A Trip of aLifetime
Spencer Huff

When Doctor Kats asked me to accompany him ondasly trip to Russia with his
students, | felt it impossible to refuse. Whoheit right mind would pass up on such an
opportunity? | had been traveling with my familgcee | was very young, getting a
chance that other Americans my age can only drdrmta | had been to Egypt, China,
France, England, Ireland, and Norway - just to nanf@w. | had seen many things and
places that my peers only read about in their hysttasses. Besides having some
bragging rights, | had a more important, less talegexperience: exposure to other
cultures.

With such a rich background of travel, | felt itpappriate to continue my exploration of
the world — that, and | would get to visit two ctiigs my parents hadn’t been to.
Despite missing a few more days of school thardldr#ticipated (and the prospect of
having to work veryyeryhard to catch up), | accepted Dr. Kat's offer. évgryone kept
telling me, and as | understood well beforehand,was a chance of a lifetime — one that
might never come again. It was well worth any Bards | would have to endure.

Little did | know that this chancgouldn’tcome again. At least, not the trip | had
experienced. Dr. Kats had announced to us thattbuld be his last trip to Russia, and
I’'m very happy that | went along. Yet, the daysdmg up to the trip, | wasn’t so sure.
As Spring Break loomed over the horizon, | didmibkv what to expect. | had read
plenty of Russian literature and had a fair knowkedf Russian cultural history. | also
had heard my fair share of horror stories on Russia a friend who had traveled there
last year. This, combined wigllentyof words of caution from Dr. Kats painted a picture
of a terrifying, corrupt country that had some prasnent against Americans. What |
encountered in my trip followed these expectatiamly slightly.

| saw little evidence of corruption with my eyesit lRussia proved to be harrowing.

The typical St. Petersburgian | met was an evewbig person of few words (the only
time | saw a Russian smile was when they had #ehaftivodka in their hands, and I'm
not kidding). When they did speak to me, it usualas in a semi-aggressive tone in a
language | didn’t speak a word of. As a resultak forced to cling to the side of a
Russian-speaking member of our group. | was sudsd in Russia, | needed help to
order a bottle of water, to the mixed annoyanceandsement of a few in our group!
Few Russians spoke English well, with the best tteayld manage being broken
sentences; even fewer English-speaking Russiarespadite to us — even the Russians in
our group. The former is to be expected — thi¥ NMaw York or London, after all. What
else would you be expecting in a foreign countgt thoesn’t speak English as a primary
language?

Yet the latter came as quite a surprise to meadllbeen warned of growing resentment
against Americans, but | wasn't expecting it asesfgtead as it was. Actually, the
Russians didn’t seem too friendly to everyone whasmit Russian, not just Americans. |



don’t mean to attack or insult the Russian peoplke this statement — my time in Russia
was relatively brief, and | can’t make generaliaas like this without spending more
time there. Still, my experience in Russia wasntirely negative — and | did have a lot
of fun there. While in Russia, | saw a lot of bifalipalaces, many masterful pieces of
art in the Hermitage (which everyone should visieast once in their lifetime - the
collection of art in the Hermitage rivals the Loevn Paris), and | got to go and visit the
school were Alexander Pushkin himself, the greadest in Russian history, went. Of
all the palaces | saw, the Yuspov Palace and thmithge were my absolute favorites.
They just simply stood out from all the other pakcIf | saw another gildezhythingin
the other palaces, | was about to scream.

| also had a bit of a culture shock while in Russebigger one than | was expecting for
a European country. | learned quickly that thedarss are sticklers for rules, and you
better follow them. A few people in our group thgbtithey could get away with a
picture or two in a crowded area where picturesevierbidden. Immediately, a woman
looking to be in her late forties came screamirgRlussian equivalent of “no!” from the
other side of the room. We got the message.

There was a few other more novel, less aggressiaral lessons | learned. For
example, at a few museums, we were required to \gpacial” slippers over our shoes
so that we didn’t get the floor dirty. We also weeguired to pay the equivalent of 4
dollars in Russian currency for permits to takeuyies at the museums. At first, | didn’t
buy these permits, not thinking they were worthrtfaney. After seeing a few of the
palaces and museums we went to, | really regretéednaking the purchase. There was
just so much that we saw that were so amazing’t czally describe in words (and that’s
pretty bad, considering I'm a writing major). Owofethe favorite things | couldn’t take a
picture of at these museums was the Great GotttwipeGthe so-called (and one of the
many, for the Russian tour guides like calling @asi things in Russia this) ®8Nonder

of the World.” Itis a massive, full-colored globbout a meter or so in diameter, with all
the countries, and lines of longitude and latitpdanstakingly accurately drawn on there.
Inside, however, is what makes the globe spedibkre’s a table that seats less than a
dozen inside all of the clockwork and gears thiawathe globe to rotate. Painted on the
interior walls is an accurate painting of the sighthe zodiac, corresponding to what
month they appear. Look it up and see it for yelirsMy words doesn’t do the globe
justice.

One thing that was nice about going with Dr. Kat'eup was that it wasn't structured
like a normal tour. We had a lot of freedom in wve could do. Tours tended to take
up only a small fraction of the day, and we hadrtdst of the time to ourselves. Dr. Kats
encouraged us to go and explore St. Petersburgrooven. For the first few days of the
trip, | was really nervous to go do this, but affeing with a few friends, | became a bit
more adventurous. And it really was quite an atlwen We got lost on the St.
Petersburg metro; we went to a Russian superméwketh is a tale in itself!), where |
got culturally shocked when you had to buy yourdbalpng with your groceries; we
ventured down Nevsky Prospect and tried a few ueatds and shopped for art... We did
so much in St. Petersburg that | could write andfiive pages or more about it.



Yet, truth be told, Russia wasn’t my favorite pafrthe trip. After we went to Russia, we
went by night train to Estonia, which | ended Wing a lot. Not many people have
heard about Estonia save having to learn it in gy class — and | was one of those
people, before | went there. When | told my frigatbout my trip and mentioned
Estonia, they asked, “What is there to do in EsteniVhy would you want to go there?”
It turns out that Estonia’s capital, Tallinn, igj@aint little city, sporting a mere 400,000
people, or a third of the country’s population.eTgeople there, in contrast to many of
the Russians, were nine times out of ten, fluerfign speakers and very friendly to
Americans and tourists in general. Everyone fetiywvelcome in Estonia, which was a
nice change compared to Russia. Tallinn also stppdudding medieval town. It's the
only place in the world that I've been to that ya@n go down the street from your hotel
and eat in a as near-as-authentic medieval taliatryou can find — complete with boar,
ale, and servants and entertainment weariffocetury attire. To make a long story
short, being a sucker for all things medieval, da@btely adored Tallinn.

In summary, my trip to Russia was indeed a trip dfetime. It was well-worth all the
trials and tribulations | had to put up with — bethile there and when | got back- and |
look forward to going back there this summer — timge, with my family. Dr. Kats’
program was worth the hype that he kept givingngslasincerely regret that he is
stopping his student trips to Russia. And I knoonf talking with my peers that many
feel the same way as well.

Thank you, Dr. Kats, for giving me, and so manyeosh such an opportunity.



