East, West, and In-Between: My Journey through Russia in Books

It is a strange thing, to have lived somewhere and have no memories of it. Due to my
mother’s work with Coca-Cola, I spent the first half of my life moving every few years, and so
my earliest memories are not of my native Canada, but rather of rental homes and airplanes.
Memories begin to crystallize at around 3 to 3 2, when we were living in South Africa, but the
first place we lived after I was born was Moscow, Russia. It was the end of the Yeltsin era,
Russia’s economy was in free fall, it was a historic time that laid the groundwork for the modern
Russia we know today. And for me, it is a blank slate.

I believe it is because of this that Russia has always held a deep fascination for me. In my
family’s library, carted around with us until it was finally purged after the last child left for
university and my parents could finally do the infamous “downsizing”, the collection of Russian
fairy tales was my preferred bedtime story. Baba Yaga, the Golden Fish, the Seven Knights, I
couldn’t get enough. As I got older, I took every opportunity to dive into this enormous country
and learn about it. While other pet obsessions came and went with the seasons, this one
remained. It came in different flavors— as a child the glitter of Catherine the Great’s jewels was
irresistible, while as an insufferable high-schooler in an economics class, the Soviet Union
seemed to be the most fascinating place on earth. My interest reached a new level when, during
the pandemic and faced with large amounts of free time, I started taking Russian lessons. A
language like none I’d studied before, it was a chance to access the world of Pushkin and
Chekhov on their terms. While undoubtedly still a beginner, it is a journey I look forward to
taking over the course of my adulthood. A few of the books in my collection represent my start
and current status with the language.

Fascination can blind you, and there is an undeniable risk of letting a love for something
cover the flaws. Russia’s actions have been at once complicated and simple— the war in the
Ukraine is a catastrophe, the Iron Curtain a limit to freedom. These things are all too true. But it
remains the fact that a country is not its politicians. The West and Russia have been opposed now
for the better part of a century, and caused strife the world over. Countries like Korea, Nicaragua,
Afghanistan suffered at the hands of the imperial power jostling. Today, the renewed fears about
World War 3, and the use of atomic weapons brings us back to the darkest days of the Cold War.
Digging into our trenches and returning to our echo chambers, however, is the furthest thing
from helpful. At times of dissonance and tension, more understanding is needed.

Books can be a starting point, and while not a replacement for person-to-person
interaction, they can help pave the way. The books in my collection represent my own efforts to
understand the intricacies of Russia’s history and culture, language and politics. Beyond purely
education, the books represent a straight line through my own life and intellectual development. I
have yet to return to Russia, the only evidence of my time there is a small collection of photos



and a beaten up samovar, and with current events it seems more likely than not a return will take
longer than I hope. But until then, I have my exer-expanding collection of works.
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