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NANCY:  The last few months we’ve been recording stories, from Ridgewood 
residents, employees, students and volunteers.  And, we are preserving, most of the 
stories Sarah don’t have video right? 
 
SARAH:  Correct. 
 
NANCY:  Most of them are oral.  But tonight, since we have a published author, we 
thought it’d be nice, and such an attractive one [laughter], that we might as well record it 
on video.  So, we have the pamphlets and the stories are up on our, 3 of the stories are 
up already on our website and another 6 or so will probably be up there by the end of 
the week.  So you’ll be able to go online and listen to them.  And we have pamphlets 
in the back there if anybody’s interested in participating either as an interviewer, if you 
know somebody that would be interesting.  Or if you would let us interview you, we’d be 
delighted to do that.  And I’d like to introduce this is our Local History Librarian Sarah 
Kiefer.  And she will introduce [applause], she will introduce our author tonight.  Thank 
you.  Oh and our Technology Manager Charles Gallo here [applause]. 
 
SARAH:  Well thank you so much Nancy.  Can everybody hear me okay?  Okay 
great.  So as Nancy said my name is Sarah Kiefer.  I’m the Local History Librarian 
here at Ridgewood Public Library.   Tonight we're here with local author Elena 
Gorokhova.  She's here to tell you her story.  She's written two memoirs, A Mountain 
of Crumbs which chronicles her life growing up in the 1960’s Soviet Union.  And how 
she rebelled against her family and country to move to the United States.  Her second 
book Russian Tattoo was selected for a finalist for the 2016 William Saroyen 
International Prize for Writing.  In this memoir you can read about her journey from 
Russia to the United States in the 1980’s and how she strove to find balance between 
the cultures of her past and present, while making a life here in America.  Both these 
books are available at the Library for you to borrow and read, so feel free to go to the 
circulation desk after the program.  We have multiple copies for you to look at.  And 
thank you so much Elena for joining us today.  To get us some background can you 
just tell us how you came to live in Ridgewood and when? 
 
ELENA:  We moved to Ridgewood in 1997 from Nutley, New Jersey which is in Essex 



County.  And the reason was primarily for better schools for our daughter.  For better 
education.   But also we did, we did a lot of research before found a place where we 
wanted to move, and Ridgewood was so attractive on every count.  The schools were 
excellent, the town itself is beautiful, it has this little downtown area that, I come from a 
big city, my husband was also, grew up in New York, so for us it was important to have 
something, you know a downtown area where you can walk and enjoy the parks and the 
restaurants and nice interesting shops.  So we moved here for those reasons. 
 
SARAH:  Can you share any of your fondest memories of growing up, raising your 
daughter here? 
 
ELENA:  Yes several.   Well being here when my first book.  Is there an echo?  Is, 
am I holding it too close? 
 
NANCY:  You’re fine. 
 
ELENA:  Okay.  Being here when my first book came out, I was invited to speak at 
this library and it was of it was my first basically it was my first public talk that I gave 
after the book was published, and I was so proud to be here to be living in but also to be 
speaking to the readers of this library.  It was wonderful when the Ridgewood News 
published an article about the book, Bergen Record, 201 Magazine.  Those were very, 
very fond memories.  And of course the, the fact that my daughter became a student at 
the Ridgewood public school system.  And interestingly, just a little story, when she 
was in Nutley, we moved here when she finished third grade and then went to fourth 
grade in Ridgewood.   And she was a start student in Nutley, and when she moved 
here, she took a test to be placed in a math class, and all of the sudden she was not in 
the best math class.  She was shocked, devastated and she insisted, she told us, I 
have to be in the advanced math class.  So she was allowed to study on her own for a 
week or two, and then they retested which she did and she ended in the better math 
class.  So, but she, it was a much more rigorous school system.  Right away, we did 
realize that immediately. 
 
SARAH:  We have a lot of people talk about the school systems and how great they 
are, so, does she, did she continue on and where is she now?   
 
ELENA:  She graduated from high school here, we still live here in Ridgewood.  She 
went, she started her higher education at Bard College.  And then she moved, to the 
University of Vermont, where she actually finished her school, her college in three 
years.  Which we are very grateful for [laughter].  And now she is, so when she 
graduated from the University of Vermont, her major was Sociology.  And in case we 
thought that was not impractical enough, she informed us that she was going to try to 
become a photographer.  And she gave herself about year to to learn photography 
because she really was not, she maybe she took a couple of courses in college but that 
was it.  And then she found an internship for herself with a photographer in New York 
City and started working as an assistant to photographers.  Then she moved up to 
being a digital tech.   And finally finally after probably a year and a half, of very hard 



work, she's a photographer.  And I, she's a fashion photographer.  She works for, she 
doesn’t work for anyone, she’s a complete freelance, but she's published in Redbook, in 
17, in Cosmopolitan, in Nylon in very big impressive magazines.  And I really am very 
proud of her and very impressed at how she sort of had this ambition and acted on it 
and became what she wanted to be. 
 
SARAH:  That’s great.  Having her come back and you being here for so many years, 
can you talk of any of the changes you’ve seen in Ridgewood over, since you’ve moved 
here until now?    
 
ELENA:  Yes well we, people change I think our neighbors have changes on all sides 
since 1997.  And I think, I think there a lot of changes, you know, people move, move 
to Ridgewood, move from Ridgewood.  Maybe ethnicity is a different, religion is a 
different.  That changes.  But I think there is a permanence and continuity in sort of the 
soul of our town.  Which is actually a village, it’s called the Village as you know.  There 
is this permanence of strive for excellence and I think that the school system reflects 
that, very well.  The hard work and and the importance of getting the best education. 
 
SARAH:  And speaking of change, can you describe a little bit about the difference of 
where you grew up to where your daughter is going up here in Ridgewood? I know it’s a 
very large question so? 
 
ELENA:  Well if you if you have about 5 hours I could do it.  I, I was born and raised in 
Soviet Russia which obviously is nothing like the United States.  And I was raised in a 
big city, which is the second biggest city in Russia, Leningrad.  It is now back to its 
original name St. Petersburg, but when I was growing up there it was still called 
Leningrad.  And it's it couldn't be more different from from Ridgewood and the country 
couldn't be more different from the United States.   It was a totalitarian regime.   It was 
communist.  We lived behind the Iron Curtain, literally.  We had no information about 
the West.  And I had a bit more information because I was a student of English.  I 
studied English at school and then at the University, so we, I could read certain things 
that sort of filtered through the customs but we had no idea about the everyday life in 
the West.  But the city, the city where I grew up, it was a big city 5 million people.  I 
think it's the most beautiful city in Russia, if you ever decide to go you will love it.   It’s 
architecturally absolutely stunning.  But one thing that was, that I can't complain about, 
growing up in Soviet Russia one thing that was good despite all that that was negative 
about the totalitarian system was that the education was excellent.  From, on every 
level, from just schools way up to higher education, it was excellent.  It was free.  And 
we paid for it by taking courses such as the History of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union; Scientific Communism which was a philosophy course if you can imagine 
that.  We had to takes a certain amount of this prescribed courses that everyone knew 
was a joke but there was no choice.  But the rest of this, the major, my major was 
English and Linguistics.  And I, I had excellent education and so did my friends.  So 
moving to the United States was shock.  It was culture shock in every way.  In the way 
of language, linguistic, acoustical.  In the way of culture and people and values and not 
knowing anything, and being a total, total clueless about how people live here, what to 



expect.  And it took a while to get rid of that, and to get used to this this culture.  But 
I'm glad that I can, I'm glad that I had that experience.  I teach ESL now to community 
college, and I can empathize with my students who come from different countries in the 
world.  I know what they're going through.  It is very difficult.  It is challenging.  It puts 
you in, it basically puts you at the level of being a child [unintelligible].    
 
SARAH:  And I think it was in Russian Tattoo you talked about going to the grocery 
store for the first time, and how different it is here than in Russia.  
 
ELENA:  Well the stores in Russia were, had empty shelves basically.  What they had 
was very few products.  It is the culture shock.  It is, every immigrant goes through one 
and it always depends on the difference between the cultures and whether you know 
the language or not.  But even if you do or even if you educate yourself in the language 
and in the culture you're still not going to be ready for this very traumatic experience.  
Because you leave half of your, that’s the way I feel, my immigration feels.  You sort of 
slice your soul in half, and half of it stays in the country where you grew up, the country 
that formed you and raised you but you are living your life in this new culture and of 
course half of your soul, of your heart is here.  And it is this split, it’s almost the split 
soul that that is very difficult to live with, it's the trauma, the original trauma, it's the scar 
that always remains.  It, it can heal, the wound heals with time.  But the scar always 
remains and I think all immigrants go through this and I think all immigrants can relate to 
this experience.  And I know when I look into the eyes of my ESL students who come 
from completely different parts of the world.  They come from Central and Latin 
America, from Africa, from Asia, and from the Middle East.  And some of them come 
from, I have a few Russian and Polish students, not very many, but they go through the 
same thing despite the fact that, you know, they may be more familiar with the culture 
than I was because I literally did not know anything about the United States coming 
from behind the Iron Curtain.    
 
SARAH:  And you spoke a little bit about how you studied English.  What drove you to 
study English and how did that affect your decision to move to the US? 
 
ELENA:  When I was very, when I was nine or ten I had a friend I think it was, it all had 
to do with her.  She, it was a girl who lived in my courtyard.  The buildings in Russian 
cities are arranged in a court.  And the courtyard is the place where life happens.  So I 
had this neighbor who lived in the same courtyard and I was very envious of her.  One 
of the things I was envious about was that she went to a special school where she 
studied English.  And I was, we were ten at the time, normally at a regular school in 
Russia a second foreign language starts at grade 5.  And she was in the special school 
where she start, studied, had studied English since grade one. And she could speak this 
language.  And I would come to visit her in her apartment, and I would be completely 
mesmerized with her books.  She had these English books, and her mother taught 
college English and this girl was very very above me on so many levels.  She had 
nylon stockings for example.  And we all wore, the rest of had this cotton things that 
you know, were were very rough.  And she this elegant nylon stockings, nylon tights.  
She had a haircut and we all had braids at that time.  And she, she had a dog and I 



didn’t.  And she had a coffee table in her apartment, and I had no idea what a coffee 
table was.  So there was this profound envy that was going on in my head.  And I was 
so envious of her learning English and being able to speak this language that in my 
mind this language English became sort of this magical thing.  It was magic.  It was 
something that that carried me away in my dreams and I begged my mother to hire me 
a tutor so I could learn enough English to take a test to be a student of that special 
school, because I wanted to learn English.  That was really something very very special 
about it.  And that's the only way I can describe it to you.  There was magic about the 
language.  And and my mother who respected education hired me a tutor and I was 
accepted into the special school.  And that's how I ended up learning English.  First in 
the special school and then I, despite what my mother wanted for me, she was a doctor, 
she wanted me to be a medical student.  But like my sister I broke her heart.  My sister 
became an actress instead of becoming a doctor and I became an English student 
instead of becoming a doctor.  So that was my English story.  But I have to tell you 
when I came here I was 24.  After I graduated from the University of Leningrad, 
majoring in English, when I came here I thought I could speak English.  But what a 
surprise it was.  What I could speak, or what I was learning it turned out it was British 
English.  And I, the pronunciation was completely different here.  I did not understand 
half of what people were saying to me.   I did not know the vocabulary and I certainly 
did not know the culture.  So there were so many embarrassing moments in the first 
few months that that I wrote a book about it.  Things that I can’t, you know that that 
sounds so silly now.  For example I worked as a waitress in the first months here at 
Beefsteak Charles, that was a big restaurant here in, somewhere around Trenton I think 
or Princeton, I don’t remember.  And someone asked for dressing on the side and I 
literally thought that the person wanted, I mean I looked at the person what do you 
mean on the side, on your side, whose side?  I didn’t know what it meant.  When I 
went to to shoe store for the first time I didn't have enough money to buy a pair of 
sneakers and the sales person asked me do you have a visa?  And I thought, I said 
yes I have a Visa, I’m here lawfully.  I have a Visa to be here.  I had no idea what a 
visa was, that it was a credit card, I didn’t know.  So a lot of very silly things that had to 
do with culture, with language, and with just you know the way people lived here that I 
was not aware of. 
 
SARAH:  And, is there anything in particular that you miss, going, from Russia? I know 
you travel back once and awhile.  But is there anything you really miss, I mean like 
food or friends or family?  
 
ELENA:  Well I think we always miss our childhood and the place where we grew up.  
We sort of look back through rose-colored glasses, and we remember good things.  
And of course I do too, about Leningrad my city, that I remember White Nights.  I 
remember the beautiful architecture in the streets and the river that runs through the city 
that has this very, it goes to the Baltic Sea so it's very dark, almost like zinc colored.  
But I think what I miss most about Russia is the concept of friendship. It is very different.  
A friend there are several words in Russian for friend.  Here we have one word, friend.  
And there is another word acquaintance.  But when people say “oh this is my friend” 
and I look at that relationship and I know that in Russian I wouldn’t call that a friend, I 



would call that an acquaintance.  The friendship, the concept of friendship, friendships 
are much closer, I think, much more visceral and much more durable.  They sort of last 
forever.  And a friend is someone you can call at 2 o'clock in the morning, at any time 
and a friend will pick up the call and will come to you if you need to speak to a friend.  
It’s this kind of thing and my best friend is still in Russia, it's my girlfriend who I met in 
the first year of the University, who still lives in Russia.  And when I visit, and I go quite 
often, I stay with her.  We have our little talks in the kitchen and she's still my friend. 
 
SARAH:  She’s the one you talk about in both books right? 
 
ELENA:  She’s the one in the book, yes. 
 
SARAH:  So everybody should read the book and learn more about her.  And 
speaking of your books, how do, do you recall the moment you knew you wanted to 
become a writer?  And can you describe a little bit of what compelled you to write both 
of your memoirs?  
 
ELENA:  I don’t really remember, writing.  I wrote things in Russia when I lived in 
Russia but we all did.  All teenagers in Russia, all people around me wrote poetry and 
little stories.  It was sort of a given.  That’s how you expressed yourself, of course you 
know, no one published them, but you wrote them in little books, and little notebooks 
and saved them, and almost like diaries.  But when I came to this country and when I 
finally learned American-English, I had to learn to write in American-English and it took 
a few years because the rhetoric of the language is very different.  English is much 
more direct in writing and I think in speaking as well.  Russian is much more flowery 
and you know it's sort of bad taste to start with the main idea, you have to go around the 
topic a lot.  So, but I learned how to do it in English.  It took me some time.  I wrote a 
dissertation at Rutgers University and I have to say that it was edited heavily in the 
beginning.  It came back to me, the chapters came back to me with more red than 
black.  But it took some years and then finally learned how to write, and that was when 
I started writing little stories about what I remembered about my childhood.  And I wrote 
them and put them into my desk drawer.  And this is, it’s a Russian expression, to write 
into a desk drawer.  And it means to write when you know you're not going to be 
published.  Of course it has to do with the Russian Soviet writers who were 
professional writers but they wrote about things that were censored and they could not 
be published for that reason.  Of course my writing, I knew, was not going to be 
published for a completely different reason.  But I was so happy to be writing and to be 
putting it into my desk drawer.  But and this by the way, eventually the all these things 
became chapters in the first book A Mountain of Crumbs ,those little stories from the 
desk drawer.  But the only way I can explain why I wanted to write is by giving you it’s 
it's sort of this very famous expression that, it's not an expressions it’s a very famous 
quote from Anton Chekov. And Chekov famously said “if you are able not to write don't 
write”.  And every Russian knows it, it's it's very, what it says to me, if you're able not to 
write don't write, what it says to me is this:  writing is difficult.  It's, it's humiliating often.  
It's traumatic.  You can sit for hours and produce nothing, and very often I do produce 
nothing.  But you still go and keep doing it because it makes you happy.  It makes you, 



your life is happier when you write then when you don't, and that's the only way I can 
explain it.  As frustrating as writing can be it is still an experience that makes me happy.  
So I write or I wrote these books and I write, I’m working on something else now, I write 
because I'm not able not to write.   
 
SARAH:  Speaking of Chekhov are there any other, is there an author you particularly 
admire and can you describe what it is about their writing you enjoy?  
 
ELENA:  Well among Russians there are so many writers to admire.  But Chekhov is 
probably my favorite writer in Russian, because he’s so simple on the surface.  When 
you read Chekhov’s stories they’re very short, he wrote novellas but he never wrote 
novels.  He wrote plays and short stories.  And his short stories are simple.  When 
you read them, for example “The Lady with the Little Dog”, maybe one of his most 
famous stories, it is so simple that, you know, nothing happens and there is no ending, it 
just ends by saying and “they just started their difficult relationship”.  That’s the last line 
in the story, so he was able to somehow, and I don’t know how I’m still dissecting him, I 
dissect every story that he, that I read of his.  How did he do it, that his characters are 
so vivid.  That, that his lines are so simple.  That his stories are so, so overtly, 
uncomplicated at first glance.  And yet they stay with you, and the characters stay with 
you. The characters are very colorful, they’re real people.  How did he, how was able to 
give two lines of description, or maybe two lines of dialogue, and you see the person in 
front of you, you know who this person is.  I think this a, this is what makes him a 
genius in my mind.   And I’m trying to learn how to do that, of course I’m nowhere near 
but at least you know I can read the genius and see what he did.  What the result was.  
As far as someone who writes in English, I admire JM Coetzee, he is South African 
writer who moved to Australia, he now lives in Australia.  He's a Nobel Laureate.  He 
received the Nobel Prize in 2003.  His most famous novel is probably Disgrace, 
although he has written probably around ten novels and many books of nonfiction.  And 
what I admire about Coetzee is the fact that he raises questions and does not give any 
answers.  The, he poses the difficult questions.  He addresses the difficult issues, but 
the reader has to find the answers himself.  And and in fact he in one of his essays he 
writes that reading is a dialogue between a writer and a reader, so every reader will take 
away something different from the same book of the same writer because it, because 
what the reader interprets, the way the reader interprets the text has to do with the 
readers identity and experience.  And someone who was born in this country will 
probably interpret it in a different way than someone who was born somewhere else. 
And someone who is a different person.  And I find because his books extreme, not 
me, everyone I think, extremely unsettling for that reason.  They’re difficult texts they 
are not, they’re very dark.  They’re almost Russian in that respect.  In fact he admires 
a lot of Russian writers.  He admires Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy and Chekhov among others.  
But I admire his writing because it is so, it raises such difficult questions and we need to 
find the answers to them ourselves as readers. 
 
SARAH:  And do you have any advice to anybody writing a memoir at the moment, 
what the best way to get started or what to inspire them? 
 



ELENA:  Well I can only repeat Chekhov, if you are able not to write don’t.  And I'm 
not saying it with any kind of malice, it's because writing is very difficult.  It is very 
frustrating.  It is I think Philip Roth said it is, it is an experience and daily humiliation.  
You know first drafts are humiliating to read.  My own first drafts, everyone’s first drafts. 
It’s a very it's it's paid off when it's traumatic, especially if you write a memoir because in 
your mind you have to go back to the traumas, to the difficult moments in your life and 
to the bottom of those difficult moments.  You’re sort of resurrected the ghosts, you're 
bringing back the monsters that’s what my mentor Frank McCourt said about writing a 
memoir.   
 
SARAH:  And I noticed there were some little differences in how you wrote A Mountain 
of Crumbs and Russian Tattoo, was there a different direction you wanted to take with 
the two novels, or memoirs? 
 
ELENA:  The process was very different.  The first one, A Mountain of Crumbs, 
literally sort of came out of the desk drawer.  And it took, I'm afraid to say, it took close 
to 15 years if I count the first story that I wrote down and put into the desk drawer.  It 
took close to that to write.  It was a very long process and all this time when I was 
writing those stories I had no intension, I had, I didn't dare to think that it would ever be 
published.  Because you know I was writing in the second language, I and who would 
publish me?  It's a very difficult process to get published.  So I, it was not my intention 
at all.  And it was only when I took, the reason I mentioned Frank McCourt was I took a 
workshop with him in 2004.  It was a short workshop, two weeks, but it was a threshold 
the way I see it, it was a threshold in my writing life because he, I learned a lot from him.  
He was a brilliant teacher, he was as brilliant a teacher as he was a storyteller.  I 
learned a lot, we all did, but also he, in a way he gave me permission to write.  He 
allowed to write by scribbling on what I submitted to this workshop.  It was a chapter, 
one of those chapters from the desk drawer.  He wrote something positive, and he 
validated me as a writer, he allowed me to write to go on.  And after that workshop very 
very quickly the chapters , what became the chapters in A Mountain of Crumbs, were 
published in several literary magazines and then they became chapters in the book.  
So the first book had this very long process.  The second book I wrote in about three 
years.  And it was much faster.  It was about it was about being here, being an 
immigrant and then having a child, having a daughter who was born in this country and 
then having a mother who came to, from Russia.  So it’s being torn in two different 
directions between past the present, between the two cultures.  Very different cultural 
values.  My mother was still living in the Soviet Union.  My daughter was purely 
American, and I was in between.  I was sort of caught, and and I was the buffer.  So I 
was writing Russian Tattoo as I was living through that and I didn't know how it was 
going to end.  And then when my mother died that was the end, I knew that was the 
end.  And then I quickly finished it after that and that was the process for the second 
book.   So so very different.   
 
SARAH:  And congratulations on becoming a finalist for the William Saroyan 
International Prize for Writing.  How does it feel to be acknowledged for that? 
 



ELENA:  Thank you, it was very exciting.  I, to be honest I didn’t even know that I was 
that I was submitted, that the book was submitted for the prize, it was done by the 
publisher.  So I heard at some point in June I think, I heard that the book was 
shortlisted and it is a biannual prize so they have twice as many books because it’s 
every two years as opposed to every year as other awards do it.  So I knew it was 
shortlisted, and I was extremely, I was so happy and then I found out that it was a 
finalist, which means that there are, there is a winner and there is a finalist, so just two.  
A silver medal.  I was astonished, I couldn’t believe it and I received an email from the 
administrator of the prize, it’s administered by Stanford University in collaboration with 
the William Saroyan Foundation.  He lived in California.  She sent me an email saying 
“congratulations you’re finalist but you can’t tell anyone, for three more weeks because 
we haven’t announced it yet”.  And I was just being torn, I can’t tell anyone, I can’t put it 
on Facebook.  So I told my husband and I told my daughter and then I had to wait. 
 
SARAH:  And do you have, you spoke a little bit, but do you have any plans for any 
future memoirs or other books? 
 
ELENA:  I'm working on something right now.  It is roughly based on my sister's story.  
During World War II and after World War II, my sister was an actress.  So it’s becoming 
an actress in Soviet Russia and also the story of my uncle who is still missing in action, 
but of course he was killed they just don’t have the records on his story.  My mother 
lost two brothers in the war, one died in the home, was wounded and then he came to 
the house to die.  The other one is missing in action, and he was an artist, well-known, 
a very good artist, we still have his paintings in the house.  Some of them here, most of 
them are in Russia.  But I'm I'm trying to base the book on that story and on the what if 
question.  You know what if he didn't die?  What if he survived?  What if he found 
himself let’s say in the United States and couldn’t return back to Soviet Russia because 
you couldn't at that time.  Under Stalin it was a crime to have any connections with the 
West.  So it looks like it's going to be a novel, fiction and not a memoir.   
 
SARAH:  Very interesting, and before we, we are to open up to questions for the 
audience, looking ahead do you have any lifetime goals that you plan to work towards? 
 
ELENA:  To finish the third book, that’s my lifetime goal.  If I can do that, if I can write 
a novel, I will feel very accomplished.  
 
SARAH:  That’s great.  Well thank you so much for joining us today.  I guess, also, 
you wanted to talk a little bit about some of the photographs right?  So, this is actually, 
we’re at the first one.    
 
ELENA:  This is the pictures from the first book, A Mountain of Crumbs and they are 
pictures of my family.  This is the picture of my mother in 1939.  She was at the front, 
she was a doctor, and that meant that she was a surgeon at the front.  Every doctor 
was mobilized.  This is during the Finnish War, what was called the Finnish, War with 
Finland, that’s what the Soviet Union called it in 1939 because WWII with Germany 
started for Russia in 1941, that’s when Germany crossed the borders in this blitzkrieg 



invasion.  So my mother was a surgeon there and that was a picture in the uniform.  
This is my father also during the war, 1943, he was not my father at the time, he was 
not even my mother’s husband at the time.  He was, they got married in 1949, and 
that’s when they moved to Leningrad when I was born.  But here he is during the war, 
and he was an ideological leader, that’s the only way I can put it.  Like a kommissar 
who was responsible for keeping up the ideology and making sure that everyone, you 
know, was, the slogan was “For the Motherland, For Stalin”.  And he’s reading Pravda 
there, that’s the newspaper, it says Pravda in Russian.  This is the picture of my 
mother, my grandfather, and my oldest sister in Ivanovo, that’s where my mother is 
from, a provincial town.  My sister’s about 7, she’s just starting school.  She’s the one 
who I’m going to base my actress story on.  And she did become an actress, she was 
quite prominent and extremely talented.  She worked in the theater and in film in 
Russia, and now she’s here, actually, she lives in Louisiana not far from New Orleans.  
This is my nursery school, I’m the one in in the, second from the right.  This was a 
photo shoot obviously, so they brought out plates and every girl was supposed to wear 
a bow because a photographer came to the nursery school and took pictures.  But we 
did have lunch there, soup and black bread as you can see on the plate, that’s black 
bread, always black.  And we had this, this woman, her name is Anga Polia, no one’s, 
aunt, I’m sorry Aunt Polia, she was no one’s aunt but that’s what we called her.  And 
she was very strict, and she made sure that we ate everything to the last crumb, the last 
drop of soup.  This is my sister in her first film, she’s about 20 there.  The film is, was a 
film opera, it was called the Tsar’s Bride and it was based on the opera by Rimsky 
Korsakov.  She plays the second female, she’s the best friend of the main character, 
and she’s the one who wants to be picked up by the Tsar, picked out of this of this line 
by the Tsar to become the Tsar’s bride but of course it’s her friend who gets picked by 
the Tsar’s, who finally, it’s a tragedy.  It’s a traditional Russian headdress.  This is my 
third grade in school, where I went before.  This is not the special English school, this is 
a regular school, no we didn’t study English there.  This is my last year in the regular 
school and we’re all wearing neckties, these are our pioneer scarves.  They were all 
red and it means that we are, now we can walk to Young Pioneers.  When we were 
nine, everyone, every student in the Soviet Union was given a red scarf, and became a 
Young Pioneer.  It was the beginning of the road to becoming a Young Communist, 
and then if you were worthy enough to become a Communist Party Member.  And this 
was a portrait they took at school, probably fourth grade with a pioneer scarf.  The 
Pioneers, we were Pioneers until we were 14, and then at 14 we automatically rotated 
out of Pioneers and became Young Consumule Members.  So no more scarfs, we 
were wearing at that point we had to wear badge with Lenin’s profile.  This is a picture 
taken at the dacha.  Dacha is a summer house, and when I say the word summer 
house, everyone imagines that we had this luxurious second home.  It was a shack, 
which had no running water and no heat.  The only source of heat was a stove, that 
we, we cooked on.  And the whole point of a dacha, for every Russian, was not what 
was inside, it was not the structure, but it was the outside, it was the garden.  And my 
grandfather, this is my grandfather, grandmother and me.  My grandfather was a very 
good gardener and he had, he planted all these flowers and fruit trees, there were a lot 
of apple trees you can see them in the background, he planted strawberries, and we 
had berries, we had cucumbers and dill and radishes and even tomatoes which is 



incredible because it was very, Leningrad is very far to the north but he had his hot 
house for tomatoes and he loved doing that.  But it supplemented us with food, that’s 
what it was really for.  All these dacha plots were nothing but sourceful, it was a source 
of food.  And here’s my father with, I’m in the middle and around me are my two 
cousins.  My father was a fisherman, he loved fishing.  He had a boat, a rowboat, 
which he kept at the Gulf of Finland.  He walked every weekend, every Sunday, when 
he was not working, he walked three miles to the Gulf of Finland, took his boat out and 
fished with a fishing rod, and he brought things like that.  That was the biggest I ever 
remember, and they were all these bony things that my mother fried on the frying pan, 
and he never touched it, he never ate fish, but he loved to catch it, that was his, I guess, 
hobby.  And this is the dacha inside with my grandparents, my mother and father, and 
my aunt.  And on the left is my cousin.  My aunt came, with, my aunt with my cousins 
came to visit us in the dacha, because dacha was considered, it was a source of fruit 
and vegetables and fresh air, so they came in the summer and we had big company for 
three months of the summer when the children didn’t have school.  I’m sorry about this 
picture, my mother was an anatomy professor.  After she was demobilized from the 
war, she had my sister so she was demobilized from the front, she became an anatomy 
professor at the medical school.  And this is what she did until, maybe until 70 or 75 
years old, she taught anatomy.  And that’s where I was raised, in dissection rooms and 
anatomy museums of the medical school.  It, I got used to it, so it wasn’t scary at all, 
and she was very good with her students, she was very strict there was a lot of 
memorization but she loved doing that.  And this picture, we took, my husband took it, 
it’s, I think the year is 1982.  It is still, Russia is still Soviet, it’s a line, probably for 
tomatoes because it’s summertime.  But the irony of this picture is that the line is under 
the slogan that is stretched over the building, and the building says “people thank the 
party for its, for taking care of the people”.  So thank you the party for taking care of the 
people.  And here they are in August, lining up for tomatoes.  And there, this is another 
line that we saw in 1982, this one is for toilet paper, which was very, toilet paper was a 
huge deficit and when it was sold, when it was available, and there was a huge line, 
nothing was packed in Soviet Russia, they just handed you the rolls.  So these women, 
very they’re very inventively, they brought a string with them and they strung the paper 
onto that rope so that they could carry it.  This picture, my mother and sister, it’s taken, 
it was taken in New Orleans.  Probably my mother’s 90th birthday, so it had to be 
maybe, 90th, 2004.  We’re just in a restaurant here, she was visiting my sister and I 
came for her birthday.  And this is in Ridgewood, actually, it’s in our house in 
Ridgewood on Carlton Terrace.  It was taken very, maybe a year or two before she 
died, and what is interesting for me in this picture is that my mother, who was such a 
dominate and controlling figure my whole life, she was very strong, she was 
authoritarian, and she really went through an incredible amount of struggle and 
hardship.  And here she is, small, she’s so small here, she shrank with age you know, 
like all older people do, she lost a few inches in height and she lost weight, and she’s so 
small.  And that’s how I remember her. 
 
SARAH:  Thank you so much.  Does anybody have any questions for Elena?  I think, 
your hand first. 
 



AUDIENCE MEMBER:  I actually have two if you’re willing, but only one if you don’t 
want to.  One is what were your thoughts and various feelings during the breakup of 
the Soviet Union?  And the other is, what are your favorite things about Leningrad?  
 
ELENA:  The breakup of the Soviet Union for me was, and I think for every Russian, 
was a total surprise, it was shocking, because for everyone who was raised in that 
system, the system was it always seemed so mighty, it was this invisible machine, you 
know, with tanks and red square every holiday.  With you know nuclear weapons, with 
the communist party, with the leaders who always stood on Lenin’s mausoleum every 
time there was a parade for a holiday.  And all of a sudden, all that invisible machine 
just collapsed practically overnight in 1991.  So for me it was shocking, it was rotting 
inside, and that’s why the title of the first book, A Mountain of Crumbs, it has to do with 
the game my grandmother played, but the second meaning for me was just that, it was 
the fact that this huge mighty system was rotting inside.  It was nothing but a mountain 
of crumbs, and it crumbled down very fast and basically bloodlessly.  Three people 
died accidentally during that coup.  But for my husband who is, who was born in this 
country, he’s American, he was not surprised at all.  He thought that it was totally 
logically, that how long can we possibly pretend?  And this is what the Soviet Union 
was, it was a huge machine built on lies, on lies, on pretending that everything is fine.  
But in reality nothing was fine.  On pretending that we had food when we didn’t.  On 
telling the world that we have the best and the greatest and this and that when we 
didn’t.  So finally the lies had to catch up with reality and they did, and it just collapsed.  
So that’s, that’s my feeling about it.  And what do I like about Leningrad, St. 
Petersburg?  Well St. Petersburg was built, it’s a very European city, it was built by 
Peter the Great, the Russian Tsar, who visited Europe, visited Paris and Amsterdam 
and other European cities, Versailles.  Who came back to Russia and who said I want, 
like that and more.  He wanted to build a capitol on the water, Moscow is land-locked.  
He wanted a capitol, he wanted the fleet like all other European counties, he wanted to 
build the fleet and he did.  He actually went by himself to Holland, he learned himself 
how to build ships, and he showed, he came back and showed the workers how to do it.  
So he built this city that was very much like, very much a European city.  The buildings 
are low, it looks, he invited Italian and French architects who worked in St. Petersburg.  
The Hermitage Building, the Winter Palace, was built by Rastrelli who was Italian, and a 
lot of Italian other Italian artists and architects worked in Leningrad.  So it has this very 
European face and beautiful, he built Peterhoff which is Versailles glass 200 fountains, 
near, it’s near St. Petersburg, maybe 30 kilometers away, 20 miles away.  So what I 
love about Leningrad, St. Petersburg, is of course being the city, and I said being the 
city of my childhood, I have all kinds of stories associated with it, but you cannot not 
love the visual, the image of it.  The, which I think is where the soul of the city is.  It’s in 
this, the lines, the architectural lines which are exquisite, coupled with the weather that 
is very northern, it’s always cloudy, there are clouds that always, the sky is always grey.  
It often rains.  But the weather is in perfect concord with the architecture, and those 
Italian and French architects knew exactly what they were doing by sort of fitting this 
exquisite buildings into the environment and they became exquisite because they fit in 
so well into that northern climate.  The northern light, the light in Leningrad is 
unforgettable.  In June the sun basically never sets, it becomes sort of dusky for a 



couple of hours and then it raises again.  Every visitor who comes during that time 
cannot sleep because it’s completely milky and light.  So it’s this milky light, it’s the 
beautiful architecture, it’s the cupolas the cupolas of cathedrals are sort of this pearly, 
they’re all pearly light grey, light light blue, which fits very well with that climate.  So it’s 
this total harmony I think that makes the city so exquisitely beautiful and that’s what I 
love about it.  And I love my friends who are still there. 
 
SARAH:  Anybody?  Nancy… 
 
NANCY:  Hi, can you tell us about meeting your American husband and your decision 
to move here? 
 
ELENA:  Yeah it’s, my husband, my American husband we met in Russia.  I was 
teaching Russian to American students, and he was in that program.  He was not in my 
class, but he was in the program.  And he was, he was so, to me and to everyone else 
he looked so exotic, that’s the only word I can think of.  Exotic, you know, American, he 
spoke English, he was a writer, he was a musician.  So that’s how we met.  And then 
he had to come back, two times, one, one time to apply to get married and then the 
other time actually get married and then he went back on his own and it took me six 
more months to collect all the necessary documents to leave the country.  And I until 
the very end I didn’t know first whether I would be able to leave and second if I was able 
to leave whether I would be able to come back for a visit.  Because at that time it was, I 
was I was seen, I was called a traitor and I was seen as one because I was leaving my 
motherland for a capitalist country no less, capitalist, not just any country but you know, 
the monster is out, someone said you are going to the mouth of the shark.  That’s how 
they saw America, and still do by the way unfortunately. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Just to add on to that, how old were you when you two were 
dating, and were you communicating the whole time there, or since he had to go back to 
the States did you communicate overseas? 
 
ELENA:  No he had to leave, he had to leave, his Visa was ending.  So, so he was for 
the program he was there for six weeks in the program, then he went back then he 
came back for a week, went back, and then he came back for two more weeks, went 
back.  And then I was allowed to leave six months later and that’s when I came here.  I 
was twenty-four. 
 
NANCY:  So in the first six weeks you decided to marry? 
 
ELENA:  We corresponded and basically he said well if you want, he said maybe you 
can come and visit me and I said I can’t come and visit you this is the Soviet Union.  So 
he had to, yeah we corresponded for about five months after that then he came and we 
applied for marriage license, and then he came back two or three months later. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  I have two questions.  I mean you might have said it but I just 
didn’t hear it.  How long did you feel, how long did it take you to kind of feel comfortable 



that you could relate and communicate as if you were, English was not your second 
language?  And the other part of the question was, that I have is, you said you work at 
Bergen Community College and what do you do? 
 
ELENA:  I teach at Hudson County Community College.  Yeah it’s in Jersey City, and 
my campus is in Union City.  I teach ESL, English as a Second Language.  That’s 
what my my degree, I have an EDD from Rutgers University and it’s in language 
education, my particular degree is in language acquisition.  But I teach ESL. I also 
taught, at some point, I taught linguistics in Russian at Rutgers but now I’m only 
teaching ESL.  And the, I’m sorry I, I’m not sure the first part of the question. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  American English, the language barrier, you said you were 
fluent and comfortable with British English.  So when you came here, you had a few 
uncomfortable experiences, so when did you feel that those incidents were becoming 
less frequent and that you were more comfortable with the American English? 
 
ELENA:  Yeah well I had a degree in English when I came here so I knew the basics, I 
knew the grammar, I could, obviously I could read, and I thought I could speak but in the 
Soviet Union we never, there was no opportunity to speak to native speakers because 
they didn’t allow people from English speaking countries, with very rare exceptions and 
we didn’t have access to those people.  Because obviously that that’s how the 
government tried to prevent us to meet Americans, and marry them.  That’s what I was 
accused of by the department when I was when I applied to leave and they found out 
that I actually married an American citizen, the department felt that somehow I deceived 
them, that I was a traitor, you know, I did something I shouldn’t have done.  So when I 
came here, I could speak, but it was very limited, it, I didn’t understand very often and I 
didn’t know the vocabulary but most importantly I didn’t know the culture.  And so when 
people said something to me, because it always works on two levels, you know, there is 
the linguistic part of it but there is also cultural, you have to know what the person is 
talking about.  And I didn’t have the references at all.  So the references were, it was 
something that I acquired with time and that became easier and easier, and the only 
thing I can tell you is that living with an American helps tremendously in your language 
acquisition.  And being in this in this environment where the communication is entirely 
in English, where I hear all the you know television, radio, telephone, media, all the 
media is in English.  That and even in that situation, in this situation of being an 
immigrant, it took me awhile to be comfortable at it.  It took me at least a year or two to 
understand people and to sort of, I will never get rid of my accent, but sort of to make it 
a little bit less rough.  And it took me years to learn how to write in English.  As I said 
earlier.   
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  Did either of your parents ever tell you about the Siege of 
Leningrad? 
 
ELENA:  Oh the Siege of Leningrad, every child in Russia knows about the Siege of 
Leningrad, it’s in every textbook.  My mother was not in Leningrad when, during the 
war.  My mother comes from a provincial town, neither was my father.  My father was 



working somewhere else.  They came to Leningrad later, they came to Leningrad in 
1950, after they got married.  So I don’t know anyone personally who went through the 
Siege of Leningrad, with the exception, well actually I do know someone, it’s my 
girlfriend’s mother who is still alive, she lives in California.  She went, she was about 
fourteen, she went through the Siege of Leningrad at fourteen, survived, and refuses to 
speak about it.  Even to her daughter.  Yeah. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:  You started to tell us the difference in the stores, can you 
explain that? 
 
ELENA:  Well it’s the choice.  And layout.  When I walked into a store here for the 
first time, food store, I think the food store was first, the supermarket, it was the amount 
of twelve kinds of yogurt and ten kinds of pizza and twenty five different cheeses.  In 
Russia, you walk into a store, especially toward, like I lived in 1980 around that time, 
there is milk in the morning there was milk, in the afternoon maybe they ran out of milk. 
There was always bread, I have to say that, bread stores were always full of bread, but 
as far as butter goes, not always.  There was not always butter, and very often you 
would walk into a food store and the shelves were full of tins with cans of fish, that was 
always there, and it wasn’t something good like tuna fish, it was those little things 
[crosstalk], even smaller than sardines, I know the Russian word for them.  Okay 
sardines, little sardines, in tomato sauce, for some reason that’s what was always 
available, and the joke was that this is what alcoholics drank, ate when they drank 
vodka in you know in corners of, behind stores.  There were you know a lot of, a lot of 
men, three of them, they would, it was very Russian, very Russian thing, three men 
would meet, buy a bottle of vodka, have a little vodka and it was perfect like three 
portions.  So they would finish a bottle of vodka, open one of those cans of sardines in 
tomato sauce, and that was their chaser.  But that was it, the store would not, I 
remember very clearly, that was the only product available in the store.  So you could 
buy bread, you could buy milk, you sometimes there was butter, sugar was rationed by 
the time I, I remember I was leaving I think you were allowed to buy one kilogram, two 
pounds per person.  So the stores were empty basically.  But on the radio you would 
still hear that we’re all fulfilling our plans in wheat production, and meat production and 
every production possible. 
 
AUDIENCE MEMBER:    Are you surprised that 25 years now after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, there’s still this hostility between Russia and the United States and the 
West? 
 
ELENA:  Yeah, I was hoping that, you know, I was, everyone I think was hoping that it 
would be different because when the Soviet Union fell in 1991 there was, there were a 
few years of euphoria.  And I know that because you know I went back, and I, I’m in 
very close contact with my friends who live there.  People were really hopeful that this 
is it, you know we had become a Democratic country and the Soviet, communism was 
gone and no more censorship, no more authoritarianism.  And then this financial crisis 
happened in Russia.  The rubel fell, people lost their savings, there was no security, 
there was sort of, it was a lawless society because the old society fell, and the new 



society was not yet created, there were no laws in the books.  So that’s when Putin 
came to power, who promised law and order in 2000, and he’s still President in 2016, 
and he will be President until he dies, he’s a Tsar basically.  And the way Putin, I, you 
probably know that he was a KGB officer before the Soviet Union fell, and he sort of 
restored all the old ways very, very covertly and very efficiently I’m afraid to say.  There 
is censorship, there is lack of freedom, there is authoritarianism, there is no, there are 
no elections basically, he appoints people.  He controls the media completely, there is 
no free media, all the television stations belong to the state are controlled by the state 
and it is true with everything else, I think there is one newspaper that is independent but 
it’s being threatened right now.  So yes we all hoped it would be different but 
unfortunately it isn’t. 
 
NANCY:  Did you said that your mother came to live here?  Did I understand that 
right?   
 
ELENA:  She did. 
   
NANCY: How did that happen? 
 
ELENA: She came when my daughter was born, she came to help with the baby. 
 
NANCY:  And she was a surgeon? 
 
ELENA:  She was a surgeon, she was a doctor, but for many many years she taught 
anatomy.  But she came here, at the time when my daughter was born she was 74.  
So she got on the plane, she came when I was pregnant, seven months pregnant, to 
help with the baby and she stayed.  For 24 years. 
 
NANCY:  And she lived with you? 
 
ELENA:  She lived with us. Yeah, she lived with us.  She loved Ridgewood by the 
way.  She loved Ridgewood.  She, she liked Nutley when we first, when she came to 
Nutley when we were there.  But when we moved to Ridgewood, she, every time I, we 
drove somewhere, I got her in the car to go to the doctor or we took a walk, she would 
comment how beautiful it is.  How beautiful Ridgewood is.  And said you made such a 
good choice, I love Ridgewood.    
 
NANCY:  How about your father, what happened with him? 
 
ELENA:  My father died when I was ten.  He died of cancer.  He smoked since he 
was nine years old.  Filtered cigarettes. 
 
SARAH:  Any other questions?  Okay.  Thank you everybody for coming today, we 
appreciate it.  [Applause] 


