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The Boy in the Sheepskin Coat 

 

I was met off the plane by Christopher Mallaby, Assistant Cultural Attaché at the British 
Embassy , and he escorted me to the Conservatoire.   

 
 

I remember waiting outside in the car for quite a while until eventually I was ushered in to 
be welcomed by the Rector, Alexander Sveshnikov. He then introduced me to Yuri Kurpyekov, 
an ex- bassoon student who had the role of ‘looking after’ foreign students. It later became 
apparent to us that he must be a KGB operative. I was surprised not to have been given  any 
official guidance before travelling.  

Students going on post-graduate courses to Moscow University from Britain were given a 
briefing in the Foreign Office. But I was never given any advice at all. I was a sensible young 
chap, I suppose, who quickly knew how to act and behave in a foreign land. Common sense, 
really. For example, I bought myself a Fed camera soon after my arrival, but was careful not 
to take photos of sensitive subjects. A violinist visiting from England a couple of months later 
got into trouble for taking pictures of a bread queue.  

Yuri took me over to my new living quarters which were located in Sredne Kislovsky 
Pereulok.   

 



        

 

The building labelled as DOM 7/10 was an apartment block which  mostly housed ordinary 
Soviet families. It was just a few minutes walk from the Conservatoire. 

However, four of the flats were occupied by foreign music students, and I was put in to Flat 5 
on the first floor. I had arrived during the winter break. For the first few days after my arrival 
I was alone in the flat with only Ching, a non-English speaking Vietnamese, for company. This 
was not the happiest of times in my young life, but I don’t recall ever wanting to pack it in 
and go home. 

During the  two years I spent there my flatmates came from Vietnam, Iraq, Bulgaria, 
Argentina and the Ukraine. Looking back, I view them all as a lovely group of boys. When 
term started,  Ching moved to another apartment but there were two other Vietnamese in 
Flat 5: Ngyen Trong Bang, who was studying conducting, and Ta Bon, a violinist.   

The Vietnamese boys slept in the main room with me, and also Vasya Yakovenko, a Ukrainian 
singer. In the side room, accessed through ours, were Fouad Mashta, an Iraqi flautist ( and 
fitness fanatic) and Rikardo Zugaro, an Argentinian pianist who was domiciled in Paris. 
Although Vasya had a bed in our room, he rarely used it, or, indeed, came to the flat. A 
Russian was always ‘planted’ amongst foreigners to keep an eye on them, so Vasya must 
have been neglecting his duties. 

The four-bed room had a bed in each corner, also a small bedside cupboard for each of us  
and a shared wardrobe.  A door led through to the two-bed room and each room had an 
upright piano and circular table.  The rest of the flat consisted of a bathroom (no bath plugs, 
of course) with a very scary hot water gas geyser, which threatened to explode each time 
you lit it. There was a a fairly grim toilet (no toilet paper, we used strips of newspaper). Toilet 
smells were eliminated by burning newspaper after visits. The very basic kitchen had a small 
table, storage cupboard and a gas stove. It was used more by the Vietnamese whose 
stipends hardly stretched to regular restaurant visits.  



Days after my arrival, I went into the bathroom to discover quite large fish swimming in the 
bath. The mystery was solved shortly after when I heard chopping sounds from the kitchen 
and received an invitation to share a Viet fish dish! Personally I did little cooking, due mainly 
to the lack of interesting ingredients and my own laziness in shopping.   

I wrote home once describing a dish that I had made of 'corned beef, eggs and bread mixed 
up in a frying pan - pretty awful'. 

We were all keen to protect whatever food we’d provided in the kitchen and it became a 
standing joke that no one should touch 'Schiller's marmalade'!  The Viet boys had a knack of 
eating fried eggs with chopsticks. They’d trim the white bits off, then flip the yolk into their 
mouths – very impressive. At that time you could usually find staple foods, such as bread, 
butter, and milk in the shops. There were also two cheeses generally on sale: Gollandsky 
(Dutch) and  Sovietsky (Soviet). Both were equally bland and unappetising. 

Practising took place everywhere in the flat; in the corridor, Ta Bon; in the bathroom, Fouad; 
in the kitchen, Bang; in the main room, myself: and in the small room, Rikardo.  Somehow 
we managed to concentrate, but now I wonder how. 

      
Fouad           Landsmann        Bang Kirkor  

Ta Bon was 19 or 20, but looked to be 12 or 13.  We assumed that, as a staunch  Communist, 
he was probably keeping a watchful eye and  keen ear on the goings on in our apartment, 
because Vasya, the Russian, was rarely present. Ta Bon  was cheerful to an annoying degree 
and irritated me personally by always anticipating the moment I wanted to get up to use the 
bathroom in the morning.  He would spring out of bed as though reading my mind and beat 
me to it every time.  To compound this he could start practising in the hallway shortly after 
that. His way of working was to make his way through a piece by repeating a very few bars 
endlessly over and over again, and always tuning up in between. This boring routine didn’t 
endear him to his fellow flatmates.  In the two years together I don't recall his ever playing a 
piece all the way through. He did go on to have a successful career as a concert violinist in 
Vietnam, while his fellow countryman, Bang, became Principal Conductor of the Hanoi 
Symphony Orchestra. 



On one memorable occasion the buzzer rang for Ta Bon, who was practising in the hallway.  
He came in to our room and put his violin down on the bed and went down to take his call.  I 
was about to sit at the piano to start practising when Fouad pulled the chair away from me 
causing me to stumble.  In fun I took up a boxing stance and we began to mock fight, 
dancing around the table in the centre of the room.  Bang joined in the game as a referee 
and everything was great until Fouad backed away from me and sat down on the violin!  As 
we heard the scrunch of splintering wood he was back on his feet instantly.  But the damage 
was done.  The three of us were standing in dreadful silence surveying the devastation when 
in bounced  Ta Bon with his usual exuberance.  It was only a moment before he saw his violin 
and immediately burst into tears.  Quite understandable, but what followed left me 
speechless, as Fouad put a comforting arm around Ta Bon's shoulder and said 'Never mind, 
Ta Bon, we'll get it mended.’ 

Ta Bon didn't own that Italian violin but he had rented it from an old Russian family who had 
made it available to  the State on condition that it was loaned to a student.  We took the 
violin, or rather the pieces of it, to the master violin repairer at the Bolshoi Theatre and, 
amazingly, it was restored to its original condition in about two months.  Our pockets 
suffered for that game and our flat was markedly quieter for quite some time. 

Ta Bon was very much the Party man: to him everything  was wonderful in the USSR - and at 
the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis everyone was understandably very worried as to what 
would be the outcome.  I'm sure the Embassy must  have been in touch with me but I don't 
recall being given any advice.  I think I would have crawled under my bed if I had heard there 
was to be an American attack.  Ta Bon, however, was quite at ease with the whole situation.  
'Don't worry!' he told me, 'The Soviets have a ring of anti-missile missiles around Moscow, so 
we are absolutely safe here'.  'Well', I said, 'I have watched the rehearsals for  the Red 
Square Parade, and I have seen the lorries transporting those anti-missile missiles down 
Gorky Street breaking down - so what are the odds on the missiles performing successfully?’   
Thank goodness they didn't have to be tested. 

                 

 


