
It was a Slavic summer to remember for nine MLWGS students (Reid Deckebach, Timmy Earley, Blake Foreman, Laura Merriman, Allison Ramage, Michelle Shuman, Cameron Tarry, Winston Wu and Johnny Mac Yates). On June 28, 2011, Mr. White led an intrepid contingent of Green Dragons on a three-week adventure in western Russia. Unseasonable heat, protracted train trips, and entire schools of fried fish could not dim the enthusiasm and cultural curiosity of our heroes.

Soon after our arrival in St. Petersburg, we were greeted by about five dozen students and teachers from the Nadezhda (Hope) Summer School for Gifted Students. They had traveled for two days on stuffy trains from their home in the southern city of Rostov-on-Don to meet and get to know their American guests. The Rostovites accompanied us throughout our time in Russia, and several of them served as host brothers and sisters during our home stay in Rostov-on-Don. The personal bonds and cross-cultural connections forged by this relationship enriched the experience immeasurably.

In St. Petersburg, we explored the architectural wonderland of Peter the Great’s capital and got a sense of the romanticism of the fabled Venice of the North. Escorted by an amiable English-speaking guide, we toured the sprawling Peter-Paul Fortress and visited its cathedral, which serves as the final resting place for Peter and his successors, including Tsar Nicholas II and his doomed family. We also investigated the soaring, marble-and-granite expanse of St. Isaac’s Cathedral and ascended to its colonnade, which provided a 360-degree view of this elegant city. Catherine’s Palace in the suburb of Pushkin opened its gates to us, as we strolled through its impossibly lavish interiors, including the priceless Amber Room. This opening week of the trip also took us to the Hermitage’s staggering art collection of art, the sobering Blockade of Leningrad Museum, and the intricate mosaic interiors of the Church of the Spilled Blood. On our last night in St. Petersburg, we strolled along the Neva River amid the luminous White Nights, watching the ornate, wrought-iron bridges open against the glowing northern skies.

After five days in St. Petersburg, we boarded an overnight train headed southeast to the fabled Golden Ring. Vladimir, Suzdal, Yaroslavl, and several other ancient cities and towns form Russia’s post-Kievan religious, cultural and political heartland. Together with our new friends from Rostov-on-Don, we explored countless cathedrals, palaces, monasteries, and fortresses, absorbing over nine centuries of history and culture. In a village-museum of folklife and traditional architecture, our students re-enacted a traditional Russian betrothal and wedding ritual. Outside Vladimir’s main cathedral, we watched an elaborate procession of the relics of Prince Andrei Bogoliubski on the 900th anniversary of his birth.


A mercifully air-conditioned overnight train transported us and the Rostovites to Rostov-on-Don, a medium-size city set amid the pastoral steppes of the Black Sea region. There we studied Slavic applied arts, toured the old Cossack capital of Starocherkassk and visited several local museums. Despite the continued excursions, our week in Rostov represented a relative break from touring. Serving as a background to our strolls through Gorky Park, a visit to a hair-raising amusement park, and meals in some fancifully decorated cafes was the backdrop of warm Russian hospitality. Whether their means for lavish or modest, our host families plied us with pancakes, shish-kebab, pastries, local produce, ice cream, sausage and many more tasty treats. The Rostovites’ generosity and kindness was a highlight of the trip.

After a tearful farewell to our Russian friends, we took one last train ride, to Moscow. In the capital we toured Red Square, the Kremlin, the huge GUM department store, St. Basil’s Cathedral, and the new, impressive World War II memorial complex. We checked out the statuary, mosaics and marble halls of Moscow’s most beautiful metro stations; visited the graves of Nikita Khruschev, Boris Yeltsin and other Russian luminaries at the Novodevichy Monastery; watched the changing of the guard at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Alexander Gardens; and took a long but worthwhile walk to gorge on the World’s Best Donuts.


Of course, many of the trip’s unforgettable moments had little to do with historical sites. Our students rebounded from two soccer losses to crush the Rostovites in a basketball grudge-match, discovered the gustatory delights of tarragon soda and a cider-like drink made from black bread, and broke the ice with our new friends from Rostov with a marathon game of Twister. Long after the details of church architecture and Muscovite dynastic politics are forgotten, our students will remember the bonds they formed with their new Russian friends. They’ll remember the warmth of their host families’ hospitality. And they’ll remember that special summer when they learned as much about the world as they learned about themselves.

Special thanks go to chaperon Susannah Powell, to the parents of the travelers, and to the MLWGS administration and Board, all of whom made this trip possible with their support, hard work, and enthusiasm. I look forward to leading another trip, in the summer of 2013.
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