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A WINTER’S EVENING 

IN MOSCOW  
by Norval Reece 

It was Moscow, December, l968. I 

was on the Board of the American 

Friends Service Committee, one of 

the few American organizations 

authorized to have cultural exchange 

programs with the Soviet Union in 

those days. It was the height of the 

Cold War.  

Mike Yarrow, Columbia professor on 

leave to head up the International 

Division of the AFSC, and I were in 

Moscow to negotiate a new round of 

teacher and youth exchanges with the 

USSR. The Soviet Konsumol youth 

organization official wanted to know 

how many youth we represented and 

was unimpressed when we said there 

were about 200,000 total Quakers in 

the U.S. “We have more than 20 

million members,” he said, “but we’ll 

do the program anyway.”  

Now we were having our farewell 

dinner at the Hotel Nationale on Red 

Square for the 22 Soviet teachers 

who had been to the U.S. on one of 

our exchange programs. I had just 

finished passing out gifts of books to 

each teacher at the table when one of the 

teachers called my attention to a tall, 

well-dressed young man wandering 

around our table talking to our dinner 

guests. “Do you know who that is?” she 

asked. “That is Yevgeny Yevtushenko, 

the poet.”  

Yevtushenko was an international hero in 

those days, especially to young people, 

as a critic of the Soviet communist 

system. It was a mystery to many of us 

that he was allowed to travel outside the 

Soviet Union and apparently to speak 

freely inside his own country.  

I had read his poetry. I walked over to his 

table, introduced myself, told him what I 

was doing in Moscow, and said I liked 

his poems. He invited me to have a drink 

with him and his companion, the 

President of the USSR Poets Society.  

Thus began a long, eventful, highly 

improbable, unforgettable night of 

parties, a Jewish wedding, the Acteur 

Restaurant, an actress, the suburbs, and 

hitchhiking back to my hotel at 5 a.m. on 

a snowplow in a snowstorm in sub-zero 

weather. 

We first went to the apartment of another 
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poet, Victor, “a good friend,” 

according to Yevtushenko, “but not a 

good poet. He was imprisoned for 

writing poetry critical of the state, 

and ever since he got out, he has 

pandered to them. But, Norval, can 

you be actor?” Surprised, I said, 

“Yes, of course, but why?” 

“I will tell Victor you have come 

from America to meet him because 

of his poetry, and he will be very 

happy and bring out his best wine. 

Otherwise, maybe not so good wine.”  

We were going up this rickety 

elevator in one of the many look-

alike apartment house boxes in the 

Moscow suburbs at 8 o’clock in the 

evening.  

“When Victor comes to the door, 

Norval, you must fall to your knees 

and grab him around the knees and 

say, ‘Ach, Misha Misha!’”  

“Fine, but what does it mean?” 

“Nothing. It is the opening line of his 

most famous poem.” 

Victor came to the door. I fell to my 

knees and did as I was told while 

Yevtushenko explained who I was. 

Victor began to cry, gave me a hug, 

ushered us into his apartment where 

there were several other people, 

immediately cleared his long table of 

dishes and began to plane the surface 

with a small hand plane so “a new 

friend would eat from new wood,” 

and brought out his best wine.  

As the evening wore on, they needled me 

about being a CIA spy. “Otherwise, why 

are you here?” The “proof” came when 

they were playing “improvisation,” a 

kind of charades where people act out 

plays or books or songs and others guess 

the titles. One dramatic scene involved 

an actor grabbing a knife and throwing it 

into the floor. Instead of sticking, it 

bounced into my lap. I instinctively 

picked it up and threw it into the floor, 

where it stuck, quivering. “Aha,” they all 

shouted, laughing, “Spyron. Spyron. 

CIA.” 

We all left Victor’s apartment to go to a 

Jewish wedding, which Yevtushenko had 

promised to attend. He’s a hero to the 

Jewish community because of his poem 

“Babi Yar.” “I am not Jewish,” he said, 

“but some think I am because I criticized 

the treatment of Jews by the Germans 

and Russians in WWll.”  

We arrived at the wedding and were 

greeted like heroes. By this time, 

Yevtushenko is introducing me as a U.S. 

Senator. “They will not believe you are 

an ordinary American.” We both danced 

with the bride. Yevtushenko recited his 

poem. I was asked to give a toast, which 

Yevtushenko would interpret. “You must 

give a good toast here,” he said. “Some 

students here speak English, so my 

translation must be exact. I shouldn’t be 

translating for you actually. You will go 

back to America and say I was your 

interpreter. It will ruin my reputation as a 

poet.”  
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“Don’t worry,” I said. “I will say you 

were the best interpreter I had in 

Moscow.” 

“That is true,” he said with an impish 

grin, “because I improve on 

everything you say.”  

Then we moved on to the Acteur 

Restaurant, the most famous 

nightspot in Moscow at the time. It 

was December and cold. There was a 

line outside the restaurant two blocks 

long. It was nearly midnight. 

Yevtushenko, Victor and his young 

“niece,” the President of the Russian 

Poets Society, and I walked to the 

front of the line where we were 

immediately ushered in and seated at 

a table. Champagne and caviar 

arrived as we sat down. “Gifts from 

some friends at other tables,” said 

Yevtushenko.  

We were soon joined by an actress, 

“an old girlfriend,” according to 

Yevtushenko. By this time, 

Yevtushenko is telling me I have to 

come home with him “because I 

haven’t been home for two nights, 

and if I bring a U.S. Senator with me, 

it will explain everything to my 

wife.” I’m explaining why I can’t do 

that, when the check comes and I 

reach for it, but Yevtushenko gets it 

first. I’m insisting on paying when 

one of the Russians says something 

and they all laugh. Yevtushenko 

interprets, “He said, ‘It is foolish to 

offer to pay in the presence of 

Yevtushenko.’” And he paid with a 

100 ruble note, comparable to a $100 bill 

in those days.  

“We are going back to Victor’s 

apartment,” he then said. Piling into 

taxicabs in the heavy snowstorm, we 

made our way back to the complex of 

what resembled U.S. public housing. 

We went up to Victor’s apartment. The 

actress is with Yevtushenko. It’s now 4 

a.m., and I tell them I’m heading back to 

my hotel. Yevtushenko offers to escort 

me back. “No,” I say, “I will get a taxi,” 

and head down and out into the snow.  

I walked several blocks until I found a 

bus stop and waited. Finally, a bus came. 

“Hotel Nationale,” I say. “Nyet,” says the 

driver pointing across the street heading 

the opposite way. I crossed over and 

found another bus stop a few blocks 

away. It was very cold. I looked around 

and realized I could never find my way 

back to Victor’s apartment. Every 

building looked alike.  

Finally, a snowplow came along. I 

flagged it down and asked in my best 

Russian for a bus stop, Hotel Nationale, 

or a taxi. He motioned for me to get in 

and drove me a mile or two to a taxi 

stand where, miracle of miracles, there 

was a taxi with the driver sound asleep 

inside. He took me to my hotel, and I 

arrived at about 5 a.m. to find my senior 

colleague from the AFSC pacing the 

floor, certain that I had been arrested 

with Yevtushenko and wondering how he 

could find me and get me out. 

We got the new cultural exchange 
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agreements between the AFSC and 

the Soviets, but I unexpectedly got 

more exposure to late night cultural 

exchange in Moscow than I had 

anticipated.  

From The Editors 

I do not like poems that resemble hay 
compressed into a geometrically 
perfect cube. I like it when the hay, 
unkempt, uncombed, with dry berries 
mixed in it, thrown together gaily and 
freely, bounces along atop some 
truck—and more, if there are some 
lovely and healthy lasses atop the 
hay—and better yet if the branches 
catch at the hay, and some of it 
tumbles to the road. 
― Yevgeny Yevtushenko, 1933 – 2017 

***** 

SUMMER CAMP 
by Kay Silberfeld 

 

The approaching summer has led me 

to think back, unhappily, on my 

childhood summers spent at three 

different camps. My mother had so 

enjoyed her camp experiences that 

she kept on hoping I would enjoy 

mine. Not so. 

My summer at the first camp was the 

worst. I was about eight years old 

and just barely beginning to develop 

breasts. Unfortunately, none of the 

others in my cabin were, and so I 

became an object of derision. I had a 

top bunk, so I could hide up there 

while getting dressed or undressed. 

But, the teasing continued and no 

matter what I did, I was labeled 

“different” (weird).  

To escape my tormentors, at least 

temporarily, I hung out with a very old 

bull tethered in the meadow. I loved him. 

He, too, was an outcast, and I had read 

the book The Story of Ferdinand by 

Munro Leaf.  

The camp had a lot of animals, and the 

campers were assigned in rotation to help 

care for them. Because the goats were 

dirtier and were therefore the “outcasts,” 

I made a deal with the other campers to 

take their turns on goat duty, hoping this 

might boost my standing. It didn’t. 

 

Halfway through the summer, my parents 

came to visit. All was going well until 

one of the counselors said to them: It’s 

too bad Kay has such severe sinus 

problems that she is not allowed to put 

her face underwater. My parents, not 

having been briefed by me (I guess I 

didn’t want to admit I was having any 

problems) were quite surprised and 

denied anything was wrong with me. 

This fake malady had been my excuse for 

not jumping off the dock into the lake—

part of a test we had to pass before we 

were allowed out in a boat. Even though 

I wanted to go on the boat rides, that 

wasn’t enough of an incentive to get me 

over my fear that my head would go 

under water. After my parents blew my 

cover, I remember the frustrated 

counselors trying all sorts of ways to get 

me to jump off that dock. Finally, they 

allowed me to jump holding my nose and 

spreading my legs very wide, so I was 
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able to keep my head above the 

water. None of this helped my 

popularity, but at least I was allowed 

on a boat, as long as I wore a life 

vest. Once again, I was set apart. 

 

Near the end of that miserable 

summer, we went on a camp-wide, 

day-long horseback trip. I loved 

riding, and since it was one of the 

few sports I could actually do well, I 

had hopes that this excursion would 

result in my greater acceptability. 

The trip was going well until we had 

to cross a stream. I was defeated by 

my fear that my horse would trip and 

I would be propelled off his back and 

into the dreaded water. So, I got off 

my horse and refused to get back on. 

One of the counselors had to walk 

me and the rejected horse back to 

camp. I was once again in disgrace. 

 

Back in camp, I went to visit my 

bull. Later someone came to find me 

there and let me know a horse was 

giving birth. I was the only camper 

around to witness this wonderful 

event. When the rest of the campers 

returned from their trip, they learned 

about my privileged presence. I don’t 

remember, but I hope that event 

boosted my standing for a week or 

two—long enough to get me through 

the rest of that horrible summer. 

  

The following years I was sent to two 

other camps. My mother was a 

determined woman.  

***** 

AT PENNSWOOD 
by Henry Martin 

 
“Willard isn’t here just now. He’s out in 
the garden tiptoeing through the tulips.” 

***** 

MY INSECT STORY 
by Maria Eisner 

My husband, Tom, had been an 

entomologist. He was fascinated by 

insects while he was growing up in the 

Uruguayan countryside. He watched 

them, collected them, reared them, and 

later photographed them, studied them, 

taught and wrote about them. He loved 

them and made them his life’s purpose. 

And it was contagious. 

Over the years, Tom definitely aroused 

my curiosity in insects and finally my 

love for them. After our daughters had 

flown the coop, I joined Tom in his 

laboratory and went on field trips with 

him looking for the little critters in the 
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woods and in our meadow, watching 

some of them out in nature or 

collecting them to photograph in the 

laboratory and trying to rear some of 

them.  

So it was not surprising that one day 

a friend of mine in our retirement 

home gave me her opinion about 

insects. “You know, Maria,” she 

said, “to me, a good insect is a dead 

insect.”  I had not expected such a 

sweeping condemnation, and it left 

me speechless. Her idea had stunned 

me, and it took me a few days to 

come up with an appropriate answer.  

I finally confronted her and said: 

“This earth could exist perfectly well 

without a single human being on it, 

but if you eliminate the insects, the 

whole of nature will go into a down-

spin.” 

I might have added: “It is not just the 

pollinators that we’d lose but also 

apple trees and raspberry bushes and 

strawberry plants—also the cleaning 

crews of our woods who take care of 

carcasses of deer and bunnies and 

birds and lots more . . . .”  

I left her with this idea, but—now in 

my old age—my own interest in the 

lives and activities of the little critters 

has stirred again.  

My acquaintance with insects 

probably made me tolerant of the 

existence of the tiny ants who lived 

inside the frames of the bay window 

in my living room. They only rarely 

made an appearance. We existed 

peacefully next to each other. But then 

one day, they rewarded me with the most 

amazing sight.   

It was my turn to provide the board of the 

League of Women Voters with a 

breakfast before its monthly meeting.  

Our discussions took place after the 

meal. I had put the food remains on a 

small table around the corner in the 

living room, to be cleaned up after 

everybody had left. When I finally came 

to retrieve the remaining bagels and 

cream cheese, I had a stunning view.  

My little ants were spilling out of the 

window frame. As a thin brown column, 

they were moving to the edge of the bay 

window, walking in perfect formation 

down the wall to the living room floor, 

cutting in a straight line across the corner 

of the living room to the wall where the 

breakfast table stood, up that wall and 

over onto the table with all its delicious 

food remnants and then back again. It 

was the most wonderful insect 

performance I have ever seen in my life.  

Once I had removed the leftover food, 

the ants disappeared again into their 

hiding place in the window frame.  

Tom would have loved seeing it. 
 

***** 
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LIFE FORCE 
by John Wood 

 
 

It is a summery April day, 

When all the world seems to  

succumb 

To the bacchanal of spring, 

Whose fecund work is never done. 

The wag-a-tails and owners pass 

In a happy, laid back, post-Easter 

promenade, 

Most every blade of grass reviewed 

along the way. 

Small, decorated bicycles wobble as  

they pass,  

Pedaled by toddler types, 

Seemingly immune to or unaware of 

Those more serious thin-tired wheels 

Powered by practiced pumping  

limbs, 

That, with more purposeful intent,  

whiz by. 

And there are power walkers 

That virtually fly in their pass-by. 

Though mute, they speak your age 

More clearly than the abacus can  

count. 

Woodland and rain-refreshed creek  

borders the path you walk. 

On either side clustered groups of  

bluebells 

Bow their handsome heads, 

Alternating leaves as skin-soft as a  

breast. 

More attentive eyes are rewarded 

By small colonies of Greek valerian, 

Grouped bell faces blue, 

That contrast with the pistils and the  

stamens white. 

A laddered leaf confirms who owns  

these blooms. 

Scattered here and there ground-ivy, 

Some hugging earth, some craning to  

see sky, 

Displays its purple wear; 

And, close beside, dead-nettle of a  

sister hue. 

While all about spring beauties  

Show off bonnets, pink to white, 

But even white highlight with pink- 

pencil stripes.  

 

A fleabane, perhaps two, 

Appear before their day is due. 

Yellow field mustard now joined by                   

The unwashed garlic white, 

Looked down upon, as true of  

chickweed too, 

By all but very few. 

The Lilliputian speedwell blues are  

there 
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But often missed by those just  

passing  through. 

Where an open patch invites the sun 

Buttercups are up, 

Resting on a bed of dark green 

leaves, 

Both lobed and deeply cut; 

And at field’s edge a cousin,  

nicknamed kidneyleaf. 

As well, a single stand of Star of  

Bethlehem that bids fair  

To outshine all the rest. 

Spacious spreads of May apple  

parasols 

Patiently await that month for their  

flowered fruit display. 

 

In the woods, native dogwood rests, 

Each with sedate white party dress,  

Less flamboyant than its cultivated  

mate. 

 

This catalogue, of course, is  

incomplete,  

But, perhaps, sufficient to entice you  

for a walk-about 

On some other summery day in  

spring. 

***** 

GRADUATION GIFT 
by Kathy Hoff 

“What do you think I got for my 

Ph.D. graduation present from my 

parents?” I ask my students from 

time to time when the context 

warrants. 

“A car?” That’s the usual first 

response from students out of touch 

with prevailing 1961 levels of affluence. 

I shake my head. 

“A computer?” They aren’t in touch with 

1961 technology either. 

“Nope.” 

“A typewriter?” Now they are gauging 

my antiquity better, but . . . . 

“Nope. Got that for high school 

graduation.” 

They make one or two more tries. “A 

briefcase?” is often one of the tries, but a 

rather desperate one, since they can 

readily see that Hermès elegance does 

not jibe with the grubby canvas Barnes & 

Noble sack, a freebie from an academic 

meeting, that I tote my books and files to 

class in. Then I take pity and tell them: 

“A sewing machine.” 

“A sewing machine!” Scoffs and, mostly 

from the women, gasps. Puzzled looks. 

“No, I don’t sew,” I assure them quickly. 

“I never sewed. My mother had to finish 

my seventh-grade home ec dirndl skirt 

for me. My mother sewed. Her mother 

sewed. Her grandmother sewed. I don’t 

sew.” 

The context in which this conversation 

takes place is always one relating to 

gender roles and expectations. My 

students grasp the pedagogical points: 

that in the latter part of the Twentieth 

Century expectations about women’s 

roles changed with historical suddenness. 

Their mothers—or by now their 
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grandmothers—were, like me, the 

change generation. 

My glib classroom use of the 

example conceals, however, what I 

really felt about my graduation gift at 

the time: shock and pain. The 

machine itself was an elegant little 

Singer electric portable, efficiently 

boxed, along with a number of 

attachments, in a sturdy black 

carrying case. Clearly, my parents 

were thrilled with their selection. My 

mother would have loved one 

herself; in fact, my father treated her 

to one not long afterward. But the 

sewing machine did not fit who I 

was. Since childhood, my “job,” as 

my father called it in his World War 

II letters home, had been to be a good 

student. I had done that. This new 

degree was the culmination. But 

looking me straight in the face, that 

little Singer announced, clearly as 

can be, “Enough of this nonsense. 

Now it’s time to be a real woman.” 

I was disappointed, dismayed, and, I 

confess, guiltily ambivalent about my 

life’s choices in this pre-Betty 

Friedan world. (I had been married 

three years by the time I graduated, 

and my mother was already 

murmuring, “Where are the babies?”)  

On the other hand, grateful for my 

parents’ loving good intentions, I 

gushed abundant thanks. I have used 

their machine occasionally over the 

years to run curtain headers or blue-

jean hems. It outlived the several cars 

I bought myself once I was gainfully 

employed and the generations of Macs 

that relegated my high school Remington 

to a yard sale.  

The gift came with a bonus: a series of 

free lessons at the local Singer outlet on 

how to use the machine. So there I was in 

the summer after graduation, dutiful 

daughter, reporting for my lessons. We 

began with threading. This I thought I 

could handle, remembering a little from 

the seventh grade, but even the threading 

flummoxed me. The thread took 

mysteriously different paths from those 

of the old school treadle machines, and 

my dissertation-strained eyes couldn’t 

see the little hole in the needle very well. 

Bobbin winding, bobbin insertion, stitch 

adjustment—it was getting to me. And 

that was before we got to the accessories: 

a box of weird metal gadgets—hemmers, 

buttonholers, who-knows-whatsits. Then 

I, newly minted doctor of philosophy, 

about-to-be instructor in English 

literature, was completely lost.  

Luckily, I was saved by my table partner. 

I learned, at first by trickles, then in 

gushes, tears included, that she was there 

as therapy upon the recommendation of 

her psychiatrist. After a catastrophic 

smashup of her marriage, she had had a 

complete breakdown. What better to fix a 

woman’s pressing personal problems 

than sewing machine lessons? Young and 

ivory-tower-sequestered as I was, I found 

her story rich as a Victorian novel. 

Increasingly, I edged my chair her way, 

bending my ear away from the 

buttonholer narrative toward hers. For 
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her part, she loved an appreciative 

audience for extra talk-therapy and 

cared no more about her buttonholer 

than I did about mine. So there we 

were, two crazy ladies, subverting 

the sewing machine lessons designed 

to save us. 

***** 

 RAINSONG 
by Anne Baber 

A sizzling arc from a car’s tires: 

the brush circles the cymbal, 

slowly swishing, receding. 

From the pool that was the driveway, 

raindrops leaping—a marimba, 

the murmur of the mallets. 

From a stopped-up eave, 

the plink of a ukulele, 

intermittent, insistent. 

From the culvert across the street,  

guttural gurgling— 

a bass plucked idly. 

Mad Brubeckian drumming  

from the drainpipe next door. 
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