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1993 Weekend in St Petersburg 
 with Michael  
 
  

Peterhof: the Samson Fountain and Sea Channel beyond 
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An Autumn Weekend in St Petersburg 
 
I see glum people in bulky ankle boots wearing quilted coats of a dank grey colour or pink 
acrylic. On the other hand, I see priceless art in splendid palaces decorated lavishly with gold 
leaf and painted in such bright colours of yellow, green, turquoise, and even one in the purple 
of blueberry yoghurt. How these impoverished people reconcile their situation with such 
blatant excess pervades my thinking. 
 
This dichotomy of rich and poor becomes even more exaggerated as my days in St Petersburg 
go by and I come face to face with real church-mouse poverty on the widest scale, and 
witness lavish restoration and gilding of so many palaces continuing at a pace. 
 
I am also struck by and still marvel at the European grandeur of this well planned city of vast 
squares, islands and canals.  At the end of the 17th century Peter the Great moved the capital 
from Moscow and founded the city from scratch on marshland.  He named it after his 
namesake St Peter.  He wanted his city to be the gateway to the Baltics and Europe, and to be 
a bastion to defend Russia’s hard fought-for access to the sea.   
 
 

 



 3 

I’m glad that the Swedes and Russians 
are talking again as it is the Swedes who 
have renovated and reopened the oldest 
hotel in St Petersburg in its original 
splendour, which I’m now enjoying. 
 
The River Neva was chosen to be the 
main street of the city and Peter invited 
Russian industrialists, bankers and 
aristocrats to come and build their 
palaces and mansions.  Peter was a 
working czar and was a great admirer of 
the Dutch.  He learned his ship-building 
trade and architectural skills on visits to 
the Netherlands.  This influence is very 
evident in the architecture and overall 
appearance of the buildings along the 
granite lined canals.  (Not to mention 
that he had Italian and French architects 
playing a major role in creating his 
grandiose vision.)  He built the Winter 
Palace, which is now part of the 
Hermitage, for his daughter Elizabeth. 

 
 

In a short period of only twenty years Peter turned Russia from an Eastern looking country to 
one which embraced Europe and European culture.  Admiring his oak-panelled private study 
at the front of the Summer Palace, I was attracted to an obscure small sign on the wall in 
which Peter asked his Eastern looking visitors to take their boots off when resting on the 
beds!  (If Peter can be so direct I think I’ll affix a sign above my phone telling guests to offer 
to pay for their long distance phone calls and not ask me to send them the bill after they’ve 
left and flown back home!) 
 
I enjoy seeing the renovation underway of once glorious but now grubby façades of buildings 
from Peter’s era here in St Petersburg itself.  The works provide vivid contrast from one 
building to the next as the plastering is restored and the exuberant reds or yellows or greens 
of the glory years are reapplied.  Many of the unrestored buildings are in use as communal 
flats with all families sharing kitchen and bathing facilities.  The entrances into once great 
courtyards are now for the most part dusty, unlit, decrepit and totally lacking in pride of 
ownership.  Those not on a canal or without a tree in sight are absolutely abysmal, or simply 
dismal.  It is sad. 
 
Just as London flat owners defaced the façade of beautiful period houses with ugly plumbing, 
the city authorities here continue to install 12 inch downpipes to within a foot of the footpath 
on the front of all buildings.  In the wet weather you wouldn’t need to have been splashed by 
a passing car to have wet clothes and squishy feet all day.  Helen, my guide, muses – “it’s not 
the worst thing here”. 
 
The city has an extensive public transport system of trams, trolleys and buses (with Rothmans 
and Coca-Cola very evident on the sides).  The road surface along the tram tracks reminds me 
of a baked Pavlova which has risen, peaked and broken open.  For cyclists and motorists it 
must be a disaster waiting to happen. 
 

Grand Hotel Europe 
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Sightseeing in a city such as this is exhausting for me.  With Helen’s commentary and a 
brilliantly sunny fall day, the grimy surroundings assume their two hundred year old former 
grandeur and I feel a need to know more about their inhabitants.  The promise of a good crop 
of photos excites me (the Konica people too), and brings me back to the present.   
 
I am very surprised at how much of the afternoon’s sightseeing is taken up visiting churches. 
 

Peter the Great chose the site for the Cathedral of St Isaac (a Dalmatian monk) on the banks 
of the River Neva and built a small wooden church there.  The current cathedral was not built 
until the nineteenth century and is now only a museum.  The interior impresses me by its 
sheer monumentality.  It has a capacity of 14,000 people.  I look and wonder at the 
abundance of paintings, mosaics and sculptures, coupled with semi-precious stones and gilt 
work.  They all produce such a rich variety of colour effects.  I love it.  Of quite forceful 
impact are the ten tall pillars of green malachite and two of blue lazuli.  They range across the 
whole eastern side of the church separating frescoes of royal and saintly images, which make 
up the iconostasis barrier between the congregation (long ago) and the altar.  I learn for the 
first time that this divide symbolises the two realms of heaven and earth.  
 
The blue and white Naval Church of St Nicholas, (much more in the interior design of a 
Russian Orthodox Church with icons, chandeliers and no pews), is surrounded by trees in full 
fall colour. Going inside we mingle on the periphery of flower-carrying guests and witness a 
wedding of storybook quality.  The groom is an immaculately decked-out, expressionless 
teenage sailor in uniform. The bride is blonde and of tender years with a beautiful peaches 
and cream complexion, but no photos allowed. 
 
Crossing town (and those awful tram tracks again) we visit the Sts Peter and Paul Fortress on 
an island in the Neva River.  This was the first structure erected in the city and was the 

The severe Neo-classical exterior of the Cathedral of St Isaac in St Petersburg 
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former jail for political prisoners in Czarist Russia.  Inside the cathedral we see the tombs of 
all the Russian Czars, and once again I try to grasp who was the son or daughter of whom.  
(Again, Helen has to be patient as I have fun trying to combine the fall colours and the tall, 
gilded spire atop the cathedral in the viewfinder.)  Of even greater photographic challenge is 
the multi-cupola and multi-colour Russian Revival style Church of the Spilled Blood built on 
the site where Alexander II was assassinated.  The exterior has been beautifully restored and 
is highlighted by its green, blue and gold geometrically patterned onion domes and richly 
coloured frescoes. 
 

 
Peterhof, the Summer Palace, which was patterned on Versailles, has been totally rebuilt 
since it was blown to bits by the retreating, vengeful Nazis in the Great Patriotic War (as the 
Russians like to refer to the Second World War).  I stand looking at enlarged black and white 
photos of the colossal devastation on the way through.  I find it hard to believe that the 
Russians have spent the time and money reconstructing every last detail so well.  Fortunately 
most of the furniture, including wall hangings and chandeliers, was evacuated to Siberia 
before the Nazis occupied all these palaces situated about thirty kilometres south of the city.  
The siege of Leningrad lasted for 900 days and more than half a million Russians died of 
starvation.  Dwindling supplies from the Fatherland forced the Nazis to withdraw without 
inflicting much damage on the city of St Petersburg itself. 
 
The restoration in this grand yellow and white building is stunning and all meticulously 
recreated to architect Rastrelli’s high Russian baroque style of the middle eighteenth century.  
The staircases, ceilings and parquetry, and the gold on the woodcarving is new.  Silk wall 
coverings, encompassing a supposed thirteen thousand shades of colour, have been 
laboriously re-spun by the original weaving houses in France.  And some walls have simply 
been repainted to resemble the old as it would have taken too long to carve and rebuild 
everything. 
 

1993 photo of Michael and Jim Kober with the Church of the Spilled Blood in the background 
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I catch my breath as I ascend the grand staircase and take in the gold leaf sculptures and 
mirrors surrounding the entrance.  I breathe a little easier as we come into the big Throne Hall 
of Catherine the Second to find it comparatively plain and peaceful.  It features a dozen huge 
amethyst chandeliers and red, ruched curtains.  Dominating one end is a painting of Catherine 
on horseback readying to ride to St Petersburg to kill her husband.   
 

 
Peterhof has many other rooms reflecting the many different whims of its owners and their 
architects over two centuries.  This and other palaces were built for show to impress visiting 
foreign dignitaries.  They were rarely lived in as homes. 
 
Ambling along the paths and through the fallen leaves in the French garden (which hugs the 
shore of the Bay of Finland behind the Summer Palace), I am taken by the colours.  Of course 
it’s time for more photography to capture the classical statuary and urns with the fountains 
amidst the golden maples and red hedges. 
 
After lunch of bread and cheese and not a bad cup of tea, we drive through the countryside to 
visit two other ‘Summer Palaces, Pavlosk and the Catherine Palace, which are in a nearby 
area now renamed after the great Russian poet Pushkin.  Pavlosk, the Palace of Paul, was 
built by Catherine the Great for her son, the future czar.  It is a yellow villa in an interesting 
semi-circular Roman style set in parklands and contains many unique treasures from Roman 
times.  The décor of every room is different and includes tapestries and Dutch, Italian and 
Flemish paintings.  My favourite room is the Greek Ballroom with its many green malachite 
pillars and golden chandeliers. 
 
The recreation of old designs and the crispness of colours in the new parquet floors in 
Pavlosk are a picture in themselves.  The new silk wall hangings and drapes are also dazzling 

My 2005 photo of the Pavilion at Peterhof Palace and Gardens –  “Russian Versailles” 
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in their colour detail.  (I was to miss a lot of this joy in some of the older, faded rooms in the 
Hermitage the next day.) 
 

 
The wife of Peter the Great, Empress Elizabeth, found the original palace of her mother, 
Catherine I of Russia to be out-dated and incommodious. In 1756 the architect Rastrelli 
presented the flamboyant, 325-meter-long Rococo-style palace to the Empress, her dazed 
courtiers, and stupefied foreign ambassadors. On finally arriving there, it’s decision time.  
There’s time to either tour the interior or walk through the grounds.  The decision was easy as 
there was no way I would miss out on taking a picture of the wild, turquoise-coloured 
exterior.  To do that with the sun behind me I had to traipse through the French formal 
garden, down to Catherine’s Pavilion, across to the English landscape (with its man-made 
undulating grassy hills), and eventually to the wrought iron gates in the front.  There are 
white pillars all along the turquoise front which originally featured gilded, sculptured 
goddesses.  Catherine had them scraped and painted bronze when she passed into her quieter 
classical period.  Plenty of gold still remains and shines off the fascinating onion domes on 
top of the chapel on one corner. 
 
After three palaces in a row I’m back to my original dilemma of trying to fathom the 
dichotomy between the pervading church-mouse poverty and the untethered gusto which 
appears to be powering the regeneration of these temples of excess of the old ruling classes.  
Surely it was this dichotomy of rich and poor that fanned the embers of discontent which 
eventually ignited the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917.  The intelligentsia advising the 
Bolsheviks apparently convinced the plotters that the people would still need to have a 
history and heritage which they could look back on, and that the churches and palaces should 
be preserved and become museums. 
 
This commitment is very much evident today in the large numbers of visitors in groups of 
young and old whom I saw touring the rooms of the palaces, and listening intently to their 

At the gates of the 18th century Catherine Palace in flamboyant Rococo style – 25 kms from St Petersburg 
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tour guides.  All Russians I spoke to reinforced the importance of maintaining the palaces as 
essential to their national heritage. 
 
Under communist rule, school children did learn about Peter the Great and the changes for 
good which he brought to Russia.  But they learned less and less about their more recent 
history, and were indeed taught that the czars in the century leading up to the Revolution 
were increasingly more evil.  My knowledge of history is also updated now I’ve enquired 
about the fate of the last Czar Nicholas.  He was arrested at his Palace in Pushkin and put on 
the Royal train which travelled from town to town for a year.  No one would take him, and in 
the end Lenin gave instructions to one of his army generals to do what he thought fit, and the 
czar with his whole family disappeared.  Researchers now believe they can identify the bones 
of the lost family and they may soon be laid to rest with their relatives in the Sts Peter and 
Paul Cathedral on the island fortress. 
 
Regrettably I cannot say I saw the Hermitage, the showpiece of Russian museums.  It boasts 
over three million exhibits representing art and culture through the ages from many regions of 
the world.  I did visit some of the rooms for a couple of hours with my guide before I left the 
city though.  This was really the only time I had to look and learn a little about some old 
European Masters.  Helen was very knowledgeable and brought Rembrandt and Rubens to 
life.  The lady in dust coat and long socks standing watch followed me saying “no flash”.  So 
now with only a few recollections of most of what I saw I have a real desire to read up and 
return. 
 
I am told there are nearly one hundred privately owned restaurants in St Petersburg offering 
many cuisines like Armenian, Azerbaijani and Bulgarian, along with Italian and French.  It’s 
quite amazing when you think that fine food in private eating houses was not possible for the 
entirety of the preceding seventy-five years.  I stuck to the restaurants in the joint venture 
hotels on this trip.  My Amex friend, Jim Kober and I had fun exposing a new Russian 
colleague to his first try with chopsticks in the Chinese restaurant in the hotel, and I enjoyed 
some chicken Marg Pakora on the last day of an Indian food promotion in the Brasserie 
before going to the theatre.  Very international!  As a point of trivia, I gleaned from the 
Lufthansa menu that ‘Beef Stroganoff’ was invented by a descendant of pioneers in Siberia, 
Count Grigorij Alexandrowitsch Stroganoff, who was a Russian ambassador to Rome and 
whose hobby was cooking. 
 
Shopping opportunities are still limited, but I imagine it won’t be too long before the once 
grand, now shabby shop-fronts along the main Nevsky Prospekt will be sprouting western 
products.  My shopping spree was confined to water and biscuits from a mini supermarket, 
and a porcelain dish of old Russian design from a range of fair quality but totally over-priced 
souvenirs in a museum shop. 
 
There are twenty theatres in St Petersburg, and I am grateful to Valentina at American 
Express who secured a ticket for me to see ‘Romeo and Juliet’ at the Mikhailovsky Ballet 
Theatre on the Arts Square next to the hotel (the Kirov was closed).  However, when I arrived 
in the grandly-tiered theatre and settled in my centre-row armchair, the lady next to me told 
me we were to see ‘Giselle’.  The program was in Cyrillic so I was to be none the wiser (until 
the orchestra struck up with a different overture).  A wonderful old Russian lady on a spare 
chair across the aisle nearly went beserk with joy and clapping at the appearance of the prima 
ballerina (I still wonder if it was her daughter).  The ballet was a bit simple and soppy so I 
left after an hour for a beer and an early night. 
 
The ballet ticket cost me only 1500 roubles (USD 1.50 instead of the tourist price of USD 
35).  There are two prices for everything in Russia, and the second price is always in US 
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dollars.  I arrived with pound notes but the taxis from the airport recognised only US dollars.  
Fortunately Jim Kober was waiting for me, so he paid. 
 
Jim’s four years in Russia gave me a great insight into the tremendous lifestyle transition 
taking place here.  He says “the Russians are trying very hard to put themselves on the world 
stage, but only time and training will get them to step up to the realities of living in a world of 
competition and choice”. 
 
Old habits (and cultures) die hard.  The Russians suffered from serfdom under the czars, and 
from the Godless blank face of socialism under the communists.  Taking initiative is foreign 
to most.  From a business point of view, the young may be willing to advance but they lack 
the confidence to express their feelings in a service situation.  I could see this hesitance 
constantly in the well trained staff in our good hotel.  Jim tells me, “there is a tremendous 
training challenge to get the staff past the fear of being on stage in front of a thousand people 
every time they look up from their desks to meet another customer”. 
 
My guide Helen is one of the exceptions.  She has a confident air and handles foreigners 
extremely well.  I am suggesting to her that she offers her English speaking guide services to 
Valentina at Amex, but she is despondent as she tells me “if you have to ask for a job here 
they think you are no good.  It’s all done through connections.  In Russia, to sell yourself is 
humiliating, you’re poor”.  (I wrote her an introduction on the back of my business card and 
she beamed.) 
 
Today the rent and utilities costs per month for most Russians are probably less than the 
equivalent of five dollars.  What will happen when the government finally has to stop 
subsidising every-day living, and providing financial support to state industries?  Few 
Russians have experienced commercial enterprise.  They cannot conceptualise, and nobody is 
balancing the ledgers – the ins and outs are in different Ministries.  Everybody is selling and 
reselling small everyday consumer goods on a huge scale to make pennies.  But there is little 
production in the land.  There is a dire need for political stability before economic reform can 
gather pace.  They still need to enact laws to allow foreign companies to invest with some 
assurance of safety.  Despite all this, St Petersburg is a city where economic reforms are 
progressing faster than anywhere else, and where young entrepreneurs and a new Stock 
Exchange lead the way into the future. 
 
I also see the new breed of Mafioso everywhere.  These aggressive, usually young people are 
typified by their slicked-down hair, cigarettes hanging from the corner of their mouths, fancy 
clothes and flashy cars – and beautiful women.  They are strong-arming all developing 
enterprises and appear to be beyond the law. 
 
I did some last minute sightseeing through the backblocks and around the docks before I left 
on the Sunday.  Igor, a young Russian receptionist at my hotel was eager to show me his 
town.  We were stopped by a policeman on the main Nevsky Prospect because I wasn’t 
wearing my seat belt.  On hearing I was from London and didn’t know better, the cop asked 
that he be paid in dollars to let us go. 
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We then parked the car and walked 
alongside a mass of demonstrators 
who were waving red flags and 
carrying placards as they marched 
along the main thoroughfare of St 
Petersburg.  He translated one of the 
placards that was saying, ‘Yeltsin is a 
Bandit’.  The possibility of capturing 
history-making images made it all the 
more exciting.  Little did I know that 
when I reached my hotel in Frankfurt 
that night, I’d learn of civil strife and 
the attack on the Russian White 
House that had taken place that day 
in Moscow.  I felt a little deja-vu as I 
recalled a similar incident of ten 
years ago in which we learned only 
on arrival in Kathmandu that we were 
the last plane out of Delhi before they 
closed the airport, after Mrs Gandhi 
was assassinated. 
 
In my opinion, you have to travel to 
Russia and witness the atmosphere of 
weary indifference first-hand.  The 
Russians are a nation of people 
disillusioned with politicking.  The 
challenge for democratic reform 
which faces the government and the 
people is daunting and ginormous.  
There is no alternative and nobody 
really wants to claw back the clock.  
But there will be losers who will 
suffer for probably a whole 
generation.  The country needs money, but more importantly it needs some successes to 
demonstrate to the weary that there really is some light and hope at the end of the tunnel. 
 
Experiencing so much of the 
unexpected in such a short time 
makes me encourage you to put St 
Petersburg high on your travel 
agenda.  You should see it before all 
the dichotomies homogenise into 
just one more tourist attraction. 
 
MM September 1993  
 
 
  
 
 

Titan Fountain in the Peterhof Park 

Original 1993 photo of Michael 


