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Several thousand wait in line to sample the Soviet Union's first fast food.

Moscow Plays Ketch-Up

Fast Food Comes to Slow Food Capital

By Michael Dobbs

Washington 1'%t Foreiga Service

MOSCOW, Jan. 31—Factory
worker Mikhail Negilko stood
beneath a pair of glistening gold-
en arches, preaching to the crowd
with the eathusiasin of a convert.
He had seen the future—and it
tasted vood.

*Tell us, what is this Beeg
Mak?” shouted an cldetly matron
with red-dyed hair, looking sus-
piciously at a line of several thou-
sand Muscovites three blocks
from the Kremlin.

“The Bolshoi Mak, comrades,”
announced Negilko importantly,
clutching three paper McDonald’s
flags in one haml and a carry-out
bag crammed with disposable
cups and plates in the other, “The
Bolshoi Mak is like something
you've never tasted before, You
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take a Lun, a very tasty bun, and
you cut it in half. Then you add
some grilled meat, top quality
meat, mind you, not like the meat
we get here. Then some cheese,
then very many vitaminsand . . . "
Negilko paused to consider the
sensation produced on his taste
buds by his first encounter witl.
capitalism. “And then you add
some spinach. And that, com-
rades, is the Bolshoi Mak.” Rus-
sians generally do not eat lettuce,
and many have never seen it.
After nearly 14 years of tortu-
ous negotiations, the American
institution of fast food has finally
arrived in Moscow, the slow food
capital of the world. Today, in
what could herald the start of a
gastronomic-cum-cultural  revo-
lution in the homeland of scien-
tific  communism, McDonald's
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opened its first restaurant in the
Saviet Union.

The launch of the Bolshoi Mak ts,
in:some ways, the ultimate chal-
lenge—for both the world's largest
fadt-food chain and the world's larg-
est country. Restanrants in the So-
viet Union are renowned for their
surly service, appalling  hygiene,
intimidating  doormen,  deafening
bands and absence of half the items
on the menu. Reserving a table cin
he an achievement i itself,

A splash of brilliant color in the
middle of a  wray city, the
McDonald's restaucant in Pushkin
Square is an uncompromising chunk
of Americana transplanted to the
middle of Russia, a (J[)H.Ih\l jcon in
a communist selting. “If you can’t
£0 to America, come (o MeDonald's
in Moscow.” is the stogan in the ads
on the Soviet Union's new commer-
cial TV channel Judging by the
crowds that turned out today, mil-
lions of Suviet citizens scem likely
to take up the offer,

By the time MeDonall’s opened
for business al 10 this morning,
there was already a 500-yard line
outside the door. Militiamen stoud
by to prevent a riol. Television
cameras whirred. Actors dressed as
cartoon characters danced in the
street to amusce the crowds, Soviet
eniployees frantically cleaved snow
from the sidewalk, The yreat Rus-
sian masses shuffled forward, dis-
cussing the relative merits of dvoini
gamburger  (double  hamburger),
karloﬂlfreut (frem h fries) and “lee-
lay-oh-feesh.”

“Who cires how long we have to
wait?” said Viktor Kondvatyev, a
worker in a trading cooperalive.
“We're used to standing in line. We
stand in line for hours, sometimes
days. We are accustomed to this.”

fondratyev said he had once
eaten a chunk of dried meat adver-
tised as a gamburger (the Russian
alphabet has no "h") at a railway
station but that it was practicaily
mednble He was cager to taste the
Amem.m equivalent.

“We are interested in everything
Aferican,” said Lena Kalashova,
who lost her job at the Ministry of
Agriculture after her department
was disbanded as a cost-saving
measure. “We came here hecause
we thought this would be an unfor-
gettable expericnce.”

“Finding a decent plice to cat is
one of our higgest problems,” com-
plained Gena [’up()v, an auto me-
chianic, standing in line with his
wife, Rima, “Fhis place looks differ-
ent just from the outside. Every-
thing is so clean and bright.”
© At the door, the guests were
greeted by the smiling face of
George  Cohon,  chaicman  of
McDonald's of Canada and the man
lichind the Moscow project. The
900-seat  restavrant o Pushkin
Square—the largest MeDonald's in
the world—is the first of 20 outlets
jchedul: ! to upen in the Soviet cap-
ml in th.- next few years.

y For Soviet rubles only,” an-
noUnca.. a brass sign nearby, a not-
so-subtle dig at the growing num-
ber of restaurants and shops here
that cater only to Westerners or the
handful of privileged Suviet citizens
with freely convertible foreign cur-
rencies. McDonald's claims it can
make a profit from its ruble income
hy buying and processing Soviet
[pod products, such as cod and po-
'pm(‘s, and using them in its outlets
n West European countries, But its

next Moscow restaurant will accept
hard currency only,

The food counter was a scene of
frenzied :utivity almost certainly
unparalleled in the history of Soviet
dining. Teenagers in black stacks
and maroon ‘I'-shirts rushed around
like bees in a hive, shoveling gam-
burgers into styrofoam packages.
Iveryone was wearing “How Con |
Help You" buttons in their lapels
and McSmiiles on their faces.

The workers—27,000 applica-
tions were received for 630 jobs—
are paid 1.5 rubles an hour, close to
the Soviet average wage. “It’s too
little—we have to work much hard-
er than most Soviet workers,” said
Marina  Komolova, a student  at
Moscow Financtal College, scrub-
hing tables furiously.

At Soviet wage levels, the Bol-
shoi Mak is expensive, The average
Soviet worker must toil for two and
a half hours to carn 3.85 rubles for
a Bolshoi Mak, In the United
States, it takes the average worker
less  than 20 minutes to carn
enough for a Big Mac,

“We certainly could not afford to
vat here every day,” said Ksana Va-
syuk, a Moscow office worker, as
she (ried to figure out how to insert
the straw into her strawberry milke-
shake. “This is a high-class restan-
rant by our standards.”

But even as the Sgvict customeers
shirped down their milkshakes and
munched through their deoint chiz-
burrgers, there were dark forebod-
ings that McDonald’s  standards
may hegin to slip as soon as the Ca-
naclians go back home,

“Ihey’ll use  these  disposable
plates and cups for one and a half
months. Then they'll go back to
dirty saucers and glasses, like we
haves in our restaurants. [t will all go
downhill, We don't know how to run
a restaurant like this,” said An(lrel
Grushin, an enginecer,

A conuentary i lzvestia, the
Sovict goveriment newspaper, wis
cqually pessimistic. “1 don’t know if
the heads of the McDonald’s cor-
poration realize the trials that await
thent in Moscow,”" wrote Stanislav
Kondrashev, a veteran foreign pol-
icy commentator, suggesting that
the Pushkin Square outlet could
simply be “swept away by crowds of
curious people” or ensnared in a
web of corruption.

“As a realist, [ do not exclude the
possibility that, in six months,
MeDonald’s will run away from the
most ambitions project in their his-
tory. The managers will be lifted
out by helicopter straight from the
rouf of the cafeteria, just as Amer-
ican diplomats were airlifted out of
the U.S. Embassy in Saigon in the
spring of 1975," he predicted, only
half in jest.

McDonald's managers insist that
they arc committed to staying in
the Soviet market, come what may.
They have invested $35 million in a
massive meat-processing, dairy and
Lakery complex outside Moscow—
dubbed "McGulag” by visitors be-
cause of the barbed wire that sur-
rounds it. They are also sending
their top  Soviet  executives  to
“Hamburger University” in Chicago
to train them.

Factory worker Negilko, howeve
er, wits taking no chances. Just in
case McDonald's closes tomorrow,
he already has a complete sct of
styrofoam cups and plates to show
his workmates and his children,

“You use these once only. Once
only, 1 tell you. You use them and
then throw them away,” he ex-
plained to the waiting crowd.
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A Russian woman samples her first “gamburger” at the Moscow McDonald's.
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AEUTER
burger and milkshak

After hours’ wait, n Muscovite enjoys his carry-out h
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