AN AMERICAN 4-H ADVENTURE

Dwzon on the Farm.
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JAMES TOBIN

HE WORDS to a favorite song
rambled uncontrollably through
my mind: “I’'m your captain. 'm your
captain.” I, a Connecticut Yankee,
fancied that like many New En-
glandersof the past I was piloting aship. But
this curious ship was no creaking whaler, it
was a big Soviet SK4 grain combine, and I
steered it over a billowing sea of wheat on
the state farm of Urozhay, located in the So-
viet Union’s Crimean Peninsula, a part of
the Ukraine.

Although I hummed the song, I knew in
truth I was no captain but merely a deck-
hand taking a turn at the wheel while my
Soviet instructor, Sergei, stood by. Occa-
sionally he adjusted the combine head, keep-
ing the huge machine on an even keel. We
charted our route over a wheat field almost
two miles long, parche 1 from three rainless
weeks in this spur of lend that extends into
the Black Sea. Instead of the smell of salt air,
Ibreathed wave after wave of dust.

Yet we sailed under threatening skies. By
early afternoon the rains finally came, ob-
scuring the sea of wheat. Soon the combine
sat motionless in a field too soggy to work.
Some of the wheat already cut would be
ruined by the moisture, but the farm man-
ager expressed relief, hopeful that the
change in weather might improve the har-
vest of the other crops. As for me, I felt tired

Person-to-person, farmers on opposite
sides of the planet—and sometimes at
opposite ends of the political spectrum—
traded views last summer when a dozen
young U. S. agriculturalists worked on
Soviet farms under a National 4-H Council
exchange program. Bearded Stephen
Renquist of New York stands atop a milk
truck with Ivan Skudny at his home on

the Rassvet collective farm in Byelorussia.
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“Ivan is better,” a tractor driver

proclaims in mock triumph as he bests
Carol Schmidt, an agricultural-
education student from North Dakota, in
arm wrestling during a rest break at
Rassvet, near Minsk. “Of course he was
better at wrestling,” says Carol, “but

T’d like to take him on in cribbage.”

For 12 weeks last summer Carol and
her compatriots drove combines, milked
cows, shoveled manure, attended an
agricultural academy, and skirmished
occasionally with bureaucrats.

David McAuley of North Carolina
drinks from a water cart (left) during a
break from picking apples at the
Urozhay farm in the Crimea.

and satisfied, having completed another day
on afarmin the U.S.S.R.

On such days in a Soviet wheat field 1
sometimes shook my head to be sure I was
not dreaming, to remind myself that, with
11 other young agricultural specialists from
the United States, I was spending the sum-
mer of 1978 in the Soviet Union. As part
of a 4-H international exchange program
we were learning about Soviet agriculture
and rural life in a personal way afforded to
few other Americans.

During our three-month stay we worked
shoulder to shoulder with Soviet citizens on
six farms in Byelorussia and in the Ukraine
(map, following page), which contains one
of the country’s most fertile agricultural
belts. Our duties ranged from cleaning out
cattle stalls to piloting combines. On one
farm we experienced the added intimacy of
living for two weeks with families.

The experience was often not fun. We
were exasperated many times by people’s
suspicion of us, and we were annoyed by
their overbearing efforts to indoctrinate us
to the Soviet way of thinking.

Yet we did gain a valuable firsthand look
at rural Soviet society, studying in the pro-
cess how the agricultural industry pursues
its immense task of feeding more than 260
million people. Most satisfying of all, we
were occasionally able to push away stereo-
types and public masks—ours and theirs—
and come into real contact with the friendli-
ness and warmth of the Soviet people.

We Americans—nine men and three
women—first met in Washington, D. C.,
where for three months we studied Russian
language and culture.

Selected in national competition, we were
allinour 20’s, and we all either held a degree
in some area of agriculture or were working
toward one.

Our class was the third to participate in
the United States-Soviet Union 4-H ex-
change program. Begun in 1976, the pro-
gram was organized in this country by the
National 4-H Council, which conducts
similar programs with more than forty other
nations. It was funded by International
Harvester and the International Communi-
cation Agency. While we trained in Wash-
ington, a dozen agricultural students from
the Soviet Union (Continued on page 775)
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