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Bv  Gcr r v  Magcnn is 

n Septembe r  1 9 8 0  I set off 
fr i r  ten mont h s  in the Smiet 
U n i on as ,rn exchan ge st udent 

from Gr eat Britain . 
When I ar r ived i n  Len i ngr ad 

( St .  Pete r s b ur g ) afte r  a t h r ee- day 
rai l  t r ip ,  I w as ti r ed ,  d i r ty, and 
anxious to see \\' hat my l i v i n g  
condit ions wer e  l i k e .  I discovered 
t hat I was to l i ve in a dor m i tor y. 
The dor m was ,  by Soviet stand ­
ar ds , l u x u r ious , which  meant 
that the r e was usual l y  hot water 
i n  the sh ow e rs , and the toi lets 
were cleaned at least om:e a wee k, 
b ut toi le t  paper was som e th i n g  
y o n  had to provide you rse l f. I t  
was a cap i ta l ist dor m ;  i n  o the r  
wor ds s tudents from capita l i s t  
cou n tries ( e . g. ,  Ame rica  and 
Weste rn E u rope )  we re housed 
h e re al ong \\ith o ffi c ia lly ha nd ­
pic ke d  Soviet  s tudents wh o were 
the re as shi n i ng re p resen tative 
o f  the Worke rs ' state .

T he reason w hy al m os t  al l 
stu d en ts ,  Sovie t and fore i gn al i ke ,  
lived in d o rms was beca u se of  a 
te r ri b le hous ing  s h o rta ge in th e 
So vi e t  U n io n . No r on ly s tu den ts 
but a lso wo rke rs fro m o u t  o f  
town had to live i n  th ese c ramped 
a nd u n p le asa n t  co nd i tio ns . 
Le n i n grad is an e n ormo us c i t- y of 
five m i l l i on peo pl e a nd ,  as i n  
Moscow ( a  city of n i ne m il l ion ) , 
a n yo ne who wa n ted to l ive there 
h ad to h a ve a speci al doc u m en t. 
Th is was ex tremely d i ni c u l t to 
ge t, but m i llio ns o f  peasa n ts 
moved to the c ities e\'ery year. 
Their reason was si mple -a tin y  
concre te ce ll of an apar t mc n t with 
elec tricity and running wate r, or 
e ven a shared room i n  a crowded 
do rm, was p referable to a wooden 
shack m iles fro m anywhere . 

' 

CRITICAL TH IN ING 

So\'iet shoppi n g  was nor l i ke 
i n  a m odern western supermar ket. 
fn the Soviet n ion each product 
had i ts own shop-i f you wanted 
milk,  you h ad to go to the m i l k  
sh op , t h e  same f o r  meat ,u1d 
vegetables .  Each shop had i ts 
own l ineup,  an d ,  i f  rou \V ere 
l u cky, t h ere was som eth ing lefr
to b u y  when you r tu rn came .
Standin g i n  l i ne fo r  a n  hour for
ten eggs ( bri n g  you r  O\\"ll bag to
put them in ) ,  the n taki n g  the m
home to fi n d  th at they we re
rotten,  was something I wi l l
never fo rget .  I f  you wanted, you
cou l d  compla in  abo u t  service
and qua l i ty as eve ry shop fiad a
" Complai nts Book" prom i n ently
tii sp layed . I d id once sec an 
a n gr y shopper req u est  th i s  book.
The shop ass istant  took the book
from the sh e l f  and bega n  beati ng  ' 
the  consumer  abo u t  the head 
with  it - so much for c ustom e r  
se r v ice Sov i et-sty le . 

Fri e n d s  a n d  con tacts in  t h e  
Sov i e t  U n i o n  i n  1 9 8 0  were m o re 
importa n t  th �rn a n yth i n g  else ,  
eve n  m o ney. As a grad u a te ,  I 
received 2 0 0  ru b les a m onth , 
m o re th a n  the ave rage sa lar y, b ut 
wha t u se was money if t h e re was 
n oth i n g  to b u y with i t ? H o weve r, 
a ve rage Sov ie t citizen s h ad th ei r 
own way o f  doi n g  th i n gs ,  wh i c h  
m ad e  s u n·i va l poss i ble . Herc 's 

how it worke d .  S u ppose ci ti zen 
Po pov secs tooth paste o n  sa le-

but e\'erything at homc .  r
con tacts and most- l ;l \ ou r  d 
customer  sta tus ,  obt .t i nl·d  
th r ough presents, mc.m t th 
m ore goods \\'ent ou t t hc 
door o f a store th an \\ crc 
and went out the fron t . Inc

Russ ians  had a word f i 1 r  i t :  
which means i n fl ucncl· .  You 

n eeded in fl u e nce t o  pu t fr 
meat on the tab le  or t o  get 
bet ter job . Those l a.eki ng 
i n fl uence joi n ed the r.u t ki. 
h u ngr)' and fru st rat ed .  

T h i s  means Sm·ict l"it iz 
could  not eas i ly I i .we , l  I i  
s im i l ar to the ir  cou 1Hc rp.1rt 

, the West .  Let me i l lmt r.n 
, tel l i ng you abom a fumih I
1 The fath er was head of .i u 

si ty department ,  the m ot her  
pro fessor, a n d  the dau ght r 
professional  t rans lator, .1 !ii 
which , i n  Canada, \\'ou ld 
a combined  an nua l  \,l l ,t n o 
$ 1 00 000 ,  and .1s .1 n:,u l t  a 
l i fes ty le .  T h i s  Sovie t fanu h
i n  a one- bedroom apa rt m
wi th th e l ivi n g  room hl' l'o

, the pare nts' bed room ,l l m 
Th e fath er 's mo th e r  ,1 l ,1 1  h 
wi th  th e m .  The fam i ly l 'J r  
se,•e n te e n - year- o ld Lad .1 .  
consi d ered th c msch e, l u  k 

' becau se th e apartm e n t  \\ .ts 

downtown ,  and they h.id a 
i n fl u ence i n  the loc,� ,hop

s 
they did n ' t  h a\'e too m ul'h 
tro u ble ge ttin g food . 

h e  buys as m an y  t u bes as he can , 
a nd passes th em o n  to h i  frie n ds 
who are n 't a t  the sal e .  Th is was 
how people got their basic 
n ecessities . As soon as som e th i n g  

Why didn 't peop le ,lit 
to cha n ge th in gs ? The Sm, 

ni on in the period l 9X( 
was in the fi n a l  years of 
B rezh n ev 's leadership .i nd 
\\'h a t  ca me to be cal ltd t he , a ppeared i n  th e sh ops, it 

, di sappea red i n to people's ho 1m:1> . 
The Russians uscd to say that i n  
the West there was everyth i n g  i n 
the shops, bu t nothin g a t  ho me, 
whereas i n  the Soviet 1 1 10 11 

, th ere was nothi ng i n  the shops, 

period of stag nation . Thl· ·c 
\\ 'as ruled 6�1 old and , ick 
who were u nable a nd ll l l\\l 
to change th in gs, and rcti. 
l et a nyone el e change t hin 

What this meant was th.11 no 



\\'as prcp;u·ed to make any k ind  
of eff o rt ,  and so the  l i"ing 
condi t ions did not improve . 

The rol e of the mi l itary i n  
Soviet l i fe  was obvious to  anyone 
who visited the countrv ,1t that 
t ime .  This was especia l ly so i n  
Len Lngrad ( St .  Petersburg ) with 
its many mi l i tary train ing 
cent res.  Mj litary un iforms were a 
com mon sight on the streets. 
Not on ly the Soviet army, but 
every regional armv, from Pol ish 
to Mongol ian ,  trai ned many of 
its officers in  the ci ty. fa·ery male 
.it age eighteen had to spend two 
years i n  the armed forces . I f  he 
\\ 'as lucky he spent that two years 
repai ring roads .md worki ng on 
constru ction for si x dol lar  a 
month-if he was unlucky he  
found h imself fighti ng  i n  
Atghanistan . 

The So\' iet \Yar i n  Afghanistan 
was a major topic dur ing my stay 
there . I t  was a lmost l i ke America 
during the Viemarn war, only 
withou t  the protests. The 
gm·ernment pretended that the 
Afghanistan War wasn ' t  very 
serious, but the tories were 
heard en:rywhere of how 
terri ble i t  acmal lv was. Bv 1 984 
there were even d isabled. soldiers 
appearing on the sn-eets, beggi ng 
f or f ood .  The KGB qu ickly 
removed these people , as they 
reminded everyone of a war the 
go\'ernment would sooner forger. 

Ir was the KGB more than 
any other organ i zation , be it the 
'ommunist Parry or the 

mi l itary, d1at was responsible for 
keeping  d1ings under contro l  
and ensuring that no  one 
complained too loudly about 
Soviet l i festyles. The basic ru le 
�eemed to be that one could 
abuse the system as much as one 
wanted, by cheat ing, bribing, 
and refusing to work, but anyone 

caught tryi ng to change i t  was 
aski ng  for trouble ,  and usua l ly  
got i t .  I n  the end, he system 
cont in ued,  whi le  the coun try 
was fal l i ng to pieces .  The n ation 
was i n  a mood of despai r. 

How was this mood retlccted 
in the behaviour of ordinary 
Soviet cit izens?  Let 's take three 
examples, one who fled,  one who 
sta\'ed, and one who played . The 
one who tled was a Lithuanian 
d1eatre di rector, Aivaras . He was 
fed up wi th he hundreds of 
govern ment ru l es that sti fled his 
talent . He was desperate to leave 
the cou n try. Aivaras eventual ly 
lefr and now l ives in the USA , 
earning his l ivi ng by sel l i ng real 
estate .  This si ruation was 
repeated hundreds of thousands 
of ti mes in the I 960s, l 970s, 
and earl y  l 980s, with the resu l t  
that the  country lost many 
talented and educated peop le .  

My second example-the 
one who staved i n  the Soviet 
Union-was an ant i -commun ist 
dissiden t  Rostisl av. He was a 
man \\"ho tried desperate ly to 
change the ru les and the way 
things were done .  Th is resu lted 
in h i s arrest and interrogation by 
d1e KG Ll . Thev were anxious rn 
expel h im from the Soviet nion 
to the West ( where many were 
longi ng to go ) , but Rostisla,· 
refused to leave , prefe rri ng a 
twel\'e -year ja.il sentence on his 
native soi l  to freedom in  a 
foreign land .  

M�• third example , and 
pcrhap the most uccessful of 
the trio,  was the one who played.  
Bori Grebenshchi kov ignored 
the pol i t ical s i tuat ion entirely-it 
didn't  bother h im-he was a 
rock musician , and was only 
in tcre ted in his music, and in 
keeping his band "Aquarium" 
together. He played in private 

apartments, passed the hat 
a round afterwards so that he had 
enough money to buy bread and 
cheese . Boris ignored the system ,  
and  i t  !c tr h im  a lone .  He was a 
poor but happy man . He  and h is  
musi c  had statu s among a small 
and select group  of f-:rns .  After 
Gorbachev came to power, Boris 
and hi band became international 
rock stars, and his a lbums ha,·e 
been sold all over the world . I n  
spite o f  his success, h e  st i l l  
chooses to l ive i n  St .  Petersburg 
rather than Los Angeles . 

Shortly afte r I arrived i.n  the 
Soviet nion in September 
l 980,  someone who was to
become a close friend made a
remark that has s ince n1rned out
to be al l too true .  She said,  "The
only th ing that can give us
freedom in the Soviet Un ion is
an economic col l apse . " Every­
one then and throughout the
early l 980s cou ld  sense the
coming  economic co l lapse, but
the mood was one of growing
tear:  fear that thi s  might lead to
the emergence of a new dictator.
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