From a distance.

Anyone know what a Chautauqua is? Neither did | until 1987 when my friend, singer-
songwriter Karen Taylor-Goode, asked if | would do a gig with her at the Chautauqua
Institute in upstate New York.

Chautauqua are retreat centers founded around the turn of the last century featuring
park-like settings, lecture and conference halls, and Victorian era summer homes.
There are a handful around the country, including one in Monteagle, Tennessee.

This gig was at the site of the original Chautauqua, set deep in a New York Adirondack
pine forest on the shores of a crystaline blue lake. You could feel the I1Q and the median
income ascending as we passed through the gates and down a shady lane past
Norman Rockwellesque homes.

We found our point of contact, a stern looking woman who subtly let us know that we
Tennesseans were “the help” at this affair. We were to play background music for a
cultural exchange program between the US and the Soviet Union (still intact at that
time) where American and Russian artists, authors, and journalists would mingle and
exchange ideas in hopes of strengthening ties, building trust, and maybe diffusing some
simmering Cold War tensions. The place was crawling with what | assumed were Secret
Service agents, black suits, earpieces and all, and likely some KGB as well.

We were discretely escorted behind the scenes to a small outdoor stage off to one side
and instructed to stay put and not mingle with the intelligentsia. OK. We were, after all,
only the entertainment. Once we got set up, there wasn’t much to do but hang out and
observe their cocktail hour and listen to lofty speeches (all the Americans used Russian
translators) and wait for dinner to wrap up so we could perform.

Over the next hour or so, it became apparent that the stories I'd heard about Russians
and their love of vodka were not exaggerations. They were consuming large quantities,
making ever more frequent trips to the open bar and encouraging their American
counterparts to join them in shots and boisterous toasts.

By the time our handler gave us the go-ahead to start playing with an “if you must” nod
of her head, everyone except the band was pretty well sloshed.

Karen welcomed the guests, who paid us little notice, then she counted off the first
song. It turned out to be an inspired choice, especially since, unbeknownst to me or the
band, Karen had learned the lyrics in Russian.

“From a distance
The world looks blue and green and the snow-capped mountains white



From a distance
The ocean meets the stream and the eagle takes to flight

From a distance
There is harmony and it echoes through the land
It's the voice of hope it's the voice of peace it's the voice of every man

God is watching us.
God is watching us,
God is watching us
From a distance”

The crowd fell silent. It was the first time that afternoon | had heard any American
speak, much less sing, in Russian. I’'m guessing that most of the Americans were aware
of the song, a hit at the time, and the message. The Russians were hanging on every
word.

When Karen finished, the crowd erupted in cheers and applause and, of course,
reloaded with still more vodka. Party time! With one song, we went from afterthought to
main attraction. People started dancing, singing along, loosening ties, and taking off
shoes. At one point, a Conga line formed with twenty or so people snaking through the
tables and across the grounds. Even our handler was smiling! Afterward, we were
invited to a reception at the lakeside home of one of the patrons, the former Mrs. Bill
Harrah of Harrah’s Club casinos.

Oh, the power of a song.

Two short years later, the Berlin Wall came down. Coincidence?

Anyone know what a Chataqua is? Neither did | until 1987 when my friend, singer-
songwriter Karen Taylor-Goode, asked if | would play a gig with her at one in upstate
New York. Chataquas are religious conference grounds founded around the turn of the



last century featuring bucolic retreat grounds with meticulously maintained Victorian
summer homes mixed in with concert halls, lecture halls, and recreation facilities.

Anyway, the pickup band rehearsed a time or two in Nashville, then we loaded up a
motor home and headed North.

This Chataqua was beautiful, set deep in an Adirondack pine forest on the shores of a
crystal blue lake. You could feel the 1Q and the median income ascending as we passed
through the gates and down a winding lane past beautiful homes occupied by important,
beautifully well-heeled people.

We found the venue and met our point of contact, a stern looking woman in black who
let us know that we were only “the help” at this high-brow affair, a cultural exchange
program between the US and the (still intact at that time) Soviet Union. American and
Russian artists, authors, and journalists had spent the past week mingling and
exchanging ideas in hopes of strengthening ties, building trust, and maybe diffusing
some simmering Cold War tensions. The place was crawling with black-suited,
earphone wearing, Secret Service agents (and likely some KGB as well.)

We were discretely escorted behind the scenes to a small outdoor stage off to one side
and told to stay put and not mingle with the intelligentsia. OK. We were, after all, only
the entertainment.

Once we got set up, there wasn’'t much to do but hang out and observe their cocktail
hour and listen to lofty speeches (all the Americans used Russian translators) and wait
for dinner to wrap up after which we would perform.

It became apparent pretty quickly that the stories I'd heard about Russians and their
love of vodka were not exaggerations. They seemed to be consuming large quantities,
making ever more frequent trips to the open bar, and encouraging their American
counterparts to join them in shots accompanied by boisterous toasts.

All this to say that by the time our handler finally gave us the go-ahead to start playing,
with an “if you must” nod of her head, everyone except us was pretty well sloshed.

Karen welcomed the guests, who paid little notice, then she counted off the first song. It
turned out to be an inspired choice, especially since, unbeknownst to me or the band,
Karen had learned the lyrics in Russian.

“From a distance

The world looks blue and green and the snow-capped mountains white
From a distance

The ocean meets the stream and the eagle takes to flight

From a distance

There is harmony and it echoes through the land

It's the voice of hope it's the voice of peace it's the voice of every man



God is watching us. God is watching us, God is watching us
From a distance”

The rowdy crowd fell silent. It was the first time that afternoon | had heard any American
speak, much less sing, in Russian. I’'m guessing that most of the Americans were aware
of the song and the message. The Russians were hanging on every word.

When Karen finished, the crowd erupted in cheers and applause and, of course,
reloaded for more vodka toasts. Party time! With one song, we went from afterthought
to main attraction. People started dancing and singing, taking off shoes and loosening
ties. At one point there was a Conga line thirty or forty people long, snaking through the
tables and across the grounds.

Two short years later the Berlin Wall came down. Coincidence?



