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From Russia with Love
Beverley LAFAYE (Tokai Gakuen University)

The end of the line of the trans-Siberian
railway, Vladivostok, a far outpost of the Russian
Federation, is 5 hours from Moscow by
plane with as many time zones between, and
perhaps seven days by train; this is not a city
you just happen upon. Closed until 1992
home as it was, to the navy fleet, it was forbidden
to Russians without a special permit, let alone
foreigners. But the town now feels as if it were
chafing at the bit to develop. The commercial
port is booming, and everywhere cranes
stretch out; not one of them in flight.
Here is a city where the native speaker of
English, handicapped by a lack of even the
most rudimentary Russian, is reduced to gestures.
Outside the secure environment of the Far
Eastern National University, with its dozens of
eager-to-serve, fluent English language speaking
students, there are few places here where
you can brag that English is the Lingua Franca
and you can always get by if you speak it.
Arriving at the conference late, we missed
some of the academic program but it was
good to find out what the Americans are doing
in Russia, through David Fay, English Language
Officer at the US Embassy in Moscow, to meet
a American teacher trainer from Siberia and
catch up with Zoya Proshina from the host
university, met at several conferences already
and sharing some of my research interests in
discourse analysis and loanwords. Interestingly
enough, one of the most popular speakers at
the conference judging by the numbers trying
to pile into his lecture like so many Tokyo
subway riders, was Tim Murphey. We needed

to go to Russia to hear him, though he works
here in Japan. His empathy with students and
flair for engaging the weak and strong in their
language-learning experience puts Tim head
and shoulders above many of his peers.
[ missed some of the best-known speakers
but am glad I didn't miss some of the most
exciting parts of the social program, including
the final dinner where we learned that Russians
spontaneously break into dance whenever
given the chance, and that their hospitality
is warm-hearted and frank. This passionate
approach to life was again shown us during
the highlight of my trip, the visit to the orthodox
church.

Here we were treated not only to an explanation
of Russian orthodoxy and its ups and downs,
but to a round of songs sung a cap-pella—2
haunting voices which filled the church and
made us think there were 100 voices singing),
and to bell-ringing in the belfry, where Hashiuchi
sensei showed us that he has rhythm as well as the
panache we already knew about.

In comparison with the huge distances
many of the participants had to cover to attend
this small, but enriching, conference, our
2-hour journey from Japan was a mere hop,
skip and a jump. A most enjoyable 3-day trip.
Special thanks to Yuko Takeshita and Stephen
Ryan for making it possible for our JAFAE

group.
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