PJ. and the Bear

Although the Lada factory was not on the itinerary,
Mother Russia rolled out her Red carpet for
Comrade O’Rourke. Much to his surprise,
the plant was modern and efficient.

But why is the rest of the country

such a dung heap?

BY P.J. OROURKE

¢ T accidentally toured a Russian car fac-
tory last surmmer. [ was doing a story for
Harper's magazine on American peace
activists who were traveling through the
Soviet Union to pester balfled natives
about international understanding. Ev-
ery time the activists and T arrived in a
new town, Intournst {a sort of Russian
combination Travelers’ Aid and your
mother) would herd us aboard sightsee-
ing buses and take us to rubherneck the
55 local war monuments and the place
where Lenin took a lcak against a wall,

In Togliatu, on the upper Volga, one
of the sights was the big Lada automo-
bile plant. Most of the pcacc vahoos
were Old Left types, still fighting the la-
bor battles of the Pullman-strike cra and
waiting for Eugene V. Debs to get out of
jail. They were eager to visit this fac-
tory. After all, here they were in the
workers” paradise, and they wanted 1o
talk peace und understanding with some
workers, by George.

“No, no, is nyet permit,”” said the In-

tourist guides. Not thal the factory was
restricted. 10s just that a tour of o
wastt'l in the plan. And when things
aren't in the plan in the G.C.CP things
aren't in the plan.

A Soviet journalist named Bornslav
was also covering this peace excursion.
Neither he nor [ gave a shit about inter-
nauonal understanding, and we'd struck
up a fricndship based on this and on the
Russian bappy hour. (TTappy hour s
slightly dilferent in the Soviet Union.
There are no ice cubes or orange-peel
twists i the vodka, Also, it lasts all day.)
Borislav knew 1 wrote lor an American
car magazine, and when the lefustes
started agitaung for a factory tour, he
decided to have some {un. He called
Lada and wld them a U.S. automotive
exXpert was in Lown.

Now the Russians could care less
about American lefusts. T guess tho
have enough of their own. But the Rus-
siant bear would tove e be thoughe ot as
Ameniea’s equal in indusies as well ay in

MIRY warhecads. When anyone even
vaguely connected with the American
bhusiness establishment s around, the
Russians go all gooey like Matt Dillon

: fans. It was thus that a big, chauffeured

Volga sedan pulled up to the tour HQ,
and I—the onty avowed Republican for
a thousand miles in any direction—was
whisked off for a personal tour of the
Lada works.

(I understand the Americans decided
this meant I was a KGB agcent. Until
then, thev'd been pretty certain Towas
with the FBIL)

T wasn't expecting much from the fac-
tory. Russian cars arc silly. They look
like mtports drawn by an editorial car-
roonist for a UAW newslctter. The most
commaonly seen car. the Moskvich, only
comes m about three colors, and there
15 a blunt, thick detailing w 1 that

i . s B
makes vou think you're in a 1950s pro-

duction of the Nuwferocker Suite and a

Toolsie 'Toy has just come to hite. Also,

the Russians don't have a ciue abou
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making shock absorbers, so their cars
hop and bobble down the road in a
manner most absurd. Standing in down-
town Moscow in the midst of heavy traf-
fic is like being in a pen full of red,
white, and vellow giant bunny rabbits.
What's more, every internal-combus-
tion device in the Soviet Union is as out
of tune as a high-school-prom band.
You could become a ruble millionaire if
you stood on a corner with a screwdriv-
er and a timing light.

So 1 was surprised when the lada
shop turned out to be fully modern,
chockablock with cfficient-sceming ac-
tivity, and generally all that a factory
should be. Indeed, it was a bit more.
The place was as clean and quiet as a
Japanese plant. The lights were bright.
The paint was fresh. I thought the
whole thing must be new. It was, in fact,
some fifieen years old.

My wur was conducted by Alexander
N. Savehuk, the deputy bead of group (a
junior vice-president, I think) of the Ex-
port and Forecign Relations Depart-
ment. Ie told my chauffeur to drive the
Volga inside the plant through a load-
ing bay, and the production floor was so
spacious and well organized that the car
followed us the whole way while
Savchuk and T walked the mile-and-a-
half assembly line.

Savechuk was very proud of the fac-
tory. He did not make the usual Soviet
camouflaged apology for technological
lag. That is, he didn’t angle the conver-
sation around to World War II and
point out that the entirc industrial com-
plex had to be rebuilt in a weekend by
two war widows and an eight-year-old
boy. Instead, he sprouted statistics and
encouraged Borislav and me to examine
every nook and cranny of manufacture,

Savchuk's pride was not misplaced.
The line was moving smoothly, Parts
that scemed to be well made were being
put together with apparent specd and
care. Welds, stampings, forgings. and
millings were all of good quality, They
were not, perhaps, up to the best Euro-
pean standards, but they appeared to be
better than some American work.
Grindings and paint finishes were only

slightly bumpy. The interior and trim
fittings looked excellent. The Lada fac-
tory was the first impressive thing I'd
seen in the Sovict Union.

However, it wasn't built by the Sovi-
ets. The plant was designed and con-
structed by Fiat. And the Lada cars,
though modified, are Fial 1245 in their
hearts. Frankly, when the only impres-
sive thing you've scen in a country was
built by Tralians, you know that country
has problems.

Some cxplanation of these Soviet
problems is in order. We're told a lot
about the Soviet Union. We're told it's
oppressive, and we're told it’s grim. 1
expected the people to be regimented,
humorless, and bent under the yoke of
totalitarianism. But they wcren't. The
Russians drive like loons. drink too
much, argue with policemen, and gen-
erally act like people everywhere. Their
stupid system of governance has its el-
fects not so much on the people as on
their physical environment.

What nobody bothers to tell us aboul
Russia is that it's a mess. [ was prepared
for fear, despair, and repression. 1 was
not preparcd for a country of 260 mil-
lion without a single lawn mower. There
are also no {ull-length broom handles.
Everywhere you go, you see ancient

charwomen bending double to sweep
floors with straw bound to fool-long
sticks. ‘These floors invariably slope oft

in one dirccion or another. Every
building is out of true. There is not a
plumb line or a right angle in the na-
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tion. Ceilings, walls, curbs, and pavings
are bucked and heaved in cranky as-
pects. The streets contain great num-
bers of big holes, apparently dug on
purposc. the purpose forgotien and the
holcs abandoned to catch unwary pass-
crs-by. Much of everything is coated in
chalky, peeling paint of a urine color
that, if you produced it yourself, would
send you running to a kidney specialist.
The entire Soviet Union, even inside
the Kremling, is haphazard, improvised,
sloppy, lumpy, and about to fall down.

Most underdeveloped countries are
like this. Poverly and antiquation make
them so. But the Soviet Union i3 not
poor, and all the rhings I've described
are new, Russia isn't like Mexico. Mexi-
co is a mess, all right, but give a Mexi-
can a roll of galler’s tape and a pair of
Vise-Grips and he can make anything
work. In Russia, however, State Collec-
tive Gafler’s Tape Store Number 56 is
out of galler’s tape, and the Sovier ver-
sion of Vise-Grips is made [rom pot
metal and snaps to pleces in your hand.
The Soviet Union is a mess with a
message—an  cxtraordinary display of
poor judgment, bad taste, and incpti-
tude, all resulting from well-thought-
oul decisions. Any great man-made di-
saster requires planning. and doctri-
naire Marxist central planning scems
particularly effective.

But the Lada plant was ditterent. And
there weren't any ltalians  hanging
around to keep the Soviet ducks in a
row. Evidentlv, some exception to the
rules ol central planning had been made
in this place. For instance, everyone was
working. Most of Russia is filled with
people whose job seems to be to sit in
doorwavs blocking your entrance into
places you didn’t want to cnter anyway.
Not at Lada. Evervone there seemed 1o
have a teal job, and the read jobs
seeimned Lo be getting done.

I1’s not an ctfect that factories usually
have on me, but my spirits soared, Fd
been nearly three weeks in the Sovier
Union, and T was exbausted with crum-
mincss. clumsiness, and gross misman-
agement, exhausted with a country that
combines the charm of Newark with the
efficiency of Chad. Suddenly, at Lada, |
was in the world of inelligent pragma-
1ism, the real world. Here was creation,
fabricanion, the working of man’s will on
the world—or on some sheetmetal any-
way. The slam of fender dies, the spray
of welding sparks, the odor of steel and
oil swelled me with that grear Amertcan
gel-vour-hands-on-it,  do-it-1o-1t - emo-
tion. I was smiling like a jackass and all
but dancing with pleasure ar the pure
operativeness of the place.

I went slightly dopey over the cars.
Savchuk was telling me how wonderful
they are. “Is Fiut? Not hardly longer
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now,” he said, “Kach prece 1s having
been redesigned 1o most severe condi-
tions of Soviet Union and export mar-
kets such as even Ganada.” He wold e
the University of Stockholm had judged
the lada to have the best mass-pro-
duced engine in the world. And he

beamed as he dl‘wpld\‘t‘(l the four-wheel-
drive Lada Niva and told me how it had
warl the 1981 Paris-te-Dakar rally. Whal
the heck, I bit. T was feeling completely
proprictary about the curs by the time
they rolled off the end of the'line. T was
in love with all of them and with every-
one in the factory.

Of course Ladas aren’t really much
good. They're slow. Theyre heavy.
Their reliability record isn’t swell, And
no mattet what Savchuk said, theyre
still tweney years out of dare and halian.
But. by Russian standards, rtheyvTre
' Porsche 928s in tull race prep. And the
 Ladu factory is Saint-1ropez.

I can only speculate on why and how
this island of normal manufaciuring and
business praclices muanages Lo exist in
the middle of the Soviet Union. Is it an
altempt 1o compete with ftree-world
consumer goods In order 1o earn hard
currenicy? Is it a social experiment? Is it
a concession Lo some echnocrar faction
in the Communist Party? 1 don’t know.
But the Lada tactory was an exception
that only proved the sirength of the
general rule,

Once outside the Lada gates 1 was
right back in Lower Slobbovia. Imagine
a world where somcthing like the Na-
uonal Transportation Salety Board
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. cradicable stamp of

makes all the men's Lashion decisions.
Russian neckties alone are worth an
honr comedy special on HB(G. And
fuzzy official notdons ol what's hep man-
ifest themsclves in clown-cut denim
trousers with 40-gallon seats and din-
ner-platc-size  rubber patches on the
hack reading “Ohio Jean.”

There 15 a problem in Russia that
gocs much deeper than central planming
or nonsensical political beliets, Quiside
ol the Lada factory, every physical ob-
ject bears, in its eralismanship, the in-
“close enough B
government work.” The window glass is
wavy, the post cards are out ol register,
the woodwork trim is patnted with a six-
inch brush made from oxtails, and to-
bacco dribbles oul the ends of the ciga-
retes. I took o puiing the wooden
matches back in the box alter striking
them because the used ones warked just
as well as the new. And while flving
from Moscow (o Rostov on an Ilyushin
jetliner, T was uteerly panicked by the
sight of the metal leg supporting the
seat m front of me. It was a bowed and

. pitted hunk of alumimum with & couple

of halfhearted rasp marks across the
casting Hanges. God, what did the ur-
bine bearings look liker

The eftect of this visit Lo Russia was
to make me disgusted with govern-
ment—nol just with the Soviet perver-
sion, but with government ol every
kind. Our government s dillerent, of
course, We  donmt have  slave-labor

I camps and secret police and mendal in-

stitutions (utl of people who torgot Karl
Marx's  birthday. But I wonder. ..
Mavbe the really big difference is thad,
in Russia, the dimwit government runs
everything, not just the government,

It’s thoughts like this that keep a hu-
morist shivering under the bed sheets
when instead he should be up making
puns and weaning some girl’s under-
pants on his head.

i give vp. Serious thought was never
my forte. Let's do what Borislav and 1
did back in the Soviet Umon. We'll have
another vodka, and here’s 1o a lack of
miernational understanding. Tel’s hope
it keeps cvarvbody's government oo
busy to pester us. ]




