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THE GREEN DRAGON
January 8, 2001

Arnold Schrier

If the title of this ~aper seems a bit puzzling,
let me clarify its meaning. This paper is not about
weird creatures nor is it about jade carvingG.
I don't
know much about either, except that the former are
often mythical and the latter often expensive. Rather,
this paper is about metaphors, a subject with which I
have some familiarity.
In particular, it is about a
Russian metaphor.
Like other languages, Russian has many
diminutives.
They are used to refer to something small
or, in the case of humans, to someone very young. At
o~e level, rliminutives express familiarity, just ao
nlcknames do. Nicknames even playa role in politics
and diplomacy.
In April of last year the new leaders
of Russia and Japan, President Vladimir Putin and Prime
Minister Yoshiro Mori of Japan established such a close
personal relationship at their first meeting that they
decided to call each other by their nicknames, Volodya
and Yoshis.
(NYT, 4/30/00)
At another level,
diminutives also convey a sense of intimacy and
affection.
This form has not found a place in
politics. Mikhail Gorbachev's close friends may call
him by his nickname, Misha, but none would dare to call
him Mishenka. Only his mother would have done that and
mostly while he was still an infant and a toddler.
Diminutives can also be used for inanimate things.
The Russians, for example, have a diminutive for the
word water.
In Russian water is "voda"; in its
diminutive form it translates as "little water" or
sometimes more affectionately as "loving water." We
all know it as vodka. Russians have been associated
with vodka for centuries. So close and intimate has
this association been that it eventually spawned a
monster - alcoholism. The Russians call this monster,
and especially the vodka that causes it, "The Green
Dragon. "
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Historically, vodka is a relati vely new libation
in Russian history.
It is a distil led spirit and
Russians didn't learn about distillat ion until about
1426, when visiting Genoese merchants demonst rated the
process for the Grand Duke of Lithuania. A few years
later a Russian church delegation visit ed Italy where
rhey made the rounds of monasteries famous for their
distilling.
They learned the techniques and when they
returned began making vodka.
(Faith and Wisniewski, p.
35)
Of course by then the Russians already had a wellestablished habit of heavy drinking.
For a thousand
years prior to the introduction of disti lled spirits
they had been quaffing great quantities of fermented
beverages. These included beer, mead and kvas.
The
first two are intoxicating.
Kvas, on the other hand,
is made by lightly fermenting bread or grain in water
and then adding some wild pears or berries to the brew.
It ' s not a very flavorful drink and is low in alcoholic
content.
I had my first encounter with this uniquely
Russian drink in Moscow about forty years ago when I
bought some from a street vendor.
It nearly unnerved
me - not the kvas but how I had to drink it. A
solitary glass, which had just been used by a previous
customer, sat near the spigot of a small tank.
There
were no other glasses or paper cups in sight.
The
vendor told me to turn the glass over, depress a lever
and a little squirt of water would come up inside the
glass. He assured me the glass would then be perfectly
clean. Not only was I dubious; I was also uneasy
because I did not know how many people had drunk from
that same glass or what their state of health might
have b~en .
Still, I was determined to try the kvas.
So I f~lled the gla~s a~d began drinking, wondering all
~he wh~le what exot~c b~ota I was sloshing into my
~nnards.
Fortunately I survived without ill effects
but from ~hen on I became more risk averse.
I vowed
never aga1n to drink anything but bottled beverages
when I was in Russia.
f
Long before the Italians arrived, the favorite
.e rmedn~ed b~verage among Russians was mead whose key
~ngre ~ent 1S honey
Th 81
'
'
esse~tially forest ~eoPl: an~v~h~~eE~ropean Russia were
of w11d bees in the Slavic w d
ere large numbers
honey - rich
80 th
00 s.
The forests were
readily av~ilable e !lavs ulsed what w~s abundant and
.
Sear y as the e~ghth cent ury the
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northern city of Novgorod carried on a lively trade in
honey.
Some eight hundred years later, in 1591, the
city was still exporting great amounts of honey and
wax . The capacity of the medieval Slavs to consume
enormous quantities of mead, as well as beer, stunned
foreigners.
In the 10 th century a Muslim Arab traveler
named Ibn Fadlan visited the Slavs in what was then
called Rus' and described the heavy drinking that took
place on special occasions.
"They are so devot e d to
beer and mead," he wrote, "drinking day and night, that
sometimes one of them dies with hls d~- inking cup in
hand."
(Segal, Russian Drinking, p. 7)
Had the Muslims not been such fastjdious
teetotalers, the history of Russia might well have
taken a different turn.
One of the early Russian
chronicles relates the store that when Prince Vladimir,
the rule of 10 th -century Kievan Rus', decided that he
and his p e ople should abandon pagan i sm, he sent
delegations to investigate each of the four religions
then known to him:
Roman Christianity, Byzantine
Christianity, Judaism and Islam. When the delegation
to the Muslims reported back to Prince Vladimir that
Muslims did not drink, he exclaimed:
"Drinking is the
joy of Russia; we cannot do without it."
(Smith and
Christian, p. 74)
The Prince rejected,Islam and,
adopted Byzantine Christianity. ~o thls day Russla
remains an Orthodox Christian natlon.
It is tantalizing to speculate. Had the Muslims
not be e n so abstemious and had Russia indeed become an
Islamic nation, the Islamic world today would have
included the whole vast area that stret?hes eastward
from the Polish border, across eleven t1me zones, to
the Pacific shore.
The strategic balance betwe e n,the
Islamic world and the Christian ~orld would be qU1te
different. As it turned out, whlle ort~odox ,
Christianity was taking root among Ru~slans ln the
t
' s following, Islam was spreadlng among peoples
cen u r l e ,
. Tatars in Kazan; Kazakhs, Uzbeks and
on the P7rlpherY'1 A ' a ' and Chechens in the Cau c asu s .
Tadjiks ln Centra
Sl,
ive Russian expansioni s m
In t.he 19 th century :~ :ig~:::ra l As i a and the Caucasus
conquered the peo~l
tru g gl e
The blood1e~t
but not without f1er?e ~he chny a' wh e re the Russians
,
campaign o~ all was ~nd
Christianity , restrict Mus11rn
sought La ~mp oS e O r t 0 Ox
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religious practices and even prohib it pilgrimage s to
Mecca.
It was this last prohibition that caused the
greatest outrage among Chechens. Today, ,the continuing
struggle in Chechnya is fueled at least In part by a
deep-rooted religious hatred o~ infidel Russia~s by,
Muslim Chechens.
Could all thls have been avolded If
Russians had stopped drinking in the 10 th century? You
see where fantasies can lead! Or is this an example of
Dusty Anderson's chaos theory?
No matter. The harsh reality is that the Russians
did not give up their heavy drinking, nor have they to
this day. What they did change was their drink of
choice. Today, instead of mead, they gulp down
staggering amounts of vodka. The principal raw
ingredients for making vodka have been rye, wheat and
barley. As the process for distilling and filtering
became perfected - especially filtering with charcoal,
which was not discovered until the 1700s - rye became
the preferred grain for making vodka. About half of
all Russian vodka was typically made from rye. Wheat
was considered less desirable as a raw material and so
were potatoes, which the Russians didn't begin to use
until the late 18 th century.
Initially vodka was distilled only once.
It was
vile, nasty stuff, bluish-green in color and full of
fusel oils and other impurities.
IL llLeLdlly stank.
The copper coil condenser that produced it turned green
after a while and was referred to as "the green
serpent." That name soon became a metaphor for the
vodka itself. During the 18 th century the metaphor
changed to "the green dragon" and ever since has
remained the Russian folk idiom for vodka and for
alcohol in general.
This once-distilled vodka was so foul that it had
to be masked with other flavors.
These incluned
raspberries, peppers, all spice, roses and cherries.
Others contained cinnamon, lemon saltpeter, juniper and
black currants. A famous hunters' vodka was developed
which was flavored with port, ginger, cloves, black and
red pepper, juniper berry, coffee, star anise, orange
and lemon peel and the astringent roots of plants such
as tormentil or the sweet roots of angelica.
Even as
distilling improved, various flavored vodkas continued
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to be produced. By the end of the 19 th century there
were over one hundred different flavored vodkas sold in
Russia.
The vodkas were also purer.
Russians had
discovered in the 18 th century that the more often a
vodk~ wao diotilled, the more impurities were removed
and the better the vodka was.
Triple distilling,
together with birch charcoal filterin~, became the
standard for finer vodkas.
By the 20t century, the
best Russian vodka was defined as one that was tripledistilled from grain, that used the softer Moscow river
waters, and that was diluted to a concentration of 40%
alcohol.
Almost from the time it was introduced, vodkadistilling and selling became a growth industry. And
that attracted the interest of the tsars _ Ivan ~hA
Terrible, who ruled from 1462 to 1505, was quick to see
the earning potential of vodka sales. The first
Russian distillery and drinking house, called kabak,
was built during his reign.
These kabaks were roughhewn wooden cabins, often filthy, where only alcoholic
drinks were sold, and the alcohol had to be consumed on
the premises.
Supposedly Ivan saw kabaks for the first
time when he was laying siege to the Tatar city of
Kazan in 1552. He conquered Kazan, which remains a
part of Russia today_
During the sjege he learned that
the kabaks were all state-owned and earned lots of
money.
He quickly understood that the kabaks offered a
way to control the trade in alcohol while at the same
time earning profits for the state. Boris Godunov also
recognized the economic value of the vodka trade.
As
Tsar between 1598 and 1605 he ordered expanded building
of kabaks and even allowed vodka to be purchased and
taken off the premises. As a result , by the early
1600s, the smallest towns and villages had their kabak.
The kabaks were run by tax farmers who were an
unscrupulous lot.
They were required to return to the
state a large portion of the sales revenue and could
retain for themselves whatever remained.
It was an
open invitation to corruption. To enhance their income
they watered down the vodka, which increased the volume
by as much as 25%.
On top of that they gave short
measure to the drinks they sold. Officials were bribed
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to look the other way. The state never succeeded in
stamping out these practices. Tax farmers got rich but
were also despised.
Riots against them were frequent.
Inevitably the spread of kabaks also meant rising
drunkenness.
Europeans who journeyed to Moscow as
early as the 1500s were struck by the fact that
Russians were "formidable topers."
(Whi te, p. 5)
These Europeans did not know about Ibn Fadlans' visit
to the Slavs in the 10 th century.
But their
observations confirmed what had so appalled the Arab
six hundred years earlier.
The venetian ambassador
Ambrosio Contarini, who was in Moscow during Ivan the
Terrible's time, commented that Russians were "great
drunkards and take great pride in this, despising
abstainers."
(Segal, Russian Drinking, p. 29)
Nearly
a century later, in the 1560s, the English poet George
Tuberville, was a member of a diplomatic mission to
Moscow and summed up his impression of Muscovites in
rhyme:
"Drink is their whole desire, the pot is all
their pride;
The sob'rest head doth once a day stand
needful of a guide."
( Ibid., p. 31)
Adam Olearius, a member of the Holstein embassy to
Moscow in the 17th century, concluded that Russians
were more devoted to drinking than any nation in the
world.
He went on to explain that "The vice of
drunkenness is prevalent among this people in all
classes, both secular and ecclesiastical, high and low,
men and women, young and old.
To see them lying here
and there in the streets, wallowing in filth, is so
common that no notice is taken of it . . . None of them
anywhere, anytime, or under any circumstances lets pass
an opportunity to have a draught or a drinking bout."
(Ibid., Pt. 34)
While visiting Italy and France in the
early 19 h century the Russian writer Alexander Herzen
noted that there was plenty of wine in both countries
but no drunks because Italians and Frenchmen drank in
moderation.
For his own countrymen it was different.
In the whole of Europe, he wrote, there was "simply no
other people that emptied a tumbler at a gulp."
.
(White, p. 10)
Drinking was so widespread that every
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one of Russia's great literary figures wrote about it
at one time or another, whether Pushkin, Gogol,
Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky and Chekhov in the 19 th century,
or Gorky and Alexander Blok in the 20 th ,
Some tsars tried to control drunkenness with
limited prohibition, But those efforts failed,
primarily because taxes on vodka were rapidly beco~ing
a major part of state revenue.
So, when Tsar Alexls,
the second ruler of the Romanov dynasty, ascended the
throne in 1645, he cancelled all previous attempts at
prohibition and allowed the building of one kabak in
every town and three in Moscow. Eventually they
multiplied of their own accord.
Even more significant
was that four years after Alexis had become Tsar, the
famous Law Code of 1649 was passed which made it
illegal to make, buy or sell vodka except through
kabaks. The Code simply institutionalized the state's
monopoly over the production and sale of alcohol.
It
prescribed savage punishment for offenders, including
beating and indefinite imprisonment. The tax farmers
were to send revenues from the sale of vodka directly
to the royal treasury.
This arrangement continued more or less unchanged
for nearly two hundred years.
In this way the Russian
state became ensnared in a dilemma that persisted to
the end of the twentieth century.
Its heavy reliance
on vodka revenues compelled the government to promote
policies that fostered the very drunkenness it
deplored.
In another round of reforms in 1861, the
state monopoly on the production and sale of vodka was
removed and replaced with an excise tax system.
This
break in state control lasted over 33 years.
But it
was long enough for some enterprising individuals to
become rich in the distilling business.
One of the
most notable was Pierre Smirnoff, whose vodka is no
longer produced in Russia.
Today it is made in the
United States where vodka in general is the best
selling spirit, accounting for 25% of a $13 billion
market.
(Ratmeyer, p. 50)
In any case, in 1894 the
Russian government again began to impose a state
monopoly.
It is easy to understand Why. A significant
share of the capital invested in economic development
in the late 19 th century came from the vodka trade.
By
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the time World War I began, the mono po l y was fairly
complete.
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The Tsar at the time , Nicho las I I - the man fated
to be the least of the Romanov rule r s -imposed a "dry
law" early in 1914 to curb drinking and drunkenness.
Cynics claimed the real purpose of the II dry law" was to
keep army recruits sober enough to fight . The cynics
had a point. Heavy drinking was a serious problem i n
the Russian Army . During the disastrouD Russo - Japanese
War of 1904 - 1905 some observers believed that drinking
was one of the reasons the Russian armies lost.
One
Russian war correspondent reported that "The Japanese
at Mukden found several thousand dead-drunk soldiers,
whom they bayoneted like pigs."
(Segal, Russian
Drinking, p. 149)
Still, this "dry law" of 1914, for
all its good intentions, could not have come at a worse
time for the tsarist state.
Several months after its
imposition a crisis erupted in the Balkans.
The
Archduke of Austria-Hungary was assassinated.
This was
in June.
Europe's political leaders let the crisis get
out of hand and it escalated. By August all the Great
Powers, including Russia, had blundered into war. At
the very moment that Russia desperately needed all the
resources it could muster to finance the wa r , the "dry
law" deprived the state of one-quarter of its budgetary
revenues.
When the Bolsheviks seized power in 1917 they
extended prohibition on ideological grounds.
They
argued that the tsa r ist st a te sought to keep its
subjects docile through liberal distributions of vodka.
Perhaps they remembered a comment Catherine the Great
supposedly made in the 18 th c e ntury that a drunke n
people is easier to rule.
Of course her predecessor,
Peter the Great, set a different image. A giant of a
man at 6'6", he was an imbiber of the first rank, known
to drink forty glasses of wine in a day and to insist
that his courtiers match him, drink for drink.
(Segal,
Drunken Society, p. 4)
Lenin was completely different.
A teetotaler, he saw alcoholism as a disease that would
keep Russia from moving forward to communism.
Early on
he declared that there would be "no trade in rotgut."
(White, p. 16)
By December 1 919 new laws were put in
place to severely punish p r i vat e p r oduction of strong
spirits.
It was a futile e f for t .
I n the 1920s at
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least a third of rural households were making their own
moonshine.
In Russian it is called samogon. Lenin
died in 1924. A year later the government allowed
private homebrewing and reestablished the state
monopoly over commercial production and sales.
In the political struggle that followed Lenin's
death, Stalin craftily managed to gain power over all
his rivals. He then launched the country on a program
of forced industrialization.
It was a frantic campaign
to expand heavy industry and national defense.
Desperately in need of funds to promote this program,
he squeezed the peasants mercilessly. He also reverted
to the long historic practice of Russian rulers of
using the proceeds from vodka sales to help finance
industrial and military growth.
In September 1930
Stalin not only ordered Molotov to increase the
production of vodka but to "aim openly and directly for
the maximum increase in output."
By 1940, says Stephen
White in his recent book, "there were more shops
selling drink than meat, fruit and vegetables put
together."
(White, p. 27)
During World War II,
Stalin's government decreed that each Soviet soldier
must receive a half a glass of vodka before combat.
The reason was no longer to increase revenue.
Even if
it was meant to bolster morale and stiffen resolve, the
fact is that it contributed to endemic alcoholism in
the armed forces during and after the war. Military
men began referring to the MIG 25, Russia's most
advanced fighter plane, as the flying restaurant
because it carried half a ton of drinkable alcohol in
its braking system.
(Faith and Wisniewski, p. 45)
The magnitude of the revenues that Russian
governments have derived from the selling of vodka
bo~gles the mind.
At least it boggles my mind.
In the
19
century, upwards of 40% of all state revenue came
from alcohol duties ~nd sales. Th~t m~de ~lcohol
duties the single most important source of government
revenues.
In the 20 th century, toward the end of the
Soviet era, some estimates put vodka sales at 15-20% of
the value of all retail trade turnover. Both the Soviet
and post-Soviet state encouraged this lucrative source
of revenue.
Between 1940 and 1985 vodka production
more than doubled. As for revenue, exact figures have
never been revealed.
But various economists estimate
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that in the Soviet era vodka revenue made up from 30 to
50% of the entire budget. That was enough to cover all
military expenditures and provide the main source of
cash. (Zarakhovich, p. 40)
As you might expect, the socia l costs have been
horrific.
From the 1940s to the 1980s, consumption of
alcohol quadrupled in the Soviet Union. The result was
that in the 1980s, 15% of the Soviet population were
considered to be alcoholic.
Since the end of World War
II alcohol abuse has become the single largest cause
of'divorce and family breakdown.
It has also taken its
toll on the life expectancy on Russian men.
From a
high of 69.5 years in the early 1970s, male life
expectancy has declined to 57 today, the lowest among
males of any industrialized nation in the world.
(Critchlow, p. 345)
Of all the murders and rapes
committed in the early 1980s, 74% were done under the
influence of alcohol. Between 1960 and 1987, the
population loss in Russia due to alcohol abuse was 3035 million persons. Alcohol poisoning continues to
increase.
In the last five years, an average of 40,000
Russians a year have died of it.
In the United States,
by contrast, 257 deaths were caused by alcohol in 1999.
One out of six Russians is an alcoholic.
In May of
last year Radio Free Europe reported that most deaths
among Russian men occur on Mondays, apparently because
the men spent the weekends consuming large amounts of
alcohol.
Radio Free Europe also calculated that two thirds of 20 - to 55-year olds in Russia are drunk every
weekend.
("Vodka's Toll")
Dr. Murray Feshbach, our
most prominent authority on Russian demography, calls
alcoholism "the predominant social pathology in
Russia."
(Roundtable)
The impact on work has been devastating.
During
the 1980s, 75-90% of absences from work were related to
alcohol.
Economic production often dropped by up to
30% after weekends and paydays.
The common wisdom
among Russian shoppers was to check labels for
manuf~cturing dates where possible and not to buy
anythlng made on a Monday or a Friday. On Mondays
worke~s were recovering from their weekend binges and
on F~ldays th~y b~gan their binges. Dr. Boris Segal, a
Russlan,psychlatrl~t who has written two major studies
on Russlan alcohollsm, calculated that 30 per cent of
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the Soviet labor force in the 1980s were alcohol
abusers.
It is no surprise, then, that economic losses
from alcohol abuse in the 1980s were three times the
amount taken in through taxes on alcohol.
(Segal,
Drunken Society, p. 352)
In the early 1970s, the Communist Party leadership
was concerned by the rising mortality rates and
collapsing labor discipline that alcoholism was
causing.
So they raised prices and attempted to
confine drinking between the hours of 11 a.m. and 7
p.m. Within weeks, the state ran short of cash to pay
wages.
The controls were lifted. When Mikhail
Gorbachev took office in 1985, he too tried to crack
down on drinking.
Calling alcoholism a "national
tragedy" and encouraged by his wife Raisa, whose own
brother was an alcoholic, he launched an anti - alcohol
campaign to cut back on production and restrict selling
and distribution. Official sales of vodka declined by
nearly half, which meant that state revenues from vodka
again fell sharply. But there was also a direct rise
in the life expectancy of Russian men. Nevertheless,
Russians reacted by making more moonshine, which
created a sugar shortage. Drinkers turned to a wide
variety of substitutes.
In a short time inexpensive
colognes, lotions, hair tonics and mouthwashes
disappeared from the counters of perfume stores.
The
more desperate drinkers gulped down window-cleaning
fluid and methanol.
The results were disastrous.
In
1987 alone, 11,000 people died from drinking toxic
mixtures.
That was almost as many lives as had been
lost in the war in Afghanistan.
(White, p. 128)
The
Russians reviled Gorbachev. His popularity plummeted.
Yet he did manage to retain his sense of humor.
These
~ays,he tells the story of a Russian who was standing
In llne for ten hours to buy vodka.
Finally he decided
to go to the Kremlin to kill Gorbachev.
The next day,
the guy was back in the vodka line.
"It didn't work,"
he said.
"The line to the Kremlin is even longer."
(Zarakhovich, p. 43)
BY,the end of the,1980s Gorbachev backed away from
his antl-alcohol campalgn.
But there were some lasting
con~equences.
Perhaps the most important was that the
Mafla began to e~tab~ish it~elf in the industry.
In
1991 Boris Yeltsln, In keeplng with his privatization
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policy, gave up the state vodka monopoly an? the Mafia
grew even more powerful. Today at least.60~ of
.
.
Russia's vodka is produced illegally, Wh1Ch means 1t 1S
untaxed. Russian bootleggers employ hundreds of
thousands of people and payout some $15 mill ion a year
in bribes to state officials. Despite a law passed in
February 1999 banning the import of ethyl alcohol,
smuggled alcohol continues to flood the country.
Bootleggers also use deadly methyl alcohol.
The
results have been grim: more than 67,000 people died
in 1998 and 1999 from drinking bootleg vodka.
There
has been some talk of trying to reestablish the
historic state monopoly on vodka. But it would mean
wresting control from the determined grip of organized
crime. That would not be easy. A Russian cabinet
member was very blunt.
"Anyone," he recently
commented, "who makes a real effort to bring vodka
revenues back under state control risks his life."
(Zarakhovich, p. 42)
In the past, when vodka consumption went up, the
state benefited from an increase in revenues from
rising vodka sales. Not any more. Budgetary revenues
from vodka sales have plunged to 3%. This drunken
money, as Russians call it, which in Soviet times
accounted for as much as one-third of the Russian
budget, now ends up in the pockets of bootleggers and
corrupt state officials.
It is estimated that illicit
vodka producers are raking in some $7 billion a year.
In all its hard-drinking years, Russia has never been
so awash in liquor as it is now.
Just last month the
New York Times (12/3/00) reported that the average
citizen downs a world - record 4.4 gallons of alcohol a
year.
That's more than twice the safe level of two
gallons a year set by the World Health Organization.
Put another way, it means that on average every adult
male consumes a bottle of vodka every two days.
If in
the tenth century Prince Vladimir felt that Russians
could not do without drink because it gave them so much
joy, in the thousand years since then it has become an
essential part of their identity. That sense was best
expressed by a character in a popular Russian movie
serial who proclaimed that "Vodka is our nationality.
It's the only thing that keeps us together."
(Zarakhovich, p. 40)
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The sad fact is that there are fewer Russians to
keep toget~er .. In 1~95 the combined death toll from
~lcohol p~1son~ng, c~rrhosis of the liver, alcoho1lnduced v~olence and accidents was nearly 500 deaths
for every 100,000 people.
The rate that year in rhp
United States was 77 deaths for every 100,000 peopl~.
If to these alcohol-related deaths are added increasing
death rates from drugs, sexually-transmitted diseases,
AIDS, and tuberculosis, then in fifty years, Dr.
Feshbach predicts, the Russian population will have
declined by one-third. That means a decline of 30 to
50 million Russians by the year 2050.
(Roundtable)
For Russians, vodka is not only a terrible
scourge; it has also become a central part of virtually
all aspects of their daily life. Drinking is also part
of their folklore.
One bit of folk wisdom has it that
"nothing beats water - provided it's distilled fro~
grain." More assertive is the notion that "there 1S no
such thing as bad vodka.
It is either good, or very
good. " By the 19 th century! vodka was a ~a~ic
.
ingredient of all celebratlons. All rel1g10us hol1days
became drinking days.
(Herlihy, p. 134) A 19 th century account gives some idea of how important and
ubiquitous vodka had become in rural life:
"Amongst
the people, all local affairs are decided after taking
vodka.
There can be no hospitality without vodka, no
weddings, no baptisms, no burials, no farewells.
Without it, friendship is no longer friendship,
happiness is no longer happiness.
.It warms them in
the cold, cools them in the summer heat, protects them
from the damp, consoles them in grief, and cheers them
when times are good. "
(quoted in Christian, p. 5)
For
our own time, a more humorous summary is rendered in
rhyme:
Pretexts are different for drinking
Feasts, funerals, new kids, a sinking
New meetings, weddings and divorce
Hard frosts, New Year's deep remorse
Recover ing, repentance, joy
Success, rewarding, a new toy,
Promotion, friendship, a good wit
And, drinking for the sake of it!
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After a thousand years of uni h ~bited imbib ing,
the Russians have built up a ric h reper oi re of toasts.
The most typical introductory toas ':'s " 0 ou r
meeting." This may be shortly fol lowed by "no snacking
after the first glass," or "between the first and
second glass, the pause should be short. " And it
doesn't stop at the second glass.
Russian cus tom is
that once a bottle of vodka is opened , it mu st be
completely emptied. that bit of Russ ian tradition was
unfamiliar to a couple of my colleagues who in their
early years went to Russia to do research on their
dissertations. On one occasion they atte nde d a Russian
party.
There were endless toasts and they gamely tried
to keep up, responding to each call for "mir i
druzhba," peace and friendship; they were promptly
obliterated. This incident recalls the comment made by
David Shipler, the New York Times Moscow Bure au Chief
in the mid-198Gs who wrote that "if we were in a
drinking bout with the Russians instead of an arms race
we'd have run up the white flag long ago."
(S hipler,
p.

234)

At weddings there are often loud cries of "gorka,
gorka," bitter, bitter. This goes on all night long.
The reason is that the drink is considered to be bitter
if not sweetened by the bride and groom kissing in
front of the gathered guests. A short toast that was
particularly popular in Soviet times, was:
"To you and
to us and to hell with them." Another common one is a
clever play on words:
"We got together here to drink,
so let's drink to our getting together!" A toast aimed
at wives goes:
"They say 'If you want to make the
right decision, get the advice of your wife and do the
opposite.'
So I raise my glass to our wives who make
it possible for us to make the right decision in a
difficult situation."
Even more macho is a toast to a young man: "If you
ask, 'Which do you prefer, blondes or brunettes,' a
real man will answer, 'Yes,' so let's drink to you real
men." But young women get their due, too.
One toast
advises a young woman:
"I wish you four animals - a
s~ble . on your shoulders, a Jaguar in your garage, a
llon In your bed, and an ass who woul d pay for it all."
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If you are sly enough, you can get vodka to work
for you in useful ways.
One of my colleagues tells the
story that when he and another researcher were in the
Soviet Union, a time when specific permission was
needed to do anything, the two of them got
authorization to travel to a small town for a project
they were working on.
They were provided with a car
and driver.
It was a glorious spring day, everything
was in bloom, the fields were ablaze with color.
They
asked the driver to take a detour for a better view.
He refusedi he had no permission to deviate from the
approved route.
My colleague then said, "You know, I
have a full bottle back here.
It would be a shame if
the three of us couldn't share it on top of some little
hill."
In an instant the driver turned off the main
road and headed into the countryside.
But always there is the somber side.
The green
dragon remains unrestrained.
As it devastates their
personal lives and decimates their population, Russians
continue to raise the glass and -make the frequently
heard toast that now more than ever sounds like a wry
oxymoron.
"Z a vashe zdorovye," they say.
"To your
health. "
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"SAPERE AUDE" AGAIN
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Frank H. Mayfield , Jr.

Like the mirror that shatt ers to so many pieces,
the slivers of childhood memories are mostly lost . A
few remain. My summer of '45 remains and reflects
fondly. As children, we we re hearing bits about the
war having ended. Dad had been fixing fallen soldiers
at the nearby Army Hosp ita l. His sudden change of

