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Preface 





This is a book that changed the world.


Soon after becoming General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1985, Mikhail S. Gorbachev must have managed to obtain a manuscript of our forthcoming book (via Soviet Intelligence’s deep penetration of Faber and Faber). Embarrassed at its indictment of Party privilege and hypocrisy, he convened an emergency Politburo session, handed out copies to all present and announced that everything had to change. Perestroika and glasnost were just a front for his real mission: to make our humble satirical offering obsolete as quickly as possible. Hence the rush of radical reforms, triggering complex socio-economic processes, leading inexorably to the end of the USSR. Give credit where it’s due: not to Reagan–Thatcher, not Star Wars or Solidarnosc – but the book in your hands.


In view of the bounty of freedom that the world reaped as a result, it may sound a little ungrateful to say this – but we’ve never quite forgiven Comrade Gorbachev for torpedoing our sales like that. Frankly, we needed the royalties.


We had both studied Russian at Oxford in the early eighties. Back then this was a somewhat pointless degree that left you with few employment options. You could become a teacher – and teach others to get the same pointless degree. You could work for GCHQ, listening in from Cheltenham on the weather forecast for Chelyabinsk and production statistics for the oil refinery machine-tool industry. Or you could be recruited to the counter-intelligence services of one of the Cold War powers. Sadly, despite sitting on numerous Oxford park benches, sidling up to strangers and muttering, ‘The snowdrops are out early this year’, neither of us managed to secure even a first interview.


As part of our degrees we had been on exchange study courses in the Soviet Union (Marc in Leningrad, Russell in Minsk) and we were fascinated by the place. It seemed to us to be the maddest country in the world. An enormous inflation of The Emperor’s New Clothes: a society in which everyone pretended to believe in the guiding political principles of Marxism–Leninism, but no one – from the lowliest cloakroom attendant to the Chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet – actually did. This created a weird, chaotic, occasionally scary and often quite endearing country, which we were determined to show to our friends.


At the time the only way of travelling to Russia was on a tour package organised by Intourist, the official state tourism agency. Bussed from St Basil’s Cathedral to the Bolshoi Ballet via the All-Union Exhibition of Economic Achievements, the closest that a visitor could get to a real Russian (apart from the ideologically programmed guide) was Lenin’s mummified corpse in Red Square.


So, after we graduated in 1983, we set up a travel company specialising in ‘real life’ tours to the Soviet Union. One of us would accompany each trip, acting as interpreter and introducing the group to what we considered the real delights of the country: sleazy vodka bars, Russian pop gigs, hanging out with underground artists,1 and whipping naked strangers with birch twigs in public bath houses. We ran a handful of trips over a couple of years, taking along a mix of people: various friends we had strong-armed into it, a few curious and open-minded individuals, plus the inevitable smattering of hard-left ‘fellow travellers’. However, we failed in the capitalist fundamental of actually making any money out of the venture. (Just a few years later, when Gorbymania took hold, we would have made a fortune.)


We had always fancied the idea of writing a book on Russia, and this career lacuna seemed a good time to pool our various observations, anecdotes, reminiscences and theories about Soviet society and put them down on paper (which was what writers wrote on back then) in the form of a spoof guide book. We hoped that, as well as being of some practical value for anyone wanting to visit the USSR, our book would also be a sort of time capsule: a record of a bonkers system that was on the brink of vanishing for ever (and which probably no one would believe had ever existed were it not documented).


There were many books on the market about Russia (as we satirised in our Introduction), but they all seemed to us to be not only too ideologically affiliated but also too serious. The Russians have lived under repressive regimes for millennia and have developed a healthy (if bleak) sense of humour in response. Over many vodka-fuelled evenings in the USSR we had been regaled with jokes about Lenin, Stalin, Brezhnev, Chapaev2 and cosmonauts. We never understood the ones about Chapaev or cosmonauts, but we wanted our book to be light-hearted and to poke fun at authority in the same way.


USSR: From An Original Idea by Karl Marx came out in August 1986. It met with total indifference from the British press. However, we did receive one impressive review in Komsomolskaya Pravda.3 ‘The authors’ pen is driven not only by a blind hatred of socialism but also a genuine pathological medical condition,’ the reviewer V. Kislov stormed. (Soviet literary criticism was modelled on its country’s nuclear policy: any act of perceived aggression was to be met with immediate and massive retaliation.) ‘It’s as if the narration, laden with foul obscenities, is delivered by a person trying unsuccessfully to crawl out of a roadside ditch and hurling abuse at blameless passers-by for his condition.’


Comrade Kislov may have been right about the medical condition, but the ‘blind hatred’ was misdiagnosed: we had written the book out of a genuine fondness for Russia and the Russian people. Few of them would risk talking to foreigners back then (for fear of provoking harassment from the KGB), but those we met were (in most cases) sane, dignified and hospitable, if occasionally naïve (and often stubborn, particularly when trying to sell you something). It was hardly their fault that they had been given the thankless task of implementing an unworkable political theory.




*





A quarter of a century later the question to be asked is: does this book have any relevance to today’s Russia or is it just a historical document? Russell hasn’t visited Russia for twenty years (when he last went to St Petersburg it was still called Leningrad) and is still squeamish about going back. He feels that the sight of ‘New Russians’ driving around in Bentleys and eating sushi off their iPads just wouldn’t be right somehow. In 1987 he switched from satirising communism to satirising capitalism and co-created the cartoon strip Alex, about an obnoxious City banker, which has appeared in The Independent and, since 1992, The Daily Telegraph. (At the time of writing the global capitalist system was still stubbornly failing to crumble as a result – though it had a pretty good go at it in 2008.)


Marc, on the other hand, became a lawyer who now specialises in Russia (that Russian degree came in handy at last); he lived in Moscow for many years and travels there regularly. Few of his younger Russian work colleagues – smart professionals growing up in the age of oligarchs – remember much of the Alice in Wonderland Soviet era. They enjoy liberties that were unimaginable twenty-five years ago: to outspend everyone else in Courchevel, to cheer for an English team from VIP seats at Champions League finals and to berth their 300-foot yacht in a private marina in Cannes. Less pervasive mind-bending ideology, freedom from fear (unless you are a Tajik gastarbeiter or a journalist investigating Kremlin cashflows), the Schengen visa and Facebook in Cyrillic make the Soviet period seem remote. As you flit across the glitzy surface of Moscow, few signs of Soviet life remain: the pushy fartsovshik4 (chapter 9) emigrated in the early 90s; the dezhurniye and babushki have passed away, to pry and interfere in a better place; the avoska has been replaced by the YSL handbag. On the other hand, Russian bureaucrats continue the proud traditions of their Soviet forebears (chapter 13); V. I. Lenin’s waxwork still sports the same suit in the Red Square Mausoleum 5 (though it’s now closed most days, and the nearby Nestle ice cream stall gets a bigger queue); the map of the typical Soviet town can still orient you outside the Moscow bubble (and the potholes have got worse – giving the Bentley drivers the chance to show off their hydraulically actuated suspension).




*





So who could possibly miss the grim, grey Communist times? Well, you’d be surprised. The Russian sense of humour is matched only by the Russian sense of nostalgia. In a country with a long history of oppressive government, the previous despotism always seems better than the present one. Back in the 1980s babushki would sigh wistfully about Stalin (‘a stern master’). In Stalin’s time they probably yearned for the Tsar, and under the Romanovs they no doubt pined for the Mongol yoke. Nowadays the older folk reminisce fondly about the Brezhnev era, when the price of sausage was centrally controlled, young people had respect for their elders and their country was a proper superpower.6


But it’s not just the semi-senile who hanker after those days. Stolovaya Number 57 – a replica of a Soviet-era canteen – does thriving business amid Moscow’s otherwise unrecognisable GUM department store; nuclear missiles and tanks are very much back in fashion at the annual Victory Day parade in Red Square; and enthusiastic workers7 file the streets in orchestrated demonstrations in support of V. V. Putin.8


This brings us to a question long debated by social anthropologists researching the surreal phenomenon of Soviet society: did it spring spontaneously from the implementation of an abstract political theory, or was it just the expression of the perversity of the Russian national character? You will no doubt be little the wiser after reading this book.




 





Marc Polonsky and Russell Taylor, London, May 2011






1 Including Kirill Miller, who provided illustrations for the book.







2 Chapaev, Vasily Ivanovich (1887–1919): Red Army commander in the Russian Civil War (1917–23). Accompanied everywhere (in the jokes at any rate) by his sidekick Petya.


3 Komsomolskaya Pravda: a junior version of Pravda for particularly ardent Young Communists (now a ‘yellow press’ journal which publishes prurient stories about Russian celebrities).







4 The fartsovshik would have coped badly in today’s Russia: his entrepreneurial drive pales in comparison with today’s kickback-hungry customs official.


5 And J. V. Stalin’s relics still enjoy a privileged niche in the Kremlin wall.







6 Today the Russian State’s only claim to superpower status is as a kleptocracy.


7 Though these days they probably work in multimedia rather than in ball-bearing factories.


8 V. V. Putin: pagan deity whose cult emerged in Russia in the early twenty-first century. More recently accompanied in public by his chief acolyte D. A. Medvedev.

























Introduction







What this book is not:


A warmonger’s guide to the USSR


Fulminating catalogue of the crimes of Bolshevism as seen from the back of a CD limousine. Exposes active Soviet policy of expansionism since the Great October Socialist Calamity of 1917. Written by diplomat (ret’d), knighted for services to retarding Anglo-Soviet relations.


An apologist’s guide to the USSR 
Traces the development of peace-loving policies over seventy years of Soviet rule, portraying the Politburo as a misunderstood, well-meaning bunch of liberals. With its concentration on the colonialist aspirations of the US military-industrial establishment in Central America, it largely ignores the Soviet Union.


An earnest guide to the USSR


Objective, factual and very dreary account of everyday life among the Russians. Written by journalist who has lived through his three-year posting in the foreigners’ enclave in Moscow, without ever setting eyes on a Russian or a rouble.


A pompous-bearded-bore-of-vague-Russian-ancestry’s guide to the USSR
 Book exhibiting a fascination with moribund aspects of Russian culture (opera, ballet, church architecture), interspersed with platitudinous generalizations. The fact that it is a ‘personal view’ justifies its total lack of contemporary relevance. Written by one of the great bit-part actors of our age.


Dullness is the best form of disinformation; the publication in this country of uniformly tedious accounts of the USSR ensures that only people whose job description precludes any sense of humour (economists, intelligence agents and Revolutionary Socialists) take any interest in the place. 


What this book is:


Before too long (theoretically), the Soviet Union will be a truly efficient, egalitarian, Communist society. For the time being, it is bewilderingly chaotic – a hybrid lifeform requiring special survival skills and immense patience. This work is a celebration of this extraordinary society before it vanishes altogether – showing the human (i.e. sweaty, pig-headed, exasperating and endearingly incompetent) face of Socialism.







 





WARNING This book contains highly controversial material (e.g. portraying Soviets neither as SS-toting bogeymen, nor as lantern-jawed proletarians, but as human beings) which may prove distressing to certain individuals, e.g.:




1 Daily Telegraph leader writers, appalled at the omission of apoplectic rhetoric about human rights violations and Afghanistan;


2 Peace Studies lecturers, outraged by the failure to represent the USSR as a last bastion of freedom and democracy, holding out against the aggressive hegemonistic policies of Reagan and Thatcher.





Less ideologically-polarized and less humourless members of the human race may find this book entertaining and informative.




Note to feminists


Throughout the text, where the gender of a character is not specified, the male pronoun has been employed. Readers who feel that this constitutes a violation of women’s rights should address themselves to the authors, who will be happy to send personalized non-sexist abuse by return of post.


Note to Oppressed National Minorities in the Soviet Union


We have given in to the convention of using ‘Russians’ to denote all the peoples of the Soviet Union, regardless of which of the 100 ethnic groups they actually belong to. We apologize to all non-Russian Soviets for this vicious slur, and realize that in the USSR the price for committing this simple ethnographic confusion is a broken head.


Note on currency


1 rouble = 100 kopecks


For the convenience of readers of this book, the British Government has, over recent years, allowed the pound to plummet to approximate parity with the rouble.


Note to pedants


Dates in the Julian Calendar (Old Style), designated by the letters OS, are twelve days behind dates in the Gregorian Calendar (New Style), adopted after 1917.


     To assist readers unfamiliar with this convention, no such dates are included in this book.

























PART ONE

























1 • Arrival





Your first visit to the Soviet Union is destined to be a fairly bewildering experience. It is not at all like going to Europe, where, though they can’t speak English and the food’s terribly greasy, at least they share the same fundamental values as us (i.e. they eat McDonalds and wear Frankie Goes to Hollywood T-shirts).


The First Proletarian State in the World is structured along radically different lines – it has reached an advanced stage of the general revolutionary process, as dictated by the objective laws of history, and attained through a Marxist–Leninist implementation of the basic methodology of Scientific Communism.* It challenges concepts which we in the West believe to be fundamental: liberal pluralism, democratic humanism and getting your own way.


To help you acclimatize to this radical new order, Sheremetevo-2, Moscow’s international airport, is a consoling compromise between East and West – a rare instance of economic cooperation across the Iron Curtain, combining the very best of homegrown and foreign expertise. For example, the high technology (X-ray scanning machines, conveyor belts, etc.) comes by courtesy of Phillips and other top-name Western firms, while the USSR lays on services in areas in which it undoubtedly leads the world (petty officialdom, bureaucratic obstructionism).


Excited by the prospect of this stimulating new experience, you stride energetically down strangely-deserted neon-lit chrome-and- glass corridors towards Immigration, passing only the occasional po-faced sentry. Suddenly you round a corner and encounter your first Soviet queue – the tailback from passport control.


This queue acts as an informal quarantine, forcing you to wait around in the arrivals hall for forty minutes. The delay gives you an opportunity to study the unfamiliar elements in your surroundings.




Arrivals board This reads like a rollcall of the principal cities of Progressive Humanity, with flights, unavoidably detained by adverse weather conditions, from Ulan Bator, Maputo and Ho Chi Minh City.





Personnel All the airport employees seem to be working on an official go-slow. This is not some kind of industrial action (strikes are not necessary under the Dictatorship of the Proletariat), but the normal state of affairs. In the West, we rush everywhere, never stopping. This constant activity has many detrimental effects: high incidence of cardio-vascular disease, stress-related disorders, efficiency, etc. In the Soviet Union, everything proceeds at a healthier pace – one tenth of normal human speed.


IMMIGRATION FORMALITIES


So as not to throw you in at the deep end, normal Soviet procedure is slightly compromised. At both passport control and customs, you  are accorded a degree of personal service. Make the most of it: this is  the only occasion during your stay that any concession will be  made to the Western notion of the individual.


Passport control


This is designed to root out CIA infiltrators and drive everyone else to distraction. Each passenger in turn stands and suffers the impassive scrutiny of a fresh-faced soldier, who appears to be about fourteen, sitting in a glass box.


You are immediately impressed by the iron discipline of the Soviet Army, as the soldier does not so much as smile on seeing your passport photograph. Instead, for a full ten minutes, his blank stare focuses alternately on your documents or on some detail of your physiognomy. 


Irritated by the boy’s insolence, you try to outstare him, but immediately feel this makes you look suspicious. Quickly you change your tactic and try to act at ease: putting your hands in your pockets; glancing casually around the room; whistling selections from Gilbert and Sullivan, etc. Still his inscrutable gaze bores through you. You squirm abjectly. You are overcome with a feeling of utter wretchedness. Your whole soul is overwhelmed with the desire to confess to some heinous crime against the Soviet state.


To prolong your embarrassment, the soldier now puts into play the following ploys:




1 he tests suspected counter-intelligence agents for extreme stupidity by asking trick questions (e.g. pointing to your passport photo and saying ‘Is this you?’);


2 without lowering his gaze from your eyes, he picks up a telephone receiver and speaks urgently into it;


3 he is joined by an identical 14-year-old, who also stares at you.





At this stage even the most resilient undercover agent breaks down out of sheer boredom; passengers of nervous disposition spontaneously confess to anti-Soviet outrages; everyone else is allowed to proceed through to baggage reclaim.


Customs


British customs pays lip service to the notion of ‘innocent until proven guilty’. Incoming passengers are allowed to judge for themselves whether they have anything to declare at customs and walk through the appropriate channel. This enlightened system has traditionally protected the right of illegal immigrants to lug suitcases of hashish through the green channel past crowds of nattering customs officers.


In the Soviet Union, all arriving guests are presumed guilty of gross violations of Customs and Excise regulations and must wait in line to be examined by inspectors.


In the grip of false and highly discriminatory preconceptions about ‘the gentle sex’, you will probably elect to be processed by one of the female customs staff. This is a bad mistake. The Soviet Constitution grants women the full and unconditional right to be every bit as officious and vindictive as men, and your official has a keen awareness of her democratic entitlements. Noting that you appear a little flustered after your ordeal at passport control, she will immediately single you out for the privilege of having your luggage publicly dismantled.


As you lay your belongings out like a white elephant stall beneath her stern proletarian gaze, you become a little ashamed of the bourgeois trappings you have brought with you. Anticipating conditions of antediluvian barbarism, you have packed soft toilet paper, jars of instant coffee, Mars bars, etc. However, her gaze is not so much scornful as thoughtful, as she wonders which of these desirable items she can contrive to impound on some pretext. Unfortunately, toilet paper does not fulfil any of the requisite conditions for confiscation, as it is not by nature political or religious, and only by a great stretch of the imagination pornographic.


At this point she abruptly loses interest in you and motions impatiently at you to repack your suitcase. Her look seems to rebuke you for leaving your belongings lying about so carelessly, and for so brazenly flaunting your bourgeois affluence.


To the great gratification of your fellow passengers and customs officers alike, you now find that you can’t fit everything back into your suitcase. As you bundle your clothing into it and struggle to zip it up, you strongly suspect that the official has added extra items to the collection out of malice. However, your one thought is to quit this arena of humiliation, so you stuff surplus objects into your pockets and drag your suitcase away with carelessly-repacked clothing bulging haphazardly out of it.


In this weakened and degraded state, you stumble through the airport’s automatic doors – straight into the arms of Soviet reality …






* Scientific Communism The study of the general revolutionary process, based on the following principles:




1 common ownership of the means of production and equal participation in the production process;


2 transformation of the material, spiritual and economic relations within society itself, in line with the scientific-technical revolution;


3 other extremely boring things.




























2 • Accommodation





ARRIVAL AT YOUR HOTEL


Intourist (Moscow) Ltd, the State Travel Organization, keep you in complete ignorance of all details of your holiday arrangements. You have no idea which hotel you are staying in until you are turfed out of your tourist bus in front of it.


Wherever you are staying, you will remark upon the indifference with which you are met. The efficient running of a Soviet hotel precludes any pandering to individuals.* The porters watch nonchalantly as you lug your baggage from the coach. The woman at reception will not even bother to look up at you as you approach. She simply takes your passport and begins the mammoth bureaucratic formality of registration.


While she transfers all the details of your citizenship and date of birth into a voluminous register, performing heroic feats of procrastination by copying everything out in laborious long hand, you will have ample opportunity to learn your surroundings by heart.


You will be struck by the profusion of tourist groups in the hotel lobby. Out of a Marxist-Leninist belief in the supremacy of the mass over the individual, the Soviet Tourist Industry does not like to deal with humanity unless it is packaged together into neat, docile units of thirty or more. So the ground floor of the hotel will be crammed with tour parties from all over the globe, come to pay tribute to the Leading Country of the Socialist World. These consist of:




1 curious or ideologically impressionable Westerners;


2 visitors from the fifteen Soviet Socialist Republics, most of which you’ve never heard of;


3 tourists from Fraternal and Progressive nations,† not currently in the throes of internecine combat, drought or epidemic.





This diversity leads to difficulties with awkward combinations of nationals who find one another repulsive (ethnically, ideologically or otherwise). In the interest of reducing tension between hostile groups, the classless society that is the Soviet Union has been forced to introduce three categories of hotel.


Deluxe class




Identifying features The architectural highlights of Soviet cities: huge, stirring, upwardly-mobile highrise blocks – named in honour of some appropriately vast and sprawling entity (Cosmos, Russia). Built by cheapskate West European contractors modifying existing designs for multi-storey car parks and airport terminals.


Facilities  










[image: ]





Notes It is very probable that you will be despatched here, as these hotels have been specially designed to facilitate the extraction of hard currency‡ from foreigners. In the interests of this noble aim, a limited restoration of bourgeois values has been tolerated: marble colonnaded lobbies, full mod cons, politeness of staff, etc. Awesome specifications are fixed at: 22 storeys, 1247 rooms, 2501 beds, restaurant seating 2350.


First class




Identifying features Smaller, traditional hotels with exotic names that conjure up old world elegance (Metropole, Astoria). Quaint pre-revolutionary features (e.g. sanitation) have been fully preserved.


Facilities







[image: ]





Notes As tourists are allotted accommodation according to the buying power of their currency, you are unlikely to be billeted on anything much worse than this, pending a radical shift in the value of the pound against the Yemeni jihad.


Besides Westerners, the clientele is recruited from tourists from the more affluent Brother Socialist countries (e.g. German Democratic Republic) in the hope that the provision of a few creature comforts will help take their minds off Reunification.


Third class 




Identifying features Extremely unsavoury hotels, optimistically named after a region which, while within the borders of the Soviet Union, is close enough to the European frontiers to convey an impression of quality and hygiene. (e.g. Karelia, Baltic).


Facilities NONE.





Notes Accommodation here is generally reserved for organized groups of Bulgarians and squads of young Estonian gymnasts on tour. However, if you have signed up on a ‘budget’ holiday, or if you get caught up in the repercussions of a diplomatic incident, you will have the privilege of being billeted here.


As such hotels are generally oversubscribed, there are sometimes four people to a room, except in the case of married couples where there is a maximum of three.


GETTING TO YOUR FLOOR: THE LIFTS


The hotel management goes to great lengths to provide alternative methods of health care for its clientele. With refreshing simplicity they have found that, instead of state money being frittered away on swimming pools and saunas, the most effective way of keeping in trim is a brisk canter up and down the emergency stairs several times a day. To encourage guests to take their daily constitutional, the management ensures that only two out of the eight lifts are working at any given time.


Bear this in mind at supper-time. When you and two hundred others stream out of the dining room after the first sitting, you may choose to walk off your dinner rather than take up fruitless vigil outside the lifts.


THE DEZHURNAYA (FLOOR SUPERVISOR)


One of the dire consequences of full employment is that vicious old ladies are wheeled out of retirement homes and set loose on a corridor of terrified guests. Stationed by the lifts on your floor, the dezhurnaya is responsible for:




1 Your welfare and comfort, helping you to acclimatize to the atmosphere twenty storeys above ground level.


2 Your personal conduct, hygiene and morality. Note that she is bound to report to the management if there are moans, thrashings of whips or sounds of religious devotion emanating from your room.


3 Providing guests with tea in their rooms. She will discharge this duty especially assiduously if she suspects that any of the above anti-Soviet outrages are being perpetrated within.





Her domain is a small hall, like a sitting room, furnished with sofas, armchairs and a permanently-on television. This area doubles up as a departure lounge for guests wishing to use the lift service. Here you may relax, drink tea and strike up fraternal conversation with your Vietnamese neighbours while your flight to ground level is indefinitely delayed for technical reasons.


YOUR ROOM


Though miserable pen-pushing non-entities back home, certain tourists are convinced that their very presence in the Soviet Union represents a grave threat to state security, and that they have consequently been placed under round-the-clock KGB surveillance. This type, on entering his hotel room, will spend the first ten minutes searching in tense silence for listening devices. To flatter such guests’ egos, the hotel management has equipped rooms with a range of sinister and suspicious fittings (smoke detectors, TV aerial sockets, coat pegs, etc.) which very stupid people may knowledgeably identify as sophisticated surveillance equipment. Eventually one of these items will be discovered by the self-appointed Smiley with a stifled cry of triumph. For the remainder of the trip he will conduct his social life under the shower.


To the less romantically minded, Soviet hotel rooms seem fairly familiar, Socialist Man still retaining most of the bodily needs of his bourgeois cousin. The only object which may cause some puzzlement is the radio set. Intriguingly this device has no ‘off’ switch, so, short of pre-emptive violence, the best you can do to disable it is to turn the volume down to a whisper. This, of course, does not prevent it from planting subversive autosuggestions in your brain while you are sleeping.


YOUR BATHROOM


Shower The simple provision of a shower curtain is not deemed a sufficient precaution against the potential violence of the guest’s ablutions. Instead, the whole bathroom is a sort of padded cell for deranged bathers, with tiled walls and a large plug-hole in the middle of the floor; the clear assumption being that anyone taking a shower is mentally unstable and likely to throw a huge violent fit and spray the room with water.




Toilet The Soviet toilet bowl is equipped with a low shelf which allows the user to inspect his excreta before flushing them away. Far from being repulsive and debased, this daily routine is actually rather fascinating, allowing one to observe one aspect of life in the Soviet Union which is truly more variegated and colourful than its Western equivalent.





HOTEL FACILITIES


Currency exchange


This is where your dollars and pounds are exchanged for Mickey Mouse roubles. In the West, any financial transaction so blatantly one-sided would arouse the interest of the Fair Trading Commission. You queue for twenty minutes, go through a flurry of form-filling, present a crisp wad of ten-pound notes and are handed a miserable clump of roubles whose shrunken size is indicative of their buying power. You may well conclude that the official exchange rate is one of the most profitable State rackets in the USSR. Do not be alarmed at the glazed look in the cashier’s eyes. This is a quite normal state of catatonic withdrawal, induced by the daily handling of a king’s ransom in hard currency.


Intourist Service Bureau


This body is responsible for assailing you from the moment you enter the hotel with propositions of additional excursions payable in vast sums of hard currency. Under no circumstances can they be enjoined to accept Soviet money.§ This shamelessly eager pillaging of your dollars and pounds doubtless proceeds from the most revolutionary of motives: to hasten the collapse of capital and effect a more just distribution of wealth. But it is disconcerting to find that your disdain for the rouble is shared by the Soviet Government Treasury.


In fact, the Intourist Service Bureau operates as a conversion course into Socialist norms. When you arrive in the USSR, you are still firmly in the grip of your capitalist conditioning, clinging to two notions essential for survival in the bourgeois world: individuality and money. The hotel registration, by confiscating your passport and forcing you to submerge your identity in that of the group, has freed you of the first. The Intourist Service Bureau is determined to rid you of as much as possible of the second.


As it happens, most of the excursions they offer you (visit to the Botanical Gardens, tour of the Metro) could be more agreeably done on your own, for a minimal outlay of kopecks and initiative. The Service Bureau has been invented as a way of giving you even less for your hard currency than the official exchange rate.


Post Office


The hotel has its own post office, with daily collections of residents’ letters. The only difference between this establishment and its English equivalent is that the Commission for State Security seems to regard the post box as a suggestions box and eagerly scours all items placed in it for constructive (or otherwise) criticism of the Soviet regime. Bearing in mind that all your intimate correspondence to your loved ones back home is destined to become something of an open letter, to be relished by the intelligence staff of both countries, you are advised to refrain from embarrassing endearments or subjective speculation.


VENTURING OUT OF THE HOTEL


The more self-important tourist flatters himself on his Sherlock Holmes-like abilities to scent out and expose shortcomings in Soviet society. So he is convinced that every time he wanders out on his own he is being followed by a whole division of KGB officers. He spends the whole evening scurrying down side-streets, hurriedly changing Underground trains and doubling back on himself in a determined effort to shake off his tail.


The only effect of this, of course, is to get hopelessly lost. Obtaining directions from passers-by in the USSR is not as easy as it is elsewhere for an English-speaking tourist. As the USSR has never had the honour of being a British colony or screening an American soap opera, most of its subjects remain stubbornly ignorant of the First Language of Capitalism. Naturally, you are scarcely justified in feeling aggrieved at this state of affairs, as you display an even bigger (and pigger) ignorance of their language.


The result is that, as you are whisked out towards the Zheleznodorogy suburb by rapid trolleybus, you may begin to wish that the Internal Security Forces had indeed kept a close watch on your movements.


GETTING BACK INTO THE HOTEL


Getting back to the hotel is only half the battle; you still have to get in. This involves negotiating the doorman.


First-time visitors to the USSR should quickly rid themselves of all notions of the passive lackey who touches his cap respectfully as you pass. The Soviet doorman’s function is less ceremonial. The hotel, packed as it is with Westerners, their values and their commodities, has great appeal to the more shady members of society, and the doorman is constantly on the look-out for Soviets trying to infiltrate this bastion of the bourgeoisie.


To this end he turns the hotel entrance into a Checkpoint Charlie, stopping all comers and demanding immediate production of their kartochka (hotel resident’s card). Should you mislay this crucial identity document you are stripped of your Western status and become almost as contemptible in his eyes as a Soviet citizen. In this event he may avail himself of a host of emergency powers which authorize him to:




1 prevent registered guests from entering, pending production of requisite piece of grubby cardboard from deep in trouser pocket;


2 frogmarch reluctant or suspicious guests to hotel administration for positive security vetting;


3 make sweeping generalizations about guest’s country’s Second World War effort.





Regular off-duty reading of Voennaya Pravda¶ editorials has bolstered up his indignation at free-thinking and debauchery and this will be vented should you try to get into the hotel after midnight. He will expound his misgivings about Western decadence in angry mime through the locked glass door while you freeze out on the street.





BEDTIME


After the trauma of gaining access to the hotel, you are just about ready to put an end to your first day in the Soviet Union. Even the prospect of squirting water all over your bathroom cannot tempt you, and you make straight for your bed … where you uncover one last surprise.


When the Soviets make a bed they make what we in the West would term an ‘apple-pie bed’. You will find that the chambermaid has neatly folded the sheets, placed them in a pile and covered them with the bedspread. This ensures that the bed must be re-made by the guest before it can actually be slept in.


At the end of a long day you may fail to appreciate this stirring evidence that the spirit of revolutionary subversion has not been entirely lost in the domestic service.






* Unless the individual has any clout in Soviet society.







† Fraternal nation One whose people have embraced Marxism-Leninism. Progressive nation One whose people, while not having actually embraced Marxism-Leninism, at least have not yet sold out to capitalism – usually because they are still toying with some form of feudalism.


‡ Hard currency The currency of any country which is neither Fraternal nor Progressive. Consequently, it is quoted on international exchange markets and is of some value.
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