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Soviet Scene

Moscow Beginners

Where Slava Starts Over Again

At a meeting of the country’s first A.A. group, alcoholics learn
a sort of personal perestroika, one day at a time

BY GLENN GARELIK
hé y name is Slava, and I am an
alcoholic.”

The young man speaks rapidly, but
every syllable reverberates. More than 30
other men and women seated in a large,
drab room at a Moscow community cen-
ter listen quietly. Over the next hour and a
half, most of them, giving only their first
names, will stand under the bare fluores-
cent lighting and make the same confes-
sion. It is a painful admission to make
anywhere, but especially in the Soviet
Union, where drinking is legendary and
individual accountability has decayed.
This is the daily meeting of Moscow Be-
ginners, the first antidrinking group for
Soviet citizens that is registered with Al-
coholics Anonymous.

A.A.is a new weapon in the country’s
struggle against alcoholism, encouraging
people to rebuild themselves—a sort of
perestroika of the personality, one day ata
time. More poignantly, it is an exercise in

self-expression that is the essence of gla.
nost, an act of standing up and discussin
a shortcoming that the state once pre
ferred to keep quiet.

Disturbed by his countrymen’s fond
ness for the bottle, Mikhail Gorbachev i
1985 launched an all-out campaig:
against alcohol. The Soviets raised the le
gal drinking age from 18 to 21, limited th
hours when alcohol could be sold and in
creased the price of vodka from 4.7 ruble
($7.75) to 10 rubles ($16.50) a liter. Bu
popular resistance has forced Gorbache
to ease up on his crusade, and publi
drunkenness is on the rise again.

Moscow Beginners was started i
1987 by the Rev. JW. Canty, an Episco
pal priest from New York City who camu
to Moscow in 1985 to help lay the ground
work for the group. Meanwhile, Volodya
36, a machinist, had heard about A.A. or
a Canadian radio broadcast and had writ
ten to A.A. headquarters in New York
which in turn informed Canty that he hac
a taker in Moscow. The group’s first ses-
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Two Muscovites hold hands for support as they listen to another emotional confession

‘“After being here and talking, | feel peacefui
inside. 'm sure I'll get better; with the
help of my friends, | will get better.”
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sion, held in a hotel room across from the

Kremlin, was attended by Volodya and o . P
two visiting American members of A.A. Hx Websters
Membership grew slowly, largely because ; P

the group did not have official recognition ; NS Ninth New
and would-be members were unaware of b ; E Colleglate

its existence. But radio and television pro-
grams highlighted Moscow Beginners,
and now the Ministry of Health has en-
dorsed A.A.’s self-help concept.

As at A A. sessions around the world,
the Moscow Beginners tell tales of searing
despair. For Sasha, a 37-year-old engineer,
the horror culminated in 1987, when he
was repeatedly hospitalized for alcoholism
and his wife left him. “I was watching my
life spin out of control,” he now recalls.

Like Sasha, almost everyone in the
group has undergone compulsory hospi-
talization, some as many as seven times.
The hospital stays can last as long as six
months, and patients are often treated
with sulfazine, a drug that induces high
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Recovering in Moscow’s Clinic No. 17

fever. The intended result: to sweat the
toxins out of the body and thus shock it
into a change of behavior. The drug’s ef-
fects are not long lasting, and Western
doctors refuse to use it.

Two Moscow Beginners tell how they
were forced to spend terms of up Lo two
years in prisons reserved for those who
cannot be cured by the hospitals. There,
boredom was punctuated only occasional-
ly by days of forced labor in understaffed
factories. Even the government has ad-
mitted that these jails are not likely to
keep alcoholics on the wagon.

By contrast, Sasha says, he is enthusi- d
astic about A.A.’s methods. “The begin- - — - B0 ol plated; .
ning for me was when I learned that the FOR FASTEST SERVICE ON ALL TOLL-FREE
word alcoholic could be said out loud, that CREDIT CARD ORDERS 800'872'5200 (2:4 HLouns A DAY

people would even applaud. With alcohol- -
ism, you have to admit despair before you If you prefer, mail check or credit card number THE LIFESTYLE RESOURCE

can experience victory.” with expiration date and authorized signature. DEPT. TIMDQ29:
Volodya has known his share of de- Please include $39.95 plus $6.95 (for UPS/ 901 E ASTWIND bRIVE
spair. Having drunk heavily since his insurance) for each watch along with its item
teens, he says, “I thought I would never be number. Black matte #1051; Stainless steel and SUITE 114
able to stop. I went to clinics where I gold-plated #1061. 30-day return privilege. WESTERVILLE, OH 43081

would dry out, but I could never stay so-
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next-door neighbors (it's less than a
mile, as the crow flies; from the tip
of Alaska), but we promise not to
show you the same old places.

of Siberia, including Lake Baikal,
the world's deepest lake. Travel
along the legendary “Silk Road"
through Central Asia, every bit as
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Explore the natural beauties

ber. I felt I did not have what it takes t
help myself. And then came the group. I
was like a miracle”

It is an interesting choice of words i
an officially atheist society, and A.A;
teaching that members must learn to rely
on a “higher power” creates an inevitable
conflict for Moscow Beginners. Some o
the members are uncomfortable with the
group’s religious tone; others, understand-
ably, are afraid to tamper with the organi-
zation’s time-tested tenets,

“My name is Mikhail, and 'm an al-
coholic,” says the next speaker. Sober
only a short while, Mikhail, 41, stayed
home from work on his last birthday out
of fear that his co-workers would insist on
celebrating the event with a bottle, “I
don’t want to talk about my drinking to-
night. I just want to thank you for the
chance to express mysclf honestly. Until T
came here, I had never done that before.”

Already the group is reaching out to
others. Some of the Moscow Beginners
spend Saturday afternoons visiting in-
mates in two of the city’s alcoholic pris-
ons, and this month a clinic using Ameri-
can treatment methods and run jointly by
Soviets and Americans will open for out-
patients. It will be the first alternative to
the state-run program. Beyond that, ac-

Child abuse has many

this child of good health. With
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cording to Volodya, “people are writing to

us from all over the country.”

T onight, though, it is 33-year-old Slava
who is in trouble. “T have to tell you

something this evening that I am not
proud of,” he says hesitantly. “I drank to-

day. And my wife left me. Please don’t
abandon me. You know what T am going
through. Forgive me for betraying you.”
“Betrayed is a strong word,” says
Liuba, 35, a factory worker who during
her drinking days found herself waking
up in the beds of men she never remem-
bered meeting. “It’s better not to use it.
We might not have drunk today, but only

£

faces. Hunger is one of them,
of marks you can't see at first. But it is already depriving
chronic malnutrition, Jamie faces diseases asmall body

Hunger leaves the kind

hard to resist.
A better diet, medical attention and school can turn such a child’s life around. For

at the end of the day can any of us say that
with confidence.”

“You know,” says Slava, “after being
here and talking, I feel peaceful inside.
I'm sure I'll get better; with the help of my
friends, I will get better.”

“Until I joined this group, I felt isolat-
ed,” says Sasha afterward. “Now I am
helped by my friends—and by my
strength and my example, I can be of help

month, through our sponsorship program, you can help save a child like Jamie,
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to them.” By helping others help them-
selves, Moscow Beginners is rebuilding
the sense of self-worth that society had
stripped from them. In a limited way, the
A.A. style could turn out to be just what
the doctor ordered fora society that is try-
ing to humanize itseif Says Volodya;
“What I like about A.A. is that it ends our
dependence on a cure from above. We are
rediscovering how to help ourselves, and
how to help each other. In this country we
had forgotten how to do that.” |
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