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For Listening is Learning: Conversations Between 20th and 21st Century Teachers (Rowman & Littlefield, 2019)


“The best way to learn is from others who have been there before you. This book is filled with the kind of wisdom available when veteran teachers and young teachers share ideas in conversation. It is an extraordinary collection of wise suggestions any teacher will want to inhale.”


—Susan Page, author of Why Talking is Not Enough


“Listening is Learning offers all of us who strive to become better teachers, valuable insight, inspiration, and the reminder that teaching is a collaborative process. Frank Thoms’ excellent book illustrates just how much we have to learn from the hard-earned wisdom of other teachers, and how the pursuit of teaching excellence never ends. A valuable book for anyone in the classroom.”


—Dinty W. Moore, author of Crafting the Personal Essay


For Exciting Classrooms: Practical Information to Ensure Student Success (Roman & Littlefield, 2015)


“Chock full of practical ideas deployed with reverence for kids and good humor!”


—Sam Intrator, Professor of Education, Smith College, Head, Smith College Campus School


“I have very much appreciated Frank’s book. It’s so important, truly a labor of love, mindfulness, and attentive care. I hope it gets all the audience it deserves.”


—Anne Wheelock, author of Crossing the Tracks


For Teaching That Matters: Engaging Minds, Improving Schools (Rowman & Littlefield, 2015)


“I feel your energy and commitment and can also hear your voice, literally, as I read. Your book feels like a personal conversation rather than a broadcast. Perhaps that is why you were such a good teacher!”


—Ron Stegall, International Education Advisor


“Frank Thoms creates a high contrast picture between engaged, active, deeper, and relevant learning to the more prevalent type of passive, second hand, and fast-coverage approaches. Frank addresses educators who are reluctant to vary off the path of least resistance and risk-averse roads. He asks them to find engaging ‘ways’ for students to process the world and take ownership of their own learning. Isn’t that what it is supposed to be all about?”


—Ralph Caouette, National Art Education Association: Foundation Trustee and Research Commissioner


“Teaching That Matters is a delightful concoction of philosophical and psychological reflections and provocations on the art of teaching. Creative teachers will find Frank Thoms’s book highly engaging and his practical teaching recommendations enormously useful.”


—Paul Reville, Francis Keppel Professor of Practice of Educational Policy and Administration, Harvard Graduate School of Education; former secretary of education Commonwealth of Massachusetts
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“I thought it was ‘If a body catch a body,’” I said. “Anyway, I keep picturing all these little kids playing some game in this big field of rye and all. Thousands of little kids, and nobody’s around—nobody big, I mean—except me. And I’m standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to do, I have to catch everybody if they start to go over the cliff—I mean if they’re running and they don’t look where they’re going I have to come out from somewhere and catch them. That’s all I’d do all day. I’d just be the catcher in the rye and all. I know it’s crazy, but that’s the only thing I’d really like to be. I know it’s crazy.”


—J.D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1951), 101


After school, Thoms will walk to his hotel room on the Nevsky Prospekt with a small tape recorder pressed against his cheek. He refuses to forget a smile, a tear, or an important confrontation with Soviet life. He gathers impressions of the Soviet Union like a real-life Holden Caulfield, the consummate social satirist. Nothing seems to escape his discerning eye. By watching and interacting, Thoms believes he is helping civilization from going over the cliff—a teacher in the rye.


—Keith Sharon, “‘Teacher in the Rye’ Works Wonders with Gum: NH Man Faces Sticky Problems in Soviet Schools,” Manchester Union Leader, January 21, 1987
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INTRODUCTION




Russia is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.


Winston Churchill, radio broadcast, October 1939





I grew up in a world of mechanical toys with backs and bottoms and tiny metal tabs that invited prying. Some were wind-ups that whirred and buzzed in unpredictable directions. Others stood still, playing tin drums or running strings around pulleys. Most were made in Japan. I played with them, took them apart, and reassembled them.


Typewriters fascinated me, though I observed more than I actually typed. I tinkered with the open back of my black Remington Standard. When my finger pushed a circular metal-rimmed key, I watched its linked mechanical arm bring upper- and-lower-case letters to the paper on the black roller; its position determined which letter struck the paper. I tried a black-and-red ribbon and enjoyed the chance to choose a color.


I would peer through the narrow hardboard slits at the back of my Motorola table radio. I applied gentle pressure to the on-switch until it clicked to see the orange glow alight in vacuum tubes bringing in the sound. I was part of its creation.


The front had a dark-brown-glazed, plastic Venetian design; hidden openings let out the sound. Late at night, I would spin the right-hand knob, sliding its red-line dial at the top behind clear plastic. Stations having static slid by until I came to WROW 590 AM in Albany or WTRY 980 AM in Troy, broadcasting from New York over the Taconic Ridge. No presets, nothing automatic, and no worries except Mom, who might discover my late-night listening to The Inner Sanctum or The Jack Benny Show. The radio was mine and sat in its special place on the shelf by my pillow. And I discovered Radio Moscow, fascinated more by where it broadcasted from than with its content, which made little sense to me.


The Motorola was my private ticket to life beyond my family and the small inn where I grew up. Mr. I. A. Moto, Japanese Investigator let me taste Asian ingenuity; The Inner Sanctum scared the hell out of me; and Fibber Magee, Bob Hope, Fred Allen, and Amos ’n’ Andy made me laugh and laugh.


Perhaps it was my childhood curiosity with mechanical things that provided tabs for my mind to pry beneath the obvious, particularly when it came to the secrets of Russian and Soviet history and culture.


I remember sitting in Miss Karasek’s fourth-grade classroom staring at the My Weekly Reader wall chart showing the red Soviet Union spreading halfway around the world. Eleven time zones! Red, the only color on the chart. Less than five years later, the chart had expanded to include Mao’s China, a red more etched in my mind. What would become of us? Would the red armies march beyond their borders? No wonder that, years later, American authorities feared a domino effect in Southeast Asia.


Later in that same classroom in my New England town, I read about Russia in The Los Angeles Times—why I had the paper, I don’t remember. One article translated from a Russian publication cited two “Russian inventors”: Thomas Edisonsky as the inventor of the light bulb, and Alexander Bellsky, the inventor of the telephone. That story stayed with me.


Who were these Soviets, these Communists? Why did we struggle with one another? Why did we compete? On October 4, 1957, my college roommate and I read in The New York Times about Sputnik, the beeping, beach-ball-sized, Soviet first satellite in space. Why them first? We were falling behind! Then a month later, Laika, a Soviet dog in orbit, another first! Four years later, Yuri Gagarin became the first man in space, ten months before John Glenn, the first American. Two years later, Valentina Tereshkova, the first woman, another Soviet first!


My junior year in college, I sat high up in a lecture hall taking notes for Professor R. G. L. Waite’s enthralling lectures on Russia’s tsars. His portrayal of their reigns, the Russian landscape, and the inner psyche of its people has never left me. I imagined some day that I would search out the Russian people. Years later as a new teacher, with the encouragement of my first mentor, I taught Marxist socialism, Russian history, and the Soviet Union to eighth-graders. For the next twenty years in my classroom, I pursued my curiosity of all things Russian and Soviet.


BY THE TIME Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in March 1985, I was tired of reading Soviet propaganda, its braggadocio to the rest of the world about its space spectaculars, military might, and expanding nuclear arsenal. And I disdained reading anti-Soviet chapters in textbooks and listening to US pundits take potshots at Russians.


When I first thought about traveling to the Soviet Union, I imagined going behind the Iron Curtain to find “real Russians.” I wanted to meet the Russian people on their turf, listen to their joys and woes, discover who they were. I would look for common ground, to connect with them, not to judge but to learn, not to bring America to them, but to be an American with them.


Not long after I arrived, I realized that I needed to traverse another layer, what I’ve come to call the red veil: the face of Communism that the Soviet Union projected onto its citizens, foreign visitors, and the world at large. It was spearheaded by Intourist, Russia’s official travel agency, which made arrangements for all incoming foreign groups. Foreigners were situated in international hotels (verboten to Soviets). Bilingual guides wearing headscarves organized and led excursions and herded tourists into special buses to official sites.


In Moscow, guides shepherded people to Red Square, the Kremlin, Lenin’s Mausoleum, St. Basils, GUM (the largest Soviet department store), the Palace of Pioneers, and the Revolution Square and Mayakovskaya metro stations. In Leningrad, they visited the Hermitage and Winter Palace, Peterhof, Mariinsky Theatre, St. Issacs Cathedral, Peter & Paul Fortress, and Nevsky Prospekt (Avenue). Every Intourist tour included a stop at a Beryozka shop for foreigners only, where they could spend their currency on Soviet souvenirs.


Churchill’s delineation of the Iron Curtain was an unintentional reflection of the historical Russian attitude—viewed from the Russian side of his curtain—that Russia was living in an armed camp. Despite its mammoth size, it had vulnerable borders. Russians believed they needed to be on constant alert for foreign invasion. The red veil would offer a layer of protection. With the arrival of Gorbachev and his openness to the West and implementing his policies of glasnost and perestroika, the Iron Curtain seemed less intimidating. Once I flew over it, I felt free to explore behind the red veil.


But why the red veil? Communism is synonymous with red. Red resides deep in Russian culture. The word for red is krasni, which means “beautiful.” Red was integral to tsarist flags and banners. Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik Red Army defeated the White Army to establish the Soviet Union. The Bolsheviks decreed red to represent the blood of its workers; designed a red flag, symbolized by its giant constant fluttering flag over the Kremlin; deployed red stars on banners and uniforms; required students to wear red-background Lenin pins and red Pioneer scarves; and incorporated Red Square for its parades and demonstrations.


For me, the Soviet red became implanted in my fourth-grade classroom with My Weekly Reader maps. Growing up during the Cold War, we referred to Soviets as “Reds” and often vocalized, “Better dead than red.” And in teaching about the Russians and the Soviet Union for twenty-five years, red images would sometimes dominate the walls of my classroom. In the mid-eighties, I’d met Soviets coming to America. I decided then that I would travel to the Soviet Union to meet with Russians.


In October 1985, I took my first opportunity to be part of a tour group trip directed by Intourist, the Soviet travel agency. After this first trip, my best chance to return and explore deeply behind the red veil would be as a teacher. I set my sights on the US–Soviet Exchange Teacher program, the only avenue to teaching in a Soviet school. With persistence, I was able to secure not only one but two exchanges to schools Nº 185 and Nº 169, both in Leningrad; and during our holidays, I bonded on my own with school Nº 21 in Moscow. I taught children from seven to seventeen using Soviet English-language texts and my own materials.


In the summer of 1990, I served as a counselor at a three-nation international Pioneer camp in Alma-Ata, Kazakhstan. I returned the following January to teach at School Nº 15, where sixteen-year-olds cajoled me to ponder the afterlife and reincarnation. And three years after the fall of Communism, I traveled to Yekaterinburg in the new Russia to lead a seminar for teachers who would be coming to America. Eight trips, a year of my life.


A READER MIGHT ask: “How will learning about Russians from thirty years ago have any meaning for me today?” As an American, I came at a time when Soviets under Mikhail Gorbachev were opening up to themselves and to the world. My Russian friends expressed their thoughts and feelings to me about their lives, their country, and the United States. I was privileged to gain their trust and be invited into their confidence. I felt I’d come to know them.


It was a unique time in Soviet history in which Mikhail Gorbachev was attempting to uproot Communist norms and create a more open society, his effort lasting less than seven years. After the collapse of Communism and his resignation on Christmas day, 1991, the new Russia under Boris Yeltsin struggled with governmental rule and economic reform. Within ten years Vladimir Putin was able to form his own autocratic dynasty, returning to Russia’s long tradition of one-man rule originating from its first tsar, Ivan III, in the mid-fifteenth century.


This pivotal time under Gorbachev reminded me of America in the sixties when the country’s norms were challenged and repudiated in hopes for a better society. Had a young Russian teacher come to America in the sixties, his ventures would have been similar to mine in the Soviet Union in the eighties. He might well have come away thinking he understood Americans, as I had thought I understood the Russians. And I, who was a teacher in the sixties, believe that Americans remain much the same people we were then, allowing for cultural changes. Hence my contention that Russians are Russians, Soviet or not.


A friend asked me after I returned from my first trip, “Why would you, Frank, who claim to be interested in understanding your inner self, choose to do it in one of the most inaccessible countries on the planet?” A baffling question. I intended to travel behind the Iron Curtain to meet real Russians. I wasn’t thinking about me. Yet her question provoked me to realize I would have to reveal myself to Russians if I expected them to do the same to me. Were I not to, I would not have a chance to know them beyond external niceties. Another way to say it: If I were to guard who I was, the Russians would emulate that posture. I would have come home able to share only what I’d observed, not what I could have learned from the people. And since childhood, I had abhorred feeling outside. I had always wanted to belong—and to do that, I had to become vulnerable.


Behind the Red Veil: An American inside Gorbachev’s Russia is a cultural memoir, accounts of my interactions with Russians, mostly through teaching in Soviet schools. I sought to uncover the spirit of a people who were emerging—temporarily as it was—from centuries of living under tsarist and Communist totalitarianism. As readers, you will travel alongside this American in his search to know himself as he sought to understand the lives of Russians in the last days of Soviet society: their customs, hopes, fears, revelations, heart, and soul.





I


AWAY FROM THE TOUR BUS




Standing before her “children,” she revealed a curious intensity, directing them with attentive, quizzical, and scowling looks. She hadn’t noticed me. She was internalizing a Soviet teacher’s demeanor.


Young Pioneer, Moscow, Oct. ’85





A brisk wind startles us as we step down the Aeroflot ramp and traverse the tarmac of Leningrad’s Pulkovo II Airport in October 1985. A mist hovers below the night sky. Jet engines swallow the sounds of our voices as we slink toward a darkened terminal. We pass under blue flickering neon signs—Leningrad/Ленинград—and step through a half-opened, broken aluminum-framed doorway.


We are in a bleak space surrounded by unfamiliar sights and sounds. No sign of the Red Sox, no 7-Eleven, no colleagues. I’ve entered a cocoon spun by Intourist, the Soviet travel agency. My eighteen fellow travelers and I—the only foreigners in the airport—have agreed to abide by the tour’s expectations.


But I’m longing to discover what I will not be invited to see.


At customs, I wait. I meet the cold glare of an apparatchik in his olive-green uniform beneath a dangling incandescent bulb. His leery eyes glare at me from under his cap. He snatches my passport and visa, scrutinizes them, glares again, pauses for what seems an eternity . . . Will he find fault with my papers? . . . He’s taking a long time . . . I feel the cold. Is he going to turn me away? . . . Thump! Thump! Thump! He stamps my visa but not my passport. He returns both, minus the visa section that will let authorities know that I’m in his Soviet Union.


At security, another official X-rays my baggage, inspects my hand luggage. I withhold my film from the “Film-Safe” machine. He glares at me, then ruffles through my camera bag. Without looking he swirls his pen on my customs declaration and directs me to a dark corner where my group is assembling.


I’m on Russian soil. Breathing Russian air. Feeling its damp cold. I think about the ubiquitous matryoshka—nested Russian souvenir dolls—depicting a society hidden in layers. Intourist will show me the outer layer, the polished one reflecting the ordered, confident Communism I first heard about as a child.


A perky young woman, barely five feet tall, with brown flailing wild curls, two children close to her side, steps in front of me. She’s wearing a faux-leather jacket, white blouse, and blue skirt, holding white carnations, peering into my eyes with an alluring wide smile:


“Izvenitze, pajaulista, vui znaite yesli vashem samalyot Anglichinan?”


I’m meeting my first Russian, in barely twenty minutes. And an attractive one at that. She’s picked me. I want to answer her. From my ten days of Russian study the previous summer, I think she wants to know if an Englishman was aboard our plane. I blurt out in my garbled Russian, “Nyet, I’m American, Ya Amerikanski. Nyet Angleeski.”


“Spacibo.” She gently embraces the two children. “Yuri y Veroníca, mon deyti,” she says quietly.


Ah, she’s saying “thank you.” And these are her children; she’s telling me their names.


“Minya zavoot Frank,” I say as I crouch down to shake their hands, “Kak vas zavoot?” I ask their names.


I step away. I stare back at her and her children. I move toward my group, drop my bags and rummage for two pen-pal letters from my students. I rush back to her. I resort to gestures and pantomime, waving my arms, pointing to the letters and to the kids. She takes both letters and slips a scrap of paper into my hands. We part. Yuri and Veroníca have two letters from America; I, a crinkled scrap of brown paper with her name, Natasha—and a telephone number. I stare at her as she walks away. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a security guard watching.


ON THE BUS to our hotel, I pondered my encounter as if it had been a dream. I reached into my pocket for reassurance that I had her phone number.


Before signing up for the trip through Bridges For Peace, an international travel agency in Norwich, Vermont, which was handling 10 percent of US–Soviet exchanges, I hesitated because I would be in a group traveling under the guise of the Soviet Union’s Intourist travel agency. I recalled Professor Waite’s lecture in college about the pokazukha of Potemkin villages in which Grigory Potemkin placed a series of facades of buildings along the Dnieper River to impress Catherine the Great and her Russian allies. Would Intourist replicate the Potemkin-village staging? Would it proclaim that all was well in the Soviet Union? Would the bus keep us in front of the red veil, confining us to the polished outer layer of the matryoshka? Would I be able to peel back its inner layers?


Not twenty-four hours on Russian soil, and I’d already broken the mold as a tourist. I stood apart from my eighteen fellow travelers. I was eager to get off the bus and be on my own; I hated being told what I was supposed to do. I’d been gregarious since childhood, wanting to meet people, to find out who they were, and to make friends. When I was four years old, my mother told me that I’d stood naked at the front door of our family’s small inn in the Berkshires and intoned, “Hi, I’m Tommy Thoms. Come in. Come in.” Quintessentially me, waiting to be smiled at and patted on the head, an early sign that I wanted to be liked. Growing up, I often thought I was on my own path; I wanted to be noticed, to be seen as unique, as my own person. At the same time, I felt my parents thought that I was not “good enough” and “less than” who I should be, a thought I harbored for more than fifty years.


And I was the older brother, who at summer camp sought recognition, only to be placed in right field and batting ninth while my younger brother played center field and batted first. I yearned to be junior-high class president, but it was again my brother, who held no similar ambitions, who achieved that office. And my mother, who seemed to hold higher standards for her firstborn, often criticized me at the dinner table, once sending me away as I overheard her say, “It’s a wonder Tommy has any friends given how he treats them!” I raced up the backstairs behind the dining room in a rage, slammed the door at the top shattering one of its four glass panels. Not having friends was something I dreaded.


As I grew up, I learned to derive satisfaction from being different. I owned the only light-blue, three-speed, Norman English bike among my friends’ black Raleighs and Rudges. I was loyal to the Cleveland Indians amid rabid Yankee and Red Sox fans. I threw a baseball right-handed but bowled with my left. And among our friends, my family was the only one to have Studebaker Land Cruisers, first a 1948 dark-blue, then a 1950 bright-green bullet-nose. I found pleasure in all these “differences.”


My pride in being different—as slight as those differences were—set a precedent. Once I became a teacher, for twenty-five years I made it a point to be one of a kind. Still, I wanted to be recognized for my accomplishments, for my innovative pedagogies. As I look back on the span of my life, I came to see others’ judgments as gifts—including admonitions from parents, teachers, coaches, camp counselors, and neighbors on my street—guides to my becoming a better person, a “good enough” person.


I WAS ON Russian soil with the intention of escaping Intourist’s directives—and I’d met Natasha before I even boarded its bus. But I needed chutzpah to pick up the phone in my international hotel room to call her. I feared either the phone would not operate or would be tapped; the KGB would discover me and send me home. My stomach churning, I decided to call on Sunday, our second morning in Leningrad. I could not pass up this opportunity. I’d had contact with Natasha moments after landing at the airport—actually, she’d approached me—and I didn’t want to let her slip away. She was my first Russian off the tour-bus track, a chance to discover how Russians lived behind the red veil. I might not have another chance. If Nina, our hovering bábushka tour guide in the proverbial headscarf, discovered my clandestine intensions, she would surely have kept me close.


I took out the scrap of paper from my pocket and dialed the number. Natasha answered but with considerable static. She seemed to recognize my voice. After some confusion—and language help from a friend—I managed to write what I thought was her address. After lunch, Nina gathered our group in the lobby to leave for a Russian Orthodox monastery; I stayed behind and slipped out to find Natasha.


I took my first metro to the Petrogradskaya District with no clue as to where Bolshoi Prospekt might be. An escalator took me deep into the bowels of the city. The roar of the train confounded my ears, and the ride jerked and jostled me and my fellow passengers. Somehow I located the Bolshoi Prospekt stop. Coming up another endless escalator, I stepped out into a myriad of gray buildings, Cyrillic signs, and colorless Soviets rushing about.


Thinking I’d found her address, I took four flights up a dingy, cracked, concrete stairwell with peeling, pale green paint, the air reeking of piss. I hesitated before what I thought was the door of her flat. I knocked. The door opened. Natasha, in a faded, flower-patterned, orange puff-dress and looking even more attractive, again had a big smile; Yuri and Veroníca hovered just behind.


“Priviet, Frank, pajaulista, prohoditye,” she said, beckoning me to come in.


I was in my first Soviet flat! She led me through its small, dark hallway past an unlit bathroom with a rusted cold-water tap but no bathtub or shower, and past a somewhat disheveled galley kitchen with dishes and pans piled high on a counter next to a tiny white sink, a large combination window at the back with peeled paint on the frame, and towels hanging on the open window. We entered a cozy living room–bedroom with a brown oriental-patterned rug wall hanging, a dark mahogany wardrobe in the far corner, a red sofa bed, a curtained window to the north, and a card table with lunch set for four. The air was somewhat musty, the window closed, but the food looked well prepared.


Yuri and Veroníca were dressed for the occasion. They kept staring at me as if I were some movie star. Yuri, a skinny eleven-year-old, nearly as tall as his mother and having similar curly hair but lighter, wore an orange-and-white-patterned collared shirt buttoned at the top and dark, baggy, cotton pants. His sister, Veroníca, eight, had wavy light hair down to her shoulders and a twisted front tooth and was wearing a thick, white, knit dress with two bluebirds on the collar and several on the hem. They were on their best behavior. Had I had better Russian, I would like to have been able to ask about their friends, school, and what they liked to do.


Natasha was exuberant. She pranced as if on a dance stage, her slender body, perky breasts, and hair flitting about as she served a delicious pea salad, bread, and borsht—I imagined prepared especially for me. I couldn’t take my eyes off her; I think she wanted that, as she kept looking at me. Without a common language, our eyes looked to fill in that gap. Her wildly curled hair surrounded her high-cheekbone face and perpetual soft smile. We managed to make conversation—perhaps with different meanings for each of us. After eating, Yuri dressed up in a cardboard-constructed knight’s helmet and shield, something he was proud of. Veroníca remained quiet.


About two hours later, her husband, Slava, arrived in his Lenin cap and collared black jacket showing a broad grin. (I had thought she might be married as I’d seen men’s clothes on the couch and a couple of hats hanging in the hallway. When I pointed to the clothes, she said “Slava, mi moosh,” which I thought meant “husband.”) He stepped back when he saw me. His grin dampened, his eyes unsettled, and he seemed not to know how to react. I wondered if he had known I was coming. He mumbled some words to Natasha and she responded; she became more reserved. I smiled as I shook his hand. Still, he seemed hesitant and moved to the chair near the table. He soon became more comfortable and interjected comments, which I did not understand. By the time I left his broad grin had returned.


I was where I was not supposed to be. Perhaps Slava thought the same.


After leaving Natasha and Slava’s flat, I returned to my hotel. Finding no one from my tour, in the fading afternoon sun I boarded a bus filled with men in crumpled suits and head-scarfed women, some holding babies. Several blocks from my hotel, we crossed the Neva River and passed above a construction site. I looked down at what appeared as miniature, riveted, sheet-metal steam shovels, bulldozers, and trucks. All spray-painted dull orange and faded blue—as if in a sandbox waiting for a child’s vroom, vroom, vroom. That moment etched in my mind. Sensing a nation emulating the West but well behind.


THE DAY BEFORE, our first full day, I managed to slip away from the scheduled afternoon tour. I put on my cranberry Lands’ End coat, slung my black camera bag over my shoulder, and left the hotel to locate Nevsky Prospekt, the Broadway of Leningrad. I’d promised friends at home to try to find two Dartmouth students I’d never met—Heather and Carol—who were studying at Leningrad State University. I was to deliver stuffed, mini teddy bears. I had no clue where the university was located—and could hardly read Cyrillic.


Gawking under the warm afternoon sun amid the bustle of Nevsky Prospekt, I spied two young men eyeing me among the crowd. My stomach tightened. I thought about the dollars in my wallet. Nina had warned us not to exchange money on the street—and only spend our dollars at the Beryozka, stores that were for privileged Soviets and foreigners. Assuming the KGB was everywhere, I didn’t want to take any chances. The shorter man, in a dark trimmed beard with a receding hairline, approached first; his handsomer sidekick, taller, blond, wearing large, pink-tinted, clear-plastic-rimmed glasses followed.


“Hey, you from America?” asked the bearded one in good English, “I am Alexei and this is my friend Román. Are you looking for Soviet things? We can get them for you.”


“No, thank you,” I said as firmly as I dared, my stomach still aquiver. Was I in for some trouble? To deflect them from further requests, especially asking to exchange rubles for dollars, I quickly told them of my mission to find Heather and Carol at the university.


“Hey, Frankie from Hollywood, we know these girls,” Alexei said with a broad grin. “We are meeting them tonight for dinner.” His response etched in my mind.


Yeah, right, I thought. Of the nearly five million people in this city, these two know these girls? And they are having dinner with them tonight? Should I play along? What do they really want from me? My cameras? My dollars? My Lands’ End coat? My breath contracted. No doubt I appeared nervous. Yet they seemed friendly enough—and I liked friendly. What could I lose? I’d never find the university on my own. Risky as it may have been, they seemed okay. I started to breathe easier. At least I’d have guides for the afternoon—and besides, Alexei had a car.


But I desperately needed a toilet. Alexei exhorted Román, “Take Frankie to his first real Soviet toilet!” words that still ring in my ears. Román led me down steps to below the street. We entered a dark, dank space with puddles of urine on the floor. Ye gods, I can’t pee here, I thought, the smell’s unbearable. But barely able to hold it, I followed the stink to a stained tall urinal. Holding my breath while I peed, I quickly retreated. Román grinned.


We walked to Alexei’s car, a black Lada, the Russian VW bug. He drove around the city in and out of back streets. In the company of these two black marketeers, I was into a layer of the matryoshka inside Soviet life, one verboten to tourists. The more time we spent together, the less tense I became. Alexei and Román were letting me in on a budding capitalist under-culture behind the red veil, which would later rear its ugly head with Putin’s oligarchs.


They expressed their mixed opinions about Gorbachev, sometimes saying he was a good Communist, other times a poor leader. Early that evening, Alexei parked his car in a back alley. I wondered where we were. He led us through an unlit back door that opened into a dark, wood-paneled room with a large table, a white tablecloth set with vodka and cognac bottles in the middle. A bright blue Turkish fabric hung on the far wall.


Toward the back, two girls, who looked like sisters, both short, dark hair with bangs, were sitting quietly; they grinned as we walked in. Could these be the girls? Heather? Carol? We looked at each other. Alexei smiled, “See, Frankie, I told you they would be here.” Quizzically, they looked at each other, then at me. I reached into my pocket and took out the teddy bears. It all became clear. They practically hugged me for having brought gifts from their friends at home.


By the time we’d spent a couple of hours at the table, having found the girls felt natural. If Alexei and Román had found me, why would they not find other Americans? I never learned how they met the girls, but I was sure that these black marketeers with their excellent English pursued students at the university seeking their dollars. After a delicious dinner and raucous conversation—perhaps it was a private black-market restaurant—Alexei took me back to my hotel. He talked about meeting again, but we never did. No one in my group seemed miffed that I’d been gone. I was feeling smug about my encounter but kept it to myself.


Despite their disparate backgrounds, both Natasha and her family and Alexei and Román had revealed Russian lives. They were products of Communist upbringing, having once been Young Pioneers. Now they had taken their respective paths: Natasha, the housewife living in a regular flat, the mother of two children with a husband who went to work every day, perhaps as a bus driver or construction worker; I never found out. Alexei and Román had chosen a more devious route, savvy about the influx of foreigners and opportunities with their English to get dollars and live more interesting lives.


Meeting Russian people had barely begun.


SINCE A LENINGRAD school was not on our itinerary, I was determined to find a way into a classroom. I hoped to verify the authenticity of my simulated Soviet school day, which I had implemented with my eighth-graders in the early sixties. On my last day, I convinced Natasha—with considerable gesturing—to take me to Veroníca and Yuri’s school. After a ten-minute walk, Natasha, in her faux-leather jacket and flowing blue skirt, led me up the concrete steps through a wooden door into a large lobby of a nondescript three-story building. On the stairs, blue-uniformed boys and brown-uniformed girls wearing red Pioneer scarves and Lenin badges were shouting to one another as they rushed past us. Natasha led me through the unexpected melee up to the second floor.


She disappeared down the hall, gesturing for me to stay at the top of the stairs. The din from the children encapsulated me, so unexpected was it. I had imagined Soviet schools as orderly places governed by formal behaviors and rigid rules—as I’d role-played with my eighth-graders. I stood there. An interloper. An embarrassed American looking to connect with them as they rushed past, casting glances at me. I was thinking, Would I see Yuri in his German lesson? Or Veroníca in her primary class?


Natasha reappeared, gripped my hand, rushed me down the stairs and out the door. I’d not taken one picture, spoken to a child, or seen a classroom. It all happened so fast. Had Natasha misjudged? Had we done something wrong? Why couldn’t she invite a friend into her children’s school? I didn’t want to cause trouble. I only wanted to see classrooms. I wondered if I should even have asked her to take me to her kids’ school. Yet I felt cheated. If only I could have talked to someone, I would have found a way in. But my verbal gifts were limited. I’d connected with Natasha and her family using my rudimentary Russian, gestures, and pantomime. Now I wanted to use my voice, but it could only speak to me.


She hastened down streets, around corners, past dull carbon-copy buildings, in and out of courtyards, through a maze of broken stuff and refuse of Leningrad’s back alleys. I barely kept up with her. Twenty minutes later, she stopped in front of a large brown wooden door, above it a blue sign behind glass: Nº 86. She opened the door, and we entered a large, empty, silent corridor.


“Shkola?” I whispered.


“Da, shkola. Moya padrooga robotit stiyeas.”


“Yes, in a school. My friend works here,” I think she was saying.


She repeated her words slowly and added na bibliatéke. Ah, we are in a school where her friend works in “the library.” I relaxed; in silence we walked up to the second floor, down a long dark corridor to a locked door. As we turned to leave, a slender woman in khaki pants with a long cardigan, a scarf wrapped around her shoulders, and carrying a pile of books came toward us and opened the door.


Natasha introduced Anna and briefly spoke with her. We stood in her library, in which I counted fewer than five hundred books and which had no visible audio-visual equipment, no study tables, no workstations—and no children. An empty library. Did this mean that the library was not part of the curriculum? That students were not expected to pursue learning on their own? Soviet schools, as I understood them, were a tool of the State, where learning happened in classrooms from texts published by central authorities in Moscow. Hence, there was probably no time to do research.


Anna turned to leave, locked the door, and led us farther down the hallway to a room with a cracked-open door—a primary classroom. I spied the teacher, barely taller than her children, wearing a dark brown shirtdress. Opening the door, she welcomed us and beckoned us to come in. I recall these moments in her classroom as if they were yesterday.


I stepped to the front of the room. I counted forty-four children in Ocktobrist uniforms, girls in brown dresses and white aprons with white collars and white chiffon bows in their hair, boys in their blue jackets and pants. They all gazed up at me. I was in heaven, my kind of heaven. This is what I came for, I thought.
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