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INTRODUCTION  

 

As one of the pioneer óWomen in the Trades,ô I was an 

electrician and union member with the International 

Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW), starting as an 

apprentice in 1979, and advancing to journeyman in 1983. At 

a Women in the Trades Conference in San Francisco, in 1983, 

I was chosen to co-lead a group of tradeswomen on a óCitizen 

Diplomacyô visit to the U.S.S.R. to meet with our counterparts 

in that country for the sake of peace and friendship. Although 

my co-leader had to drop out at the last minute, I continued to 

follow through, and lead 23 tradeswomen and four of our 

children on this mission to the Soviet Union, for three weeks 

in spring of 1984. (23 adults plus myself was the least number 

I could bring, which allowed me to go free, so each time thatôs 

what I worked for, and succeeded.) 

I found out that leading such tours can be quite 

complicated, especially when going to the Soviet Union, in the 

time of many different opinions about that country. Some of the 

women were ñfirm believersò in the Soviet system; some were 

just going to learn, and make connections with the Soviet 

tradeswomen; others came along to constantly cause trouble, 

and point out everything ñbadò there, to thereby prove to the 

group, that, as weôve all been told ñAmerica is best, and the 

Soviet Union is bad, and our enemy.ò Needless to say, my job 

seemed to be mainly to keep the peace among our own group. 

Still, I felt it was a good trip, and we all learned a lot, and 

made our bid for peace between our peoples. I decided to 

continue leading tours there. 

On my tour the following year, 1985, I decided to take 

two months off work, study the Russian language in 

Krasnodar, USSR, for the first month, spend ten days alone, 

visiting different contacts I had, and then meet up with my 

group of 23 women for the final three weeks. 
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I already spoke a Russian to an extent, since I had taken a 

minor in Russian Language in college, at California State 

University in Sacramento (CSUS), and also had had quite a 

bit of tutoring in the language. So I thought studying it in 

Krasnodar, would really be a great plan, especially if I 

intended to continue leading groups to the Soviet Union.  

I decided to keep a daily diary of my experiences this 

time. The tour to study in Krasnodar had been set up by a 

British group, which I joined up with in Moscow. It was very 

inexpensive, only $600, which included several train rides, all 

hotel link-ups, and food, and a monthôs stay at a pretty nice 

hotel in Krasnodar, where we had daily classes at the 

university there. I combined with that tour, my round trip 

ticket to Moscow, via Ireland, which was paid for along with 

the later tour, since I, as the tour leader got to go free. From 

my 1985 travel diary, then, covering our departure in late 

August to our last evening in late October of 1985, hereôs how 

it went. 

 

A fellow electrician and I 
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HOTEL MOSKVA IN LENINGRAD; TRIP TO 

KRASNODAR  

 

August 22nd-24th ï Iôm in Hotel Moskva in Leningrad, 

finally taking time to start this diary. What a time these last 

two days have been! Waiting two hours in New Yorkôs óPort 

Authorityô terminal for Kate (my travel agent) to bring me my 

overseas tickets and visa; taking a one and a half hour bus ride 

through New York City to Kennedy Airport; after arrival by 

Air Lingus in Ireland, waiting five hours for a connecting 

flight (Aeroflot) to Moscow; arriving with two other planes 

full of Cuban and Syrian delegations so therefore spending 

three and a half hours going through passport check and 

customs in Moscow airport; then spending two more hours 

getting to my hotel, transport for which I was given no 

voucher! 

Luckily I had sat with an Irish guy on Aeroflot, who had a 

voucher for a tourist bus to Metropol Hotel. I talked to the 

people at the Intourist office in the airport and they finally 

agreed to let me ride on that bus to Metropol Hotel, where I 

could take a taxi for only 4 rubles to my hotel, Sevastopol. 

Otherwise a taxi ride to Sevastopol Hotel, which was situated 

the farthest away from the airport, would cost about 20 rubles. 

In fact it was about a half hour taxi ride just from Metropol to 

Sevastopol. 

On the bus to Metropol I had had a long conversation with 

a young Intourist employee. He was a person who would 

defect to the U.S. in a minute if the opportunity arose. He was 

about twenty-five, dressed very western, handsome, and 

spoke excellent English. He began telling me how terrible life 

in the Soviet Union is. At first his complaints centered on the 

new ñalcohol prohibitionò that just started here, which he said, 

resulted in no clubs existing now where young people can 

meet. 
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No one wants to go out and dance when you canôt drink, he 

said. He felt that life for young people was so boring, in 

contrast to America where he was sure life was very exciting 

and wonderful. He also said he had no freedom to dissent here, 

and in America he could speak his mind. I felt, however, he was 

speaking his mind right here in Moscow on a crowded bus, 

loud enough for many to hear. 

But he continued to complain about the clothing and 

goods available here, and the long lines you must stand in to 

get anything worthwhile. I told him that I really didnôt know 

what problems people have here, but that the U.S. has a lot of 

problems too and life is not so great as he thinks for many of 

us. Even the wealthy, I told him, are not free to walk safely at 

night. 

He said, ñWell here we can walk safely at night, but so 

what! How boring! Walking around at night, without clubs 

open except those that serve juice!ò 

ñBut what about the homeless? Itôs true you donôt have 

them here, do you?ò 

ñBig deal!ò he laughed, ñYou call these little rooms 

homes?ò 

ñWell, I saw some last year and though they were small, 

they were well furnished, warm, and seemed nice to me, 

especially for 10 rubles or so per month.ò 

ñWell, you ought to see the room I live in! One room, and 

I have to share the kitchen and bathroom with neighbors.ò 

ñYeah, Iôve seen those here before, but you know, there 

are thousands of Americans who would be happy to live in 

one warm room rather than on the cold streets.ò 

ñMaybe so, but if I were in America, I know that would 

never happen to me!ò 

ñCould be.ò I really didnôt need this long negative 
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conversation after my long, hectic trip and so many hours 

without sleeping. ñWell, I need to take a little nap, but it was 

nice talking to you!ò I said. 

ñYeah, good luck on your trip!ò 

ñThanks.ò 

I rested, but could not really sleep. And to make matters 

worse, at the Metropol hotel, there were two guys with a car 

who offered to drive me to the Sevastopol hotel. I saw it 

wasnôt a taxi and they just didnôt look on the level to me. I 

asked how much, and they said 20 rubles or 20 dollars. I said, 

ñNo thanks, thatôs too much.ò They tried to argue with me, but 

I just took my luggage into the Metropol lobby and talked to 

the clerk. It was already one a.m., but the clerk called 

Sevastopol to be sure I had a room there and the doorman 

caught me a real taxi. 

The driver didnôt want to take me, because he was just off 

duty, but he finally agreed. I talked to him to try to get used to 

my Russian. He was a sweet guy with a wife and little girl.  He 

thought it was good that Gorbachev was cracking down on 

alcohol use and just as we were talking about that, we saw a 

group of four drunk young men, staggering. One fell down, 

and the other three were trying to stand him up. 

The taxi driver said, ñSee? Thatôs what I mean.ò 

I finally got to Sevastopol, and paid 4 rubles for the ride. 

The bed was hard and the bathroom had cockroaches. In the 

morning, I met my roommates, who shared the bathroom, not 

the bedroom. They were two British guys about eighteen 

years old with heavy cockney accents. Graham and Dave 

were their names and they were really nice guys. 

I found out we would not be going straight to Krasnodar 

as I had thought, but first to Leningrad by train for one day, 

and then a 44 hour train ride to Krasnodar on the 24th and 

25th. This irritated me at first, because when I had signed up 
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for the Krasnodar Russian Language school, I took literally 

that weôd attend 3 hours a day, 6 days a week, and expected a 

full 24 days of classes. I had accustomed myself to the idea, 

but really there was no way I wanted to be depressed over 

anything on this trip, so I just relaxed and accepted the new 

schedule. 

The train ride was eight hours long and great! I saw 

beautiful countryside and forest scenes, and villages along the 

way, some very picturesque. I saw women tending goats and 

cows. The weather was sunny and beautiful and many people 

were in their gardens, or sitting outside their farmhouses. 

Itôs exciting meeting the different people on my language 

tour. Most are British, one woman is Italian, one German, and 

three, besides myself, are American. I got to talk to a number 

of them at breakfast and while riding along watching the 

scenery. 

Also on the train were Soviet citizens, parents, and 

children. I was amazed at the patience of the Soviet children I 

saw. I heard no complaining at all! Only laughing, talking, 

playing, reading or working with the ñKubic Rubicò (Rubikôs 

Cube), which seemed to be the latest most popular item. 

A new friend, Cindy, and I walked the entire length of the 

train (about 15 cars), and this was the case with ALL the 

children we saw. Cindy and I were both amazed! 

Another sight Americans would find interesting, was that 

we saw two men and two boys playing cards; in order to 

logistically reach the cards with the seating arrangement, one 

boy faced back over the seat ahead, one boy sat in the seat by 

the window, and the younger man sat on the older manôs lap 

with his arm around him for balance! This arrangement 

seemed quite acceptable to those sharing the same car. 

Our hotel room tonight is really nice (no cockroaches like 

last night). We overlook the Neva River and a bridge that 
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supposedly opens every night at 1:00 a.m. Itôs really a 

beautiful sight! 

I tried to call Yuri, a contact from last year in Minsk to get 

the phone number for a Leningrad contact, Edward. Yuri and 

his wife Galya were out, so I will call tomorrow morning. I 

would rather visit Edward than go on the tour tomorrow, since 

my group will do that in October. 

At dinner tonight there was a floor show and dancing. The 

music was mostly very western. The floor show was very 

sexist, with women in very scanty outfits, prancing around the 

macho men performers. I wondered if this was typical for 

places frequented by Soviet citizens, or only for ñWesterners,ò 

who they may have assumed preferred such entertainment! 

August 24th-26th ï I got in touch with Yuri, but he had 

Edwardôs number at work on his desk, so I had to call ñ09,ò 

information. The operator had his number (he had moved), 

but she gave it to me too fast. I had to make her repeat so 

many times that she got quite irritated at me. I did finally get 

the number. 

So I called Edward, and got his wife. He was on vacation, 

but she told me heôll be back in town when I get back to 

Leningrad in October. She didnôt invite me over, and I didnôt 

invite myself, because Iôm still not comfortable speaking only 

Russian. If Edward, who speaks English, had been there, Iôm 

sure weôd both feel better about the visit. 

So I did tour the city. I saw all the sights, from outside 

anyway (no time for museums or art galleries today). I tried to 

use my Russian as much as possible. I spoke for a while with 

a Russian grandmother and her grandson who were near me 

on a bench while others were taking pictures. A man nearby 

noticed my accent and began talking to me. It turned out he 

was a chemist. He was very polite and asked me about 

America: where I lived; what brought me to Leningrad. I felt 
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no male chauvinistic attitude whatever from him (unlike an 

experience earlier on the train to Leningrad where I met drunk 

Russian men in smoking corridors, one of whom who grabbed 

at me and said, ñCome here, American girl!ò). I told the 

chemist about my previous trip in 1984, and my interest in 

helping to build people to people ties between our two 

countries. 

After the tour, we left on the train to Krasnodar, which 

Iôm on now. Boy what a long trip! And some of the young 

British students are quite rowdy. They partied until late the 

first night. One guy even broke windows on the train, with his 

head, of all things! Our group has gotten quite a bad name 

because of this impolite (to say the least) incident. It must be 

really hard for Russians to understand the contemptible 

attitudes of well-off foreign kids coming here. 

Iôm so impressed again by Russian kids. On the train ride 

we have seen so many Russian kids, down to babies. I have 

heard only laughter and singing and quiet talking from them. 

No complaining and fighting at all! Itôs just amazing! They 

play together outside the berths, or sit and look out the 

windows, or read or play with little toys. This trip is 

extremely long and they just donôt seem to get bored, or at 

least donôt act it! 

This ride is also very fascinating! We have passed by 

many, many small towns and villages, and some larger towns. 

Weôve passed through Tula (we didnôt see it, it was night); 

Kursk; Ryzhova; Prokhorovka; Kharkov; Kramatorsk; 

Konstantinovka; Gorlovka; Makeyevka (night), Rostov on the 

Don, Tikhoretsk, then finally Krasnodar. We had three meals a 

day in the restaurant car. I thought they were quite tasty! 

While we rode we got to know the dezhurnaya, or I guess 

you would call her the ñconductor.ò She was the one who 

serves tea, and makes sure weôre all doing OK in our car. We 

were four to a room. There were two bunks, top and bottom, on 
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each side and a table between them by the window. I shared 

with Stanley, an older British man and Graham and Dave from 

my room in Moscow. The dezhurnaya sat with a bunch of us, 

crowded into a room and sang. I brought out the balalaika I had 

bought in Leningrad and played it and sang a couple of songs 

with her. She was great, and really a character! 

 

Music Shop where I bought Balalaika in Leningrad 
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KRASNODAR STUDYING RUSSIAN  

WITH THE BRITISH  

 

August 27th ï We arrived in Krasnodar early and had 

breakfast. The food is great here! There is an abundance of 

fruits and vegetables, nice looking too! ï an immense 

difference from last year in Moscow, and Leningrad, where it 

was almost impossible to find any good fruit. 

I went walking all morning taking pictures of families, 

teen girls, and people selling and buying at the farmersô 

market, sights from the hotel. Almost everyone I asked agreed 

to let me take their picture. 

This evening I talked for a while in Russian with the floor 

lady at our hotel. We were watching T.V. She was really a 

nice, open, older woman, with a kind face and easy smile. I 

told her I really want to speak and understand Russian 

because I want very much to speak with Soviet people and 

find out what they think about Americans, their country, and 

other things. I told her how in the USA itôs said that Russian 

people hate their government and want to emigrate to the U.S. 

That really touched her off! She said a lot to me about that, of 

which I only understood some. She spoke of how things were 

before the revolution, and how could Americans believe such 

things if they havenôt seen and spoken to the people 

themselves. Basically, she said it just isnôt true. 

We watched T.V. for about half an hour. It is so frustrating 

to me, that with all the Russian Iôve studied, I understand so 

little. Well, tomorrow school starts, maybe it will help. 

August 28th ï I donôt think Iôm going to learn much at 

this school. Itôs not run as I had thought. I donôt understand 

the teacher at all in class. On breaks, on a one-to-one basis, I 

can understand some of what he says. He has sort of picked 

me out as someone to talk to on break. He speaks no English 

at all and really doesnôt seem like a teacher. He lectures too 
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much and involves us in conversation too little. 

We went on a city tour today and saw a movie about the 

Kuban area, which is what the Krasnodar area is called. The 

university we attend every morning is Kuban University. This 

town is really pretty, very green, and everywhere you see 

small stands where they sell fruit, juice, bread, posters, books, 

clothing, toys, and other things. Plus there are shops and 

supermarkets and small corner markets. There are lots of 

parlors serving juice, coffee, cocoa, tea, and sweets: ice 

cream, scones, cream puffs, and such. Apparently, now, no 

liquor is available in clubs or bars after 6:00 p.m., so people 

have to live with juice, etc. It will be interesting to see if this 

ñprohibitionò will last. 

I went walking tonight down the main drag, Krasnaya 

Street. Many, many people are on the street late, even in parks 

where thereôs hardly any light! People are sitting on benches 

way after dark here! I struck up a conversation with a woman, 

while walking down the street. She was very nice and we 

talked for about 20 minutes. I didnôt understand much of what 

she said, except that life is hard here, but much better than 

before the revolution. (That seemed like too-long-ago of a 

reference.) Her son, or someone in her family married an 

American woman, but I couldnôt understand much more. She 

wanted to know all about me and I told her what I could. 

I watched T.V. until it went off at 12:00 a.m. I still canôt 

understand much, although I understand the news better than 

the films. 

August 29th ï Class was a little better today, but not 

much. Iôd sort of like to transfer to the advanced class, 

because the teacher is supposed to be much better and most of 

the people in there are no more advanced than I. But I donôt 

want to hurt my teacherôs feelings. He still seems to pick me 

out to talk to at breaks. Today I understood almost all he said 

during break and also during class, but I think heôs speaking 
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with easier words now and slower. He says it seems to him I 

know Russian better then I think I do and that everyone has 

trouble understanding at first. 

I went to the Kuban River today by tram. On the way a 

ñfunnyò thing happened. I had given up my seat to an older 

woman and then someone got off, and I sat down again. Then 

this old man with a cane got on the bus. He had a really mad 

and mean look on his face. He seemed to be looking at me 

from the moment he got on, although I was sitting in about the 

middle of the car. As he approached me, he was saying 

something under his breath, and the woman beside me started 

talking to me. She kept motioning to me to get up! Apparently 

she was telling me to give him my seat because as he 

approached me he started yelling at me and tapped my foot 

with his cane. I got the message and jumped up and said, 

ñExcuse me, sit down,ò in Russian. He sat down and kept 

loudly admonishing me. During this time the woman, who 

had been gesturing to me to get up, and the woman I had 

given my seat to earlier started yelling at him and saying, 

ñShe doesnôt understand Russian, leave her alone!ò But when 

I had said, ñExcuse me, sit downò in Russian, that had 

convinced him that I did know Russian and I was just 

inconsiderate. At this point another woman joined in and was 

bawling him out, while one of them had turned to me and was 

asking me very kindly about myself: when I came here; where 

I was from; was I a student; and so on. In answering her, it 

became obvious to the other interested passengers that I was 

just a beginner, and a man nearby joined the women bawling 

out the old man! He and the women didnôt get off his case 

until his stop when he got off the tram! 

The woman talking to me kept patting my back and 

shoulders and saying, ñmolodyets!ò (itôs OK!) and other 

things to make sure I knew I was forgiven, or not being 

blamed, and actually appreciated for coming to their city for 

the sake of peace and friendship. She very nicely told me that 
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heôs an old man and young people must give up their seats for 

them. So now I know! If youôre young and/or strong you must 

keep a close eye on who gets on the bus or tram, and act 

quickly if itôs an older man or woman, or, as I discovered 

later, if itôs a woman with kids. Also I found out, as I gave up 

my seat a couple more times, that though itôs expected, 

sometimes you have to insist, because the person will say no. 

But if you donôt insist, people will think youôre inconsiderate. 

Well, anyway, I had a nice afternoon swimming and 

sunning at the beach. Itôs really beautiful, and many, many 

local people were there. There was an amusement park as 

well, with kidsô rides, and a number of ice cream booths and 

soda dispensers. Also boats could be rented, very cheaply. 

I spent the evening watching T.V. Itôs getting easier to 

understand! 

August 30th ï What a day today was! I switched classes 

and my new teacher in the advanced class is much easier to 

understand than the other one. She gave us assignments which 

I finished. I really feel I will learn with her. 

But most exciting was this evening! We went on a boat 

trip where we were told there would be disco dancing and we 

would meet students. It turned out others could get tickets for 

this ride as well, and workers at the oil establishment got free 

tickets from their trade union for this disco dance boat trip. 

One of the oil workers and his girlfriend, who is an 

electrical engineer, found Cindy and me in line for soda. We 

started talking (as much as we could in Russian, since they 

spoke no English). We sat together and talked for a long time. 

(I did my best to translate for Cindy). They were Alexander, 

Irena, and Svyeda. Alex was a real joker, and kept kidding 

around. The only thing he could say in English was ñsmile if 

you have had sex today,ò which he said a number of times this 

evening. But he was really nice and sang German songs. We 
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women sang Russian songs. Later we danced. They invited us 

to Irenaôs tomorrow night. It turns out that Pasha, a nineteen 

year old student of language, will be there to translate. It 

ought to be fun. 

August 31st ï Class today was still quite difficult, but I 

did OK in my presentation, and she didnôt ask for the papers. I 

suppose that will wait until Monday. I stayed in all day 

napping and studying Russian. This evening Svyeda, Irena, 

Pasha and his friend Sergei met Cindy and me out in front of 

our hotel, and accompanied us by streetcar to Irenaôs house. 

Public transportation in Krasnodar costs three kopeks (about a 

nickel). And, oh yes, Svyedaôs six year old daughter, Anya 

came also. What a cutie! a little pianist from the music school. 

Svyeda and Irena attend night school together and have 

known each other for a long time. They both belong to a 

mushroom gathering group and go on excursions for 

mushrooms a lot this time of year. I would say they are both 

around 30 years old. 

Irena had a snack ready for us of bread, salami, cake, candy 

and vermouth. Cindy brought Champaign and cashews. They 

asked lots of questions about the safety of the streets at night in 

the U.S., and the race problem. They are very concerned about 

the future and nuclear war. Irena spoke of that fear making her 

put off getting married and having children. 

She played Ella Pugachova records for us. (Sheôs a really 

famous singer here.) Also we saw a very nice lightning show 

from her veranda. It was an unusual sight, they said. It was 

too far away to hear thunder, but lightning danced around the 

sky all evening, almost as if it was planned to entertain her 

American guests! 

Her apartment was small, but nice, with hardwood floors. 

She had a living room, kitchen, bedroom and bathroom. She 

didnôt have much furniture, but in the living room, she had 
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two large, beautiful mahogany hutches with glass doors. Lots 

of dishes, crystal, and decorative utensils were displayed in it. 

We enjoyed the evening so much and plan to go mushrooming 

with them sometime next week, if it rains. It must rain first. 

September 1st ï We went to a collective farm in 

Pavlovskaya, a town not far from Krasnodar, today. It was 

called ñSoviet Russia.ò Itôs very interesting how a whole 

community is developed around these farming areas. The 

homes there were all privately owned, and really nice ones. 

There was a large school and this being the first day of school 

the kids were dressed in their formal school dress and all 

carried flowers. However, since itôs Sunday, no classes were 

held, just a welcoming ceremony and then the kids played. 

They provide all kinds of cultural activity here to 

encourage people to stay in the community. They provide 

scholarships to the university for those who will stay and 

specialize in farming, machinery maintenance, teaching, or 

other jobs with the community. 

If someone wants to leave, they go it alone. 

The school there seems to have a very high academic 

level and starting at fourth grade, special math courses begin 

and continue through calculus in the tenth grade. 

We were told that boys there often go into mechanics and 

girls into teaching and medical professions right there at the 

farm. One of our group asked if girls could go into farm 

machinery mechanics if they want to. The main guide, 

blushed, and said, ñWell, yes, we have ten women mechanics 

here also.ò 

Itôs a common story, I heard over and over in my 

tradeswomen tour of last year, as well, that women are doing 

mechanics, construction and other typically ômaleô trades, but 

that many men and women alike are ashamed of this and feel 

that women should not have to do such hard work ï ñIt hurts 
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their reproductive organs,ò is usually the reason given for 

opposing such work for women. 

We were also given a performance by a large group of 

local people, adults and children. About 70 people performed. 

They were very competent, all in costume, as they sang and 

danced! The performance was given in a large auditorium 

there. The theme was that people of all cultures should be 

friends. Byelorussian dances, Ukrainian dances, Russian 

dances, Central Asian dances, and others were shown. All 

wore native dress, and at the end all danced together. At one 

of the performances about Peace, they all played instruments.  

We saw their camping and rest area on a river. There was 

boating, swimming and an amusement park for children. 

These people did not seem at all like poor farm workers; 

they dressed like in cities, looked well-fed, happy and healthy. 

We were fed a feast, wished well, given gifts, and left for 

Krasnodar. 

 

Performance about peace shown to us in Krasnodar 


