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Biointensive for Russia's first effort at conducting a low-cost, high-quality art tour, while simultaneously coordinating Biointensive workshops, has been pronounced a success by all involved.  It would have been impossible without the ongoing efforts of co-coordinator Stephanie Tsuchida, who recruited the artists and made most of the arrangements, and of Darina Drapkin, who provided interpretation, logistic, and food preparation support whenever and wherever needed.  And it was certainly enhanced by the several evenings [Insert “Ecotourists help design their tour …” here] we spent together over the two months before departure, going over the planning, polling for preferences on where to go and what to see, learning Russian phrases, and getting to know one another!

Getting There (by Carol)

Our Aeroflot flight (SF-Seattle-Moscow) proved to be pleasant, with elegant meals served in a timely way, and not a whiff of cigarette smoke at our seats (smoking is permitted in the rear of the tourist class cabin).  Arriving at Sheremetevo Airport where snow was falling with temperatures in the upper 20s F, we negotiated customs easily ("Nothing to Declare") and were delighted to be met, as planned, by Tatyana Perova and Sergei Matveev, our Moscow coordinators.  They quickly found us a 

porter who helped get our many suitcases -- five of them destined for an orphanage near Pskov -- via large carts to our transport.  En route to the Oktyabrskii station, Tatyana welcomed us to Russia, warned us about pickpockets in Moscow, and discussed the art tour schedule for our return eight days later.  

Arriving at the station with hours to spare before our midnight departure on the Red Arrow for St. Petersburg, we found a cafe where we variously ordered borsch and pirozhky to tide us over to the early-morning train breakfast.  Meantime, porters watched our luggage close to the platforms.  (On the way out of the cafe, we witnessed a drunken Russian creating a scene by shouting communist slogans and bragging about his war record; this was the only time I was at all inconvenienced by public drunkenness, however.)  Our sleeping car, as might be expected, was at the far end of the snow- and ice-covered platform, and our compartments at the far end of the car from the entrance.  But somehow we managed to lug the bags down the corridor, stow them under the bunks and in the overhead space, and settle in.  We had reserved two, four-person compartments ("kupeh"), assuming we would have more safety in numbers.  Despite the full compartments we found that, tired as we were after the long flight, and most of us having swallowed melatonin, valerian, or Ambien pills before bedding down for the night, we were able to get enough sleep to greet the (still black-as-night) day cheerfully.

Train Ride to St. Petersburg (from Pat's diary)

It was great to lie down, and the clickety clack of the train on the track made a restful rhythm, although it was loud enough to keep us awake.  As it turned out, no one in our compartment slept very well.  Whenever we peered out the window, it was into a snowy landscape, often heavily forested, looking cold, remote and reminiscent of Dr. Zhivago country.  The train left at midnight and arrived around 8 am, the distance being somewhere around 400 miles.  In the morning, Jim and Brigitte went in search of the dining car.  We joined them and ordered a smoked salmon (open face) sandwich, which looked and tasted more like some kind of smoked white fish.  It was good -- but perhaps a bit early for fish.  It also made is thirsty later. 

Back to Carol writing:  We were delighted to see the faces of our old friends Albina Kochegina and Volodya Shestakov, as well as of our new friends Olga and David Aareskjold, outside our car as the Red Arrow rolled in to St. Petersburg's Glavnyi (main) station at 8:30 a.m.  We gladly gave up the extra bags to the Aareskjolds, who had traveled from Pskov overnight and would return that day to take the much-needed clothing in a van to the orphanage.  Then we dragged our wheeled luggage to the carryall Volodya had hired from the Davranov Travel Agency, which drove us in ten minutes to our abode for the week, the art school known as ...

International Children's Art Academy "Avant Garde" 

The school is housed in a historic building on Fontanka, one of St. Petersburg's renowned canals, just a block from main shopping street Nevsky Prospekt, and right next door to the 18th-century Sheremetev Palace where the Anna Akhmatova and other museums are located.  Thus, it's perfectly located for tourists — one can walk to the Russian Museum in 20 minutes and to the Hermitage in 30, weather and ice on the sidewalks permitting.

From Pat's diary:  Our "hotel", the Avant Garde Children's Art Academy, was situated along a canal with open waters still flowing.  The city looked beautiful in the sepia early morning tones.  Long, long streets, long, long buildings.  Being Sunday morning, it had a calmness to it, interrupted briefly by solitary figures out walking their dogs.

Back to Carol:  The school's President and Director, Natalya Gulyayeva and Sergei Katin, restored the building in the mid-90s with financial support from friends in the US, and prepared two apartments on the third floor for paying guests, the income benefiting the school.  One is elegantly decorated in the aristocratic 19th-century style, while the other is more ordinary, but still comfortable.  Both have kitchens, as there is no meal service unless specially arranged.  Our rates were $25/night per person, which is as reasonable as can be hoped for in such a fine location.  Unfortunately, we've heard the school will soon lose the building, so we will not have this opportunity in the future.  [Note as of 9-2-01:  This situation has been reversed, so we're hoping we can book rooms there again for our upcoming tour.]

In the afternoon I met my friend Marlene Broemer from San Francisco, who was visiting St. Petersburg briefly at the time from Helsinki where she is doing research comparing Anna Akhmatova with the Finnish woman poet Edith Sodergran on a Fullbright grant.  We shopped a little in an elegant nearby arcade of shops "Passazh", then made a beeline for the Akhmatova Museum, which is laid out in several rooms where the poet lived for 35 years.  A rented cassette tape took me from room to room, describing the marital relationships and other eras of this fascinating woman's life.  Marlene, who already knew the biography, preferred to wander without the tape and dwell on the specific moments of Akhmatova's life that interested her.  Due to limited time, we both resolved to return to watch the highly recommended videos available downstairs.

St. Petersburg City Tour, from Pat's Diary
At 1 pm, five of us boarded a huge 40-seat bus and went on a city tour of St. Petersburg.  I guess there aren't that many tourists here in the winter.  It was a cold, cloudy, blustery day, and as it wore on, visibility got less and less.  I did like the mystical shots of the buildings, some of them disappearing in the distance.in a misty haze.  Near the end, we stopped at a souvenir shop, clearly geared for tourists.  Prices were even quoted in dollars!  They offered us "liqueur" or vodka to start, in small glasses.  They said liqueur was not as strong as vodka, so I took the berry-flavored liqueur.  It was good.  We sat around a small table in the cafe drinking coffere served gratis and tea (chai).  The guide told us that schoolteachers only make $65 a month, not enough to live on.  That is why he works as a guide.  He was a very agreeable guide, although the bus driver had to help him remember a few things.  We returned at four, after having seen most of the monuments and buildlings of Central St. Petersburg.  We stopped near a river [Neva] that ran into the Bay of Finland, got out and nearly froze, as he pointed out the Hermitage across the waterway.  The name comes from the word "hermit", since the Empress Catherine, who built the Winter Palace (1754-62), then added on to it to house the collection, liked to view the paintings by herself, like a hermit.  The Hermitage housed 12 ministries during Peter the Great's time, but is now part of the University.

Notes from tour:  Classical palaces:  typically soft pink, green, blue and white.  65 rivers and canals, 350 bridges, 27 drawbridges, 600 sq. km area in St. Petersburg.  Official population 5 million, probably 8 million in area.  Merchant's arcade [Gostinny dvor?-cv], 1765-67.  Biggest department store in Europe.  Michael's Palace, built 1828, architect Carlo Rossi.  14,830 bombs thrown by Germans, badly damaged.  Church of Resurrection (St. Savior of the Spilt Blood, built to commemorate assassination of Alexander II by terrorists), in style of St. Basil's in Moscow's Red Square.  The Summer Garden is famed for its 150 sculptures from the 18th and 19th centuries; now in winter they are protected by boxes.  We visited the church of Nicholas I, the only churched were services were maintained during the Soviet era.  Beautiful pastel blue-and-white structure, set against the white snow, in a park with many people walking; even children making a snowman.  We stepped inside -- the heavy smell of candles burning and wax melting filled the air.  Were able to see many icons and people kissing them.  Were fortunate to see a baptism of an infant, who cried nonstop through the entire service.  After the baptism, everyone formed a circle, carrying candles, and the priest led them in the circle, chanting his message.  Very beautiful.  Also saw a bride and groom come in for a blessing.  Our guide said that they had been married elsewhere.  

Russian New Year Celebration at Avant Garde (Back to Carol)

Back at the Children's Art Academy, our first evening in St. Petersburg was highlighted by a Russian New Year (according to the old calendar) celebration in the school's large reception room.  Natasha and Sergei had invited several of the children who study there, their parents, some of whom work at the school, and the house staff to join the party, as well as a few of our old friends from past visits to St. Petersburg.  A large table set with white tablecloths and graced by a tinseled Christmas tree (yolka), provided a focus.  Pirozhky, coleslaw, beet salad and open-faced sandwiches, and fine pastries were also on offer, and tea from a small teapot and hot water from a large samovar.  But of no less interest were the large, framed paintings the children had done — a carrot-topped Pushkin head here, a fantasy city there, a ballet scene over there.  One of the staff members, an older woman, alternated with Darina playing the grand piano in the next room, inspiring both children and adults to dance, ballroom-style.  What an appropriate welcome to a city so steeped in culture!

Pat:  After most of the guests had arrived, there was a round of toasts.  Natasha, the head of the school, introduced each teacher and said something complimentary about her or him, and her words were translated for us.  It was a very supportive atmosphere.  Since there were many people to introduce, the toasting and translating took about 45 minutes.  At last we were able to drink our champagne, but before we did so, it was customary to clink glasses with our neighbor's and others nearby.  Someone explained to us that Russians do not normally have stand-up parties like this one.  Usually they are all seated at the table and then served in courses.  They will all break out into song, then dancing.  Camaraderie seems to be a very big thing. 

We met a young artist who had two paintings on display, done at ages 6 and 5.  One had taken her a year to finish.  We were stunned at the dedication a child that age could have, to be able to work on a single project that long.  Children in Russia often are exposed to other projects after their school day ends, so they spend that time learning new things instead of sitting down and watching television like American kids.  The children in the school seemed much more serious-minded at such an early age than ours do.

I took pictures here and there.  Jim suggested a fabulous shot of an elderly woman playuing piano through the open drawing room door.  Meanwhile, others danced in the drawing room.  Jim and Brigitte, Larry and I stayed four hours, being among the last to leave.  We talked with many interesting people.  One, Natasha, told us that while the thought of emigrating to the US was attractive to her, she had too many relatives here in Russia to make it feasible.  However, her hope was that her daughter could live there.  Her biggest fear was instability -- and the threat of the country going to war again, or being invaded.  It was a most interesting evening, but Lasrry ane I were beat when wew got back to our rooms.  The beds (including my couch-bed) felt great, and we slept deeply udnerneath piles of comforters, all night long.

The State Russian Art Museum (Pat and Stephanie)
We had a little trouble getting everyone to leave on time, but when we finally did, we alked with Sergei to the Russian Art Museum.  It was in a beautiful place, Theater Square.  I was mesmerized by the monochromatic city scenes along the way, and took photos.  The museum held many very old and beautiful icons, as well as folk art.  We progressed through the centuries, slowly, until I finally broke away and went off with Jim and Brigitte.  They were intrigued by the mid-19th century to early 20th century Russian realist, academic painters.  (Stephanie writing:)  Like the French Impressionists, the 19th-century Itinerants (or Wanderers) broke with the formal traditions of the Academy and sought their inspiration en plein air and in genre painting.  Most famous were the masters Levitan (landscape painter), Serov (for his portraits), Vasnetsov (Romantic painter of Russian historic and folkloric scenes, and Perov (famous for social commentary as subject matter).  The 20th century artists include Vrubel, a powerful expressionist and symbolist painter inspired by mysticism and mythology, the painters of Sergei Diaghilev's World of Art movement which espoused "art for art's sake," and Goncharova, whose works incorporate Russian folk art.  (Pat listed many of the painters and their dates:):  Aivazovsky (1812-1900, 6,000 works), Surikov (1848-1916), Kuindzhi (1878-1901), Veresschagin (1842-1904), Makovsky 91839-1915), Levitan (1860-1900), Muravev (1878-1951), Meshkov (1867-1946), Arkhipov (1862-1930), Bogdanov-Belsky (1968-1945), Maliavin (1869-1940), Polenov (1844-1927), Maksimov (1844-1911), Vasiliev (1850-1873). Shishkin (1832-1898), Ghe (1831-1894), Kramskoy (1837-1887), Savrasov (1830-1897).

Shopping for Hats (Pat)
Sergei took us first to change money -- in a narrow hall, behind a closed curtain, a very secretive process.  Darina collected the passports and visas in order to register our stay with the police by the third day of our visit, not staying in a hotel where this is done in-house.  We then took a bus to the Hermitage.  The building, as we approached, was spectacular shade of pastel green, rising out of the stark white landscape.  On the way across huge square, a couple of young men tried to sell us fur hats for $30 each.  We said no and kept walking.  They followed us further, dropped the price; we still said no.  Finally they dropped he price to $10 a piece.  Darina said the hats were good quality, and that at $10, they certainly weren't making much money.  And they were polite.  Larry tried on the hats and got one for Jack and one for himself.  Larry's is beautiful, of rabbit fur, the color of his beard.  They offered me a mink hat, but I declined.  Darina said that mine is likely to be contraband, but that rabbit is widely available.  Larry paid $25 for the two hats.  Teri had said she heard fur hats cost $500 in Russia, so this certainliy proved that wrong.

The Hermitage (Stephanie and Pat)
Built in the mid-18th century by Italian architect Rastrelli, it includes the Winter Palace of the czars.  The buildings themselves are breathtakingly beautiful, and house the world's greatest collection of European art.  Old masters include Rembrandt and da Vinci, top quality works by French Impressionist and post-impressionist artists Matisse, Gauguin, Monet and Cezanne, as well as huge collections of ancient and oriental art.  And we couldn't forget that the Winter Palace was the site of the Bolshevik takeover in the October Revolution.

When we arrived inside the Hermitage, we were blown away.  It was breathtaking!  The rooms are beautifully restored; one huge room would open out into another.  Chandeliers are everywhere.  Sergei was there to give a guided tour, but Jim took over and guided us.  The Rembrandt section was spectacular; we didn't have enough time there.  We pored over the two da Vincis for a very long time.  One was painted with tempera, the other with oils.

[Pat wrote notes on Le Feire, Trouillebert, Dagnan-Bouveret, Jules Dalon, Thomas Couture, Dupre, Constant Troyon, Latour, Druze, Santerre, da Vinci. -ed]

Vyacheslav Chebotar's Studio (Pat)
We spent less time at the Hermitage since we also had to visit an artist's studio in the afternoon.  Getting there was unbelievable.  We left the wide boulevards and entered a Dickensian world -- with people pushing carts, vehicles trying to navigate the narrow lanes, difficult due to pot holes, puddles, boards, and other obstacles.  Finally we entered a dark hallway, went up several flights, and were ushered into an art academy.  Nancy had carried with her a soup made from left-over rice and chicken from last night, and we gratefully ate it, all sharing the same serving dish.  We examined his work and were very impressed.  Lots of protraits in earth tones, some landscapes, although not generally as good as the portraits.  We saw one student working on a still-life painting, anotehr on a rendering of a plaster bust.  Jim and Brigitte discussed the possibility of a workshop in the summer of 2002.  Apparently the Academy haas a 4-month session (June-Sept.) in the country.  Students stay together, cook their own meals, etc.  After the discussion, the academy director Vyacheslav Chebotar invited us to share some cognac with him.  He opened a bottle from Latvia.  After I had downed mine, Larry mentioned the story he read in the New Yorker of the man who got sick drinking cheap cognac from Latvia.  Jim and Brigitte and Nancy bout two protraits from Chebotar, painted when he was 20, after 15 years of art instruction.

 The Literary Cafe (Pat)
Volodya arrived at the Academy, and said we would "catch" cars to take us to the restaurant.  Somewhat in disbelief, we followed him outside, where in no time at all he had two cars for us.  Our trip out cost 50 rubles total, or $1.50.  Darina said if she had negotiated, she would have been able to have gotten the price down to 10 rubles (or 30c), but she didn't think it was worth it.

The Literary Cafe had books out in front, a wax figure of Pushkin sitting at a small round table3, since the poet had his last meal there before going out to the duel that cost him his life.  We went further into the restaurant and were seated at two tables moved together to allow seating for eight.  A young woman sang opera (with a lot of passion), accompanied by a somewhat flamboyant pianist.  We had a long meal:  red caviar (black is the prized one), borscht (80 rubles or $2.40) and then meat Petersburg style, which was ground beef rolled around mushrooms, served in a red sauce.  Larry and Nancy had beef stroganoff.  For dessert, we had ice cream ("creme brulee") with cognac and nuts, delicious.  We also had a bottle of red Georgian wine and some mineral Water.  The entire bill for 8 came to $100, or $15 apiece.  We talked with Volodya about all kinds of different subjects.  We left the restaurant after 10 pm, at which time it was nearly empty.  We waved down two cars to take us back.  Our car took us past the night-lit Church of the Spilt Blod.  It was a spectacular sight, bathed in a kind of green glow.  Got to bed around 11 pm for a long, glorious sleep.

A Stage Performance (Carol)

Browsing through a copy of the English-language St. Petersburg Times, I noticed an article heralding a new service to foreigners — superb Russian drama, translated into English!  The producer, Galina Perveyeva, hoped to fill a need that I understood deeply:  that of scripts interpreted on tape, at the pace spoken by the actors, for foreigners attending the plays.  Even those of us who understand spoken Russian well often find the actors' utterances far too swift for us mere mortal foreigners to grasp.  (The same can be said for much of the time when Russians are talking to each other, and when the news is being read on radio and TV.)  

The upcoming performance would be of The Wood Demon  — Chekhov's early full-length play that was eventually reworked into his well-known masterpiece, Uncle Vanya.  I was delighted, as I've studied Chekhov, and here was an opportunity to see a rarely performed play, staged in its original language by the author's latter-day compatriots.  Stephanie, who also speaks and understands Russian, was also enthusiastic.  (Darina was interpreting for the artists at the "Literary Cafe" that night.)  So I called the phone number given for reservations:  the person answering turned out to be Galina, the producer and the driving force behind the production and the taped interpretation effort.  Galina was delighted to hear from me and arranged to meet us when we arrived, as we were the first people to respond to the newspaper article and various ads placed in English-language publications.  We arranged for a taxi, and lo and behold, there was Galina awaiting us in the lobby.

The theater, presumably a smaller one of several in the Theater for Young Viewers, was basically a large room with risers at one end for the audience of perhaps 100 persons.   The set was deep, and featured wooden poles hanging from the ceiling to represent birch trees, a winding raised boardwalk, a harp, and a piano.  It was strikingly effective; as Galina explained later, its designer is well known in Russia.  The acting was outstanding, as was also the interpretation (by a woman with an English accent), which we heard via earphones.  Steph and I used them on and off, depending on the pace of the dialogue on stage.

Readers familiar with Uncle Vanya  will recall Dr. Astrov, Voinitsky, and Elena Andreevna.  Let me refresh your memories:  Dr. Astrov -- the title role here in The Wood Demon, is devoted to the cause of conservation and has planted forests on his own land.  Voinitsky (the title role in Uncle Vanya), having sacrificed his own career, manages the estate in the absence of the elderly, ailing Serebriakov, an academic who lives in the city on the proceeds.  Elena Andreevna is Serebriakov's young wife, with whom Voinitsky is in love.  Sonia -- the character whose uncle is Vanya/Voinitsky, and who is in love with Dr. Astrov -- in this play seems a more forceful (she smokes!), less deferential, and less central character than in the more famous play, although this may partly have come across as a result of the acting and directing.

During the intermissions, finding a place away from cigarette smoke to chat with Galina, we learned that after obtaining academic degrees in drama, including one from Toronto, she started producing plays.  But now she is also running a club ("Fish Fabrique") where art films are screened.  She hopes to keep the project of providing taped interpretations of the plays alive, but this will require funding.  The interpreter made the first two sets of tapes as a volunteer, but in future will need to be paid.  If anyone reading this knows of a company or foundation that might help support these efforts, please get in touch!  Galina's e-mail is <russiandrama@inbox.ru>, and she can correspond in English.  (Even if you can't help financially, you may want to save her e-mail in case you'd like to watch and understand a play in St. Petersburg without knowing Russian....)

Visit to Repino (Pat, Stephanie)

The day we have all been waiting for:  the trip to Ilya Repin's studio, outside of St. Petersburg. We had one-half hour at the train station before the next train to Repino.  At one jewelry stand in the station, Nancy paid $59 for five necklaces of various stones.  I bought a green stone pendant and earrings for the very small sum of $2.50.  At last, we were able to board the "elektrichka" (electric train).  We entered some cars that were very full.  We worked our way to the front and eventually found seats for all of us.  When the train pulled away, we were in for amateur theater.  The vendors started coming down the aisles, holding up their wares.  We bought food items such as pirozhky from one of them, and ate them on board.  Reaching the far end, a person would offer his wares more quietly, allowing a vendor from the other end to begin his pitch.  The "commercials" were rather long monologues, which Jim complained about being boring, but Brigitte said that it was OK, since there was no main feature!

Once we left the city, we entered a magical kingdom of trees and land encrusted with white snow, peaceful and beautiful and mesmerizing.  It took at least an hour to reach Repino, since the train stopped at so many stations, but this gave me the chance to write in my journal.  When we got to the stop nearest to Repino, we learned it would be a half-hour walk.  Some would have preferred to ride in motor transport as originally planned, but in the end the walk through the forest was beautiful and peaceful, and I took many photos.

(Stephanie:)  On the Baltic seashore, surrounded by pine and birch forest, Repin's dacha was a center of Russian art and literary activity in the early 20th century.  Visiting Repino is a precious glimpse into the charmed life of the pre-revolutionary Russian artists.  (Pat:)  The studio was in a wooden two-story home with two floors.  There were two glass peaks above, and a small attic-like third floor.  We saw many of Repin's paintings, displayed literally floor to ceiling, some great sculptures, his office in a room with many windows facing the woods, his dining room, with a lazy susan in the center of the round table and drawers under each place setting, allowing each guest to store away his own dirty silverware and dishes.  Due to his peculiar notion of democracy, Repin forbade his guests to serve one another, hence the drawers and lazy susan.  If one lifted a hand to help another, he was punished by being required to give a 2-minute speech on a socially responsible topic from a pulpit-like raised lectern in the corner.

Upstairs was Repin's studio, extending the length of the house, and exposed to wonderful ight.  The two peaked windows extended from the 3rd floor, bringing in additional light.  Many of his paintings were on display, both finished and unfinished.  The walls were simple wood, and the studio had a very homey feel.  Repin was considered' Russia's greatest painter.  Many objects he had collected were in the room, some even in still life set-ups.  There was a small gift ship where I bought a small book of photographs of St. Petersburg.

Carol got directions for our return, and we opted to catch a bus that would take us all the way back to St. Petersburg, without the 1/2-hour walk.  The bus was crowded and stopped often, and when after an hour we reached St. Petersburg, we had to walk ten minutes to reach the Metro.  We passed food and clothing kiosks, then took a metro, transferred to another, and reaching the last station, walked another five minutes.  We were beat when we arrived home at 6:30, but warmed up with a chicken and rice dish, coleslaw, and red caviar on buttered brown bread.  Some people from Siberia brought prints, cards, calendars and lovely lacquer boxes to sell us.  This saved us time shopping elsewhere for gifts, so we were grateful.

Children's Academy of Art, the Repin Institute, and the International Children's Art Academy "Avant Garde" (Pat)

The academy takes 300 students, with only six in a calss.  They start at age 12 and go on to age 18.  The school is free if you qualifiy.  You receive a diploma at 18, not 17 as in other schools, due to all the art classes.  We saw quite young children studying there, and they were all so excited by the prsence of foreigners, they followed us down the hallways, often introducing themselves.  

The quality of the works, especially at the end of their studies there, was astonishing.  (Stephanie:)  The students and their paintings have traveled worldwide, participating in many art exchanges.

The Academy, named for Repin, was built by Catherine the Great, so it is quite old.  Today was an "open" day, so we could go into the rooms and look at work displayed floor to ceiling.  The work was very structured and the students were very good, taking years to build up a foundation in drawing, painting, and monochrome, then using color.

We were permitted entrance to the library, a sanctuary of old leather volumes where very dedicated students studied under wide round lamps draped with a gauze-like fabric, creating a misty glow.  In the bookstore, we found some unbelievable values in books.  One big one on Levitan with superb illustrations was $22, bought by Jim and Brigitte, and Larry bought a beautiful book on the Hermitage.It seemed there was only one of every book in stock.

Back at Avant Garde, Sergei and Natasha guided us on a tour of their classrooms, where we saw children of various ages whose art expression was much freer, but still grounded in the basics.  There were evn panels of folk art.  We sat down to tea in the banquet room, and Sergei and Natasha discussed their concerns that their building would be expropriated by the government, which wants to sell it because they are not paying rent.  The reason why they aren't is that they estimate they have made almost $1,000,000 in improvemtns, thereby increasing the value of the building.  We decided that everyone should do one handwritten and two typed letters to send to various bureaucrats in Russia.

After the two-hour meeting, Volodya came to take us to the ceramicist Lev Solodkov's studio.  We entered a dark grey building and took an old elevator up to the top floor.  There, behind a piece of aluminum sheet metal, was the door to Lev's home, where he, his wife, and his grandson, also a ceramicist, lived.  We shared our coffee, nuts, salami, and candy, and they brought out two bottles of Soviet champagne.  We sat and talked and before long, with Volodya's simultaneous translation, it began to feel as if we understood Russian.  Larry and I bought a small onion-dome teapot in blue and white for his Mom, for $30; Stephanie also bought one.  I took lots of pictures.  We laughted and talked and toasted, and eventually had three bottles of champagne.  Finally we had to leave, but by then Lev and Volodya had instilled in us the importance of returning to Russia and bringing our friends, and encouraging more exchange of ideas.  We gather the Russian people are very worried about a Bush presidency, because of his interest in expanidng Star Wars and taking a "hard line" with Russia.  

We caught two more cars back to our "home."  I told Volodya that it would be unthinkable to catch rides like this, because you just couldn't be sure you were safe!  He said youa re absolutely safe doing this here!  

 Sunday Morning Church Service at Alexander Nevsky Lavra (Pat)

Larry and I went to church with Darina guiding, in a monastery at the far end of Nevsky Prospekt.  It took some time to find the church, on the 3rd floor.  We arrived to the heady scent of candlewax and sounds of chanting filling the air.  The church was small, but beautiful, with priceless icons.  We all decided to partke in the Russian Orthodox communion service.  It consisted of people lining up to kiss the gold cross, then receive a square of white bread.  No red wine was given.  After the service we looked around and saw another service starting in front of an icon on the side.  Darina chatted with one of the old ladies who looked as if they were from another century.  She offered to help a couple of women carrying bags, but the declined, saying that it was their burden to carry.

After the service we walked through the cemetery near the church and saw Dostoevsky's grave and stone and those of many other Russian writers, artists, and composers.  [Insert “Russians still bring flowers … “ here]  Returning, we bought some CDs of gypsy music and folk songs.  

 An Evening at the Ballet (Carol)

On our last evening in St. Petersburg, we were fortunate in obtaining excellent tickets at $45 (via Davranov) to attend a performance of the Kirov Ballet at the world-renowned Mariinsky Theatre.  Pat , Larry, Stephanie, and I jumped at the chance and were richly rewarded.  Our seats, eighth row center in the "parterre" (orchestra) section, could only have been better had we sat in the Royal Box.  Adam's romantic ballet, Giselle, was in its 927th performance (since 1842), but the Kirov dancers made it appear as fresh as if were just opening.  Diana Vishneva, in the role of Giselle, and Igor Kolb, as Graf Albert, had both won international competitions, and no wonder -- it would be hard to imagine a more agile and graceful pair.  The audience showed their appreciation when it was all over, staying and applauding for at least ten curtain calls.

We were surrounded by well-dressed, cultured Russians -- few of whom fit the stereotype image of "new Russians" flaunting their wealth.  We heard several languages spoken, so we knew that other foreigners were there in good measure.  The breathtaking splendor of the heavily gilded rococo theatre itself, of course, represented the wealth and values of the tsarist era, echoed by the enthusiasm and attention to detail with which they were maintained and restored in our own.  Now that state support has waned, Russian and foreign companies help to sponsor the ballet, e.g. Philips, Daimler Chrysler, Siemens, Baltika (beer), and, inevitably, the Friends of the Kirov Opera and Ballet.

Alive Earth Center, Albina Kochegina and Aleksandr Avrorin (Carol)


Albina Kochegina, who teaches middle-schoolers gardening along with retired Prof. Yury Soskov in the "Young Naturalist" after-school program, hosted and coordinated our seminars.  The location was a large classroom at the "Alive Earth" (Living Soil) center near the historic Smolny Cathedral, which is included on many city tours, the British Consulate, and various government buildings.  The Alive Earth complex includes greenhouses with an impressive collection of exotic plants, a small zoo, classrooms, and fields where young students run gardening experiments over the summer.  [Insert “Albina Kochegina, shown here in 2000, …] here]


The "Eco-Ag" portion of our visit consisted of three, one-day workshops, each with a different focus, which were funded by the "profit" from the artists's payments for the Art/Eco-Ag tour.  The first was on the Basics of Biointensive, and was presented by Aleksandr ("Sasha") Avrorin, who had traveled by train from Novosibirsk to deliver seminars here and in Novo-Sin'kovo.  Sasha has a long history with Biointensive, as he served for five years as Director of Ecodom, Inc., a company specializing in environmentally sound housing design in Akademgorodok (the academic/research enclave just outside Novosibirsk). Sasha's wife, Larissa, serving as Ecodom's Educational Director, traveled to California twice, and Sasha once,  for Ecology Action "Grow Biointensive" workshops.  

Together they have delivered numerous workshops in western Siberia and practiced the method in their dacha garden, which by 1999 was completely double-dug.  After leaving Ecodom in 1999, Sasha set up "Biointensive in Siberia" as a project of the Siberian Ecological Foundation.  He has since taught workshops on Biointensive and green design in several locations in western Siberia and southwestern Russia, also continuing to consult and teach green homebuilding design in Novosibirsk.  In addition to his Akademgorodok-based study, he has special experience in the topic, having toured  Habitat for Humanity building sites with Alan Buckley in Alaska, northern Idaho, and western Washington, and passive-solar homes in Colorado, including "Amory Lovins' House" (Rocky Mountain Institute's headquarters).

Basics of Biointensive Seminar (first day), by Darina and Carol


During this one-day basic seminar, Sasha Avrorin displayed the profound knowledge of the soil he has gained over six years of study and practice of Biointensive.  He lectured on all the components of Grow Biointensive in Russian without notes at a rapid pace that I (Carol) personally couldn't keep up with, although clearly the well-educated Russian audience were able to, and listened intently.  (For the basics of Grow Biointensive, see www.growbiointensive.org ; for more detail, order How to Grow More Vegetables... from www.bountifulgardens.com. .  The 35 seminar participants included people from many walks of life in any way connected with plants.  A young soil biologist was able to dispel many myths about pathogens and diseases.  A number of teachers, representatives from a women's and children's group and from an intentional healing community, and many forestry and agricultural scientists and researchers filled out the hall.  A man who builds houses in Rostov-on-Don brought his two daughters along to help him create a more balanced lifestyle.  These two had remarkable enthusiasm and interest in this work, not very typical for young people in their late teens and early twenties.  


Also present were two poets whose interest in sustainable living brought them to this seminar. Some earlier Willits workshop attendees briefly shared their continuing work on BI.  Overall, the day was charged with keen interest and sharing of knowledge.  BfR's budget afforded us the luxury of eating lunch together in the government city hall building around the corner and down the street, and were thus able to discover problems and solutions facing many of the attendees.  One woman scientist was there hoping to find an answer to the growing problem of the use of snow- melting salts and the decline in tree numbers within the city due to oversaturation and suffocation.  Another man was looking for a way to feed his four children in their small house in city outskirts.  

Young Naturalist Poster Sessions (evening of first day), by Carol , Darina, and Albina
By about 4 pm, during our coffee break, youngsters aged 12, 13 and 14 years began to arrive for the poster session planned for them, and to set up their stands and tape their displays to the walls. (They were not expected to come to the beginner Biointensive workshop, since they had all studied the method for between one and three years, and also because Albina thought they would become more nervous if they listened to an adult before giving their own reports.)  Individually or as teams, they stood next to their poster displays describing the many experiments they had performed over the past summer, and answered the questions of the seminar participants as we circulated past all 30 of them.  Albina and Prof. Soskov work with these "Young Naturalists" after school in the spring, initiating various projects they can carry out over the summer, then discussing and reporting their results in the fall.  The children receive no academic credit for their work; they do it simply because "it's interesting!" [Insert “These Young Naturalists may join us … “ here]  


Most of the children live and garden at their family's dacha in the summer, so they were able to eat what they grew.  Many had a control experiment of compost versus no compost, or a specific soil amendment versus none, all other factors being equal.  Most of them were rooting for the plot with all the nurture, so it was fun and exciting to talk to them about that and also to see that they loved growing plants so deeply.  One striking example was of two grafted trees that lived in two parts of the country, a city tree, and a country tree, if you will.  According to the young girl, who aspires to be a nurse, the country tree, despite the more conducive climate and her grandmother's care, died due to lack of attention from the one who planted it in the first place, because she was in the city, looking after the other tree.  The children had a very conscientious approach to their work.  They brimmed with the desire to share their findings,  some with a quiet and very spiritual sense of the importance of what they were doing.  Each had chosen a specific vegetable or fruit on which to bestow several months of research, producing pictures and detailed calculations at the end.

What a joy to see their displays, and what a wonderful example for our educational establishment!  Contrast this with the few choices our young teenagers have after school:  staying late at school to attend sports practice if they're athletic, or coming home to do school homework or practice their musical instruments, or hanging out with their friends, or (all too often) coming home to watch TV or play video games.  The Young Naturalists (Yunnaty) are part of the Center for Youth Creativity, the former Pioneer Organization which provides many other after-school occupations, from dance and drama to photography and travel.  The Center is based at the Anichkov Palace, which I (Carol) visited at the end of my stay, so more below on its programs.  There are 1000 Yunnaty in St. Petersburg who work on biology projects at various institutions.  


We plan to publish short descriptions of the children's experiments in our paper newsletter and online.  For now, here are their titles, supplied by their teacher Albina Kochegina:  "Cultivation of 'Granola' and 'Elizaveta' potatoes in compost rows" by Sergej Osipov; "Double-digging cultivation of potatoes" by Dmitrii Mikhailov; "Influence of 'Agrovit-Kor' supercompost on tomatoes" by Vasily Zotkin; "Influence of light on tomato yield" by Valery Mel'nik; "Comparison evaluation of different methods of cucumber out of doors" by Elena Burkovskaya; "Influence of compost and water content of the soil on radish crop" by Olga Smirnova; "Influence of 'Ideal' organic fertilizer on sprouting and yield of radish" by Yulya Chernyaeva; "Physalis cultivation in Leningrad region" by Sveta Yankovskaya; "Study of biological role of Aegopodium podograria in biocenosis" by Valery Pekar'; "Indoor cultivation of watermelon" by Volodya Vasil'ev.


 "Turnip cultivation wrapping seedlings in napkins" by Katya Vasil'eva; "Study and utilization of efficient microbiological technology" by Katya Pimenova; "Cucumber cultivation wrapping sprouts in napkins" by Nastya Tuzhikova; "Indoor cultivation of Lagenaria  by biointensive method" by Susanna Galai and Arina Staschuk; "Comparison evaluation of stimulant activity of ECOST preparation" by Nadya Vorona and Pavel Ermolin; "Potato propagation from sprouts" by Pavel Zaitsev; Introduction of Ritsinus comunis  by Galya Sidorenko; "Using Biointensive methods for turnip cultivation" by Kolya Timofeev, Igor' Vikent'ev, and Timur Vergasov; "Use of organic method for potato cultivation" by Masha Kruchkova, Sveta Kuznetsova, and Marina Obudikhina; "Cultivation of cabbage in flower bed" by Sasha Egorov and Sergei Tatyanin; "Design of cabbage flower bed" by Julia Sudakova and Marina Okhotnikova; "Use of microbiological technology for tomato cultivation" by Marina Svonareva and Kseniya Tarasova; "Testing nitrate ion contents in vegetables" by Igor Pavlovskii and Tania Dumina.


If anyone reading this knows young students interested in plant growing who might like to be put in touch with these children, please write back.  One of the students, Pavel Zaitsev, has e-mail, and Albina and her colleagues would also help the children communicate (in English or Russian)  if asked.

Biointensive Experiment Reports by Adults (second seminar day) (Carol)
On the second day, a completely different group of adults came to the Alive Earth center:  gardeners (including many academics) who had already practiced biointensive (with a lower-case b), and had their own research to report.  Many of these had attended our Biointensive Sustainable Mini-farming workshop taught in 1998, during our Winrock-supported mission.  But some understand biointensive as any method of growing food intensively and organically that avoids use of machinery and chemical fertilizers, and do not double-dig.  Indeed, some in the St. Petersburg region see double-digging as inappropriate to their soils, which include an extremely acid sublayer that kills roots.  But some are doing experiments comparing Biointensive Sustainable with other methods, and getting positive results.  Most gardeners in St. Petersburg view our BI favorably, with some qualifications.

Ushakov method and BI:  The "John Jeavons method" (so called in St. Petersburg to distinguish it from the other "biointensive" methods) has been compared with the Ushakov method, in particular at the Alive Earth plot by Prof. Soskov and his young students.  Like Jeavons, Ushakov believed that the soil should be "alive" and used no chemical fertilizers nor herbicides, and did use composted vegetation to improve his soil fertility.  But he also used aged manure, composted with the aid of a large number of worms.  (Jeavons recommends avoiding manure entirely.)  Ushakov did not dig deeply, believing that this would only disturb the "live matter" in the soil.  He only "rotated" the top two inches of the soil where weeds grow, and loosened the deeper layers with a fork. Before reporting on the comparative results, it would be helpful if a volunteer would be willing to type up some handwritten reports I have here (in English), and another volunteer to translate a printed Russian description, or pay for its translation ($50 or more).  If anyone can find a good description of the Ushakov method in English on the Web or in a library, this would also be very helpful.  Then, we could correspond with Albina and Prof. Soskov for answers to any questions, and offer this description to Ecology Action and others for comparison.  Please get in touch if you are willing to help out in this effort, in any way.


The adults reporting on their own experiments included several familiar faces who had attended our seminar taught by Patrick Williams and Darina Drapkin in 1998.  Andrei Alekseevich Komarov, who holds the rough equivalent of our Ph.D. (kandidat degree) in agrochemistry and is progressing toward his second Ph.D. (the doktor  degree) is probably the most active, serving as president of the "Green Gift" club of organic gardening enthusiasts who perform their own individual and group experiments.  Andrei Alekseevich is eager to form ties with American groups to perform joint research projects, so if interested, please write to me and I'll put you in touch with Andrei.


Again, I hope to publish more detail on these experiments after receiving it from Albina.  But for now, here is the list:  "Adaptive system of minifarming" by A.A. Komarov (his thesis topic for the  doktor  degree); "Influence of double-digging on chemical and physical properties of heavy clay soils of North-West Region" by N.N. Biova (a teacher at the Agrouniversity, she has prepared some students for theses on this topic); "Biointensive method of potato cultivation" (including Ushakov and "compost row" methods) by Prof. Yu.D. Soskov; "Cultivation of potatoes and other root crops by double-digging method" by  A.A. Kochegina; "Study and introduction of efficient microbiological technology" by Prof. Yu.E. Konev; "Biointensive method in horticulture" by Prof. B.N. Ageev; "Seedling cultivation in napkins" by V.N. Kovaleva (a member of the House of Scientists); "Vegetable cultivation in compost rows" by L.P. Kvartal'nogo (House of Scientists); "Indoor cultivation of citrus as a model of biointensive horticulture" by I.A. Timofeev; "Biodynamic method in St. Petersburg region" by I.N. Beliakova; "Climate change and adaptation of agriculture in the coming 20 years" by M.V. Nikolaev (note:  I have his book in Russian; it seems to be worthy of translation and I would translate the table of contents for anyone interested -cv); "Experience of vegetable cultivation on high 'Egyptian' beds" by A.P. Sveshnikov.

Energy-efficient, resource-conserving housing design seminar (third day)
(reported from Carol's notes in English taken from Avrorin's lectures in Russian)

As Sasha (Aleksandr Avrorin) mentioned at the start, the philosophy he espouses is well explained in Factor Four: Doubling Wealth, Halving Resource Use by Eric Weiszacker, Amory Lovins, and Hunter Lovins, published by RMI Press (www.rmi.org). The book has been translated into Russian, and Sasha and I had been given copies by Volodya Shestakov. Having served for five years as the director of Ecodom, Inc. in Novosibirsk, a company that designs and promotes energy-efficient, resource-conserving housing design, Sasha is well qualified to lecture on the topic.  He has also been designed as an "expert" of the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat).  Touring construction sites and energy-efficient homes in four cold-climate states with Alan Buckley and Tatiana Polyakova in 1999 gave him additional background for his lectures.  (Tatiana is currently living in Mountain View and can be reached for comment -- write to her at <tatjanapol@hotmail.com>.)  Sasha shot a video of this tour; the Colorado portion is especially good, including visits to Rocky Mountain Institute's headquarters in Snowmass and other passive solar homes guided by RMI's research scientist, Richard Heede.  I have a copy and could in future show it locally, with Tatiana's help, and share it by mail.)

Sasha pointed out that Russia needs to move into the 21st century with better solutions to the housing problem.  "What we build today determines how we'll live tomorrow," he said. Currently in the US, 64% of families, vs. 40% in Russia, live in single-family dwellings.  The trend in Europe is in that direction.

As regards building materials, the best are those available locally, e.g. poplar (we saw extensive use of this wood for framing houses in Uzbekistan -cv).  It's important to reduce energy use. Strengthwise, concrete is preferable to brick.

Discussing straw-bale construction, Sasha noted that early US farmers had made "bricks" of straw, pasting them with clay inside and out, and 15 years ago these techniques were rediscovered by US enthusiasts.  Straw-bale houses are strong and long-lasting and have great insulation.  A new building Sasha visited at the Waldorf School in Carbondale, Colorado on the homebuilding tour is a good example.  Pressed-earth bricks are also a good solution. 

Concerning thermal insulation, US construction techniques perform far better than those currently in use in Russia.  Some materials have better weight-bearing characteristics, while others are better insulators.  "Izodom" (= "home insulation") is a German product made of polystyrene that is available in Russia now. 

Alternative energy sources are becoming increasingly more important. The sun in Novosibirsk is sufficient to heat a house, if heat loss is reduced using passive solar architecture, including proper orientation and insulation. Homes that Sasha visited in Alaska, even with large picture windows, require less energy than Russian houses. (Sasha showed an excellent video provided by one of the groups he visited in Alaska.)

It is possible to build a well-insulated passive solar house in Russia.  It will be no more expensive than the typical cost of Russian houses with brick walls.  Passive solar architecture is more complex -- the houses very often look like Russian toilets! -- but it is more practical in the long run, and architects can rise to the challenge of designing attractive shapes of houses.  Cornices, shutters, and jalousies should cover the windows. 

Photovoltaic panels for power generation are still rather expensive, at $500 per two square feet. However, they will become cheaper when they're made of film, and even now, it makes sense to utilize them in locations far from the power grid.

After the lunch break, Sasha answered many questions, and seminar participant Anatoly Skorobogatov spoke about how he built his own American-style single-family dwelling in Rostov-on-Don. Many of  the design principles were similar to those presented by Sasha Avrorin. He had help from Doug Walker, an American writer he met during his "homebuilders" tour of Colorado, organized by the Center for Citizen Initiatives.  We hope to visit Anatoly in 2003, when we plan to hold a seminar in Rostov and bring ecotourists to visit the Don region which is rich in archeological treasures as well as Cossack history.

Still to be written up:
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Cathedral of Christ the Savior

Tretyakov Gallery
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3-Day Workshop:

Biointensive (2 days)

Ecodesign (1 day)

ST. PETERSBURG REVISITED (by Carol)

Anichkov Palace

Vavilov Institute

Hertzen State Pedagogical University, where I gave an impromptu ten-minute talk in Russian about Biointensive to a conference on environmental education in the 21st century [Insert “Hertzen at the Pedagogical University named after him” here] .  

Art & Architecture:
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Alexandr Nevsky Lavra, Necropolis

14

