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The Volga 
Boatman, 
the vulgar 
boatman 

THIS mad social whirl. One 
moment you're raising your 
glass and crying: "Tolstoy -
nazdrovja!" to a Russian with 
snow on his boots, next .you're 
about to cry "Bert!" or "Ruth!" 
as the fellows crack open the 
Captain Morgan while you're 
drifting in a 12-foot swell about a 
mile and a half off Natal 
Command. 

The first was an occasion this 
week when among a group 
entertaining fellow hacks and 
scribblers from Holy Russia. The 
second when involved, as an 
obs ver in a mot launch, with 
the Regatta, sted by 
Point Yacht Club. 

The finer details are neither 
here nor there. Suffice to say 
that earlier this week I observed ) 
at close quarters confirmation of 
the Russian legend. These 
fellows would half fill a beer 
tumbler with vodka, plonk in an 
iceblock or two, add the merest 
squirt of soda then hoist it aloft 
and cry: "Nazdrovja!" as well as 
various other things we did not 
fully understand. Then they'd do 
it again. 

"Tolstoy!" cried one of the 
Russians, who looked like an 
emotional and particularly 
stocky version of Frans 
Erasmus. 

"Dostoevsky!" I replied. 
He positively glowed then 

began pointing at his navel and 
prodding at mine. 

"Shakespeare!" 
"Pasternak!" 
It went on. This was 

brotherhood, a leaping of the 
language barrier. In vodka 
veritas. 

All round a most astonishing 
encounter. Most of the Russians 
had not even a smattering of 
English. Yet we we got on like 
several houses on fire. 

No, it was not next morning 
that I found myself in the 12-foot 
swells. But the way they were 
passing round the Captain 
Morgan in that launch, I 
wondered if there might be a 
Russian contingent among the 10 
overseas entries for next week's 
international regatta. 

No, I didn't call for Ruth but it 
was a close thing. All that saved 
me was a pink-hulled yacht 
crewed by pink-shirted girls, not 
a man allowed on board. I kept 
imagining what it would be like 
to prod at their navels and say: 
"Germaine Greer•" 
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