Old Home Week in Moscow

10-16 August 2008

Starting my report on the Old Home Week in Moscow, which took place from 10 to 16 August 2008, I would like (maybe slightly immodestly) to look back at the series of my articles on the Russian references in the PG Wodehouse's works, which had been publishing within 2 years in the Wooster Sauce. I believe that it was due to these articles that I got – from different corners of the Wodehousean world – suggestions to organise the sort of a week tour to Russia. Strange and incredible from the beginning, step by step these suggestions started to look quite attractive and possible. When the idea was supported by the marked number of Wodehouseans, including some members of The Russian Wodehouse Society, I started to work at the Program. My main intention was to include in the Program such places, which might be somehow connected with PGW and his works. Perhaps, during the real Week the name of Master didn't sound so frequently, because most of the Russian guides were not acquainted with the works of Plum (we are glad to note that our guide and interpreter Elena with her daughter visited the website of TRWS, and they decided to join to The Russian Wodehouse Society). Nevertheless, in the materials, which were prepared for the tour participants, the connection of every visiting place with PGW was explained, so our guests have a possibility to spend the long winter evenings, recollecting their Moscow experience and finally realising, why they visited these places.

There is no secret that the marked number of Wodehouseans, who supported us at the very beginning, melted in nowhere, when we started to form the list of attendees. It seems that not only myself, but those brave Plummies, who did come to Moscow, were rather disappointed that there were only 5 foreigners on the tour (Jelle Otten (The Netherlands), Susan Brokaw and Dirk Wonnel (USA), Hubert and Marie Lasson (France)), Elena Kirillova from the Volga city Ulianovsk, and several Muscovites who added to our group in different combinations according to their interests and free time. However, very soon we realised that this small number of participants only helped us in our trips and in a making of new friends too.

As it was promised in the OHW's Program, we explored Moscow from the Kremlin, the capital's heart, till its suburbs. We looked at Moscow avenues from the windows on the sightseeing bus trip, and strolled among the lanes of the historical centre during the Moscow walk. We climbed to the top of the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour to glance at Moscow roofs; we descended to the Moscow metro to pop into the underground palaces of its stations; and we enjoyed the site of the Moscow embankments from the water level during the Moskva-river boat trip.

I am not sure that I should describe our Week's movements step by step, because the Program of the OHW is open for everyone, and we were lucky that could follow it without any deviation. Even more – some additional Wodehouse's references appeared on our way. On the first excursion day, during our visit to the Kremlin's Armoury, we could see the original dresses of the Catherine the Great, and some other replicas of her dresses on the last day in the Tsaritsyno palace. So, now our guests know the real size of our Empress, so many times having described by Master.

Advertising the visit to Moscow Kremlin, I didn't promised that we could meet any big shots, but, surprisingly, we saw their black cars flying to and fro along us.

On the first day, most of the tour participants agreed to lunch in the restaurant of the famous Moscow House on Embankment – the apartment building, built for the Soviet elite in 1920-s. Today this restaurant has an essential Soviet kitsch appearance, with Lenin's portraits and revolutionary posters, looking at you from the walls. Another possibility to make acquaintance with our Soviet past we got in Tsaritsyno palace, visiting the exhibition of the Russian XX's century paintings. Looking at the large canvas demonstrating the Communist Party congresses, we could mention those boys at Kremlin, at whom really referred PGWodehouse.

One of the most unexpected thing for me personally was to find a new-open plaque, which wasn't at that place even a couple months before, devoted to the Russian Foreign Secretary in the late 19th century, Prince A.M. Gortschakoff, whose name, according to Norman Murphy's A Wodehouse Handbook, was taken by Master to invent the modern composer Gotsuchakoff, whose works were permitted on School concerts (The Head of Kay's).

Definitely bored with all those Great Russians, looking at us from the portraits of their Moscow state-houses and at every Moscow corners, where they stood in the statues shapes, we needed to give a rest to our overcrowded with the information brains, and we did it during the mini-golf tournament. For most of the OHW participants it was their first, or at least the second time of playing this game, and to the end of it all agreed that it was great to play it. Dirk Wonnel's appearance in his plus fours had definitely decorated the tournament and raised it to the level of the real golf. Dirk and Dmitry (the tournament organiser), as highly skilled in golf and mini-golf (respectively), helped to the rest of weekers to make first steps. When the tournament had been finished, Dirk and Dmitry asked us didn't count their results, and immediately vanished in the direction of the real golf course, where Dmitry got a chance to get some real golf lessons from Dirk. The calculation of the results of the other tournament participants showed that the 3rd place and the bronze medal came to your reporter; the second place and the silver medal came to Elena Kirillova (Ulyanovsk, Russia); and the first place and the golden medal came to Susan Brokaw (Cincinnati, USA). The honorary 4th place took Marie Lasson (Lille, France), and she was rewarded with the Cheburashka – the talisman of the Russian National Olympic Team.

Two next days we spent in the fresh air of the suburb trips, and it was really nice, because the weather – after slight and not boring rains of the first day – became quite hot, so even our Ohaio friends could feel themselves like at home. The Serednikovo estate, which we visited first, was, honestly, the place, slightly connected with PGWodehouse. It is the family home of the Russian poet M.Lermontov's family, and this poet was never mentioned by Plum, though they both were born October, 15 – in different years, however. Nevertheless, we added a Wodehousean touch to our trip – thanks to Dirk who brought from America sheets of "The Clicking For Cuthbert", divided into 8 parts for 8 readers. So, after the visit to the main house and a sort of pick-nick at the pond's board we enjoyed the reading of the most Russian of Wodehouse's stories. Your reporter, after the foreign tours, for the first time presented Vladimir Brussilov in the motherland.

The last morning we got rid from any guides and had a free visit to the Tsaritsyno palatial complex, which is quite impressive itself, without any narration. For the Farewell Dinner the tour organisers chose one of the highly recommended Moscow restaurants – Cafe Pushkin. Though PGWodehouse absolutely ignored great Russian poets (not only M. Lermontov, but even A. Pushkin), we still decided to add a poetical touch to the OHW, and ordered for the weekers the Russian Salad, mentioned in the Plum's lyrics, and the Pozharsky cutlet, mentioned in Pushkin's verse. The sadness of the future farewell had been, I believe, dispelled by another Russian Wodehousean Raya Ivanovskaya who brought us the really Santa Claus' presents – the results of her diploma: "The calendar of the modern gentleman and milady. Twelve months with Wodehouse characters. 2009". Over the examining of the pictures in tries to recognise the characters (they were signed in Russian) the Old Home Week in Moscow had come to its finish.

I believe that organising of the Wodehousean meetings in non-Wodehouse country is a good idea, and The Russian Wodehouse Society is proud to be the first on this way.
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