Chapter xx

Sochi Diary - 1971

Now if anyone had told me when I was applying for university places that there was one course on which I would be obliged to:

· spend six months drinking German beer and eating free chocolate

· spend four months drinking great Czech beer and mulled wine

· spend one month eating caviar and drinking champagne

I’d have thought they were crazy, wouldn’t you? And, if such a course did exist, surely I’d have needed better than 2 B’s and an E to get in? But here it was, the best-kept secret in UCCA history and I was just off on the third leg. Russia.

Relations between the UK and the Soviet Union were not so great at the time that we could get 18 people into Russia for 6 months, hence the stint in Czechoslovakia. However, course rules stipulated we had to spend some time in Russia itself, so what better than a month on the Black Sea! 

June

Sun 20. Leave for Russia. Arrived Leningrad 9 p.m. Had meal then Vodka. (This was my first ever flight and it was with Aeroflot. I’ve still got the ticket somewhere. Years later, when I was travelling regularly to Eastern Europe, I heard many horror stories about the safety standards and spares shortages of Eastern Block carriers. Had I been aware of that on this Spring day at Gatwick I doubt I’d have been so relaxed. As it was, the sense of occasion and expectation overwhelmed any concerns I might have had. The acceleration, the roar - sheer exhilaration!)

Mon 21. Went round Leningrad then to Petrodvorets Palace on the Gulf of Finland. In evening went to the ballet. (I think I’d expected Leningrad to be grey and boring but it was beautiful and relaxing, and, especially on a sunny June day, walking round it was a real treat. I also had another flirtation with the Black Thingy. We were approached by a lad who was saving to buy himself a ghetto-blaster which he could only get from the Beryozka hard currency shops. I changed a few Pounds.)

Tue 22. Went to Winter Palace, St. Isaac’s and Peter & Paul’s Fortress. In evening went for a drink. (A few of us found somewhere close to the hotel where we could have a drink. It wasn’t long before we were joined by a young Russian. It wasn’t clear whether he was into the Black Thingy or simply happy for any contact he could get with Westerners. We seemed to be getting along famously when he got up to go to the loo. That was the last we saw of him. We weren’t sure whether he’d been picked up to be interrogated about his contact with us, had got cold feet about consorting with Capitalists or simply got tired of our company – but he left his cigarettes and a very nice lighter. We didn’t hang around long after that. When I got back to my room I felt really fidgety. This was partly adrenalin due to the mysterious departure of our companion and partly due to the fact that we were there during the White Nights. It was after midnight and still light and it didn’t seem right to be going to bed. So I decided to shave. Remember, I’d had a beard since our hot water ran out in Presov, but the next three weeks were going to be sub-tropical and I’d be a lot more comfortable clean-shaven. It seemed strange shaving after all that time, but I was sure it was the right thing to do – until I got to the moustache that is. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it; it seemed I still needed some facial hair to hide behind, no matter how little. The moustache stayed.) 

Wed 23. Left for Sochi early afternoon. Arrived at Hotel Primorskaya in the evening. Hotel really great. (The hotel was attractive and the food tasty and well presented. Not what I’d expected from the Soviets. And I’d not been anywhere before where caviar seemed to be in such plentiful supply. I wasn’t a fan, but hey it was supposed to be a delicacy and it was free. After a few days we got used to saying, “Oh no, not caviar again!”)

Thu 24. Morning on the beach. Lectures 3pm – 6pm. Evening walk and wine. 

The first 3 days were spent like this – including Saturday. Lectures on a Saturday? Maybe this was the Gulag I’d heard about? In fact, the only thing I can recall about the lectures was the rain. Let me explain. One morning we were in the classroom, doing something vaguely academic, when there was a tremendous clap of thunder and the heavens opened. We rushed to the window. I’d never seen rain like it. It was as if someone had diverted Niagara Falls over the roof of our building. The sound was as awesome as the sight – huge raindrops bouncing to an incredible height off the road outside, until the road got full and then they just bounced off the pond that had formed. I don’t know how many of us had experienced rainfall like that, but I’m sure most of us expected to be marooned there for a while. We returned to our desks. The rain probably lasted no more than fifteen minutes. Then the sky cleared and we had a beautiful sunny day again. By the time we left the building the sun had baked dry all but the biggest puddles and everything was back to normal. My first experience of a tropical downpour. 

Sundays were completely free:

Sun 27. 9 am  for Lake Ritsa, all day. (Lake Ritsa, set high in the Carpathian Mountains, was a fairly long coach-ride from Sochi but worth the trip. Just the ride there was a treat, the road having been cut through narrow gorges that provided dramatic views round almost every bend. We stopped at one point to stare into a small pond at the roadside. Small that is in area, but extremely deep, so we were told - a mini Lake Baikal. When we got to Ritsa itself we went out in boats and I took some pictures – but that’s about all I remember)

Mon 28 Beach in the morning, lectures 3-6 p.m. Went to “Kamelia” with Norwegians.

Tue 29
Arkhum Mountain. Walk and swim. 3-6 p.m. lectures. Swim in the evening.

The 30th seems to have been our last day of afternoon lectures. I seem to recall we complained that the timetable had been messing up our social programme, so could we please have lectures in the morning instead (the old “beach-lectures-beach-evening activities” format obviously less attractive than the “lectures followed by 12 straight hours of enjoyment” alternative). They obliged.

July

Fri 2
Lectures 9-1p.m. Trip on Black Sea. Swim. Saw in Wina’s Birthday 

Sat 3
Edwina’s Birthday. Lectures 9-1p.m. Beach party. Kari 

The next few days consisted of not much apart from lectures followed by lazing on the beach, although we did have a British-Soviet Friendship meeting at 5 p.m. on the 6th. Not sure what this was about, although it may have been a cover for some sort of Black Thingy transaction. I certainly sold some jeans while I was there.

Thu 8
Lectures. Beach. 4.30 Pioneers. Party on beach for Norwegian girls. Kari. 

(We had a trip to a Pioneer camp. Pioneers are a bit like our scouts but even at this young age they were being trained as Communists and posters of revolutionary heroes were everywhere. Natural progression for them after this was the Komsomol – or Communist Youth.) 

Fri 9
Lectures. Tea Plantation. Beach.

Sat 10
Lectures. Museum. Beach. Beach party with Americans etc. Holly. (Holly Bakke (pronounced Bocky) was part of an American group that had arrived from Kiev and would travel on to Tbilisi, Tashkent, Samarkand and Moscow before returning home via Amsterdam. She came from Long Branch in New Jersey and we would remain in contact for years).

The next few days consisted of postcard writing, beach, Holly and:

Thu 15
Lectures. Beach. Bottle of champagne with Holly. (This turned out to be the bottle from hell! I was untwisting the wire when it broke, leaving one last twist to be undone. This was too small to grip, so I inserted a nail-file under the twist and pulled upwards. Bang! The cork hit me with a hell of a thump just above the left eye. Half an inch lower and I’d have been in serious trouble. As it was, all I needed, fortunately, was a little general anaeshetic.)

Fri 16
Lectures. Afternoon wrote cards and slept. Evening banquet, party on beach, swimming at 1 a.m. with Holly (This was my first experience of skinny-dipping. The water was a wonderful temperature and clearly I had forgotten all about the shoals of jellyfish we had encountered only days before. A few of us had swum out to a large concrete block some fifty yards offshore to find a bit of space for some serious sunbathing. The beach was so crowded that day that many Russians were forced to stand to get some sun. Lazing around on our block, we had watched them for an hour or so before preparing to return to shore. Imagine our surprise when we stood up and saw that, due to some combination of weather and tide, the sea between us and the beach looked like thick jellyfish soup! From previous encounters with the things we did not expect to get stung, but, as you can imagine, it was still with some trepidation that we dived in to swim back to shore)

Sat 17
8.30 depart for Adler. Plane at 10.35 to Leningrad. 

Sun 18
 Arrive 12 noon Gatwick. 

And that was it. Over. Chas Baker wrote to me recently recalling the stalls on the prom that used to sell Kvas, how well we ate, often alfresco, but his lasting impression - how different this was from the Cold War Soviet Union which we were led to believe was not a nice place to live. How very true, and if one memory of Sochi encapsulates that sentiment for me better than most, it was this: One evening I was just about to leave our room to go down to dinner when I was stopped in my tracks by the haunting sound of a clarinet. I crossed the room and looked out to see a chap in evening dress, stood at his bedroom window, playing the solo from what I later learned was Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. The heady combination of that music and the balmy evening atmosphere was spellbinding. I listened with all my senses until he finished. Then, somewhat reluctantly, I went down to dinner. Oh no, not caviar again!  

      

