
Visiting the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
 
 [UPDATE:  August, 2007—It’s interesting to look back at this, my first travelogue, twenty-two years after I originally 
wrote it.  The world has changed in many ways—both good and bad—in the intervening years, and I’ve grown and changed as 
a person.  In revising this, I will be leaving the original text, but adding scanned photos and comments in boldface and 
enclosed in brackets that expand what I said two decades ago. 
 
 A good start might be to explain that this trip came about because my brother Paul had recently begun teaching a 
course that prominently featured Russian history.  He had arranged a trip to the Soviet Union to gather background 
knowledge that would help him in teaching that class.  Normally his wife would join him when traveling, but she was busy 
caring for their baby daughter.  Paul asked if I would like to come along. 
 
 This would truly be the trip of a lifetime, but it was a luxury tour that would be more than I would normally even 
consider affording.  However, following my father’s death I had a substantial amount of money in the bank.  I was able to pay 
cash for this trip, which would be the first trip abroad I’d make in my life. 
 
 Preparing for a visit to the Soviet Union was a complicated process, which was certainly no easier fifteen years 
before the internet age.  Both Paul and I had to send certified letters back and forth to a travel agency in New York, which then 
forwarded documents to the Soviet embassy in Washington.  Applying for a Soviet visa required filling out a lengthy form that 
was written only in Russian.  The travel agency had provided a translation of all the questions, which were very prying.  The 
visa also required an invitation for a visit from a Soviet citizen (which was provided by the travel agency) and letters of 
reference from “reputable people” who knew us.  All of this needed to be completed months ahead of time.  In addition I had 
to get a U.S. passport (easier to obtain then than now, but still not a simple process) and make the other arrangements for the 
trip.  The process was complicated enough that I wonder if I’d have bothered with it today.  In 1985, though, I was young and 
naïve, and it was simply the price I paid to visit a truly foreign land.] 
 

FRIDAY, 21 JUNE [1985] – ALGONA, FREDERIKA, & WAVERLY, IOWA  
 
Granddad's funeral--an odd way to start off a vacation, but then I remember having Grandma's funeral at the beginning of a 

trip to Seattle years ago. I got up rather early and made a leisurely drive to Frederika, stopping for breakfast and to change into church 
clothes en route. The funeral was rather nice--not as syrupy as Grandma's. It was announced ahead of time that the grandsons would 
serve as pallbearers. Little did we know they actually meant it. Frederika must be the only place in America that still has people carry 
caskets.  [Actually, since then I’ve been to numerous funerals that had actual pall-bearers.] 
 

After burial and a family luncheon, Paul, Nancy, and I drove to Waverly where we stopped for the night at the Red Fox Inn, a 
nice place that tries hard to be more elegant than its surroundings.  We had dinner and picked up some last-minute supplies in Cedar 
Falls and relaxed for a good night’s sleep.  (At least for me it was a good night’s sleep; apparently Paul couldn’t get to sleep until very 
late.) 

 

SATURDAY, 22 JUNE – WAVERLY, DUBUQUE, & MAQUOKETA, IOWA 
 
 We didn’t rush at all getting off this morning.  Paul and Nancy were, of course, reluctant to say good-bye, and none of us had 
any particular deadline for getting off.  It was late morning before we were on our way. 
 
 While Nancy and Rachel drove on to Nancy’s parents’ home in Minneapolis, Paul and I took my car over to John and Janet’s 
in Maquoketa.  [At this point J&J lived in a dumpy old house near downtown Maquoketa; they’ve since moved to a very nice 
modern home on the outskirts.]  We stopped for lunch at a shopping mall in Dubuque and arrived in the late afternoon. 
 
 John grilled steaks for dinner, and we stayed up longer than we should have.  Paul and I were very excited and continued 
talking in bed. 
 

SUNDAY, 23 JUNE—MAQUOKETA, CHICAGO, NEW YORK, & AER LINGUS OVER 
THE ATLANTIC 
 

Shortly after nine John and Janet, Paul, and I left for Chicago in John’s car.  As the most direct route was closed for repairs on 
the Mississippi River bridge at Sabula, we had to go south to Clinton and then eastward.  A severe storm followed us all across Illinois, 
gradually coming closer. 

 
We stopped for lunch at a service area on the tollway near DeKalb.  The place included a McDonalds which should lose its 

franchise for the ridiculous prices it charges.  Every item was at least a nickel and sometimes as much as 25¢ higher than it would cost 
elsewhere in the Midwest.  (I guess they were sending us off with an example of the evils of capitalism.)  [In the ‘90s the tollway 
commission started requiring that concessionaires prices equivalent to those in neighboring communities.  I’ve stopped at 
that same McDonalds many times since then, and today it makes an expensive place for a meal or snack.] 
 



By the time we got to the Chicago area the storm had caught up with us.  Amid heavy and very fast traffic and road 
construction, John had to deal with almost blinding rain and hail.  Somehow we all made it to the airport. 
 

Our flight plans had changed several times since the original tickets were issued, all as a means of dealing with the United 
Airlines strike.  To make sure the tickets were okay and to see us on our way, Janet ran into the terminal with us.  Fortunately there was 
no line, and we were quickly checked in and ready to go. 
 

The weather had closed several runways at O’Hare, and we had to wait over half an hour before taking off.  [This sort of wait 
was unusually long in 1985; in the 21st Century no one would think a thing of it.]  The pilot seemed to compensate for this by 
flying to New York in record time—we arrived virtually on time.  The 727 was mostly full, but Paul and I managed to trade seats around 
and sit together.  We enjoyed ham sandwiches as a mid-afternoon snack.  [Throughout this trip almost every flight we were on 
offered some sort of food, which was the standard practice in the ‘80s.  On a Chicago—New York flight today you’d be lucky 
to even get a bag of pretzels, let alone an actual sandwich.]  On the flight I changed my watch, as New York is an hour ahead of 
Central Time.  It was a ritual I would repeat often. 
 

We got to New York in the late afternoon and had to wait a short time to claim our baggage. While we waited I bought some 
extra travelers' cheques from an American Express machine in the terminal. 
 

We were running just a bit late by the time we got all our bags. We hurried to catch the airport bus. (For those who, like me, 
were not familiar with the situation, Kennedy is not set up like any other airport in the world. There are separate terminal buildings for 
every major airline—over twenty in all. If you want to change from one airline to another, you must either take a taxi or a bus from one 
terminal to another. The place is so enormous that walking is out of the question.)  [This changed shortly after the year 2000.  Today 
an elevated light rail line connects the terminals much more efficiently than the bus ever did.]  The bus ride was a true 
experience. Our driver (let's call him Miguel) was very obviously Hispanic and had real problems being understood in English, 
especially over a loudspeaker. With the exception of such airlines as “Iberia” and “Aerolineas Argentinas”, we had to listen very closely 
to keep track of where we were en route. 
 

Another group of passengers on the bus obviously understood less of what Miguel said than Paul and I did. They grumbled 
about how people who didn't understand English shouldn't drive buses, and how they would never know where "Terminal 2" was so 
they could get off. Miguel was obviously no dummy, and he obviously did understand some English. At one stop he ran through a list of 
airlines in 'Spanglish' as usual and then very carefully and proudly said 'Ter-mi-nal Two'. Like I said, Miguel obviously understood more 
than some passengers thought. 
 

Paul and I got off at the main international building, which houses primarily Lufthansa Airlines.  We were flying on Aer Lingus, 
which flies one flight daily out of the same terminal.  We walked around the terminal and were suddenly stopped by a smiling blond kid 
who was artificially happy to see us.  His name was Allen, our “tour escort” to the Soviet Union.  He checked our luggage and told us in 
a thick New York accent where the waiting lounge and bar were.  Paul and I found the waiting lounge; it appeared that much of our tour 
was in the bar. 
 

My initial impression of Allen (our tour guide) was that he was dumb, but not incompetent. I revised my impression several 
times during this trip, but my final impression would have to be that he is both dumb and incompetent, although, to be honest, I think 
Paul may have liked him better than I did. We nick-named him '”Jerkface” early in the trip, a name we stopped using after he started 
being artificially friendly to us. I'm not usually one to call names, but I simply did not like this person and was not looking forward to 
spending two weeks following him around.  
 

Allen gave us a pep talk in the lounge.  The only thing memorable he said was that it was the “Soviet Union” we were going to, 
not “Russia”.  (In fact we were going to both at the same time—the Union Republic of Russia, which is a part of the Soviet Union.)  He 
also made the statement, later proved false, that we should come to him whenever anything might go wrong.  It didn’t matter, though; 
everyone was too excited to care what he said anyway.  It was good, though, to find out hat here were only fourteen people on our tour. 
They took away the ramp on the Aer Lingus flight at around 8:30pm.  We had to wait to take off—storms, either the same ones or a 
different set, were now bothering the east coast.  Soon, though, we were in the air and started on the real part of our trip. 
 

There didn’t seem to be a single empty seat on the Aer Lingus 747 we flew on to Shannon.  Paul had earlier spoken of the 
joys of flying on a 747, but this flight seemed far more cramped than the smaller plane that took us from Chicago to New York.  We sat 
in the center section in the back cabin of the plane.  Paul had the aisle, but I can testify that the middle seats in the center sections of 
747s have virtually no legroom. 
 

The flight was interesting.  It was amusing to hear the “hello” announcement in Gaelic and English; everything else was 
English only.  We had nondescript chicken for dinner and then settled back to watch the movie Flamingo Kid—not one of the great 
theatrical masterpieces of our time.  I was far too excited to sleep on the plane. 

 

MONDAY, 24 JUNE--SHANNON, OVER RIGA, AND MOSCOW  
 
 Flying to Ireland is the shortest trans-Atlantic flight there is, about five and a half hours eastbound.  Crammed into that time we 
had dinner, a movie, and continental breakfast.  We left New York mid-evening and arrived in Ireland mid-morning. 
 



 It’s a bit embarrassing to mention the first thing that struck me when we landed in Shannon.  It was the fact that everyone was 
speaking English.  Maybe I’m naïve, but I didn’t realize that the other British isle spoke anything other than Gaelic.  It became obvious 
at the airport, though, that Gaelic was in fact little more than an interesting oddity of the past, a language spoken in daily life by virtually 
no one. 
 
 By the time we got to Shannon, Paul and I (along with most others in the tour group) were dead tired.  After checking in for the 
flight to Moscow, we sacked out in the transit lounge.  Paul actually slept for a time; I sort of floated in a daze. 
 
 It was a bit disturbing to see the Irish newspapers in Shannon.  There were special editions with full-page stories of the Air 
India plane that had exploded and disappeared from the radar at Shannon that morning—just the kind of news I wanted to read while 
flying.  Paul and I thought it was rather stupid for people to applaud when we landed at Shannon; after reading the Air India story, it 
didn’t seem so stupid after all.   
 

[Though you almost never hear about it these days, the explosion of flight 182 was the single deadliest terrorist 
attack involving aircraft prior to 2001.  The flight was en route from Montreal to London, and the event remains the biggest 
terror attack in Canadian history.  This specific type of bombing could not happen these days.  A passenger had checked a 
bag in Vancouver that was transferred in Toronto and again in Montreal to flights he did not board.  Today you are not allowed 
to have a checked bag transferred from one bag to another, and on international flights they do a check between the baggage 
and the flight manifest to make sure the people who checked each bag are same flight as their bags.  Additionally all checked 
luggage goes through bomb detectors these days.  Of course in the mid ‘80s no one in the West had thought there was a 
need for such security.] 

 
 The Aeroflot flight the New York travel agency had scheduled us on didn’t exist.  We waited about two hours longer than 
planed in Shannon for another flight to Moscow.  It surprised me to hear that flight announced—in Spanish, of all languages.  We were 
obviously “stand-by” passengers on the flight to Moscow.  We hurried to the gate, only to be directed aside while a sea of people with 
green plastic boarding passes filed past us.  (We had only tickets.)  It seemed as if there could not possibly be as many seats on the 
plane as there were people with plastic passes.  Finally, though, the last of the regular passengers had boarded and our turn came. 
 
 The plane was very full, but there was space for us.  It was the Soviet Union’s copy of a 747, a “Model 86”.  Paul and I sat 
clear in the back of the plane, again in the center section, but at a place where the center was only two seats across (instead of the four 
on a 747), so we both had aisle seats. 
 

In the end it was definitely for the best that the original flight as cancelled. The flight for Moscow that we were on was an 
experience not to be missed. The Aeroflot fight had originated in Havana, Cuba. It had landed in Newfoundland and Shannon, Ireland, 
and was now en route for Moscow. (The flight from Cuba to Moscow takes two days.) All those people with green plastic passes were 
Cubans and Soviets vacationing in each other's countries.  
 

Across the aisle from me were three college-age Soviet boys returning from Havana.  It was obvious they had bought out the 
shops on their trip.  They wore very Western shirts and Spanish blue jeans, carried Walkman radios, and smoked American cigarettes.   
[I don’t think any airline in any country permits smoking on board these days, but that was when American airlines had 
smoking and non-smoking sections.  The Aeroflot flight was entirely smoking.]  All of them had full bags from the duty-free shop 
in Shannon, and all had several pieces of carry-on luggage.  The boys spoke Russian to each other.  Well into the trip, Paul got up the 
nerve to start talking to them.  He started with ¿Habla español?, and found out (in Spanish) that they were in fact Soviet, and they were 
returning from Cuba.  Sadly, when one boy asked where Paul was from and found out he was an American, the conversation ended 
rapidly. 

 
It would be an understatement to say that the atmosphere on the plane was relaxed or even 'laid back'. After two days of 

flying, both Cubans and Soviets become the most relaxed people on earth. From the moment we took off (Aeroflot doesn't worry about 
keeping the 'Seat belt' light on long), people were constantly in the aisles visiting with others on the plane. Paul and I were sitting by 
what appeared to be the only bank of toilets on the plane, and there was a constant stream of people filing past us, seemingly greeting 
everyone on the plane as they made their way to the bathroom.  

 
Shortly after take-off, our stewardess handed out copies of the Moscow News to the few Anglophones on the plane.  Moscow 

News is the English-language weekly “newspaper” published by the Soviet government.  It was our first exposure to the Soviet concept 
of news—announcements of events, happenings of foreign peace groups, and the successful outcomes of near-disasters that 
happened months ago.  It did not take long to read Moscow News, and both Paul and I managed to find a bit of time to sleep on the 
flight. 

 
Aeroflot had the best meal of the three airlines we flew on en route to Moscow. It was a rolled up and breaded chicken dish, 

rather like Chicken Kiev. They also served unlimited drinks, both soft drinks and wine, free of charge. The boys across from us went 
through at least three cans of 7-Up each on the four hour flight. 
 

The announcements on the flight were all made in Russian first, then Spanish, and finally English. They were mostly quite 
standard--things like "We will be flying at a height of 10,000 meters". One announcement, though, really stood out. About halfway 
through the trip, the pilot announced over the loudspeaker, "Ladies and gentlemen, in forty minutes we shall fly over Riga!" Riga, if you 
hadn't heard, happens to be the capital of Latvia. It's a rather minor port on the Baltic Sea, and it is way down on the list of important 
Soviet cities. We accepted the announcement, though, as Riga is the first place of any size one would fly over in the Soviet Union. 
 



To make things really amusing, though, the flight engineer (or a person in a similar position) came around to each person on 
the plane, carrying a map (which I think was published by TWA) that explained the route we were flying. When he got to us he pointed 
out each city we flew over, carefully repeating its name: Shannon, Liverpool, Copenhagen. Then he got to Riga. He repeated the name 
over and over again, as if it should elicit some special response from us: Riga ... Riga ... Riga, Riga! Looking back on it, I can see a bit 
more of the reason for it. Surely, after flying for two days from Cuba, a Soviet is as excited to be flying over Riga as an American 
returning from Europe feels to be flying over Boston or even Bangor. It is, after all, home. 
 

We exited the airplane across a very new boarding ramp.  At the end of the ramp a uniformed soldier stood, still as a statue.  
Beyond him the airport looked very dark and empty.  Moscow's international airport, Sheremetievo-2 [today the preferred spelling is 
apparently Sheremetyevo, with a “y”], is something out of a bad science fiction book. The place is enormous yet crowded, but 
sound-absorbent materials make it sound almost silent and cavernous. The lighting is subdued to the point of being too dim to see 
properly. Uniformed guards are everywhere, and periodically strange buzzers sound in bizarre places. [It’s interesting that, according 
to Wikipedia, in 2007 Shermetievo still held the title of “Europe’s Worst Airport”.]  Rather oddly, though, the entire airport is 
signed in English--often in ONLY English--and the flight announcements are made in Russian and English. If there is one language I did 
not expect to hear in the Soviet Union it was the language of Yankee imperialist capitalism.   

 
After entering the airport we filed down a huge marble staircase to the immigration area.  There was a long line left over from a 

previous flight, and everyone on our plane simply joined that line.  Soviet immigration carefully inspects each person, one at a time, 
without regard to how long that might take.  There are about eight lines all together, but here would need to be three times that (about 
what U.S. Customs has in New York) to handle the people efficiently. 

 
The set-up at Soviet immigration is interesting. Each person in turn walks up to a little booth and presents his passport and 

visa. In front of him is the immigration officer, a uniformed soldier, enclosed in a wood box with a window constructed so the officer can 
clearly see out but the person in question cannot see at all what the officer is doing inside the booth with the passport and visa. Behind 
the person is a full-length mirror, and painted on the window of the booth are height markings in feet and meters.  [I’ve since found 
that many customs or immigration facilities, including those at some American airports, have similar set-ups.  This was the 
first time I’d experienced it, though, and it was downright creepy.]  The officer checks and re-checks the passport and visa, 
seldom looking up and never smiling. Not a word is spoken in any language. Finally he stamps the visa (not the passport) and returns it 
to the person. 
 

After immigration at the Moscow airport is the baggage claim area.  We were all certain that after the time it took us to clear 
immigration, the bags would surely be waiting for us on the other side.  How wrong we were! 
 

Moscow's baggage claim area is one enormous carousel which makes four tight loops. We stood for over an hour watching 
the same luggage go around and around on the carousel. No one claimed it, and no new luggage was added. Frequently, though, a 
piece of luggage missed one of the tight turns and fell off. No one was there to put it back, but periodically someone would jump over 
the carousel, fetch the luggage, and place it back on the belt. 
 

It was interesting to see what was among the luggage. In addition to suitcases, there was an incredible number of boxes--
including many TV sets and sewing machines. It really looked as if the Soviets had bought out even more of Havana than we had first 
imagined. 

 
Making us more nervous while we waited for our bags was the fact that every piece of luggage on the carousel was labeled 

with a pre-printed tag that said “MOW” (one assumes short for Moscow).  “Jerkface”, our tour escort, had labeled our bags with the 
destination “SVO”, which is presumably an abbreviation for the airport “Sheremetievo-2”.  As those “MOW” bags and boxes kept going 
round and round, though, we became more and more sure that our bags were on their way to Siberia.  [The bag arrival process was 
the slowest I’ve encountered anywhere on earth.  Presumably someone in a back area was searching for contraband in the 
intervening time.] 
 

When our bags finally came we had to stand in line again to clear customs. While we were waiting, two different people cut in 
front of us. (Looking back, it seems someone was holding a place in line for them.) Each of these people hauled with them a luggage 
cart at least five feet long, two feet wide, and stacked over their head with boxes. Indeed it would certainly seem that Havana has 
something interesting for Soviets to buy. 
 

Going through customs was not a real problem, just a minor irritation. Each person had to first pass through a metal detector 
(the only airport I know where one passes through security on landing). Then the customs officer (another military person) X-rayed 
every bag, large and small. If a person had anything he felt was suspicious, he would search their luggage. I thought I was going to get 
through with no problem until the officer decided my carry-on was suspicious. He dumped every item onto a counter, decided it was 
okay, and then motioned for me to hurry and pack it up again so others could proceed. 
 

It was nearly midnight by the time everyone had made it through customs.  Each of us in turn collapsed on the “safe” side of 
the airport, finally away from all the lines.  There we met our Soviet guide, Ludmilla [a name I found out later was about as common 
of a woman’s name in Russian as “Maria” is in Spanish], from the government’s “Intourist” organization.  She seemed a pleasant 
enough young lady, but just a bit too peppy for us tired souls to deal with after flying across ten time zones. 
 

Ludmilla insisted that we have dinner.  We had, of course, eaten on the plane, but the itinerary called for dinner in Moscow, 
and God forbid we should miss an included meal.  So as Monday night became Tuesday morning we made our way to the fifth floor 
restaurant at he airport. 



No one was really hungry; most of us were not really awake enough to eat.  There were raw fish, Italian vegetables, bread, 
and a purple-colored sausage on the table when we arrived.  Nothing looked especially good, and I picked at the food hoping that was 
all there was and we could leave soon.  One member of our tour group, a too elegant woman named Maxine, had been to the Soviet 
Union before.  Through the entire meal she went ga-ga over how wonderful everything was, how much better things had become since 
the Olympics.  I, for one, never having been a big fan of raw fish and purple sausage, hated to think of what things must have been like 
before 1980.  [Food would definitely not be the highlight of this trip.  This meal was very typical of what we’d be served 
throughout.  I’d find out later it was also traditional Russian “company food” and in fact the sort of thing people across 
northern Europe would serve their guests.  Just because it was traditional didn’t mean I had to like it, though.] 
 

Very slowly other items formed a complete dinner—gravied meat, boiled potatoes, ice cream, and coffee.  As we ate a group 
of Cuban tourists started dinner at a group of tables across from us.  Finally it was time to leave the airport and, hopefully, get to the 
hotel and sleep. 
 

Outside the airport we boarded an ancient orange bus.  (I found out later this was really a city bus—the more comfortable 
Intourist busses apparently don’t operate at the wee hours of the night.)  It was about an hour’s drive from the airport to our hotel.  As 
we drove into Moscow (МОСКВА or “Mosk-vah” in Russian), Paul and I gazed out the window trying to absorb everything we could. 
 

The highway into town (Leningradsky Hwy.) was very modern—six lanes with what appeared to be an express lane in the 
center. It seemed that all we passed was apartment buildings. We saw few factories, and we couldn't see any business or even 
commercial signs from the bus. In America such a major suburban highway would be cluttered with shopping malls, gas stations, and 
fast food restaurants. Here almost nothing interrupted the sea of apartments. 
 

 
Cosmos Hotel – Mira Prospect, Moscow 

Our hotel, the Cosmos (or КОСМОС) was a 24-floor 
building shaped like an arc of a circle. We fairly quickly got 
checked in and went up to our rooms. Then we waited for the 
porter to bring our luggage. Paul and I shared a room on the 
21st floor. The room was not luxurious by American 
standards, but it was more than adequate. We had two 
comfortable single beds, a combination desk and luggage 
table, two chairs, and a huge console TV in the main room. 
The bathroom had a combination tub and shower, an 
enormous sink, and an American-style toilet.  It was really 
quite a comfortable room.  [This, like most newer Russian 
hotels, was built for the 1980 Olympics.  The Soviets 
supposedly had adapted plans from Holiday Inn in 
designing the rooms.  The room was not dissimilar to 
what chain hotels offer elsewhere in Europe, though 
much smaller and less luxurious than what you’d find 
even in very basic chain hotel rooms in America.  What’s 
more, the poor construction had made the place quickly 
age into something that seemed a cross between a 
housing project and a nice hotel.] 
 

The porter quickly brought up Paul's bags. 
Unfortunately mine were nowhere to be found. The porter, of 
course, spoke no English, and we spoke no Russian. 
Nevertheless, he appeared to assure us that there were more 
bags to come and we should wait. We did wait--until after 
three in the morning—but still no bags came.  Finally I 
decided sleep was more important than luggage, and put an 
end to this VERY long day. 

TUESDAY, 25 JUNE—MOSCOW  
 

Paul and I decided to skip the 7:00am breakfast this morning. Even so we got absurdly little sleep.  We were off shortly after 
eight to visit a “typical” secondary school in Moscow.  (Before leaving I complained about not getting my luggage to Allen—a.k.a. 
“Jerkface”.  He assured me there was nothing to worry about, but, of course, did nothing more just then.  He’d hate to ruin his morning 
with problems.  [In retrospect a lot of my problems with Allen were really a reaction to how things worked in the U.S.S.R.—
which combined the endless bureaucracy with Third World inefficiency.  There was probably honestly nothing Allen could do 
about the luggage at 8am.  While the luggage was probably safely locked in a storage room somewhere, there was probably 
no one in the hotel this morning who was allowed to unlock that room.  Having been here before, Allen knew when and where 
to inquire about things.  Two decades later I can admit that I’ve dealt with far worse people in the travel industry than Allen.] 

 
The hotel was on Mira (МЙРА—it means “peace” or “world” [and about a thousand other things; it might as well be the 

Russian equivalent of “aloha”]) Prospect, in the northeast part of Moscow.  The school we were visiting was in the southwest portion, 
in the Brezhnev District.  The two-hour drive across the city was our first good view of what Moscow was really like. Following are some 
impressions:  
 



First of all, Moscow is huge. At 8.5 million people (about three Iowas), it is the largest single city in Europe. Its metropolitan 
area may not rival Mexico City or New York or Cairo, but it is immense nonetheless.  Even with this large population, though, I expected 
Moscow to be compact; after all virtually everyone lives in high-rise apartment buildings.  Allowing space for highways, parks, schools, 
and the like, though, the city still sprawls almost without end. The best maps I can find show that Moscow measures 25 miles east to 
west and 35 miles north to south. Years ago it outgrew one ring road (or beltway), and now it extends far beyond its outer ring.  These 
dimensions would not seem so surprising in an American city, with all the parking lots and hamburger stands, but for Europe the place 
is immense. 
 

Second, Moscow is polluted. The first reaction I had to getting out into open air in Moscow was how similar it was to the air in 
Chicago when I was a child. Chicago, of course, has very pleasant air today--all the pollution awareness of the '70s has had its effect. 
We often forget, though, that most of the world doesn't have American pollution standards. Moscow, for instance, has air you can 
taste—and it's not a taste to savor. 
  

Third, Moscow has business.  We were wrong in what we thought we saw coming into the city from the airport.  We didn’t think 
we saw any business because there were no lighted signs and no security lights on in the stores.  [I’d find later this was something 
Moscow had in common with cities around the Third World.  While they certainly wouldn’t want to admit it, the Soviet Union 
really had a lot more in common with the Third World than with western Europe or the U.S.A.]  In fact there is business 
everywhere in Moscow.  The first floor of virtually every apartment building is reserved for shops.  In addition there are major business 
streets (such as Mira Prospect) in all areas of the city, and there are shopping districts near the city center.  Interestingly enough, in this 
city of socialism, there were surprisingly capitalistic displays in the store windows. 
 

Fourth, Moscow has cars.  I had heard before leaving on this trip that he Soviets had very few cars.  There were two reasons 
for this—the people were too poor, and the government considered cars a luxury.  The reasons may still be valid, but the conclusion is 
simply false.  Moscow has traffic that would rival most American cities.  While certainly not all (or even most) Muscovites have cars, a 
sizeable portion do—enough to cause major congestion on six-lane boulevards all over the city.  [This paragraph is true, but over-
stated.  Even places like Lima or Mexico City have more cars than Moscow did under Communism.  However, any city as large 
as Moscow can’t help but have a lot of traffic.] 
 

There are two main Soviet cars.  The most common, called “Lada” (ЛАДА), is a two-door subcompact made under license 
from Fiat.  [Apparently it was originally licensed, but after the deal expired, the Soviets just kept on making the same cars.]  
The larger car, called “Volga” (ВОЛГА), is a slightly larger four-door model.  Both come in various colors and have very timeless 
European styling.  In addition to these there are military vehicles and big black cars (the size of American mid-size cars, with 1950s 
styling) for important people. 
 

Fifth, Moscow is quite a dumpy place. I expected that if any place in the Soviet Union would be “cleaned up” to be a model for 
all the wonderful things socialism can do, it would be Moscow. I was wrong. Moscow is not exactly unpleasant or ugly; it lacks those 
run-down row-house slums one finds in so many American cities. Moreover, the city does have many beautiful old buildings and 
landmarks.  Sadly, though, three-fourths or more of this sprawling metropolis is composed of look-alike ten-story prefabricated 
apartments. 
 

These apartments, locally called “Kruschev houses” (because Premier Kruschev initiated the relocation program that moved 
people from communal quarters with four families to a room into tiny, but individual, apartments), look exactly like the urban renewal 
housing projects in New York or Chicago or Detroit.  As in America, they were built hurriedly and have not stood up well.  The difference 
is that in U.S. cities these buildings cover a few blocks in some obscure corner of the city; in Moscow they sprawl on for mile after mile 
[essentially in the suburbs].  The apartments range from brand new to about thirty years old.  The architectural style varies slightly 
from neighborhood to neighborhood, but groups of nearby buildings can often be distinguished from each other only by a stripe of color 
pre-fab panels that runs between the balconies.  (Every apartment in Moscow seems to have a balcony, and as we were driving to the 
school it seemed that every family in Moscow had hung its laundry out on the balcony to dry.)  These stripes of color between the 
balconies are often the only break in a sea of white-grey cement. 
 

All in all, my initial reaction to Moscow was to be at once overwhelmed and unimpressed [and that’s pretty much how I feel 
twenty-two years later, too]. Only once before (in Philadelphia) have I had a similar reaction to a city. I should note that while all the 
Soviet cities we visited had similar sections, Moscow was by far the worst place we saw. 
 
THE SCHOOL:  It was rather unfortunate that our visit to a Soviet school was scheduled for the first morning in Moscow.  I think 
everyone could have gotten more out of the visit after a bit more rest.  It was, nevertheless, a fascinating experience.  I really think the 
place we visited is typical of secondary schools in the Soviet cities.  It was located in the middle of a complex of apartment buildings, on 
a tiny little side street two blocks off a major boulevard in southwest Moscow.  About one thousand children (in ten grades) attend the 
school, all coming from the immediate apartment complex.  There are about sixty faculty members, and apparently the school operates 
in shifts to accommodate all the students. 
 

The building itself was the worst thing about the school. The principal was proud to tell us about her “new” building--only six 
years old. From its overall appearance, though, I think anyone in our group would have guessed it closer to thirty years old.  (The 25-
year-old building I teach in is in far better shape.)  Other than such things as waxing the floors, virtually no maintenance had been done 
on the building since its construction. Frost-heaved sidewalks and stairs, peeling paint, cracked plaster, chipped or missing tile, and 
broken railings--all pointed to the neglected minor maintenance that was building up to cause major problems.  



 
LEFT:  Exterior of elementary school 

RIGHT:  Young Pioneers guarding a hallway in the school  
 

Our host at the school was the principal, a motherly lady I'd guess in her fifties. Things began with a question and answer 
session. The principal was friendly, if just a bit too official. (In response to a question about discipline, her answer was: “Students don't 
hit teachers in the Soviet Union.”) Her mood changed dramatically when a very plump woman in a velvety green dress entered the 
room. The principal quickly introduced her as a representative from the Ministry of Education. That woman in green never said more 
than two or three words during the entire visit, but she made her presence felt. The principal was obviously nervous to have her there, 
and her answers were even more guarded from there on. 

 
Soviet schools follow roughly the same schedule as 

American schools; that is, they have summer off.  This 
particular school, though, was being used in summer as a 
Young Pioneers “Sunshine” camp.  For the uninitiated, the 
Young Pioneers are essentially the Cub Scouts and Brownies 
of the Soviet Union.  The main difference is that virtually every 
Soviet child is a Young Pioneer.  (It’s not officially required, but 
…)  For one month every summer each Young Pioneer goes 
off to camp.  Ideally the camps are out in the forest 
somewhere, but they may as often be in a suburban school like 
this one.  At camp the children pass their time with crafts, 
sports, and the like.  Also, in the same way that the Scouts 
learn to be good Americans, the Young Pioneers learn how to 
be good little Communists. 
 

Our tour of the school included seeing classrooms that 
had been temporarily converted into immense dorm rooms 
housing ten to fifteen kids each for the camp.  We also visited 
the Hall of Lenin, where, as the principal told us, “the brightest 
children learn about the life of Lenin and meet interesting 
visitors.”  We saw a crafts class taking place, and we saw one 
classroom that housed a very odd program designed to 
improve the children’s eyesight.  (It’s beyond explanation—
really.) 
 

[Russia at this time was a pioneer in optical 
research.  Elsewhere on the trip we visited with a doctor 
who had developed what we know today as Lasik surgery.] 

 
Vision project at the elementary school 

 
After the tour, the Young Pioneers staged a concert for our benefit. (It was very clear that nearly every activity at this Sunshine 

camp had revolved around the visit  by American teachers.) The songs were most interesting--they were obviously little kids' songs, but 



they had a Russian rhythm to them nonetheless. Almost all the songs centered around the idea of peace. The final song the children 
sang is apparently the anthem of the Pioneers. They sang the chorus in English for our benefit. (I can only hope the Russian verses 
have better words.) Here are those immortal strains: 
 

May there always be sunshine;  
May there always be blue sky;  
May there always be Mommy;  

May there always be me! 
 
[This is the traditional Russian folk song, and it goes back centuries before Soviet times.  I’d later study Russian, and pretty 
much every Russian language book has the song in it.  It’s basically a lullaby—and the English given above is a direct 
translation of the Russian.] 
 

Following the concert the principal hosted a tea party in her office (which was larger than most of the classrooms). We 
sampled a variety of Russian pastries and candies, enjoyed Moroccan oranges, and experienced drinking tea brewed in a samovar. 
The children presented us with various small gifts they had made in their crafts classes. We also each got a Pioneer hat (like the old 
Boy Scout hats, except red with a yellow star). The whole affair was obviously designed to impress us,  but then  we'd go out of our way 
to impress if the visit were the other way around.  
 

We went back to the hotel for a late and not too memorable lunch.  (None of the meals were particularly memorable in 
Moscow.)  That afternoon we set out on what was to be our principal city sightseeing tour. 
 

We had seen a few major buildings and had just passed the Olympic Stadium (the Soviets are very proud that 80 nations, 
including the Britons and Australians did come to the Moscow Olympics; the Los Angeles Olympics are never mentioned) when our bus 
had a flat tire.  In many ways that was fortunate.  We spent over an hour walking around a “typical” neighborhood in central Moscow.  
Tourists are not officially forbidden to go anywhere in Moscow, but it is not particularly usual to just get out and walk around as we did 
here. 
 

During the walk we were able to observe large numbers of Soviet people more closely than we might otherwise have been 
able to.  It was here that I noticed what was one of the most surprising things on the trip.  What I saw is that, in general, the Soviet 
people are happy.  That may sound like an odd observation, but I really hadn’t expected to se that.  Like most Americans I had it in the 
back of my head that these people were huddled masses suffering under the evil force of communism.  Silly as it seems, I rather 
expected to see police officers and military people everywhere and people walking around quietly with their heads down.  What I saw 
instead were people not unlike those in any large city. There were businessmen laughing at each other's jokes, mothers buying their 
children ice cream and Pepsi for an afternoon treat, young women proudly wearing very stylish Western clothes, and children happily 
balancing themselves as they walked along retaining walls instead of the sidewalk. Perhaps they were not as open and friendly as 
people in Iowa, but neither are New Yorkers or even Chicagoans this open. The only uniformed police officers were traffic cops, and 
while military people were always in sight, they did not really seem to be on duty. Rather it was like visiting an American city with a large 
military base nearby. he military people came across as just people who happened to have uniforms on. Perhaps, as some on the tour 
suggested, there were KGB agents lurking around every corner. If so, none of the Soviets seemed to let that bother them much, and 
none of these “agents” seemed to care that the people were acting so “free”. 
 

If all this sounds like a defense of the Soviet system, it isn't. There are many things about the Soviet system that were 
unappealing (perhaps the worst of these was the blatant and unembarrassed censorship seen everywhere). There are also some 
dissidents, and the government deals with these people in the horrible ways we so often hear about in America. The majority of Soviets, 
though, I truly believe are about as apathetic about their government as so many Americans are.  They see their material life getting 
better and simply accept the government without question.  Basically, I think that after 65 years the Soviet government has become an 
accepted and secure part of Russian life.  This has allowed them to loosen the reins just a bit in recent years—granting considerable 
personal freedom, but still within the overall controlled environment.  [In retrospect, this era was the beginning of the end for the 
old Soviet Union.  Glasnost and perestroika were just around the corner, as was the crumbling of the Iron Curtain.  The 
“freedom” we saw on this trip was, of course, nothing compared to what you’d find in today’s Russia.  It’s pretty much 
impossible for a government to control every aspect of their citizens’ lives.  When ordinary people are just going about their 
daily business, they pose little threat to the status quo, so the government has little need to muzzle them.  My surprise came 
because of the way Soviet society was portrayed in the States, propaganda not all that far removed from the falsehoods about 
America that the Soviet media perpetuated.]   
 

One of the things we saw in the neighborhood we walked through was Moscow’s mosque, or Moslem house of worship.  It is 
interesting to me that this “atheist” state has not been able to stamp out religion, even after 65 years.  In addition to the mosque and two 
synagogues, there are over twenty active Christian churches in Moscow.  That may seem a small number for so huge a city, but 
apparently the churches draw large crowds to daily services.  It was, after all, the USSR where Billy Graham found a “religious 
awakening” he wished he could find in America.  [I’ve since read that the worst thing that ever happened to Russian Christianity 
was the fall of Communism.  Throughout history the church has flourished under persecution.  Today Russia is apparently 
every bit as secular as western Europe, much less religious than it was under the Soviet regime.] 
 

Also interesting is the way the Soviet work week is set up.  For a few years after the revolution, the Soviets experimented with 
staggered “days off” and a new calendar.  Today everyone in Moscow works six days a week and has (you guessed it) Sunday off.  (I 
would love to know what day off the people have in the Moslem areas of Central Asia—I’m willing to bet it’s Friday.)  [Actually I’ve 



found since then that the Moslem world either works seven days or follows the Western standard of a Saturday/Sunday 
weekend.  Friday is not a day of rest in Islam.] 
 

All this talk about religion fits into the general category of freedoms I’ve been discussing in this section.  Religious freedom, 
like other freedoms in the Soviet Union, is tolerated as long as tolerating it is not harmful to the state.  Freedom of any sort is very much 
a privilege in the Soviet Union, not a right.  [This is certainly true.  Sadly, it’s becoming more and more that way in the West.] 
 

Rather interestingly, on the bus ride back to the hotel we passed the building that housed the “Committee for State Security”.  
It was surprising how few of the tour members recognized this as the official name of the KGB. 
 

One quick note on another topic—I’m sure the Olympic Stadium was beautiful in 1980.  Sadly it hasn’t had any noticeable 
maintenance since.  One long sidewalk around the building is fenced by slabs of marble.  The slabs, though, were not firmly cemented 
in, and now many of them are simply missing.  In short, it’s unlikely the Moscow Olympic Stadium will be called a wonder of the modern 
world.  [This was typical of construction everywhere in the Soviet Union.  We know today that what caused the Soviet Union to 
crumble was that the Communist government essentially went bankrupt.  Most likely the lack of maintenance we noticed was 
an early sign of that.] 
 

In place of dinner, there was a cocktail party at another hotel.  Paul and I chose not to attend.  Instead we watched Soviet TV 
for a while (It is almost identical to American public television) and caught up on a bit of missing sleep. 
 

WEDNESDAY & THURSDAY, 26 & 27 JUNE—MOSCOW 

 
St. Basil’s Cathedral – Moscow 

 
 These two days were filled with 
interesting sightseeing. Let me mention them, 
not necessarily in the order they came:  
 

RED SQUARE:  If you ask most people 
to describe Moscow, they would probably 
mention an ancient red church with seven multi-
colored onion-shaped domes.  This church (St. 
Basil’s Cathedral) is the place American TV 
reporters stand when giving the Soviet news.  It 
is the center point of Red Square (believe it or 
not, it was called that even before the 
revolution—the Russian word for “beautiful” also 
means “red”.  St. Basil’s was never really a 
church—it was built by the tsars to be an 
impressive and beautiful building.  It is both, 
without question, both impressive and beautiful.  
The building is composed of many different 
architectural styles, and its domes include 
numerous types of artwork, but the overall effect 
is stunningly beautiful. 
 
 In front of St. Basil’s is Red Square, the 
park which is considered to be the heart of 
Moscow and from which every highway distance 
in the Soviet Union is measured.  The Square is 
essentially a huge brick plaza where several 
minor streets come together.  (The streets were 
formerly the most important in Moscow, but hey 
have long since been replaced by broad 
boulevards.)  Across from St. Basil’s is the 
Kremlin, a walled-in complex of numerous rather  

ugly blue and yellow stucco buildings which house various branches of the Soviet government. 
 

GUM:  Next to St. Basil's is the “State Mercantile Emporium”, or GUM, which is supposedly the world's largest department 
store. GUM, though, is really more like an American shopping mall rather than a single store. It is immense. There are four floors, and 
on each floor are four main hallways, each of which is as long as a city block. Both sides of these sixteen hallways are covered with 
small, self-contained shops selling everything from televisions to lingerie. It has been said that anything that is for sale in the Soviet 
Union can be found in GUM. It's believable--every shop was carefully stocked, and while there was not a lot of variety from which to 
choose, there seemed to be one kind of every type of item imaginable. 
 

Prices were generally quite comparable to American prices, but they varied depending on the item.  Absolute necessities (the 
simplest of foods, unstylish clothing, etc.) were much cheaper than their American counterparts.  For instance, a cheap pair of shoes 
that would run $10 at K-Mart costs about $4 in the USSR.  A few meats and cheeses are also very cheap.  On the other hand luxuries 



(televisions, refrigerators, Western clothing) were much more expensive.  The only TVs we saw for sale were beautiful wood console 
models for about $800, pocket calculators cost $25 to $100, stylish men’s sweaters were around $60, and blue jeans $85. 

 
Rather interestingly every item sold in the Soviet Union is pre-stamped (usually in purple ink) with an official price.  Every 

Soviet pays that price, regardless of where he buys the item.  There is no price difference between, say, Younkers and K-Mart [and, of 
course, there really is no difference in the quality of one store and another], or between rural areas and large cities.  (Pepsi, for 
instance, the one American product we saw sold in the Soviet Union, costs 35 kopeks [plus a 5 kopek deposit] per bottle nationwide.) 

 
[Pepsi’s availability in Russia was part of a deal President Nixon made that allowed the American cola to be sold in 

Russia and also put Stolichnaya vodka (“Stoli”) on the shelves of American liquor stores.  I brought back a couple of empty 
Pepsi bottles from Russia, which started a collection of Pepsi memorabilia that has grown into a miniature museum with 
nearly a thousand items housed in my classroom at Garrigan. 

 
The prices for all the items were, of course, all quoted in rubles and kopeks.  In 1985 the exchange rate, which was 

prescribed by the government, was around $1.30 per ruble.  Today in Russia the kopek doesn’t even exist.  Since the switch 
to capitalism the ruble has been repeatedly de-valued.  At one point it was even re-issued at a rate of 1000 old rubles to 1 new 
ruble.  21st Century rubles have a value similar to what a kopek was worth in the ‘80s.] 
 

There were some on our tour who pondered how the Soviets were able to afford luxury items on the meager salaries they 
earn.  Typical salaries are around 200 rubles per month, or $4000 or so a year.  That is, of course, very high by world standards, but 
still low compared to American wages.  What needs to be realized, though, is that the typical Soviet family has at least two and often 
three or four incomes.  It is not at all uncommon for two parents and two adult children to live in the same household, providing a family 
income far more comparable to Western standards.  [Also, even under Communism, there was a big unofficial economy and lots 
of under-the-table dealings.] 
 

Soviets can also spend virtually all of their income on material goods.  Housing and utilities are state-subsidized and cost the 
typical Soviet family about $25/month, compared to the $300 or more I spend each month.  [I’ve since read that the privatization of 
housing is one of the worst aspects of capitalism in Russia.  Today that same seedy apartment would cost a minimum of $500 
a month, twenty times what it did two decades ago.  Wages have not gone up at anything close to a similar rate.]  Education is 
free, so parents need not save for their children’s college.  Also such items as transportation are absurdly cheap.  After spending 
virtually nothing on all these items, Soviets have more money left for food and luxuries that would first be imagined. 
 

THE KREMLIN:  I mentioned the Kremlin as part of the general description of Red Square.  We went on a whirlwind tour of its 
grounds, and I must say I was rather unimpressed by the place.  [That’s not really fair.  In retrospect the place was really quite well 
maintained and was definitely the nicest part of Moscow.  It just looked like exactly what it was a big complex of old 
government buildings.] 
 

Rather interestingly, the Kremlin (which was once the home of the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church) contains two 
beautiful churches.  While the churches are not active today, I found it interesting that the atheistic government chose not to destroy 
them completely.  At the Kremlin churches, though, we heard for the first time a phrase we would encounter over and over again on the 
trip.  It goes something like this:  “This is the Church of the Holy Trinity, now a museum.”  I talked about religion still being alive earlier.  
One can’t forget, though, that literally thousands of churches have been closed since the revolution. 
 

While we were at the Kremlin it was obvious that some sort of important event was going on.  There were military people in 
every sort of uniform everywhere.  Large (comparatively) black cars kept driving up and dropping off generals and admirals.  Ludmilla, 
our guide, officially had no idea what was going on.  That night Paul and I found out on the TV and English-language Soviet radio that 
there had been an official reception for graduates of military academies that day.  The following day Ludmilla told us the same thing and 
implied that she had known about it all along. 

 
THE BERIOZKAS:  One part of our itinerary in Moscow was shopping in the Beriozkas.  These are stores run especially for 

tourists.  They sell more tourist-oriented goods than the general stores, and they accept only foreign currency.  Interestingly, the 
Beriozkas almost never charge the price that is stamped on an item to tourists.  On touristy items (like folk handicrafts) they invariably 
charge more than the pre-established price; on industrial gods (like cameras and watches) they charge less, often much less, than the 
official price.  Price stickers are placed over the official prices and are quoted in rubles and kopeks.  At the check-out the clerk asks 
“What money” and uses a calculator to figure the price in any Western currency.  A tourist then pays and receives change in the 
currency with which he paid.  It is clear looking around these stores that he U.S. dollar is close to being the second currency of the 
USSR.  [Oddly, that’s apparently even more true under capitalism.]  There was never a shortage of U.S. change, and tourists from 
around the world (especially Asia) would use dollars as their means of payment. 

 
[I bought a lot of Russian souvenirs.  One of the most interesting was a Soviet CЛABA (“Slava”) watch.  It was 

enormous, with a huge dial and workings that were easily twice as thick as any other watch I’ve ever owned.  Unfortunately it 
was poorly made (hardly a surprise with the reputation of Soviet industry) and stopped working about a month after I got 
home.] 

 
ELSEWHERE:  We completed our city tour, seeing the exterior of most prominent buildings in Moscow.  We also visited a 

convent, where Paul and I got a glimpse of an active Russian Orthodox church, and we saw a restoration of what was the summer 
home of the aristocracy.  The last day we went on a rather dull boat ride down the Moscow River.  None of these sights particularly 
stood out from the others. 



 
THE MOSCOW CIRCUS:  Wednesday evening we attended a performance of the Moscow Circus.  It was an optional event, 

and we had to pay $7 ion U.S. currency to go.  When we got the tickets, both Paul and I were disturbed to see “1P.60K” clearly printed 
on them.  This cost (one ruble, sixty kopeks) is about $2.00.  (Soviet theatre tickets are generally very cheap.)  We still don’t know if the 
additional $5 was hidden profit for Intourist [the most likely scenario, just like the pricing in the Beriozkas] or whether it just lined 
the pockets of dear old Jerkface, the American guide. 

 
Jerkface, or Allen, did not accompany the group to the circus.  He just gave us the tickets and sent us of in a bus.  He had told 

us ahead of time that these were very good seats, and when we saw “Row 3” printed on the tickets in Russian we had to agree they 
were good seats.  On arriving at the theatre Paul and I walked up to the front and sat down in the third row.  Shortly thereafter two 
Soviets came up with tickets that showed the same seat designation.  I really had no idea what to do until I noticed that the Soviets’ 
tickets had a price of “2P” printed on them.  It was clear their seats were supposed to be better than ours.  As it turns out our seats were 
in the section “АМФИТЕАТРЬ” which transliterates “amfiteatre”.  Paul recognized the word as a cognate of “Amfiteatro”, the Spanish 
word for the cheap seats.  We made our way up to the top and back of the auditorium and sat down where we were supposed to.  
There was nothing really wrong with where we were sitting, but Allen was definitely wrong about them being “good” seats. 

 
The circus began with a propaganda film which showed the marvels of Soviet life set to loud rock music.  [These days a 

surprising number of American sports events begin with similar presentations.]  After that a group of dancing girls came out of a 
star-shaped entryway a la Las Vegas.  The circus was generally quite good, but a bit too heavy on animal acts.  The clown, apparently 
famous throughout the Socialist world, was truly excellent.  It was the first circus I had seen since I was a tiny child in Michigan, and I 
did enjoy it. 

 
THE BALLET:  There is a certain excitement about being in Moscow and seeing the ballet. Dull as three and a half hours of 

classical dance may be to an uncouth Midwesterner, the excitement is still there. I will never be a fan of ballet [though as cultural 
events go, it was way better than the opera I’d see on another trip], but the spectacle was interesting. The costuming and 
especially the lighting effects were superb, rivaling the best I have seen in theatres anywhere.  
 

This time we really did have good seats. Apparently the boxes at the back of the theatre are always reserved for foreign 
tourists. Paul and I shared our box with a group of people from France. Paul, who has never formally studied French, sat next to an 
especially bubbly French woman who spoke absolutely no English. They had an intriguing conversation in the most elementary of 
French.   I was sitting too far away to easily join the conversation, but I did find it interesting to listen to.  The two years of French I had 
emphasized structure, and I found myself correcting most everything Paul said in my mind.  Still he and the woman managed to 
understand each other quite well.  It helped me as a language teacher to see just how much can be done with even a small amount of a 
language. 
 

The production was Swan Lake in its entirety. “In its entirety” means LONG. Neither Paul nor I was familiar with the story line, 
and it was difficult to pick it up just from the dance. The music and dance were excellent, but not understanding what was going on 
really spoiled the show for us. At the end of the third act, there was a big finale that ended in thunderous applause and an encore. Paul 
and I, and the French woman (who we assumed, being French, knew more about ballet than we did) were certain this was the end of 
the show. We got up and prepared to leave. (The French woman actually did leave.) Then we were told there was still a fourth act to 
go. Strangely, the fourth act was much more subdued than the finale-like third act.  Shortly after the act started, the French woman 
returned for the rest of the show. 

 
THE METRO:  Coming back from one of our trips downtown we took the famous Moscow metro, the subway that is described 

as the world's most ornate and beautiful. Compared to the commuter trains and stations I'd seen in Philadelphia and Chicago, Moscow 
is certainly beautiful. It is no nicer than Washington's metro, though, and its reputation seems a bit exaggerated. The trains are old but 
very clean. They are also unquestionably safe [something I gather has changed dramatically since the fall of the Soviet Union]. 
(One of the nicest things about visiting a police state is that you can be entirely assured that no one will mug or rape you, no one will 
hijack your plane, etc. This security is the advantage that is traded off for a loss of freedom.) The trains average about six cars, and 
(during the non-rush time when we were there), they came about every two minutes. Even at this rate, they are still quite crowded.  

 
All of the stations are built of marble. This alone looks nicer than the institutional tile found in the USA. In the outlying areas the 

stations are just stark marble walls with no ornamentation whatsoever. Downtown, though, there is a lot of decoration. Mosaic floors, 
murals, sculptures, and chandeliers add quite a lot of character. They are not exactly breathtaking, as the tour books would have you 
believe, but they are quite attractive. 
 

As nearly as I can figure out, the stations were built through a program very similar to the American WPA—a make-work 
program for artists, much like that which put art in America’s depression-era post offices and schools.  Like the WPA projects, too, it is 
all very “public” art, designed for decoration rather than greatness. 
 

Moscow’s metro is one of the world’s deepest.  Enormous escalators lead from the surface entrances to the stations 
themselves.  It is about a two-minute ride from top to bottom, and the escalator is at a steeper angle than those found in department 
stores or airports. 
 

We took the long way from the Kremlin back to our hotel, stopping at all the most beautiful metro stations en route.  Even so, 
we got there in about half an hour, much more quickly than we would have by bus. 
 



[Moscow was the first place I ever used a subway.  Having used public transit all over America and in several foreign 
cities since then, my attitude toward the Moscow metro—or at least the 1980s incarnation of it—would be better than what 
this write-up sounds like.  It’s really a lovely subway, easily one of the nicest in the world.  The real problem was that it had 
been described to us as a tourist attraction when in fact it’s public transportation—very nice public transit, but still just a 
subway.  The language barrier didn’t help my attitude at the time, either.  All the signs and all the announcements are in 
Russian only, which makes sense given who the metro primarily serves.  While it made it hard for a non-Russian tourist to 
really appreciate the place, it’s not really any different than what foreign tourists would experience on most American transit 
systems.  If I went back to Moscow today I could at least read the signs with no problem.  Also, having had experience with 
other cities’ train systems, I would know what to expect so even if I couldn’t understand the announcements I’d have a pretty 
good idea what they were saying.  I think if I went back to Moscow today I’d find the metro to be much more enjoyable.] 
 

FRIDAY 28 JUNE—MOSCOW, RUSSIA & MINSK, BYELORUSSIA  
 
 We got up early on this, our last day in Moscow.  Our luggage had to be ready shortly after six.  We were the first group to eat 
breakfast this morning, which was unfortunate.  We had supposedly boiled eggs, the whites of which had not set yet.  One girl in our 
group had been celebrating a bit too much the night before.  On seeing the eggs and the fermented milk that accompanied them, she 
had to dash to the restroom. 
 
 It was still early morning when we left for the airport.  Paul and I assumed we were probably headed for the same ghastly 
airport we flew into from Ireland—especially when we again headed down Leningradsky Highway.  As it turned out, we had flown into 
Sheremetievo-2 airport, the USSR’s major international airport.  We were flying out of Sheremetievo-1, in other words the old airport, 
which is used for domestic flights.  The two are really the same airport, just two different terminal buildings. 
 
 The difference between those two buildings, though, was immense.  While “2” was dark, inefficient, and unfriendly, with 
military people stationed everywhere, “1” was really quite a nice place.  It reminded me a lot of Cedar Rapids airport—a small terminal 
filled mostly with 1950s waiting room chairs.  There was a map of everywhere Aeroflot flew at one end of the terminal with free travel 
literature in many languages about the destinations.  A café, a TV set, three pinball machines, restrooms, and the check-in desk 
completed the airport.  Aeroflot employees, mainly women in blue stewardess uniforms, were in charge of the airport. 
 
 Ludmilla walked us through the airport formalities.  For us that amounted to having our luggage tagged “Cabin” (in English) 
and having an employee quickly check our passports and visas.  We were then off to a bus which took us across the runways to the 
plane. 
 
 Paul asked Ludmilla if Soviets needed any special permission to travel.  Her “official” answer was no, but it was clear she was 
less than honest.  All Soviets (including Ludmilla) have an identity card they must carry with them wherever they go.  (This is pretty 
typical abroad; Reagan wanted to institute a similar card in the U.S.)  All Soviets who travel (again including Ludmilla) also have a 
domestic passport they must carry with them at all times.  Most Soviets (Ludmilla appeared to be the exception here) also have some 
sort of visa or other documentation that accompanies their domestic passport when they travel.  I noticed one Soviet who had four 
separate documents with him.  The Aeroflot woman who quickly looked at our passports was very carefully examining each of this 
man’s documents.  Apparently travel is one freedom that is still rather restricted in the Soviet Union. 
 
 The flight to Minsk was about an hour.  We flew a small jet, the Soviet answer to a 707—shorter than the big plane and with 
only four seats across.  Aeroflot does not serve food on flights less than four hours. [That’s approximately the rule most airlines use 
these days, and even on the longer flights the food is generally “for sale” rather than free.]  Instead we got small orange cups of 
an odd beverage.  It looked like cider, was sparkling, and smelled alcoholic.  After trying it, though, I think it was just sweetened mineral 
water “con gas” (carbonated).  The Soviets buy this beverage (КВАС, or “kuh-VAHS”) from ever-present vending machines for 3 kopeks 
a glass.  It is not particularly bad, but it is not particularly memorable either. 
 

The airport we flew into in Minsk was something else. The present terminal consisted of several WWII-era Quonset huts with a 
few kiosks in front selling things. They were building a new terminal, but it looked to be forever under construction.  (Paul noticed 
something about the Quonset huts—they were all closed, self-contained, secluded, and unmarked.  It would be very easy to detain 
someone there without anyone else knowing it.) 

 
We waited in one of the huts for our luggage to be processed and our bus to arrive. There was a lot of propaganda available to 

read in numerous languages. It is interesting that the Soviet Union is always the champion of peace and the USA the great warmonger 
in all the propaganda. Reagan often says the exact opposite, and chances are neither view is exactly right.  

 
The airport was a long way from Minsk.  Flying in I had noticed only gravel roads among the farm and forest below.  

Somehow, though, we ended up driving on a freeway.  This road, like others we were on in other cities, was most interesting.  It was six 
lanes, excellently maintained, and virtually empty.  My guess is that its primary purpose is military transport (as is one of the purposes 
of the interstate system here).  It is obviously open to the public, but I think this particular road didn’t go anywhere except the airport and 
thus didn’t attract a lot of public traffic.  [The road may also have been built for the Olympics.  The U.S.S.R. did a lot of 
infrastructure projects in preparation for that event, just as China is doing today.  There’s a good chance this freeway carried 
a lot of traffic in 1980, but little after that.] 

 
Shortly before reaching Minsk we turned of onto the old road “M-1”, still the main highway from Moscow to the rest of Europe.  

Minsk is about halfway between Moscow and Warsaw on this road, and it is obvious that the road is a vital transportation link.  It is 



essentially a three-lane highway, two lanes with a passing lane for both directions in the middle.  It is also a very busy road.  Trucks and 
busses formed most of the traffic, but there were also a number of cars, including a lot of non-Soviet cars (with national ID ovals from 
elsewhere in Europe).  Trucks are obviously a major form of transport in the USSR.  They are generally a lot smaller than our semis, 
but here seem to be just as many of them on the road. 

 
There are few cities more different than Moscow and Minsk. If Moscow looked new and dumpy, Minsk looked old and 

pleasant; if Moscow sprawled, Minsk was compact; if Moscow is polluted, Minsk is clean. Minsk, the capital of Byelorussia (BELL-oh-
russia), was almost entirely destroyed in the Great Patriotic War (WWII). Because of this it was entirely rebuilt in the late 1940s and 
1950s, long before the Kruschev houses of Moscow went up. Most of Minsk today is built of painted cement blocks. While that may not 
sound too inviting, it beats the pre-fab look of Moscow.  The buildings are designed to give them architectural distinction, but the 
method of construction is the same throughout.  Not being prefabricated, Minsk has stood the test of time far better than Moscow.  It 
looks clean and pleasant throughout.  Being rebuilt after the War also helped Minsk to stay compact. The entire street plan of the city 
was changed after the war. It now has a rectangular grid of streets radiating from a central intersection downtown. Parks and industry 
are on the edge of town, so the main residential areas are all close to the city center. Having industry on the edge also helps keep the 
city smog-free, one of the best things in the city's favor. 

 
Our hotel in Minsk was called the Planeta (ПЛАНЕТА … notice the space references in both the hotels so far). It, like most of 

the Intourist hotels was built in 1979 in preparation for the Moscow Olympics. I am sure there were countless people passing on 
Highway M-1 through Minsk en route to Moscow in 1980.  The hotel room was much smaller and not as nice as the one in Moscow, but 
again it was quite acceptable. There was no TV in he room, but the floor lounge had a television (that was picking up a program in 
Spanish when we entered). [Having the floor lounge made the place feel more like a dormitory than a hotel.]  The toilet had a 
small tank with a handle on top of it. To flush, one pulled the handle straight up. The toilet paper here was pinkish brown, and 
approximately the texture of institutional paper towels. We had only a shower (no tub), and it had only a half-length curtain--meaning 
the whole bathroom got drenched whenever the shower was used. The drain pipe from the sink curved around to the floor of the 
shower and was then open, so any water that went down the sink emptied into the shower drain. Again, the place was not high luxury, 
but there was nothing horribly wrong with it. 
 

 
LEFT:  Memorial to the Great Patriotic War in Minsk 
RIGHT:  Old lady selling flowers in front of the war 

memorial 
 

The restaurant at his hotel was splendid.  It was 
decorated with beautiful chandeliers and Persian rugs. Each 
meal was served very formally, and the waiters were quite 
friendly. Our lunches were of Byelorussian food, which is 
delicious but very heavy on chives. 

 
The hotel had a pleasant newsstand where Paul and I 

both bought postcards and stamps. It is amazing how hard it is 
to find postcards in the Soviet Union. (I suppose they are too 
capitalistic.)  [This was one way Russia was very different 
from  Third World countries,  where  selling  postcards  is a  
nearly universal occupation among the poor.]  Also on sale at the newsstand was a wide variety of foreign newspapers. They were 
of two types--either week-old left-wing papers or two-week-old general papers. We decided to refrain from reading news that happened 
before we left home. 
 

That afternoon we had a city tour of Minsk.  Minsk is a city of a million and a half people, yet it doesn’t seem anywhere near 
that large.  There is comparatively little to do or see there, yet it was one of the most pleasant places we visited.  We saw a number of 
memorials built to honor those who died in the Great Patriotic War, and we also visited a park connected with a locally-known poet.  In 
general, though, we saw a very nice little city.  If the Soviets are looking to show off a model of socialism, Minsk is a much better bet 
than Moscow.  



SATURDAY, 29 JUNE—MINSK  
 
  This morning we had our second “professional visitation” of the tour.  Since school was not in session, we visited what 
amounts to an extra-curricular activity.  The Children's Railroad is exactly what its name says it is--a railroad operated both by and for 
children. Hundreds of elementary and junior high kids act as ticket agents, conductors, engineers, etc., on a 3-km amusement park type 
of railroad. The activity is open to any interested student, and some (but by no means all) of those who work here will go on to work for 
real railroads later. The children work half a day per week at the railroad, and the jobs vary from week to week. 

The place was interesting to visit not for what it was, but because there we got to see Soviet children really acting like kids. 
The Young Pioneers in Moscow had so obviously been rehearsed for our arrival that while they were interesting to see, there was little 
natural about that visit. Here the children were joking and play-fighting with each other; there was hat organized chaos that often 
accompanies kids. 

 
I found it interesting that extra-curricular activities in the USSR are organized to occupy as much of a child’s time as possible.  

Many students are involved in two or three other activities, as well as the railroad.  The point, of course, is to keep from having a lot of 
youth with idle time getting involved in drugs, vandalism, and terrorism, as has happened so often in the West. 

 
The director of the railroad answered our questions, and we got a ride around the track.  It was really quite an interesting 

morning. 
 
In the afternoon we visited the Museum of the Great Patriotic (pronounced pee-AT-ree-AW-tick) War.  The museum itself was 

fascinating.  It was in many ways a memorial to the twenty million Soviets who died in the war.  Interestingly, most of them were not 
soldiers and a large number did not die in battle.  I had not even realized there were Nazi concentration camps in the Soviet Union 
before this trip.  There were literally hundreds of them scattered throughout Byelorussia.  Hundreds of thousands of people were 
exterminated in the camps, and millions more died when whole cities were massively bombed. 

 
The museum, of course, gives little credit to the American, British, and French for winning the war [just as the World War II 

Museum in New Orleans gives little credit to anyone other than Americans and the one in London primarily credits the Brits].  
It also is interesting that Stalin is mentioned as seldom as possible, even here.  He is truly a “non-person” in the Soviet Union. 
 

The most exciting part of the museum visit, though, was that another person joined our tour. He was a man, probably about 
30, tall with very dark hair. He listened closely to the museum guide (a Soviet woman who spoke English well, but with a horrible 
accent), and he followed us from room to room. Finally, in one room, he asked us, “Are you from England?”  That started a fascinating 
conversation. The man was Byelorussian, from a village near Minsk (one that was mentioned in the museum as having suffered greatly 
in the war). He was a German teacher who also had studied English, and he had joined the tour as a way of practicing his English. We 
talked quite a bit about each other’s countries and lifestyles.  Toward the end of the tour, I asked the gentleman if any of his family had 
died in the war. It almost floored me to hear that four of his uncles had died and that his father had been seriously wounded. It suddenly 
became much more clear why the war is so much more important to Soviets than to Americans. 
 

After returning from the museum, Paul and I went shopping at a little [shopping] arcade a few blocks from our hotel. We first 
walked into a little food store called “Producti” (ПРОДУКТЫ), the first one we had the chance to go inside of. We had seen other 
branches of this chain in Moscow, and it was obvious this was not one of the nicer outlets. It was a small store, about the size of an 
American convenience store. One entire aisle was stocked with nuts, mostly the same kind. At the back of the store was a counter for 
buying sausage (especially the purple sausage we had every morning for breakfast) and cheese. There was also a small amount of 
canned meat. Every other aisle was stocked with foods packed in canning jars. Apparently returnable, the jars came in ½ liter, 1 liter, 
and 4 liter sizes. They contained either juices or pickled items. One entire aisle contained nothing but pickled green tomatoes. Prices 
again were fairly comparable to American prices, although it is difficult to compare huge canning jars to the American style of packing. 
At the front of the store a woman added up purchases on an abacus. The whole sore was a rather shocking experience. 

 
Near the Producti was a book shop, (ДОМ КНИГИ, “Dom Knigi” or “House of Books”) which was a much nicer store. It was 

huge and well stocked with a wide variety of books--all published in the USSR, of course. Paul bought a few books in English, and I 
bought two atlases and a textbook for teaching English to Soviets. Books are extremely cheap in the Soviet Union. My three books 
came to under three rubles—and the cashier here used a cash register to total the orders. 

 
That evening we attended a performance of the Byelorussian State Dance Company, a folk dance troupe.   It was splendid.  

Unlike the ballet, it was not supposed to tell any story.  It was also superbly performed. 
 
At the intermission of the folk dance performance we noticed a number of Soviet people flocking to a kiosk in the lobby.  They 

were selling records there.  There was one album in particular (a record called “Different Worlds” by a Dutch group named “Maywood”) 
that virtually everyone there was buying.  Each Soviet we saw walking up to the counter bought the same record.  Seeing this I felt it 
would be interesting to find out what all the fuss was about.  I bought the same record too, together with a record by a currently popular 
Soviet musician.  (As it turns out, there was a reason for the fuss.  “Different Worlds” is really an excellent light rock album.  I’ve never 
heard of the group—apparently two women—before, and I’ve not seen the record for sale in America.  I’m really glad I bought it, 
though.) 
 
 
 



SUNDAY, 30 JUNE—MINSK, BYELORUSSIA & KIEV, UKRAINE  
 

Once again we flew out of a different airport than we flew into. This time the exit airport was much more central, just outside 
downtown Minsk. It looked like an old train station, was set up like the nice Moscow airport, and  was obviously much more important 
than the Quonset hut place we had flown into.  

 
The plane we flew to Kiev on was, well, quaint.  It was a vintage propeller-driven bi-plane.  For a prop it was fairly large—it 

probably seated fifty or so.  It was, however small and noisy compared to modern American planes or the other Soviet planes we had 
flown on. 

 
We arrived in Kiev [which today is mostly transliterated Kyiv] around lunchtime, again at a very central airport.  As we were 

landing we flew over the first individual homes I had seen within a city in the USSR.  Well hidden from the ground by trees, I would 
guess these were the homes of important people of some sort. 
 
 Our hotel in Kiev was 
downtown, quite a pleasant change 
from the other two which were well out 
in the suburbs. Originally called the 
Hotel Intourist, the name had been 
changed to the Russian word for 
"swan", also the name of the wife of 
one of the founders of Kiev.  [The 
word is лебедь or “LEB-bed”.]  It 
was the oldest hotel we had been in, 
probably dating to the 1960s. Then 
again, it could have simply been badly 
decayed, like the school—it was built 
to exactly the same plans as the one 
in Minsk. This one was a bit more 
worn, and we had no shower curtain 
at all. At least in this hotel, though, the 
sink drainpipe emptied into the shower 
drain BELOW floor level. 

 
We had a quick tour of the 

key monuments in the afternoon. 
Again it was mostly war memorials.  
Driving around it was obvious that 
every store was open, even though 
this was Sunday. Our local guide, 
Sasha, explained that usually all 
stores except food stores closed on 
Sunday. This was the end of the 
month, though. So, he said, the stores 
were kept open in hopes of selling 
additional goods to meet or surpass 
their sales quotas for the month.  

Victory Prospect (with “40 years of peace” sign) – downtown Kiev 
(The photo was taken from our hotel room.) 

Sasha was an interesting guide. He was the only male Soviet guide we had. It also became clear as we went along that there 
were different levels of Intourist guides, and he was at one of the lower levels. While Ludmilla and some of our other guides had “magic” 
tickets that let us cut to the front of the long lines of Soviets to see the attractions we wanted to see, everywhere we went with Sasha 
we stood in line. Sasha also had to get off at the Intourist office on the way back from each trip with us to check in with them. He was, 
however, a very fun person to be with. Obviously a family man, he was perhaps the most genuinely friendly of our guides. 

 
After the city tour Paul and I explored a huge department store (truly a department store, not a mall) next door to our hotel. 

Run by the Government of Ukraine, it had four floors, faced on an entire city block, and was half a block deep (about half the size of 
GUM). It was stocked to the point of overflowing. It was obvious that the Soviets made a point of keeping every shelf stocked with 
something, even if that something was not anything anybody wanted. There were often several departments for the same thing in this 
store. For example, we saw six or seven departments all selling socks. Lingerie also was for sale in several departments. It appeared 
that whatever there was an overstock of was put on display in additional departments. This made the store appear to be better stocked 
than it really was. Not that there was really a shortage of anything—there just was often only one type of a certain item available. 

 
Paul bought a Soviet flag and fur hat for himself at the store. We also did a lot of window shopping. It would take hours to have 

covered the store entirely, but we saw enough of it to get a flavor for how the Soviets shop. ALL stores in the Soviet cities are very 
crowded. It's like the day after Christmas at an American mall everywhere you go. Soviet lunch breaks are staggered, so there is no 
time of day when the crowds thin out. In Kiev many departments were self service. That is, a person selects for himself what he wants 
and takes it to the department's cashier for payment and wrapping. Other departments functioned like the cosmetic departments in the 



US, where a clerk helps a customer, finds his merchandise for him, and then checks him out and wraps the merchandise. It seems to 
be very important that merchandise be wrapped in the USSR, lest someone from another department think it was stolen. In every 
department there are far too few clerks [which is interesting, given how many “make-work” jobs there were in the U.S.S.R.], and 
lines often form just waiting for service. At the cashier's desks (or 'KACCA'), there is always both a cash register and an abacus. 
Generally the cashier will add the order on the abacus and then record the total permanently on the cash register. The cashiers are 
extremely fast with their abaci. 

 
Lines do form in the Soviet Union, although we never saw one of the proportions you hear about in America. Generally when 

there is something interesting on sale in a certain department, a small crowd forms around the counter. People seeing the small crowd 
assume there must be something interesting, and they join the line. The line thus feeds on itself. Twice Paul and I started lines when we 
took a long amount of time buying something and people assumed we were pondering something interesting.  

 
Perhaps the most fun part of shopping in the department store for Paul and me was that the entire time we were in the store 

we spoke only Spanish. It was obvious we were tourists, but by speaking Spanish it was entirely unclear exactly where we were from. 
Also speaking a language that virtually no Soviets speak, we could be a bit freer in what we said.  

 
[We, of course, went back to the hotel after our shopping trip.  Something I don’t seem to have mentioned anywhere 

in this travelogue is a peculiar feature of Soviet hotels, the key lady.  Apparently still standard in post-Communist times, every 
floor of every hotel is guarded by a nasty elderly woman known as the ключевaя (klo-chay-VIGH-yah) or “key guard”.  The 
official duty of the key lady is to give guests their keys when they arrive and then take them whenever the guests leave the 
hotel.  Many foreign hotels prefer that guests don’t take keys with them (and this was much more common before electronic 
locks became common).  A lot of hotels ask that guests leave their keys at the main desk when they go out.  They are 
normally reclaimed by just asking calling out a room number on return.  On the surface the Russian key ladies are just a more 
labor-intensive version of that same system—which is probably what they are today in post-Soviet Russia. 

 
 In Soviet times, though, the key ladies served a more important role.  We had read (and it wasn’t hard to figure out) 
that they were essentially the KGB’s eyes and ears for spying on tourists.  The key ladies functioned much like a busybody 
widow in an American small town.  It was the business of these dour women to know the comings and goings of everyone 
with whom they came in contact.  They officially checked the keys in and out and kept a log of when people were and weren’t 
in their rooms.  They observed people’s demeanor and would instantly phone their superiors to alert them of suspicious 
behavior.  There’s also a good chance they snooped through the rooms and guests’ luggage when people were out.  Since 
they guarded the keys, they could do what they wanted to without anyone knowing. 
 
 The key ladies were living stereotypes of what everyone thinks a dumpy old Russian woman would be.  They were 
overweight and wore no make-up, and they hid their graying hair in “babushkas” (huge floral scarves; the same word means 
“grandmother” in Russian).  Their faded dresses were covered with wool coats even in summer.  They never smiled and 
rarely spoke.  When they did, the Russian words came out in the rasp of someone who has chain-smoked for a lifetime.  While 
I’m sure their eyes took in everything, they mostly gazed downward.  It would be hard to find more unwelcoming people 
anywhere, and I’m sure that demeanor was at least somewhat intentional.  It was really rather creepy to have to deal with 
these women every time we wanted to go anywhere.] 

 

MONDAY, TUESDAY, & WEDNESDAY, 1, 2, & 3 JULY—KIEV & LENINGRAD  
 
 These two days we saw what there was to see in Kiev. 
 
 ABOUT THE CITY:  Kiev (КИЕВ) is truly an ancient city; it recently celebrated its 1500th anniversary. It, like Minsk, was 
greatly damaged in WWII. In fact, four-fifths of the population of Kiev died in the war, and the city was essentially leveled. After the war 
much of Kiev was restored to look ancient. While numerous buildings date to the 1940s, their style and original structure often are 
hundreds of years old. This is one of the reasons I liked Kiev the best of the places we visited.  
 

Today from three to five million people (depending on who you talk to) live in Kiev.  It is the third largest city in the Soviet 
Union, and immense masses of people flood every sidewalk.  Even so, it is a warm and friendly place, and without question safe at any 
hour.  I’m half tempted to give the credit for this to he fact that Kiev is the capital of the main Soviet farming region, the Ukraine.  While 
the city is in no way rural, it was almost a rural friendliness I sensed.  [21st Century Kiev has a reputation for being one of the most 
dangerous places on earth, with a crime rate far higher than even post-Soviet Moscow or St. Petersburg. … So much for the 
theory of rural safety.] 

 
THE MEMORIALS:  While in Kiev we toured the numerous war memorials in the city.  Many on the tour got sick of seeing so 

many monuments to the same war.  Realizing that four-fifths of the city had died in the war, though, makes it seem just a bit clearer why 
the memorials are there.  One immense monument resembles the Statue of Liberty, but of course has a very different purpose.  It 
honors the many widows of the war. 
 

OTHER PLACES OF INTEREST:  We visited St. Sophia's Cathedral (again, now an art museum) and an old monastery, 
complete with catacombs (also a museum). Rather interesting were tours of two other museums. The first was a fascinating display of 
Ukrainian folk art. (It is amazing how similar much of it is to the folk art of Mexico.) The other was a museum of Ukrainian art—that is, 
REAL art. It was a nice little museum with a lot of nice and locally known paintings. 

 



UKRAINIAN FOLK DANCE:  One evening in Kiev we chose to attend another optional activity.  Because the Byelorussian folk 
dance had been so enjoyable, we decided it would be interesting to attend a Ukrainian folk dance and folk music concert.  Believe it or 
not, the guest dancers were the Byelorussian Dance Company, the very same dancers we had seen in Minsk only two days earlier.  
The music (and, of course, the dance) was good, but it was held in a university lecture hall, and the technical aspects were not the best. 

 
THE FANCY DINNER:   While in Kiev we were offered the opportunity to enjoy a traditional Ukrainian dinner in a “real” Soviet 

restaurant (operated, of course, by Intourist). The trip was really rather interesting. We went just past the city boundary on a freeway 
along which trees had been carefully planted to keep travelers from getting a clear view of the collective farms along the way. It was 
good to get an idea of how something other than big cities looks in the USSR. 

  
LEFT:  Cobblestone street in Old Kiev 

RIGHT:  October Revolution Square in downtown Kiev 
 

[During the bus ride to the restaurant I snapped several “illegal” pictures by simply placing my camera in the 
direction of the window of the bus and snapping the shutter.  I got a panorama of the city, a photo of a bridge, a photo of a 
military installation, and a photo of a collective farm—all of which are supposed to require special permission to photograph.  
I really wasn’t all that secretive, and had Ludmilla noticed or cared, most likely the worst that would have happened was that 
my film would have been confiscated.  The pictures, though, really didn’t reveal anything that would exactly be a national 
secret.] 

 
En route we even passed a Soviet gas station. These are the rarest of businesses in the USSR. Called “БЕНЗИН” 

(“benzine”—one wonders if it really is), there are extremely few stations, and they are invariably located on the outskirts of town. I think 
if a tourist were to drive across the USSR, it would be extremely difficult to find gas along the way. According to Ludmilla, our guide, gas 
costs 47 kopeks per liter. That works out to about $2.00 per gallon—not that bad for Europe [but horrible, compared to the income 
level of Ukraine in the 1980s]. 
 
The restaurant we went into was obviously designed for tourists. It was set in the middle of a forest area and had an artificially thatched 
roof. Inside we sat on benches at a very long, formally-set table. The meal was large, but not immense. We had the usual    fish  and   
salad,  chicken  Kiev   (Maxine,   the woman who found everything “marvelous” was overwhelmed by having chicken Kiev in Kiev), 
dumplings stuffed with cherries and topped with sour cream, and (as always in Russia) ice cream. The food was very good, but I 
question whether (by Russian standards), it was worth its $15 price tag.  [After mentioning the chicken Kiev, I should note that I 
found out about twenty years later that the dish isn’t even native to the Ukraine.  According to cable TV’s Food Network, 
breaded chicken breast rolled around herb butter was first served around 1920 at a French restaurant in New York under the 
name “chicken supreme”.  It was picked up by restaurants in Brooklyn, where the name was changed to better appeal to the 
large population of Eastern European immigrants  there.] 
 

While we were dining we were “entertained” by a not particularly good Soviet rock band. More entertaining than the band was 
watching an Aeroflot pilot who was dining in the next room dancing with the stewardess from his plane and, well, getting to know her 
better. (It was straight out of an Ultra Brite commercial.) 
 

After dinner we got the news from another group of recently-arrived tourists that the hostages in Beirut had been freed. Later 
our guide told us that she had known this information for some time, but she hadn't felt it was important that we know. 



 
THE KINDERGARTEN:  Our professional visit in 

Kiev was to a kindergarten that operated for the children of 
people who worked in a certain factory complex [an idea that 
has since become fairly popular in America].  Unlike the 
school in Moscow, it was clear that this was a model to be 
shown off to visitors. (There was a display case with letters 
from previous visitors from Japan, Australia, Canada, 
Sweden, and numerous other countries.) The building was 
quite plain, really quite dreary, but it was supplied with every 
teaching aid a kindergarten teacher could conceivably want—
and more to spare. We were quickly whisked through a few 
“typical” rooms and then entertained by a group of children 
singing and doing folk dances. (Wouldn't you know, we were 
treated to an encore of the immortal strains of “May There 
Always Be Sunshine”.) We had time to ask the supervisor 
questions, but I don't really feel we got particularly honest 
answers.  
 

Whether all kindergartens are like this one or not, 
though, the Soviet concept of a kindergarten is really quite 
interesting.  The Soviets view child rearing as a responsibility 
of the state and as something which is probably better done 
by the state than by parents.  A large number of the students 
in the kindergarten are children whose parents leave them 
there day and night, seeing them only on weekends.  The 
idea is that parents can live their life free from the problems of 
raising children, and still the state can insure itself a supply of 
workers for the future. 

 
Tile front of the kindergarten in Kiev 

 
 [It’s amazing to think how different these children’s lives turned out from what their parents and the state imagined.  
While they were children under Communism, these children would enter their formative years right at the time the Soviet 
Union fell.  It would be fascinating to track some of them down today and see how things turned out for them.] 
 

THE AFTERNOON OFF:  The last afternoon we were in Kiev the tour had scheduled a boat ride on the Dneiper (NEE-purr) 
River. Having found the Moscow boat ride rather worthless, I decided to take the afternoon off and go out exploring on my own. 
Downtown Kiev is centered on October Revolution Square, a little over a mile from our hotel down a lovely boulevard called Victory 
Prospect. That afternoon I walked to the square, making a couple of detours here and there. It was a fascinating walk, and it was good 
to have a chance to observe “real” people for a change. 

 
[One of the most interesting things I did on this walk was go down into the Kiev metro, which has a stop right under 

October Revolution Square.  I never actually boarded a train (at the time I’d have been too scared I would get hopelessly lost), 
but I did walk down to the platforms.  The station was both simpler and dirtier than those in Moscow.   

 
While in the metro station I went into a public restroom.  This restroom, like many in the Soviet Union had unusual 

toilets that were almost more like bath tubs than toilets.  They were rectangular ceramic fixtures mounted in the floor.  They 
were about four feet long and three feet wide.  Each edge had a strip about eight inches wide flush with the floor (or 
sometimes raised slightly above it, and the center was depressed six or eight inches from the edges.  To use the thing you 
were supposed to straddle the depression, with your feet on the strips at the edge.  When you did your duty, you could punch 
a button that sent a stream that was supposed to wash the waste down a drain at the front end of the fixture. 

 
Most such toilets I’d used were immaculate, but this place was definitely the exception.  To this day it remains the 

worst restroom I’ve ever been in anywhere on earth.  It appeared that none of the toilets here had been flushed in recent 
memory.  They were piled high (in many cases higher than the depression) with feces, the faucet handles were caked, and 
brown “mud” was tracked around the floor.  Flies darted throughout the place, and it stank unmercifully.  I really had to go 
rather badly, but there’s no way I could have brought myself to using that restroom.  It really was disgusting. 

 
By the way, Soviet restrooms were marked one of two ways.  You never see those “international” signs with figures 

of people that we have back home.  Most often they had one of two Cyrillic letters—“M” for the men’s room (convenient, since 
the word begins with the same letter in English) and “Җ” for the women’s.  Far too many, though, had stylized artwork that 
was supposed to represent men’s and women’s hats.  At best they have an old-fashioned top hat (men) and a frilly Victorian 
hat (women).  Many times, though, I literally couldn’t tell which was supposed to be which.] 
 

ON TO LENINGRAD:  It was becoming a habit by now to enter and leave each city at a different airport.  So it was in Kiev.  
The airport we flew out of was well out of town in the same general area as the restaurant where we had eaten the Ukrainian dinner, 
and Paul and I were watching closely out the window to catch a real glimpse of the collective farms. 
 

 



 
A collective farm near Kiev 

For a change we left Kiev at night. After a 
two-hour flight we arrived in Leningrad about 11pm. I 
was amazed by how light it was, but I shouldn't have 
been. Leningrad sits at exactly at the 60th parallel, 
about the same latitude as Anchorage, and thus 
enjoys what it calls “White Nights”, just as I had seen 
in Alaska many years ago. It's not officially midnight 
sun (that only happens north of the Arctic Circle), but 
it's never really dark in Leningrad in summer. This 
night, for example, we finally made it to bed at about 
1:30am. In that time the light had dimmed slightly, and 
then we saw the first light of dawn. The street lights 
never came on.  

 
Leningrad airport was a most confused place 

with people running everywhere.  To avoid this our 
guide decided to take us to a quieter waiting place.  
So, after landing we walked to a little annex building 
where we took an escalator to the basement.  From 
there we traveled a long distance via a moving 
walkway to the main building where we waded 
through a sea of people to the front door.  We then 
walked outside, all around the terminal to the far side.  
There we re-entered the terminal and sat down in the 
international lounge.  Ludmilla had led us through this 
maze at a speed that left all of us panting.  It was 
good to be away from the masses of people, though. 

 
Rather oddly Leningrad airport is busy the 

entire night.  On the departures board I saw flights to 
such places as Murmansk and Riga (that immortal city 
we flew over coming in) taking of at 1:30 and 2:00 in 
the morning.   I can’t  imagine who  in their  right  mind 

would want to board a flight at those hours, but I guess it does make for efficient use of the airport. 
 

We waited for a long time in the international lounge before our local bus finally showed up.  It was exactly midnight as we left 
the airport, and Ludmilla made a point of wishing us a happy Fourth of July.  While I still disapprove of the over-patriotism a lot of 
Americans express (including some in our group who wanted to wave American flags outside our hotel window), it really is very moving 
to be in a place like Leningrad on July 4th.  It is, after all, the very essence of freedom, political and economic, that Americans can 
travel—even to the Soviet Union. 

 
Our hotel in Leningrad was the Europevskaya (УРОПЕВСКАЯ), or the Europe. Ludmilla described it as “rather old”. What it 

was instead was truly grand as only an old hotel can be. A beautiful, historic building right in the heart of downtown, the hotel was 
furnished entirely with fine wood, silk, and velvet. Nearly every room was a suite. Paul and I had an enormous bedroom that alone was 
larger than our hotel rooms in the other cities. Besides that we had an even larger sitting room complete with sofa, two comfortable 
chairs, a large dining table, a shortwave radio, a stereo, a TV, and a china cabinet complete with china service for six. The bathroom 
was also huge, and had dated but well maintained fixtures. There were also several large closets and an entry way large enough to be 
another room. The entry way housed a kitchen-sized refrigerator. All together I would guess we had as much space as my whole two-
bedroom apartment. And believe it or not, later we found out that ours was far from the nicest of the rooms.  

 
The hotel was originally used to house distinguished visitors in the days of the czars. Staying in a place like that, and 

imagining the conditions that most people in Russia lived in in those days, it's not hard to imagine why people wanted to overthrow the 
czars.  
 

[The hotel is still in business in the 21st Century, now under private management.  The amenities these days are even 
nicer, and it now costs a minimum of $500 a night to stay there.  It’s actually far from the most expensive place in St. 
Petersburg, though.  Russia today is one of the most expensive countries on earth for tourists, and there are “business 
hotels” (Hyatt, Sheraton, etc.) in St. Petersburg that charge more than $700 a night.] 
 

THURSDAY, 4 JULY—LENINGRAD 
 

This was a really nice, low pressure day.  We had breakfast in the main restaurant of the hotel, a place that had obviously 
once been a grand ballroom, with lovely woodwork everywhere and marvelous stained glass covering most of one wall.  Then we set 
off for our morning city tour. 

 
Central Leningrad, old St. Petersburg, is entirely different from most Soviet cities.  This is because it is primarily Russian rather 

than Soviet.  Built by the tsars to be the gateway to the west, St. Petersburg was designed to challenge the great capitals of Europe.  



Today this still shows in that downtown Leningrad looks like the pictures you see of Paris or Vienna—rather narrow streets, low 
buildings, and beautiful old architecture.  [Having since been to Paris, I can honestly say Leningrad/St. Petersburg is actually 
quite a bit nicer than the City of Lights.  I really can’t say how it compares to Vienna.] 
 

Leningrad, of course, is the greatest of the “hero cities” of the USSR.  While it was never occupied during the war, the 
Germans camped in areas that are now suburban apartments, probably no more than five miles from the city center.  Leningrad 
suffered a long siege during which half the city died—mostly not of bullets, but of disease and starvation.  Having heard about the siege 
ahead of time, I expected to see many war memorials.  Strangely, the only one we saw was a statue to the defenders of the city at the 
southeast gate.  Instead we were treated to a living museum of architecture and history, a really fascinating tour. 
 

 
St. Isaac’s Cathedral – Leningrad  

In the afternoon we visited St. Isaac’s 
Cathedral (now a museum, of course).  Paul and I 
then visited the main bookstore in Leningrad. The 
store's building is interesting in that it was originally 
the Russian headquarters for the Singer sewing 
machine company. It is one of those splendid 19th 
century cathedrals of capitalism, complete with a 
spire on which balances a glass globe that used to 
light up with the name of the company. Like the 
sacred cathedrals, the Soviets apparently found it 
too architecturally interesting to destroy--hence its 
use as a bookstore.  

 
We patronized two sections at the 

bookstore, the foreign language department and the 
poster shop.  Probably the most interesting book I 
bought was a little paperback (which happened to 
be in Spanish) of children’s stories about the life of 
Lenin.  It was a bit disturbing to read, because it 
had an eerie resemblance to the books of Bible 
stories American children read. The purposes of the 
Lenin book are really the same as those Bible 
stories, too—to teach moral values and to help 
children learn about the great “religious” figures. 

 
 The posters were rather disturbing too. 
There were, of course, those that showed America 
as a warmonger and the Soviets as champions of 
peace.  Those I rather expected and ignored.  
However Paul bought a strange series of posters of 
propaganda   in   its  purest   form.   The  series,   in 

cartoon form, is designed to show that religion is silly, a waste of time and money, and even dangerous.  The one I remember most 
clearly starts out by depicting a young girl who is wearing a cross around her neck. In a series of pictures she acquires an icon, a Bible, 
and assorted other religious artifacts. In the final frame she is depicted as an old lady stumbling down a flight of stairs, literally “weighed 
down” by religion.  It bothered me, of course, to see such blatant and unembarrassed propaganda.  Still I found it fascinating that while 
the Soviets claim it is only the elderly who attend church, they find it necessary to publish such posters. 

 
We had time in the afternoon to do a bit of exploring in Leningrad on our own. The city is the most 'western' in the Soviet Union 

in both good and bad ways. While it has more of the comforts of the West and is very fashion conscious, it also shares with western 
Europe the problem of a lot of youth with time on their hands and very little to do. The black market operates right out in the open in 
Leningrad, and I have a strong suspicion that drugs make it in from Finland. While I felt extremely safe everywhere else in the Soviet 
Union, I felt I had to keep track of my wallet in Leningrad. 

 
That night our group offered a toast in honor of Independence Day over a glass of delicious Soviet champagne. We toasted 

our freedom and liberties, but above all we offered the most important toast--MNP, 'mir', peace. 
 

FRIDAY, 5 JULY—LENINGRAD 
 

This morning we took a hydrofoil ride on the Baltic Sea to get to Petrodvoretz, the summer home of the czars. We toured a 
lovely, but really quite small palace, and we saw the beautiful fountains on display in the gardens of the palace. 
 

Petrodvoretz is well outside of Leningrad. We took a bus back, which made a very interesting ride. We drove through a couple 
of small towns, getting at least a quick glance of another lifestyle.   [Then we went through the suburbs of Leningrad.]  New 
Leningrad couldn't be more different from the old city.  Apartment houses stretch far beyond the horizon in all directions. Almost all of 
them are built on the same floor plan out of white concrete and about ten floors high. The run-on sameness is really not much different 
from many American suburbs. What is almost incomprehensible, though, is the sheer number of people who live in so many 
apartments. 



 
Olga, our local guide, explained to us that at the time of the revolution virtually everyone in Leningrad lived in communal floors, 

with many families crammed into each apartment (much like you hear about with the immigrant families in New York). The new 
construction in Leningrad dates to the 1960s. (It's unclear—or unflattering to the USSR—how people lived between the Revolution and 
1960.) Since then they have built an average of 50,000 new apartments each year in Leningrad, but there is still a tremendous housing 
shortage. (Perhaps because of that shortage, the area still lacks any kind of parks and has very few stores.)  

 
The afternoon was one of the most interesting of the trip. We were scheduled to visit the “Friendship House”, a place 

supposedly operated by a group of independent people to promote free discussion with foreigners. With that kind of billing in the Soviet 
Union, naturally I went expecting another “model” place designed to impress the tourists. There was that, of course, but there also was 
genuinely free discussion.  

 
Our group, together with a group from Michigan, met in small groups with a variety of Soviet educators. Paul and I chose to 

meet with a woman who had a background very similar to mine. She had specialized in mathematics and also languages. Now she was 
teaching English at a polytechnic academy. It was really quite a shock to think that such a random group of educators would include 
another foreign language teacher with a mathematics background. 

 
It was interesting to find out that English is just about the only foreign language in the Soviet Union, and that unlike in the rest 

of Europe, foreign languages are not required in Soviet schools.  [Of course, it would be in the interest of the Soviet government 
for their citizens not to be able to easily communicate with foreigners.]  Most Soviet language courses stress the skills of reading 
and translation; virtually no conversation is taught. Specifically this woman teaches her students to translate American computer 
journals into Russian. (I was dying to ask whether the Soviets respected international copyright agreements, but I kept my mouth shut. I 
happen to know the answer is “no”.) She was also in the process of writing a computer program to assist with translation and teaching 
languages. I found this especially interesting, having worked on similar programs at college. 
 

Also interesting was learning about mathematics education in the world's 'leading' science nation. The woman was shocked to 
learn that a four-year math program (the basic two years of algebra, geometry, and pre-calc) is available in virtually every American 
high school. In most Soviet schools little beyond what we would teach in a first-year algebra course is offered. Because she was 
mathematically talented, the woman had been sent from her home in Estonia to a special school for mathematics in Leningrad where 
she was taught basically the same math program I had at Mount Pleasant High School (the program described above, plus a year of 
computer science and the equivalent of Calculus I).   
 

SATURDAY & SUNDAY, 6 & 7 JULY—LENINGRAD 
 
These days were marked by museums, much 

more interesting to see in person than to describe on 
paper.  Most intriguing was the Hermitage, certainly one of 
the world's finest art museums. It amazed me, though, that 
priceless art treasures were displayed in natural light, 
without air conditioning, and out where any tourist could 
touch them. I would think any museum would take some 
additional measures to safeguard its collection. (In fact, we 
heard that one famous painting had acid spilled on it a few 
days before our visit.) 
 

Saturday night Paul and I chose to skip a visit to 
a Russian folk dance presentation.  While we heard it 
wasn’t done by the Byelorussian National Dance Company 
this time, we just couldn’t imagine it would be different 
enough to bother with. 
 

Sunday night we were “treated” and “entertained” 
(perhaps “tortured” would be a better word) to a gala 
farewell dinner. The dinner, that is the food, was really 
rather nice. Unfortunately there was the entertainment. It 
could have been a bad act in Vegas twenty years ago. The 
best part of it was another Russian rock band that sang 
such  classics  as  “Rock  Around  the  Clock” and “Beat It”. 

 
Military Academy that is part of the Hermitage complex – Leningrad 

The band featured a lead singer who was dressed in a very plain print shirt, shiny nylon pants, and cheap tennis shoes. His hair was 
cut in such a way that it looked like the original appearance of the Beatles (back when they had those scandalous bangs). He looked 
absurd, but it was nothing compared to what was to come. 
 

The band was really just a background for what seemed to be the Russian version of the “Solid Gold dancers”. Eight women 
and one man paraded around in various states of undress (but don't get any wrong ideas—the Soviets are, after all, VERY 
conservative), mechanically making motions that had no relation whatsoever to the music. The women by themselves might have been 
tolerable; they were at least attractive, even if they looked bored stiff from having done the same show every night for who knows how 
long. The man, though, was something else. Sparing the awful details, suffice to say he made a complete fool of himself and it was 



embarrassing and almost painful to watch.  He is probably best described by a middle aged woman in our group who said (with much 
tact), “I'm sure glad that's not my son!”  
 

The Soviets were obviously trying to come up with something “Western” that would please the Western audience.  They would 
have done better to have brought back those Byelorussian dancers.  However “Western” this may have been, it would have been 
laughed or booed off the stage in New York. Fortunately, we didn't stay for the third act of the show.  
 

MONDAY, 8 JULY—LENINGRAD, SHANNON, NEW YORK, CHICAGO, & 
MAQUOKETA 
 

This was a long day, although somehow the “jet lag” of westward flying seems much less than that of flying eastward.  
[Having since flown on other long-distance routes, that’s definitely true.]  Maybe it's just the excitement of going home.  [No, 
westbound is just better than eastbound; returning home from Alaska left me much more jet-lagged than flying there.] 
 

We got up early so we would be at the airport early.  Our flight didn’t leave until 9:20am, but we wanted to allow plenty of time 
for customs.  When we got to the airport, I was surprised not to see our flight listed on the board. I assumed, however that the tour (and 
especially Intourist) must know what they were doing. 

 
It was at exit customs that it became entirely clear just how important of a person Ludmilla had to be in the Soviet hierarchy. 

You remember, of course, my description of entry customs in Moscow. From everything anyone had read and heard, exit customs can 
be just as rough, as the Soviets are concerned that no artifacts, nothing damaging to the Soviet image, and no Soviet currency leave 
the country. There are tales of piece by piece searches of luggage that can take hours. Our case, however, was not quite that way.  
While we were waiting, Paul and I very clearly saw Ludmilla walk up to the chief customs inspector and say something to him in 
Russian. A few minutes later we cut in front of the line waiting for customs and we were literally waved through the formalities. One 
person tagged our luggage for New York, another took our customs declarations without even looking at them, and another X-rayed the 
luggage without really worrying about what he saw. Finally we were whisked through passport control and were legally out of the Soviet 
Union. The whole process took about five minutes for the entire group. I have no idea what Ludmilla may have said, but we certainly got 
special treatment. 

 
[Had they thoroughly searched the luggage, the Soviet inspectors would have found that almost everyone in our 

group had articles that were technically forbidden—though nothing truly illicit.  Besides photos of “sensitive” subjects, the 
most common banned item was Soviet money, which almost everyone had in varying quantities.  Some people had wound 
fairly large quantities of banknotes in film canisters, with all the cunning of a spy.  I had decided against bringing back bills, 
but I did have a handful of coins (which were also technically illegal) in my ditty bag.   

 
I really don’t know why the export of currency would be such an issue.  I’d actually think the Soviets would welcome 

it.  After all, people had exchanged hard currency to buy rubles, and they could not exchange those rubles back to dollars 
anywhere outside of Russia.  For every ruble we took with us, we were leaving $1.30 that the Soviet government could spend 
as they wished.  I’d think they’d be much more concerned with the import of currency than with its export. 

 
Since I never mentioned It anywhere in the travelogue, I probably should describe Soviet money.  Most of the coins 

were very simple and very cheaply made.  They had 1, 2, 3, 5, 10,15,  20, and 50 kopek coins, as well as a 1 ruble coin.  
Everything except the 1 ruble coin was made of a very cheap metal that literally rusted shortly after I got home.  All the coins 
were used, and all were in short supply.  Because of this, you never knew what sort of change you might get. 

 
The ruble has a heroic full-body depiction of Lenin, a star, and “CCCP” on the front.  The rear has the official Soviet 

seal and the words “OДИH PYБЛЪ” (ah-DEEN ROO-bluh or “one ruble”).  The ruble coin I kept as a souvenir must have been 
somewhat dated, as it also had a Russian inscription that commemorated “fifty years of the Soviet state”.  At the time I got 
the coin I had no idea what the Russian actually said, but having studied a bit of Russian it’s obvious today. 

 
The lesser coins are much simpler.  It’s really rather hard to tell “heads” and “tails” on them, as there is no person 

depicted.  One side has the Soviet seal and “CCCP”, while the other has a number written in figures (like “20”), the word 
“KOПEEK” (kopeks), and the year of production.  They are by far the simplest coins I’ve seen anywhere in the world. 

 
I didn’t keep any Soviet notes, and it’s hard to remember any specific details about them.  What I do remember is that 

the bills were very small, literally the size of Monopoly money.  They were also quite simple in design.  We only used small 
denominations of Soviet currency, since the hotels and Beriozkas only accepted hard currency (or credit cards).] 

 
Once past customs we waited in a “No Man’s Land” airport lounge.  I still wondered why our flight wasn’t on the departure 

schedule, but was relieved when I heard “Shanona” on the loudspeaker—I assumed it was the Russian for “Shannon”.  Our group was 
paraded outside where we walked up the steps and to our seats on a 707-sized airplane.  I assumed that, as had happened so often, 
we were simply being given preferential treatment in being seated before the Russian passengers.  Then we felt the plane start to 
move.  It turned out that the sixteen teachers in our group had our own private jet—we were the only passengers on the four-hour flight 
to Ireland. 

 
Shortly after we were airborne one of the flight attendants served real orange juice.  Paul and I simply enjoyed the juice, but 

unlike American planes, Aeroflot offered vodka with the juice free of charge—even with discount seats.  A little later we were served a 



huge lunch with free wine.  The wine, a specialty of Armenia, was incredibly dry.  I am no wine lover anyway, but this stuff just burnt.  
The flight attendant seemed to have enough wine on hand to have served a full load of passengers (all poured into little glasses).  
Several times she offered us more wine, and she couldn’t understand how we could refuse.  (I don’t think we could have stood up at 
Shannon airport if we had drunk all the wine she offered.) 

 
One of the nicest sights of the trip was flying into Ireland. From the air Ireland is a truly picturesque country--a green quilt of 

tiny little farms, with hedges separating the fields. While I really enjoyed the Soviet Union, it was also nice to be back in a truly free 
country, and one where English was spoken. We arrived in Ireland about the same time we left Leningrad--around 9:30am. Paul and I 
looked through the huge, but rather uninteresting duty-free shop at Shannon airport and then devoured every bit of news in the Irish 
papers. At 1:15 we left for New York, and after a six-hour flight we arrived at 3pm. 

 
I had no idea what to expect at US customs. Before I had only gone through customs at the Canadian border, which is really a 

joke. I figured coming back from the “evil empire”, there might be a few more questions, especially since the tour company had said to 
allow at least two and a half hours to clear customs. In fact, New York customs was also a joke. I was asked two questions--where I 
was coming from and whether I had any liquor with me. The man then stamped my passport (the US stamp is the only proof I have that 
I've been to the Soviet Union--the Soviets never stamp passports), and I was legally back home. Paul took a bit longer, as he had over 
the duty-free limit in gifts and odds and ends to show his students. 
 

In New York we had to again take the stupid airport bus to the United terminal, miles away.  This time, though, we each had 
four bags to carry.  [Four bags would be more or less impossible to have when flying these days, particularly with the large 
bags Paul and I had.  The most you could have is two checked bags, one small carry-on, and a tiny “personal item”.]  To make 
matters worse the strap on my main suitcase had broken.  Somehow we made it to United, though, and the people there were the 
friendliest airport staff I have encountered.  Perhaps United was being overly friendly to win back passengers after the strike, or 
perhaps I was just noticing American hospitality after the relative coldness of the Soviets.  Whatever the reason, though, Paul and I 
were both impressed with the friendliness. 
 

Paul called Nancy and had a good long chat.  I could only hear his words, but I shared every bit of the enthusiasm of that 
conversation.  After a long trip abroad, it is very good to know that everything back home is the same. 
 

We boarded our flight to Chicago on time.  Then the ramp to the plane was taken away and we started to taxi away from the 
terminal.  After a while we stopped.  I assumed there was the usual congestion at Kennedy, but I was wrong.  For no reason we could 
determine, there was incredible congestion at Kennedy.  Our flight had been cleared for take-off, but than that clearance was taken 
away.  We sat on the ground at Kennedy airport for two and a half hours before we could take off. Paul and I were dead tired anyhow, 
and sitting on the ground we slept but didn't really feel rested. It was sunset when we left New York and late at night when we arrived in 
Chicago. 
 

John was waiting for us at O'Hare, and both Paul and I couldn't have been more delighted to see him. We got our luggage 
fairly quickly and were suddenly invigorated to REALLY be home (in the Midwest, as opposed to New York).  All through the drive 
across Illinois we rambled on with stories about the trip, each one leading into something else. It was some absurd hour in the morning 
when we finally got back to Iowa--but it was truly good to be back.  

 

GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 
 
I think I'll write this section in question and answer form, trying to respond to some questions a lot of people have asked me. 
 

DID YOU LIKE RUSSIA? Yes. There's no qualification here. The country is not a place I would want to live, but as a tourist 
destination it has a lot to offer. Yes, I enjoyed it. 

 
[WOULD YOU LIKE TO GO BACK?  I’ve actually had people ask me this question, and it’s also a definite “yes”.  I’d 

love to see how things have changed since the fall of Communism.  I think Russia might be an even more challenging place to 
visit than the Soviet Union, but I would definitely like to go.] 

 
WHAT DID YOU LIKE MOST?  In general the city of Kiev.  I think I say this because it was in Kiev that I really had the chance 

to se the city and how the people lived, worked, and shopped.  Kiev also is a fascinating ancient city, and the suffering it had in the war 
is unbelievable.  If I were to pick something more specific than a city, I think it would be “War Memorial Park” in Kiev.  The sheer size 
and the simplistic beauty of this place has to be moving to anyone who sees it.  If I were to pick a concept, rather than a place, that I 
liked, it would probably be the simple fact that life in the Soviet Union isn’t that bad and is infinitely better than it was before the 
revolution.  I am still almost bothered by the fact that if you compare how much the Soviet Union has improved since 1920 with how 
much the U.S. has improved in that time, the Soviets have to win hands down.  I’m almost ashamed to say that  also liked the security I 
felt in a police state.  Let’s face it—in an era of global terrorism it’s nice to know you’re not going to be bombed. 
 
 [The “favorite thing” listed here is a fascinating answer, given that twenty-two years later I really don’t remember a 
thing about War Memorial Park.  Looking back on things I remember the most about Minsk, and I have the most positive 
memories of Leningrad. 
 



 Since this trip, the world has found out that a lot of what I perceived as good in the Soviet Union was really little more 
than a façade.  The Soviets fell far short of communist ideals.  It’s also certainly unfair to imply that the U.S. didn’t make 
enormous leaps forward since 1920.  It’s hard to even compare my life with that of my grandparents. 
 
 The police state comment is also fascinating to look back on—particularly in an era when our own country has 
moved more and more in that direction.  While I can’t still can’t argue with a tough “law and order” mentality (which has made 
places like New York and Los Angeles much more pleasant to visit than they were about the time this was originally written), I 
don’t care at all for governments of any type that see anyone who disagrees in the slightest as enemies of the state.] 
  
 WHAT DID YOU LIKE LEAST?  As a city, Moscow.  As a concept, it is the utter isolation of the country—in other words the 
lack of a free press.  No one can ever really take away freedom of speech; people will say what they want to in private.  A free press, 
though, is really a pretty fragile freedom.  And without it, in a country like the Soviet Union, you really can’t believe a word you read or 
hear.  All the time I was in the USSR I wanted to know what was going on in the world, and I could never even really find out what was 
happening in the city I happened to be in.  The censorship (which could so easily creep into America—note the British government 
stopping a BBC broadcast) and the unembarrassed propaganda were what I liked least. 
 
 A good example of this is the fact that while we were on the trip the Soviets decided to change their governmental structure—
giving Gorbachev and Gromyko roughly equal power.  This is certainly one of the most important news stories that will happen in 
Moscow this year, and I am sure it got lots of airtime on American TV that night.  It was a full two days later when the “official” 
announcement finally made it to Pravda (ПРАВДА, that newspaper that is curiously named “Truth”), complete with a picture of the now-
geriatric Gromyko that had to be at least twenty years old.  It was over a week later (two issues of the paper) when the story finally 
made it into Moscow News, the English language Soviet newspaper. 
 
 [We don’t have censorship in this country, but what has happened is nearly as scary.  People—sometimes myself 
included—don’t seem to want to hear “real” news.  While the “news” we get is livelier than anything Pravda ever covered, it is 
every bit as irrelevant.  No one these days seems to care, though.] 
 

WHAT ARE THE SOVIET PEOPLE LIKE? The cliché answer would be to say they are just like you and me, but that's not 
really true. I think the Soviets generally tend to be quieter and more conservative, in dress and manner, than Americans. They are 
friendly, but not overly so. The city dwellers, of course, all live in small apartments--often with large extended families sharing the same 
quarters. There are fewer material possessions than there are in America, and most Soviets are not as rich as most Americans. Soviets 
aren't poor, not in the sense of the Third World or the millions of Americans who live in slums. Rather, they would be like America's 
lower middle class, or the middle class of America in the '40s and '50s. To them most Americans would seem like millionaires. Finally, 
group life is far more important to Soviets than to Americans. Doing your bit to make the whole work is very much a Soviet way of life. 
People are much more like cogs in the wheel, and individualism is really downplayed in the USSR. 

 
[Everything I’ve read about post-Soviet Russia tends to imply that the Russian “conservatism” has changed quite 

dramatically.  Just as post-Franco Spain went wild in reaction to newfound freedoms, so it has been in Russia.  I gather just 
about anything goes these days.] 

 
ARE SOVIETS RICH OR POOR?  The simplest answer here would be to say “no”, meaning that they are neither rich nor 

poor.  There are definite classes in the USSR, but hey tend toward the upper and lower ends of what Americans would call middle 
class.  There are no destitute people in Russia, but there also aren’t any really rich people. 

 
Soviets generally have far less money than Americans do—typical salaries range from $100 to $500 per month.  However ALL 

of that money is spending money.  A Soviet family pays ten or twenty dollars for their apartment and a few dollars more for utilities.  
There is really no need to save, as retirement, education, etc. are all provided for.  Also, since extended families often live together they 
are able to pool their money and buy quite a few luxuries between them.  For these reasons a lot of Soviet families now have 
televisions and refrigerators, and cars are becoming more common. 

 
There are, of course, wealthy people in the Soviet Union too.  Premier Gorbachev certainly would not live anywhere close to 

poverty.  On the other hand, though, I doubt his family lives nearly as luxurious of a life as the Reagans.  There are classes in the 
USSR, but they are closer together than in other countries. 
 
 [I gather modern Russia on the whole is much poorer than the Soviet Union.  While a handful of people (like those in 
organized crime and a small number of entrepreneurs) have become very wealthy, the vast majority of people are 
economically much worse off than they were under communism.  Jobs that were once guaranteed for a lifetime have 
disappeared, the price of necessities has skyrocketed, and the government “safety net” unraveled.  The result has sent 
millions of Russians abroad.  That’s why Western Europe is finding itself overwhelmed with “visiting workers” from the East 
and in places like New York “illegal immigrants” more often speak Russian than Spanish.] 
 

DON'T THE SOVIETS WANT TO BE FREE?  Not really. Probably the hardest thing for me to accept as an American in the 
Soviet Union was that I never saw ANYONE who seemed in any way unhappy about living there. The point a lot of Americans miss (as 
I did before the visit) is that the Russians never really were free. There really is more freedom as we know it in America under 
communism than there was under the tsars. Most Soviets really don't care about the government--it's just something that is there. They 
do care about their own lives, though, and their lives are definitely improving. The government reminds them of every awful thing that 
has ever happened in the West, which makes the Soviet system seem more appealing. 



 
Soviets, too, like Americans, are very patriotic. There is a real sense of “my country, right or wrong”, and the government is of 

course part of the country. I have read in the American press that if free elections were held in the USSR tomorrow the present 
government would almost certainly win. After visiting the country, while I don't respect the government any more than I did at the start, I 
can see why the Soviet people don't mind it that much. 

 
[It’s interesting to look back on this answer after what has transpired in the intervening years.  In retrospect, I’d 

probably say that when I was there the Russians certainly wanted to be free.  Many of them just didn’t think western-style 
freedom would ever be a viable option.  They were mostly resigned to things as they were. 

 
I’ve read that a lot of people in Russia today look back nostalgically on the Soviet years.  My bet is that few people 

really want to go back to Communism, though.  I myself was economically better off back when I took this trip than I am 
today, and in some ways I look back nostalgically on the ‘80s.  Not everything is economics, though, and there are certainly 
other ways in which my life is better than it was two decades ago.  What’s more I, like modern-day Russians, can’t change 
what has happened in recent years.  Everybody’s got to make the best of what they’ve been given.] 

 
WHAT IS THE SOVIET GOVERNMENT LIKE?  It sounds strange (since we tend to classify communists on the left), but to 

me the Soviet government seems ultra-CONSERVATIVE.  They really make the Reagan administration look liberal.  What the Soviet 
government is is an oligarchy, essentially a government by a self-appointed committee.  Ideally this huge committee is to assign jobs to 
every person (“from each, according to his ability”) and care for everyone’s needs (“to each, according to his need”).  The problem that 
comes up is that, like all governments, this committee is preoccupied with staying in power.  Instead of campaigning for re-election 
every two years, though, the Soviet government is constantly working to insure that there is never another Russian revolution nor an 
invasion by outside forces.  It is the fear of an internal revolution that causes all the censorship and limits on other freedoms; it is the 
fear of an invasion by the West that causes the military build-up and the control of “satellite” countries.  As the government begins to 
feel more secure and accepted at home, it is allowing the people to have more freedom.  The fear of the West (and especially of 
America) is still there though, and just as conservative American politicians want a big military build-up to scare the Soviets, the 
conservative Soviet government builds arms to scare the Americans. 

 
[That left/right distinction has always seemed strange to me, since extremists on both sides are closer to each other 

than they are to the “center”.  My sister Margaret teaches a class that covers global politics, where she models things with a 
circle.  The ultra-right and ultra-left regimes end up in the exact same place—something that makes a lot more sense to me.] 

 
WHAT WILL YOU REMEMBER MOST FROM THE TRIP?  Again, it's more a concept than a thing. It's that time we were 

flying over Riga and the excitement in the voice of the man who pointed out Riga on the map. [Surprisingly, this probably still is my 
biggest memory from the trip. ]  Coming back to America there was the same thrill in being back in New York. It was really a great 
lesson to find out that Soviets feel the same thrill about being home.   I’ve always thought of myself as a liberal person, and yet I always 
had in the back of my head that the Soviet Union had to be an awful place that everyone must surely want to leave.  The simple fact is 
that for those who live there it’s home, and a rather nice home at that.  To find out that Soviets can love their country in the same way 
Americans do was a real surprise for me.  It really brought home the fact hat as people we have a lot more in common than we want to 
admit.  It really is time both sides stopped hating each other and started doing something about peace, instead of just talking about it.  
[We no longer have the “Evil Empire” to hate, but the same could certainly be said of us and our enemies today.] 

 
TO SUM THINGS UP:  All in all I enjoyed the trip. I learned a lot, and I have a lot more respect for the Soviet Union than I did 

before I left. Intourist has numerous posters that speak of “Peace through Tourism”, and it's an idea that really does have some merit. 
Sadly, though, that tourism can only be one-way. In an article I read before the trip, the former editor of the Burlington Hawkeye 
expressed that idea by saying, “Any place you can't leave is a prison.”  Probably the greatest difference between our two countries is 
that as an American I am able to leave the USA, visit the Soviet Union, and form my own impressions about the country. A Soviet 
wouldn't think of doing that in reverse. The Soviets obviously have allowed more freedoms lately than in the past. I can only hope that 
one day Soviets will be able to travel freely. I really do agree with Intourist that tourism can only lead to peace. 


