
Music Made Me – The Allan Schiller Story 
SAMPLE CHAPTER 5 

Everyday Soviet Life 

 

Arriving here in  winter of 1962  confirmed my impression of Moscow as a grey and gloomy 
city.  Mounds of snow stretched along the roadside and pavements were treacherous with 
packed snow trodden in to an icy surface.  There were poorly illuminated shop windows with 
their pyramids of the same single can  and the citizens trudging along the pavements in dark, 
heavy overcoats and fur hats.  

 

                             

Many snow shifters and road diggers were women, doing very heavy work bundled up in 
their heavy winter clothing.  When dealing with the girls behind the shop counters or the 
babushkas keeping watch on hotel corridors, I remember that all shop staff were female, as 
were all the telephone operators and even bus and tram drivers. It was hard to determine 
their ages,  but many were not young.  

There was a predominance of female waiting staff in cafes and restaurants and, for me, it 
was a novelty for all the barbers to be women. What is more, they were nearly always 
fearsome and impatient – they were, after all, working long hours for little pay. So, with little 
Russian at my command, I was always afraid of being too slow with my request, or of saying 
the wrong word. Before going for a haircut I asked my mates what I should ask for. “ You just 



ask for a ‘pod ponkoo’” they told me. So I did. Nothing terrible resulted, just ng anything 
rude. Years later I asked some Russians what I’d been requesting. They’d never heard the 
phrase but at least it wasn’t something rude. 

Apart from the numerous anti-Communist jokes which kept us amused, there were many 
popular stories about the Jew Rabinovich. For example, a group of tourists were visiting the 
main places of interest in a major city. “And here”, sais the guide, “is the Tomb of the 
Unknown Soldier, Rabinovich”. “Hang on a minute”, interrupted one of the group, “How can 
it be the the Unknown Soldier Rabinovich, when you know that his name is Rabinovich?” 
“Ah, well”, replied the guide, “It’s true we know he was called Rabinovich, but whether or 
not he was a soldier is still unknown”. 

There were also Radio Armenia jokes where listeners posed questions of varying degrees of 
rudeness. A listener asks, “How should a true Soviet man hold his penis when urinating. 
Should it be with his right hand or his left hand?” Radio Armenia answers, “A true Soviet 
man holds it with both hands!” 

And another listener asks “ How good is the Soviet Union’s wheat crop this year?” The 
answer, “100% greater than last year’s, but only 50% of next year’s!” 

These jokes were welcome relief, in contrast to the many visible signs of a dispirited people. 
But there was also the unspoken fear of saying or doing something to upset the regime.  
Police stood at every corner so, at least, you felt safe. But  I do  remember a time when a 
serial killer was on the loose and causing a general scare in the city. He  was gaining entrance 
to apartments by purporting to be from the Moscow Gas Department  . He was eventually 
caught. 

 Certainly as foreign students we felt the need to take care about what we said about living 
conditions, both amongst ourselves and in our letters home.  If letters from home were 
being read, I felt sure that my letters to my parents must have been checked  at least for  the 
first few weeks. 

I, too, felt I must take care not to offend my hosts so there was always a quick glance over 
the shoulder before saying anything that could be rated offensive.  When I encountered my 
first copy of Private Eye on a British news-stand, I was wary of buying it in case it was in 
some way to do with espionage. 

Sadly, there was also a degree of fear of Moscovites associating with foreigners and this 
resulted in only a very small number of invitations to Russians' homes.  I myself turned down 
a couple  as I was suspicious of their motives - they could well have been KGB trying to lure 
me into doing something inappropriate..  The one that I distinctly remember accepting was 
to a girlfriend's flat, where she had reassured me  that, since her father was a diplomat, 
conditions there -  and the catering -  would be of a suitably high standard. The 
accommodation provided to Party members, and the goods they had access to, were of a 
considerably higher quality than those available to the man in the street.  Despite all the 
anti-western propaganda the more enlightened realised how low, compared to the West, 
was their standard of living. But the propaganda in the press and on the radio was incessant.  
Anti-colonialist Britain and the American militarist aggressors were attacked daily and this 
was backed by the intensive political teaching that started in  kindergarten  and continued 



through to the  work place.  I was surprised how important passing political exams was, even 
in a music institution. Soviet  workers had no incentive to do a good job because they had no 
share in the State's factory or shop. So stories of corruption and theft were rife.  And the 
quality of goods produced was extremely poor.  Soviet goods such as radios or record-
players would never be purchased if there were East German alternatives on sale.  Similarly 
clothes were shoddy and I was able to sell sweaters in the commission shop for more than 
10 times the cost in England. 

On the other hand music and books were very cheap and I was able to build up a wonderful 
library of orchestral scores, sheet music and Russian literature.   

Art books published in East Germany were of the highest quality and, before the Sino-Soviet 
split in 1963, some Chinese volumes appeared in the main store on Gorky Street. Here I was 
introduced, through translation, to the works of Dostoevsky, Pushkin and Chekhov. There 
were also books by Western authors in the bookshops if their views were sufficiently left-
wing. Dickens certainly passed that test. 

At no time was any attempt made to turn me towards Communism - but, as someone said to 
me, 'how could they even try when you were there to witness its lack of success?' Although I 
had no political leanings, I was certainly not drawn to Communism. But living there for such 
a long time made me aware that many of us in the West had more material goods than was 
necessary for a happy life. The only English newspaper available was the Daily Worker, which 
later became the Morning Star. I bought that for the football results. I didn’t bother to 
purchase Pravda or Isvesti. I found it virtually impossible to translate the long political tracts 
and  news  broadcasts were rattled off too fast for my basic Russian. 

All the foreign students in our flats communicated in Russian, some much more fluent than 
others.  Certainly those from the Eastern Bloc were streets ahead, having had lessons in 
school.  Some of us occasionally caused amusement with mis-use of a word.  I, for example, 
once told someone I was looking forward to my next 'punishment' instead of 'performance'.  
Fouad went skiing one day and tried to warn people to get out of his way “Obyezatelno, 
obyezatelno”, “Definitely, definitely!”, he cried, instead of “Ostorozhno, ostorozhno”,”Look 
out, look out!” On another occasion he asked a girl out to the window (okno) instead of to 
the cinema (kino). 

A group photo in the magazine Soviet Culture had the following captain printed below 
it:  ’Students of the Moscow Conservatoire, they have come to our capital from far and wide; 
a girl from Estonia, two Russians, an Armenian,  a Vietnamese and Englishman, Allan Schiller. 
Different languages, different destinies, but one thought: of peace, happiness and a greatly 
creative life.’ 

 

 (End of Sample Chapter 5) 

 


