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RUSSIA

I left Australia for Russia on Thursday 23/7/1992, returning three weeks later.  I kept notes, which were meant to be a brief record of impressions, but towards the end of my trip took on some features of a diary.  They are reproduced here as they were written.  I have not edited or summarised them, partly because they record a change in my own reaction to the land and its people, which took place over the three weeks of my visit.

As background, I and three other Australians were invited to Russia to provide advice on a regional development program in the Staritsky region (about four hours drive north-west of Moscow).  The invitation came from a Russian charitable foundation, called the Intellect Foundation;  Professor Elvin Kalinin heads the Foundation.  The invitation came from Professor Kalinin to Dewy Buttonshaw, of the Australian community group Ecological Awareness.  The impetus for further economic development of the Staritsky Region stems partly from the need to resettle people now living on contaminated land affected by the Chenobyl disaster, as well as Russians returning from duty overseas in the armed services.

The other two Australians were John Fenton, a semi-retired farmer and farm management consultant, and Brett McCormack, an accountant.  The notes begin:

On route to Moscow I stopped for nearly a day in Singapore, and an hour and a half in Dubahai (a major city of the United Arab Emirates) in the Persian Gulf.

Landing at Singapore airport my initial impressions are of wealth.  The airport is lavishly designed and decorated, and efficiently operated.  It's busy at all hours, day and night; there seem to be never-ending streams of people of different races and different dress.

The city of Singapore also exudes wealth.  As one resident explained: "You have to be wealthy to live here, Singapore is the Monaco of the East.  But for the wealthy, Singapore is good value for the services and the setting it provides".

The city is clean and continually being cleaned.  There is colour everywhere.  The people are young and well dressed and friendly - these were my impressions.  There are bougainvilleas everywhere, around the roadsides, lining the window ledges of cottages and apartment blocks;  even concrete bridges have built-in flower beds.

There are people everywhere.  Even in the early hours of the morning streams of cars move along the freeways.  Mind you, in general Singapore rises late.  The shops don't open until 10 am, and close perhaps 7 or 9 pm.  When they are open, they sell goods from different parts of the world to people from different parts of the world.  Chinese, Indians, Arabs, Malays, Europeans - you don't get a strong impression of dominance by one race.  

This is very different from the impression I have had in other parts of the world.  Australia has a very small and unobtrusive aboriginal underclass - the dispossessed owners of this huge land.  In New Zealand, although the Maoris have a much more equal standing, most of the poor are Maori.  In Fiji, although the Melanesians and Indians are roughly evenly divided by numbers, there is an impression of separation - the two races live in their own areas, and work at their own jobs.

In Vanuatu, although the country has been run by its Melanesian people for more than a decade, the obvious wealth resides in the hands of British (Australian) and French expatriates.  In New Caledonia, the French are very openly the dominant class.

But I'm digressing.  The shear numbers of people in Singapore are astonishing by Australian standards, yet the city still appears to function smoothly.  Most residents live in high-rise apartment blocks, which they can buy partly with money which the government forces them to save through an income deduction scheme.  To buy a car in Singapore you need a permit, and the number of permits is limited.  Motorcycle permits are cheap: supply is greater than demand.  The most common vehicle permit is one which entitles the car to be driven into the city during working hours.  But to buy a permit at auction for a family sedan currently costs around 20,000 Singapore dollars (the exchange rate when I was there was 120 Singapore cents to 100 Australian cents).  Its cheaper to get a permit for a "weekend" car - one that can only be used out of peak hours.  There are other mechanisms to keep cars away from the city's business district.  "Restricted Zones" apply to some arterial roads; these are roads where tickets have to be purchased in order to enter during peak hours.

With so many people the city does have air pollution, congestion, queues... yet the city still functions efficiently.  The service networks supplying water, sewerage and electricity must be massive, and well maintained.

Prices are unpredictable, some being considerably cheaper than Australia, while others were dearer.  Cameras, for example, are cheaper, but film is dearer.  Computers are cheaper, yet you can buy computer floppy disks (made in Malaysia) cheaper in Melbourne's K-mart than you can in the stores of Singapore!

After a day exploring Singapore, we boarded a Russian jet that evening.  The Aeroflot jet flew into Moscow airport just after sunrise the next day.  I had two immediate impressions from the aircraft window.  The first was that the structure of the city is distinctive;  instead of a single CBD (central business district) holding most of the high-rise office blocks and apartment buildings, Moscow is made up of a central city area surrounded by satellite cities.  These cities rise abruptly from paddocks and forests.

The second impression was of the amount of tall vegetation around the city.  Huge areas of trees remain; from the air one can't tell whether these are natural forests or plantations.  If they are plantations they don't have the regular shapes that Australian plantations have, but I suppose that might be partly explained because these Australian shapes stem from the division of land into neat freehold parcels, and in Russia there is no freehold land, at least at this stage.

My first impressions on landing were in many ways the reverse of my impressions of Singapore.  The airport, at that early hour seemed almost deserted, an impression reinforced by an hour and a half wait for our baggage to appear.  Going through customs, the main point of interest was the amount of 'hard' currency (US dollars) I was carrying.  Over $50 US has to be declared, and checks are made, apparently, on the way out of the country, to detect illegal currency transactions.

We were met by the chairman of the Russian charitable foundation which had arranged our visit, Professor Elvin Kalinin, an elderly engineer (a former scientist in the field of rocket design) with bright eyes, a young wife, and very bushy eyebrows.

We left after 'breakfast' (if that's what it was) for the Staritsky region.  The Staritsky region is about half a day's drive north-west of Moscow (about 240 km by road).  Again, the impressions of Singapore seemed reversed.  The place seems to be falling apart.  Run-down (but not necessarily old) cars and trucks; broken, pot-holed roads, even the concrete bridges have cracks, chunks missing, rusting reinforcing rods poking out at odd angles from places where large chunks of concrete have fallen off.  The decaying infrastructure reminds me very much of Vanuatu.  Definitely Third World.

And the people.  We have not yet seen Moscow, having headed away from the city after leaving the airport, but we stopped briefly at a couple of towns along the way.  There are queues for food.  The queues seem to be due to scarcity of food distribution outlets rather than scarcity of food.  The shops were - mostly still are - owned by the State.  People wait patiently in the queues, dressed generally in sombre colours.  And where are the children, the young people?

A lot of time in Russia is spent waiting.  Waiting in queues, waiting for the baggage, waiting for a promised phone call, waiting while the truck is repaired, just waiting!  Waiting for the water to heat up, or even for it to flow again!  

The older women wear plain dresses, cotton at this time of year, with head scarfs.  Men and women, and when you see them, children, seem to go about their business without looking up, a calm, phlegmatic people.  A stark contrast to the colourful, youthful, bustling Singapore society!

But to go back for a moment to the airport.  The Professor took us to the almost empty cafeteria.  Breakfast had two, maybe three courses.  First a small bowl with chopped onion and tomato, covered with yogurt.  This was promptly followed by bread, cheese and preserved meat, then a third course (phew!) of steak and chips!  

I asked our interpreter, Sershai, (a civil engineer) about my special diet.  In Australia, I don't eat wheat and dairy products.  It became obvious I had two options: the first was to forget about my diet, the second was to loose a lot of weight!  I decided for the former - I'll just have to put up with the migraines when they come.

After leaving the airport rather late (it was Saturday), we stopped at a town along the highway to pick up food supplies, mainly bread, cheese and preserved meat, together with some potatoes, tomatoes and onions, and a bit of beef.  We travelled most of the rest of the day to Tver, then west to Staritsky.

We arrived to see the director of the Staritsky office of the Russian environment agency at 4 pm (business hours appear to be 9 am to 6 pm, Monday to Saturday).  Feeling somewhat the worse for wear from the overnight flight from Singapore (to say nothing of the 6-hour trip in the back of a truck, a small ex-ambulance) we were rather relieved to find he had gone home.  The meeting had apparently been arranged by the Foundation somewhat earlier in the day; we presumed he had not wished to wait when we did not arrive at the appointed time.

Our destination was a house which the Foundation has established in the Region, situated at Grasnoiyeh, a little village of perhaps 300 people.  We had one other meal that day (after breakfast at the airport) - heavy bread, cheese, preserved meat, spring onions from the garden, and vodka.  The vodka is consumed by drinking to toasts, and the Russians are very good at thinking up suitable toasts.  And I don't drink! ... much...  The Russians seem to drink a great deal, and most of the men we have met smoke fairly heavily.

The Staritsky Region, about 120,000 sq km, has only 30,000 people at present.  It has been earmarked as a resettlement area for people now living on contaminated soils around the Chernobyl nuclear power plant.  The main town, Staritsky, seems 'alive' compared to our village (which is so quiet sometimes I wonder if anyone actually lives here).  Even so, many of the houses and apartment blocks in Staritsky are run down or in ruins - obviously deserted.  

This morning I walked along the village street in which our house is located.  I am surprised by the poverty, although perhaps I shouldn't use that word, as it has so many different meanings.  Certainly no-one here looks hungry, in fact the stocky build of the middle-aged Russians suggests a diet high in fat and carbohydrate (heavy bread, cheese, preserved meat?).  The young Russians have good figures, but past the age of 30, well ...

Most of the houses in our street are wooden cottages, built with pine logs or rough sawn timber, probably in the main using hand tools.  The street carries electric power poles (some leaning at rather odd angles) a water main, and, apparently, a gas main - which I suppose is natural gas.  None of the older houses have piped water, the occupants relying on communal taps in the street (this certainly must cut down on water consumption!).  Its always the women of the house whom you see gathering water at the stand-pipes, sometimes in two buckets supported from a wooden brace which rests on their shoulders.  Several houses seem to have reticulated gas supplies.

It was a beautiful summer morning.  About 8:00 am this morning (the sun, by the way, 'rose', if that's the right word for its gradual appearance, at about 4:30 am).  I took the house dog (a Russian collie called Sanje) for a walk.  As our house lies on the edge of the village, just across a creek from the village proper, there's only one street to walk down.  

Sanje is an intelligent dog, and playful.  In the mornings, when there's only Sanje and I awake, we play hide and seek amongst the piles of building materials.  We surprise eachother, then both run to hide.  Having hidden, we both try to sneak up on eachother…

Walking down a Russian village street is like stepping back in time a hundred years.  No cars, no telephone lines, no rubbish bins, no letterboxes, no street signs, no litter.  One or two dogs, mostly tied up, and even fewer cats.  Hens and ducks seem the street's principal inhabitants.  An older woman, hair in a scarf, fills two steel buckets at the street tap.  She doesn't look up or acknowledge me in any way as I pass, even though she and I are the only visible humans in the entire street.  Its very quiet, no sound of radio, TV or stereo; no sounds at all except a few cicadas, some swallows and the ducks and hens.  Most of the houses are the weathered grey of wood exposed to the weather for decades.  Some of the shingle roofs have been covered with tarred paper or felt.  Here and there houses have been painted in bright colours, making them look rather like dolls houses.  Around each house are small, carefully worked vegetable gardens.  

This is the Russian summertime, when the sun moves in a leisurely arc rising to perhaps 35 or 40 degrees above the horizon at midday.  It's a strange feeling having a twilight which lasts for hours.  At 10:30 pm its still light enough outside to read a newspaper (I can't of course! my Russian isn't that good).  Sometimes our Russian hosts expect us to take an afternoon nap, as they are apparently accustomed to doing.  Maybe its just as well...

Winter must be a time of hibernation, with the sun rising at around 10 am and setting at around 4 pm;  snow half a metre deep on the ground.  The stock - milking cows and goats, a few sheep and horses - are kept in barns.  There aren't many stock compared with Australian stock levels;  I guess the difficulty of feeding and housing the animals in winter explains that.  

Here stock seem, apart from the communal farms (which seem very run down), to be largely a subsistence activity rather than a cash crop.  The low stocking rates also explain, I suppose, the high quality of the pasture here; it just isn't worked the way Australian pasture is.

There are large tracts of forest here too - huge in fact.  I have been told there is enough forest in Russia to cover the entire surface of the USA!  Again, harvesting of forest resources seems largely by individuals for subsistence activities- building and firewood (although perhaps I'm just not in the right place to see the government harvesting activities).

The forests are part native pines, part deciduous trees like Birch.  Most trees in the forests we saw are 0.3 m or less in diameter.  Every now and then you see an older specimen, mostly away from the forest tracks; these might be 0.6 - 0.7 m in diameter, and perhaps 20 - 25 m high.

The forests hold berries which the locals gather for food (in competition, apparently, with the occasional bear!).  Wild strawberries and raspberries make wonderful jam.

The meals here at the village are fairly predictable.  Breakfast is heavy bread, cheese, preserved meat, and jam, with tea and perhaps an omelette.  Lunch (if we have it at the house) usually consists of heavy bread, cheese, preserved meat and a few fresh salad vegetables from the house garden (spring onion, parsley, and aniseed).  Dinner (and today, at 8:30 pm, I'm starting to wonder if there is going to be a dinner) is usually heavy bread, cheese, preserved meat, and a cooked dish - perhaps fried rice.

Both in the cities and the countryside, the nation's infrastructure seems to be falling apart.  There seems to be a pervading lack of care, on the part of just about everyone, towards just about everything.  The light truck we use is only two years old (although still retaining 1930's styling!) yet the engine is already unreliable, and apparently badly out of tune.  Bits and pieces have fallen off, both inside and outside. 

The two-storey house we are staying in has only just been finished, yet the eastern corner has sagged badly due to poorly constructed foundations.  Outside the house, pre-assembled wooden wall frame modules have been stacked in such disarray that most have now become badly warped; I doubt if they can now be used for anything except constructing chicken sheds.  

Inside the house, everywhere you look some part of the house has been poorly designed or constructed.  

In one of the world's poorest countries, resources are constantly wasted, because no-one cares.  The towns and cities have abandoned houses, abandoned mansions, abandoned churches.  The heritage of the people is falling into ruins.

Sershai said to me: "In your country, the people allow the government to take on certain functions; in our country, the government allows the people to take on certain functions."

Since the revolution, the government has dominated and controlled the lives of most Russians.  People have been told where to live and what work to do, whether they like it or not, whether they have the appropriate skills or not.  They are able to buy food and clothes, and if they have a well paid job, maybe a car and a cottage, but Russians can't own land; hopefully this will change with the emerging new political order.

But this culture has left a people with little pride, little enthusiasm, for 'the state of the nation'.  When everything is owned by the government, when everything is controlled by a petty bureaucracy, why bother?  A society has been set up where enterprise, competence and greed are not rewarded.  Perhaps it's not surprising that the society seems to lack enterprise, competence and greed.  It would be good to encourage one without the other, but that's a balance which will take forever to perfect.  

All this is about to change; it is in the process of change.  I have a feeling that many mistakes will be made as Russia tries to find its own path amongst the models provided by the rest of the world.  At present the model provided by the Australian mixed economy is so far from Russia's present circumstances that bridging the gap will be difficult, although the will is obviously here.  And there seems little acknowledgement that the model provided by western industrial materialism, the model Russia wishes now to follow, is a model which is leading our planet rapidly into global ecological catastrophe.

Answers do not come easily; there are no simple solutions to these immensely complex problems.  There is an old Chinese saying: "For every complex problem, there is a simple solution:  and it is always wrong!"

But in terms of saving the planet, or providing a rich and satisfying life for its people, Russia seems to have found few answers to some obvious questions.

Our team came to Russia hoping to provide useful advice on local an regional environmental matters.  We face three important problems.  Firstly there is the matter of the language barrier.  No-one in our group speaks Russian, so we work through an interpreter.  While our interpreter is reasonably good, he has never had the opportunity to live in an English-speaking country for any length of time.  In fact, he has scarcely visited an English-speaking country.  His English is very much "text-book".  

The problems this can create is illustrated by a conversation we had with the regional head of the Russian pollution control agency.  I asked: "Do the public have access to industrial waste discharge licences?".  This question was duly translated, then the reply translated back, which was: "We have very good relations with the community".  Many times I felt that the answers we received were not the answers to the questions which had been asked, but in the circumstances, persuing a particular point is too difficult and time-consuming to warrant the effort.  One is left wondering if the person answering has deliberately avoided the question, or whether the meaning has simply been lost in the translation.

The second "problem" is created by the fact that most of our discussions are with the functional agencies (the department of agriculture, the environment agency, the local government administration...) while we have been brought here by the Foundation, who I gather has been bringing a variety of overseas "experts" to provide advice on various issues.  I can't help but get the impression that some of the Russians are sick of overseas experts flying in, providing advice 'from on high', and flying out again.  They just want to be left alone to get on with the job.

We met a few days ago with the chief regional administrator ('major' was the nearest word our interpreter could find to describe his position).  The administrator would ask a question through our interpreter, and we would reply through our interpreter.  He would listen politely, then ask another question about a different issue.  He would seldom seek further detail on our reply, or seek to exchange experiences or clarify a concept.  I was left wondering to what extent he was really interested in what we had to say.

These doubts were reinforced the day before yesterday when we turned up for a meeting with the regional head of the department of agriculture, to find the meeting had been cancelled at the last minute.  The same thing has now happened twice with other government officials.

Although there is no doubt in my mind that the Foundation believes we can contribute useful advice, my impression is that this view is not shared by the line agencies themselves.

Our third problem is simply that Australia's administrative system, communications, economy and culture is so different from that now existing in Russia that I felt in many cases that our experience was quite out-of-context in the Russian situation.  Community consultation, for example, which is such an important part of environmental planning in Australia, is simply so alien to the Russian culture that the concept as we understand it, seems almost impossible to understand here.  Or at least, that's how it seems.

At this point I should digress for a minute to describe the Russian telephone system.  Firstly, most of the rural community simply don't have telephones.  There is usually a post office in the larger villages and towns, and phone calls may be made from booths in these offices.  However, the quality of the phone lines is such that there is usually less than a 50% chance of getting a connection to the receiving phone;  when you're lucky enough to get through, the standard procedure is to block one ear, and shout down the mouthpiece.  At Tver, a city of around 500,000 people, I called in at the post office to phone Australia.  I was told the wait was only one hour (that was considered remarkably good - usually the wait is around five to six hours!

Visiting offices of the line agencies in Staritsky or Tver, one is immediately struck by the absence of the photocopies, computer and facsimile machines so common in any Australian office.  By and large, work seems to be done with rather old typewriters, pens, paper, and of course basic office furniture like desks and filing cabinets.

Last night we had a special dish.  I asked about the recipe, which turned out to be fairly simple: one kilogram of rice, one of onion, one of carrot, one third of a litre of oil, one kilogram of diced beef, several cloves of garlic, a few spices and "the secret is in the timing!".

As far as the landscape goes (around the Grasnoiyeh/Staritski region) you only need one word for the topography: "flat".  If you look at a map of Russia, you will notice that some of the larger rivers are marked as wide streams - very wide in fact.  The uniformity of the land is quite remarkable.  Only the major rivers have eaten into the land - the rest seems nearly flat; the hills and valleys almost imperceptible.

The buildings here in the village are very distinctive.  Peasant cottages are often rectangular log houses, the corners interlocked in the traditional style.  The wealthier houses sometimes have a separate "bath house" at the back.  Toilets are usually pit toilets.  Rainwater does not seem to be collected from the roofs, the villages relying on a local well or street stand-pipe.  Where water is reticulated to stand-pipes, it appears from the taste that groundwater rather than surface water is used in the regions we visited - the water carries a considerable amount of dissolved solids.  I'm not sure why rainwater isn't used; perhaps freezing in winter creates problems.

Some of the newer cottages are built with sawn timber, the walls constructed in panels, which I presume provide insulation.  "Our" house is of this construction, presumably with double-panel exterior walls, for they are very thick: maybe 0.4 m!  This leaves plenty of space for double windows to reduce heat loss in winter, although you only see single windows used in many of the older peasant cottages.  The need to control heat loss also probably explains why the windows of most houses tend to be small, and well curtained.

Our house has small windows, with even smaller vents built in to them to allow the passage of fresh air.  I suppose the idea is to minimise heat loss in wintertime, but in summer it's very stuffy, and rather oppressive, which is made worse by the fact that many Russian men seem to smoke heavily.

Mosquitoes here appear soon after dark (ie about 11 pm) and can make it quite unpleasant outside; thankfully they tend not the enter the house, in spite of the fact that the windows don't have insect screens.  Flies, on the other hand, seem to be able to find the vents and enter the house, but they don't seem to want to leave the house, which has thus accumulated a considerable population of these insects.

The country is poor, yet there is tremendous waste of resources, largely simply through lack of care.  Fodder and grain is wasted through poor storage facilities.  Cars and trucks don't have seat belts in a country too poor to afford paraplegics.  Machinery is abandoned when it could be repaired, or better maintained to prevent breakdown.  The country's terrible roads must take a huge toll in wear and tear of the nation's vehicles.  And the inevitable queues, poor communications, wasted journeys; time has little value here.

A huge proportion of the rural population seem unemployed or underemployed by western standards, yet perhaps the more leisurely lifestyle, the free time, the 'don't worry' attitude, has good points as well as its down side.  At least people here seem to have plenty of time to talk to one another!

Our visit to Tver (Tuesday July 28) was more successful than I expected.  We had (finally) met, earlier in the day, the District head of the Russian environment agency.  He had made us welcome, but had little to say, or ask of us.  He had later met us on the outskirts of Tver, and showed us the route to the regional office of the environment agency.  We met with the regional head for a bit over an hour.  I gained the impression that, for all the authoritarianism of the last few decades, there is now a genuine effort on the part of the agency to involve the community in environmental matters, even to the extent of limited funding for community groups to prepare submissions!  This concept was only introduced in Victoria as recently as 1984, and it was an unexpected surprise to find it in Russia.  One would need to talk to community groups of course, to find out how effective the process is.

This trip for me has been a fascinating experience, but I'm not at all sure that the Russians are getting value for money from us.  I've already mentioned that the regional agencies don't seem to share the Foundation's enthusiasm for the visit.  There have been several arranged meetings simply not kept on the part of the Russians, and where meetings have taken place, I get the impression that the Russians have only a passing interest in finding out about the Australian experience.

Another issue is the climatic differences between Russia and Australia.  For example, the only detailed question asked of us by the environment agency concerned the treatment of waste from intensive piggeries.  Australian methods using various forms of treatment pond would simply not work during a Russian winter.

The length of our stay also imposes constraints.  We simply don't have the opportunity to follow up on issues raised, or get to understand the local context (or the language, for that matter).

Our schedule here in the Staritsky region has consisted largely of meetings, which often involve some prolonged and rather uncomfortable trips in the back of the truck.  For example, it takes about 40 or 50 minutes to get from the village to Staritsky, and Tver is considerably farther still.  We have had meetings arranged, for example, with officers of the agriculture and environment agencies, the local government administration, and collective farms.  We have also had long lunches, which often involve many toasts to friendship, ties between Australia and Russia, to the future, and to anything else which comes to mind as warranting another measure of vodka.

As I have already mentioned, several meetings have not taken place for one reason or another, and as a (pleasant) consequence, we have had time to explore some of the old churches, museums and shops of Staritsky and Tver.

Today (Thursday) I walked to our 'home' village shop with John Fenton.  On the way back we detoured through the village cemetery.  The Russians have a custom of placing enamel photographs, portraits, of the deceased on the gravestones.  While the younger faces are often remarkably good-looking, those of the older people are often frowning, or angry...

When one visits the ruins of the region's many old churches, when one visits the displays of the local museums, it's clear that Russia has had a historical flamboyance and a 'joie de vive' which it seems to have largely lost under the revolution, and I can't help but think the faces on the gravestones say something about the nation's politics, and the opportunities which have been provided (or more correctly denied) for the self-expression and fulfilment of the Russian people.  I also can't help finding a similar message in the monolithic, run-down, supremely ugly apartment blocks, and the wasted resources which I see all around me.  Russia needs to re-find its sense of pride and adventure.

WEDNESDAY AUGUST 8 1992

Well!  The 'work' phase of our trip is over, and now the 'holiday' phase begins!  Although we aren't getting paid for our time in money, we are getting a 'Volga cruise'!  It's now five days since I last made an entry in these notes.  In those days we returned to Moscow, settled into the cruise boat (really a liner) and departed on our journey along the Volga - along with a ship-load of Russians and Americans, maybe a hundred of each.  To explain, the Foundation, in association with an American business called AmeriRuss Cruises, operates 'holiday' cruises along the Volga in large, reasonably well equipped liners.  Apparently these cruises have been a favourite holiday activity for Russians for many years.  Anyhow, the idea behind AmeriRuss is to bring American tourists and Russians together.  On the cruise, the Americans can attend lectures in Russian culture and history, as well as lessons in elementary Russian.  The Russians, on the other hand, can attend an American business school, which takes up 2 to 4 hours each day.  All this takes place while the ship eases it way along the rivers and canals which link the ancient cities of the "Golden Ring of Russia".  Tours are arranged of these cities, which usually start with the ancient churches, kremlins (ancient fortified walls which once held the original settlements), art galleries and museums, and usually end up in the local shops.

I have never been on a cruise before, and I would never have chosen to do something like this, but I have to say that its turning out to be interesting and enjoyable.

But first, back to Moscow.  My initial impressions of decayed infrastructure now don't seem so important, in fact rather the opposite.  Certainly there is cracked and broken concrete in abundance - the roads, bridges and some buildings are in a very poor state, but my impressions on entering the city proper for the first time were far more positive.  The city has wide tree-lined boulevards, parks everywhere, many impressive buildings and statues, and of course the old churches - here in a much better condition generally speaking than in the countryside.

In this huge city (maybe 10 million people in greater Moscow) road traffic flows remarkably smoothly, partly of course due to low car ownership rates amongst the city's inhabitants, but also due to the expansive original design, and the 'no turns' traffic management strategy along the arterial feeder roads.

The traffic lights have a feature which I haven't seen previously, and I think its excellent.  Just before green changes to amber, the green blinks on and off three times, providing the motorist with additional warning.

The weather is sunny, and the sky bright but hazy: air pollution, I expect.  The city's people are out in their summer clothes.  Young Russian men and women are very good looking.  Many young women have a poise, a way of holding themselves, which is quite striking.  And many are very beautiful.  The older Russians, both men and women, have a tendency towards stocky build and rather dull dress which I previously noted.

Looking around Moscow, I can still see the pervasive lack of care which struck me previously, but somehow it doesn't matter as much as it did when the impression was fresh.  Maybe my first impression was too strong; or maybe I'm just getting used to being in Russia!

Inflation here is out of control.  A loaf of bread cost 50 kopeks a year ago, and today it costs 10 roubles; a 20-fold increase.  At the present exchange rate, one Russian rouble (their equivalent of our dollar) is worth one Australian cent.  Some items in the shops which haven't been 'priced up' are ridiculously cheap.  For example, I bought a camera cable release worth about $5 in Australia for only 10 roubles!  A Russian-made single lens reflex camera is only 2500 roubles!

The country is in confusion.  People start businesses, commence buildings, then find that rapid inflation has destroyed their capital before the project is half completed.  The government is passing new laws, but they are not being put into effect.  Land cannot be bought and sold, and the government controls the use of private profit (should anyone actually make any!) yet the country claims to be moving towards a free-market economy.  Amazingly, in spite of all this, on the surface all seems calm, and in an odd sort of way, ordered.

Yesterday I walked around the old city of Nishni Novgorod (formerly called Gorki).  Until 1990, entry or exit from Gorki by tourists was virtually forbidden.  The city was founded in 1221, and the incredible brick fortifications were built around 1500.  The kremlin here had a moat and a fortified gate with a drawbridge, just like the fairy stories!

We (the Russians and I - I had somehow become separated from my English-speaking group) were shown over the city's art gallery, which houses some truly magnificent works by old Russian masters.

The Russians have a 'cool exterior' to strangers, but seem exceedingly hospitable, generous and affectionate once some sort of friendship has been established.  I've just had by palm read by a lovely Russian 'lady', Ludmila, who said the most flattering things about me.  But with all due modesty, I guess they really are true!

The boat has been travelling now for several days along the Volga.  It's a very large ship for a river, having cabins on three "upper" decks.  It must be over 100 metres in length.  Surprisingly, it doesn't seem to produce much wave action on the river banks, probably because the boat never moves very fast.  Where the river is wide, it moves at about the pace of a cyclist, while in narrow stretches at the pace of a fast walk.

Keeping to my 'migraine free' diet has been impossible.  I have been eating a good deal of bread and cheese, not having many other options, and my mind has been hazy off and on for a few days;  but right now I'm feeling OK.  I'm lying on my bunk, and Natasha, who's sweet and pretty and awfully young (one of the ship's "maids") is washing the windows...

THURSDAY AUGUST 6 1992

Last night I listened to a group of Russians and Americans singing to guitar.  My initial impression when I first heard Manseur sing at the village was that Russians have wonderful voices, and I'm now sure that initial impression was correct.  I think it must have something to do with the musical sound in the language, but the difference between the voices of the Russians on the one hand and the Americans (and Australians) on the other is quite striking.  The Russian voices sound like musical instruments, while the Americans are raucous by comparison.  Michael (Misha for short), the Russian who guided me around Nishni Novgorod, is also a brilliant guitarist (apart from being a lot of fun to be with!).

After the singing had stopped around midnight (or more correctly, had been stopped by the ship's manager) I went out alone onto the deck.  The ship was in near darkness, gliding almost soundlessly over what appeared to be a huge lake.  The gentle breeze on my face still carried a little of the day's warmth.  It all seemed like some amazing dream!

FRIDAY AUGUST 7 1992

Another day has passed.  Yesterday evening at about 11 pm I stood on the bow of the boat watching the last of the sunset.  At this time of day (night?) the river has great calm and beauty.  I have found that many Russians have just enough English to speak to without an interpreter, although one tends to be misunderstood now and then.  I wish I could speak Russian, but so far I haven't even mastered the alphabet!  

I was approached by a Russian couple who had been among the participants earlier in the day when I organised a workshop on The Role of Government in a Free Market Society.  During the workshop I had found their questions a little difficult to follow.  I was invited to their cabin for 'drink', and found them to be exceptionally friendly and hospitable, and very keen to learn about Australia.  Somehow they had picked up my general dislike for Americans (although I should say immediately that there were very many agreeable Americans on board) but they were far to polite to agree or disagree!  Russians really seem to be a remarkably hospitable and courteous people, and I really am growing to like their affectionate nature, which seems such a marked contrast to the superficial friendliness of the Americans.

Its interesting to observe how my own attitudes have changed in the last two weeks.  Initially, my strongest impressions were of decaying infrastructure, and a solemn people leading a life suppressed by their political system.  I remember saying to John Fenton: "if this country was a car, you wouldn't try to repair it, you'ld just take it to the tip!"  Now the decaying infrastructure has lost its impact, and the warmth of the people seems the most important element.

Reading the notes on Russian history provided by the cruise organisers, Russia has had a history of violence of one city against another, of one people against another, one ruler against another.  Yet today, the Russians I meet seem to have little or none of the aggression so evident in their history.

Yesterday I visited my favourite village, Pleus, a charming, small village, distinctive perhaps because its topography contrasts with the generally flat nature of the surrounding regions.  Pleus is full of trees and small cottages, nestled on the steep southern side of the Volga.

Kostroma, a city we reached in the afternoon, had a spaciousness and calmness about it which was quite striking.  The city's wide, tree-lined streets and parks, along with the unhurried air of the inhabitants, give the city a peaceful and happy character.

AUGUST 8 1992

My stay in Russia is nearing its close.  The Russians on the ship are starting to give me little presents, which I didn't expect.  Three Russians who had participated in my workshop have now given me gifts; its very touching.  One of the interpreters, Olga, a very gentle and thoughtful person, has presented me with a little book on the history of one of the cities we visited.  She has inscribed it with a very sincere "From Russia, with love..."

Its Angelika's birthday today.  She really is very sweet.  She's 20 today.  I gave her a solid gold watch as a present; it has the government certification mark 'Au'.  It cost about twice as much as any other watch I've bought here, but was still embarrassingly cheap (at 925 roubles).  Angelika is very affectionate and playful.  It's a pity I can't speak better Russian...

When I started this cruise, I wondered if I had enough reading matter to keep me busy.  Now the trip is drawing to a close, I haven't even unpacked my books!

AUGUST 9 1992

Yesterday Angelika made a joke with me about my living in a Russian house, with a Russian dog, a Russian cat, a Russian wife and Russian children.

Today she gave me a present, two presents actually, one a book, the other a folder of photo prints.  In it she has written (exact quote):

Dear Jon

Looking at these pictures you may remove in your mind for a moment to the town where Angelika lives, and which feel yourself near her.  It will remind you a funny imagination about a Russian house in Australia, with a cat, dog, children and ... living in it.

And it can become a reality by your wish.

Angelika at her birthday, 8/8/92

I'm not going to put anything further in these notes except to say I was very touched and a bit confused, not only about some events which had taken place over the last few days, but about my own feelings as well.  Like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle which won't fit together any way you try...

The ship birthed at the wharf back in north Moscow this morning; there was a lot of confusion, passages blocked with people, all the Russians leaving, the Americans setting off on a bus tour of Moscow.  I couldn't find either Angelika or Misha (Mike) to say goodbye.  Anyhow, the ship is very quiet now...

I spent this morning lying alone in the sun in the almost deserted ruins of what was once a truly magnificent park.  Today the flowerbeds have run wild, the paths and edges cracked, the fountains, fish-ponds and the statues broken, or covered with ground vines.  I find in these ruins a peace and timelessness entirely missing from the faultlessly manicured parks back home in Australia.

At around midday the professor arrived "for discussions".  I'm still wondering where the Foundation is going, and how regional development in the Staritsky region can be anything but an awful mess...

In the afternoon John and I wandered around the local shops; I bought a couple of delicate silver rings.  I don't know who I'll give them to, but I just can't help myself when I look at the prices.

One of the hazards of Russia is that the place is incredibly badly signposted.  John and I had several Russians approach us asking for directions, but of course we couldn't help.  However it was reassuring to think that we could be taken for locals.  If we had been carrying cameras or backpacks I guess it would have been a different story.

AUGUST 11 1992

Yesterday was an interesting day.  John and I went to Moscow with Olga by bus in the morning.  Looking out of the bus window at the passers by, I saw an attempted bag-snatch.  I've never seen anything like that before.  It only took a few seconds; I'm sure my mouth dropped open in amazement - a busy Moscow street, in broad daylight!  A taxi, with a young woman in the back seat, pulled up beside a woman walking along the street.  From her dress, the pedestrian looked like a tourist.  The woman in the taxi opened the car door, and called to the other woman, who stepped towards the car.  The woman in the car made a grab for the tourist's handbag.  The woman screamed, pulling back the bag with both hands; the taxi drove off.  Well!

Anyhow, it was John's last shopping expedition (I've been trying to stop too!) at the State Department Store near Red Square.  He bought a beautiful etched bracelet for 180 roubles, several watches for around 500-700 roubles, a twin-lens reflex camera for 430 r (less than the cost here of a roll of imported Kodak film!).  Unfortunately the single lens reflex cameras which we had noticed previously were sold out (and at 2500 r, I'm not surprised!).  I bought some rings and ear-rings for between 100 and 200 r, and all beautifully made!  I couldn't bring Mirri here, I would never get her out of the shops!

I called in at Australia's embassy in Moscow to ask a little about the Australian program.  It took half and hour to find the building, in a jumble of buildings in a side street. Then, once I had found the building, it took me another half an hour to find the right door!  Perhaps Australia's approach is to adopt Russian customs as far as signposting goes!  One would assume from the arrangement that the embassy does its best to discourage any contact with the outside world.  Our taxes at work...

However, once I had found someone to talk to, David Wall, Third Secretary, I relaxed a bit.  David confirmed some of my impressions.  Australians have had great trouble generally in both business dealings and in government-to-government discussions.  Some Australian politicians have come to Moscow with a schedule of arranged meetings, to find that the people with whom the initial arrangements were made have now disappeared into some other part of the government machinery, and the 'new faces' had no knowledge, and little interest, in meeting the Australian delegation.

A union representative who was assured her Russian expenses would be paid by her hosts found herself completely without support.  Australian businessmen (persons) left saying that they were completely frustrated by red tape, broken agreements, complex government requirements, and the Russian's lack of money...

Air pollution in Moscow is terrible at this time of year.  Heaps of sunlight, no wind to ventilate the city, and enormous amounts of vehicle emissions.  The pollution is so heavy you can taste it.  By the time we got back to the ship, John and I had headaches, and I had a blood nose.  There's no doubt in my mind that the pollution levels present a serious health hazard, and I would need to think very carefully about spending any extended period working in such an atmosphere.  

We met with the Professor this afternoon.  It was the strangest meeting that I've ever attended.  I thought it was to be a 'wind-up' meeting before our departure, and would give us an opportunity to present our views on certain issues relating to the development of the Staritsky Region.  Without any explanation at all, we were given a "marketing" spiel about a Russian desalination device.  The pamphlet we were given was such a poor English translation that its only value was humour.  No-one in our group had any idea why we were being given the information.  It appears that the country's central government does not offer the slightest assistance to Russian manufacturing organisations in gaining export contracts.  The Russian firm manufacturing the desalination devices may produce a technically good product, but their marketing ideas appear to western eyes as grossly incompetent.

After we had asked a few questions, several of the Russians suddenly got up from the table, and went into a huddle in the corner of the room, where they conversed in Russian with great animation.  We had no idea what was going on.  No explanation was given, but on their return to the table, we were invited to visit an office in Moscow processing satellite data; an invitation gladly accepted by all except John, who said he preferred to take a last look around Moscow.  A number of Russians left the room at this stage, including the professor, but others stayed on, assuming (as we did) that the meeting might return to what we had thought was the original agenda.

We waited for some time, maybe 10 or 15 minutes for the professor to return.  Eventually Vladimir went to look for him, and returned with the information that the professor was in the ship's bar, and if we had any questions we could meet him there.  Dewy did go in, but apparently found him deep in conversation with his Russian colleagues.

AUGUST 12 1992 - our last day in Russia.

Last night I had a headache, and I still have a bit of a cough that I haven't been able to get rid of.  For the last two nights Olga has placed sheets of wet paper on my back just before I go to sleep.  She swears they will help my chest infection.  On one side of the paper is a thin layer of mustard, which creates a 'hot' sensation on my skin after a few minutes.  Olga's theory appears to be that the 'deep heat' assists the lungs in fighting infection.  Anyhow, last night I got a massage as well.

Olga is gentle, sensitive, quiet, and has a very loving manner about her.  I don't know why she seems so attached to me; I certainly haven't given her any encouragement...

We packed our bags this morning.  While we were waiting for our 'car', Olga took me out onto the deck.  "I just want you to know, Jon, (she said) that if I ever marry again, it will be to someone like you."  She looked at me, with little tears in her eyes.  I didn't know what to say...

Anyhow, the visit to the satellite data processing station was interesting.  I found myself wondering if a huge consumer market might perhaps appear for this kind of data now that SVGA colour monitors, 386 processors and big hunks of RAM are available at low cost.  This way of looking at data might give people a more global perspective - it could help save the planet.  I've made notes for myself to investigate the idea when I get back to Melbourne.

We had lunch at a 'middle class' restaurant in the city.  A three course meal for 5 people cost 1000 roubles: $10 Australian!  Soup, various meat dishes with rice or potatoes (and of course the inevitable heavy bread, cheese and preserved meat on the side) followed by some delicious sweets.

I never want to see another Travellers Cheque; at least not in Russia.  I spent most of this afternoon looking for a place to cash my American Express cheques.  I eventually went to the AE office, where I had to wait for 45 minutes in a queue, only to find I had to pay a five percent commission, and the conversion rate was 1 dollar to 120 roubles (its currently 1 dollar to 180 roubles at the airport!).  Daylight robbery.  But you can get some idea of the rate of inflation here from the fact that when we arrived, the exchange rate was one dollar (American) to 140 roubles: roughly a 20% change in three weeks!

As my backpack went through the X-ray machine at the airport, the customs officer pointed to the various rings, bangles, ear-rings and watches showing up on the screen.  I assured her that they had no cultural value!  In Russia you are simply not allowed to export art made before 1945, and even pieces of religious art that look old are subjected to considerable scrutiny.  Both Dewy and Brett fell foul of this regulation, and had to leave some attractive icons behind.  The Russians seem very careful with some aspects of their cultural heritage.

Well, our last day in Russia has come to an end.  I'm writing this at midnight, and I'm in an Aeroflot jet about 10 km above a Russia lit by a full moon.  Goodbye Russia, goodbye Olga, Misha, Angelika.  I hope I return one day to a fascinating land and a warm and affectionate people...




