has been done, which makes reading a place for the
past a discouraging prospect. The scholar is largely alone in attempt-
ing to figure out what happened. Historians approach the archive with
a critical eye as to the way some knowledge has been sorted and other
knowledge silenced, but recognizing these problems does not mean
they give up on them. Archives are still extremely useful. The same
can be said of places. For all the problems in trying to see the past from
the limited perspective of place, I don'’t think that is reason to give up.

For—think about it—history occurs in place, not, as histori-
ans commonly believe, in time. Or rather, time and place have been
mixed together metaphorically so that everything, past and present,
takes place in a particular space of time." Philip Ethington notes how
in Western culture people tend to imagine time as something spa-
tial —time is a “line,” a “frame,” as people stand on a “threshold” of
an era. “The past,” he writes, “is behind us and the future is ahead.”"
The fusing of spatial and temporal metaphors derive from the fact that
time is the tracking of human action across space, which itself is a
moving target. For this reason, geographers argue that humans can-
not create anything without first being in place, that place is essential
to the construction of meaning and society, and, I would add, of his-
tory, sociology, literary criticism, and anthropology.'® Plotting the past
temporally only from sources in an archive is one of those movements
that cloud the work of visibility. The absent place creates a noticeable
gap in nonfiction narratives, one that readers comprehend when they
complain of dry and lifeless texts. Readers grasp that something is
missing.
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Missing Unaccounted For

Officials at the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) have an acronym,
MUF, which means “missing unaccounted for.” They use this term to
describe plutonium that was processed at DOE sites but now cannot be
found. Plutonium, an element that landed on the periodic table in the
1940s, is a manmade product. It is also humanity’s most volatile and
destructive creation. In trace amounts plutonium cannot be detected
by the human senses, but amass enough in one spot and it can go criti-
cal, causing a chain reaction. Missing, unaccounted-for plutonium can
be a big problem—and an appropriate metaphor for scholarly inquiry.
There are a lot of MUFs in nonfiction narratives. Since the 1960s,
historians have worked to uncover and present in their work voices
long absent from national histories. New social histories emerged in
American and European academies just after the riots of the sixties,
when the rage of people who had long been missing and unaccounted
for appeared on city streets as if out of nowhere and went critical, sur-
prising those who had done the overlooking. Since that time, histori-
ans of labor, social, and environmental history, alongside historians
of ethnic, racial, and sexual minorities, have penned whole new com-
munities, movements, and identities into being. As a result, writers
now can draw on a broader range of voices and topics than ever before.
In looking for those voices, however, social scientists have discovered
that written records do a poor job recovering the stories of people who
were not literate, who lived on the margins, or whose histories were
purposefully erased.

Frustrated by the paltry documentary record of people whose lives
had fallen beneath metaphorical or actual bulldozers, I fell into the
habit of going to the sites of past action. I followed the lead of histori-
ans of premodern history, who write about people who left no docu-
mentary history. They had figured out ways to read places, geology,
climate, flora and fauna, as well as folklore and religious practice,
for clues to the past.” One location I turn to repeatedly in this book is
Kazakhstan, a territory violently dispossessed during the Soviet col-
lectivization drive from 1928 t0 1932, a period in which two million of a
total four million Kazakhs died or fled. In their place in the subsequent
decade, several million deportees, prisoners, and exiles were sent to
Kazakhstan. Because of this history, I went to Kazakhstan too.
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Where do I begin—with atmosphere?

At the bus stop, women selling dried fish call to me. They are wear-
ing floral housecoats, the closest item in commercial markets to the
shapan of wool and silk that used to be the mainstay of Kazakh dress. I
walk through courtyards of the capital city, Almaty."* A man floats by
singing three syllables, mo-lo-ko, in a doleful voice, but he has no milk
to sell. Two girls sit on a bench and whisper as the moon stencils their
shadows onto the darkened city walls.

Or maybe I should start with a telling snapshot. A Kazakh wait-
ress in a small, downcast city on the northern steppe says she has
never met an American before. She interrupts my dinner conversa-
tion: “Excuse me for asking, but do they really compare us to Afri-
cans?” A woman of Polish descent, deported in the 1930s for having
been “Polish,” greets me at the door of her sod house, swept and cool.
She pulls out sentences in Polish as she would her Sunday china. After
a few pleasantries, she slips back into her everyday Russian.

Mostly I want to tell you about Pani (Ms.) Janina who I knew for
only six weeks in 1996 and haven't been able to get out of my mind
since for one ignoble reason: I didn’t like her. Pani Janina had the look
of anun, in gray pinafores and practical walking shoes, and the impa-
tience of an admiral. She possessed a motor scooter, which she drove
with feverish abandon through the dusty settlements inhabited by
exiled Soviet citizens of Polish descent that ringed Almaty. She took
me along on her furious mission to transform villagers deported from
Ukraine in the 1930s into Poles in the 1990s. At the time, the postcom-
munist Polish government, struggling to pay back communist-era
foreign loans, was loath to bestow Polish citizenship on this Russian-
speaking community from Kazakhstan. Poland already had enough
unemployed collective farmers. Nevertheless, this was Pani Janina’s
mission.

Speaking over the grinding gears of an aging municipal bus, Pani
Janina summarized for me the history of Polish-Ukrainian-Russian
encounters. Fluidly levitating between the sixteenth and twentieth
centuries, she emphasized that the Ukrainians were a “primitive” na-
tion, possessing no medieval history, no kings or literary tradition.
“That is why they never stood up to fight for themselves.” Pani Janina
had a missionary’s single-mindedness: the nation, which for her was
a flowing synthesis of God, history, and language, was the defining
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prism by which to judge a person. A Pole was one kind of person. A
Ukrainian was another. The hitch was that in Kazakhstan these dis-
crete national boundaries made no sense.

We went to the Roman Catholic Church in a former deportee set-
tlement on the outskirts of Almaty. The church had no steeple, no
cupola, just a sign tacked up on a metal gate in front of an ordinary
looking cottage. Pani Janina led me into a sanctuary of lace curtains
and roughly sawed benches painted municipal green. In front stood a
small altar in Baroque white and gold. Christ was a babe in the arms
of Mary, looking European and kind. The priest was from Italy and
spoke Russian haltingly. Pani Janina helped him, at first translating,
then leaving his words behind to launch into her own sermon. Offi-
cially, Pani Janina served as a teacher of Polish appointed to the district
schools by a joint Polish-Kazakh agreement, but in essence she was the
spiritual and social leader of the exiled community of people of Polish
descent in southern Kazakhstan. She worked among people who had
not been aware of their status as Polish exiles until headlines broke
the story in the early 1990s. In Poland, journalists and social activists
made a lot of commotion about the “Poles of Kazakhstan.” The exiles
from Ukraine served as icons for decades of persecution of the Soviet
state against Poland. Pani Janina buzzed around the former deportee
settlements, rarely taking a day off, spending several nights a week
away from home as an itinerant teacher and national awakener. Her
work was paying off. “Before Pani Janina came, we didn’t acknowledge
our Polish roots,” one woman deported as a child told me. “We were
scattered about and had no idea about the other Poles around here. She
went about on her motor scooter and connected us.”

Even so, Pani Janina was displeased with her charges. They did not
know the Catholic rites. They were slow to learn Polish and then spoke
it with a heavy Russian accent. One day, in her apartment the size of a
dorm room, Pani Janina got herself worked up describing the obstacles
to her mission. She was angry about a lot of things: the Kazakh gov-
ernment, the Polish embassy, the Poles of Kazakhstan who were not
Polish enough, the priest who did not care enough. No one cared as
much as Pani Janina. She had an untiring zeal for her cause. I sat lis-
tening to her as she busily packed a bag for another trip to another de-
portee village. Suddenly her nose erupted in blood. As her hand shot
up, a red stream trickled down her wrist and with it a hemorrhaging
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Two sisters deported from Ukraine in Kazakhstan, 1997. Photo by author.

of emotions and tears. I persuaded her to sit, which was surprisingly
difficult to do. I realized I had yet to see Pani Janina in any angle of re-
pose. As she finally reclined on the couch, distraught, her head back,
wrapped in a towel, eyes closed, she was for a moment dismantled and
disarmed, which gave me a chance to put off disliking her and to grasp
her frustrations. Racing around the dusty villages on her scooter, Pani
Janina was grounded in one landscape, but as she went, she forced to
the front the imagination of another, better place of aspiration. She
imagined a verdant Poland, one that was unsettled and eclipsed in the
twentieth century, and she wanted to suture it back together with the
lives of the deportees of Kazakhstan.

The difficulty of this task drove her harried rushing, her impa-
tience, judgments, anxieties, and anger. I was critical of Pani Janina
because I felt she was using the former deportees as a backdrop for
her own creation of an idyllic precommunist Poland. Yet, to be honest
with myself, I was also using the former deportees to piece together
a world that no longer existed. And like her, I would take the depor-
tees’ story and leave them behind in their semi-abandoned villages in
the hollowed-out Kazakh agricultural economy of the mid-1990s. Pani
Janina’s anxieties played out against my own, which is why, I finally
realized, I disliked her. She reminded me of the failures built into my
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own project. And my metaphorical scooter had an even greater chance
of breaking down on the lonely road than hers.

Okay, so I admit I was there, in Kazakhstan, following the history
of the deportees. I put myself in the story, akin to a stage actor turn-
ing to the audience and talking through the imaginary fourth wall of
the set. Worse, I concede to having feelings about my subjects when I
am supposed to be neutral and objective. Right here in the introduc-
tion of this book I have committed two major errors, violating a silent
pact among historians that the narrative voice should be impartial, de-
tached, and so in the third person.

What is wrong in acknowledging being there? I am confused by the
notion that referring to oneself in scholarly writing is unprofessional
or trivial or renders one’s work tautological — “something we don’t do.”
This question has long nagged me: Why, in disciplines that aspire to
verifiable truth, do scholars sustain the fiction, when researching and
writing, that they are not there?

Academics recoil from the first-person narrative, in part, because
to confess to being there is to call into doubt one’s objectivity and
legitimacy. I find this strange because scholars readily admit to one
another that there is no unmediated account, that each interpretation
of reality is a highly specific and partial way of organizing the world.
Most everyone in the business knows that writers are subjective, that
the state of inhabiting a body grounds writers to a series of attach-
ments, starting with the place where they stand." Yet this is rarely
stated in the output of academic work. Authors erasing themselves
from their research and from their place—on the ground and in their
prose—are often inhibited from telling what they know, a fuller ver-
sion of the stories they are writing. Readers sense this underlying dis-
simulation and respond with resentment and frustration, feelings
they label as “boredom.”

Being detached translates grammatically into being disembodied
(“one would think . . .”) or multibodied (“we know that . ..”). Donna
Haraway calls the scholarly practice of “seeing everything from no-
where” the “god trick.” This narrative mode glosses over the fact that
the writer, like everyone else, is rooted in a time and place, which
greatly constrains what the researcher can see and how he or she sees
it.'® To put it another way, to live is to be somewhere and to be some-
where is to take a position. Narrative voice is telling in this endeavor.
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I often wonder, as I read a third-person account, who is this narrator?
How did he or she get there? Where, in fact, is this person?

Scientists have something called the “observer effect,” which refers
to the phenomenon of the observer, in the act of watching, altering
the state of the object being studied. Anthropologists take the ob-
server effect into account in participant observation.”” Oral historians
and anthropologists make a practice of describing the context of their
interviews so that readers can judge the researchers’ questions and
the subjects’ answers. Historians, journalists, political scientists, and
literary critics generally have few such disciplinary practices to ac-
count for their presence in the acts of gathering materials, choosing
some sources, rejecting others, and soliciting information from sub-
jects, other scholars, and archivists. Nor is there a tradition of elabo-
rating on the impact of the writer’s career trajectory, biography, and
personal skills (e.g., knowledge of languages or sciences, experience
in nursing) on the kinds of questions and answers he or she devises.
This too puzzles me. We are deeply embedded in creating and redefin-
ing notions of nation, community, personal identity, and biography,
yet we lack the disciplinary rigor to reflect on that intimate and sensi-
tive process.'® We are not taught to meditate in writing on evidence we
found but rejected; on doors opened or barred to us because of class,
ethnicity, race, citizenship, sexuality, or gender; or on promising docu-
ments or subjects we encountered but did not have the language skills
or technical knowledge to explore. Nor do we train ourselves to con-
sider how being there—asking questions and shining a light on a sub-
ject—transforms both the subject and the terrain on which it exists.

One way to acknowledge these problems is to locate the researcher
in place, whatever that place may be. “Embodying objectivity,” as
Donna Haraway phrased it, is a way to unmask the missing unac-
counted for narrator in nonfiction prose. Haraway wrote about situ-
ated knowledge in 1988. In the subsequent decades, I started gradu-
ate school, read about the problems of subjectivity, read Haraway and
others, and, inspired, set out to write a dissertation as an intermittent
first-person travelogue. I thought that writing a history as a both a
physical and intellectual journey would enable me to admit to the lost
fragments I could not recover, to concede assumptions I held that fell
away in the course of the work, and to come clean about the question-
able qualities of my sources and conjectures. When I announced my
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intentions, I ran up against, not so much a wall as a prickling, startled
hedge of resistance. The advice was meant to be helpful: “You won’t get
a job with that dissertation.” “
citeyou.” “
the help of a few senior scholars and a sympathetic editor, I carried on

Other scholars will assign you, but not
The first person just isn’t done after the introduction.” With

anyway, completing and publishing a monograph based on that disser-
tation. And my critics were partly right. I got a job in a good research
university but one few have heard of (it has no football team), and it’s
true, professors assign that book (A Biography of No Place) more often
than they cite it. Nor has that publication broadened the boundaries
of acceptable historical prose. Since then, I have continued to collide
with editors who wonder about the wisdom of writing myself in as a
character in my history.

Embodied prose can change the way histories read. I find there are
advantages to owning up to my position within the story. I am in place
to see, hear, smell, and touch, and there to take a stand. I can admit
to my limited, politicized, arranged-in-time perspective, and readers
can see these biases not as faults but as opinion or option, as some-
thing to set alongside their own versions of reality. The first-person
voice, I hope, makes my judgments more palatable in that it does not
pass them off as claims to universal truth or utterances from on high.
The first person has other uses too. Once in place, the narrative be-
comes writing-as-thinking, an exploration of places and people and
the complexities of recovering them from the past.”” In short, my em-
bodied approach has three components—positioning the place as ar-
chive, locating the narrator in the place of intellectual quest with all
its compromising, skewed qualities, and being there in the narrative.

While still in Central Asia, I showed up in a Kazakh settlement look-
ing for a family that had migrated from Mongolia. The family lived in
two yurts. One, with a gleaming plastic sheen, was factory-produced
in Mongolia. Next to it stood a “Kazakh” yurt, handmade of boiled felt.
The family had returned seven years before from six decades of exile
in Mongolia after fleeing Kazakhstan during the collectivization drive
in the 1930s. Akedey Touishi told his family history from a notebook
full of dates, an ancestral accounting that went on for pages, tracing
roots back to Genghis Khan. Touishi hardly needed notes, however.
He spread his fingers and numbered off nine generations of his fore-
fathers.
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Family of Kazakh emigrants from Mongolia in front of their yurt, 1997.
Photo by author.

“Any son will know that,” Touishi said. “We are always asked as
children, who are you?” The answer lies in family genealogy matched
to particular ancestral burial grounds on the Kazakh steppe to which
the family ached to return throughout its years of exile. In Kazakh
culture, places are stories, and stories are the geography of one’s daily
and ancestral life.°

“In Mongolia,” Touishi laughed, “I always dreamed of returning
to Soviet Kazakhstan. Everything Kazakh I thought was better. So I
traded in my homemade leather suitcases for vinyl ones made in the
USSR. Same with my boots and woolen coat, which I replaced with
polyester Soviet equivalents. I didn't understand why those goods fell
apart so fast.”

Consuming Kazakhstan while in Mongolia became a problem for
Touishi because, at the same time, Kazakhs in the USSR were becoming
Soviet. That made the family’s arrival in Kazakhstan in the 1990s a bit-
ter disappointment. “We ask Kazakhs a question and they answer in
Russian. They’ve forgotten their language and how to do anything.” In
Mongolia, the family had several hundred head of sheep, cows, and
horses. That number had dwindled to a handful due to the difficulties
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and expense of migrating. In Mongolia, Touishi’s family were shep-
herds. In Kazakhstan they were largely unemployed welfare cases.
“There are no jobs for us here,” he said, “No money. No land.” Talk-
ing to Touishi, I1learned that the dispossessed can become possessed —
haunted by the unbound fragments of their past, which greatly hinder
getting on with life in the present tense.?!

Dispossession was a common feature of post-Soviet Kazakh life. The
republic had served as a dumping ground for several decades of depor-
tees, prisoners, and exiles. Outside of Almaty, I interviewed an elderly
couple. Herbert Henke had been a member of the writer’s union of
Ukraine in the 1930s. He wrote in German and was celebrated as a
Soviet-German author until he was deported to Kazakhstan in 1941 as
a potential German traitor.?* His wife, Fana, had been a loyal commu-
nist. Her father had worked at the brutal job of collectivizing Ukraine
in the 1930s. I found the couple in a cramped, disheveled apartment in
an especially dingy housing block. Herbert was wearing a tie stained
with his afternoon soup. Fana had a quality about her reminiscent of
a bird about to take flight. She hopped about the apartment and spoke
rapidly, flitting from one topic to another.

Both husband and wife admired Stalin and all he had done for the
country. “Stalin was the sun. Without the sun [when Stalin died],
there was no life.” Fana spoke loudly because she said Herbert was
going deaf. She shouted about Stalin, the war, her father the collectiv-
izer, but when she spoke about Kazakh president Nursultan Nazer-
baev and the “Kazakh takeover of Kazakhstan,” her voice lowered to a
whisper. “The president passed a law that it is illegal to say anything
against him. All our neighbors are Kazakhs. Anyone could turn us in.”

At the time, I thought Fana sounded crazy. Thinking back on it,
Fana, living in both past and present at once, performed for me in
real time the fears that enveloped her life as an ethnic German in the
Soviet Union, in Ukraine during the rise abroad of German fascism
and, later, in Kazakhstan as a disgraced deportee doing her best to hide
her ethnic origins and promote her more respectable (proletarian)
class origins.?® People who have been uprooted —refugees, deportees,
the interned, but also the elderly, transitioning out of their homes or
out of life—often lack contexts that would tell them their place, both
metaphorically and physically, and so, I find, they turn to memory to
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locate themselves. Unable to map their lives spatially, they chart it
temporally, which leads many of the dispossessed to dwell in the past
in unusually intense ways. Fana had that quality. I could believe or
fact-check little of what she said, but the sentiments she expressed
rang true. As geographers have pointed out, people live in multiple
spatial and temporal realms simultaneously—in more than one place,
in present, past, and future—and these realms come together in un-
canny, sometimes haunting, but usually banal ways.** The everyday,
historical register is a scale playing up and down our minds.

Fana Henke illustrates a common problem: witnesses often appear
to be the by-product of their experiences. Fana can easily be seen, like
the course of her life, as unhinged, and so unreliable as a source of
testimony for a scholarly endeavor. Dispossession is spatial because,
in our age of possessive individualism, people who lack property live
as remnants, their dearth of possessions signaling that they are un-
trustworthy and unverifiable.* Deprived of property, the dispossessed
have trouble making claims about their past lives.** One woman who
grew up in a family of deportees in Kazakhstan told me she never be-
lieved her parents’ stories of being dumped on the “naked steppe.”
“That just sounded insane,” she remembered. Until the 1990s, there
were no newspaper articles, books, exhibits, or accessible archives in
Soviet society to support her parents’ claims or verify their experi-
ence. The bizarre story of deportees left to fend for themselves on
the Kazakh steppe simply didn’t exist, and the people who whispered
about it had no credibility. Since that time, I have been attentive to
people who appear to be unreliable narrators, because it is the stifled
voices, the words left unsaid, that haunt most societies. The known-
but-unspoken stories are the unarticulated land mines we quietly fear,
from which we shield our children and friends with well-intentioned
words of caution: “You don’t want to go there at night.” “You should
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avoid that part of town.” “You won'’t find much out from them.

I once arranged for a group of graduate students to meet me in a
Baltimore neighborhood that had suffered a half century of classic
American urban decline. A local housing activist led us on a walk-
ing tour through the community. I thought we had a pleasant walk
in the falling light of a hot Indian summer day. Lots of people cool-

ing off in lawn chairs on the sidewalk hailed us, and a few came up to
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ask wry questions about our group of a dozen mostly white pedestri-
ans. (“There’s no ball game today. What are ya'all up to?”) When we
next met on campus, [ was surprised to find that a handful of students
were angry with me. They said I had put them in danger, that they had
grown up in Baltimore—or rather, its suburbs—and knew (“everyone
knows”) you don't go to that neighborhood. One young man claimed to
have counted six handguns. (“Six?” I asked, incredulous. “Yes, six,” he
affirmed with a grave expression.) Another student insisted that they
would have learned more had we, instead of going there, just read his-
tories about the neighborhood and stayed put safely in the seminar
room on campus to talk about it.

Of course, my students were right. It is easier and safer to stay
home, look at a map, read other explorers’ accounts, and imagine that
their organizing and mapping practices are definitive and conclusive.
Knowing these traps and fearing these dangers, doIindeed stay home,
or if I go, do I pretend I didn’t? Do I write a history as if the answers
were just something to be found, dusted off, and written up, rather
than admit that my history entails a careful selection of some places,
objects, and sources over others, which are then pondered over, pasted
together, and intuited by no one other than me?

Obviously, I think not. [ am interested in how spatial practices work
to snare people into silence, invisibility, and diagnoses of menace and
madness.”® The reverse is also true. I want to know how, by means of
spatial arrangements, humans assemble knowledge and possibility,
credibility, visibility, and sanity. The following chapters offer snap-
shots of sources historians don't traditionally use, or admit to using,
the kind picked up from a dusty floor, found lying at the bottom of
a ditch, or heard over the noisy din of a rural coffee shop—orphan
sources that come without identification numbers or certification.
These remnants representing tossed-off people and places might
serve as a portal into a new kind of discipline that redistricts the ter-
rain of scholarly inquiry and narrative prose. My hope is these un-
conventional sources might release researchers from traps that arrest
rather than emancipate knowledge and, in so doing, show how orphan
sources might be prodded to speak, their emergent voices shaping
narrative form out of formless ruins, dumps, and depopulated zones.
These stories appear neither in a preordained fashion nor in random
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ways, but as the product of the author’s particular mediation. In my
most optimistic moments, I see this as a project of rebirth on two reg-
isters. I am looking both for a way to reanimate places and lives with
stories that spring from them and for a means to reinvigorate his-
tory as an enterprise that has the capacity to excavate the depths and
variety of human experience.



2 The Panama Hotel,
Japanese America, and
the Irrepressible Past

When I was living in Seattle in the 1990s, a friend told me of a place
he was sure I'd want to visit. Just south of downtown, in the gray in-
decision of what Seattleites call the “International District,” there was

a transient hotel. Deep in the basement, behind a solid oak door with
a rusty padlock, was a storage room, and in that room lay a massive
cache of debris stashed in trunks, straw baskets, boxes, and crates.
These were objects left by Japanese Americans deported from the West
Coast in 1942. The pile of discarded possessions appeared, after fifty
years of neglect and invisibility, to speak in an unorthodox way about
the tentative nature of citizenship and welfare in twentieth-century
American history!

The facts of the case are well known. In April and May 1942, seven
thousand Japanese Americans in Seattle were convicted without trial
as “enemy aliens,” given little more than a week to pack two suitcases,



20 CHAPTER TWO

sell off their businesses, homes, and furniture, and report for what
was optimistically called “evacuation” to a “relocation” camp on the
withered, arid plain of central Idaho.? Many families left behind in the
basement of the Panama Hotel whatever they couldn’t carry or sell:
trunks, furniture, clothes, dishes, family portraits, fishing poles, tool
chests. A half century later the objects were dusty, moth-eaten, dis-
carded, and forgotten. Their owners never returned to claim their pos-
sessions, nor could they reclaim their prewar state of innocence. His-
tory, especially repressed history, has an uncanny way of popping up
in the most unexpected places.® For me, the storage basement prom-
ised to serve as a kind of archaeological dig. I sought out the fossilized
objects in the basement in hopes they would describe a community
and an everyday existence before both were shattered by deportation,
imprisonment, and postwar assimilation.

The Panama Hotel is located on Main Street, not far from the Seattle
port where, at the beginning of 1942, about fourteen thousand people
lived, unofficially zoned off in a minority ghetto. Along with Japanese
Americans lived Chinese, Filipinos, and African Americans, densely
settled in a two-square-mile area called, by locals who wanted to be
polite, “Japantown” or, in Japanese, Nihonmachi.* Since the war, the
area has been retitled the International District, a vague name for an
ambiguous sector that, amputated from the rest of Seattle by a web of
highways and exit ramps, has been less an international zone than a
no-man’s land. In the mid-1990s, there seemed to be too few people on
the streets, too little noise and bustle. Those I saw were mostly elderly,
picking their way slowly among fruit stands, drifting along the side-
walks. Like the fish swimming aimlessly in the tanks of restaurant
windows, few appeared to be in a rush to get anywhere. A tentative
pause hung in the air, as if in hip and booming Seattle this part of town
was suspended, awaiting either gentrification or demolition crews.

The Panama Hotel was built in 1910 as a boarding house for Japa-
nese laborers. When I visited, it still served transient workers, but few
were Japanese. Instead they came from Mexico and Guatemala or from
the Midwestern rust belt. Some landed from Alaskan fishing ships or
fruit-growing plantations on the dry side of the Cascade Mountains.
Others arrived directly from unemployment lines, stopping at the
Panama on their way up the West Coast looking for a change of luck.
In 1995 at the Panama, a person could rent a room, clean and light with



THE PANAMA HOTEL 21

' [
Panama Hotel basement, Seattle, Washington. Photo by Gary Oliveira.

lace curtains on the windows, a wash basin in the corner, and a bath-
room down the hall, for three hundred dollars a month.

Not much had changed inside since 1940, except that Jan Johnson,
the hotel’s third owner, had added a coin-operated washer and dryer.
The hotel was a historic preservationist’s dream, the product of a cer-
tain lack of prosperity that kept the hotel’s managers from making
grand renovations, from gutting the dark, turn-of-the-century in-
terior or sweeping out storage rooms full of potentially combustible
objects. At the same time, it had managed to stay in business, if only
modestly, so that all these years later, while surrounding buildings had
fallen to bulldozers to be replaced by sand-colored condos, the Panama
remained standing on its squat, architecturally unremarkable foun-
dations.

To get to the trunks of the wartime deportees, Johnson led me on a
descent through sedimentary layers of the Panama’s history—down
worn, gritty stairs, through a disused boiler room (the boiler man’s
greasy coveralls still hanging on a peg), past World War I-era sento
(Japanese baths) where advertisements in Japanese and English ex-
claim the wonders of products long since forgotten. We walked by
huge, army-green drums filled with Cold War-era fallout-shelter
rations (forty pounds of salted crackers) and continued down a nar-
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row and crumbling passage, deep into the spleen of the creaking hotel.
The storage room was piled high with boxes, crates, straw baskets, and
leather suitcases stamped with the names of foreign ports—Manila,
Peking, Yokohama. Crumbling columns of sea trunks stood like old
ruins between naked bulbs swinging on long cords from the ceiling.
Clothes spilled onto the floor, pyramids of teakettles were lined up in
rows, and a shroud of dust covered everything.

It was just a room of forgotten refuse, and I was transfixed. Sai-
diya Hartman argues that garbage is significant. “Waste,” she writes,
“is the interface of life and death. It incarnates all that has been ren-
dered invisible, peripheral, or expendable to history writ large.”®
The basement of the resident hotel offered a snapshot of a portion of
1940s Seattle, where working people checked in and out on sinking
and swelling tides of fortune. The location of the hotel —on the edge
of the city, in a marginal zone—was itself reminiscent of the lives of
Japanese Americans, existing in the interstices between American and
Japanese cultures. As the war showed, their fate was linked integrally
and impotently with the fortunes of both countries. These belongings
left for decades in a gloomy spatial anarchy gave me a spooky sense of
something about to happen, a feeling of the deportees’ ever-present
absence that penetrated the marble-gray columns of sunlit dust.

Most seductive was the fact that these objects were not “artifacts”
that were purposefully preserved and cataloged. Because their pres-
ervation was accidental, I considered the forgotten possessions some-
how had more truth to them. They had not been planted there for me
to find decades later, to serve as the basis for “history.” The happen-
stance quality gave me a sense that I was eavesdropping on something
I wasn’t meant to witness. It helped that access to the basement store-
room was limited. Few at the time knew what it held. Eventually media
attention brought more inquiries than Johnson could handle, and she
restricted visitors’ entry. At the same time, she was reluctant to send
materials to museums that requested them. I admit that I shamefully
enjoyed my semi-exclusive access.

The storage room was a sort of reverse archive, the opposite of an
official repository, a place to stash objects intended to be overlooked, a
place to will them out of sight. Much like the unconscious, where the
mind represses memories too painful to retain, the basement held pos-
sessions forgotten not accidentally but purposefully. White Seattleites
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in February 1942 voted overwhelming for the Japanese Americans’ re-
moval. Imagine their reaction if Japanese American deportees had left
their possessions in plain sight: rain-soaked laundry dangling from
clotheslines, produce rotting on fruit stands, goods in shop windows
fading in the sun. The unrepressed possessions of suddenly absent
fellow citizens would have told a story starkly divergent from news-
paper accounts of “evacuation,” safety, national security, and inevi-
table fealty to race.® The basement full of belongings underscores the
myth of what was euphemistically called “evacuation,” a term imply-
ing benevolence, a federal government seeking to remove Japanese
Americans for their own safety.” Like the deportations—indeed, like
the deportees—the stockpile was meant to be forgotten. To me, the
Panama’s storage room of locked-away possessions served as an icon
for the quiet banishment of Japanese Americans from American so-
ciety.

Seattle telephone directories show how neatly Japanese Americans
were excised from the city population between 1942 and 1943. In the
forties, the listings were arranged by street:

1942 1943
Main St. Main St.
522 Mitswando Sagamiya Booksellers & 522 —

confy mfrs
522a Nikko-Low café 522a Allison Birdie Mrs
527 Panama Pharmacy Izui M 527 —

6th av S. intersects 6th av S. intersects
600 Mimbu Wm Y Lawyer 600 —

Yoshihara Kenichi gen. insur.

Hara Iwao acct.

601 Pacific Printing Co. 601 —

602 Yuasa H 602 —

603 vacant 603 —

604 Takahashi Yuri restaurant 604 —

604"  Oriental-American Bank Building 604"  Maine Hotel Lodgings
Yuasa H Lodgings Kobb Jos. G. mgr

605 Maki Kioyichi grocery 605 —

605%  Panama Hotel Lodgings 605%  Panama Hotel Lodgings
Hori Takashi, owner Monroe Alex D. G. mgr

606 Sato Kosaku 2d hand gds 606 —

607 Educational Society of Japanese 607 —

Cannery Workers
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Japanese Americans’ disappearances were scarcely noticeable, an em
dash in the phone book, a fleeting image on weekly newsreels. That
120,000 Japanese Americans, with only three exceptions, went quietly,
showing up with the permitted two suitcases at the specified time and
place, neatly dressed and orderly, to board Greyhound buses or wait-
ing trains, made it seem like an auspicious beginning to a holiday
rather than a forced deportation, the culmination of years of FBI sur-
veillance, months of arrests and curfews, and an “anti-Jap” campaign
growing daily in ferocity. The decorum with which Japanese Ameri-
cans were deported and their belongings stowed away veils the un-
seemly violence of disrupted lives, severed families, and confiscated
property.

The basement of the Panama Hotel contains things that could not
be stuffed into two suitcases—fishing poles, dressers, family portraits,
golf clubs, wingtip shoes. This mountain of family property speaks to
how deprivation of such abstractions as citizenship and freedom is
accompanied by forfeiture of concrete things—possessions, homes,
jobs—which in turn strips people of other abstractions. Divested of
books, they lose part of their knowledge. Confiscating letters and
photographs speeds the dissolution of personal memories. Seizure of
cars erodes mobility, independence, and adulthood. Depriving Japa-
nese Americans of their possessions was a way of denying them the
emblems that evinced their citizenship, reducing their status to that
of the penniless alien immigrant, just off the boat, two straw suitcases
in hand.

Sifting through trunks, opening drawers and diaries, I felt part
time traveler and part voyeur. The street seemed far away. A silence
stretched across the cavernous room. It was a blanket of timelessness
that arrested any quick motions and muffled the ticking of my wrist-
watch. By making a fetish of the objects, I could read the basement
like a travelogue, a memoir, or a random literary tract from another
era. The things stowed there narrated daily life arrested in mid-act. In
a tool chest I found the hand-carved neck of a violin, never finished.
Diaries halted abruptly. Suits evoked the office jobs their owners had
to give up when interned. The basement, this reverse archive, func-
tioned like Proust’s involuntary memory, where things once forgotten
are randomly recalled: letters, garments, kitchen utensils—picked up
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Kampkook, “America’s Favorite Camp Stove,” Panama Hotel.
Photo by Gary Oliveira.

in no particular order—offered clues to what he would call a not-yet-
remembered-past.?

On one shelf was an unopened package of Dixie Dessert Dishes,
twelve paper dishes stacked and wrapped in cellophane. The pack-
aging is explicit: “For ice cream, puddings, fruits and frozen desserts.”
A product like this is purchased in anticipation of a party or an eve-
ning with friends around the kitchen table. The value of the unclaimed
Dixie Dessert Dish lies in the undone: the get-together not held, the
picnic canceled, the birthday celebration instead held around a ply-
wood table at Camp Minidoka in central Idaho. Dixie Dessert Dishes
were a tiny luxury, just a few pennies apiece, but their use was con-
tingent upon greater amenities—the existence of puddings and frozen
desserts, of refrigerators to keep them cold, of tables on which to serve
them, and the stability all that implies.

In the middle of the storage room, on top of several crates, sat an
old camp stove. The brand: American Kampkook. It had been used at
least once, then carefully rewrapped in the original cardboard pack-
aging and painstakingly bound with now-frayed twine. The butane
still in its fuel tank had lingered for fifty years, while other less volatile
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substances had passed on. At a glance, the Kampkook was just another
unremarkable product of American mass production, but to touch its
dusty surface was to be washed in someone else’s memories. Monica
Sone recalls her family busily packing the car, driving out of town, and
arriving at a majestic timber gateway that announced the entrance to
an American national park. Her memoirs recount picnics by the lake,
hot dogs roasting, children crying after playing so long and running
so hard they can barely stand.” The only thing that could mar the day
would be a popular wartime song on the radio: “We’re Gonna Find a
Fellow Who Is Yellow and Beat Him Red, White and Blue.”*®

The Kampkook stove tells the story of a failed American contract.
Work hard, save, keep out of trouble, and you too can have the middle-
class pleasures owed to every industrious American: a car, vacations
in nature zones, camping equipment, and sturdy wool coats with aris-
tocratic fur collars. The Japanese Americans whose possessions ended
up in the basement of the Panama Hotel had worked hard, saved, and
purchased goods that promised assimilation and normality, but then
the war came (as it would), the “Japs” bombed Pearl Harbor, and after
December 1941 being “Japanese” became a terrible liability.

In the memoirs of Japanese Americans, the family car is an item
that was especially longed-for in the camps and, along with the
kitchen, an object of the greatest nostalgia. Jeanne Wakatsuki Hous-
ton remembers old car trips, the smooth, seamless exterior and expan-
sive interior of the car that was repossessed in 1942, and the junker
with two flat tires purchased in 1945 in order to drive out of the camps
with some dignity after three years imprisonment." Perhaps the high-
way and the automobile are such intractable American icons because
the act of driving allows one to simulate the elusive myth of the melt-
ing pot. On the highway, all cars fuse into one colorful stream, going
at equal speed in the same direction, with great efficiency and ease.
Perhaps the highway in the United States is revered, immortalized in
book, song, and film, defended, cared for, and elaborated daily because
it is one of the few sites in the American landscape where the myth of
equality and social mobility can play out. Within the camps, however,
even this automated promise of personal mobility was fictitious.

Buried in a chest of drawers was the last issue of the North Ameri-
can Times, dated Thursday, March 12, 1942, a few weeks before evacua-
tion orders were posted on Seattle’s telephone poles, addressed to “ALL



THE PANAMA HOTEL 27

Chest of drawers, Panama Hotel. Photo by Gary Oliveira.

PERSONS OF / JAPANESE / ANCESTRY.” By that time, the paper’s editor
had been incarcerated as a potentially dangerous enemy alien.'” The
lead article explains how the U.S. Treasury had ordered the paper, like
all other Japanese-American papers on the West Coast, to cease pub-
lication. The newspaper’s front page is in English and looks like any
other paper at the newsstand, but inside Japanese characters surge
up the page, swelling over photographs and around advertisements.
English on the outside and Japanese on the inside—in the midst of the
discrimination of prewar America, Japanese in Seattle maintained a
schizophrenic existence.

Moving from object to object, I got a sense of the many borders
Japanese Americans crossed every day. From the old to the new, the
handmade to the mass-produced, from that which was interior, inti-
mate, and often of Japanese origin to that which was public, social, and
usually American-made. In the trunks were Western clothes, of the
latest prewar style, with wide lapels, broad, zoot-suit shoulders. There
were bits of Americana, trappings of apple-pie patriotism: American
flags with gold-tipped wooden poles, a fringed, pink and green pil-
low from Mt. Rainier National Park, a comic book called Air Adventures
about killing Nazis. These items symbolize citizenship, loyalty, and be-
longing. Only a few objects meant for private consumption hint at the
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incriminating link with Japan that was the rationale for deportation—
atiny teapot with a splash of leaves decorating its delicate porcelain; a
bucketful of handmade tempura fryers, their carved wooden handles
scorched black; a kimono, with tiny stitches holding velvet and silk
together. Perhaps it is here, in the intimacy of culinary cravings and
the privacy of family life, that culture resists the draw of assimilation
just a bit longer.

But there may be another reason for the absence of traditional Japa-
nese possessions. Just as silences can be pregnant with meaning, what
was missing from the basement tells nearly as much about the depor-
tations as what was there. Hearing of FBI searches in the frenzied,
banner-headline days following Pearl Harbor, Japanese Americans
burned many items that seemed too Japanese to pass a late-night in-
spection: silk national flags, kimonos with the notorious red dot on
a white field, hand-bound monographs, letters, maps, photographs.®
In what Henri Lefebvre calls a “society of bureaucratically controlled
consumption,” the products of industrialized society are used to social-
ize and regulate. And to be effective, this regulation must have a flip
side, a latent violence that lends it force."* When Japanese Americans
carried out voluntary book burnings, destroying their own memora-
bilia and papers, it meant the diffuse control of consumer society was
no longer latent but boiling at the surface. At the same time, FBI agents
and police officers were making the rounds of Japantown, searching
houses, confiscating cameras, shortwave radios, and personal papers,
and detaining most of the community’s male leaders.”® The objects not
found in the Panama Hotel’s basement describe a vortex of violence,
the point where coercion applied to maximum effect led to destruc-
tion. Obliteration, by its nature, hides the destructive moment, and
so it is that history often fails to record, in its chronicle of unchecked
progress, the quiet demolition of objects, values, and persons.

The metaphor of inside and outside continues in the parlance of
camp life. As a child in the Manzanar Camp in central California,
Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston sifted through a Sears Roebuck catalog
and longed for the objects of the outside: “dreaming of the dresses and
boots and coats that were out there, somewhere at the other end of the
highway beyond the gate.”*® For Wakatsuki Houston the world of con-
sumer goods became the utopian world of acceptance and normality.
But once there, “at the other end of the highway,” back in high school
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in Los Angeles after internment, she found that even with the short-
est skirt and the latest bobby-socked fashions, she could not get on the
“inside”—into the girl scouts, the sororities, the cheerleading squad.
The only way she found to unlock the Caucasian world was not via
consumer goods and fashion but through white males, by playing into
images of the mysterious and exotic “Oriental.” When, during home-
coming elections, she paraded onto the high school gym floor barefoot
in a flower-print sarong with a hibiscus behind her ear, the boys in the
school thundered applause and she won the crown. But it was a hollow
victory, Wakatsuki Houston found, because being an exotic Oriental,
even a popular one, was “just another form of invisibility.”*” Roland
Barthes describes exoticism as “a figure for emergencies” when trying
to assimilate the Other: “The Other becomes a pure object, a spectacle,
a clown. Relegated to the confines of humanity, he no longer threatens
the security of the home.”*®* With this definition in mind, I recognize
the affinity between prewar posters plastered around the city explain-
ing “How to tell your friends from Japs” and the postwar election of a
Japanese homecoming queen, who had, indeed, come home."”

There are a few traces in the basement of life in the internment
camps. Hori Takashi, who owned the Panama Hotel from 1938 to 1985,
returned from Camp Minidoka in the summer of 1945 to reclaim his
hotel and his life in Seattle. He had acquired new possessions during
his three years in the camp, more than would fit into his two origi-
nal suitcases, so he packed them into U.S. Army rifle cases for the trip
home. The wooden, casket-shaped boxes with Takashi’s name and ad-
dress stenciled on them contained papers, mostly records from meet-
ings in the camp with U.S. government administrators.

Sifting through the documents I got a sense of the topography of
camp life, and the internments took shape as a strange, regressive
form of social engineering. The camps were designed on the prin-
ciple of mass production, which the U.S. Navy builders, the Seabees,
mastered during World War I1.° Each block of barracks was identical
to every other block, just as all ten camps, from California to Arkan-
sas, were built according to one master plan. The camps operated on a
system of enforced communality. Residents were packed into sparse
sleeping quarters with households separated by army blankets strung
between walls, porous to sound and smell. They ate in communal mess
halls and relieved themselves in open toilets. The camps’ planners did
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not consider issues of privacy and individuality, as if in categorizing
all Japanese Americans as “enemy aliens,” guilty by virtue of name and
birth, they came to believe in their own representation of Japanese
Americans as one big, extended family, one collective body.

Like many utopian projects, the internment camps embodied that
which had been mythically projected, feared, and then disguised in the
form of a positive solution for the future? Japanese Americans, long
accused of being “clannish” and refusing to assimilate, were placed in
ghettos in desert landscapes where they had no choice but to socialize
with other Japanese Americans in a clannish manner. Many, in fact,
for the first time in their lives found themselves in a community of
“Orientals.” Wakatsuki Houston argues Japanese Americans went pas-
sively to the camps because they too believed the caricatures of them-
selves projected onto American popular culture. After the preceding
years of less overt legal and physical discrimination and segregation,
she writes, she and her family had assimilated the narrative of their
inferiority and began to believe they deserved poor treatment. “You
are going to be invisible anyway,” Wakatsuki Houston writes, “so why
not completely disappear?”*?

When Albert Speer designed his grand scheme for Berlin as the
capital of the “thousand year Reich,” he calculated how it would look
after two thousand years. Inspired by Roman ruins, he planned for
Berlin to decay in a way that would speak to the grandeur of the Third
Reich. Conversely, the Japanese American internment camps were
built to disappear quickly and without a trace once their usefulness
was exhausted. As a blemish in the American self-representation as
a nation of individual civil liberties fighting in Europe and Asia for
democracy, the camps, which imprisoned individuals because of a
collective racial identity, were built using collapsible walls and un-
fixed fences that army demolition crews could quickly disassemble.
In architectural form, the internment camps were planned to be tem-
porary, a fleeting moment in what contemporaries saw as an other-
wise unblemished wartime record. Barbed wire—the same rambling
barbed wire, which revolutionized the West, making cowboys obso-
lete by cheaply containing livestock—formed the structural backbone
of the camps. Along with plywood barracks, it carved the camps out
of otherwise unbroken, arid plains. The camps’ formlessness and im-
permanence reflected the status of Japanese immigrants in American
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society, at once in and out; exiled to the desert and conscripted into
the U.S. Army; banned from the coasts and propelled into the interior
of the country. Japanese Americans possessed identities that, like the
barbed wire borders, were hard to pin down and were suspected of
being in a state of traitorous flux.

In 1945, then, the internment camps disappeared as quickly as they
had come together three years before. Among Takashi’s papers were
the minutes from a meeting of Camp Minidoka’s community council
and block commissioners. The meeting was called to talk to a certain
“Mr. Kimball from Washington,” a representative of the War Reloca-
tion Authority (WRA). Kimball had the job of overseeing the closing of
Camp Minidoka and the dispersal of the remaining Japanese Ameri-
cans, who by that time consisted mostly of the elderly or the very
young. At the meeting, the Issei, first-generation immigrants who by
law had been banned from U.S. citizenship, were asking Kimball for
help. They had been told they must leave Minidoka in a few months,
but they were worried because they no longer had homes to which
they might return. Kimball was saddled with explaining to the Issei
the difference between the U.S. government’s power (to uproot and
deport) and its lack of obligation (to return and reestablish). In the
contorted redundancy of bureaucratic speech, he provided the Issei a
self-circling tautology for the opening and closing of the camps:

The determination whether an emergency exists was first made by
the government, and the government also determined whether it no
longer existed. . .. When that emergency no longer existed, then it be-
came necessary to consider liquidation, since the reason for continu-
ance of the centers no longer existed.”®

Kimball explained that his agency’s responsibilities concluded at the
end of the “emergency” (the war) and also at the camp gates. The WRA,
he stated, was not responsible for finding Japanese Americans housing
outside the camps, nor could it provide the requested reparations or
loans to revive lost businesses and farms.?*

When the WRA director, Dillon Myer, arrived later to speak to the
interned Japanese Americans, he was even more adamant in asserting
that the status of the internees had changed, meaning they were no
longer wards of the WRA. “There are some people,” Myer explained,
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“not only in Minidoka but in other centers, who get funds and incomes
and are enjoying retired life in a relocation center.”*® For Myer, the
Japanese Americans were no longer dangerous, potential spies and
“enemy aliens,” but, as persons refusing to leave the camps, had be-
come loafers, welfare cases, and government freeloaders.

Roland Barthes argues myths do not deny the existence of things; on
the contrary, their function is to talk about objects in order to purify,
make them innocent, and give them a natural justification and clarity
so that interpretations become statements of fact.>” These were in part
the tasks of Myer and Kimball. Despite their good intentions, they
could offer little in a concrete way to help the internees. But they could
provide a new set of serviceable myths for the deportations. “Enemy
alien” had left the vocabulary. The postwar interpretation viewed the
immigrants and their offspring in terms of dependency and as a poten-
tial material drain on the nation’s wealth. The rhetoric of “evacuation”
as protection from irrational racists also disappeared. In fact, Myer
expressed impatience with internees who said they were frightened
to return to the West Coast, where the Anti-Japanese Leagues were
still meeting. “There has been some anti-Japanese sentiment, but not
nearly as much as a year ago or two years ago,” Myer said. “This idea of
their being evacuated for their own protection—that is a lot of bunk.
That wasn'’t the reason. It has been said, but people now recognize the
evacuation program. So we won't argue about that point. Let’s wipe
that one off.”?®

Myer and Kimball were not very good at mythmaking. Neither
could offer more than elliptical sentences when explaining why Japa-
nese Americans had been incarcerated in 1942. These men, who nor-
mally spoke in solid terms, wandered off into vague terminology when
alluding to the motivations behind the deportations. Kimball talked
about “that emergency” which did exist and then did not exist. Myer
referred to Japanese Americans in the third person when speaking di-
rectly to them. He spoke about “their” protection and a general “rec-
ognition” by “people” of the evacuation. The officials did not speak
directly to the Issei of their “enemy alien” status because, standing be-
fore the aging men, that charge appeared absurd. Kimball and Myer
were confronted with the confusing discrepancy between the myth of
the comic-book Japanese—arms up his sleeve, eyes slanted and sav-
age, with a lascivious smile—and the benign, seemingly middle-class
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men before them who spoke in polite tones and seemed to possess
very normal concerns about security, family, and welfare. To restate
Barthes, mythmaking takes a good bit of distance, the distance neces-
sary to blur details so that explanations can become clearer. Myer and
Kimball were far too close.

Time also creates distance. Fifty years provide a safe remove from
which to eulogize, simplify, and explain the deportations in terms
clearer than those of Myer and Kimball. Why did the possessions in
the basement of the Panama Hotel, having lain dormant for decades,
suddenly become visible in the 1990s? Before that time, some people
knew of them, but no one apparently thought the basement of junk
was worthy of attention. Hori Takashi, who owned the Panama until
1985, saw nothing sacred about the old trunks in the basement. He told
me he never meant to save them, just didn’t want to pay to have them
carted off to the dump. Takashi said the trunks belonged to people who,
after the closing of the camps, went to other parts of the country to
rebuild their lives, and explained in his matter-of-fact way how the
Japanese community he grew up in failed to take shape again after the
war. “People,” he said, “went where they could to make a living.”

Takashi preferred not to talk about his internment. When he did,
his memory faltered and his sentences grew short. He could remem-
ber not only the name of his own grade school principal but that of the
principal of his wife’s school, yet he couldn't recall the day he was de-
ported. “Ah, that was so long ago—who can remember?” As I pressed
him, he stopped, lowered his head to think, and offered in a softer
voice. “I figure we lost a lot of opportunities. But that’s life.”

Takashi rather liked to speak about the old days, before the war,
when there were many resident hotels in the neighborhood, with
steam pouring onto the streets from the underground baths, a Bud-
dhist temple on the corner, and a Japanese theater down the street.
Like Takashi, half of Seattle’s Japanese American income earners
owned independent businesses, which centered around the hotel on
Jackson and Main Streets.*® “After the internment,” he repeated, “the
Japanese community here was never the same again. Everybody scat-
tered all over.”

Memory is a state of mind. The storage room in the basement of
the Panama Hotel, much like America’s collective memory of the Japa-
nese internments, existed for fifty years on the forgotten side of mem-
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ory—stowed away within reach, but politely out of sight and out of
mind. Takashi possessed his own memories, which he guarded closely,
in his own cerebral storage vaults. For him the trunks were just that,
old trunks. Takashi was not alone. For decades the internments were
characterized by a legacy of silence, but silence that was evident. Janis
Edwards calls the memory of the internments an “absent presence,”
one that was “simultaneously hidden and ubiquitous in popular cul-
ture.”®®

History takes a long time, public history even longer. In Seattle’s
International District, there was no public marker to commemorate
the annihilation of Nihonmachi—nothing at the Buddhist temple,
which served as a “Civil Control Station” at which several thousand
deportees gathered before they departed by bus in May 1942; nothing
too at other internment centers at 2100 Second Avenue, 1319 Rainier
Avenue, or the Christian Youth Center at 2203 East Madison Street*
In the nineties, when I visited the Panama, there was just a mural,
painted in 1977, with an image in the lower corner of a few people be-
hind barbed wire. The untitled painting bore no caption. You had to
know about the internments to decipher it.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, however, the Panama Hotel
became a subject of interest, which grew in the subsequent decade.
Journalists wrote about the hotel basement as a “discovery.” A popu-
lar novel appeared about the hotel and its painful history.* In 2006
the Panama Hotel was declared a national landmark.*® In 2010 resi-
dents dedicated a memorial; as with the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
in Washington, D.C., the names of the internees are etched in stone,
and visitors often make rubbings. By 2014 the hotel and the secrets of
its basement had become a tourist destination, rated on Yelp, Yahoo,
Trip Advisor, and Lonely Planet. Tourists now stay at the hotel instead
of transients. They take their meals in a new tea house, where they
can gaze down at the basement through a recently installed window
in the floor. If they book in advance, guests can tour the bathhouse,
which, according to the Panama’s website, is the only remaining intact
sento in the United States** In ten years, the Panama Hotel has been
transformed from a reverse archive into a landmark, a specific place
of memory and site of popular culture.

In the 1930s, Walter Benjamin had the hope, if not the confidence,
that by pointing out small, discarded objects, the “trash” of history, he
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could undermine the myth of progress that was wedded to capitalist
expansion. Yet at some point even the wreckage progress leaves in its
wake becomes profitable. Tour agencies, video game designers, and
filmmakers sell the disaster of the Chernobyl Zone, the rubble of the
American rust belt, and the poignant lessons of the Japanese American
internments. Meanwhile, onetime American segregation and forced
assimilation has flowed back to generate multiculturalism as a com-
mercialized American product, sold to citizens and foreign tourists
alike by spotlighting ethnic differences that make up the great nation:
Italian pasta, African American blues, Indian powwows, Korean baths,
Chinese dragons, and Jewish bagels for Sunday mornings. By the year
2000, the Panama Hotel had joined that pageant. Watching how small,
formerly domestic objects are resurrected and paraded into public cul-
ture to be appropriated into a multicultural national self-conception
intertwined with a myth of individual success, I wondered about the
danger of conflating historical method and history itself.

I advocate in this book for multivocal historical narratives, but
can a chorus of voices and found objects serve instead to mask seg-
regation and racial disparities, while amplifying a resurgent Ameri-
can nationalism?* In the United States, neither the civil rights actions
of the sixties nor the multicultural discourse begun in the seventies
made a dent in residential and school segregation, which increased
between black and white citizens in American cities and suburbs from
1950 to 2000. School segregation rose again from 2000 to 2010.%° Resi-
dential segregation—which was pivotal in establishing the Panama
Hotel as a repository for the possessions of deported Japanese Ameri-
cans in 1942—remains a cornerstone of continuing racial disparities
in health, poverty, employment, and education.*” Now that most forms
of national autonomy have been effectively suppressed in the United
States, the narrative of an Ellis Island culture, even a critical one, is
both safe and complementary, while it obscures a segregated reality.

But that is the most cynical interpretation of the unveiling of the
Panama Hotel’s accidentally preserved time capsule. There is also a
personal side to memory. Jan Johnson, the self-proclaimed curator of
this unofficial collection, bought the hotel from Hori Takashi in 198s.
Johnson, who was born just as the war was ending, said she had fallen
under the spell of the Panama’s mysteries and didn’t want it to see it
plowed under by developers. When Takashi promised to clean out the
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crowded basement before handing over the title, she begged him to
leave everything just as it was.

Under her watchful eye, fifty trunks were shipped off to a tempo-
rary exhibit, America’s Concentration Camps, at the Japanese American
National Museum in Los Angeles. When I met her, Johnson was anx-
ious to get the trunks back to her labyrinthine basement, which, she
said, is the place they belong, the place to see them.

“You know what I mean—you've been down there. Those things
were put there by them. They are waiting.”

1did know what she meant. There was an uncanny sense of time, or
lack of it, in the basement. A sense of memories breathing out of the
old clothes, a feeling I've never had looking at artifacts in a museum
that are sanitized, archived, and placed behind glass with explana-
tory captions. Johnson describes the hotel as “her art.” The concept
of her art form is simple, if somewhat unconventional. Johnson in-
tended not to touch a thing, not to move the slightest object if it could
be helped. This has been a controversial position; local archivists and
historians have criticized Johnson for refusing to hand over the whole
mass of forgotten belongings to a museum, where the trunks could be
cataloged in a climate-controlled room and safely preserved for pub-
lic memory.

But who possesses memories? Over the decades, the internment of
Japanese Americans has served public memory in a number of ways.
During the war, the “evacuations” of Japanese Americans, while Ger-
man Americans and Italian Americans remained at large, implicitly
sent a message about the different, inherently racial war in the East.*®
Immediately after the war, American pundits viewed the camps as
an isolated moment of wartime hysteria that pointed to the baseline
American commitment to freedom and justice. The mantra starting
in 1946 became “never again,” sanctified by President Harry Truman’s
words of congratulation to the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, a
segregated Japanese American unit: “You fought not only the enemy
but you fought prejudice—and you won.” Commentators also noted
that the internments, in scattering former internees to new postwar
homes, facilitated their rapid assimilation, which was taken as inher-
ently good.*” In subsequent years, historians have pointed out that
though the internment experience was humiliating and painful, it led
to a politically astute restitution movement that brought American
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lawmakers to an awareness of racialized state policies. This aware-
ness paved the way for the civil rights movement.*°

Interpretations of the internments serve different purposes. Some
compensate descendants psychologically by giving meaning to the
losses of their parents and grandparents, who suffered quietly after
the war.* Politically, explanations have bolstered the sovereignty of
the state. Morally, they have charted out correct paths for the future.
But what if the objects in the basement of the Panama Hotel are not
required to serve any civic function at all? What if, as Johnson asserts,
they should remain as they are and speak for themselves? Although I
am paid to interpret artifacts and documents and give the past mean-
ing, I'like the fact that Johnson has resisted that impulse.

For Johnson the trunks are about discovery. Stacked on end, they
offer a bridge to the everyday existence of a community that was de-
stroyed by executive order. Johnson did not resist the pull of time and
tragedy that makes a fetish out of the old things. She taught me how
it is possible to pick up objects, feel their contours, and put them back
down without encapsulating them in a new, carefully framed narra-
tive. Johnson’s resistance to the museum is a form of art that liberates
the lost and forgotten possessions from national, ethnic, and commu-
nity narratives, freeing them to transmit messages (or not) idiosyn-
cratically to those who care to seek them out. As a place, the basement
under Johnson's curation remained a reverse archive. Subsequent his-
torical narratives of the internments will shift on political and cul-
tural tides, while the basement, if left undisturbed, as Johnson would
have it, remains to give testimony.



3 History (Im)possible
in the Chernobyl Zone

The guards opened the trunk, glanced inside, closed it, checked our
faxed letter of permission, and, with a wave, passed us on into the
Chernobyl Zone of Exclusion. I had been thinking about the Zone for
nearly a decade but had never before entered it.!

I carried with me a cinematic vision of Andrei Tarkovsky’s waste-
land, identified only as “the Zone” in the 1979 film Stalker. In Tar-
kovsky’s fiction—and my imagination—the Zone spreads across a
wreckage of rusted industrial plants, collapsing telephone lines, and
buildings overtaken by dark forests. Abandoned, fenced-off, and
guarded, the Zone emanates a mysterious and deadly force, one that
threatens to kill or causes mutations in the offspring of those exposed.
In Tarkovsky'’s version, the Stalker, for a small fee, secretly leads ad-
venturers into the Zone to reveal its mysteries. They enter under cover
of night and fog, dodging bullets amid the relics of industrial decay.
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Author in front of the Chernobyl sarcophagus, 2004. Photo by Mary Mycio.

My two traveling companions and I heard no gunshots. We entered
the Chernobyl Zone in the comforting sun of a balmy June day in 2004.
Unlike Tarkovsky’s tattooed and scarred Stalker, our guide, provided
by the Chernobyl Zone information agency, was a bright-eyed Mari-
lyn Monroe knockoff named Rimma Kiselitsa. After the genial guards
opened the gates, the car steered us seamlessly through pine forests,
past lazy streams and open marshes similar to those outside the Cher-
nobyl Zone. While the Stalker and his charges slept wherever sleep
overtook them, we checked into the Interinform hotel, a comfort-
able, if sterile, double-wide trailer, moved in since the nuclear explo-
sion. The town of Chernobyl, where the hotel was located and where
most of the people who legally work in the Zone live, appeared as just
another tired, economically depressed Ukrainian town. A little shop
on the corner did a brisk trade in sweets, sausages, and booze. In the
evenings, we had our pick of two nightclubs. There the Zone workers
gathered, many just past their prime, graying, bulging, and boogy-
ing in the dim light, twisting the way Elvis did, but in luxurious slow
motion.

Thad come tothe Zone because I had seen a website called Kiddofspeed
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created by a certain elusive “Elena.” Elena owned a motorcycle, a
147-horsepower viridescent Kawasaki Ninja. She had dark eyes and
black hair. Her green leather biking jacket fit like a handmade Italian
glove, and her voluptuous hips rode high on the racing bike. Elena’s
father had been a nuclear scientist at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power
Plant, and he still worked there in the cleanup. Thanks to “Daddy,”
Elena had a special pass to enter the Zone whenever she wanted. And
she did, taking long rides on the wide-open roads, where, as she put
it, she had “the absolute freedom to ride [my motorcycle] wherever
curiosity and the speed demon take me.” No better place in the world
to cycle, she claimed, the roads “are in the same condition they were
20 years ago—except for an occasional blade of grass that discovered a
crack to spring through.” Within a few months of being posted in Feb-
ruary 2004, Elena’s site had drawn millions of visitors. From the chat
rooms that cropped up, it became clear that many of the visitors were
men from around the globe, swept up in the fantasy of a hot babe, on
a hot bike, in a hot zone.

I had a different, less erotic fantasy. I had hopes of recovering his-
tory that had been forgotten in a place that time had left behind. As
Elenarode, she stopped in abandoned villages and in the vacated mod-
ernist city of Pripyat, and she snapped photos. Her website was mostly
about the photos: haunting shots narrating lives suspended the mo-
ment the roof of the reactor buckled and sent forth—invisibly, impos-
sibly, inevitably—the toxin most feared in our nuclear age. The pic-
tures showed disheveled apartments that looked as if people had left
in a hurry and never glanced back: books scattered across the floor,
family photos poured from a shoeboz, clothes still hanging on the line,
an issue of Okhota i rybolovstvo (Hunt and Fish) jammed in the mailbox.
The magazine belonged, Elena speculated, to a man who had gone fish-
ing and never come back. People could not take their irradiated pos-
sessions with them when they fled, she explained. Most were lucky to
escape with their lives, if not their health.

I was taken in by Elena’s website, seduced. Her voice was so confi-
dent, her subjectivity complete. She created an authorial narrative I
longed to reproduce. She was there. She knew what she saw, and she
could name it clearly, unfaltering, with confidence. In the way that
blogs are often personal, Elena was up-front in her text, a witness
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giving testimony to the destruction of her native land. The intimate
qualities of her voice, matched with on-site photos of herself, gave the
blog poignancy and immediacy.

Right away, I started making plans to go to the Zone. For a historian
of the Soviet Union, few sites could be more compelling than this, the
world’s largest time capsule, frozen at a critical moment in 1986—just
before Mikhail Gorbachev experimented Soviet society into extinc-
tion. Thirteen years later, nothing was the same: the Zone was in an
independent Ukraine, on the edge of a recently reconstituted Europe,
struggling with a global capitalist economy that no longer produced
the household appliances, canned goods, and Communist Party tracts
that had contained and sustained the lives of the departed inhabitants
of the ex-republic of the former empire. I wanted to find out, by sift-
ing through the abandoned cottages and apartments, whether people
knew their empire was about to crumble. I wanted to recapture stories
that had been forgotten, along with household articles, in their haste
to get away.

The problem was that my fantasy, like those of the millions of men
hunkered over their computer screens, was just that—sheer imagi-
nary. Elena’s Web persona was a fake.* When Elena first posted the site,
she had never been to the Zone. She scanned photos from coffee-table
books on the accident, made up a narrative, and published it.

Little in Elena’s story was true. There was no special pass. Her father
had not worked at the power plant, even as a janitor. After her website
gained notoriety, she evidently decided actually to go to the Zone. For
the standard five-hour tour, she paid two hundred dollars. Her guide
in the Zone had been the same Rimma Kiselitsa who served as our
guide for a week as I toured the Zone with Mary Mycio, a writer work-
ing on a book about Chernobyl and a story for the Los Angeles Times.*
Rimma told us that Elena had showed up with a canvas bag containing
her helmet, which she pulled out so her husband could snap legiti-
mizing photos to add to her Kiddofspeed website. There was no motor-
cycle. No one, Rimma said, can ride in the Zone in an open vehicle,
let alone on a motorcycle. There are no wide-open roads. Guard posts
punctuate the Zone every dozen or so miles. The roads, which are not
in frequent use, have crumbled after two decades of neglect. Not just
blades of grass, but whole saplings have come up through the cracks.
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Driving in the Zone entails a mad scramble through sand and mud as
the man-made landscape returns to the natural terrain of sandy pine
forests and swamp.

Most important for me, there were no abandoned households. In
the years since the explosion, nearly every home had been picked
clean. Even the knobs on the kitchen cabinets were gone. Even the
time capsule schoolchildren buried in the 1970s had been looted.
(I know because I was hoping to dig it up and loot it myself.) Inhabi-
tants had returned in the summer of 1986, after the radiation settled
somewhat, to gather what they could of their belongings.® After that,
soldiers dumped heavy appliances, furniture, machinery, and cars
into great pits and buried them.® Pillagers followed in the hungry
days during the transition to capitalism, selling any remaining radi-
ated goods they could find in flea markets across Ukraine and Central
Europe. In 2004, reportedly, people on the lam hid out in the Zone, sur-
viving as poachers and thieves. They squatted in abandoned cottages,
lit fires, and sometimes robbed travelers. Before I went to the Zone,
Rostyslav Omeliashko, a Kiev archaeologist who made frequent expe-
ditions there, told me he always traveled with an armed guard. He ad-
vised me to get one too.

After 1 learned of Elena’s hoax, I revisited the Kiddofspeed web-
site and now found it sensational and dishonest. I noticed much I had
missed before. She included, for example, several aerial photos. How
did I suppose she had taken those pictures? I traced several of her pho-
tos to the work of news photographer Ihor Kostin.” He started work-
ing the story the night of the explosion, when he joined a helicopter
pilot and flew over the burning reactor. In the cabin, Kostin managed
to click twenty frames before his camera failed. Most of those shots
did not turn out. The plumes of radioactive gases that engulfed the
helicopter (and Kostin’s body within it) overexposed them. That Elena
had appropriated Kostin’s work after the risks he took seemed espe-
cially deceitful.

I also took note of the lurid nature of Elena’s prose, written as if to
attract disaster tourists and gamers, such as those who pay to play the
online game ST.A.L.K.E.R. In the game, players battle mutants, mon-
sters, and shapeless blobs in a cyber version of the abandoned nuclear
city of Pripyat. Elena emphasized the “silence” in the “unreal” “dead

” «

zone.” “It is,” she writes, “divinely eerie—like stepping into that Salva-
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dor Dali painting with the dripping clocks.”® After being there myself,
this prose rang false. People worked in the zone, guarding it, main-
taining the still intact power plants, carrying out research, monitor-
ing and cleanup operations. Several hundred elderly villagers had
returned to the zone to live. Their family members came legally and
illegally to visit. People dwelling on the perimeter of the Zone entered
it to fish, hunt, and forage.” The zone isn't eerie and empty. It’s just sad
in a mundane way that a lot of struggling places are sad.

Why didn’t I catch on to Elena’s falsehoods before I arrived? I con-
sidered myself a somewhat savvy researcher. Why had I found her
story so believable? Only slowly I grasped how I had been seduced.
Elena’s narrative was convincing because, when she first published
her website, she had never been to the Chernobyl Zone. In her fiction,
she had the pass, the motorcycle, and the open roads. She always trav-
eled alone, she wrote, because she didn’t want another cyclist raising
dust in front of her. I envied that. Alone, Elena was free to go where
she wanted, whenever she wanted, unguarded and unfettered, with-
out the driver, guide, and fear that accompanied me. The fictional
Elena was the autonomous, courageous, solitary author I could only
fantasize being.

I might categorize Elena’s narrative voice as that of the hero of a
travel novel in which the narrator doesn’t change ideologically, only
the landscape around her does.' She stands firm, has no reservations
or questions about what she sees, or rather, all that she sees confirms
what she already knows. On her website, the narrator “Elena” con-
quers the truth with certainty, correcting all who have overlooked
the Zone and her country’s tragic history. The Russian philosopher
Mikhail Bakhtin identified narrative form as a space writers create to
sustain certain kinds of knowledge." Bakhtin lived seventy years be-
fore Elena in Vilna, Odessa, and Vitebsk, multilingual cities like Elena’s
Kiev in what once was, like Kiev, the Russian empire’s western border-
lands. Bakhtin, walking mud-packed streets of sloping cottages and
down-at-the-heel town houses, heard languages take shape, trans-
form, and dissolve around him. In Vilna, a center of Polish arts and
literature, Jewish writers were penning into being Yiddish literature.
In Odessa, writers like Isaac Babel tangled Yiddish thieves’ jargon with
Russian prose. In Vitebsk, idealistic artists such as Marc Chagall and
Kasimir Malevich opened an art school for poor students and asked
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townspeople to support the school by hiring the students to paint their
houses. They did, and on the whitewashed walls strange, colorful an-
gels and flying horses, inspired by Chagall, took shape alongside green
circles, orange squares, and blue rectangles, painted by the disciples
of Malevich.

In these borderland places, Bakhtin developed his idea of poly-
phonics. Polyphonic communication allowed for the mingling of lan-
guage groups, cultures, and classes in a way, he imagined, that would
guarantee a perpetual intellectual revolution and protect against the
assertion of a “single language of truth.”** Bakhtin would likely have
called Elena’s narrative mode “monologic,” his label for texts that cut
short dialog, attempting to fix truths, exclude other voices, and deny
conflicting arguments.*® Bakhtin came to know firsthand the violence
of fixed truths and excluded voices. He was arrested in Petersburg in
1929 just before he published a book about the many, conflicting voices
of Dostoyevsky’s novels* Sentenced and sent into exile, Bakhtin
traveled from the creatively fertile, cacophonous Jewish-Ukrainian-
Polish-Belorussian Vitebsk to what must have felt like the hushed
quiet of Kazakhstan, where the great Kazakh famine was then well
under way."

Elena used her narrative mode to tell an inescapable truth about
Ukraine and the Chernobyl tragedy, bringing “this issue the world
wide attention it deserves.” This claim comes from a second narrator
on Kiddofspeed, identified as Elena’s “only email contact,” who manages
her server. He or she places Elena’s name inside quotation marks, ac-
knowledging that “Elena,” like every narrator, is a fictional character.
Elena went to the trouble of committing a forgery, she wrote in a later
version of Kiddofspeed, not for fame or profit, but “for the love of my
country.”*® She could explore the Zone in absolute terms with absolute
freedom because she had no troubling realities to cloud her version of
patriotism, sacrifice, and victimization.

Although I was critical of Elena, it dawned on me that most nonfic-
tion scholarship and journalism unfolds in a similar narrative mode.
Elena presents herself as a coherent, stable subject, completely know-
able to others and herself. This recognizable narrative form—that of
the unchanging traveler, moving through a changing landscape—is
part of what made Kiddofspeed convincing to her millions of readers,
and to me. Taking a closer look at her website now, I started to think
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more about the narrative modes I use."” I have rarely mustered the
classic nonfiction voice Elena employed. Most often I write in a con-
fessional mode, in which I profess a certain guilt before the people I
write about, whose lives amount to tragedy —tragedies I knowingly
exploit in writing history. (The reader will find, and probably tire of,
the confessional mode in this book.) Less often, I deploy the mode of
the unreliable narrator. In this form, I undermine my credentials as a
teller of nonfiction, delegitimizing my ability to produce truth-making
claims as I come up against contradictions between my own limited
vision and other people’s diverging views. I use the unreliable narra-
tor to point out the highly subjective qualities of historical research,
which creates provisional truths about the past—truths that are cer-
tain to change. I am attempting to be truthful as I create these various
narrative voices, but they are, in plain fact, as fictional as “Elena.” I
have made them up. Even when I write in straight, third-person prose,
the narrator is my creation. Literary critiques study narrative voice in
fiction, but the invented qualities of nonfiction narrators are usually
left unquestioned. I would like to change that. In this particular story,
largely in contrast to “Elena,” the lone, intrepid explorer, “I” have in-
vented for myself a new narrative voice—the coward.

On learning that Elena’s website was fabricated, I resolved, having
already traveled to central Ukraine, to make the best of the journey.
Some remnants of the twilight years of the Soviet empire, I figured,
must surely exist among the debris that was too worthless to plun-
der. So on my first morning in Chernobyl, I got up early, before break-
fast in the canteen (promoted in an online tourist site for serving “un-
radiated” food), to take a look around. I was allowed to explore the
town without a guide; at least, no one stopped me from doing so. Cher-
nobyl was an old Polish-Jewish shtetl that before and during World
War II had been “cleansed” of Poles and Jews. Before the accident in
1986, it was reportedly a quiet, pleasant, unremarkable Ukrainian
town. In 2004 it still was, though even more quiet. I wandered over to
the high bank of the Pripyat River, where the disorderly shtetl streets
receded into a green wall of forest and vine before slipping to the lazy
river far below. Looking more closely into the greenery, I glimpsed the
outline of a window frame and realized a neighborhood of cottages
existed beneath the verdant understory. I scrambled into the brush
and came to the threshold of an abandoned house.
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The threshold
of a Chernobyl
cottage, 2004.
Photo by author.

Inside I could see a dresser with some clothes pulled out. A dirty
plastic doll missing its limbs lay on the sill. Old shoes, which reminded
me of an exhibit from Auschwitz, and school notebooks spilled across
the floor. All junk too worthless to loot, but just the kind of “artifacts”
that might tell me about the past. I itched to enter and snoop. I didn’t
have a facemask along to filter out radioactive dust, nor did I have
my Geiger counter with me. Though Chernobyl was considered one
of the safest areas in the Zone, it was hard to know for sure without
a dosimeter because radioactive isotopes tend to gather randomly in
hot spots. An area can be relatively clean, but within it one point can
measure very hot. After a rain or wind, the hot spots can shift. We
generally characterize the earth as terra firma—solid, stable, unmov-
ing. Environmental historians, however, are good at showing how the
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visually static landscape is dramatically in motion.’* Radioactive iso-
topes are especially mobile. They work as tracers on terrain as they do
in bodies, sketching out migration, movement, and impasses in three
dimensions. In contaminated landscapes such as northern Ukraine
and southern Belarus, the dynamism of these earthly bodies is espe-
cially dangerous to the unwary traveler.

Even without a dosimeter, I might have gone in, but eyeing the list-
ing ceiling beams of the hundred-year-old clay, straw, and timber-
frame cottage, I worried that the whole structure might come down
once I crossed the threshold. And then, glancing around, I noticed the
rough scratching of the earth by wild boars. They paw around look-
ing for insects and grubs, leaving behind large patches of raw earth.
This spot looked freshly scraped. I had been warned about the boars.
They had returned to the region since the retreat of human inhabi-
tants. They would charge, I was told, if they felt threatened.

This wasn't the kind of research I was used to doing. Historians
work mostly in archives or museum collections. Once granted access,
we sit at a table and order objects brought to us by usually obliging
librarians. Historians work with documents and artifacts that have
been selected as significant and valuable. Each generation spends a
great deal of energy and money to collect, husband, label, and secure
cultural objects deemed important for posterity. Often those in posi-
tions of authority decide what is important, what is saved. If an item
is considered no longer valuable, or perhaps embarrassing, it may be
tossed. It’s true: a lot is discarded. The vast majority of the past is lost to
historical research, to history. Most of what is jettisoned is the stories
of humble lives lived in marginal, unimportant backwaters such as
Chernobyl before it was radiated into infamy.

Usually the most arduous difficulties a historian encounters are
underheated archives, cranky archivists, and lousy food in the can-
teen. Speeding along on a motorbike across a radiated landscape in
order to narrate the history of forgotten lives, as “Elena” did, takes a
great deal of pluck—except, I had to remind myself, Elena didn’t ride
her bike in the Zone. She, like the millions of visitors to her site, only
imagined wandering in the Zone. As I stood at the threshold of the cot-
tage, they were all safely at home, in front of their computers, com-
fortably traveling through cyberspace. Only I was duped into this mis-
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A wild Przhevalski horse in the town of Chernobyl. Photo by author.

adventure. Was I really supposed to gather up my scrawny frame and
battle alone with the pitiless reality of time and transience—with the
disintegration of a vast, irradiated landscape?

Predictably, I decided to pass on entering the cottage and instead
retreated to the relative safety of the shtetl streets of Chernobyl. In the
main square, I suddenly came face to face with a wild horse grazing
on tender grass around a statue of Lenin. It was a Przhevalski horse,
one of a herd imported from Mongolia after the accident to consume
or trample the contaminated grass. The wild horse had a huge, pre-
historic jaw. It stared at me and chewed furiously. That, too, made me
nervous. I reeled away, back to the warm cafeteria and my radiation-
free breakfast.

Later we drove to the city of Pripyat, near the power plant—what
Elena had called a “ghost city.” Pripyat lay in the path of the first clouds
of radiation.’” No one can live there anymore. Fittingly, it was the one
place in the Chernobyl Zone, amid the old, quaint villages, where the
swagger of the twentieth century could be firmly grasped. The city
was constructed in the 1970s on empty land and incorporated in 1980
to accommodate the families of workers at the newly constructed
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Panorama of downtown Pripyat, Ukraine. Photo by author.

nuclear power plant. These were professional-class engineers and
technicians, so salaries were high and stores well stocked. Pripyat was
built to order, according to plan, all in one style, as a modern garden
city. Its forty-seven thousand inhabitants constituted what planners
considered the optimal ratio of population to the supply of goods and
services. A green “oxygen zone” surrounded the city in the form of
miles of undisturbed pine forests, bogs, and lakes.?® Since power came
from abundant, cheap, and smog-free nuclear energy, the air and en-
vironment were pure and pristine, a haven for naturalists and out-
doorsmen.

As planned, Pripyat was also a pedestrian’s paradise. Builders had
arranged it so that no walk for a major service would be more than fifty
meters. Residential high-rises had schools, libraries, clinics, admin-
istrative offices, stores, and cafes at street level. Straight, tree-lined
paths allowed people to complete their daily errands without the need
for cars or buses. The town spread out from the main square, where
the political and economic heartbeat of the community was situated:
the local Communist Party headquarters, the Palace of Culture, a de-
partment store, a sports complex with an Olympic-size pool and soc-
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cer stadium, and a small amusement park with a new Ferris wheel that
never revolved. (It was famously set to take its first spin as part of the
May Day celebrations in 1986, a few days after the accident.) Pripyat,
with one of the youngest populations in the USSR, was home to seven-
teen thousand children. On weekends, families walked from their
apartments along the paths and, within minutes, arrived at unspoiled
forests, meandering streams, and blue lakes. Pripyat was that kind
of mushroom-berry-fish place that people in eastern Europe so love.
And with it came the kind of culture promoted by Soviet officialdom.
In Pripyat, people knew their neighbors and enjoyed sporting events,
concerts, theater, and poetry readings, long after they had gone out of
fashion in the rest of the Soviet Union.* As Elena reported from her
imaginary childhood in Pripyat, it was a nice place to grow up, safe
and clean—like, I imagined, childhood in an American suburb.

In many ways, Pripyat offered the late Soviet version of the pros-
perity and nuclear family-centered contentment epitomized by post-
war American suburbs. The city was built at a time of unusual eco-
nomic stability and political satisfaction among most Soviet citizens.*?
Life in comfortable, full-service Pripyat was good, though at the time
of the Chernobyl disaster this was hard to believe for many Western-
ers, who were used to thinking of the USSR as a place of economic
misery and simmering political dissent. In his memoir of the accident,
Alexander Esaulov, a former vice-mayor, recounted how the television
talk show host Phil Donahue showed up in Pripyat in 1987, about a year
after the explosion. Donahue trooped around wearing old boots. Esau-
lov, serving as his guide, followed. Esaulov was surprised that Dona-
hue was less interested in seeing the nuclear power plant or talking to
people who worked there than in taking pictures of the most miser-
able villages he could find in the Polessian countryside. The more run-
down the barn or hut, the better.

Esaulov was confused by Donahue’s focus and tried to tell him that
Pripyat was a modern city that had offered up a good life to its resi-
dents. Donahue had laughed at that and, on learning Esaulov was a
vice-mayor of an evacuated city, exclaimed, “That must be an easy job!”
Esaulov could not get the simpleminded Westerner to understand that
managing an evacuated city is more difficult than managing one that
is fully populated. Esaulov had all kinds of problems that no existing
regulations or guidelines addressed. What do you do when you find a
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paralyzed grandmother left behind in an apartment, and the medical
clinic is shut down? How do you pay workers with money that is too
hot for banks to accept? Where can cleanup workers eat when all the
cafeterias have been shuttered? Who will empty the trashcans and re-
frigerators stuffed with rotting food? And what of the documents—
marriage, birth, and death certificates—stored in the city archive that
are too contaminated to take along? Then there were the evacuated
kids, sent to live a normal life in the Ukrainian city of Belyi Tsirkiv.
Exhausted and frightened, they had disembarked from the evacuation
bus to be met by men in gas masks and jumpsuits, equipped to handle
the irradiated children of Chernobyl.?®

Chernobyl was the most modern of catastrophes, a devastating
slip of twentieth-century technology, but as an accident it had to be
battled by extremely primitive means. West German, Japanese, and
Soviet robots, deployed to clear radioactive graphite and dig tunnels
under the boiling reactor, failed. The machines’ electrical circuits quit
working when exposed to Chernobyl’s high levels of radiation. Soviet
emergency teams had no recourse but to deploy “biological robots,”
men suited up in seventy pounds of lead armor held together with
leather straps. These nuclear gladiators took turns running onto the
roof of reactor number three to shovel one or two heaps of smoldering,
searingly-radioactive graphite into the maw of the damaged reactor
number four before falling heavily back downstairs. In twelve days in
September 1987, five thousand soldiers lifted 170 tons of nuclear debris
from the roof with shovels, wheelbarrows, gloved and bare hands.**
Taking forty-second turns, the men shared among themselves ex-
posures to the powerful gamma rays emanating from the smoking
wreck. It was the very age-old, biological vulnerability of this most
modern of disasters that was so unsettling.

Indeed, that was part of the problem. Pripyat was a modern city,
one produced almost wholly by contemporary technologies and ma-
chinery, and in its plan and conception there was no room for human
error or the human courage and sacrifice necessary to battle the dis-
aster that was never supposed to happen. The reactors were originally
designed for military use and so had no containment shelters to mini-
mize an explosion. That fact was well known. Even so, city and plant
leaders stalled out, paralyzed for several critical days after the acci-
dent, because they had no emergency plans or materials, such as pro-



52 CHAPTER THREE

tective suits to ward off gamma rays, iodine pills to protect human
thyroids, chemical solvents to wash down equipment, buildings, and
pavement, and disposable gloves and boots to shield workers. The very
orderly modernity of Pripyat composed a confident, soothing spatial
narrative that lulled to sleep healthy fears of nuclear catastrophe.
Perhaps for this reason, few people noticed before the accident that
the Chernobyl plant was poorly managed and leaking radioactive iso-
topes into the surrounding environment. When a lone KGB agent in
the early 1980s and a journalist in 1986 warned of major safety viola-
tions and problems with the operating order of the plant, they were
easily dismissed.?

Visiting abandoned Pripyat, the city’s modernity made for a mono-
chrome adventure. In Pripyat there was no vernacular or ecclesias-
tical architecture: no tiny cottage, garden shed, or hunter’s shack,
no synagogue, chapel, graveyard, or grotto dedicated to a forgotten
God. Everything, absolutely everything, was built according to plan, a
plan designed, approved, and stamped in Moscow. Until one entered
private space, as far as the eye could see, there was nothing made by
hand, nothing created outside of factory assembly lines. In the 1920s
the philosopher Walter Benjamin wondered what life would be like
once handmade products were wholly eclipsed by mass-produced
goods.?® Pripyat would have been a fine place to answer that question,
except there was no one left to ask.

In Pripyat, doors were left standing open so that dust loaded with
radioactive isotopes would not be trapped inside rooms and buildings.
The open doors meant easy access for burglars and snooping histori-
ans. With our guide, Rimma, we stopped to look in abandoned apart-
ments, hoping to find the intimate household objects Elena had prom-
ised on her website, though I knew I didnt have a prayer. While Mary
Mycio waited below, Rimma and I wandered through one melancholy
apartment after another. All empty.

Strangely, instead of leading me to sources that would illuminate
the past—the lost dream of a planned socialist utopia—Rimma became
my guide to the falsified dystopia of Elena’s website. In one building,
Rimma showed me the issue of Okhota i rybolovstvo that Elena’s hus-
band had brought with him and jammed into the mailbox to photo-
graph. On a balcony, she pointed out a pair of pants that Elena and her
husband had hung on a line and also photographed. We wound our
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Clothes on a line,
arranged by “Elena,”
Pripyat, Ukraine.
Photo by author.

way up sixteen flights of a high-rise so that Rimma could show me the
apartment where Elena and her husband had chosen to stage a photo
shoot. They had collected some of the few forgotten snapshots, books,
and Christmas ornaments from several apartments and arranged
them in one apartment on an upright piano, the only remaining piece
of furniture we found. Presumably the piano was too large to carry
down the narrow steps, and the elevator that had brought it up had
long since ceased to function. Since I was there, I dutifully snapped
pictures of Elena’s montage, knowing it was an artificial construct but
beginning to wonder what wasn't.

Once a few doubters started to question the veracity of Elena’s web-
site, she became defensive and explained in chat rooms and later ver-
sions of her site that the truth is relative, that what was important was
to capture the tragic and forgotten history of the Chernobyl Zone in
her native Ukraine. In a way, that made sense to me. I had come for the
same reason, taken in by the same fantasy, inclined toward a similar
relativism. After all the debates on postmodernism, we have a harder
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Piano with photos arranged by “Elena,” Pripyat, Ukraine. Photo by author.

time than ever homing in on what is history and truth and where, if
ever, the two meet. I had come to find what was not recorded in Com-
munist Party newspapers or government documents, how people lived
and what they said to each other or thought privately as they resided
in the shadow of what was billed as a “completely safe” nuclear power
plant in an “indivisible” Soviet Union. I wanted to focus on sources
that had not been selected, edited, curated, and stored by official enti-
ties. I had sought to slip by the official historical gatekeepers the way
Elena had glided into the Zone with her father’s pass.

Yet it became starkly obvious that Elena’s ménage a trois of truth,
history, and representation became distorted precisely because the
Zone was largely depopulated and uncared for. Truth disintegrates
when the people disappear and the objects that sustain it (architec-
ture, documents, photographs, household implements) fall apart.
Elena could have her way with the “reality” of the Zone because no one
among her online readers had been there to call her on it. No one but
Rimma witnessed Elena’s fabrications, and Rimma had not known of
the Kiddofspeed website until her boss was reprimanded for allegedly
allowing a lone motorcyclist into the Zone.
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The past, like the Zone, is uninhabited. Once I stepped out of the ar-
chive and into the Zone, I was on my own, like Elena in the depths of
her imagination, to make my way among the many conflicting truths
of historical representation. There were no curators to verify the date
and ownership of objects, no archivists to authenticate documents and
keep collections together (or, at least, to give them the appearance of
collections). There was no one to prevent me from randomly picking
rain-washed documents up from the floor, blowing off the dust, and,
after Rimma checked them for radiation, stashing them in my bag to
take home.

The very freedom I sought in hunting down sources left me in
limbo, with no way to check those sources. That is often the state of
objects and papers before they have been selected, cleaned, and placed
in a museum or archive to become “artifacts” and “documents.”® The
difference was that I found myself in the position of curator, archivist,
and historian all at once. For anyone to believe me, they would just
have to take my word for it.

When I entered the Zone, I had to check at the gate the tools of my
profession, the rules by which historians agree to play to produce veri-
fiable knowledge. And so the Zone becomes a metaphor for the kinds
of debates that have reverberated in scholarship over the past few de-
cades, about the links between power and the production of knowl-
edge, and what occurs to “truth” when we no longer know how to
authenticate it or when we falter in finding a voice to represent it. It is
a disorderly, dangerous terrain, this metaphorical zone. That was the
disturbing fact I took away. Certainly Elena had committed a fraud,
but more generally I grasped how the past is staged in place as well as
in archives. I realized, in other words, that in the belly of every truth
I seek there lurks a hoax.

Still, although I am a timid traveler, I am not ready to turn my back
on the Zone. Tarkovsky’s Stalker was nervous too, continually urging
his clients to be cautious. Like the Stalker, historians could learn to
be more anxious in our metaphorical zone because we are working
with powerful forces—knowledge, words, the encapsulation of lives
lived. I hope that I do not treat that power lightly, as Elena did in her
intrepid cyber wandering, nor am I willing to accept defeat and admit
that we cannot tell the stories of people whose words and objects have
not been considered important enough to record and catalog.
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I have failed to mention what the seekers in the film Stalker were
looking for in their Zone. It was rumored that in its depths was a room
where people who managed to find it would be granted their inner-
most wish. After the Stalker guided his adventurers through terri-
fying hazards to finally reach the magical room, they faltered. They
feared entering the room, as I was afraid to cross the threshold of the
listing cottage. That struck me as telling. In my travels, I exchanged
one stalker, the cyber-traveler Elena, for another, the dystopian de-
bunker Rimma. But in writing about it, I too became a stalker, who—
like every historian—can only lead her travelers to the threshold of
truth.



4 Bodily Secrets

The provinces of Chelyabinsk and Sverdlovsk, deep in the Russian
continent, used to be off-limits to foreigners. In the United States that
would be like placing a ban on visits to Montana, Wyoming, and a good
part of Idaho. The travel restriction was lifted in the early 1990s, but
the city of Chelyabinsk is still no tourist destination. I met no other
foreigners while I lived in Chelyabinsk, a Russian steel town of a mil-

lion people and a million yards of rusting pipe and heavy machinery.
In the courtyard of my apartment building, a neighbor inquired where
I was from. She was asking, she said, because the last person who had
lived in my furnished rental unit was from her hometown of Turgan
and, it turned out, he knew her relatives. Perhaps we too might have
a common connection? When I asked my neighbor if she had family
in Chicago, a wave of dread crossed her face before she forced a laugh.

That look gave me a first glimpse of the vast and sweeping Rus-
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sian nuclear security regime, of which Chelyabinsk is a small part.
Security regimes are strange affairs. They sort knowledge and ap-
pear to prioritize and hide the most significant information. But that
is a mirage. No security system does that. The most sequestered, top-
secret information can be banal and inconsequential, while what is
important to know can be right there, hidden by its very ordinariness.
Even so, security regimes attract researchers who seek to break the
code and learn the guarded secrets. Placing a territory in a classified
zone is a sure way of drawing attention. Living in Chelyabinsk while
researching a closed nuclear city, I got distracted by security regimes
and the supposedly hidden secrets within them. It took me a long time
to ask the most obvious question. Why draw attention with security
restrictions to something you want to keep secret? I got caught believ-
ing in the veracity of the security state. It took an old woman and her
scarred body to get me to see the real secrets. She taught me that the
bigger story was right before me, in the bodies of the people I met, so
close I could reach out and touch them.

Iwasin Chelyabinsk in order to find out more about Ozersk, a pretty
little city in a northern birch and pine forest surrounded by wind-
swept, gray-green lakes. The town is clean, orderly, leafy, with stately
apartment buildings and shoreline summer cottages. At least, that’s
what Ozersk is said to look like. I wasn’t able to enter Ozersk, or even
get close to it. Formerly one of ten closed Soviet nuclear cities, Ozersk
is now a closed Russian city, home to Russia’s first plutonium plant,
which reprocesses spent nuclear fuel for commercial reactors around
the world. Both making plutonium and reprocessing fuel produce a
great deal of radioactive waste. Ozersk is surrounded by a tall cyclone
fence topped with barbed wire and patrolled by guards at gateposts,
in boats on the lake, and on foot in the surrounding forests. During the
Cold War, to enter the closed city, a person needed a thorough back-
ground check and a pass. A restricted buffer zone lined with missiles
ringed Ozersk. The town was on no published map, and the address for
the ninety thousand people who lived there was officially Chelyabinsk,
some forty miles away. Ozersk was located in the center of a security
network so vast, so cosseted with restrictions and defensive instal-
lations, that, as I learned more about it, I came to feel sorry for Gary
Powers, sent confidently, blithely, like a lamb to slaughter, to fly a U-2
spy plane over this armed archipelago. Zenit rockets downed Powers’s
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plane on May 1, 1960, just after he flew over Ozersk, then called by the
few in the know (and Powers wasn't one), Chelyabinsk-4o0.

When I started visiting Chelyabinsk province sixteen years after
the end of the Cold War, I was surprised to find that the habit of
secrecy and intrigue was still going strong. When I showed up places,
a mini-whirlwind surrounded me. People knew who I was before we
had been introduced. Like a patient whom no one will tell has cancer,
I felt there was important information I should know but wasn’t privy
to. I had strange encounters. An official at the archive invited me to
her home, fed me borsch, told me about her marriage, her extramari-
tal affairs, her children, and then announced that, at the archive, I was
to pretend not to know her. Yet a few days later, while I was working
in the archive’s reading room, she invited me out for coffee, and as
we strolled down the street she told me that her home, office, and cell
phones were bugged, that if I needed to talk to her I should take her for
awalk. I asked her why she was under surveillance. She said she had a
top security clearance and access to alot of state secrets. She lifted her
chin, proud of her government’s trust (and mistrust) in her.

Secrets! That is what historians yearn for, long-guarded secrets
that make headlines. History holds out the promise that buried in ar-
chival storehouses are mysteries of the past that even people living
through those events did not know. This quest gives historians au-
thority and relevancy. Uncovering secrets was my mission too. As I
worked through declassified files over the years, I learned a lot of de-
tails about life at this epicenter of the Cold War arms race, but I did not
uncover any real secrets. What was there to learn? The most closely
guarded knowledge—the location of the plant, formulas for bombs,
and volumes of fissile material and radioactive waste—had long been
fished out by spies, intelligence agents, journalists, and other histori-
ans. Though I was banned from entering Ozersk, I could zoom through
it on Google Earth. I could find the formula for making a nuclear
weapon in published sources and then order online enough radioac-
tive materials to make a dirty bomb.' Why all the intrigue?

It took me several years to realize that the greatest mystery was not
in the archives and never had been. I had thought I was going to ex-
pose the history of the national security state as it was being invented
by those living at ground zero of the arms race. Strangely, seeking to
peer through this elaborate security apparatus distracted me fora long
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time from seeing a major part of the story of the Maiak plutonium
plant, which I missed because questions of access and secrecy loomed
so large. Thinking back on it, the young archivist who handed me files,
which I had not requested, about people living on the highly radio-
active Techa River, should have clued me in. Surprised at the unex-
pected folders that landed on my desk, I looked up to notice that the
young woman’s eyes bulged and her fingers were swollen and blue.
Had I yet any literacy in reading bodies as medical texts, I might have
recognized these as symptoms possibly caused by an overactive thy-
roid and asked whether her unsolicited help had something to do with
an illness associated with the plutonium plant. But I did not ask the ar-
chivist why she was surreptitiously aiding me. Instead, I continued on
my way, doggedly pursuing my original research question, not want-
ing to get off track.

Seeking to talk to some former plant workers and neighbors of the
plant, I got in touch with an Ozersk-based human rights lawyer, Na-
dezhda Kutepova. She connected me with over a dozen pensioners who
had worked at the plant and were willing to tell me their stories, or
parts of them. Unable to visit the closed city, I took up residence, in the
summer of 2010, in nearby Kyshtym, a small city of heavy log houses
on an isthmus between two northern lakes. I settled into a cottage to
live. I also had a key to an office in a crumbling sanatorium for senior
citizens. The spare, rectilinear room served as a neutral location for
me to meet the veterans of the plutonium plant. I needed a “neutral”
location because the owner of my borrowed cottage did not want me
to meet guests there, as the neighbors might take note of my activities.
That was the political climate. I was doing nothing illegal, but the idea
of talking about the former nuclear arms complex made a lot of people
nervous, including some of the people who came to see me.

One large, burly man, Sergei, walked in for our interview, folded
his arms over his chest, and kept them there. He proclaimed that he
didn’t know why he had come or what the point of our meeting was. As
a young conscripted soldier, Sergei had been sent to clean up radioac-
tive debris and ash after a major explosion of an underground radio-
active waste storage tank in September 1957, but he didn’t want to talk
about any of this with me. He told me he had signed security oaths
designed to keep state secrets especially from American spies. There
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I was speaking Russian with a thick American accent and holding our
meeting in a “neutral” location. Who was to say I wasn't a spy?

Certainly not Sergei. After a few minutes, he got up and departed,
in a huff. That left me alone with a handful of older women. Research-
ing this sensitive topic, I often ended up speaking to women, not men.
My story is biased that way. Like a morning spent at the bathhouse,
sharing emotional intimacy with a stranger of the same gender came
easily for many of the women with whom I spoke. Perhaps for that
reason, after Sergei left we relaxed and got down to business. But to
my chagrin, it turned out that our business was not state secrets but
secret body parts—their genetic legacies, reproductive histories, and
physical maladies. The women appeared to be far less concerned than
Sergei about my nationality and the plant’s security regime and more
attentive to dog-eared papers they fingered in their laps. The papers
were medical reports and legal petitions, and they wanted very much
for me to look at them. But I was not interested in their papers. In-
stead I wanted them to tell me about their lives working at the plant
and living in or near the closed city. I wanted to know what it felt like
to be locked up in a zone, cut off from the larger world. I asked ques-
tions along those lines.

Anna Miliutina was eager to talk. Spry and energetic, Miliutina did
not look her eighty years. She started at the plutonium plant when it
was still in the construction phase, in 1947. For several decades, she
worked as a shop clerk in the closed city, but in the late 1960s, she
wanted to make more money and retire sooner so she took a job at the
plant in production. Walking into a porcelain-lined tunnel to clock in
for her first shift, the plant’s security and safety regime impressed her:

First we went to the hygiene control station, took off all our clothes
and walked undressed into another room where we were given jump-
suits and cassettes to measure radiation. At the end of the day we gave
back our cassettes and they returned our clothes. In the corridor was
a soldier who let you into the workshop. We had numbers that indi-
cated where you were allowed to go. There and nowhere else. We took
a shower every day after work. When you left, the radiation monitor
checked you and might hold you back. If I got too large a dose, I didn’t
know. They didn'’t tell you.
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I had just started to work at the factory and there was an accident
in 1968. It was a critical reaction. The first shift had cleaned it up.
Maybe. Or maybe in the morning I did the cleaning. There were ten
meters to clean, not a lot of space. So that was how I was related [to
radioactive contamination].

“Were you afraid?” I asked.

No, no, no. What did we understand? How did we know we would get
sick? Now I know. I cleaned it up. They threw a powder on the floor.
If it was wet, they sopped it up. If it was acid, they washed. They had
that kind of order.

Those events, of course, did not give us health. That accident [in
1968], which I cleaned up, meant I got a lot of radiation which I think
is what gave me this chronic radiation disease, which doesn’t show up
on me [in the tests].?

Miliutina shuffled through her papers, worn, thumbed. She showed
me a letter rejecting her requests for compensation and another deny-
ing her diagnosis of chronic radiation syndrome (CRS), a complex of
symptoms assaulting multiple organs of the body. Soviet doctors first
created the diagnosis of CRS in the mid-1950s when they noticed that
young plant operators, who had started working at the plutonium
plant in perfect health, were falling ill with a host of symptoms—
chronic fatigue, loss of appetite, severe anemia, premature aging,
aching joints, brittle teeth and bones, to name a few. They guessed
that the prisoners and employees who first came down with these
symptoms had been exposed for long periods to doses of radioactive
isotopes that, while not enough to cause the immediate symptoms of
severe radiation illness, mounted over several years to produce a gen-
eral, debilitating malaise. A dozen of the first young women diagnosed
with CRS grew too sick to work and died in their early thirties. Soviet
doctors studying monthly blood tests learned to detect when workers
were at risk of CRS, and they ordered the endangered workers trans-
ferred to cleaner working environments.?

Miliutina felt she should be included on the list of people with CRS, a
diagnosis that would entitle her to compensation payments and state-
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paid medical treatment. As she pressed her papers on me, I attempted
to direct her back to facts about her life, as I was intent on answering
my research questions. Miliutina ignored my queries: “In the end, I
was insulted,” she said. “I did not get proper liquidator’s status. I have
gone everywhere and they will not give me this status.” She showed
me copies of the compensation law. She read from it aloud. I cut her
off with my own questions: What year did she start work? What was
her job title? I did not want her contemporary medical records but
a record of her past, and I wanted her life story as unmediated and
transparent as possible. Instead, Miliutina came out with sentences
that I suspected she had uttered many times before. “We had twenty
Chernobyls. It was a war. For others it wasn’t a war, but for us it was.”

Pulling out a new set of papers, she showed me how the radiobi-
ology clinic had evaluated her with a dose of 24 to 27 nanocuries. That
number meant nothing to me, and again I tried to return her attention
to the 1960s. In that quiet office in Kyshtym we grappled, me steering
Miliutina away from her papers and medical history and back to her
biography, she returning to them. An interview is a negotiation. Both
the interviewer and the subject have something they want to get out
of it. I was dissatisfied with my end of the exchange. I'm sure Miliu-
tina was too.

Another woman, Luibov Kuzminova started talking. She was, at age
seventy-five, very beautiful, her face a soft peach centered on indigo
eyes. In 1946 Kuzminova had worked as an agronomist in Metlino, a
hamlet along a small lake with a handsome church and old stone mill.
That was the year Soviet officers of the NKVD construction enterprise
started building the Maiak plutonium plant, seven kilometers distant.
In 1949, having run out of underground storage containers, the plant
director ordered engineers to dump all the plant’s waste, including
a high-level radioactive slurry mixed with toxic chemicals, into the
little Techa River. If ingested in undiluted form, the high-level radio-
active waste was fatal in micro quantities. The Techa flowed past the
plutonium plant and pooled into ponds, lakes, and swamps along its
soggy course. Metlino was the first hydrological way station down-
stream from the plant. “We didn’t know,” Kuzminova recalled. “We
drank and washed. We didn’t know it was all dirty.”

She narrated her biography as medical and reproductive record:
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I was married in 1956. We had trouble conceiving. Then I managed
to get pregnant but had first a miscarriage, then a stillborn. Finally I
gave birth to three children in 1959, 1960 and 1963. The first child died
at a year and a half of leukemia. The other two lived. They are sick a
lot. My husband worked in the lab at the plant. He died in his fifties. I
have female problems, and I have had a lot of operations.

In the 1950s plant radiation monitors realized that farmers living along
the Techa River, into which engineers had dumped 3.2 million curies
of high-level waste between 1949 and 1951, were dangerously exposed.*
After several years of drinking and washing with contaminated water,
villagers had symptoms similar to those of the first plant workers. In
subsequent years, plant doctors carried out exams on seventy-nine
hundred people in the downstream communities and clandestinely
diagnosed over nine hundred cases of CRS.° Many of the twenty-eight
thousand other people exposed but not tested might also have had the
syndrome.

Like Miliutina, Kuzminova held tattered medical records, which
she also pushed toward me, with the same effect on me as Miliutina’s.
Seeing my disinterest, Kuzminova put her papers aside, stood up, and
before I could stop her, unbuttoned her shirt to show me the scars on
her belly. Unlike the medical records, these markings finally drew my
attention. On her abdomen, the thick chalk lines of the surgeon’s knife
scrawled a crosshatch—Ileft and right, up and down. The marks looked
as if they were graphically attempting to void her torso. I didn’t know
if the cause for those many surgeries were isotopes from the plant, but
her pain, recorded in those bodily etchings, was simply, exhaustingly
there. I could no longer doubt it, but confronted with this rendering of
abody in pain, I wished it would go away.®

Miliutina wanted me to see her documents and Kuzminova her
body in order to ratify a diagnosis—chronic radiation syndrome or
some other medical verdict—so that they could feel justified, released
from having to make an argument about their status as unwitting vic-
tims. I have no degree in law or medicine, nor did I have the authority
to evaluate and certainly none to see that justice was done. Plant re-
searchers and officials said the women were not sick from plutonium
production, but the women said they were. Who was I to say which
side was right? There we sat at cross-purposes. I wanted the women’s
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life stories, and, unfairly, I wanted them without interfering self-
interest. They wanted to hear that they were right in their decade-long
quest for status as victims. They sought my help getting that recogni-
tion, and to do so they needed a diagnosis.

But the diagnosis of chronic radiation syndrome was a moving tar-
get. In the years that followed the Soviet government’s release of in-
formation about the Techa River disaster, a furious debate flared up
around the bodies of people who claimed they were sick from the
plant’s radioactive waste. Some doctors, backed by public interest
groups, said villagers and former workers suffered illnesses asso-
ciated with long-term, low doses of radiation. Other scientists, largely
underwritten by nuclear weapons establishments, said the plaintiffs
were in fact sick from poor diets, alcoholism, inbreeding, conventional
illnesses, and stress. They argued that in suing for compensation, the
plaintiffs were looking for handouts. I puzzled over the debate. Why
so many opinions? After five decades of research, why was science un-
able to determine the reasons the plaintiffs were sick?

The controversy derived in part from the insensibility of radio-
active isotopes. These ghostly historical agents shadowed the bodies
of workers and villagers in ways nearly impossible to recover as his-
torical record. Imperceptible isotopes require sensitive devices read
by trained technicians to make them legible. Monitoring of regular
workers at the Maiak plant became fairly consistent by the 1960s, but
radiologists estimated the exposures of temporary workers (often sol-
diers and prisoners) and farming neighbors rarely and haphazardly.
Clearly, hazardous radioactive isotopes remained in play even when
there was no radiologist there to measure them, yet the record was
sketchy at best.” Meanwhile, medical researchers largely dominated
the debate. They had measuring devises to quantify the isotopes, and
that gave them authority to make pronouncements on the health of
bodies when they intersected with radioactive contamination. I had
read a lot of these studies. I knew how many questions they begged,
how equipment failed and data was incomplete.® I knew about the de-
bates over “permissible doses” or “tolerance thresholds” —whether
they meaningfully reflected acceptable exposures to hazardous chemi-
cals and radioactive substances or existed merely to allow industries
to continue producing toxic products and waste. In short, the disputes
over the effects of ingested plutonium and other highly toxic iso-
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topes were highly politicized, and uncertainty prevailed.” How then
was I to account for these gaping silences in the record, the missing,
unaccounted-for radioactive iodine, cesium, plutonium, and stron-
tium slipping mysteriously through ecosystems, up food chains, and
into human bloodstreams? In my research I had encountered ghosts,
spirits of the forest, spectral nationalized identities, and other his-
torical agents that I could not see, but this problem was of a different
order. Though invisible, the isotopes were not ephemeral. They had a
very real, material existence.

Here were the most elusive secrets of the Maiak plutonium plant,
secrets that had nothing to do with formulas for bomb cores or blue-
prints for reactors, but instead involved mysteries that resided in the
bodies of people exposed for decades to the plant’s radioactive waste.
How much they had ingested and what damage the bouquet of in-
visible isotopes had done to their health—that was the enigma, which
after decades of research, no one in the United States or the Soviet
Union had convincingly resolved. Bodies, it turns out, do not give
up their secrets as easily as sequestered archives. The bodies of the
women I talked to were archives after a fashion, storing strontium-9o
and plutonium in bone marrow, iodine-131 in thyroids, cesium-137 in
endocrine glands, hearts, spleens, soft tissue, and muscle. The problem
is that unless the levels are very high, humans have very little capacity
to read these corporal repositories.

In the early 1990s, when American doctors first visited the medi-
cal research institutes associated with the Maiak plant, they were im-
pressed. Bruce Amundson, a senior cancer researcher, made a trip in
1992 to Ozersk, where he was amazed to find a vast body of research,
thick files for each of thousands of people who lived along the Techa
River. “In our open society,” he told a reporter, “we made a conscious
decision not to study our offsite [exposed] population. In a closed so-
ciety, the Soviets were able to carry out extensive, secret studies over
the same period. They are way ahead of us in understanding what may
have happened to their people.”*® Unlike medical researchers near the
American equivalent of Maiak, the plutonium plant at Hanford, Wash-
ington, Soviet doctors had kept a close eye on people exposed to their
plant’s radioactive waste. Since the early 1960s, Soviet researchers had
collected blood and urine samples from residents of the Techa region."
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Patients had never been told of their exposures, but their Soviet medi-
cal handlers had been tracing them through their bodies for decades.

With this Soviet medical data and the new post-Cold War spirit
of cooperation, American and Russian scientists eagerly began to
collaborate. The U.S. Department of Energy pumped millions of dol-
lars into Russian nuclear research installations, which were short
of money in the failing post-Soviet economy. American and Russian
scientists visited each other’s nuclear sites. Most Americans, however,
did not go to the Urals to learn from Soviet science, which they con-
sidered inferior. They came instead for the valuable Soviet “data sets,”
the medical files on three generations living on radiated territory, a
collection of medical data unique in the world.'* American doctors had
no registry like it.

American researchers also had no medical equivalent of chronic
radiation syndrome. To them it was a doubtful diagnosis, a vague
complex of symptoms. Research in the United States, by contrast, had
largely focused on a few cancers and thyroid disease as effects of expo-
sure to radioactive isotopes.”® Indeed, as American scientists came to
lead joint research projects, CRS disappeared from the medical litera-
ture and gradually started to dissolve from the post-Soviet landscape
too. By 2004 Russian researchers had reduced their original diagnoses
of 937 cases of chronic radiation syndrome in the downstream Techa
River population to 66 cases, and they ceased diagnosing new cases.'*
Miliutina and Kuzminova were angry because they felt that they and
others had been squeezed out of this diagnosis and the benefits it en-
tailed.

Long after meeting Miliutina and Kuzminova, I started to won-
der about the discrepancy between Russian medical verdicts before
and after their collaboration with American researchers supported
by Department of Energy funds. Despite the Russian doctors’ greater
wealth of data and experience in treating people suffering from long-
term low doses of radiation, the Americans’ notions of “exposure,” and
“thresholds,” and their more limited range of probable health effects
(i.e., a handful of possible cancers) had prevailed."” Why?

In large part the decline in the diagnosis of chronic radiation syn-
drome before and after the arrival of the Americans is due to the very
different uses of medicine in the Soviet and American nuclear re-
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search establishments. During the Cold War, American researchers
worried a great deal about the “threat” of “public exposure.”*® They
debated “permissible doses” and thresholds below which, they postu-
lated, exposure would cause little or no bodily harm. Atomic Energy
Commission policy turned on this understanding: the point of the
threshold notion was to maintain that workers’ exposures could be
kept at safe levels and that nuclear installations, properly monitored,
were not harmful. Workers whose exposure exceeded these thresh-
olds during accidents were brought in to plant clinics and run through
tests to try to determine how much radioactivity they had ingested or
taken externally on the body. Doctors looked for signs of severe radi-
ation illness and its related symptoms, which show up soon after ex-
posure. They believed, however, that exposures below the threshold
were relatively inconsequential, so they simply did not ask many ques-
tions about the long-term effect of low doses of radiation on the body.”
American doctors, like Soviet doctors, took blood samples from nuclear
workers and administered medical checkups, but they, unlike Soviet
doctors, were not looking for a broad set of symptoms that might clue
them in to medical problems associated with long-term exposure. Doc-
tors working within the Atomic Energy Commission (the precursor to
the Department of Energy) generally believed that if a body was ex-
posed to no more than the “permissible dose” (which declined steadily
from 1942 to the end of the century), that body was safe. Monitoring
the environment, not bodies, they assumed, assured good health.

In the Soviet Union in the first decade of radiobiology, doctors at the
prisoner-built, accident-prone Maiak plant faced a very different and
immediate problem. They were not at all concerned about making an
argument to a worried public about the safety of nuclear installations.
In Soviet society, officialdom rarely had to answer to public scrutiny,
and nuclear installations were so sequestered that officially they did
not exist, having no presence on published maps or in public discus-
sions. Instead, what vexed plant managers was how to keep valuable,
trained employees working despite daily exposures to an alarming
volume of fission products. Hungry prisoners and soldiers built the
Maiak plant in a rush, and it suffered many more accidents than its
American equivalent at Hanford. This meant that far more workers
were exposed on a daily basis than at the American plant. Keeping
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workers healthy was especially difficult for Soviet doctors because the
security officers who ran the plant did not allow them access to pro-
duction records that could tell them how much of what kind of iso-
topes their worker-patients had been exposed.’ Denied data on their
patients’ doses and from environmental monitoring—the very data at
the center of American “health physics”—Soviet researchers focused
on the specificity of the bodies they attended, looking for symptoms of
radiation exposure on the body. The body, they hoped, could serve as
a map encoding an individual’s working environment and past expo-
sures—if they could only decipher it.

Between 1950 and 1990, Soviet doctors at the Maiak plant took tens
of thousands of blood samples and performed thousands of medi-
cal checkups."” Some workers underwent ten to fifteen blood tests a
year. Some bodies, the doctors noticed, showed few signs of distress
after chronic exposures; others, working in the same conditions, grew
gravely ill. Soviet doctors became adept at detecting minute changes
in blood cells and slippages in workers’ cognitive and physical abili-
ties, which they learned signaled the onset of chronic radiation syn-
drome. In the first decade, they diagnosed over two thousand cases of
CRS, 23 percent of the plant staff.*° In order to convince supervisors to
remove these workers from hazardous shops, the doctors had to come
up with a lot of evidence, all derived from workers’ bodies.

Evaluating these two approaches, you might conclude that exces-
sive Stalinist secrecy caused Soviet doctors to fall behind their West-
ern peers, who enjoyed greater access to information in an open so-
ciety. Lacking crucial information, Soviet doctors practiced blindly,
while the Americans developed superior methods of evaluating radi-
ation exposure and health. That was largely the conclusion Ameri-
can researchers came to in the 1990s. In the post-Cold War period,
when everything Soviet was considered backward, the assumption
that Soviet radiation medicine had little value made perfect sense. It
isuseful, however, to look at how American assumptions embedded in
the practice of health physics had evolved out of an industrial-medical
trajectory that plucked bodies from the environments in which they
had grown ill.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, doctors and patients in
the United States and Europe believed that disease was linked to the
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landscape. Disease was seen as an imbalance in the body related to
changes in a complex of environmental and social factors. There were
healthy places and sickly ones. Bodies were considered permeable and
susceptible to environmental vapors, fogs, winds, and temperature.
Nineteenth-century doctors kept records of barometric pressure, hu-
midity, and other weather data in order to understand the health of
their patients.* In the late nineteenth century, germ theory changed
this understanding of disease. Instead of tracing illness to a mix of en-
vironmental and bodily factors, germ theory located single external
agents as the source of illness. A germ could be anywhere and could
penetrate the body regardless of ecological factors, which made dis-
ease placeless. Germ theory thus forged a trend in medical research
that turned away from the study of how environmental factors deter-
mined health.?” In the twentieth century, as doctors focused their re-
search on singular causes of disease in bodies outside of place, other
professionals—agronomists, hydraulic engineers, and soil scientists
among them—stepped in to study the environment.*® In this way, as
a subject of attention, the body and the environment were divorced
from one another.

In the 1940s, American researchers, concerned about worker
health as plant operators on the Manhattan Project came in contact
with industrial quantities of radioactive isotopes for the first time at
the Hanford plutonium plant, used methods that grew out of the field
of toxicology, which, in turn, had taken lessons from germ theory.?*
Industrial hygienists did not determine occupational illness based
on workers’ health complaints. Rather they fixed on measurements
of toxins in the factory environment that could be linked to harmful
physiological developments. Lead, for example, known to cause bodily
harm, was found in samples of both factory air and workers’ blood,
making for a clear-cut case.?® Following the same method, in 1944,
American researchers first had to detect and measure the deposition
of radioactive isotopes in bodies of test animals and then human sub-
jects. This was a frustrating experience because they could not mea-
sure trace elements of radioactive isotopes but only larger “thresh-
old” doses. For decades they worked on devising machinery sensitive
enough to count isotopes buried in organs and bone marrow, with only
limited success.



BODILY SECRETS 71

Atmospheric testing over Mt. Rainier to determine the dispersion of trace

material in the atmosphere, 1970. Courtesy of the Department of Energy.

Another way to determine how large a dose a worker might be get-
ting was to estimate exposure. At the Hanford plant, researchers put
in place a monitoring program, attaching pencil-shaped radiation de-
tectors to workers’ bodies and placing monitoring devices in shops and
labs. Taking lessons from industrial hygienists in the chemical indus-
try, environmental researchers went outside, setting up filters, taking
samples to study the spread and concentration of radioactive isotopes
in soils, air, water, plants, and animals. Soil scientists looked at how a
particular radioactive isotope, say cesium-137, soaked into soils, find-
ing its way to the roots of plants and then into the plants’ fruits.?®
Ichthyologists studied fish swimming in water laced with suspended
radioactive isotopes.?” Meteorologists examined the paths of isotopes
in air currents. These “pathway” studies found that particular radio-
active isotopes acted in unique ways depending on the specific envi-
ronment—the mix of alkaline, sand, rock, and mineral in soils; the
temperature and force of plumes in rivers; the vagaries of wind and
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Dye tests conducted in the Columbia River near the Atomic Energy Commission’s

Hanford plant (near Richland, Washington), ca. 1970. Courtesy of the Department
of Energy.

precipitation in air. Yet, because scientists of ecology had divided into
divergent disciplines and, likewise, from scientists studying human
bodies, this knowledge of the ways radioactive isotopes worked in par-
ticular environments scarcely made its way into medical studies of
radiation’s effects on the body. This splintering of body and environ-
ment into discrete fields, historian Linda Nash notes, “made it difficult
to draw connections between environmental change and changes in
human health.”?®

American researchers were looking for cause and effect: singu-
lar radioactive isotopes assaulting singular bodily organs to produce
stand-alone diseases. It was important in the United States for doc-
tors and lawyers to be able to prove in court that a certain agent (and
not others) caused bodily harm. Early nuclear workers complained
of health problems, which they suspected had something to do with
their jobs, but newly minted “health physicists,” like industrial hy-
gienists before them, generally assumed that workers were dissem-
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bling and exaggerating their symptoms.>> How a worker felt could not
be diagnosed.** In the American tradition of toxicology, from which
radiation biology or health physics emerged, only a link between a
quantifiable exposure (i.e., a certain dose of radioactive iodine) and a
known physiological effect (thyroid cancer or disease) constituted an
occupational illness.

The archival record shows that American doctors were loath to link
a worker’s poor health or untimely death to the Hanford plant’s leak-
ing fission products and even more reluctant to relate effects on the
bodies of neighbors to the plant’s radioactive effluence.** While the
Hanford plant was functioning, it had, officially, no recorded fatalities
from radioactive isotopes.*? Health physicists did not connect workers’
exposure with occupational deaths until the 1990s.

The Soviet diagnosis of chronic radiation syndrome described a
broad category of symptoms that were difficult to distinguish from
symptoms of other major illnesses such as heart disease, hepatitis,
rheumatism, and tuberculosis.*®* CRS never became a diagnosis in the
American medical tradition largely because it would never hold up
in court. There was no way in the American medical-juridical under-
standing of occupational illness, focused as it was on causal links be-
tween particular agents and particular diseases, to separate the com-
plex of symptoms describing CRS from other illnesses with similar
symptoms. Except for a few geneticists working in the late 1940s, I
have found no evidence that American researchers thought in terms
of radioactive isotopes assaulting multiple organs to weaken immune
systems and cause a multiplex of debilitating symptoms.>* Most re-
searchers just didn't think that way. Their focus was on exposures, not
on bodies and their symptoms, and they recorded long lists of esti-
mated doses and depositions in isolated organs. To an amazing degree,
in the studies that emerged from American nuclear installations, the
bodies of patients—and certainly bodies in pain—are wholly invisible.

Historian Christopher Sellers situates a form of this “body blind-
ness” in the early American environmental movement of the 1960s.
The first activists, failing in court to draw a line between the coterie
of vague human health effects associated with a chemical sensitivity
to DDT turned instead to proving in court damages to animals and
birds as “property” and natural resources. Winning these early court
cases over contaminated environments, activists established the Envi-
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ronmental Defense Fund, but in so doing, Sellers argues, they turned
their back on the humans threatened by environmental disasters to
focus on land, animals, and property.®® Cancer research shows a simi-
lar body blindness. Most cancer research has fixated on the cure
rather than environmental causes of cancer, although such causes ac-
count for two-thirds of all cancers. Insurance companies will pay for
genetic testing on women with breast cancer, but they refuse to use
the body as an archive and analyze breast tissue for chemical carcino-
gens.®® This is not just an American problem. Employers and insurers
worldwide are reluctant to treat the body as a source of evidence of
environmental contamination. Zhang Haichao, a migrant worker in
China, was exposed to silica dust at the Zhendon Abrasion Proof Ma-
terial Company in the Henan Province. Zhang contracted silicosis, but
the official occupational disease hospital repeatedly refused to certify
him as suffering from silicosis, diagnosing him instead with tubercu-
losis, which called for no compensation. To prove his case, Zhang had
to go to extremes. He persuaded a doctor to perform a live lung biopsy
to confirm his silicosis, although a simple X-ray had shown the disease
clearly®” A failure to see bodies and to use them as archival maps of
exposure helps explain the emphasis on cures, not the environmental
causes, of a growing number of debilitating and deadly diseases.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Department of Energy de-
classified tens of thousands of documents detailing the colossal vol-
ume of radioactive waste dumped into the interior western environ-
ment during the Cold War. When Americans living near the Hanford
plant claimed that they and their offspring were ill with a variety of
illnesses, which they blamed on the plant, DOE-funded researchers,
tellingly, targeted the first large-scale health-effect studies not on
bodies but on “dose estimates” from environmental monitoring. Using
these estimates, calibrated from decades of ambient readings of radio-
active isotopes in the environments, they guessed the doses residents
received, then ran those numbers against the estimated exposures of
Japanese survivors of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings to come
up with the probabilities of “downwinders” getting a couple specific
cancers or thyroid disease.®

The Atomic Bomb Casualty Study serves to this day as the gold stan-
dard, for American medical and juridical panels, in determining how
probable it is that an illness was caused by radiation exposure.** Of



BODILY SECRETS 75

course, massive, one-off explosions in damp and coastal Japan differed
greatly from the slow-drip exposure to a different cocktail of radioac-
tive isotopes on the volcanic soils of the arid and continental Colum-
bia Basin, and Japanese in the 1950s had very different diets and daily
habits than residents of eastern Washington, but medical researchers
rarely took those differences into account. Rather, they made models
that regarded bodies and landscapes in Japan and the United States as
interchangeable.* This is all the more remarkable considering how
much hydrologists, ichthyologists, meteorologists, and soil scien-
tists had discovered in four decades of research at the labs at Hanford
about the locally contingent pathways of radioactive isotopes in the
environment. Given this blind spot, it may not be surprising that regu-
latory and legal rulings concerning Hanford have produced bizarre
conflicting diagnoses: while the federal government found the Han-
ford Nuclear Reservation to be severely contaminated and in need of a
hundred-billion-dollar cleanup, federal courts determined that people
living downwind and downstream of Hanford were largely unaffected.

These kinds of rulings reveal the moment when the bodies of ex-
posed people disappeared, dissolved into the heavy physical and
mental labor of trying to make insensible isotopes stand up and be
counted. That had long puzzled me as I read through the published
medical studies of people exposed near the Hanford and Maiak plants.
The bodies—how they felt, their complaints, what they experienced
as pain or illness—played no role in these records. There simply were
no bodies, just counts of various isotopes, dose estimates, and proba-
bilities of the emergence of various cancers in numerous organs ex-
tracted from a statistically configured composite body.

Invisibility takes a lot of work. The medical studies of the 1990s in
the United States and then later in Russia, did just that, dematerializ-
ing the bodies exposed to the Soviet and American plutonium plants’
radioactive waste. In pushing away my interview subjects’ medical
records, I too had exhibited this body blindness. Unable to judge, I did
not know what to do with their vague complaints. When Luibov Kuz-
minova raised her shirt to show me her scars, tellingly I wanted noth-
ing more than to make her body go away.

I puzzled over how to get past the obfuscating data and make those
bodies appear again. One day I had an encounter that focused my
thinking about bodies and health effects. While living in the cottage
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on the outskirts of Kyshtym, I got to know a neighbor, Ludmilla, who
had a garden of potatoes she tended carefully. It was an unusually dry
summer and every day, she and a friend, both in their sixties, carried
buckets from the well to the garden to water their potato plants until
they collapsed toward evening on a bench, fanning themselves. Some-
times I joined them in their watering, and Ludmilla gave me eggs and
green onions in exchange. Ludmilla introduced me to her daughter, a
slight woman with a pinched, worried face. I never caught her name.
The daughter came to visit me unexpectedly one evening in my cot-
tage. She said she wanted to meet an American. She had never met
a foreigner before, and she thought she'd like to because she felt she
didn’t belong in Kyshtym. Over tea, she told me about her life: that she
had a low-paying job; that she and her son lived in an apartment with
no plumbing, just a courtyard outhouse; that she was tired of it all.

I asked her the age of her son. “Twenty-one,” she said. “You know,
the fellow who drives me here.” I was astonished. I had taken her son,
balding, blanched, and withered, to be her husband, an older husband.
He looked like he'd been born at least a decade before his mother. She
admitted his health was poor, due, she thought, to a copper-smelting
factory within two hundred meters of their apartment building. I cal-
culated other risks that might factor in. Kyshtym took a good hit over
the decades from the radioactive effluent of the Maiak plant. As well,
the young man was born in 1989, at the start of Russia’s long economic
crisis, a decade in which food, clothing, and health care were in scant
supply.* A complex of factors likely sped the son past his mother in
aging. His precise diagnosis will probably never be known, which does
not change the fact that he is clearly very ill. There is as yet no medical
study, historical inquiry, or epidemiological mapping that can place
that boy back in his courtyard, where the smelting plant’s gray fog
trailed lead and arsenic, while he dug in earth watered by rain from
clouds laced with fission products.** That sort of history is nowhere to
be had, but the prematurely aged young man’s body might give clues to
such a history if there were a way to read it as a historical text.

This is a new frontier of scholarly inquiry, one that seeks to re-
animate and recreate historically voided bodies, in a way that does
not dismiss bodies in pain.*® For the landscape most overlooked on
the panorama of nuclear sacrifice zones is the landscape of the body.
Human bodies—porous, renewing, and transforming—are as much a
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repository, a dump of manmade waste products, as are rivers, ground-
water, soils, plants, and animals. Think of the tourists, people like my-
self who engaging in dark tourism, explore ghost towns, battlefields,
and depopulated nuclear zones. The last stop of this tour should be re-
flective, a tour of human bodies, for they are the long-haul truckers of
the vast transformations of human history on geology and biology.**
Human history, in other words, is changing human bodies. Yet this
bodily archive has scarcely been breached. In the search for secrets,
the mysteries are right here with us.



5 Sacred Space in
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There is no name for this season. I have in mind the lingering mo-
ment on the Eurasian steppe in the late twentieth century when the
warm months yielded to the approaching frost, snow, and ice, when
locals hoarded potatoes and casually spoke of famine. In this season, in
late September 1998, I arrived in an old shtetl, named Uman, in central
Ukraine. In the same week, an estimated ten thousand Hasidic Jews
from across the world swept into Uman, as if carried by the power-
ful winds that rattled the tin roofs and sent dust curling round cor-
ners.! In their long black coats, the Hasids filled the narrow streets
with song and a busy, rushing, closing-in sense of time. After the fall
of the Soviet Union, thousands of Hasidic Jews of the Bratslaver sect
started to arrive every year in this compact, remote Ukrainian city to
celebrate Rosh Hashanah. They came from Israel, the United States,
Canada, Africa, South America, and Australia. They traveled thou-
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sands of miles to spend the Jewish New Year at the grave of their spiri-
tual leader, Nahman von Bratslav, who died in 1810.

I went to Uman, not for the religious holiday, but out of curiosity.
I wanted to find out what it was about the grave that drew believers
from distant homes to an otherwise unspectacular town with unreli-
able plumbing. At the time, I was writing about villagers—Jews and
Christians—who, in the midst of famine in the 1920s, walked miles
to pilgrimage sites to pray to the Virgin Mary, who they believed had
appeared in a clearing on a hill in the central Ukrainian countryside.
The pilgrims carried heavy crosses to plant at the site in an appeal to
Mary for protection. In the space of a few months in 1923, hundreds
of crosses came to dot the meadow, which locals renamed the Valley of
Jehosephat.? The villagers’ concept of sacred space was difficult for me
to grasp. How would I write plausibly about a place that had the power
to incubate faith and a belief in miracles?

I was at a loss for answers in part because I was a product of the
modern era in which one spot hardly differs from any other. A housing
development in Florida looks like a housing development in suburban
Moscow —the same two-car garages, central air, and picture windows,
despite vast differences in climate, culture, and topography. With tech-
nologies that can dry up swamps, turn deserts into green fields, vapor-
ize hills, and send rivers underground, developers in search of profits
have transformed places into commodities, repetitive, impersonal,
and interchangeable. Yet, in the quiet towns of Central Europe in the
1990s, the free market was still a new and foreign innovation and the
sacral qualities of religious sites, long suppressed by Soviet authori-
ties, were vividly coming to life. In Uman, I talked to a thirteen-year-
old boy from Toronto who had come to Nahman'’s grave for the fifth
year in a row. He said his experience deepened every year, grew richer
and more wondrous, and that he would try to visit the grave every
year of his life. I marveled at the boy’s conviction. He was one of many
amid a rampant religious resurgence in eastern Europe at the time.
In Czestochowa, Poland, a few summers before, I had stood shoulder
to shoulder with a crowd of pilgrims in the bursting cathedral of the
Jasna Géra Monastery. A trumpet sounded, chains rolled, and the be-
lievers gasped to see the icon of the Black Madonna revealed from be-
hind doors of glimmering gold leaf. Like those around me, many of
whom had walked for a month in August heat to reach the pilgrimage
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site, I had the impulse to fall hard, knees to cobblestone, at seeing the
simple painting of a dark-skinned Mary on a cracked wooden board. I
didn’t, though. Alone in the crowd, I remained standing.

In the Kiev Lavre Monastery, [ lit a candle and wandered into caves
dug by eleventh-century Orthodox monks. The monks were still
there, blackened, shriveled mummies reclining under glass on beds
of stone. Believers bent over the corpses, kissed the glass, and whis-
pered prayers to the men who had spent their lifetimes underground
in service to an exacting God. When I wandered off the tourist route in
the underground tunnels, a young priest stepped out of the dim light
to block my path. “This place,” he rumbled, “is only for Orthodox be-
lievers.”
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There I'was, again on the outside. The sacral security regimes seemed
as hermetic as the razor-wire fences and alarm systems of nuclear secu-
rity zones. I was used to standing outside barriers, guessing at what oc-
curred within, but if I ever procured a pass to a nuclear zone, I had a
chance of grasping the secular rituals and traditions within. In front
of these walls of devotion, I had few abilities to understand the fidelity,
bordering on romantic love, that religious believers address to sacred
sites. Peering in from a secular world, I puzzled over how I would de-
scribe these feelings and miraculous events. In Uman, I especially had
trouble because I found little about the place to inspire passion.

Uman is a quiet murmur of a city in the midst of a rolling plain. It
struck me as somehow misassembled. The architecture was neither
tsarist nor Soviet, neither preserved nor bulldozed. Old, brick, never-
finished buildings abutted aluminum kiosks selling cigarettes, candy,
and cheap, local beer, smelling of vinegar and drawn from large steel
barrels. The store windows, innocent of soap and water, bore faded
advertisements for products no longer for sale, while on the sidewalk,
women stood over card tables hawking plastic cookware and polyester
lingerie that they had personally hauled, train-hopping, from the Chi-
nese border. I was staying with a friend’s mother, Dar’ya Semenovna,
born in Uman seventy-five years before. She had left the region but



82 CHAPTER FIVE

once, to spend three years in Germany as a slave laborer during World
War II. Dar’ya Semenovna said that Uman was much improved. “Be-
fore the war,” she said, “the town was a dirty little thing.”

It is easy to forget when in the strangely hushed towns in central
Ukraine, towns such as Uman, Chernobyl, Bratslav, and Berdichev, that
they were once centers of great and powerful Hasidic dynasties, hubs
of scholarship and politics, to which thousands of pilgrims journeyed
annually to see their leaders, the tsadiks. Uman and other Ukrainian
shtetls are the birthplaces of Hasidism, an eighteenth-century move-
ment that infused the central European landscape with a rich body of
song, dance, and literature and a set of traditions that have refused
to die. For Bratslavers the sacred qualities of Uman are not about the
place itself but about a state of being—a condition of divine enlight-
enment and revelation.

The Hasidic tsadiks were the spiritual descendants of the founder of
Hasidism, Israel ben Eliezer, better known as the Ba’al Shem (or Ba’al
Shem-Tov), a Jewish scholar and hermit who lived in the first half of
the eighteenth century in a shtetl not far from Uman. The Ba’al Shem
traveled what is today central Ukraine, healed people, and preached
an exultant message. According to Gershon David Hundert, the Ba’al
Shem taught that there is no way to split the sacred from the profane,
that the divine presence fills the world in all its aspects, and that no
place—not even the lowliest hovel—exists without a spark of the
divine. Of the Talmud and other sacred texts, the Ba’al Shem instructed
that it was not the scriptural content but the words themselves that
acquired divine grace when looked at or repeated in prayer or song.
And so the Hasidim started a tradition of dancing and singing to reach
God through ecstatic prayer. Hasidism is perhaps Ukraine’s most last-
ing export. After the Ba'al Shem died, his fame grew still greater and
his teaching spread from Ukraine to Poland, Galicia, Romania, and
Hungary. His message caught on especially in humble towns and vil-
lages, where Jews welcomed the lesson that any ordinary person—one
without great wealth, learning, or access to elaborate temples—could
reach divine inspiration through everyday acts.®

Rabbi Nahman Bratslav was the great-grandson of the Ba’al Shem
on his mother’s side. Like the Ba’al Shem, Nahman sought solitude in
the woods and on long canoe trips on tranquil Ukrainian rivers. Later
in life, he claimed to have spoken to his great-grandfather in prayer
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during these retreats. To his followers, Nahman embodied the per-
sonal legacy of the Ba'al Shem. He defined Hasidic belief for his com-
munity and attracted a considerable following. In his mid-thirties,
however, Rabbi Nahman contracted a fatal case of tuberculosis. He
moved to Uman so he could die there and be buried in the mass grave
of Jews who were massacred by Cossacks during the Khmelnitsky up-
risings in the seventeenth century. Before he died, Nahman reportedly
told his followers, “On Rosh Hashanah, I want you near me.”

Nahman’s disciples obeyed. They built a synagogue and formed a
community in Uman, and for a century they kept up the tradition of
spending Rosh Hashanah with the Rebbe at his grave. But after the
Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, religion fell out of fashion and Commu-
nist revolutionaries closed the Bratslaver’s synagogue in Uman. In 1937
Soviet town planners encircled the synagogue within the walls of a
factory and turned it into a club for workers. In 1941 German troops
and special killing squads brought a terrifying occupation and mass
extermination to Soviet Ukraine. Members of the special killing
squads herded Uman’s Jews into open graves on the town’s outskirts
where they were shot and buried. Others drowned in the river, where
Brastlaver pilgrims say the tashlich (a symbolic casting of sins upon
the moving water, part of the New Year ritual). Nazis killed seventeen
thousand of the city’s twenty-two thousand Jews in mass shootings
between 1941 and 1943. Before the war, Jews were a majority in Uman.
After the war, very few Bratslavers remained to tend Nahman’s grave
and, as the city changed, the grave site languished on a slope sinking
toward a muddy stream and a gravity-propelled trash dump.

For forty years after the war, Nahman’s grave was quiet but not for-
gotten. I met, on a street leading to the busy grave site, a woman who
introduced herself as Lena. She was a znakharka, a clairvoyant who
healed with incantations and cured by laying hands on the sick. Lena
said that Rabbi Nahman passed his hands over the womb of her great-
great-grandmother, bestowing on her and her offspring the power to
heal. In exchange for this gift, Lena tended Nahman’s grave, as had her
mother and grandmothers before her. At the grave, Lena talked to the
Rabbi’s spirit, and he answered, giving her advice. Once he appeared to
her in a dream. She described him to me as a short man with piercing
eyes and one graying ringlet slipping from under his hat. I found it ap-
propriate that Lena spoke of Nahman in the present tense.
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Central Ukraine is a landscape loaded with trauma. In the 1990s
many people bore their memories of wartime and postwar suffering
silently because Soviet officialdom had endorsed just a few narratives
about the war: about heroism inspired by patriotism to the Soviet
Union; about the sacrifice of, not a majority of Jews, but generic “vic-
tims of fascist aggression”; and about the suspected collaboration of
a few.

My host, Dar’ya Semenovna, fell into the last category. In her small
apartment, she pulled out postcards from a village in Bavaria where
she had been incarcerated as a forced laborer during the war. In the
first months of the two-and-a-half-year occupation, German officials
encouraged young Ukrainians to sign up to work in Germany. Word
soon got around that the jobs supplied no real wages and starvation
rations. As volunteers dried up, German soldiers and their local aux-
iliaries held surprise roundups at the market on Saturdays to nab
young, labor-ready bodies and push them, screaming and terrified,
into waiting freight trains.* Dar’ya Semenovna was caught in such a
raid, and the unheated stock car took her to southern Bavaria. At a
public auction, she and the other Ostarbeitern (eastern laborers) were
sold off to local German employers. Dar’ya got lucky. A factory owner
purchased her to work in his factory, a slightly more merciful fate than
those who landed in labor camps.®

The quiet village in Bavaria was the only place Dar’ya Semenovna
had ever traveled outside Ukraine. She explained how the proprietor
she worked for gave her pocket money and she saved up pennies to
buy the postcards she showed me. After the war, Soviet security offi-
cials confiscated mail pouches filled with postcards from the men and
women who had been stolen from their homes in Ukraine and sent
to Germany. These plain, photoless postcards, which German officials
printed in Ukrainian specifically for the Ostarbeiter, read like a folk
lament. They include descriptions of aching loneliness and mournful
inventories of the fathers, mothers, children, spouses, and siblings at
home whom they missed every waking moment. “How is little Fedor
without us?” one peasant mother wrote about her child. “Is he still
alive? Here without all of you is just misery.”®

Dar’ya Semenovna did not mail the postcards she purchased. She
kept them because she cherished the images. She showed them to
me—one of a rural Baroque church in the foreground of thatch cot-
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tages surrounded by cozy, lush gardens. There are no people in the
photo, just a beckoning path ambling across and out of the frame.

Dar’ya Semenovna told me about “William,” an American POW who
worked in the same factory. He fell in love with her across the machin-
ery and asked her to come to the United States with him after the war.
“I turned him down,” she remembered. “I was afraid. I only wanted
home to mama, even if there was a famine there.”

As she carefully stowed the cards in her bureau, Dar’ya Semenovna
remarked that she had seen no place as beautiful as that Bavarian ham-
let where she had been incarcerated during the war. I was stunned by
the melancholy of her words. I imagined that in retrospect those years
of imprisonment still held a promise of future freedom and happiness,
a promise that did not pan out. After returning home to Uman in 1945,
Dar’ya Semenovna’s life never righted. Because she had been forced to
work for the enemy, she was branded a collaborator and barred from
finishing high school and going to university. While many of her con-
temporaries wore ribbons on their chests and stood honored in public
ceremonies commemorating the Great Fatherland War, Dar’ya Seme-
novna spent her life as a cleaning lady, mopping floors and swabbing
bathrooms in public buildings.

In the 1990s, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, former Soviet
citizens were freed to reconceive of the past in richer ways, and World
War Il became a pivot around which people often told the story of their
lives, even if they were too young to have experienced it firsthand. For
Dar’ya Semenovna, looking back toward the end of her life, the war
years became a form of tourism, if coerced, and represented a moment
of adventure and passion in her long, disappointing life.

For Bratslavers, on the other hand, the war and the Holocaust
made Uman sacred, a way to both commemorate and renounce the
attempted genocide of European Jews. During the Soviet era, a few
Bratslavers from Israel and the United States would slip into Uman
each year for Rosh Hashanah to spend the holiday at Nahman’s grave
site. After the Berlin Wall came down, and with it Soviet restrictions
on travel, more and more Bratslavers streamed into the town each fall.
By 1998 a whole travel industry was in place, with chartered planes
and buses to transport thousands of Hasids to Uman for the holiday.

The center of the action was the grave. The entrance to the sacred
site started on a wide street of cracked cement lined with Brezhnev-
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era apartment blocks. There, during the holiday, Uman residents
and visiting Bratslavers milled around, hawking, selling, buying,
and watching. The broad street narrowed to a path as it neared the
covered grave. I wished to see it, and started walking that way, into
a throng of believers pacing and praying at the foot of the grave. As I
approached, some men turned on me, hissing and making motions as
if shooing away a cat. I stopped, confused, seeing the faces of the men
redden, lips curling. A minute passed and finally a man came up and
whispered in English with a Brooklyn accent, “They are really serious
about the ban on women. If you go farther, you could get hurt.”

I looked around and noticed for the first time that all the eyes
watching me were male. I felt a fool. Devout Hasidim are forbidden to
look upon women during the holiday. During the major holidays the
grave becomes the preserve of men arriving from abroad. For those
acquainted with Jewish religious tradition, it appears absurd that I let
slip that one, important fact before I made the trip from Kiev. But I did.
I learned later that among the ten thousand visiting male Bratslavers
in Uman that year, there was only one Orthodox woman—who, like
me, was barred from the grave and the synagogue.

I had come to watch. But I was not allowed anywhere within eye-
sight. I returned to Dar’ya Semenovna’s apartment disappointed. Over
potatoes and cherry wine I told her my problem. “Why don’t you dress
as a boy?” she suggested. I shook my head, replying I thought it would
be disrespectful to the Hasids. “A shame,” Dar’ya Semenovna replied,
“you have come so far.”

I'had only traveled two hours on a bus from Kiev, where I was living
at the time, but I saw her point. I had come a long way in trying to
understand this kind of pilgrimage, and sitting in Dar’ya’s apartment,
I was no closer to grasping the experience.

“Go there at night,” she tried again, “and watch from behind a bush.”
That struck me as a better idea. It was still sneaky, but if I wasn't seen,
then I broke no sacred law. Right? My logic was doubtful, but it was
good enough for me at the time.

Late on the eve of Rosh Hashanah, I made my way back to the grave.
I was aided by the fact that Ukrainian cities, short of cash and thus
electricity, skimped on street lighting. In the dark, I slipped up to the
courtyard just above the path approaching the holy site, and climbed
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a tree. The tree’s canopy offered good cover. From my perch on the
branch, feeling powerfully invisible, I watched.

In the balmy night, the small clay and wattle cottage built around
the grave glowed fluorescent. Songs and shouts came from the pavil-
ion covering the holy site. The wind blew vigorously as a young man
with the first tufts of hair on his chin tapped by in delicate high-heeled
shoes, his long white stockings smudged and disheveled. A broad-
brimmed streumel engulfed his crown in a halo of mink. An elderly
man aided by another boy slowly followed, moving with arachnid pre-
cision—spine bent at a right angle, right leg carefully unfolding, cane
in pursuit, neck extended—downbhill toward the grave. As the prayer
service ended, more men poured along the narrow, littered street; men
inlong robes and ringlets alit in the silty gusts. Boys followed the men,
twitching behind their fathers. Men silvered at the sideburns and in
elegant suits passed, succeeded by younger, poorer Hasids shuffling
by in hand-me-down suits and broken loafers.

Although few of the Bratslavers spoke Russian or Ukrainian, the
men moving back and forth seemed very much at home in Uman. The
street between the grave of Nahman von Bratslav and the new syna-
gogue looked more like a street in Jerusalem than one in the former
Soviet Union. Unlike the wide parade routes favored by Soviet plan-
ners, this street narrowed to a crowded and twisting footpath pitted
with peddlers selling yarmulkes, portraits of the tsadik, prayer books,
and shawls. The men and boys, hands on each other’s shoulders, caught
up in song, filled the space with sound and motion. It was haunting to
witness, as if the prewar photographs of Ukrainian shtetls had come
to life. As if the Hasids innately knew their sacred place in this dis-
tant land.

As I watched the procession, I fell into a transcendent state of
heightened sensory apprehension. The evening breeze pulled toward
me the scent of autumn leaves mixed with frying onions. Voices rose
and fell in and out of earshot, occasionally overtaken by the bleating
traffic on the artery above. The pale lights of cozy, compartmentalized,
family life in the surrounding apartment blocks circled the gravesite,
sheltering the men and boys lost to their ancient prayers. I came to a
moment when the strangeness of the place gave way to familiar and
intimate sensations of childhood, my legs dangling from a tree, spy-
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ing from above on the life I could not join. At that moment, that’s all
there was: this place, the balmy wind, the song-filled vibrations of the
air, and me.

Listening and sensing, from my branch, the universe expanding
outward, becoming grander and more magnificent, I suddenly felt a
sharp pull on my leg. Grabbing the trunk to keep from falling, I1ooked
down to see two policemen in Ukrainian uniform. They were looking
up at me, and they were angry. They ordered me to climb out of the
tree. I packed my notebook and slipped to the ground, trying not to
look sheepish. Once I was brought back down to earth, they started
in the way cops do, telling me about the regulations on trespassing
and the ban on women at the site. I protested weakly, saying I was
just there to watch, as if watching were not a violation of the Hasids’
sacred law. They lectured some more on law and order in general, and
then changed tactic, “We’re doing this for your own protection,” one of
the police officers said. “Last year a few Hasids beat up three women
who got too close.” The second officer looked at me sharply. “Who are
you anyway, some kind of journalist?” I admitted I was a sort of jour-
nalist. They asked about my accent. I conceded I was American.

At once we were on friendly terms. “Oh, well. You are American?
Why didn’t you say so? I am Yuri and this is Sasha. We are from Cher-
kassy.” It had happened many times before, this quick familiarity.
Once they learned I was a foreigner, the two men no longer worried
about my presence at the grave and their job of preserving the peace
but instead told me about their lives as cops: the long hours, how they
didn’t always get paid, and when they did, how meager their wages
were to support a family. These stories were familiar. On meeting a
foreigner in post-Soviet Europe, many people wanted to narrate their
existence, as if to tell me was to broadcast their troubles for all the
world to hear. I listened absently and nodded, wishing to be back in
the tree returned to my broken reverie.

I kept looking past the policemen, trying to take a measure of the
Bratslavers’ activities. Yuri noticed. “It is a shame you can’t go in there.”
He said, pointing over his shoulder to the new synagogue, built to hold
ten thousand visitors. “It is really interesting. They sing and dance,
shout and cry.” Yuri observed the look of regret that walked across
my face and smiled sympathetically. Then he had an idea. “Wait right
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here,” he said, “I'll be back,” and he dashed off to a mobile home set up
as a police station, while Sasha and I stood on the spot in silence. In a
few minutes, Yuri returned with a policeman’s peaked cap and a rub-
ber cape. “Put this on.”

“You want me to dress as a police officer?”

I eyed the two men, each over six feet and weighing in around two
hundred pounds. Given my size, Dar’'ya Semenovna’s idea of dressing
as a boy made much more sense.

“Seriously?” I considered turning them down, but then I thought of
how often I had failed to get the story, arriving home empty-handed.
My moral doubts as to passing myself off as someone else ebbed. Or,
maybe, it was just easier to let it happen.

“It will be fine.” Yuri tenderly arranged the cape around my shoul-
ders and placed the officer’s hat on my head. “You will walk between
us, and no one will ask questions.”

There I stood, the heavy macintosh cascading past my hands and
falling to my feet, the officer’s cap swallowing my skull and one eye. I
was fooling no one. I made for a very short cop with a bad tailor.

Sasha appraised me doubtfully. “Just make sure you stay between
us and don’t say a word.”

We headed off. The two men kept their shoulders pressed to mine.
I had to walk carefully so as not to trip on the cape, while I tilted my
chin to prevent the cap from slipping over my forehead. Huddled
together, we set off awkwardly down the ramp toward the grave. See-
ing a dense crowd of men, the more cautious Sasha lost nerve and
veered off toward a large, tensile structure, the synagogue, which up
close looked curious, a cross between a big box store and a religious
revival field tent. As we walked, the Hasids made way for us. I tried to
look at no one, in the childish hope that by not seeing, I myself would
not be seen.

I had an idea what I would witness in the synagogue—swaying
men, singing, and speaking in tongues. In my mind’s eye, these snap-
shots occurred slowly in a musty sepia with the sound muffled. I did
not expect the bawdy nightclub atmosphere that materialized before
me. Young men with electric guitars and keyboards pumped out a
loud, fast-paced klezmer, while men and boys, dressed in the fashion
of eighteenth-century Polish nobility, arms locked, moved chaotically



90 CHAPTER FIVE

in a mosh pit of jumping, spinning, gyrating bodies. The crowd parted
for teenagers who cartwheeled and spun on their shoulders break-
dance style. The sound was almighty, the energy contagious. I under-
stood why Yuri had wanted me to see this. I itched to join in with the
dancing believers. I got the feeling Yuri did too. Cops and historians
stand around and observe, though sometimes they crave to take part,
knowing, however, that to give in to that feeling can get a person in
trouble professionally.

As it was, I was already in professional trouble. I should not have
gone into the synagogue, where I was not invited, even though I con-
sidered my goal worthwhile. I wanted to witness in order to write a
more sympathetic account of the history of religious Jews and Chris-
tians in Right Bank Ukraine. Too often, I thought at the time, Jew-
ish history in modern eastern Europe was written as if in a separate
ghetto of historical literature.” In these accounts, historians depict
Jews as under siege from their aggressive, anti-Semitic neighbors. I
wanted to see Jews in Ukraine in context, in a way that reflected what
they shared with their neighbors and showed their cultural impact
and spiritual leadership in the former Pale of Settlement. In order to
write more sensitive prose, however, I committed an insensitive act.
Crossing into the tensile synagogue, I entered a gray zone from which
I have never really emerged. There is no clear line that demarcates
where historians overstep the boundaries of privacy. Historians read
intimate letters and diaries, which the authors never meant to be pub-
lic, and somehow the fact that the reading is posthumous (sometimes
by centuries) softens the violation. I didn’t have even that consolation.
My intrusion was direct and immediate and forced to the surface the
recognition of the voyeuristic qualities of historical research.

But standing in the synagogue, I had none of these thoughts. I was
just nervous about getting caught. So, apparently, was Sasha. After
about ten minutes, he cut our tour short, and we returned to the mo-
bile police quarters where I handed in my borrowed uniform.

There it was. I had witnessed what I had come to see, or at least
something of it. What did my adventure tell me about Ukrainian shtetls
before the Holocaust and about villagers who believed in a Virgin
Mary freely roaming the countryside?

Not much. The high-pitched squawking of the sound system, the
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swiveling teens, and the bargaining over tourist memorabilia were
particular to the late twentieth century. I had been wrong in my ex-
pectations. There was no nostalgia, longing, or mournfulness in
the synagogue’s sacred discotheque. Nothing sepia anywhere. The
dancing men clapped their hands on each other’s shoulders, smiled
broadly, and joyfully expressed their spiritual union in that moment
on that spot. Hasids believe that their leaders who have died are just
as present in daily life as those who are alive. In Uman, centuries after
Nahman's death and forty years after the Holocaust, the dance at Nah-
man’s grave was a declaration of life, which, as Nahman had taught,
transcends the limits of this world. In short, religious belief is the im-
mediate product of its time and place. I cannot say that the Bratslavers
dancing before me had an affinity with the Bratslavers in Uman in the
1920s, nor that the Ukrainian Christians I met who were fascinated
with the Rabbi’s mythical powers had much to do with Ukrainian peas-
ants in that period who sought out tsadiks for advice and help with fer-
tility and health problems.

Yet this chronological incompatibility doesn’t mean that my mis-
sion was a failure. I took from my stolen glimpse into the synagogue
one small insight. In the synagogue, I was struck by the Bratslavers’
straightforward elation in the celebration of Nahman’s (continuing)
existence. Their joy seemed discordant with scholarly explanations of
irrational religious faith. Ethnographers in the 1920s and historians
later explained away villagers’ belief in miraculous occurrences with
interpretations that drew from the medical and psychological litera-
ture of the time. For example, after years of war and civil war, some
scholars postulated that villagers in times of stress and famine placed
their faith in miracles as an articulation of fear and distress.® Other
scholars suggested that uneducated people were easily fooled by char-
ismatic charlatans, who sold them notions and miracles, or that poorly
educated and frightened believers used a faith in miracles as a way to
make sense of a confusing, dynamic world.” Some saw religious be-
lievers as caught up in mass hysteria, as sick people in need of a cure."
What I had witnessed, however, did not appear to be emotions born
of fear or illness, confusion or ignorance. None of these descriptions
of feelings tracked with the simple joy I witnessed in the Bratslavers’
synagogue. Neither my expectations nor the analysis of other histori-
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ans made sense once I had a street-level view of the Bratslavers’ reli-
gious practices. Put simply, I didn’t know what I was going to experi-
ence and feel until I got there.

A hundred years before I watched the Bratslavers from the tree
branch in Uman, a Kiev psychiatrist also made contact with a group
of religious believers in a state of ecstatic prayer. He too was sure he
knew what he would find when he went to watch, and, like me, he was
taken by surprise. The story goes like this. In 1892 peasants in parts
of Kiev province were flocking in great numbers to a new religious
sect called the Maliovantsy. Its adherents behaved strangely, radically
altering their way of life after conversion. Peasant believers sold off
their possessions, quit work, and remained in a state of idle expec-
tation, awaiting the end of the world, which they believed was im-
minent. Worried, tsarist officials asked a psychiatrist, Ivan Sikorskii,
to study the sect. Sikorskii began by detaining Kondrat Maliovannyi,
the man whose name the others ascribed to the new sect. Sikorskii
had Maliovannyi committed to the psychiatric ward of a Kiev hospital.
Several other men picked up while preaching were also incarcerated."

Sikorskii reported that almost all members of the sect experienced
deteriorating health, characterized by a poor diet, spasms, hysteri-
cal attacks, olfactory hallucinations, and a refusal to work. Strangely,
these symptoms were accompanied by an abnormally happy disposi-
tion. The last two indications—idleness and happiness—were espe-
cially alarming in a peasant population typically characterized in
tsarist Russia by never-ending toil and a “dark” or sadly resigned dis-
position.'* Sikorskii quickly came to a diagnosis; the men and their
“followers” were suffering from a “mass psychosis.” In describing his
patients’ cases, Sikorskii portrayed men who were intellectually and
physically on the move. All were peasants. Some had been baptized
Orthodox, others Catholic. All had left their inherited religions on
spiritual quests. The men recounted to Sikorskii dreams and visions
thatled them to an ever more radical divergence from established reli-
gious communities. Eventually each of the men began to travel and
preach independently. As they did, they drew few boundaries in the
region’s multivalent religious terrain. They preached to Christian com-
munities regardless of orientation: Catholics, Orthodox, Uniates, Old
Believers, and Protestants. They crossed the threshold of Christianity
and appeared in Jewish synagogues and heders. A few of the patients,
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unschooled and illiterate, claimed to have divinely acquired the ability
to read the bible and other texts. Sikorskii tested them and was mysti-
fied to find that, indeed, several of the men who had no formal educa-
tion could read quite well.

The patients recounted to Sikorskii encounters with the Holy
Spirit, which came in many forms: visions, dreams, bodily sensations,
and otherworldly scents. The men stated that they were the physi-
cal manifestation of Christ on earth. This was not an exclusive state
of being, they said. Christ could inhabit many men at once. The Vir-
gin Mary could possess women, and many women had also started to
preach and lead communities. Once possessed with the Holy Spirit,
a person became infallible. He or she no longer needed to confess or
go to church for holy rites. All his or her actions and utterances were
a manifestation of God’s wisdom. This divine confidence Sikorskii
found most irritating. His prisoners answered his queries with a self-
assurance Sikorskii reserved singularly for his class.” Self-confidence
in ignorant peasants he labeled “arrogant” and “impertinent.”

Sikorskii was clearly bothered by this “epidemic.” In his lengthy
study, he returned repeatedly to the fact that members of the sect re-
fused to work, that they adopted the dress, civility, and manners of
educated bourgeoisie, and that they were so inanely joyful. In their
madness, they renounced all that defined them as peasants: their
rough clothing, brusque manners, social inferiority, gloomy disposi-
tion, and, especially, their incessant labor. Sikorskii tried to behead
the movement, committing the preachers, mostly male, whom he per-
ceived as leaders to the asylum, but to no avail. Without their preach-
ers, the sectarians continued to meet, pray, and remain blissfully idle.
New leaders, male and female, recently infused with the voice of God,
emerged to take their place. Confounded by the persistence of the
movement, Sikorskii took the unusual step of going to a meeting to
observe the contagion in action. What he witnessed there bothered
him even more.

As Sikorskii described it, the meeting of the faithful began quietly
enough. In the packed room, someone began to sing. Other voices
joined in. The sound of murmured prayers mingled with song. A short
time passed and then someone started to twitch. Several quivering
hands flew into the air. Legs, as if independent of the body, shifted into
motion, swaying and twisting in involuntary spasms. A shout crashed
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into song. A man gave himself over to tears, breaking down, awash in
brine, his powerful body trembling beneath him. As if the tears were
a signal, the room filled with the sound of sighs, hiccups, belching,
and more sobbing, and the crowd collapsed into a frenzy, jumping,
clapping, beating faces, pulling hair, pounding chests, and stomping
feet. Sikorskii wrote that the faces expressed the full range of emo-
tions: joy, exhilaration, disappointment, fear, surprise, bitterness,
horror, physical pain. But mostly, he observed, the tears and shouts
were of jubilation. In their euphoria, a few women stripped down to
their girdles and, embracing men near them, planted long, passionate
kisses on their lips. Yet in the mass “hysteria,” no one, Sikorskii mar-
veled, lost control. This was not mayhem. Mothers holding babies in
their arms and children by the hand did not lose their grip. Sikorskii,
growing intensely curious, got as close as he could, wading into the
crowd of inflamed believers, trying to see if they would touch him. He
puzzled over the fact that, although most people had their eyes closed
and seemed to be in another world, not one person bumped or jostled
him*

A diagnosis can take a bit of distance. Going to the religious gather-
ing, the physician had become an ethnographer, and though he took
just a few steps into the crowd, his experience was enough to soften
his judgment. Up close, Sikorskii became less sure of his assertion of
pathology. After his visit, he basically let the matter drop, forgetting
his diagnosis of “mass psychosis,” and released the captured peasants
from the Kiev asylum. I had noticed this kind of dissolving skepticism
before in the work of a Soviet ethnographer in the 1920s who watched
peasants hitch girls to a plow to circle the village cross in order to call
down rain in a drought. The ethnographer had stood back, arms folded
at the villagers’ foolishness, only to have to admit to seeing, after the
third pass around the cross, large drops fall from the sky."®

Traveling to the sites of impossible miracles, the physician, the
ethnographer, and me, the historian, changed position. We no longer
watched from on high or a distance, and that gave us access to insights
we did not have before. Judgment and verdict transformed into under-
standing and a suspension of disbelief'®

I returned to Dar’ya Semenovna’s after my misadventure with Yuri
and Sasha. Her apartment building’s water heater was on the blink,
and as I was in the bathroom cleaning up for bed, Dar’ya Semenovna
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brought in a boiling kettle and poured it in the basin. I stood waiting
for her to step out of the small bathroom, but she lingered, looking at
me broadly and holding out a warm sponge. She said she would help
me bathe. I gave her a puzzled look.

“Well, you need to, no?” she said and gestured with the soapy
sponge to the place between my legs. Once again that day, I stood mys-
tified. This woman, who I had only just met, wanted to bathe me as if
I were a child. She had spent the previous evening telling me about
her life, sharing confidences of decades past. I understood her gesture
as a desire to reciprocate, or continue with intimacy, now of a bodily
nature. So, as I had allowed Yuri to dress me as a police officer, this too
I let happen with a shrug. I slipped off my clothes, and her furrowed
hands gently worked from my legs up my torso. Her work drew us
into a communion. From her touch I felt that I grasped her loneliness,
courage, humility, and a compassion that surpassed most any I had
known before.

Dar’ya Semenovna’s care for my body reminded me of my status
in post-Soviet society as an honorary child. As a foreigner it was as-
sumed I had a child’s naiveté and ignorance. Sure that I knew nothing
of what had gone on in their country before I arrived, a lot of people,
like Dar’ya Semenovna, Sasha, and Yuri wanted to tell me about their
lives, to give me an education. If I accepted this role passively, relin-
quishing my status as an autonomous adult and the critical rationality
of a researcher, they often let me in, if fleetingly, for a closer look. By
becoming childlike—susceptible, disabled, and dependent—I became
a temporary member of their community, which in the Soviet Union
was defined by an understanding of biological vulnerability, mutual
interdependence, and obligation. And it was that generosity in re-
ceiving a stranger that guided me, and I would argue the concerned
Dr. Sikorskii, to a higher plateau of knowing.

Of course, I am not a child, just as the Hasids had not returned
“home” to Uman. They and I were strangers in thisland, and were seen
as such. Ukrainians milling around the holiday happening complained
to me of the religious tourists who rented rooms from them, how slov-
enly and messy they were, how they littered the streets and damaged
their rented apartments. The message behind these complaints was
that the Hasids stayed in Uman but no longer had a stake in it; they
lingered there but did not live there, were not at home. The Hasids,
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in turn, were sure the Ukrainians were charging them too much and
cheating them. For me, the essence of that narrative was that although
the Hasids had lost the language of their grandfathers and lived far
from the daily life of Ukraine, they had not forgotten their disposses-
sion and estrangement.

Yet despite this distance, there was something to being in the place.
As a secular person I can’t call it magic, but I have no other descrip-
tor for the transformative experience of being there. Plato taught that
humans are distinct from the animal world because they possess a soul
detached from their bodies. Kant explained that humans are unique
because they have the power of reason that can overcome bodily
drives. Religion is founded on these supposed distinctions of humans
from the animal kingdom, and the critique of religion comes from a
similar philosophical trajectory, but the experience of ecstatic religion
reminded me that the mind (and the soul, if there is one) are essen-
tially linked to a body, which is vulnerably, pleasurably, dependently
connected to a place. The body, in fact, is the first place of earthly exis-
tence.”

What I mean to say is that there are two aspects to being in place.
One is simply the location. The other is a corporal state of being that
reminds a person of his or her biological position within the animal
kingdom and the natural world. For both myself and the Hasids this
was an experience of transcendence —theirs born of faith and prayer,
mine emanating from a return to a childlike perceptual awareness. For
all the vocabulary set to print in scholarly literature, we are poor in
words for this sort of experience. The Hasids could have prayed else-
where. I could have read about pilgrimages and the loss of the multi-
lingual, multicreed communities of central Ukraine from a library in
Kiev or the United States. But it would not have been the same. I, and
presumably the Bratslavers, would not have had the same complex of
feeling, the same revelations, transmitted somehow by the act of being
there, in dirty little Uman at the end of a terrible century.



6 Gridded Lives: Why
Kazakhstan and Montana
Are Nearly the Same Place

From the map of Karaganda, it appears that its city plan was based on
the model of the old Roman military camp—set up along a grid, the
old Stalin Prospect running north to south, the former Lenin Prospect
bisecting it east to west. The grid makes sense for a prison city. It cre-
ates wide-open spaces and straight lines, an architecture designed not

to be seen but to facilitate seeing, to support surveillance of the city’s
inhabitants so as to regulate and contain their conduct. Karaganda,
located on the arid steppe of northern Kazakhstan, was founded in
the early 1930s alongside KarLag, one of the largest labor camps in the
Soviet Union. Karaganda was a prison city in that it was built largely
by convicts and fed on crops grown in the labor camp’s farms, while
prisoners and deportees worked in the mines and factories of its blos-
soming industries.! In 1930, Karaganda was not even a point on the
map. By 1939, the city had 100,000 inhabitants, half of them wards
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(prisoners or deportees) of the Ministry of Interior’s Gulag division
(NKVD-Gulag).2

I had expected Karaganda to have that smoke-belching, wrecked
look of the industrial cities of Soviet Russia to the north. But I was
surprised. After Joseph Stalin died in 1953, the prisoners were gradu-
ally given amnesty, the barracks dismantled, the barbed wire lifted,
and, curiously, what remains is a neatly ordered city of broad avenues
and shady sidewalks, monumental squares and symmetrically plotted
parks, ample and verdant. There is plenty of parking, convenient shop-
ping, and no cramped corners. No sign of the gulag’s secrecy or human
suffering is written into the urban landscape. Instead, Karaganda is an
open-armed embrace that says it has nothing to hide. There are no old
shops to dig out of back alleys, no tenements or crowded nineteenth-
century courtyards of the kind Dostoyevsky haunted. In fact, Kara-
ganda is so well-ordered, there is no great need to explore it on foot.
It can be read easily from the upholstered comfort of a car at cruising
speed.

The car slides by long columns of housing blocks, which replaced
the prisoners’ barracks in the 1950s. The residential tracts, built with
assembly-line efficiency, are the Soviet equivalent of the American
suburban development. The same three blueprints echo in row after
row, the same efficient economy of occupancy and technology behind
the lace curtains, the same segregation of space based on the daily
repetition of meals, commuting, and recreation around which Ameri-
can homes are also designed. Built rapidly, rapidly looking obsolete,
the buildings radiate that temporal quality of much of American ar-
chitecture, as if designed not for generations of a family but for cycles
of a professional career, a familiar architecture responding to the un-
matched social mobility of the twentieth century.?

One evening, I stood on the balcony of my Karaganda hotel room,
looking at neon signs glistening along the rain-soaked streets. The
October wind breathed the first frost of winter and sent skyward
small wrappers of candy imported from North America. In the dis-
tance, the comforting lights of thousands of living rooms lit up the
expanse, revealing the soothing grid as it marched up and down, par-
titioning the electrified urban spaces from the black void of the steppe
beyond. Here, far from home, in the midst of a former gulag on the
Kazakh steppe, I had the uncanny feeling that I had seen this city be-
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fore. Karaganda, with its gridded composure, easy repetition of resi-
dential units, carefully swept walks and after-school dance classes,
seemed oddly familiar, as if I had landed not in Central Asia but in
the American middle west, in Wichita, Topeka, Bismarck, or Billings.

Billings, Montana. Like most railroad cities, Billings can be navigated
without a map. Broad arteries cut north and south, avenues east and
west. The streets are platted out and conveniently numbered, begin-
ning at one and continuing, hypothetically, to infinity, in keeping with
the grand aspirations of the founding fathers. The Yellowstone River
flows unnoted on the outskirts of town, beyond the grain elevators,
railroad switching yards, and oil refineries. Looking at Billings from
the height of the cliffs above it, the mind drifts off to high-school ge-
ometry, trying to take in the ever-divisible asphalt grid of smaller and
smaller blocks that break down to rectangular spaces etched with yel-
low paint on the parking lots. Fly over Billings, and this chessboard
divisibility of space expands to cover the whole land: squared-off
fields contained within square-mile sections fit into angular counties
in the washboard abdomen of the country, where the states break up
into rectangles and trapezoids.

Standing on the bluff overlooking Billings, I was better able to deci-
pher what it was that made it feel like Karaganda: the divisibility and
hierarchy of space, the abrupt, fortresslike partition of urban from
agricultural territory, the lonely feeling of a city adrift like a ship on
a sea of land that is inhospitable and unpredictable. Yet, historically,
these similarities didn’t make sense. Karaganda is a city erected in the
midst of a vast labor camp, a city where in the 1990s children plant-
ing trees in the schoolyard would come across human bones. Billings,
by contrast, was founded by railroad entrepreneurs, farmers, miners,
and businessmen on the American frontier. One city is the product of
an authoritarian state that employed and ruled everyone who toiled
there; the other, a conglomerate of competing business interests and
individual farmers. Two countries, worlds apart, two different histo-
ries, yet cities in the American West share the same modern, expan-
sive, modular feel as Karaganda because Karaganda, like every west-
ern American railroad city, is built along a grid.

The fact of the grid may seem like no fact at all. For the grid is no
novelty; it has been used as an architectural model for centuries, and
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KarLag guard
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it does not necessarily follow that all gridded cities are born of the
same motivations. Kazakhstan and the Great Plains fall in the same
topographical zone of vast, arid, high plateaus. One could argue that
the flat, endless landscapes lend themselves easily to geometric dis-
section.® Yet it seems logical that two such contrasting societies—the
communist Soviet Union and democratic United States—would natu-
rally develop cities in distinct patterns expressing the vast differences
between the two countries in ideas, politics, and economic structure.
For if one believes that form relates to content—that cities contain
their histories, as Italo Calvino writes, “like the lines of a hand, written
in the corners of the streets and the gratings of the windows” —then
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can it be purely coincidental that Karaganda, a prison city, and Bill-
ings, a railroad town, look alike?®

To attempt any kind of analogy between Karaganda and Billings is
to ignore the polarities between the two places. For at least in terms of
imagery, one can conceive of few regions more dissimilar. The Ameri-
can West represents the last, inexhaustible frontier of American indi-
vidualism, the place where people went to be free. Northern Kazakh-
stan, conversely, conjures an image similar to that of Siberia; it is a
place of unfreedom, exile, and imprisonment, a place where masses of
undifferentiated people were sent against their will to serve a mono-
lithic state. Placed in the larger context of the United States and the
Soviet Union, the contrasts between the two cities intensify: the free
market versus the planned economy, the democracy of the people ver-
sus the dictatorship of the proletariat, the pioneer versus the exile, the
self-made man and free labor versus the machinated relationship of
prison guard and convict. To liken Billings to Karaganda is to blur the
domains, as we have defined them, of freedom and bondage, liberty
and oppression. People were deported to Karaganda against their will.
They were either sentenced to hard labor in camps or exiled to special
settlements, and they starved, froze, and worked until they dropped
from exhaustion. Of course, it is true that on the Great Plains people
also starved, froze, and worked until they dropped from exhaustion,
but in the American Plains they did it of their own free will; they
bought their own train tickets. Is that difference of free will essential?

Just by posing the question, I threaten to relativize the oppression
of the Soviet penal system and the suffering of millions of people sent
into exile or to the gulag. Certainly, there is a difference between Bill-
ings and Karaganda, a difference calculable in both magnitude and
outcome. As Soviet archives have been opened, documentary evidence
has confirmed survivor accounts that narrate how Soviet security
forces—the OGPU, NKVD, and MVD®—uprooted millions of peaceful
citizens and subjected them to physical and psychological abuse, star-
vation, and conditions ripe for disease, from which hundreds of thou-
sands of people died.” The years of arrest and deportation tore apart
families, destroyed communities, and changed permanently both so-
cial relations and the landscape.

Yet setting aside for a moment the well-documented differences be-
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tween the penal Kazakh steppe and free-market American frontier, I
wonder if there is significance to the spatial similarities of the grid in
Montana and Kazakhstan.

Maybe. Comparisons can be fruitful. They can also be misleading or
overtly political.®* Anything can be compared to anything. It is a trick
of historians to juxtapose historic eras or regimes to point out simi-
larities or differences and thus win an argument. Since the onset of
the Cold War, for example, Stalin’s Soviet Union has often been likened
to Hitler’s Nazi regime. The extremes of left and right are seen to fuse
at one common point of total communist/fascist social control, illus-
trating the apex of state terror.” Contrasts, too, can be used for polemi-
cal effect. In the same Cold War years, historians, journalists, and poli-
ticians in the United States have focused on Soviet transgressions such
as the purge trials, collectivization, and the suppression of dissidents
as a way to spell out what democratic America is not or should never
become.'* Conversely, Soviet historians and journalists for decades fix-
ated on American ghettos, racial strife, social unrest, and rising crime
rates as a sign that Soviet socialism was on the right track."

Now, with the threat of the Cold War faded, there is more room
to question whether knowledge itself has not been gridded into neat
polarities, communist and democratic. Histories tend to prioritize
texts, written matter, and ideological categorizations. And certainly,
in the heated debates of the Cold War, words, rhetoric, and ideologies
were highly evaluated, perhaps overvalued, at the cost of ignoring and
diminishing the history of the production of spaces and the lives that
have been forged by and for those spaces. This is no new idea. Several
decades ago, Henri Lefebvre asserted that there is no communism, just
two myths: “that of anti-communism, on the one hand, and the myth
that communism had been carried out somewhere on the other.” Le-
febvre doubted the existence of communism because it had led to no
architectural innovation, no creation of specifically socialist spaces."
In other words, in the history of space, communism and capitalism
have produced no qualities that distinguish one from the other.

What would happen, then, if I discarded all that is commonly known
about the polarities of communism and capitalism and, just for the
sake of argument, explored the spatial affinities? With this approach,
it may turn out that historians and politicians in both countries have
focused to the point of obfuscation on the differences between Soviet
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communism and American capitalism and ignored the parallels pro-
duced by the industrial-capital expansions of the twentieth century.®
After all, a mirror image, as the Soviet Union has been purported to
be to the United States, is just the same form reflected backward. We
may even recognize in the two countries similar paths of develop-
ment and destruction that differ more in scale than form. If that is so,
then the decades of fixing on political systems and ideology appear in
retrospect as a prolonged exercise in self-definition. Neither country
could have existed without the other, because each country used its
communist/capitalist nemesis as a self-justifying point of departure;
each country projected a mirror image of the other in order to define
and produce itself so as to rule. Without the specter of the counter-
revolutionary capitalist or the subversive communist, each country
would have had a much harder time defining the abnormal and the
dangerous; thus, it would have been more difficult to appropriate the
power to condemn and exclude, to coax and coerce into conformity.**
In short, if we strain away the mountains of verbiage encircling the
Cold War, it might appear that the Soviet Union and the United States
share a great deal in common.

Or perhaps we are still too close to the twentieth century to see
how greater forces have, over the last hundred years, put disparate
lives in sync in strange ways. To do so requires a different set of ques-
tions than those the Cold War theoreticians posed. Rather than ask-
ing where is freedom and where is bondage, who has choices and who
does not, who wields power and who is powerless, I might question,
more simply, how is power produced?'® And once that question flutters
down to eye level, the gaze is drawn to spaces that once seemed inno-
cent of manipulation—urban architecture, transportation routes,
lines of communication, patterns of production—all of which repre-
sent a particular political and economic logic that has inhabited our
societies, both Soviet and American, for the bulk of the century—
inhabited them with an encompassing opacity.*®

My question, then, is—is it possible to write the history of grid-
ded spaces? If so, do the gridded spaces of Kazakhstan and Montana
constitute the endpoint of larger processes that the United States
and Soviet Union shared? Lefebvre sees the grid as an abstraction, “a
superstructure foreign to the original space,” that serves as a foothold
to establish the basis of rule.”” James C. Scott understands the grid as a
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way to simplify the opaque and complex quality of indigenous social
practices so as to enhance centralized power at the cost of local rule.®
In short, the grid can serve as an apparatus for conquest, as a way
to dominate space. Narrated together, the histories of Karaganda in
Kazakhstan and Billings and Butte in Montana illustrate how the grid
evolved just as the territories were being swept into the larger indus-
trial and agricultural economies of their respective expanding states
in eras of superlative industrial and bureaucratic expansion. During
North America’s second industrial revolution, which preceded World
War I, the railroad, America’s first national bureaucracy, put Billings,
Butte, and other cities in Montana on the map. In northern Kazakh-
stan, the Communist Party, and specifically the NKVD, charted out
Karaganda and many Soviet cities during the industrialization drive
of the 1930s, which foreshadowed World War II, at a time when the
Soviet state first became an industrialized and bureaucratized power.
In both places, political forces produced gridded space, often violently,
to serve economic and political goals.

But that is getting ahead of the story. To start from the beginning—
there were no cities in northern Kazakhstan or the Great Plains before
the steam engine and railroad. The populations of preindustrial cities
in Central Asia and the American plains were largely supported by
surrounding agricultural communities, and grew only so large as the
limits of the land, the reach of walled fortifications, and scarce sup-
plies of food, water, and cultivable soil allowed. Without technology,
the short grasslands of the steppe and range, the dry, continental cli-
mates, could support no more than small communities of sedentary
peoples tilling the soil, and were best suited for nomads living off the
migratory grazing of range animals adapted to the extreme cold, heat,
and aridity of the climate.

All of this changed in the industrial age. Cities no longer needed to
follow the lay of the land or to rely on locally produced foodstuffs to
feed their populations. Montana and Kazakhstan could support urban
populations by means of technologies such as railroad networks,
steam engines, irrigation systems, and the telegraph and telephone,
all of which required a concentration of capital investment so large
that in both regions it fell to a small group of managers to direct from
afar the means of production and labor that kept everything going.
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The managers in both places oversaw these vast networks with the
help of time schedules, statistics, and production plans, and with the
regimentation and subjection of labor.”” In both Montana and Kara-
ganda, the rush for land, water, minerals, and cash crops displaced
indigenous peoples who had formerly inhabited the territories, while
the European populations that replaced them were sorted according
to contrived understandings of race, class, and loyalty.

These patterns of production created corresponding patterns of
subjection, which determined that people settled the American high
plains and Central Asian steppe in similar ways by carving land into
economic units for efficient exploitation. New towns, located for the
benefit of commerce and the quick extraction of resources at rail-
heads, responded not to ecological limits but to the surveyor’s ratio-
nal grid.?® The grid made space modular and repetitious. The urban
grid was a concentration of the expanding rural grid, which linked the
hinterland economically and spatially with cities. As a consequence,
there were no topographical limits to urban space, and the cities grew
and multiplied, supplanting the nomadic cultures that came before. In
fact, the cities born during this century gave new meaning to nomad-
ism by ambling across the flat plains wherever transportation routes
wandered, with nothing to stop them but sheer loneliness.

In both countries, as a result, conquest meant consumption; the
newcomers ingested—in coal, copper, wheat, sugar beets, ore—the
territories they desired. In short, the histories of cities in Montana
and Kazakhstan complement one another. Taken in tandem, they tell
not two stories but one—the history of gridded space.

The sun reaches low for the horizon, the exhaust rises up from the
valley, and gazing down on Billings the mind wanders to childhood
stories about the frontier—tales of “hardy pioneers,” “bringing civili-
zation,” “displacing savagery.” These brave and arrogant aphorisms
lay on the hardened sand before me like the rusted carcasses of the tin
cans that followed European settlers wherever they traveled. Ameri-
can historians have discarded most of the myths of winning the West,
and indeed it is hard to see that legend in the small corporate city of
Billings.* In fact, Billings seems to have no history at all written into
its carefully measured right angles. Or rather, its history might be
sought in the wake of the bulldozer and the moving van—in the va-



106 CHAPTER SIX

cated lots and disowned possessions of the long row of thrift stores—
which makes sense, because Billings was not founded on precedent or
history. Its story, instead, like that of many western cities, is located in
a vaporously elusive understanding of the future. As an early settler
of Kansas instructed his readers: “The American of today must find
his enjoyment in anticipating the future. He must look beyond the
unsightly beginnings of civilization and prefigure the state of things
a century hence.”?* The trick in the Great Plains involved overlook-
ing the present to gaze at the future, but a future that never arrived,
whether it be in steers, coal, or grain.

This myopia for the present tense helped give Billings its start. In
1881 the land on which Billings stands today was considered worth-
less. It was a barren, waterless alkali flat with here and there an oasis
of sagebrush. The settlers and traders who first came to the region
settled upstream at Clark’s Fork Bottom, where the confluence of two
rivers made a good trading post and where the land was fertile and
water more plentiful. The residents of Clark’s Fork assumed that when
the railroad came through it would logically create a terminal in their
little settlement, where there were a few traders and farmers already
waiting for trains to bring in goods and ship their produce to market.
But railroad executives in St. Paul and New York had a different set of
priorities. The federal government had deeded the Northern Pacific
line alternating townships of forty square miles on either side of the
tracks to help offset the cost of building a transcontinental railroad.
Frederick Billings, the president of the Northern Pacific, and his engi-
neers studied the U.S. survey maps and determined that, at a certain
point, the odd-numbered townships lay next to each other across the
line of the railroad, instead of connecting at the corners as they did
elsewhere.* Sensibly, Mr. Billings decided to locate the new city at that
point where the railroad owned twice as much land as usual.

Then Frederick Billings did something even more sensible. He and a
few associates formed a real estate development company and bought
from the railroad 29,394 acres in the city-to-be for less than four dol-
lars an acre. It made no difference to Mr. Billings that the site for the
new city planned for twenty thousand residents would be established
on barren flats, somewhat removed from the swampy edges of the
river, without drinking water, two miles north of the closest human
habitation. Within the four walls of real estate speculation, the siting
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of Billings made sense; the fact that the site was barely habitable mat-
tered little to Mr. Billings. After all, Frederick Billings never dreamed
of living in Billings.

After the Minnesota and Montana Land and Improvement Com-
pany chose the site for Billings, the company designed the city plan,
with the railroad at its center, allocated building lots, and proposed
future industrial development before any actual building took place,
before the “city” was anything but a thicket of squatters’ tents.>* None-
theless, the founding of the new city was trumpeted for hundreds of
miles, and the profits to be made were fabulous. Once it was announced
that Billings was going to be the next “Magic City,” Frederick Billings’s
land development company began selling off the alkali flats at $250 for
a quarter-acre lot. Whole blocks were sold in New York and Chicago,
and within a few months the price had risen to $1,200.?° By the sum-
mer of 1882, most of the city property was purchased, yet two-thirds
of the owners were absentee; people who bought lots never planned
to live in the hot, dry, treeless flats but to resell them later at a profit.?®

The cosmology that ordained the grid in Billings pivoted around
economics and administration. Billings’s real estate company sub-
divided land into parcels, uniform and commercially interchange-
able, because it made for efficient marketing and sales, especially
from remote offices in St. Paul and Chicago. In this way, engineers,
land agents, and railroad executives established, planned, and pro-
moted towns identical to Billings throughout the West—Laramie,
Reno, Bismarck, Cheyenne. The pioneering homesteader, the cowboy,
and the lonesome miner are essential figures in American mythology
and self-identity, but historians of the American West have argued
that the vanguard of settlement in the West were these corporate-
owned towns, run by businessmen who operated on the profits from
real estate speculation fueled by federal land grants and the promise
of future growth and industrial development.?’

Karaganda, like Billings, was an unmarked void on the map before
its founding as a city in 1930. It consisted of a ramble of shacks, a few
abandoned buildings from a tsarist-era coal mine, and a small and
occasional market where Kazakhs would come to trade sheep pelts
and mutton steaks for salt, flour, and other necessities. In the late
1920s, Soviet geologists rediscovered the Karaganda coal basin, after
which the Moscow-based Department of Mines set up the Karaganda
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Coal Trust and determined that the site would be home to a major new
industrial city. Without visiting the region, architects in Moscow drew
up plans for a city of forty thousand workers who would dig out a pro-
jected twelve new mines. Within the year, several thousand miners,
most of them Kazakhs, began working underground in Karaganda.
But the Coal Trust found that it could not keep its stores stocked with
enough food to feed the miners, and despite a city plan calling for
seven square meters of sanitary housing per person, housing con-
ditions stumbled into proletarian disgrace, with most of the miners
living in yurts or tents scattered near the mine shafts. In search of
food, the Kazakh miners drifted to and from their native auls (vil-
lages), which made for a sporadic and ill-disciplined labor force, and
coal production sagged below prerevolutionary figures.?®

In February 1931, however, the railroad arrived in Karaganda and
with it a whole new form of discipline. The railroad brought supplies,
geologists, and experienced miners from the Donbass in Ukraine, and
it also brought NKVD officers, who quickly realized the limitless pos-
sibilities of establishing a labor camp next to the Karaganda mines.
Sounding as optimistic as a Billings railroad associate, an NKVD offi-
cer wrote that the combination of virgin land, mineral resources, and
arail connection meant that “Kazakhstan offers remarkable potential
for the creation of a powerful agricultural base. Only a labor reserve
is needed due to the sparsely populated territory.”*® A labor camp,
NKVD officials proposed, would funnel a plentiful supply of workers
to Karaganda to till the virgin soil and produce food for the miners. In
1931 the Gulag division of the NKVD set up KarLag on 281,000 acres of
land around the growing settlement of Karaganda and began to im-
port labor.*

The labor camp helped solved Karaganda’s shortage of workers and
food. City leaders made use of prison labor to grow crops on the out-
skirts of the city and to work on construction sites in the city to build
housing for the miners. To supervise the prisoner-laborers, NKVD
guards walled districts into “zones” separated with barbed wire, each
about the size of a city block. The guards required avenues straight
and broad enough to march prisoners in columns to work sites and
enough visibility to shoot in case anyone made a run for it. It is tempt-
ing to postulate that Karaganda’s grid grew out of the demands of
prison architecture, except for the fact that most modern Soviet cities
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are likewise platted in a grid. Soviet planners in the 1930s designed
and created many other industrial cities—ones not intended for pris-
oners—that are nearly interchangeable with Karaganda.*

In the early 1930s, Soviet planners dreamed of building an entirely
new kind of “socialist city” that would express the principles of social-
ism in every line of every building. A socialist city, they postulated,
would demonstrate the antithesis of the confusion and grime of a
capitalist city. Soviet architects dreamed of “modernization without
urbanism” and preferred to build cities from the ground up, on vir-
gin soil.** They sought to design rational landscapes in which people
would live safely and equitably, with plenty of light, space, and visi-
bility. Architects from as far away as Germany submitted blueprints
for cities that did not look like cities at all, but more like parks, space-
ships, or modern art. Once built, however, the new socialist cities all
looked alike, heedless of climate and topography; they were plotted
symmetrically along a grid, Lenin Prospect running east-west, Stalin
Prospect north-south. What motivated the grid in the Soviet context?

Even though private property was outlawed in Soviet socialism,
concepts of ownership and management determined the shape of
Karaganda, much as they did Billings. Individuals in the Soviet Union
could not own land, but after the Soviet government nationalized all
property, it allocated territory in vast swaths to state enterprises. The
NKVD became a major recipient of land in northern Kazakhstan and
one of the major exploiters of natural resources. By 1936 the NKVD
controlled 795,600 acres of what had previously been Kazakh pasture-
land. By 1941 it was responsible for 12 percent of all Soviet lumber, 54
percent of all nickel, 75 percent of all molybdenum, and 37 percent of
all tungsten production. The total value of gulag industrial produc-
tion between 1941 and 1944 reached 3.6 billion rubles.®® Land that to
Kazakh nomads had been a flowing body of winter and summer pas-
tures marked with ancestral burial grounds became to the Europeans
who conquered it a series of parcels, surveyed in square meters and
assigned value in rubles®*

To effect the transformation from ancestral land to commodified
space, European settlers first envisioned indigenous land as empty,
waiting to be populated. Billings and Karaganda were conceived in the
minds of people who first saw the territories as representations on
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a map. The land for both cities was granted by federal governments
to growing bureaucracies charged with settling the territories for
the production of raw materials. In both cases, cities were platted by
planners in remote locations who, drawing a series of lines on paper,
finalized century-long processes of transferring territory from in-
digenous to European hands. The first blueprints for Billings posited a
city for twenty thousand residents; Karaganda, fifty years later, was to
have forty thousand. Once the transactions were complete, the cities
came into being, contemporaries in Billings noted, like “magic”: “the
thoroughfares of Billings present a scene of business activity such as is
not witnessed in any other town of Montana. The change seems almost
as wonderful as some of those related in the old time tales of East-
ern magic.”* In Karaganda, historians also marveled at how the city
sprang to life: “Great changes have taken place under Soviet rule on
the Kazakh steppe. Where there used to be a few felt yurts and adobe
huts, now a beautiful city has arisen . . . We see wide, tree-lined streets,
avenues, parks and squares.”*

One can read into this narrative on progress the classic subtext of
the Soviet command economy at work: the city, planned from afar—
but far from planned in actuality, significantly funded by the central
coffers of the ominously expanding Soviet bureaucracy whose task it
was to industrialize at all cost—but primarily built by cheap or unpaid
manual labor. The years of hard work and spent lives that went into
making Karaganda are summed up in a brief origin story describing
one seemingly effortless leap from empty steppe to modern city.

Both Soviet and American proselytizers emphasize origins. What
had been empty was filled in, the barren made green, the primitive
sophisticated. Europeans arrived, found places empty of history, and
gave them a beginning, and thus meaning. And they did it, the writers
stress, quickly. In these new places, in the dawning age of fossil-fuel
technology, civilization did not need centuries to ripen, as it had in
Europe. There was no time for that. The promoters of Soviet and
American insta-cities were drunk on speed, efficiency, the “magic”
of machines.*” They threw up hospitals, schools, courthouses, and
libraries so that each new city would look like “a city,” built not in de-
cades, years, or even months, but weeks. Labor crews in Karaganda
competed with builders in Leningrad in a construction race and
won.*® In the American West, the English scholar James Bryce wrote
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critically of the pace of expansion: “Why sacrifice the present to the
future? Why seek to complete in a few decades what the other nations
of the world took thousands of years over in the older continents? Why
do things rudely and ill which need to be done well, seeing that the
welfare of your descendants may turn upon them?. . . the unrestful-
ness, the passion for speculation, the feverish eagerness for quick and
showy results, may so soak into the texture of the popular mind as to
color it for centuries to come.”®’

Leaders in both countries set out to colonize vast new territories
immediately, conquering by consuming land, crops, and minerals in
assembly-line fashion. The problem was, although Soviet and Ameri-
can planners could imagine these insta-cities, they could not orches-
trate enough bricks, laborers, and lumber to build them. In this sense,
the American booster press and Soviet propaganda read like science
fiction. The words describe a possible, even plausible, future, but one
that did not yet exist.

T. C. Armitage discovered this fictional quality of the new urban
spaces the hard way. He was an insurance man who worked in the
Northern Pacific engineering office in St. Paul. He worked for the rail-
road and should have known better than to believe the booster press
campaigns coming from Billings. Armitage put cash down on a few
lots, sight unseen, choosing a prime location by the Yellowstone River.
Soon after, he boarded the Northern Pacific to Billings. When he ar-
rived, he was dismayed to find no depot, no real city, no town, not
even an outpost, just a “dreary expanse, white with alkali flats.” When
Armitage inspected his lots, he found a good deal of his real estate was
flooded, and he needed a boat to locate the corners of his property.*°

Fifty years later, a Soviet journalist, Semyon Nariniani, had a simi-
lar experience. He was sent on assignment to central Siberia, a few
hundred miles north of Karaganda, to report on the newly built steel
town of Magnitogorsk. As historian Stephen Kotkin tells the story,
Nariniani rode the train for eight days, making five changes and wait-
ing through many delays. One day, the train slowed in the midst of the
empty steppe. Nariniani thought it was another breakdown, but the
conductor called out, “Magnitogorsk!” Nariniani disembarked, looked
around at the empty landscape, turned to the stationmaster and asked,
“Is it far to the city?” “

In memoir after memoir, what seems to have bothered European

Two years,” the man answered.*
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settlers of the plains and steppe the most was the emptiness: “the still-
ness with nothing behind it.”** Soviet deportees refer automatically to
the land they first encountered as “the naked steppe,” devoid of water,
trees, streams, houses, people—geography itself—empty of every-
thing but space.*> What most failed to mention was that the land was
not empty but emptied.** They came to territory that had recently been
cleared of the nomadic pastoralists and hunters who once populated
it, people who lived off the arid grasslands by moving through them,
following herds that grazed on a carpet of grasses and plants. Since
humans cannot digest grass, exploiting animals that do is a rational
way to use the dry range and steppe not suited for agriculture or in-
tensive husbandry.*® As the first settlers appeared in Kazakhstan and
Montana and took up homesteads in fertile land along rivers, Kazakhs
and Indians adjusted their economies accordingly, trading fur and
meat with the newcomers for tools and commodities. It wasn’t har-
mony and it wasn't an idyll of pastoral unity with nature, but it was
life—a social system and economy that adapted adequately to the con-
ditions of the plains and steppe.

But that is not the way Kazakhs and Indians were seen by the Euro-
peans who came to colonize them. Nomadic pastoralists were under-
stood as part of the landscape. They came to symbolize the savage and
precarious past, which still loomed over the present on the frontier
with terrifying force. When, for instance, high winds blew and un-
settled the tent cities of Billings or Karaganda, or winter blizzards
stranded people and livestock in blinding white confusion, it became
clear how flimsy was the edifice white settlers occupied, an edifice
linked only by a thin lifeline of steel rails to the distant sources of food
and energy that kept their economies going. To Europeans, the un-
settled nomad came to embody this cruel and undiscriminating na-
ture. And so European colonizers constructed an ideological and prin-
cipled crusade, casting themselves in the role of civilized man against
primitive nature.

Most histories of Karaganda begin with the simple story of the Kazakh
shepherd Appak Baizhanov, who one summer day in 1833 chased a fox
into a hole.*® Appak dismounted, dropped to his knees, and started
digging out the foxhole. As he dug, he came across a piece of rock,
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black as a raven and of a puzzling texture. He brought it back to the
elders at camp, who could make nothing of the black stone and tossed
it into the fire. The rock blazed up unnaturally and they grew fright-
ened. The elders ruled that the stone must be a bad force and should
not be touched again. “Of course, the nomads did not recognize coal,”
one Soviet historian instructs, “because the young shepherd and his
elders were illiterate.”*

The moral of the story is that Kazakhs lived in cruel ignorance, and
it took the arrival of Russians, armed with science, to help them real-
ize the potential of the riches that existed beneath their “barren land.”
In Soviet texts, Russians are “the big brothers” come to help Kazakhs,
who are “one of the most backward nations in the prerevolutionary
empire.”*® This is another way of saying the Kazakhs made poor sub-
jects because they rode fast horses, fought well, and managed with
their nomadic elusiveness to evade the tax collectors.*” And so Soviet
officials had no choice but to continue the work begun by tsarist offi-
cials, who had been trying for decades to colonize the Kazakhs by set-
tling them and using the land suitable for tilling to grow cash crops for
export. Since the Russian empire first took control of Kazakh territory
in the 1820s, Kazakhs had been gradually pushed off good pastureland
into the desert interior of Kazakhstan. The final blow, the equivalent of
George Armstrong Custer’s buffalo-slaughtering hunting trips, came
in the early and mid-1930s, when Soviet reformers decided to collec-
tivize Kazakh nomads and thus rationalize the production of meat and
dairy products on sedentary collective farms.

Not far from Billings, a small marble marker stands in the brown
grass, embossed with a simple Christian cross above the name
George A. Custer, Major General. The story of Custer and his defeat
by Crazy Horse at the battle of Little Big Horn is well known. So, too,
are his infamous trips through the plains shooting bison and leaving
behind the stench of rotting flesh. These ventures cloud his memori-
alization as a martyr on the battlefield. Custer was one of a number of
Americans who felt that the extermination of the buffalo would in-
spire Indians to settle down.*® He understood, as did Soviet collectiv-
izers later, that to take away the roving sustenance of the indigenous
grasslanders was a sure way to root them. In turn, rooting nomads and
transforming the landscape would make it hard to remember “a time,”
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as David Rollison puts it, “when the land was anything other than a
commodity to be converted to cash.”*

But even after the bison were turned into bleached bone, their
memory brushed onto canvas, and the remaining Indians settled on
the reservation to a form of semi-dependency, the neighboring Crow,
who had served as allies of the U.S. Army fighting the Sioux and Chey-
enne, came to represent a threat and nuisance to the leaders of Bill-
ings. Before all the original lots and homesteads were inhabited by
white settlers, city leaders in Billings started itching for more Lebens-
raum and petitioned Congress to move the Crow from their territory
south of Billings and open the land for settlement.** Frederick Bill-
ings and other entrepreneurs of the area wanted the Crow territory
in order to build rail lines across it to the coal fields in Red Lodge, and,
just as important, they sought to sanitize the valley of “troublesome
Indians” who were held responsible for missing cattle. An editorialist
wrote in the Billings Post in 1884, “It will be a great boon to this section,
when these miserable, idle dogs are moved away, and this valuable
section of land thrown open to the use of people who will utilize it.”**

Perhaps neither Americans nor Soviets anticipated the extent to
which forced settlement would exterminate not only the nomadic
way of life but nomadic lives as well. Collectivization brought disas-
ter to Kazakh pastoralists. Between 1929 and 1932, the livestock count
dropped from 6.5 million head to 965,000. Of the total population of
Kazakhs, estimated at 4.4 million in the late 1920s, by the mid-1930s
2 million were missing, having either died from famine or fled across
the borders to China, Mongolia, or Afghanistan.’* In Karaganda, by
January 1933, only 15 percent of the indigenous Kazakhs remained.*
In the Great Plains, the bison, which once roamed in immense black
clouds totaling around twenty-five million, had by the 1880s been all
but exterminated. Among American Indians, of the estimated precolo-
nial population of 5 to 7 million, only 150,000 remained in 1900, 7 per-
cent of the original population.>

American and Soviet reformers created the savage and the primi-
tive by defining it against the civilized and the advanced, and in so
doing they appropriated the power to exclude Indians and Kazakhs
from their land and livelihood—a power deployed with destruc-
tive results. The project, however, did not cease with mass fatalities.
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Surviving Indians and Kazakhs became subjects of social programs
aimed at supervising and correcting their primitive ways. In Mon-
tana, the Bureau of Indian of Affairs sought to make Christians out
of Indian pagans and farmers out of Indian hunters. Bureau agents
banned sacred dances and seized religious objects in a demonstra-
tion of authority that often turned violent. Instead of the old tradi-
tions, Indians were to learn the new orthodoxies of American hard
work by becoming private landowners and farmers in ideal Jefferso-
nian independence. In 1904 Montana governor S. C. Reynolds created
the Crow Indian Industrial Fair, modeled on the Midwestern county
fair, where Crow contestants won prizes for the best farm teams, big-
gest cabbages, and best-kept tipis. Meanwhile, at missionary boarding
schools, Crow children learned to can fruits, milk cows, speak English,
and recite the dictums of American Protestant values. The policy was
successful, in part. By 1896 half the Crow lived in houses and grew
their own food. But that statistic reveals only a fleeting moment of tri-
umph. By the 1920s poverty, malnutrition, tuberculosis, and trachoma
were so chronic on the Crow reservation that local agents calculated
to a “mathematical certainty” that the Crow Indian would soon cease
to exist.”

Like Indians, Kazakhs did not own land and tended to view owner-
ship in communal terms. Even so, Soviet ethnographers found Kazakh
tribal life to be poisoned by class relations and the feudal exploita-
tion of the poor by the rich. And so Soviet reformers focused on dis-
entangling Kazakh nomads from their livestock in order to affix the
nomads to Soviet institutions, where they would learn true communal
values, proletarian discipline, the Russian language, personal hygiene,
and wage labor. Soviet reformers separated recalcitrant parents from
their children, the best of whom were sent to orphanages to be re-
tooled for life in a society based on science and technology. Anyone
whom the NKVD suspected of holding back socialist development be-
came a target for suppression. NKVD agents banned Kazakh mullahs
from teaching Muslim texts, and disenfranchised and later arrested
Kazakh leaders, the aksakal and bai.*® They shut down mosques and
opened in their stead “red yurts,” where women and children learned
to write, clean, and farm. Soviet communists photographed the happy
Kazakhs swinging their pitchforks on the way to the fields, and they
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too held fairs where the grower of the biggest melon and thresher of
the most wheat mounted a bunting-festooned dais to receive a red rib-
bon with Lenin’s profile looking forward to the future.*

Once European settlers had marginalized indigenous populations, the
emptied spaces needed to be refashioned, and because the land was
vacant (or vacated), there was nothing to stop its wholesale appropria-
tion as productive, agricultural, and industrial territory. After the ar-
rival of the railroad in Billings and Karaganda, European colonizers
no longer occupied new land in a piecemeal fashion—a bend in the
river here, a river valley there—but implanted a wholly new figura-
tive and physical architecture on the landscapes. Railroad executives,
U.S. Geological Survey officials, and Soviet officials spread out a pur-
poseful map blanketing the landscape, dividing and subdividing terri-
tory according to function and use—mining, farming, ranching. And
once space was divided according to function, so too were the lives
that inhabited that space. Indians were to become farmers on land
designated for that purpose. Kazakhs were to become collective farm
members on land designated for that purpose. And new people were
to be imported to fill the recently emptied spaces and implement the
destiny described by the maps.

It is logical to think that cities emerge after the accumulation of a
critical mass of people, but in Montana and Kazakhstan, this pattern
was reversed. Cities came first, then people. Most of the settlers to the
Yellowstone Valley arrived a full two decades after the founding of the
Magic City. Saddled with a great deal of land bought on speculation,
the founders of Billings worked in tandem with the railroad to entice
homesteaders to the valley. Booster propaganda lied outright only at
times; it usually misled by innuendo and cheerful exaggeration. The
Billings Gazette:

Below you lies miles and miles of cultivated farm land, the beautiful
Yellowstone Valley, entrancing vistas of woodland and river greets
the eye. Delightful attractions of well-laden orchards, with green and
brown and yellow fields all dotted with dainty looking farm build-
ings and pretty red-roofed school houses, form a picture not readily
forgotten. And at your feet, the loveliest gem in the beautiful setting,
behold the charming city of Billings.*
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The photo that accompanied this journalistic account shows a water-
fall and thick forest, suggesting a shady, refreshing mountain idyll.
Imagine the surprise of homesteaders when they arrived in Billings.
Mrs. T. W. Wilkinson Polly, a Missouri native, remembered her first
night: “It was a tearful set of women and children that evening. There
was not a tree, hardly a blade of grass, only sagebrush and dusty
streets and untidy surroundings, making it seem as if we had come to
the last place on Earth.”®

Mrs. Wilkinson Polly’s tears flowed out of the realization that she
and her family had been duped; they had spent their savings and
gambled their singular futures on a swindle. The sun-baked flats
and tent city could not be recognized as the Eden of the railroad ads
and booster press accounts. Yet Mrs. Wilkinson Polly is written into
history as a pioneering homesteader because she and her kin made
their future themselves. Once they willingly entered the ideological
frame of private property and Jeffersonian independence promoted
by the railroad and real estate developers, they became the principal
force of their own misery.

A few decades after the railroads went into the business of pro-
ducing homesteaders for Montana, the NKVD took up the task of sup-
plying deportees for the agricultural settlement of Kazakhstan.®® In
addition to KarLag, the NKVD deported tens of thousands of people
to northern Kazakhstan to till the virgin but often agriculturally mar-
ginal land around growing new industrial centers like Karaganda.®® To
colonize and utilize the land most effectively, the Labor Colony depart-
ment of the NKVD-Gulag gridded the land into 240,000 or 480,000-
acre parcels for prospective collective farms, assigning an average of
three hundred deported families to each farm.**

Maria Andzejevskaya was born in a Ukrainian village in the 1920s.
One summer day in 1936, NKVD security agents knocked on the door
and told Maria’s parents they had a week to pack their things and re-
port for resettlement in Kazakhstan. No one in the village knew where
Kazakhstan was, but they were told it was to the south, where there
was plenty of land for everyone to farm.*®® To many, resettlement, even
if by force, sounded like good news; overcrowding and land hunger had
plagued the sandy, swampy regions of central Ukraine for decades.®
Maria and her family joined about half her village in packing up and
loading their tools, furniture, and livestock on a train to Kazakhstan.
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They were part of a mass deportation of over seventy thousand Soviet
citizens of Polish and German descent, who in 1936 were deemed sus-
pect of collusion with bourgeois Poland and Nazi Germany.*” Maria’s
family rode the train for nearly a month, and when they finally disem-
barked from the cramped cattle cars in mid-September, the landscape
had changed drastically. Maria described terrain that was empty ex-
cept for a tall pole with a sign on it, labeled “settlement number two”:
“They told us we were going to Kazakhstan, and they would give us
land and homes and we would live well. “There’s no winter, it’s the
south [they said], ‘everything will be perfect, and then they dropped
us off and there was nothing. The five of us children, mamma and
papa, everyone cried, and then it was something horrible, night was
coming, what would we do?”*® Maria’s family did what Mrs. Wilkinson
Polly did. They built houses out of sod, and in their mud homes they
put up with the dampness, snakes, and bugs. They made it through the
first winter on their dwindling food stocks, and when those were gone
they traded their clothing and dishes to Kazakhs for meat and flour.
They learned how to gather up manure and brushwood to burn for
heat in the long, subzero winters. They figured out the signs of a bliz-
zard and how maybe to survive one if caught outside. In short, they
learned to endure.

What is the difference between the homesteader and the depor-
tee? At first glance, the two do not belong in the same category. Home-
steaders went to Montana voluntarily to break the soil; deportees
were rudely coerced from their homes and driven to the virgin Kazakh
steppe. Yet, looked at more closely, the categories of free will and coer-
cion begin to fuse. Mrs. Wilkinson Polly’s family chose to move based
on the hopeful view of Montana advertised by civic boosters and rail-
road advertisers; an NKVD officer conjured up a similarly rosy picture
of Kazakhstan for Maria Andzejevskaya’s family. Maria’s family was
offered no choice but to leave, but there is evidence that many of her
neighbors were willing to go, and some even asked to be put on the
deportation list so they could also try their fortunes in Central Asia,
where there was plenty of untilled land —virgin soil, the same motiva-
tion for which Mrs. Wilkinson Polly made the long trek to Montana.®®

Not tooverdraw the comparison, once in Kazakhstan, Maria’s family
was legally restricted from leaving their village and had to report to a
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local commandant every month.”® Mrs. Wilkinson Polly’s family could
leave if they had someplace else to go and money to get there. In fact,
they could be forced to leave if the crops failed and the bank foreclosed
on their loans. Many will argue this difference in free will is essential,
that to be held in place by decree is entirely different than to be held,
or propelled, by debt. And they are quite right, yet these differences
themselves point to a set of similarities that cast doubt on assumptions
of incommensurability between the Soviet Union and United States.
For in both categories, people became the willing and unwilling tools
of larger projects to control huge territories by turning grassland into
cash crops. In both territories, families were hoodwinked by visions
of a better future. Once they arrived, both homesteaders and depor-
tees expressed a sense of powerlessness, a hazy feeling that their lives
were being controlled by outside forces.

Montanans regularly railed against the power of the corporations
and the railroads, forces that seemed to seep everywhere, controlling
them by setting prices, hiring, firing, overcharging, and underpaying
them. In1912J. C. Murphy published a book-length diatribe against the
corporations in Montana. An excerpt:

Less than a decade of time had been required to bring the material
wealth of the state under combine control . . . to acquire most of the
tremendous water power and electric power resources of the state to
one ownership . . . to bring the banking interests of the state practi-
cally under the domination of a single chain of banks owned by the
same interest, to reduce the profits of wage earners and to make their
condition in industrial centers little better than bond slaves, to trans-
form the functions of a public press.. . . into a perfectly organized ma-
chine for the suppression of knowledge . . . all this by lawless corpo-
rate combination . .. exercised by absentee bosses.”

The corporations remained incorporate, the bosses absentee. Murphy
could not visualize the source of his subjection; it came from every-
where and embraced everything at once. In Karaganda, I asked a
group of elderly people, former deportees, who was responsible for
their imprisonment. The voices rang out immediately: “The System.”
“The Party.” “Stalin.

”» «

Moscow.” And what about the guards, the people
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who are your neighbors now? Again, a chorus of replies: “It is not their
fault. They had no choice. They were good people. They only did what
they were ordered to do.””?

Former deportees in Karaganda saw their lives caught in a “system”
so immense it swallowed everyone, even the guards. Settlers in Mon-
tana at the turn of the century expressed a similar uneasiness about
the corporations that seemed to overtake them at every turn. The
“Company” and the “Party,” two faceless, diffuse entities, encircled, or
so it seemed, the lives of the people who lived in Kazakhstan and Mon-
tana so fully that they never caught sight of the incorporeal, ephem-
eral forces ruling them.

The first years the settlers and deportees plowed up the mineral-rich,
virgin grasslands, crops grew impressively. During years of relatively
high rainfall and mild temperatures, crops also thrived. Settlers in
Kazakhstan remember fondly the years between 1937 and 1939, much
as the boom years between 1909 and 1917 are still talked of in Mon-
tana.” But inevitably, drought followed rain. And with drought came
dust. Soil, overtilled and uncovered, went airborne in the dry years.
Settlers in Kazakhstan and Montana remark on dust so thick “you
couldn'’t see the horses’ ears.” They mention the dust storms nearly as
much as they do the locusts that fed mostly on the weakened crops but
also ate through clothes and leather. Those were hungry years. And to
make matters worse, when the price of wheat fell after World WarI, dry
land farmers in Montana were shadowed by bankers. Bernice McGee’s
father, a Norwegian immigrant, homesteaded a farm in the foothills
above Billings. Every autumn, she said, her father would sell his crops
and head for the bank to pay off the loan he had taken for seed and sup-
plies the spring before. But after he paid the bank, there was no money
left for the family to make it through the winter, so he would take out
another loan, and the cycle of interests, payments, and anxiety would
begin again.”* For the deportees in Kazakhstan, tax rates rose each
year, especially as World War II drew closer. Fifty years later, Maria
still knows the tax rates by heart: “Thirty-six liters of milk. Eight kilos
of refined butter a year. Two hundred kilograms of meat for every
family a year. That was a whole cow!””®

The biggest obstacles to farming and living on the steppe and plains
involved water, or the lack of it. Karaganda and Billings fall into the
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same precipitation zone, where rainfall ranges from a drought-level
eight inches to a cultivable seventeen inches a year. It was decided
that farming could only be secured through irrigation, but irrigation
seemed a fantasy when even drinking water was in short supply. In
Karaganda, people had to cart water for miles by horse or camel. In
Billings, residents paid fifty cents a barrel for water hauled from the
Yellowstone River. Water was all that was needed to make the land
fertile, but large-scale irrigation demanded a concentration of capital
and labor well beyond the means of an individual farmer or even the
collective energies of the surrounding urban communities. In Billings,
the managers of the land company attracted settlers with the promise
of “the Big Ditch” for two decades, but they never succeeded in build-
ing it. Only in 1900, when the federal government backed irrigation
projects, was there enough capital to build a series of canals and reser-
voirs.”® In Karaganda, where the central government dedicated hun-
dreds of thousands of rubles to a twenty-four-kilometer canal, and
KarLag had at its disposal a growing labor force swelling into the thou-
sands, digging it still took four years and then supplied only the city
and a few hundred acres of farmland.” Irrigation presents a metaphor
for the large-scale settlement of the continental steppe. It takes the
kind of money and concentration of labor and machinery that only
government budgets, outside capital, and expertise could provide,
which left the farmers of the arid steppe and plains in a state of de-
pendency, waiting on the largesse of the state.”

In other words, small family farms, the kind Thomas Jefferson en-
visioned, did not prosper in the Great Plains. To have a predictably
profitable crop year after year, farmers needed to irrigate, ideally
employing heavy machinery and fortifying the soils with fertilizers.
The long arch of agricultural development in Montana points to the
replacement of small homesteads with large agribusiness farms, an
American version of the collective farm, where fields are huge, ma-
chinery is a must, and a mobile labor force is needed to produce high-
yield cash crops to pay for it all. At KarLag, the NKVD specialized in
setting up large-scale farm-factories and even ran a model farm that
pioneered dry-land farming techniques, much as Frederick Billings’s
son Parmly turned the family ranch into a model “scientific” opera-
tion.”

The experience of working on these large, corporate farms did not
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Author with gulag survivor and Labor Army worker Ella Schmidt, at the KarLag
site. Photo by David Bamford.

differ greatly between Kazakhstan and Montana. Margarete Buber, a
German socialist living in the Soviet Union during the 1930s, was ar-
rested and sent to KarLag in 1938, convicted of treasonous activity. Her
story—that of a Soviet prisoner—has been told many times. She suf-
fered cold and hunger, slept on hard planks in dirty huts infested with
bugs. She worked in the beet fields in KarLag, harvested and threshed
grain, hauled water to the fields, shoveled manure, dug ditches on a
railroad crew, sorted vegetables, and weeded a truck garden. She re-
counts the two years she spent in KarLag as a time of perpetual mo-
tion. As one job finished, she would be marched with a gang of fellow
prisoners to another location in the vast camp and assigned a new job.
The gulag system she described as a “slave trust”: “Wherever labor is
needed, the GPU [State Political Police] sends its prisoners. They fell
timber in Central Siberia and Karelia, work in heavy industries in the
Urals, cultivate the steppes of Kazakhstan, mine gold in Kolyma, build
towns in the Far East of Siberia.”®

In 1942 the NKVD created a second, even larger “slave trust,” a mi-
gratory stratum of workers called the “Labor Army.” On August 28,
1941, a date nearly every adult in Karaganda knows, the Supreme
Soviet sent out an executive order to deport people of German heri-
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tage east, to Kazakhstan and Siberia. The government feared these
Soviet citizens would serve as a fifth column for the invading German
army.?' As a consequence, more than a million citizens of German de-
scent were uprooted and transferred thousands of miles during the
first months of war. The NKVD conscripted the transplanted Soviet-
German deportees, among others, into a Labor Army to serve in the
Asiatic rear of the country manufacturing, mining, and farming to
support the Red Army at the front.

In Billings, of course, there was no NKVD to organize labor. But
there were large beet farms and far more beets than any single farm-
ing family could sow, weed, harvest, and ship to the Billings sugar re-
finery. Meanwhile, in New York at the turn of the century, relatives of
the same families of Russian-Germans were arriving on Ellis Island
in their homespun clothes, speaking an archaic German dialect. Few
knew English, but some saw the Milwaukee Railroad posters of the
farmer, biceps bulging, plowing up a field of gold coins over a map of
the railroad running straight through Billings. Others were enticed by
a railroad recruiter in Russia with a cheap ticket to the Great Plains.
The Russian-Germans came most often with no cash orassets, and few
could afford to buy land and establish their own farms. Instead, colo-
nies of Russian-Germans became part of the sugar-beet labor force
throughout the Great Plains, working the fields in Nebraska, Kansas,
Idaho, and Montana.®* In Russia, they had farmed independently; in
North America, they entered the world of agricultural wage labor.

It was a precarious world to inhabit. Work came sporadically and
was remunerated halfheartedly. The winters were long, unproduc-
tive, and unpaid. In the summers, parents and their children spent
the daylight hours in the fields crawling along the rows of beets, block-
ing, thinning, and weeding. The backbreaking, punishing hours in the
fields paid off for some families, who managed to save enough to buy
their own farms. But other families remained on the migrant labor
circuit for decades, and their ranks grew in the drought periods when
farms were lost to banks. The family of “David K.,” for instance, emi-
grated from south Russia in 1903. Three decades later, in 1936, a social
worker for the state relief administration found the family “living in
a dilapidated, two-room shack,” unheated and so cold she had to keep
her coat on during the interview. In the 1920s David K. and his wife
had bought a small farm on credit. “But one year there was no rain, so
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there was no crop; next year there was too much rain and black rust
ruined the crop; next year frost destroyed much of the crop, and each
year thereafter some reverse caused loss.”*® Once, cholera killed the
hogs, and later a train ran over the horses. In short, the farm had not
prospered. David K. had sold it, bought a used car, and set out with
his family, rolling through the fields of North Dakota, Idaho, and Cali-
fornia as migrant laborers, where they farmed “onions, potatoes and
especially beets.” David K.’s wife bore eleven children, and the inter-
viewer found her “in poor health, physically run-down and very shab-
bily dressed,” her youngest child nursing at the breast. Three boys
were undernourished and “so poorly clad as to be conspicuous.” The
little girl, Rose, was “unkempt and suffered from a cold and skin ail-
ment.” No one in the family had finished grade school. Most had not
made it past the third grade.®

Germans from Russia weed beet fields just beyond Billings; Ger-
mans from Russia weed beet fields near Karaganda. The processes by
which the two groups became migrant laborers were quite different,
and again the difference hinges on the element of coercion and free
will. However, the outcome—membership in a migrant labor force—
was quite similar, as was the quality of life. Russian-Germans in Kara-
ganda and Montana were related not only by family ties but also as
subjects of a new kind of expanding agricultural discipline based
on cheap and mobile labor.*® The conditions that encompassed their
lives—meager living quarters, long work hours, low pay, few chances
for advancement, and continual mobility—bonded them long after
time and events broke up their German colonies in Russia. Thanks to
migration, legal and illegal, there has never been a sustained short-
age of unskilled laborers in the United States. The glut of immigrants
and all the disparate, untamed forces of the market produced the same
kind of mobile, inexpensive labor force that the NKVD generated with
its centrally planned charts, mobilization orders, requisitioned trains,
and armed soldiers. The invisible hand of the market and the whim-
sical breezes of U.S. immigration policy sutured together a migrant
labor force on the level of that conscripted by the NKVD, with hardly
a flourish of weapons.

There are, of course, other differences between deportees to Kazakh-
stan and homesteaders of Montana. A major difference is memory.
Montana pioneers are lionized as men and women who, with courage
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and the sweat of their brow and a heap of other slogans, remade the
West, fought off Indians, broke the virgin soil, and in so doing sym-
bolized the freedom and independence of the American way. The de-
portees, on the other hand, are memorialized as victims of a heartless,
impersonal regime. They stand as an icon of suffering in histories of
the Soviet Union.*® Driven across the steppe and deposited on a wind-
swept plain, they are often shown in photographs as hungry children
with ribs like knives and pinched women burdened with crying in-
fants. The pioneer, by contrast, is a man, axe in hand, jaw jutting, all
determination. No one needed to help a pioneer; he did for himself.

Ex-convicts and deportees in Kazakhstan are attached to the mem-
ory of themselves as victims of a cruel regime. This is the metanarra-
tive of their lives, and they feel no remorse for the loss of the nomad,
nor do they romanticize life on the agricultural and industrial fron-
tier. The difference in the West lies in the impulse to remember. If you
travel through Montana, the stylized ghosts of the past haunt bill-
boards and roadside stands: the dead Indian, the dead pioneer, the
long-gone cowboy, the withered family farm, the displaced miner.
Teenagers in American cities, most of whom will never exchange their
sweat for wages, walk about in the heavy denim of the farmers’ Car-
hartts; suburbanites negotiate manicured avenues in the rugged jeeps
of ranchers. James Bryce’s premonition has come true: America’s rest-
less, feverish passion for quick results has kicked up a nostalgia for
a past plowed under to make room for an ever-receding future. This
grief for what has been paved over is integral to modern life; it is a sign
that in the United States, more than in the former Soviet Union, the
destruction that accompanies a successfully expanding modernity has
been far more complete.

On a cold, rainy Sunday, the first winter winds drive the rain like lead
pellets against the windows of the German Cultural Center of Kara-
ganda. A group of senior citizens who were once conscripts in the
Labor Army sit around a long table. They all have stories to tell about
their role in the creation of industrial space in Kazakhstan, and they
tell them all at once, in a chorus of voices describing the long years of
work, insults, want, and need, as well as the small acts of kindness
and camaraderie that helped them survive. From the corner, a small
woman began to speak, Maria Weimar:
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They brought us here [to Karaganda] to Mine Number 89. As soon as
we arrived they placed us in the zone. There was a high fence, on top,
three rows of barbed wire. On every corner there were guard towers,
and there was a checkpoint. We were escorted to work, at the mine
where all of us lined up for roll call. At seven in the morning we were
led out and at eight we were already supposed to be at work in the
mine. We worked twelve-hour shifts . . . We worked from eight in the
morning until eight at night . . . The conveyor went by and we picked
out slag. You had to grab the rocks quickly all day. Twelve hours with-
out a break.?’”

In Pittsburgh, Polish immigrants worked in steel mills, twelve hours
a day, seven days a week. If they wanted a day off, they worked a
twenty-four-hour shift. In the Urals, Soviet-Polish conscripts mined
ore in twelve-hour shifts, the same period Maria Weimar spent daily
underground, every day but one, from 1943 until 1947. In Virginia, dur-
ing World War I, boys in the coal breakers, their shoulders hunched
in the chill and for fear of the foreman, bent over the conveyor belts
and picked through slag. Decades later, the children-turned-old-men
describe the breakers as “hell” and complain most, as does Maria
Weimar, of blistered, cut hands, ripped hour after hour on the jagged
rocks. The boys worked out of need and fear, much like Maria did in
Mine Number 89 in Karaganda. The same machines, the same hierar-
chies and rush for production, the same endless days and fatal acci-
dents, clogged air, ragged lungs, fragmented bodies, and flat, beaten
stares. It comes as no surprise that in the realm of labor history the
names, dates, and places begin to blur into one long, muscle-aching
sigh.

Assigh that indicates the physical experience of industrial labor dif-
fers little whether under capitalism or communism, because the same
grid stretched over not only space but time, the process of production,
and, consequently, lives.®® Time was gridded into schedules (set and
calibrated by the railroad); materials were graphed into production
quotas; bodies were regimented into units. As such, it is possible to
leave Karaganda and retire to another war, another place: Butte, Mon-
tana, in 1917. Miners dug in thousands of miles of underground tun-
nels to produce copper for the American war effort. Foremen for the
Anaconda Mining Company continually raised production quotas to



GRIDDED LIVES 127

meet the demand, and miners were stretched to the last breath of their
reserve. The farther they burrowed below ground, the higher the tem-
peratures rose; at two thousand feet down, the temperature reached
117 degrees.* Dust from the drills swirled in the dank air together with
the odors of man and beast, blasting powder, rotting food, and spit-
drenched tobacco. Above ground, sulfurous fumes billowed up, float-
ing over exposed heaps of roasting ore. Residents walked about town
with damp rags tied over their mouths and lanterns at midday. One
of the copper kings, William A. Clark, claimed the fumes were vital to
health as a disinfectant for disease. The airborne arsenic, he asserted,
gave Butte women their beautiful, pale complexions.” It was a scene
Dante would have recognized even before the night of June 8, when a
flume of fire roared through a mine shaft and caused the death of 168
men in the worst hard-rock mining disaster in U.S. history.

After the explosion, the Metal Mine Workers’ Union called for addi-
tional safety measures. When the company refused the union’s de-
mands, fifteen thousand workers shut down the mines, and for the
second time in a few years martial law was installed in Butte. For the
next year and a half, troops from the National Guard ruled Butte from
the thick-walled respectability of the county courthouse. In the mean-
time, the state legislature passed the Montana Sedition Act banning
“disloyal” speeches and literature, legalizing deportation, and outlaw-
ing the Wobblies. Pinkerton detectives snuck about the city, trying
to infiltrate and uncover seditious organizations. The Wobblies still
went to the picket lines, however, with other unions, and in April 1920,
troops opened fire on picketers in front of the Neversweat mine, kill-
ing two and injuring thirteen others. After that incident, the governor
canceled the National Guard and called in U.S. Army regulars, who
monitored the city while work resumed in the mines.

Yet to imply that Butte was an armed camp during the years of
the city’s biggest boom would be an oversimplification. Most miners
did not need guns and soldiers to compel them to work. They went
willingly; their paychecks and the need to cover bills and gambling
debts kept them underground. And after the war, when the demand
for copper fell off, miners lived in perpetual fear of being shut out of
the mines. Besides, it was underground, in the zone of free-labor re-
lations, not above ground in the midst of violent corporation-versus-
labor confrontation, where more miners perished by far. Locals in
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Butte today calculate death based on the work week. They say one
miner died for every week of the hundred years the mines functioned.
The official estimate of death by accident falls short of local lore, at
two thousand; however, no one knows how many miners died of lung
diseases and “natural” causes that shrunk life expectancy and left the
city full of widows.

The similarities between Kazakhstan and Montana center on the
transformation of two rapidly industrializing, growing, voraciously
hungry countries from small-scale, local economies to economies of
national and imperial magnitude powered by cheap fossil fuels. By en-
ticing and coercing, by offering opportunities laced with threats, by
dividing time, space, and materials into discrete units, Soviet func-
tionaries and American capitalists found it possible to line up bodies
to build and extract, and to build the machines that would build more
machines and make it easier and faster to extract more. The machines,
and the people that followed them, demanded more coal, steel, ore,
oil, and gas, and ever more lives. None of these resources were renew-
able, except for the people. Between 1880 and 1900, 700,000 workers
died on the job in the United States.” Between 1934 and 1940, 239,000
forced laborers died in Soviet labor camps.”® These fatalities did not
slow industrial expansion, because immigrants, legal and illegal, have
always flooded U.S. borders, and in the Soviet Union more “enemies
of the people” could always be uncovered, and babies could be end-
lessly generated. (In 1935, at the height of the industrialization drive,
the Soviet government outlawed abortion and made mothers of ten
or more children “heroes.”) As it happened, for decades, the same
teeming Central European countryside supplied both fledgling super-
powers with an incessant source of able bodies. But the story does not
end there. As industrial space gridded the landscape, populations of
migrants and prisoners were segmented as well, by class and ethnicity.

Now, tourists speeding along Interstate 9o in Montana can stop in
Butte for a few minutes and stroll out to a platform extending over the
Berkeley Pit, once the “richest hill on Earth,” now a cavity a mile wide
and a mile deep, filled with toxins left over from a century of mining.
On the platform, it doesn’t take long to listen to the recorded message
that describes the history of the pit and the wealth that was dug from
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the buff-colored cliffs, and when the message dies out, tourists can
hear the eerie whizzing signals that warn off birds from landing in the
pit, which is acidic enough to liquefy steel. While tourists stare into
the country’s largest Superfund cleanup site, what they no longer see
are the neighborhoods that used to ramble over the hill that is now
negative space.

Although nearly half of the city has been voided, residents of Butte
still recite a mental geography established during the mining days. On
the east side, they say, the Irish lived up the hill in Dublin Gulch, above
the Finns in Finntown, which gave the Irish gangs the advantage in
bombarding the Finnish gangs during their regular brawls. Italians
and Slavs lived in Meaderville, now an imaginary space over the pit,
and on the precipice of the pit, in the Cabbage Patch, lived Mexi-
cans, Indians, and African Americans, who had houses so transitory
that today only empty gridded lots have endured. On the west side of
town stand the Victorian mansions of the copper kings. The mansions
have castlelike turrets from which one can survey the miners’ homes
huddled next to the mines’ black headframes.

In Karaganda, as in Butte, residents were sorted by class, ethnicity,
and race. By 1941, forty-one thousand prisoners worked in KarLag,
and thousands of deportees arrived every month, swelling the city’s
population. Soldiers patrolled the streets, while prisoners marched
from walled barrack zones to fenced-off labor sites. The fenced zones
were important because the NKVD needed to segregate a complex
hierarchy of prisoners incarcerated along a sliding scale of unfree-
dom—political prisoners, German POWs, Soviet citizens of German
and Polish descent interned for the war, and regular prisoners con-
victed on criminal charges.”® Soviet-German Labor Army conscripts
lived in one zone. German POWs lived in another, next to but sepa-
rate from Japanese POWs. As the war continued, more and more sus-
pect ethnic groups streamed into the region under guard: Ukrainians,
Poles, Kalmyks, Bashkirs, Chechens.* Each group was assigned a vil-
lage or zone and told they could not venture from their homes. The
zone system meant that most people generally remained where they
were deposited, which strengthened ethnic ties and minority alle-
giances—ironically, the very traits for which these people were de-
ported. But even when given a choice, the free populations of Rus-
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sians and Kazakhs sought to live segregated from each other. At most
factories, Russians and Kazakhs lived in separate dorms, but in one
factory, Russian and Kazakh workers had to share a bunkhouse, and
the workers constructed a wall down the middle to divide the space.”

What does the NKVD’s enforced, zoned, and policed segregation of
prisoners and exiles have to do with immigrant ethnic groups in Butte
who chose to live in separate neighborhoods? It makes sense that im-
migrants would seek a cushion of common language and culture to
soften the blow of migration and assimilation. What is strange, how-
ever, is that in 1905 a Pole from Silesia, in the south in the Habsburg
empire, had little in common with a Pole from Mazuria, who was a citi-
zen of tsarist Russia. These two Poles arrived from different political
states; they practiced different customs and spoke different dialects of
Polish, if not mutually incomprehensible languages. What compelled
Mazurians and Silesians, who would have little in common in the old
world, to join into one Polish community in the new world?

The forces that hammered Poles and other immigrant groups into
discrete ethnic enclaves belonged to the industrial age. Between 1880
and 1920 in the United States, the way people worked and produced
goods altered significantly, which in turn influenced how people lived
and where. Corporate bureaucracies organized production from the
top down. As production decisions moved up a lengthening hier-
archy, skilled laborers were replaced by foremen supervising un-
skilled workers. Relations between foremen and workers slid into
mutual aggression as the foremen were pressed to continually in-
crease production, and in so doing threatened workers with dismissal
and pay cuts.”® Workers responded by organizing in unions. In order
to fight the unions, firms altered their hiring practices, tending to em-
ploy immigrant laborers, who, because of their primitive knowledge
of English, were less likely to unionize. On the shop floor, immigrant
workers were grouped together by language to allow work to progress
more smoothly, and gradually the workplace became segregated. At
the same time, native-born workers began to resent the strikebreak-
ing, wage-lowering immigrants and excluded them from their social
and residential circles outside the workplace. Immigrants were rele-
gated to the lowest tier of labor and were promoted far more slowly
than native-born workers. This and the experience of being labeled
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“foreign,” “alien,” and “inferior” brought members of ethnic groups
together in a defensive posture. Immigrant neighborhoods, then,
with their ethnic churches, schools, and fraternal orders, embodied
a circle-the-wagon mentality. Each group tried to carve out its own
space within hazy and porous borders defined as “nationality,” which
gangs of young men patrolled to inhibit others from crossing the in-
visible lines of race and class.”

In other words, the ethnic segmentation of Butte and Karaganda
had less to do with race than with discipline. As hierarchies and values
were used to segregate and standardize stages of production along an
assembly line, they also worked to normalize and segregate workers
inside and outside the factory. The gridded spaces that first arranged
on a huge scale the settling of Central Asia and the Great Plains made
a lasting stamp on the nature of the lives that took up residence on
the plains and steppe, because at some point the abstract survey lines
turned into boundaries. Boundaries fix labels in space, defining who is
inside and who is outside. But boundaries can be porous, and so gradu-
ally boundary lines in Montana and Kazakhstan transformed into
walls, laws, and social custom, which worked to define who was alien
and who was native, who was a prisoner and who a guard, who lived
in the migrant camp and who on the affluent east side. Perhaps for this
reason, the same grid stretches across the American West and Soviet
Central Asia—not only because of topography and efficiency but be-
cause the edifice of modernist dichotomies constructed urban spaces
that employed the grid as the most effective means to control space by
blocking it off into discrete and ever-divisible units. Each unit could
be marked for exclusion or reward; each could be arranged in a hier-
archy, supervised and observed in a constant division between the
normal and the abnormal.

Despite the fact that both the United States and Soviet Union were
founded on revolution and grew through rapid urbanization, leaders
inboth countries distrusted the revolutionary and spontaneous quality
of urban space and worked to destroy it. With straight lines and the
force of the grid, Soviet and American leaders planned new “garden
cities” cut through with wide, rebellion-proof avenues that negated
the unpredictability and anarchy of nineteenth-century cities.’® As
a result, both expanding American corporate power and expanding
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Soviet party-state power etched an antirevolutionary conservatism
onto twentieth-century urbanscapes. Perhaps for this reason, Kara-
ganda and Billings do not radiate the energy of New York or Moscow
but instead a feeling of listless suspension, of containers waiting to be
filled, of the utopia of what Foucault calls the “perfectly governed city.”
It is this utopian wish for gridded order and discipline that links the
railroad city of Billings with the prison city of Karaganda.

Even after World War II ended, Maria Weimar continued to work
as before in Mine Number 89 as a Labor Army conscript. Some things
changed: the bread ration was raised from 800 grams to a kilogram —
“No one will starve on a kilogram of bread a day,” she says—and the
mine administrators organized a club for cultural enlightenment,
where the conscripts gathered in the evenings to play music and
dance. And then, one morning in 1947, Maria rose as usual, stepped
outside, heading for the cafeteria, and noticed that the fence that had
held her in for so long was laying on its side:*®

We walked out of the barracks, saw the fence, and we were fright-
ened. “Oh, the fence fell down,” I said. No one told us anything. We
didn’t move. We were afraid to go out. How could we go out? The head
of the column walked up. He was a good man, and he said, “You are
free, ladies. You are free to go wherever you want.” We said to each
other, “We’ve gotten used to it here. Where would we go?”**°

A few decades before the barbed wire fence fell in Karaganda, another
mine shutdown occurred in Butte and another farm was foreclosed
near Billings; the rusted economic links in the chain of production
were falling away. One less farmer was tied to the bank mortgage; an-
other group of miners was released from the boiling recesses of the
mines. Without their fence, Maria and her fellow prisoners wondered
what they would do, for without it, they no longer had home, jobs, or
sustenance, however meager. After World War I, unemployed miners
in Butte twisted their blackened faces with similar fears. When the
mine company seized up and refused to exploit them any further,
miners took to the streets in protest to defend their dangerous jobs,
low-paying salaries, and right to breathe poisonous air. Perhaps we do
not have tolook far to explore the nature of our prisons, if we allow the
term some metaphorical license. What we rarely question is the fatal
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attraction to our chains, to the consumptive urges that drive us deeper
into labor and then remorse for what our labor has destroyed. We have
been conscripted to build our own fences, and we like them, or at least
get used to them, so that, like Maria, a sigh of regret wheezes from the
icy fog when they fall away.



7 Returning Home to Rustalgia

In the fall of 1997, Ilanded in northern Kazakhstan, hot on the trail (for
a historian) of villagers who had been deported there from Ukraine in
1936.! At the time, Kazakhstan was in the midst of an economic crisis,

and when the train pulled into Kokchetau at 3 a.m., the line of hard-
bitten cab drivers hoping for a fare looked menacing. I chose one young
man, trusting the manicured look of his fur hat. On the drive to the
hotel, he told me he was an Olympian, a long-distance runner. He had
competed all over the world, but now with no money in independent
Kazakhstan to support athletes, he said remorsefully, he was driving
a cab. At Kokchetau'’s best hotel, the receptionist sat under a circle of
light in an otherwise dark lobby. She wore her winter coat and sleepily
handed over a key. The room, like the rest of the city, was unheated,
as cold as a tomb and shaped like one. On the cracked bathroom mir-
ror, prostitutes had scrawled messages in lipstick that read disturb-
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ingly like suicide notes. Leaving the overhead light on for warmth, I
lay in bed, sleepless, cold, and miserable, watching a fly that circled
the bulb project its elongated shadow round and round on the walls.
As the giant fly looped around, my homesickness sank deeper. What
am I doing here? Why do I seek out places where melancholy emanates
from the very walls?

Ostensibly I was writing a “biography” of Right Bank Ukraine, and
since an important part of its population had been exiled to Kazakh-
stan, I went there too. Thinking about it now, I realize that in my
Kazakh hotel room I was not so far from home as it seemed. Places
are closely calibrated with a person’s identity. While writing about
Ukraine and Kazakhstan, I slowly edged out on a precipice of autobi-
ography. As I did so, I approached, obliquely and unbeknownst to me,
my childhood in the Midwestern rust belt.

What makes a place biographical? Conceiving the story of Right
Bank Ukraine as biography wasn't an instinctive move. The place had
no discreet identity, no charted boundaries or a proper spot on the
map. It was just a territory, variously named by locals, and loosely
defined by the reach of a certain sandy soil that yielded little in the
way of cash crops. The region is located on the northern forest belt
of what today is central Ukraine, on a flat plane between the former
Russian, Polish, and Lithuanian empires, deep in what was once the
tsarist Pale of Settlement. The population had long lived among shift-
ing powers, and by the time the biography begins, in the mid-1920s,
locals had endured six years of world war, civil war, and the Polish-
Soviet war. The people who lived in the region spoke hybrid forms
of Polish, Ukrainian, German, Yiddish, Hebrew, Belorussian, and Rus-
sian. They prayed in Catholic, Russian Orthodox, Ukrainian Uniate,
and Lutheran churches and Hasidic and Orthodox synagogues. Just as
many joined eclectic sectarian religious communities, which met in
homes or the forest and drew on the surrounding religious traditions
for inspiration.

Most of the rural people in this story were illiterate, yet trilingual.
They lived in hard-to-reach villages, some inaccessible for months of
the year, made poorer and even more remote by the ravages of warand
the new Soviet-Polish border planted in 1921 a short distance away.
State power was distant; ghosts and apparitions of the Virgin Mary
visited more frequently than Soviet officials.? But in three decades,
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from 1925 to 1955, the poor communities of this isolated backwater
were swept away and replaced with outsiders who were thought to
belong because they were categorized as “Ukrainian.” A few decades
later, the explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant made much
of the territory unlivable for the next couple of centuries. In short,
this ancient site of human habitation, which archaeologists in Ukraine
argue was the “cradle of Slavic civilization,” was fully annihilated in
the space of a few generations.® If, like a life, a place can have a begin-
ning and a definite end, I can think of few places where the endpoint,
so critical for biographers, is more definite.

The funereal quality of the landscape inspired the idea of biogra-
phy. The palpable insinuation of decay caught me by surprise when I
first arrived in Right Bank Ukraine. There I visited villages of mostly
elderly residents. Some were living in homes of people who had been
expelled before, during, or just after World War II. They pulled out
old chests to show me possessions left behind, stored carefully for
fifty years in case the departing family returned. Inevitably some-
one would take me, unbidden, to see burial mounds, where “our Jews”
were killed. I stumped across weedy Polish cemeteries, stepping
lightly over cracked headstones, and stood at the thresholds of caved-
in Lutheran churches. These sites sounded out loss in a cacophony that
echoed across the terrain like an obituary. The fact that I made these
travels in the mid-1990s—when the economy of Ukraine was in an ex-
tended nosedive; when the young and educated were seeking to leave
Ukraine, for Russia, America, Israel, Europe, anywhere else; when the
intercity buses no longer ran and the city of Zhitomir, where I lived,
reduced heat and electricity to a few hours a day, and then at times to
nothing—all suggested failure, endings, closings, death.

Local literary traditions also pointed to the application of biog-
raphy to territory. In the 1930s, for example, Soviet officials carried
out inspections of the region and filed “biographies” (kharaktaristika)
usually describing a backward hinterland that bedeviled the revolu-
tion.* These officials, too, saw death in the end of the old regime, but
they projected the birth of a new revolutionary society. Soviet power,
they wrote, would bring sweeping changes, turning darkness to light,
redemption, and rebirth.® A second category of local biographers in-
cluded memoirists who had lived in Right Bank Ukraine. After they
left during the interwar period, Polish landowners, German farmers,
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and Jewish shtetl-dwellers remembered their lost homelands in a soft
light shaded by a patina of memory.® Influenced by nineteenth-century
romantic, nationalist literature, they endowed the land and the people
who sprang from it with particular features. These autobiographies
read as eulogies for homes to which the authors could never return,
communities that would never be reconstituted. To have left “no place”
was to have lost that ability to recall oneself and the complexities of
one’s identity for others. The leaving facilitated simplified, standard-
ized national identities—Polish, Ukrainian, Jewish, or German—but
left a painful vacuum. The act of writing a memoir was a way for au-
thors to recalibrate shattered identities, to reestablish themselves on
a cultural map.
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Influenced by the texts I was reading, I followed this tradition of
geographical biography. If I could write about a place that stood still
while borders, armies, and political ideologies shifted over it, then I
could tell the story of the people whom Marshall Berman described
as “in the way” of progress, defined in this case by increasingly ho-
mogenized concepts of national territory.” For the history of the people
who lived between states and national identities had yet to be written.
Their stories had been eclipsed by competing national histories, Ukrai-
nian, Jewish, Polish, and German, that narrated Right Bank Ukraine’s
imagined communities. These were national entities imagined mostly
by the historians and Soviet officials who created them.® Recording a
place with no definite borders, home to people with uncertain identi-
ties, served as a way to conceive of history outside of the nation-state
and detached from national histories. These two forces contributed
powerfully to the mournful silence extending over “no place” at the
end of the century.

Yet biography as a genre has its problems. The ephemeral, psycho-
logical, anecdotal, and individual qualities of biographical writing
have led historians to look at it askance. Biography is too personal, too
much about the musty crannies of self-identity and self-representation
to tell us about the larger world. As a genre it can lead the scholar,
who is supposed to be detached, to overidentify with the subject. This
lack of detachment, of course, contributes to the genre’s popularity
among nonacademic readers, who like to take in the exploits of great
personalities as models for their own lives. The scholarly bias against
biography overlooks the fact that nearly all good history writing relies
on the experience of the historian, the historian’s biography, to grasp
and represent the past.” From selecting subjects, to researching and
then writing about them, historians draw on their own realm of emo-
tions and experiences. As historians write, they often dwell in a back
room of conjecture, imagination, and assumption, none of which are
allowed in the front-room presentation of history as scholarship. That
is perhaps why we seek to know the biographies of important histo-
rians like Natalie Zemon Davis, Mikhail Bakhtin, or E. P. Thompson,
because they shed light on the histories they wrote (as well as on the
ones they didn’t write). In other words, both biographers and histori-
ans are attached to their subjects in complicated ways. Often in histo-
ries it is clear the historian has chosen a subject or group of subjects



RETURNING HOME TO RUSTALGIA 139

and is betting on them, backing them to win, if not in the past, then at
least in memory. Biography, I suspect, is all the more dubious for his-
torians because it exposes the shading of history into autobiography.

Having just argued that biography and history rely on autobiogra-
phy, what does the subject of my book A Biography of No Place, a poor,
remote, agricultural, multiethnic borderland in east-central Europe
have to do with me? When I was writing the history, I would have said
the place held only an intellectual interest. In the narrative, I em-
ployed the first-person voice occasionally, as a heuristic device to ex-
plore history’s constructed nature. But I was careful to leave my own
biography and any personal identification with my subjects out of the
story. Like many fellow historians I was suspicious of that sort of self-
exposure as cheap and tabloid. And, on the face of it, central Ukraine
had very little to do with my biography. To the best of my knowledge,
I have no Slavic, Jewish, or German roots. I was born into the profes-
sional middle-class in the industrial heartland of the United States at
atime when it was the world’s most prosperous and powerful country.
I could hardly have been born farther from rural, famished, collecti-
vized, heavily politicized, bombed and terrorized Right Bank Ukraine,
a place that stands in my mind as the epicenter of twentieth-century
misery.

Then again, as I think about it, I was born in one era, of historic
prosperity, and came of age in another, of decline and disintegration.
In 1965 my parents settled their growing family in Elgin, Illinois. My
father, a young high school teacher, had grown up on a farm nearby,
and for him Elgin was the big city, the place to buy one’s Sunday best.
At the time, Elgin appeared prosperous, with a dozen factories, a large
state asylum for the mentally insane, and a bustling commercial dis-
trict that attracted shoppers from the surrounding farm communities.
The major employer in town was the Elgin Watch Company, which in
the 1920s made more watches than any other factory in the world."
The watch factory had located in Elgin in the mid-nineteenth century,
breaking away from established watch manufacturers in New En-
gland, because land and labor were cheaper in the rural Midwest. The
company's directors, however, declined to live in Elgin and established
their headquarters in Chicago, thirty-five miles away. Low wages,
critical to the industries that followed the watch factory, were crucial
too for the watch company’s dominance over competitors. When male
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workers went on strike at the turn of the century to fight shrinking
wages, the company fired them and hired scabs. Half of the factory’s
workers were already women, even less generously compensated than
male workers and known not to cause trouble. For the following cen-
tury the company suffered no more strikes, and Elgin leaders enticed
other manufacturers to town with tax breaks, land grants, and argu-
ments that Elgin was “a poor field for the agitator.”"

The pattern of a chastened work force and low wages persisted.
By 1960 unemployment was low, 2.6 percent, but additional statistics
show the nature of labor and wages. Forty percent of married women
worked, and 30 percent of people remained on the job past the age
of sixty-five.' Elgin was, along with other communities in the indus-
trial Midwest, the first third world for the American watch industry,
but not the last."”® The overseas flight of manufacturing tolled its hour
early for watch manufacturers. In 1957 the Elgin Watch Company paid
its last dividend. In 1958 it recorded a loss of over two million dollars.
In 1963 it relocated a branch to an open-shop town in Blaney, South
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Carolina, a town so desperate for jobs it renamed itself Elgin.** In 1965
the company filed a loss of an astonishing 6.8 million dollars. That year
the factory was shuttered, as watch production migrated overseas fol-
lowing the ongoing search for cheap and pliable labor that drew many
industries abroad in the second half of the twentieth century. During
the winter of 1965, the clock on the watchtower froze in an ice storm,
and that summer the watch factory bolted its doors for the last time. In
1966 a wrecking crew, working from back to front, razed the massive
plant, a solid, crenellated building that looked as if it had been built to
stand for generations. Corporate raiders bought the company from the
family owners, gutted it, and sold it again. As the company left town,
the new owners pillaged the workers’ pension fund.

For a hundred years, the watch factory had been the city’s economic
pillar, employing the largest number of workers, as well as guiding the
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city’s hand, enforcing low wages and labor discipline through control
of city hall, backed up by the National Guard, quartered in an armory
strategically located across from the factory. The company had also
organized sporting, musical, and cultural activities and founded the
Elgin Watchmaker’s College. Now, with wages and pensions from the
watch factory lost, the clubs and the college disbanded, and the local
economy faltered. Between 1957 and 1962, commercial vacancies in
Elgin increased by 40 percent. Businesses that had supplied the watch
factory went under. Elgin wasn't alone. In the following two decades,
the industrial Midwest bore the brunt of job losses from deindustrial-
ization, a process that sped up each successive year.”®

Other problems compounded the economic troubles. The Fox River,
which an early Elgin mayor had touted as “a natural sewer created by
Almighty God,” stank by the 1960s, indeed, to the high heavens."® Tired
of watching expired ducks float downriver bottom up, in 1968 a local
eco-terrorist took action. By day a mild-mannered science teacher,
James Phillips secretly turned into “the Fox” by night. He took to plug-
ging drainpipes that dumped steaming industrial waste into the river.
He capped smokestacks belching smog, left skunks on the doorsteps
of corporate executives, and once sloshed fifty pounds of effluence
onto the floor of the reception room of a polluting company.” While
the police cursed the elusive saboteur, David Dominick, commissioner
of the federal Water Quality Administration, praised him in 1970 in a
speech before the American Society of Civil Engineers. “The Fox,” he
said, “by his deeds, challenges us all with the question: Do we, as indi-
viduals in a technological society, have the will to control and prevent
the degradation of our environment?”*®* The Fox’s actions were soon
followed by an emerging Greenpeace movement, which, with other
increasingly vocal environmental activists, worked to pass legislation
that put federal limits on the business-friendly environmental free-
for-all Elgin’s city elites had long guaranteed local industries."”

Then there was the immigrant problem. Elgin had a proud Ger-
man and Scandinavian immigrant history. But in the 1950s and 1960s,
immigrants arrived in larger numbers from new locations: Afri-
can Americans from the South, Latinos from Puerto Rico, Cuba, and
Mexico, and later Laotian and Cambodian refugees from the Vietnam
War. Undocumented Mexican immigrants, especially, were drawn to
Elgin because it had an existing Mexican community, nonunionized
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industry, and a location just beyond the reach of the understaffed Im-
migration and Naturalization Services offices in Chicago. Local real
estate agents and property owners contained the newcomers to sub-
standard, high-rent housing down by the salvage yard and rail tracks.
In the 1970s, however, another category of migrants, less easily con-
tained, arrived from the immediate vicinity. The State of Illinois re-
leased long-term patients in the Elgin Mental Health Center to the
care of new drug therapies. Those who had lost their ties to families
elsewhere stayed in Elgin, where they became fitting mascots for the
city itself—marooned, discarded, unwanted, waiting on park benches
until it was time to return to the transient hotel in the evening.

Meanwhile, on higher ground, the Chicago suburbs spread in the
direction of Elgin, surrounding the city with developments built for
and dedicated to the white middle class. Some neighborhood families
left “for the schools” in the new developments, but most of the arriv-
ing suburban residents came from other places. They locked their car
doors when passing through Elgin and shopped at new malls stamped
out across freshly graded farmland. Store by store, Elgin’s downtown
went bankrupt. By the 1980s only a handful of businesses remained.
I remember a musty, basement joke shop, “Quik Shoe Repair,” and a
trophy engraver. The rest of the stores stood empty or fell before the
frantic bulldozing commanded by city fathers, who paved over a wide
swath of the downtown core in a desperate attempt to make over the
graceful, nineteenth-century riverside town into a twentieth-century
big-box mall surrounded by an asphalt moat.

It is easy to recognize from this description the Midwestern rust
belt, not to be mistaken for belly-up Appalachian mining towns,
blighted inner cities, or failing Western railroad and farm towns.
For a wealthy country blessed with wealth and political stability, the
United States has a surprising number of places that possess a half-
abandoned quality, communities that have been bulldozed, shattered,
and scarred with bullet holes, yet have suffered no war.

You know these places when you see them, driving by at the posted
speed limit. There is the row of cramped houses in the hollow, built
none too well from the start, listing and peeling with age and hard
times. Even the finer houses on the ridge are caught in spirals of decay
and ever more elaborate security installations. There are the teenagers
slouching on a chain-link fence, taunting a dog too lazy to snarl. In
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the collapsed commercial district, I recognize the particular thickset
dust on the windows, the “for lease” sign water-stained and yellowed.
Broken-bricked lots surround the former shops. Something used to
stand there. I ask what, but no one can remember. Fresher are the “for
rent” signs on the bankrupt strip mall on the outskirts. The malls now
have churches, which compete with tiny storefront chapels that moved
out the traditional stone houses of prayer. The scent in the air is neu-
tral, no smell of coal, tar, or sulfur, and there are hardly any sounds of
grinding engines, humming machines, or piercing whistles. These are
the muted smells and sounds of amputated careers and arrested bank
accounts. Looking at the chain of churches and shops displacing one
another in quick succession, feeling something between depression
and despair, I think about E. P. Thompson’s question—who will rescue
these places from the enormous condescension of posterity?

Elgin’s skyline was determined mostly by light manufacturing,
which had nothing on the gray-snow, working-class turmoil of the
steel town where my mother grew up. She left Aliquippa, Pennsylva-
nia, as soon as she could and never really looked back. My parents
also left Detroit in the mid-1960s. They brought with them heavy oak
furniture they picked up cheap in the yard sales of the wealthy flee-
ing their Victorian townhouses. In time, my grandmother joined us
from Aliquippa, where she was the last remnant of what had been a
large, extended family. The displaced furniture and inhabitants, refu-
gees from a spreading disaster, were crammed into my parents’ 1920s
Craftsman bungalow, a house too small for the burden. By the time I
was conceived, the American manufacturing empire was well on its
way to mortification.

In 1965, the year the watch factory closed and time stopped in Elgin,
it started for me. I came of age thinking that liquidation sales were
normal, so too public demolitions, and living with neighbors who on
summer nights turned their houses inside out, watching TVs propped
on the windowsill from couches parked on lawns. My father patched
together a new car from spare parts from the three defunct VWs that
lined the driveway. The usual American formulas that related race and
class to deviance and crime made no sense in this overturned setting.
When police came to the high school to make arrests for the murder of
a neighborhood youth, they handcuffed John and Vincent, two white
boys from families whose parents hadn’t made good in the hollowed-
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out economy. The people I was told to be wary of were the former
wards of the asylum. They too were white. Meanwhile, I gave my first
kiss to chocolate-brown Charlie Murray and the second to Luis Perez,
born in Puerto Rico. We would sneak past Luis’s mother in the airless
sunroom where she nodded uncomprehendingly to young Mormon
missionaries sweating in ties. A devout Catholic, she invited the Mor-
mons in each afternoon to practice English. On Friday nights when his
mother had a date over, my friend Louie Hernandez would come up
from his crated-together house down on Ann Street. In 1920 the Palm
Sunday Tornado had run the length of Ann Street. When Louie lived
there in the 1970s, the street still had that headline look of the day after
the storm. Louie’s mother spoke little English and read it, I think, not
at all, but it was Louie who taught me to read English poetry.

My palms sweat as I write this. Historians expose other people’s
biographies, not their own. In their quest to explore the human condi-
tion, historians can hide behind their subjects, using them as a scrim
on which to project their own sentiments and feelings. Let me put that
another way: in my quest to explore the human condition, I have hid-
den behind my subjects, using them as a scrim on which to project my
own sentiments and feelings. The third person voice is a very comfort-
able one in which to reside. Permanently. The intimacy of the first per-
son takes down borders between the author and subject, borders that
are considered by many to be healthy in a profession that is situated
between the social sciences and humanities.?

I do not mean to equate the economic devastation of my hometown
with the near total decimation of the communities of Right Bank
Ukraine. These experiences are of two vastly different orders. There
was no famine, genocide, or war, nothing even close, in my American
rust-belt childhood—only lives that didn’t pan out, and a sense that
we were sitting sidetracked, waiting for something to happen. From
Elgin, however, I came to understand how closely one’s biography
is linked to one’s place. I recognized, in documents from Right Bank
Ukraine, familiar voices worrying about what to do with this failing
backwater, about people who are said not to be educated enough or
smart enough to fix their own problems. I was familiar with the sus-
picion and dismissive attitude toward a place where people speak in
different languages and nonstandard dialects, where the confusion of
ethnicity and language is taken for inferiority, where difference is seen
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as disorderly and threatening. I was well aware of the suggestion that
one’s particular geography can spell personal failure, that an able and
ambitious person should go somewhere else (as indeed I felt I had to,
and did).*' Living in Ukraine in the 1990s, when everything American
was taken to be better, I fell into the role of the condescending and su-
perior outsider in the so-called backwater. Within those ignominious
feelings, I recognized the impulse to bulldoze and start over, to push
on toward a brighter, cleaned-up destiny, to abandon some places and
people as losers of an unannounced contest. Places like Elgin at the
end of the twentieth century repeat across the industrialized world,
in towns and cities stranded in postindustrial malaise. It makes the
globe uncomfortably small and my travels disquietingly predictable.

Nor am I alone in my travels. I join a host of people who are fasci-
nated with deindustrialized territories.?* The rust belt has become
an icon of American culture, used in all kinds of ways, from poetry
to comedy, advertising to tourism. For tourists and adventurers the
usually unnoticed rust belt comes into focus as a frontier, a place of
adventure to test one’s courage. In Detroit, tourists can pay forty-five
dollars for a three-hour tour of collapsing buildings (cheaper than a
three-hour tour of the Chernobyl Zone, but a comparable tourist ex-
perience). More daring, urban spelunkers break into crumbling build-
ings without a guide and blog about their adventures.*® Consumers
also travel to modernist wastelands in their imaginations. Writers and
filmmakers set their dramas in deindustrialized locales, while artists
publish photo books of famously emptied failure-scapes.** Art books,
films, and fiction serve up dozens of square miles of abandoned city
blocks—factories, parks, office buildings, hospitals, asylums, houses,
and schools—a whole, lost Atlantis, emptied of its residents.

When artists place inhabitants in the frame, it is often to make some
other point. Canadian novelist Douglas Coupland, for example, coined
the term “Detroitus” to elaborate on a contemporary North American
condition of feeling satiated and adrift in a new service economy ori-
ented around, not production, but consumption. “Detroitus is the fear
of Michigan. It is the queasy realization that it’s probably much too
late to fix whatever little bit of the economy is left after having shipped
most of it away to China. Detroitus is also the fear of roughly 10 million
primates needing 2,500 calories a day sitting on top of a cold rock in
the middle of the North American continent, with nothing to do all day
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except go online and shop from jail. Detroitus is an existential fear, as
it forces one to ponder the meaning of being alive at all.”*®

Coupland renders Detroit residents faceless and voiceless, invisible
behind bars as prisoners and bar codes as consumers. Coupland’s
Detroit is meant to be caricature, but it shows up a notable feature
of the fetish of modernist wastelands, which critics call “ruin porn”
or “rust belt nostalgia.”?® In these portrayals, artists depict territories
emptied of heroic, muscled, white, male inhabitants and taken over by
dark, disfigured mutants or criminals.

Another kind of rust belt nostalgia is the embrace of deindustri-
alized zones as targets for redevelopment. A 2009 Levi’s ad about
Braddock, Pennsylvania, features three people of the two thousand
who remain in one of Andrew Carnegie’s first mill towns. The ad de-
scribes the rust belt as the “new frontier” of economic opportunity.
The voice-over proposes that maybe Braddock got “broke on purpose
so we can have work to do.”?” Meant to sound patriotic and hopeful,
the ad writers instead infamously point to the money to be made in
turning communities into wastelands by showing the two faces of en-
tropy: those who profit from destruction through corporate raiding,
foreclosures, and legal fees, and in the cleanup and gentrification that
ensues; and those who pay the cost of continual abandonment with
their livelihoods, investments, health, and futures.?®

Capital on the move works as an ordering mechanism, sorting out
in a base way who makes it and who doesn’t. The winners, those who
can liquidate and profit from the cycle, move on to new, cleaner places
with bigger and better housing and more opportunities and services,
while those whose labor and savings pay for the emptied storefronts,
lost capital, brownfields, and green rivers remain in what Loic Wac-
quant calls “advanced marginality.” These are communities severed
from the labor market, in environments of decay, dysfunction, and
danger with few remaining institutions and services, little policing or
commerce, and scant opportunities.®® The image of rusting machinery,
empty houses, and toxic belts surrounded by cyclone fencing appears
to make visual sense of the abandonment; worthless is as worthless
does. The iconic rust belt news photo of an unemployed man of color
lifelessly staring at the curb bolsters the notion that individual merit
determines success. That photo is meant to be assuring: work hard and
you can avoid this fate. But it is yet another erasure, a pacifying illu-
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sion, and, therefore, often repeated, despite the fact that it is a false-
hood.

The rust belt, in short, serves as a metaphor to express anxieties
about the economy, society, race, and the nature of human life. Detroit
and places like it are visible voyeuristically as porn, aesthetically as
beauty, and economically as opportunity, but the violence that created
these places usually goes unacknowledged. Only rarely, when writers
of the rust belt speak for themselves, does a picture emerge of the de-
structive force that passed through cities like Akron, Youngstown, and
Buffalo. In fact, poets of the rust belt sound out like weary survivors
of a slow-motion war. They describe the pains from “the phantom
limb long after the amputation; the vertiginous sensation of watching
someone (or something) die,” “not loss like a massive destruction, but
aloss like something insidious, deep, pervasive.”*

If an enemy nation or rogue terrorists had dropped a bomb in
downtown Detroit and pounded dozens of square miles of city into
rubble, every schoolchild in the nation would be able to recite the facts
of the event* Americans would have started foundations to help the
families of the victims. There would be monuments listing the names
of those who suffered and sacrificed, and the Americans who amass
to see the 9/11 Monument in New York would add to their pilgrimage
(now blessed, sacred) Detroit. But no one set off a bomb or crashed a
plane in Detroit. The low-decibel, slowly accruing violence that de-
stroyed Detroit advanced instead in ways difficult to visualize and en-
capsulate, which makes it nearly impossible to locate distinct perpe-
trators and victims, or to recognize the destruction at all.*

In Cleveland, where the oily, chemical-laced Cuyahoga River caught
fire repeatedly over years of furious industrial production, activists
now commemorate that legacy by drinking Burning River Pale Ale
while listening to the Burning River Ramblers play at the annual
Burning River Festival. They sell beer and music to raise money to
continue cleaning up the river, and, in the celebration of catastrophe,
they show a bit of the survivor’s grim pride. Cleveland residents em-
brace the burning river as their bequest after the steel and chemical
industries picked up and went elsewhere. The survivors stayed and
domesticated industry’s poisonous legacy, which, along with the mem-
ory of the burning river, left behind mercury, petroleum hydrocar-
bons, cancer clusters, inflated rates of infant mortality, and swollen
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thyroids.®® In Cleveland, identity, history, biography, bodies, and place
come together in a loving reference to a river that should never have
caught fire, but did.

Communities are attached to capitalist cycles like the wings of a
child’s pinwheel, spinning dizzily in whatever light breeze overtakes
them. The cycle keeps places in a persistent heaving of growth and
decline, which gives the appearance that “all that is solid melts in the
air,” when, as Marx grasped, nothing was solid to begin with. The
industrial culture of adequate jobs and housing forged by regular fac-
tory work appears to be permanent only as long as it lingers, and the
duration of the lingering is growing ever shorter>*

The instinct to gloss over the sites of destruction plays out in infra-
structure, laws, and culture; in limited-access freeways that steer
cleanly around deindustrialized zones; in voting and tax districts re-
drawn to minimize the voice of and services provided to those left in
such zones; in finding beauty in decay but danger in the people who
inhabit it. Because capitalism is a cyclone pushing across the globe,
the number of chroniclers of modernist wastelands will continue to
grow.** Some will watch fascinated from the outside, producing more
ruins porn. Others will speak in mournful tones of what is lost, what I
call rustalgia. As opposed to ruins porn, rustalgia can help show how
sketchy is the longstanding faith in the necessity of perpetual eco-
nomic growth.

Unfortunately, however, the impulse to gaze at places of advanced
marginality, and then bypass them, is seductive. In the competition
between ruins porn and rustalgia, I fear porn sells better. The fasci-
nation with ruins porn shows that the more society works to avoid
voyeurism, the more we are drawn to look, even if the watching is
blinded and blinkered. That, at least, has been my personal trajectory.
Every American-born generation of my mother’s family uprooted
and migrated from one place in decline to another that looked better,
until that place also fell on hard times. I too skipped out of the path of
entropy. But people suffer when they lose their place.** Knowing the
costs of her family’s persistent displacement, my mother frequently
told us as children, “Never leave your family.” As I said, I left the first
chance I had, but having said that, I can’t seem to leave Elgin behind.
Not really.

It took me along time to realize that the simmering, latent violence I
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witnessed as a child in the rust belt rematerialized in a desire to under-
stand it. As an adult I went to places where the forces of destruction
were so outsized they were impossible to miss—Ukraine, Kazakhstan,
gulag territories, and nuclear wastelands. It finally dawned on me one
day that I had spent my career as a historian chronicling environmen-
tal, demographic, and economic dystopias. Does that mean I had only
ostensibly been writing about Soviet, and later American history,
while really constructing an allegory of my own past? I don’t think so.
At least I hope not. Rather, because places are so closely connected to
biography and identity, I believe I was able to see stories that had not
yet taken shape for other historians because of the sensitivities I ac-
quired in my past. My biography serves as a kind of archive of emo-
tions, insecurities, sympathies, and antipathies, which I draw on as I
seek out subjects and write about them. From my childhood in Elgin, I
have been drawn to emptied buildings and abandoned streets, to wan-
dering through forlorn sites, picking up discarded objects to figure out
what they revealed about the people who parted with them. It is these
people, the last to turn out the lights, who have most interested me,
perhaps because they help tell a part of my own story, but also because
I've felt their stories have been overlooked, left invisible, despite their
importance. Place is inevitably at the center of these biographies be-
cause it, alone, remains to tell the tale.
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Dmitri Likhachev, both gulag survivors, see Aleksander Etkind, Warped Mourning:
Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2013), 69.

10. The factory produced an average of one million movements annually from
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1985 (Elgin, IL: Crossroads Communications,1999), elginhistory.com (accessed
November 22, 2007), chap. 7, sect. 3.
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12. Ibid., chap. 10, sect. 7.
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Seventy-Year Quest for Cheap Labor (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1999), 34.

14. Alft, Elgin, chap. 10, sect. 6.
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Ghost? Memory, Identity and Deindustrialization,” International Labor and Working-
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16. Alft, Elgin, chap. 7, sect. 3.
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18. As cited in Douglas Martin, “James Phillips, 70, Environmentalist Who Was
Called the Fox,” New York Times, October 22, 2001.

19. For a recent history of the early environmental movement, see Adam Rome,
The Genius of Earth Day: How a 1970 Teach-In Unexpectedly Made the First Green Gen-
eration (New York: Hill and Wang, 2014).

20. For a wonderful series of essays on the border between author and subject,
and its place in historical writing, see “Round Table: Self and Subject,” Journal of
American History 89, no. 1 (June 2002): 15-53.

21. In 1999 George McKelvey, the mayor of the infamously deindustrialized
Youngstown, Ohio, commented sarcastically, “Someone in Washington obviously
said ‘Let’s dump on Youngstown. There’s nobody there smart enough to even know
what we're doing.”” For quote and an analysis of the internalization of a commu-
nity as a site of loss, see John Russo and Sherry Lee Linkon, “Collateral Damage:
Deindustrialization and the Uses of Youngstown,” in Jefferson Cowie and Joseph
Heathcott, Beyond the Ruins: The Meanings of Deindustrialization (Ithaca, NY: ILR
Press, 2003), 209.

22. As Dolores Hayden points out, “Despair about placelessness is as much a
part of the American experience as pleasure in the sense of place.” “The American
Sense of Place and the Politics of Space,” in American Architecture: Innovation and
Tradition, ed. David G. De Long, Helen Searing, and Robert A. M. Stern (New York:
Rizzoli, 1986), 184.

23. Among many, many sites, see “Dereliction Addiction,” http://uexplorer
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/urban-exploration-urbex.html
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an issue dedicated to deindustrialization around the globe, see International Labor
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27. Sue Halpern, “Mayor of Rust, John Fetterman,” New York Times Magazine, Feb-
ruary 11, 2011; Sean Posey, “The Battle for Braddock, January 24, 2013, rustwire.com.

28. For an especially vivid depiction of the two sides of entropy, see Paige Wil-
liams, “Drop Dead, Detroit!” New Yorker, January 27, 2014, 32-39. For a Marxist
analysis of this process based on the lost value in immobile property transferred
to new sites, see Don Mitchell, “Working-Class Geographies: Capital, Space, and
Place,” in New Working-Class Studies, ed. John Russo and Sherry Lee Linkon (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2005), 78-97.

29. Thomas]J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar
Detroit (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996); William J. Wilson, When
Work Disappears: The World of the New Urban Poor (New York: Knopf, 1996); Loic J. D.
Wacquant, Urban Outcasts: A Comparative Sociology of Advanced Marginality (Cam-
bridge, MA: Polity, 2008).

30. Jason Segedy, “Looking Ahead after Growing Up with Decline,” November 6,
2013, rustwire.com. My thanks to Steve Seegal for alerting me to this site.

31. In 1989 Detroit had 5,215 abandoned buildings. McGraw, “Life in the Ruins,”
294.

32. For a definition of “slow violence,” see Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the En-
vironmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 2-3.

33. “Clyde, Ohio, Child-Cancer Cluster Confounds Parents, Medical Investi-
gators,”
.ssf/2010/12/clyde_ohio_child-cancer_cluste.html (accessed January 29, 2014);
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“America’s Infant Mortality Crisis,” http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/fault
lines/2013/09/20139248355279581.html (accessed January 29, 2014).

34. On the impermanence of the period of high wages and industrial growth in
the midcentury United States, see Cowie and Heathcott, Beyond the Ruins, 14.

35. See, for example, an oral history project centered on Sparrow’s Point, Mary-
land, a community created around the Sparrows Point Steel Mill in Baltimore.
“Sparrows Point,” http://millstories.umbc.edu/sparrows-point/.
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