HERE, THERE and …

Mar ‘96. Pulkovo Airport, St. Petersburg. Inside a Taxi
I push the door slightly. No use, it’s blocked. Well, what would you expect? In classic Soviet olive-green taxies, everlasting Volgas-GAZ 24 clocking up to 400,000 kilometres, the door behind the driver’s seat is almost always locked. Usually the explanation is concern for passengers’ safety. But in this case…

Being pressed against a locked taxi door with two other passengers and an excessively friendly driver inside was somehow disagreeing with my own safe behaviour on business trips concept. 
Why haven’t I followed my own ISM - Individual, not Shared, Minicabs – Code? Might be, yesterday’s Murmansk ice race has somewhat upset my routine. Has made me ponder over distracting matters. Like what is it all about. And like how come I’ve ended up testing reliability of transpolar Ladas instead of comfortably sipping tea in my office up in Minories, London EC3N…
Jan ’91. 11, Oakeshott Avenue NW6, London

Well, to be quite honest, I’ve always liked travelling. But not before moving to London back in January 1991 did I develop a true passion for the Road. The Road in the physical sense of the word, rustling under the wheels. And the Road as a mode of living.. 
“But how did the Road start?” asks my inner voice. Which, madly enough, I share with a few people, starting with my three daughters. Dina, now almost 18, born in Moscow and moved to London when five. Angela, an 11-years London-born claiming herself to be Russian. Katya’s daughter Sveta, born 14 years ago in Homel, Belarus, and since last year confidently settling down both in Kiev and London. This multi-lingual and multi-cultural auditorium keeps on asking rather difficult questions…
Aug ‘84. 12, Piatnitskaya Street, Moscow

The Road started in a modest second-floor room of the only Ingosstrakh’s Moscow office at that time. Hard to believe it now, when the company numbers hundreds of employees in its five offices – that eight of us sharing that crumbled office would be counting square centimetres when planning any desks moves during my next six years there…
Sergei Guliayevsky and I are sitting opposite Mikhail Safronov, a serious gentleman, yet always smiling behind his darkened glasses. Alas, he is no longer with us… At that time he was deputy head of OSS, a rather strangely  named department – for us, newcomers. Years spent in England and France behind him - and Ingosstrakh’s presidency in the future. Mr. Safronov – again, some future-un-the-past – turned out to be one of my best teachers. 
Well, what does this OSS stand for? Are we future spies? That’s how Allen Dulles’s Office of Strategic Services, the CIA prototype in 1944, was called. The truth is much more mundane. Ingosstrakh’s OSS is just a Russian acronym for Marine and Aviation Department – with one “S” lost on its way. 
‘84. The Birthplace of a Few Departments
Just to think about it. There are now hundreds of marine and aviation insurance specialists  in our part of the world – which, for me, is limited to this sad and senseless abbreviation, the FSU countries. Meanwhile, back in ’84 - only nineteen years ago - there were only two people on Ingosstrakh’s aviation side. In the whole vast country! Two more – doing marine hull, one – containers. And a whole brigade of fourteen on the marine liability side, which at that moment  meant P&I, i.e. Shipowners’ liability insurance. Non-marine transport liability lines – road hauliers’, or CMR, to start with – were yet to arrive. 
Really, ours was a diverse department. A forefather of many contemporary insurance lines.
Mr Safronov smiles: “We have exactly two jobs for you. P&I and containers. The choice is all yours.”

Mar ‘96. Pulkovo Airport, St. Petersburg. Taxi. 
The main rule is, after flagging down a taxi, don't let the cabbie pick up anyone else.

What’s my usual work routine? I come to a city, say, Murmansk, Klaipeda, Kiev, St. Petersburg. More recently - Almaty or Dnipropetrovsk. Through with a couple of planned appointments. Time for “cold calling”. Seeing potential clients – without having phoned or faxed them in advance. 

Of course, of course it would be nice to own a car in each city I visit… Dreams, sweet dreams! In 2002 I saw 53 of them! The reality is different. You raise a hand. A Lada or Volga, which has seen better times, screeches up to a stop. Outside the Baltics it’s invariably a private car. The driver just wants to earn some butter for his bread. 

After a lively haggling an acceptable price for one ride or for a whole day is determined, and off you go!

Private drivers have never let me down. Never cheated, let alone robbed. If it's a whole days’ deal, they will doggedly wait at the doors. They will take shortcuts. They will never take advantage of a stranger’s position. 
Not this breed are the airports and railway stations cabbies. Real sharks. Best to steer clear of them… In almost all FSU cities -  again, with the exception of Baltics - they are a Mafia of sorts. Fixed cartel prices, somewhat five times higher than with a private driver. I know, it’s not limited to our part of the world, but… 
Yes, Mafiosi of a kind – but almost always guaranteeing  your safety. Yes, they will make you pay through your nose, but they’ll never rob you en route. In the mid-nineties such things used to happen in Moscow – not any longer. 
Well, this one probably won’t rob me. But why the hell am I sharing the taxi with two other passengers?

Jan ‘84. Kibalchich Street, Moscow. The Moscow Financial Institute

We didn’t turn up at Mr Safronov’s desk by chance. No chances were taken by the Soviet system. Instead, what we had under socialism, was a compulsory assignment system. We called it “the Distributiuon”. 

To start with, at that time one had no doubts as to whether, upon school graduation at 17, one should join a college-cum-university, or not. It was a prerequisite for a successful carrier, be it an engineer’s, party boss’s or underwriter’s. Virtually every serious office required what we called higher education, meaning four or five years in a university or institute.
Are We Masters?
Most of the post-school establishments were styled “Institutes” – often becoming institutions, as far as students were concerned. Very few were “universities”. In fact, there were only two in Moscow. Now there are twenty, and as many academies. Probably, former Institute heads wanted salary rises?  
I call our “Institute” system “college-cum-university”, as they were a combination of A-levels = colleges – a specialised, yet still general, education level covered in one or two years  - with a university degree. Thus, for us, Soviet-educateds, the question will always be, are we Masters or Bachelors? 

Jan ’84. Moscow. The Distribution Day.
Five months before the graduates ball, the dreadful Distribution day was taking place. Institute graduates were assigned to one or other job for three years. Sometimes – not frequently –according to their own request. More often, it was a balancing act between the institute’s interests - and those of future employers and influential relatives, if any.
Together with Sergei and fifty other guys, I graduated from the then prestigious –  and even more so now  - Moscow Financial Institute. Ours was the fashionable Foreign Economic Relations Department. We spent five years there and were awarded… Let’s say, a Master’s Degree.
‘84. Choosing Between Monopolies.

Many graduates were “distributed” to the Vneshtorgbank (Foreign Trade Bank). In the Soviet Union every branch of economy had a monopolist, the only one of its kind. VTB was the monopolistic foreign trade banker. 

Some of my fellow students enlisted or were drafted into the army. Each had to serve for two years as a lieutenant. We had rather extensive military training in the Institute and graduated as “military bankers”. It was a useful practical experience, as we learned accounting, wages and financial planning the hard, military way. Those who went to the army, had to spend two years in sometimes rather far-away places. But, they could become members of the Communist Party. Without party membership you couldn’t go abroad - and it was nearly impossible to join party at a bank or in any other office. 

Other students worked as accountants at various government-run foreign trade organisations. 
The fourth option was Ingosstrakh (an abbreviation for “The International Risks State Insurance Company”), the monopolist in international insurance. 1984 turned out to be a fruitful year for Ingosstrakh: six of us were added to their manpower. 

Reinsurance? Fine. Now, How to Choose a Way in the Insurance Business? 

My Institute graduation thesis was on reinsurance. I could easily tell proportional treaties from non-proportional. But, I was completely unprepared for choosing between insuring boxes and totally unfamiliar for me P&I – Protection and Indemnity, or shipowners’ liability insurance. Sergei liked the first – so, P&I it was for myself. 
Nineteen years on, Sergei still prefers property insurance, whilst I find myself at home with liability lines. Was it really our choice or somebody’s from high up there? 

Mar ’96. St. Petersburg, Tsarskoselskoye Highway. Inside the Taxi
In fact, it wasn’t by mere chance that I found myself in this packed car. Everything was performed like in a perfect Hollywood script. In such cases one has no chance trying to act his own way…

… Two months later, in May 1996 in Kaliningrad, former Koenigsberg, I made an attempt to write a taxi scenario of my own. That one was my first visit to Kaliningrad.

May ’96. The Curonian Spit. The Elks

The smaller automobile ferry sails through a narrow canal from the very centre of the cosy Klaipeda, a typical Hansa Union town with reed tiled roofs. A 500-metres wide strait lays ahead. The morning sunlight makes even the gloomy walls of the three Klaipeda’s shipyards look more attractive.

On the other side of the wind-whipped strip of water is the Curonian Spit. A narrow 100-kilometres-long sandy ribbon shared by Russia and Lithuania. Dunes, pine-trees, tidy towns… A true paradise for a tourist, who doesn’t plan to take daily sea baths: the water in the Baltic Sea is often rather chilly. The winding Koenigsberg highway runs smoothly along pine trees-covered hills, making you feel dozy.

…Once in October 2000 the highway nearly lulled both the driver and me to sleep, so that neither of us could grasp at once what had happened when some greyish mass parted from the equally greyish morning forest, cutting our way. A blow, a gritting sound; we both turn around and see an elk the size of our used-to-be-new Audi thrown down by the impact. But, it quickly rises on its feet, shakes off and runs back to the forest as if nothing has happened.

It was hard to persuade the forest ranger, arriving on the scene two ours later, that the elk did survive. After following its tracks, he fined the driver for causing damage to the environment, just in case, though the latter was driving at a speed of forty km/h and there was no way for him to prevent the collision…

…But in 1996 there were no elks around. The driver and I were literally stripped to the skin at the Russian customs. They were looking for amber, an important export item for both Russia and Lithuania. Then, they let us go.

Have to stress that the cases I describe herein are unique ones. The company exists for a decade, and I’ve been travelling all this time. Still, – touching   wood – it had been only once that they nearly stripped me at the customs. The situations like the ones in St. Petersburg and in Kaliningrad also happened only once. Only one elk ran into my car. I’m not a hunter – let it not happen again!
May ’96. Kaliningrad-Koenigsberg

Finally, we reached Kaliningrad. The city’s downtown was wrecked in the 1944 battles. Now they have restored the city cathedral with Immanuel Kant’s grave. The Koenigsberg Castle was razed to the ground – probably in the search of the fabled Amber Room, allegedly last seen disappearing into its dungeons. 
In the 1970s, they started erecting a fifteen-storied skyscraper in its place, the only one in the city. It’s a grey concrete monster. The site, it seems, was doomed: the construction was never finished. It still dominates the city as some monument to the death of Socialism: smashed windows, an everlasting fence around… 
However, Kaliningrad suburbs and old German towns on the Spit and seacoast are really great with their solid German houses from the early twentieth century, eternal wind murmur in the pine tops, clean parks, sandy steeps and the rumbling sea.

From Kaliningrad I had to go back to Vilnius. My flight to London via Vienna was departing from there. Nobody was going to render me a car with a driver – the hospitable Klaipeda is such a nice exception! 
The only way out was going to the railroad station and bargaining with the cabbies. It was a long way to go, some 300 kilometers. So, I had to make it clear for the cabbies that I wasn’t on my own. I asked the athletic-looking Viktor from Sevastopol and Eugene from London to come with me.

Both were reefer vessels experts. During that visit, they introduced me to my future client, the Reftransflot reefer fleet...

… We approached the cabbies and started our peace talks. The bargained-down price of $100 sounded OK to me. Well, yes, the cabby did look rather grim. However, he spoke to us politely, promising to convey me to Vilnius in three hours, if there was no queue at the border.

May ’96. Kaliningrad-Vilnius Highway

Next morning Viktor saw me to the cab. “If my friend doesn’t call me back from Vilnius in four hours time, you’ll have big problems, got me?” Yes, the driver did get him all right. We set off, chatting, as usual, about cars, roads, and the GAI State Automobile Inspection.

The ubiquitous GAI traffic policemen are the object of millions of jokes. Their main job is hiding their cars behind the trees and waving their speed guns catching one unawares (of course, if there were no cars from the opposite direction flashing their warning headlights). They then pocket the earned “fine” and start waiting for the next victim. This is how the things are in every post-Soviet state, the bourgeois Latvia and Lithuania included. The Ukrainian acronym for GAI - DAI, evokes most of the fun, since in Russian it sounds like «give me»!

… It seems that our chat with the cabby is quite pleasant. He’s a decent, composed man; I wonder what made me feel so nervous last night? Indeed, Kaliningrad oblast has some reputation. They say it’s one of the most criminal regions in Russia. So, I started panicking for nothing.

…Before I had time to say this “for nothing” in my mind, the driver overtook a white Volga, pulled up, mumbled to me something over his shoulder and leaped out of our Lada towards the Volga. An equally gloomy colleague appeared from the larger car. They hugged each other and, after a brief conversation with the Volga’s passenger, started looking in my direction. I felt my stomach leapt. “Well, it’s stupid just to stay in the car. But there’s no use to run away, either. It’s three hundred metres to the forest; they’ll run me down. OK, let’s just freeze and see what happens.”

The cabby runs back to the car. Instead of dragging me out to the roadside, he gets into Lada, starts the engine and takes off. “That was my brother – haven’t seen him for ages!” We reached Vilnius with no further incidents.

Aug ’84. The Job Proves Interesting

In 1984 all these little near misses were far in the future. My work at the OSS turned out rather interesting. This didn’t happen at once, though. At first it was mostly shuffling and filing telexes and letters, which seemed useless at first sight, and attempts to grasp the difference between a tanker and a dry cargo ship – at that time I knew next to nothing about the sea.

I was lucky enough with Eduard Riabinin, the head of my department, and Mark Cheglikov, Sergei’s and mine immediate tutor, most smart and witty man now living in New York, who encouraged us to additional reading and trying to understand what we were doing.

Sep ’84. Some Complicated Questions

I spent the sultry August of 1984 in a cramped non-conditioned room, which I shared with seven other people. Riabinin announced a reporting meeting.

He was a P&I Club director – a most uncommon case, since between 1972 and 2003 only some 10 persons from five of the former Soviet republics were directors of the Clubs ruling the destinies of liability insurance world.

Riabinin takes his seat and tells us about the Directors’ meeting in Luxembourg, which was at the time like another world for us. Only three years after I had started working did I first go abroad, and even then to the neighbouring Bulgaria.

Suddenly he goes, “Let everybody say if I did a right thing voting against Club’s expansion into the brown water business, i.e. insuring US river tonnage”. (Two years later it appeared that he was right: these operations did cause huge problems.)

“Am I supposed to speak, too?” says a small trembling voice inside my head. “No way! I can’t tell a river barge from a sea-going vessel neither in terms of insurance nor appearance”. Still, I did try to say something.

A fortnight later, Sergei Dzheroyan asked me: “How would you translate into Russian ‘long-tail insurances’?” (By the way, I still haven’t found an exact equivalent, though not for the lack of trying). We started leafing through Clubs’ reports together with Sergei and Mark. In order to explain such matters to shipowners, we had to grasp them ourselves.

Apr ’85, 5 Mezhevoy Channel, Leningrad (now St. Petersburg)

“How dare you lecture us, Georgiy Vladimirovich!”, five most intelligent ladies and their chief shout at me in reproach.

No wonder – they have been in the international insurance sector since 1968, working directly with the London-based UK Mutual P&I Club. And here comes youngster of 23, with six months working experience and tries to break their 16-years practice. Tries to make them work in the way Ingosstrakh did at that time, i.e. the Soviet way instead of Western.

Well, their critical shouts have produced some effect: on my return to Moscow, I helped my department to slightly change the existing stereotypes. The English methods, more simple from the bureaucratic viewpoint, were added to our arsenal.

1984-1990. The Mobile Soviet Business

It happened so that I had to go to Moscow from St. Petersburg first once every six months and then even more often. St. Petersburg was the seat of the Baltic Shipping Company, then, one of the world biggest with 186 ships. Now it has become history, failing to survive perestroika. It was simply cleaned out. But at that time it was a perfect school for me.

Its vessels sailed to ports in every sea. Once every two months they used to throw not even a bundle but a pile of hundreds of claims in various currencies down on my table. We had to convert hundreds of figures into dollars – no computer, everything done by hand! There were only a dozen people in the whole Soviet Union who knew exactly how many US dollars were in a hundred Kenyan shillings or New Zealand dollars. An OSS employee was also supposed to be able to answer, among other things, if a Soviet shipowner should pay for ten missing boxes of condensed milk, carried by rail from Kinshasa into the heart of the African continent. And many other “simple” things like that.
I climbed into holds and walked the ramps of every vessel type in St. Petersburg port: Ro-Ros, Lo-Ros, timber carriers, passenger and container ships. Finally I could see first-hand what I was insuring – thanks to Mr Riabinin who sent me for a 2-weeks practical training. I will never forget that July, the white nights in St. Petersburg, street vendors selling tomatoes in the middle of the night. I spent nights strolling about the streets of the beautiful city shed with grey-pale light, an architectural guide-book in my hand, while in the daytime I was exploring dry cargo vessels manholes. 
We also had communicate with our British colleagues, co- and reinsurers from P&I Clubs, nearly every day. The Clubs, i.e. shipowners’ liability mutuals, are most interesting insurers both from legal and financial viewpoints. Every month we had to explain to Soviet shipowners, how the Clubs worked and why they had to pay another supplementary call... Tired of the need to get into every little detail each time literally from scratch, I spent 4 years writing a Ph.D. thesis on the subject. But this happened no sooner than 1990.

Of course, we all travelled a lot. St. Petersburg, Murmansk, Riga – at that time my geography wasn’t too broad. At OSS, everyone was dealing with two or three fleets, each visiting his own wards. Our colleagues treated us to delicious red fish brought from Vladivostok or Nakhodka, Georgian vintage wines from Batumi, or Crimean and Moldovan wines from Odesa or Izmail. We, the fourteen OSS members, knew personally all the sixteen blue-water shipowners of the then Soviet Union. Who would believe it now!

1984-1990. The Vertical Line

Only now can I realise what was my biggest luck about the OSS. Each of us was a one-man insurance company of a kind. Judge for yourself.

I go to St. Petersburg in 1986 and start persuading the Baltic Shipping Company to start insuring their hull risks. Also in St. Petersburg, I always drop in on the North-East River Shipping Company, introducing them to the joys of both P&I and hull insurances. In other words, I’m into marketing.

The Shipowner decides to insure its unique Ro-Flow vessels carrying extra heavy and large cargoes. I turn to the Club for a quotation  - act as an facultative reinsurance broker - and then do some bargaining with the Baltic Shipping as regards the entry terms, acting as a direct insurance broker.

February 20th renewals mean that in October I have to start accounting for the Shipowner’s losses, both paid and outstanding, agreeing each large reserve with the Owners. I have to use the triangulation and the burning cost methods. Now I work as an actuary and an underwriter. 
Colleagues from the Club come for renewals negotiations to Moscow. Deputy head of my department sits among the guests, while I stick to the Owners’ representative. Battles start around rates reduction. Or non-increase. Direct broker appears on the stage again!

Cargo is missing in, say, Montreal. We appoint surveyors, first through the Club and then directly. Not often, but sometimes we have to correspond with claimant, shippers or consignees. Once I even found a specimen of rusty metal in an envelope. I also have to understand the intricacies of bunkering operations and non-compliance with collision prevention convention. Thus, I’m a claims-settling expert. 

A German consignee requests extending time bar for three months. Another one, in Italy, thinks that his country’s legislation should be applied to the contract of carriage, and not the English law as per Bill of Lading’s reverse side. I have to become an amateur marine lawyer. 

We reimburse Owners’ losses. It’s anything but easy. First comes insurance accounting. There are dozens of losses on one voyage, for example on the long Leningrad-Italy-Australia-New Zealand one. But you the deductible is to be applied only once. The Owners are watching it very attentively! Besides, the losses arise in dozens of various currencies, and I have to convert them into dollars by hand. My colleagues and myself, we work as accountants.

After calculating the losses in dollars, we have to pay them out in one week. At that time currency exchange rates, established by the USSR State Bank, were fixed once a week, on Wednesdays. There are only four secretaries at the typing pool for 100 employees. Willy-nilly, I have to sit down and type the payment order myself, in six copies, using this black carbon paper which gets all over you. A single misprint – start again! And, I have to bribe a typist with a chocolate bar for lending me her typewriter, i.e. for doing her job. So, now I’m a typist! 

We receive reimbursement from the Club. The list looks like a loss bordereau in need of being checked all over. Nothing else but a proportional treaty.

The British come to our office. We deal with their hotel reservations and book tickets for them, like tour agents. On the days free from negotiations we take them to theatres or go sightseeing. Like tour guides! We organise joint seminars with our shipowners – and have to work as interpreters of most complicated legal documents.

And so on, and so forth. I think not too many other people had to have so many various skills, neither in nor outside the Soviet Union. A good school. 
Oct ’90. Piatnitskaya St, Moscow
“Mikhail Arsenievich, may I come in? I’m preparing materials for a book on Ingosstrakh history; I have a question to you…”

After the interview, when I’m already prepared to leave, he suddenly says, “By the way, you know, we decided to send you to London for three years”. No comments. I had some suspicions that this might happen, but now when I knew for sure…By the way, I became the third non-communist director of Blackbalsea in 70 years… 
Jan ’91. 65, Fenchurch Street, London EC3, Blackbalsea
Was I just lucky or was it some kind of destiny? After my most interesting job at Ingosstrakh I’ve got this new captivating London experience. Now it’s also part of history: the Blackbalsea, or the Black Sea and Baltic General Insurance Company, a branch of Gosstrakh and later Ingosstrakh, which operated in the London City since 1925.

By July 1991 there were some forty British staff in Blackbalsea with only three Russian directors. The Managing Director was in charge of everything, of course. The Financial Director also dealt with non-marine underwriting and motor claims. Yours truly – not realising how lucky it was – was put me in charge of marine underwriting and all claims, including motor occasionally. 
Apr ’91. A Tape Inserted the Wrong Way

“George, our colleague has put a cassette into her VCR the wrong way. Now it’s finished off. We are the insurers. Shall we pay?” I’m panicking. I don’t know anything outside marine insurance! Again, I have to start reading books and policies. I join the Chartered Insurance Institute on the non-marine side. In three years, I turned out to be their first Associate fomr the FSU countries….

One more school, now in all types of insurances.

Late 1991. Looking for Clients

Took me a year to understand how the school worked. By the end of 1991 some conclusions were formed. Starting from 1925, there was no marketing policy. The Company  had a blessing of being the captive insurer for the Soviet timber exporting industry - which accounted for up to 60% of the premium income. What would you expect from a monopoly! In addition to this, there were market insurances brought by London brokers – not always profitable. (Actually, it was the “market business” that would cause the final demise of Blackbalsea in 1998.) The company worked sitting on its hands. 

“Perestroika is in full swing; changes are coming into the foreign trade. We will lose all our captive clients!”

“Well, if you show initiative, you’ll be the one to look out for new ones!” And again I was on my way.

Where should I look for them? Definitely not in America. Rather, in places where I have some connections: St. Petersburg, Riga, Odessa. What did companies insure at that time? Non-marine insurance, including fire, was virtually non-existing in the then Soviet Union, with the exception of occasional construction all risks policies. 
(They have branched out from our department in Ingosstrakh in 1979. In general, our department was a pioneer in many exotic things. No wonders, it was us who had, for instance, to answer to Scottish sheep-breeders claims after Chernobyl. Space insurance also was born within our walls. Terms like “geostationary orbit” were on everybody’s lips as long ago as in the 1980s). 

I didn’t know much about aviation, and almost all P&I risks were already covered. So, hull and cargo insurances it is! Let’s go for it!

Sep ’93. 65, Fenchurch Street, London
“We decided to send you back to Moscow and promote you, Georgiy Vladimirovich. You’ll be deputy head of the department!” In other words, I’ll be a deputy director. But now I’m a director. Do you see any promotion here?

In 1992 a coup d’état took place in Ingosstrakh. One of the many to come in hundreds of Russian and CIS companies. What were they supposed to do with managers staking on the wrong horse? Obviously, obstruct them.

“You know, I decided to stay here in London. I want to start my own business, a brokerage. I’ll do what I’m good at: looking for clients, marine ones, of course”. “What name are you going to give your company?” Before slamming the door, I reply, “Oakeshott!”

Oct’93. Why Oakeshott? Highgate Connections
That’s simple. Blackbalsea had its own houses. Owned finally by the Soviet State, of course. During their three-year terms the directors lived in London’s most fascinating area, Highgate, half a kilometre from the famous cemetery where we sometimes had to bring delegations to visit the grave of the Founding Father. 

Life there was real fun. Back in 1970s, there were five directors and only two houses. Imagine an ordinary detached house, not even the biggest one. The ground floor has a kitchen and drawing room. In the first floor there are four bedrooms and one bathroom shared by three families! By the time I arrived it became a bit easier: two families lived separately in every house in the ground and first floors. Not too much refurbished: when we arrived, the ground floor still had a lounge and one welcoming bedroom for four of us. Pretty much the same conditions we had in Moscow!
There was a street in Highgate, which bore a rather non-modern-English - and even less Russian - name of Oakeshott. This was where my second daughter Angela was born, as well as my broking company. Since then I have come across this name a number of times. A few people tried to explain its origin to me, but, so far, none of their theories seemed satisfactory. Still, not only my colleagues and I like the name.

Mar ’96. Pulkovo Airport, St. Petersburg. In the Taxi
Yes, just look where my trips and creating the company led me… And don’t forget yesterday’s feast at a Japanese restaurant in Murmansk… My shipowner wouldn’t let me leave by any costs. A nice man from Odessa with pleasant southern sense of humour, he was fond of the Zodiac signs. “Oh, I can see that you are Gemini!” My colleague Barry nicknamed him “cognac man”, since his morning started with a shot of cognac. But no more than one shot!

I wasn’t too eager to leave in the dead of night, either. The conversation was pleasant; besides, he was the third insured in Oakeshott’s history. We have been providing hull cover for his three vessels since 1994. First, placed it in the faraway Vladivostok-based Dalrosso Insurance, the first private and then the only hull insurer besides Ingosstrakh in Russia. In a while - in the Moscow-based Westrosso started by Mr Safronov and Dalrosso, which was bought by Zurich years later.

Mar ’96. Murmansk. The Izumi Restaurant

Murmansk partners didn’t let us sit idle: one day they break ice near Dudinka, next day a Spanish ship runs into our vessel in a Nigerian port. I liked to come to Murmansk. Picture yourself coming back home from a restaurant at 2 a.m. in June and seeing bright sunlight pouring through your windows. Or, walking down the Lenin Avenue and having a Manhattan-type déja vu feeling: the same rectangular streets network with steel-grey ripples of the distant Kola Bay and snow-covered (obviously, not in June) knolls. Doesn’t this sound like a transpolar version of the Hudson River and New Jersey coast to you?

So, we sat up late at the restaurant, my pre- packed suitcase with me. No sooner than after a second bottle of vodka we recalled suddenly that there was only one hour left before the flight’s takeoff. In Russian airports they stop checking passengers in forty minutes before departure. My host’s car was in the garage, under repairs. Out into the street, wave down, a Lada stops, and we set off for the airport. 

In March there is no night sunlight in Murmansk. To tell the truth, there is not much of it in the daytime, either: only grey twilight for three or four hours. Nights are coal-black. When it’s cold, you can see the neon Polar lights in the sky, but that night you couldn’t tell the ice from the road. It’s at least 30 kilometres to go, and only 20 minutes left. The driver did it! Anyway, I wouldn’t do it again.

But – “The check-in is finished!” “Yes, but we insure the Murmansk Air Company! (True, they were one of our insureds). We know your bosses, we’ll complain to them – let me go onboard!” “Maybe you would manage to cow us, but look – there’s the plane, already on the runway. You see, it’s not ours but from St. Petersburg. They won’t be afraid of our bosses…”

1991-2003. Domestic Aviation
In Europe they still crack occasional jokes about our post-Soviet, allegedly dilapidated, planes used for domestic flights. Mostly the jokes are told by those who never used them or those willing to exaggerate the difficulties of conquering the East-European insurance space. But aviation brokers know statistics better.

Indeed, you can’t expect much comfort. True, one of the most stupid Soviet practices still exists. No matter if it is winter or summer, no matter if there are walkways in the terminal – they transport you to by bus, drop you at the ladder, and the attendant starts negotiations, sometimes noisy, sometimes lengthy, but always exciting. Meanwhile, the passengers stand at the ladder foot, suffering from cold or heat and deafened by the roaring engines. This is something I dislike strongly.

Whilst, in terms of safety, absence of strikes or delays, and the prices, our planes sometimes outclass the world level. Take, for example, my beloved Ukraine. I often go to two metropolitan cities outside Kyiv: Dnipropetrovsk, where the President, machine building, and space rockets come from and which lies 500 km from Kyiv, and Donetsk, the city of coal, steel, football, and the richest people in the country, 800 km. A return ticket costs around $100.

Many a serious businessman, oozing wealth and dignity, take a one-day trip to the capital by plane. If they didn’t trust domestic flights, believe me, the airports would have been littered with dozens of private planes. But they do trust them. Buying automobiles at the price of a small plane, they take regular scheduled flights. 

For me it doesn’t matter for a long time. Although, strange as it may be, sometimes I feel nervous at the takeoff. Still, I treat planes like buses. You get into it, read books or newspapers, type something… I’ve just counted up my boarding passes for 2002 alone – around seventy of them. Probably, a third – issued at domestic check-in desks. 
Jul ’91. 65, Fenchurch Street, London. Insuring Marine Hull
For me, planes are basically a means of transportation. On the contrary, I rarely travel by ships, though I’ve been insuring them for already nineteen years. 

Today one might gain an impression that transport insurance has always existed in Russia. Yes, historically it did. In the pre- revolutionary era, river and sea vessels were insured. After the 1917 revolution – why would they? Both insurance and vessels were state-owned. 

But, a vessel was burnt down to a total loss whilst under repairs abroad. What happened next could possibly take place only under socialism. A secret Decree was issued, signed by Stalin himself, ordering all vessels to be covered whilst under repairs outside the country. This is how the semi-forgotten hull insurance was revived in 1947. Interesting that Ingosstrakh had to persuade each of the sixteen blue-water shipping companies, referring to the secret Decree. There was only one copy of this by-law hidden in a safe at the Ministry of Finance. And, the talks were to be hold separately with each. There was no centralization at all! In 1980s shipowners felt themselves to be stronger than Stalin (was in 1947) – and were not always inclined to follow his orders. Incredible, but true!

Mid 80s. Insurance Clauses
Any type of insurance has three stories in it. First is about how the idea emerged and how they first started issuing policies to those interested. Second – about how the policy wordings were drawn up. And third is about those wordings undergoing practical tests, when claims started pouring in from those harmed by nature or by other people. 

Sometimes every generation has to go through this process literally from scratch. Take, for instance, Russia, where there existed all necessary hull insurance institutions, including surveyors and adjusters. But this before 1918. After that, hull insurance reappeared only in 1947. First serious claims reached Ingosstrakh’s files in mid-1980s. There was only one (sic! but not sick!) person dealing with them in the whole former USSR. He used to sit next to us in the office muttering something like “Do we have to pay for damage repairs of barrels that were on deck of the ship stuck up in Antarctic ice fields after an engine break?” Nobody could help Sergei Shilin. Not only there wasn’t any school of adjusting particular average hull insurance claims (a small number of general average adjusters did exist). Nobody in the whole vast country had any experience in paying any property insurance claims! State companies’ property simply wasn’t insured.

In 1986 Sergei together with his colleague, Andrey Sazonov, had to take London, French, German and Norwegian Hull Insurance Clauses, rules and plans as a model - and create Ingosstrakh own 1986 Hull Insurance Rules. Now, seventeen years later, virtually all hull rules used in most of the region’s countries are copied from those, Shilin’s ones. This is how the insurance history is written: slowly but surely. 

1970s-1980s. Ingosstrakh. Fleet Insurance Beginnings
In 1970s the insurance of whole fleets began. At first it was only the insurance of the fleet. Then, called Sovfracht and now, Sovcomflot. Vessels  were purchased using Western banks loans, and Western managers were involved, even if only nominally. The whole fleet was insured – in Ingosstrakh, where else.

In ‘88 the Sovcomflot’s most expensive ship, passenger Maxim Gorky, caught fire off Newfoundland. Ingosstrakh didn’t want to cover the US$ 12 million claim, if I’m not mistaken about the amount.. The vessel was outside the Institute Warranties. Outside the permitted navigation area!  But, the Warranties were not mentioned in the policy. From the Owner’s point of view, the claim was illegally rejected. 
As a result, a whole Sovcomflot’ fleet hull insurance was placed in the London market starting with January 1, 1990. Please don’t forget that neither Aeroflot with all its aircraft, nor Lukoil or any other oil giants with their refineries were not insures in the West at that time. Thus, marine hull insurance was literally a pioneer in establishing the East-West direct insurance contacts. And 1990 may be celebrated as the start of Western type insurance in the FSU countries on a large scale – 
if it were not for my department. Shipowners liability insurance, jointly by Ingosstrakh and P&I Clubs, existed since 1972. So, my dearly loved P&I was still the first, but only in terms of cooperation with a certain segment of the market, the mutual Clubs. Meanwhile, work with the market as such, Lloyds’ to begin with, started from the hull insurance realm. 
In 1991 my favourite client, Baltic Shipping Company, decided to set up their own insurance captive and reinsure it in the West. A member of the captive working group, I spent six months persuading them to give Ingosstrakh a share. And the same period – persuading Ingosstrakh to accept this share, as the ex-monopoly’s stand was “All or Nothing!” I talked both into it, but instead of Ingosstrakh the Owners chose Blackbalsea. And Blackbalsea got involved in hull on the big scale. Northern Shipping in Arkhangelsk, Far Eastern in Vladivostok, Azov in Mariupol – I had to urge each of them – and their brokers - to give Blackbalsea at least a small share of risk.

1972-1990. No Obligatory Marine Insurance

Indeed, all shipping companies were state-owned. But both P&I and hull insurance were voluntary lines! (That is, except for CLC requirements for tankers and USCG system for US waters calls). It may now sound strange, but from the very beginning of my work for Ingosstrakh I, along with my colleagues, had to persuade shipowners to get insured. All this started in 1972 when Ingosstrakh insured - and reinsured at the world biggest UK Mutual Club - all the four Soviet tanker onwers: Latvian, Primorsk, Novorossiysk, and the now almost vanished Georgian fleets.

The shipowners could turn down our offers. The four largest dry cargo shipping companies – the Baltic and Black Sea ones, evaporated in the crucible of perestroika, along with the still prospering Murmansk and Far East Shipping Companies, used to work directly with the same Club since 1967. They won’t even listen about Ingosstrakh – “We can imagine what kind of specialists they have there!” River shipping companies – there were 20 of them in the FSU countries - started insuring their sea-river vessels no sooner than in 1990s.

We did spend lots of time travelling around to Kyiv, Petrozavodsk, etc., devoting ourselves to marketing. Truly, even then, in Soviet times in Piatnitskaya Street, we did very much the same thing we are doing today: broking. Small wonder that my colleagues were and still are in charge of many branches of Western brokers in Moscow. They simply keep on doing what they used to do in the 1980s. 

Feb ’92. Fenchurch Street. The Problem with Blackbalsea’s Capital

”Georgiy, how could you allow that we didn’t get even one percent in the Sovcomflot’s placing at the renewals?” “I’ve been telling you since I came here that Blackbalsea’s capital is good for nothing. Brokers’ security committees now require London insurers to have a minimum of 10 million pounds. We have a bit more than two million; besides, it’s low liquidity. Didn’t I suggest capitalizing at least part of the difference between our Fenchurch Street building’s market value and its ridiculously low book value?” “Still, you’re the one to blame – you’re in charge of hull!” – and this all in spite of the fact that developing hull insurance in Blackbalsea was mostly my initiative…

March 1918-1993. A Brief Review of Insurance Business under Socialism

Let’s go through it once again. Before 1917, in the Tsarist Russia, insurance business was rather well developed. There existed insurance companies, zemstvo (county) societies for fire insurance, agricultural risks mutuals. There was even a hull insurance Club in Latvia!
(Let’s recall that at that time Latvia along with Poland, Finland, Lithuania and Estonia were parts of the Russian Empire. A century later, there are seventeen independent states existing in the former Empire’s territory. An exterior observer might easily get confused!)

It was not immediately after the October revolution of 1917, but five months later, in March 1918, that all insurance companies were nationalized. After years of practically total absence of money, when the so-called military Communism was over, the single monopolistic Gosstrakh was created in 1921. To be precise, on October 6th – Russia has just re-introduced an Insurer’s Day on this date, so do send your Russian colleagues all your best regards!
However, Gosstrakh didn’t insure companies’ and enterprises’ property, with the exception of agricultural risks. True, private persons’ insurance was highly developed. My mother bought an insurance policy for me when I was ten. When I was eighteen, she received 300 roubles on this policy – a rather big sum at that time. Most people insured their cars and even life. This enthusiasm about insurance was washed away by the tidal wave of hyperinflation in the early 1990s. One has to start from scratch to inspire people with trust again. 

Starting from 1930s, there was no insurance for fire risks, internal cargoes, and both domestic and international aviation risks – except for aviation third party liability. 
1947-1991. Ingosstrakh
Ingosstrakh, being founded as a separate entity in 1947, was really unique. In the beginning it insured only export cargoes. Import insurances were very rare. Ridiculous as it was, but almost till 1972 Ingosstrakh had an accounts department, personnel department, planning department, claims department, reinsurance department, and, for all this infrastructure - only one direct insurance department. There was also a motor insurance department for foreigners residing in the Soviet Union.

Only in mid-seventies our department, forefather of all the rest, branched out of the direct insurance one. Once again: all international, Western-type, “currency” insurance in the Soviet Union of mid-seventies, both marine and non-marine, with the exception of motor and cargo, was concentrated in one small room. Fire insurance existed only in the form of construction-and-erection all risks policies (CAR/EAR). Insurance of the Soviet companies’ property as such was not developed at all.
In 1979, on the eve of the Moscow Olympics, when Yugoslavas started erecting hotels throughout the country, CAR/EAR  insurance was separated into a special department.

It turns out that, disregarding cargo insurance, the contemporary marine insurance has started its modern FSU history in 1947. Non-marine, in the 1970s.

Sep ’03. 42, Tarasovskaya Street. Our Kyiv Apartment’ s Kitchen

On reading the previous paragraph between 11 pm and 12 am, Katya, my wife, turned into a regular third-degree interrogator. “Are you trying to say that in 1970s they didn’t insure those huge factories’ buildings? Or property? These are vast sums of money!” 
“Don’t forget what socialism is all about. Among other things, the plan was more important than money. For instance, they have planned to produce 100 machines for the whole country. Suppose, Gosstrakh insured ten of them, and they burned down. Gosstrakh pays out their value in roubles. So what? You can’t buy machines in the Soviet Union with this money: there was no such thing as free market. The machines simply hadn’t been produced. You can’t buy machines from, say, an English manufacturer with this money, either: roubles were inconvertible! This is what was called a planned non-monetary economy!”

“But what about millions of dollars generously wasted on supporting the economies of Cuba, Syria, Libya, India, etc.? The Soviet Union has built a thermoelectric power station in Cuba, where your father worked for three years. Cuba paid for it – on paper. In reality, they never paid back. So, this is some sort of mortgage. The Soviet Union should have insured it, at least as long as Cuba doesn’t pay back its debts! It should have taken care of its investment!”

“The main thing here is geopolitics! Did any of the party’s big kahunas in the USSR really need it? No way, this was all window dressing: look how we care about our sister nation! In reality, it was military bases on the Island that really mattered. By the way, the States were doing exactly the same thing: false ‘aids’ and then constructing barracks for their military. All this was nothing but planet-wide war games. Not much has changed since then; it’s just that now we call this ‘spheres of influence’.”

“But still, there existed some kind of insurance system between the Comecon countries?” “Wow, you still remember Comecon? True, they cooperated. But do you know how they used to settle their accounts? Have you ever heard of the so-called transferable rouble? It existed for 25 years, from 1964 till 1989. In fact, it existed only on paper, very much as ECUs or SDRs. Socialist countries used to pay each other with these transferable roubles. So, even if this power station was insured and was subsequently burnt down, Ingosstrakh would reimburse the lose in those same roubles. But you can’t buy anything with them, if the construction of a new station wasn’t yet planned! The insurance didn’t make any sense! Again, other than international cargoes and liability insurance.”

“Oh my. My idea of Soviet-time Ingosstrakh employees was as some kind of insurance James Bonds: they were always there, if there was a need for protecting Soviet interests. It appears that the system’s inconsistency has influenced them, too. They were just chucking money away for the sake of politics and supporting the country’s image. And after the system collapsed, debts appeared all that was left to Russia. Sad story, isn’t it?”

Mar ’96. Pulkovo Airport, St. Petersburg. In the Taxi
I’m not that old, but sometimes I notice some features in myself more characteristic for the golden age. I can easily recollect the history of Russia’s insurance industry under the tsar, but I can’t recall the appearance of the general director of a St. Petersburg-based shipowner insured in the Club through our company.

My only excuse is that now I have 2467 companies in my telephone directory. I know personally from one to thirty persons in every company. Even if we take an average of two… Still, no mercy on the brokers!

Besides, the after-effects of mixing vodka with saké at the Japanese restaurant were still felt. Failing to catch the plane, I returned to Murmansk across the same black ice – back to the Arctica Hotel. Now it’s full of life and joy, but at that period of recession it seemed that man has never trod on some of its floors. I got up early in the morning, and again there were ice races and a plane to St. Petersburg. Small wonder I didn’t recognize my own client, when I was picking up my suitcase from the conveyer belt. It appeared he came to meet somebody at Pulkovo. 

(Two years later we lost this fleet. The list of their reasons to find another broker included, among a number of smaller faults, my failing to recognize their director. This is what we call personal factor).

Probably one could read in my face (a) some traces of regret for the previous day’s second bottle of vodka, (b) feeling upset because of the un-recognized general director, and (c) wondering why on earth did I come to St. Petersburg at all, as I was hopelessly late for my morning appointment. This was the range of my feelings, which the persistent driver has read quite correct. 

“We won’t take much!” The rule is, don’t go with the first cabby. But this time the rule was forgotten. Anyway, it’s a fifteen minutes ride, only to the cities’ first outskirts. “What kind of car do you drive?” “A sound Volga. Let’s go, it’s not far from here”.

Next minute they started implementing their scenario, as I understood later. “Andrey, they want you for a long trip. Let your client go with Vitaliy – anyway, he’s not going very far. Vitaliy has the same car as you do”. Approaching the Volga, I saw another passenger in the front seat. I didn’t have time for a usual thought under such circumstances: “never share your cab with anyone”. Everything looked absolutely natural: Vitaliy couldn’t have known in advance that he’ll have one more passenger. I put my suitcase into the boot and got into the car. We started off. I was alone in the back seat, and everything seemed fine.

Suddenly somebody moved away from the bus stop, almost cutting our way: “I was seeing my sister off; I have to be in town urgently; I’m waiting for a bus for half an hour!” “Mind picking him up?” No problem. He’s just a casual man, isn’t he?

That was the end of the taxi scenario prologue. In a couple minutes I started developing strong feelings that the action itself was about to start.

Jan ’95. Tallinn-Riga Train

Not all my business trips were equally funny. I enter a train compartment. One of the two berths is occupied by a good-looking girl. “Hello!” (in Russian). No reply. OK, after gaining independence in 1991 – as well as in the fifty years after Molotov and Ribbentropp divided Europe between them – the Russians weren’t extremely popular in the Baltic states. “Good evening!” (this time in English). Silence again.

OK, let’s keep silence for five hours – the trip to Riga isn’t a long one. I start spreading out my calculations and charts on the table.

When in 1993 I left Blackbalsea and Ingosstrakh’s empire, it seemed that we broke up forever. However, by the end of 1996 Ingosstrakh’s management has changed, and we became close friends again. But at that time I didn’t know this was going to happen.

In 18 months we got hold of several fleets. Mostly, it was P&I insurance. In addition, there were cargoes – difficult banana insurances I inherited from my Russian partners. But I had strong desire to get into hull insurances. But how can I do this? In mid-90s, one still could insure young hulls at Lloyds’ – but not singletons. What about those aged over 15? Where is the market? At the moment it was just Blackbalsea and Ingosstrakh. But the Ingosstrakh security service has a “black list” of people prohibited to enter their premises: 20 names in alphabetical order, and mine is one of the first. 

(Incidentally, this list proved to make me an excellent publicity. People don’t like direct repressions against their colleagues. My counterparts in Odessa saw my name on the list, felt pity for me and started sending me clients, private shipowners and managers. By 1997 Ukraine accounted for 30% of our operations).

Jan ‘95. Co-Insurance

What was the way out? I didn’t start getting acquainted with insurance companies in Russia, the Baltics and Ukraine in 1992 for nothing. None of them had hull reinsurance treaties at that time. But what if we group them together?
So here I am, going the Riga Transport Fleet to try to persuade them into hull insurance. This is my offer. Out of their sixteen vessels, two are new, with $10 million Sums Insured each. We have Lloyds’ quotes on them received through our friends in SBJ.

(We have never been and will probably never become Lloyds’ brokers. Even now the overwhelming majority of our operations take place outside Lime Street. We have never been connected with any of Lloyds’ brokers. Instead, we worked with some ten companies, choosing those of them that seemed to us and to the market to be the best experts in a certain insurance line).

OK, another four ships are around ten years old, $5 million each. We have Lloyds’ and Russian market’s quotations for them. As well as for the rest. Russian rates for them are somewhat 30% lower, so are the deductibles. 

As a result, insuring all the 16 ships at Lloyds’ will cost $2 million. We suggest an alternative scheme: the two new ones – 100% at Lloyds’. The four older ones – 70% at Lloyds’ and 30% in the Baltics, Russia and Ukraine. Another four, still older – vice versa, 70% in the East, and, finally, the six oldest ones – 100% in the East. The total premium is around $1.2 million. A 40% saving!

Jan ‘95. Riga-Tallinn Train

My neighbour became curious about the numerous charts on the table. “What…do… you… do?” It took her half an hour to formulate her question in English. “Insurance”. She looks puzzled. “Versicherung”. No idea. “Assurance”. Beside the mark. I rummage in my memory. I used to have a client at Ingosstrakh – a Helsinki-based Soviet shipowner. “Kindulustu!” She smiles, and for the rest of the trip the silence becomes warm instead of tense. Thanks God, we managed to reach at least some understanding.

Jan ‘95. Financial Analysis

So, how can I persuade the Riga Transport Fleet that our scheme is safe? Only by means of figures. I write down the total value of vessels covered by the Eastern market section. Multiply it by two: in case of a total loss, an insurer may be obliged to pay out even more than 200% of the Sum Insured – in fact, up to 275%! But all sixteen ships aren’t becoming total losses in one year, of course.

Now I look through the financial data of the thirty companies agreed to participate in co-insurance. Some of them are in Russia, spread between Kaliningrad and Sakhalin. Others, in the Baltic region, and only one from Ukraine, as at that time it was the only trustworthy I knew.

I put down in my chart data on their gross premiums in dollars for 1994. Share of property insurances in them. Paid-up capital size, retained profits, etc. All data are taken from the companies’ official reports to insurance supervisory bodies. 

Looks like something is beginning to emerge from the figures! If we just take the net assets of the thirty companies, they are three times bigger than the total sum of their potential liabilities!

1989. The Principles of Financial Analysis

The fact that I have been into analysis since 1987 (when I started writing my thesis on insurance) came in handy in compiling those charts. 

At first I just wanted to understand what the difference was between my beloved Mutuals and “ordinary”, i.e., commercial insurance companies, from a financial analyst’s point of view. Thus, the title was determined, “Mutual and Commercial Insurance: Theory and Practice.”

Later I found out an interesting thing: nobody was doing the insurers’ financial analysis at that time. So I had to begin with looking into the structure of insurers’ balances and profit-and-loss accounts. With trying to understand the meaning of unearned premium and loss reserves, IBNR and IBNER, as well as triangulation methods and free reserves. With mastering the solvency margin calculations, etc.

Mid-1990. Piatnitskaya Street, Ingosstrakh. Insurance Legislation

“Georgiy, we are setting up a task force for drafting Insurance Law. Do you want to participate in it? As far as I know, you are writing a thesis on this subject,” Mikhail Safronov, then Ingosstrakh’s Vice President, asked me. 
There did exist some insurance legislation in the Soviet Union, but only in the form of insurance contract law. It included rights and obligations of the parties, their actions in case of an insured accident, correlation between insurable values and sums insured, sanctions for underinsurance – in a word, most of the paragraphs of the English Marine Insurance Act, 1906, and modern Hull insurance clauses. 

(When I was writing a book on marine insurance in 1997, sometimes I couldn’t help laughing. Misunderstood terms from the 1906 Act have got into the insurance section of the Soviet Merchant Shipping Code of 1968 and through it into some CIS countries’ legislations).

So, by the end of 1990s there was no legislation on insurance companies, since even in 1988, three years into de-monopolisation and perestroika, there were only a dozen insurers in the whole country. These included the traditional monopolies, Gosstrakh and Ingosstrakh, and a few small cooperatives, as we used to call them, among them the solid ASKO empire standing aside.

How to set up an insurance company? Who is supposed to regulate its operations and in what way? Which approach should be taken in defining a reliable insurer? All these questions weren’t settled in the legislation. So our task, a rather interesting one, was to fill in this gap.

A year or two of our work on the draft seemed to me nothing but marking time. The Ministry of Finance took the draft prepared by Gosstrakh and sent it to Ingosstrakh. We were trying to rewrite it basing on our understanding of how a market should work. Then we would send it back to the Ministry. Then our draft came back to us once again with Gosstrakh corrections. And finally the Ministry of Finance of the nearly-collapsed Soviet Union sent it to all fifteen republics: remember, the USSR ceased its existence between August 18 and December 25, 1991.

“Georgiy, what are you writing about in your remarks? What do you mean by technical reserves? Are we engineers or what?” even Ingosstrakh’s vice-presidents, who had spent abroad more than one year, kept asking me. I had to give them quotations from my thesis in response. Luckily, I was the only person in the task force able to type on our Finnish computers with incorrectly Russified keyboards. So I had a chance to insert terms from my thesis straight into the draft.

Now it seems really weird to me that the Russian equivalent of the term “solvency margin”, has come to the laws of many CIS countries from my thesis. Likewise, the abbreviation StrakhNadzor (for the Insurance Supervisory Board). All this has happened long time ago…

However, this research-and-practical activity turned very helpful when in mid-1995 Oakeshott started doing real financial analysis in order to assess which Russian, Baltic, and Ukrainian insurers were worth working with.

Jan ’95. Following the Leader

So, a system of 30 insurers was proposed for consideration by my favourite Riga-based insured. It was a simple co-insurance mechanism, like they do at Lloyds’. All Insurers were financially reliable. But, not all these companies were experts in hull insurance. What should I do? Let’s appoint a leader, a professional. I draft a Leader’s clause, having in mind Westrosso (future Zurich-Russia). Everybody trusts them. Another clause: if a guarantee is needed to release a vessel, it should be issued by the leader, with other parties issuing corresponding counter-guarantees. And one more clause, on the applicable legislation and jurisdiction – London, as we are using English Hull Clauses. 

After two days of intense work in Riga, everything was settled. The shipowner, on looking into all details of our offer, agreed to implement it. The first functioning London-style co-insurance pool in the former Soviet Union, involving thirty companies from five countries, was born!

We were lucky enough – there were no huge losses. A couple of minor ones were covered by all the thirty companies, from the Baltic region to the Russian Far East.

Aug ‘95, Minories, London EC3. New Colleagues

How did I manage to get out of London and into the Tallinn-Riga train? Having worked for fourteen months all alone in a tiny room (a true paradise! Everything was close at hand: computer, printer, Xerox, fax machine, the files, etc. Commuting took not more than 5 seconds: from one room into another…), I realised that I had too many insureds and files. I couldn’t cope with them an my own any more. So, I turned to dozens of agencies. First, there was a two-months search for an office, which lead me to the then utterly shabby Ibex House in Minories, City. The historical parallels were really “inspiring”. Jack the Ripper used to stroll about the yards in this parts. Hitler allegedly gave an order to abstain from bombing this eight-storied building, then the highest one in City. But all these obscure facts were overridden by the only bright spot in the lease contract, the size of rent.

In January 1995 I moved to the new office. Now, the employment agencies. My first attempt was with Martin. Thanks to him I received an opportunity to go on business trips more freely. Though, after four months I realised that something was missing. To work in a tiny company, one has to burn with enthusiasm instead of displaying his highest activity at 5:30 when it is time to pack the bag and go home. 

In August 1995 Barry and Samson came to the company simultaneously. This time it worked. Since then we’ve been supporting each other and the company for over eight years – it’s hard to believe how much water has flown under the bridges! Time literally slips by.

Mar ‘96. Tsarskoselskoye Highway, St. Petersburg. Inside the Taxi
“Where are you from, bro?” says the cheerful passenger in the front seat.

“Murmansk.” (Mentioning London would hardly be to the point). “Oh, and how are your polar lights? And me, I’m from Sverdlovsk (now it’s Ekaterininburg). We were hanging around in the plane for four hours, and they didn’t even serve us lunch. Sure you had something good for lunch.”

“Yes, more or less...” “They didn’t entertain us even with food. Bored us to death. All we did was playing cards with the babes. It was poker; the looser gets a card stuck to his forehead. Do you know the rules?” 

“What’s so special about your rules?” the other passenger enters into the conversation. Didn’t he say he only needed to go to the nearest tube station? Why this sudden interest in cards?

“No, it’s just for fun. You lose, and they stick a card to you forehead – bung! We were laughing our heads off all the way. There was one girl who kept losing all the time – we were falling about laughing…”

The Late Twentieth to Early Twenty-First Century. Jokes

What we Russians really like, is to make fun of ourselves and of people around us. Since my first training course in London in November 1988, they keep on asking me, “How is it going back at home? Not too good, huh?” And I always gave them the same answer.

If people always manage to see the funny side in any situation– things are not that bad. The major requirement to any negotiator is to recollect jokes timely and tell them masterly. This always helps.

There are dozens of jokes invented every day. Most of them are untranslatable, but…

A TV host:

“Funny as it is, we have had another catastrophe happened…”

The Prime Minister announces that the country is going to almost double its GDP in the next decade. In Russian GDP sounds as VVP, which are also the president’s initials. Dozens of comments appear immediately.

“How is your country’s VVP this year?”

“The same as last year: he’s fond of skiing and judo”.

“How can you double the VVP volume in three years?”

“Just feed him better”.

Here are a couple of simple life stories.

“Waiter, could you please roast these quails once again?”

“What’s wrong? Are they sodden?’

“I don’t know, but they are eating my salad”.

A newspaper ad: “We heal kleptomania with claustrophobia. Call 02 (police emergency number in Russia)”.

“Lady, had anybody ever told you that you’re beautiful?”

“No!”

“Amazing how many honest people there are around…”

A bad friend is like a shadow, appearing only on sunny days.

People of any epoch are always curious, “How much did Judas received in our money?”

And so on, and so forth.

Late Twentieth – Early Twenty-First Century. Past Laughter?

Seriously speaking, maybe this is only our imagination that life has become a little bit easier? There are so many talks around about people starving in the countryside…

I don’t know about the countryside. I don’t believe the stories printed in newspapers most of which I find disgusting. After 1985, newspapers became extremely popular: everybody wanted to learn the truth. Now, after reading so many newspaper hoaxes, people have lost their interest to the routine, unlike the books. My part of the world is still greatly devoted to reading. Some of the sophisticated writers like Paulo Coelho or Haruki Murakami are much more popular in Russia or Ukraine than in the West. Along with detective stories, some of them funny, others less so; some stupid and still others quite realistic. Reading books is more fashionable than watching TV. 

One of the reasons is that what you can see on TV is mostly dismal stories about somebody getting robbed or killed. Looks like somebody is trying to scare our people to death acting on God-knows-whose orders. 

But we all are living real life. Through my relatives, friends, acquaintances and business partners I have contacts – indirect ones, of course – with at least 10,000 people. If something happens with any of them, I would know. In the 18 years of perestroika three people from this indirect circle of acquaintances were killed. They were nice people, and I’d never tell in the face of their near and dear that three is not too much. But I can say this to the strangers.

Most of my acquaintances are rather well-to-do people. As they all too often picture it in the West, bandits should come to each of them trying to take money from them. But this is not so. I, with my ten to thirty trips a year, would know if it was so. This is precisely why I found myself in that taxi: relaxing my vigilance in the period of general tranquillity.

Early Twentieth Century. Improving Living Standards?

An idyll? Of course not. Many are in dire straits. But the process has already begun, and nothing is going to stop it. The level of education and ability to learn, both in theory and on practice, is very high in our region. And now there is money around. While earlier the so-called new Russians used to spend their money in Cyprus or Malta, starting from 2000 they began to bring them back to Russia. In case of the “new Ukrainians” – back to Ukraine, and Kazakhs – Kazakhstan, etc. Obviously, quite a few people now have some confidence in their countries’ future.

When you bring your money back to the country, you usually invest it. Even if it is only into your own apartment or house, it still gives work and wages to dozens of people: drivers, designers, building materials traders, constructors, teachers, doctors, etc. The more so if you invest into something real, be it shops or ships, schools or mines. Solvent demand generates supply.

Look how the list of professions studied at Institutes has changed! Even fifteen years ago I would be not just surprised but astounded if I found out that my friends’ daughter is studying tourism management. Now this is quite an ordinary thing. Services require more manpower. 

This is why the demand for insurance, our daily bread, increases. We are rendering services, too!

Mar ‘96. Tsarskoselskoye Highway, St. Petersburg, Inside the Taxi
Of course, not everybody has dedicated one’s life to hotel or insurance business…
“What are the rules of the game? Are they really that simple?” my neighbour on the left keeps asking questions.

It’s springtime. The sun is shining, and the snow started to thaw in some places in St. Petersburg. We have ridden some two kilometres from Pulkovo and are now already on homestretch to the city’s outskirts. It becomes more and more boring.

“What rules – you just make up a good combination and bingo! Well, you also have to count points. Three for a queen, four for a king – right, Murmansk guy?” This is the first time he turns to me directly.

“I don’t play cards.” After an awkward pause the driver suddenly drives to a service station but doesn’t park at the gas pump. He leaps out of his Volga. Now it’s only three of us. I try to open the door but it’s locked.

1995-2001. My London Colleagues

… So, the Oakeshott team started to take shape. And it’s exactly a team, because neither Barry Pierce nor Samson Akande can live without football. They even tried to recruit a mini-football team once…

Barry has gone through a perfect professional school, eight years at the P&I Shipowners Club next door to our Ibex House. Among other things, it was a school of communication, both by phone and face-to-face. Barry worked with shipowners as well as surveyors. The second part of experience he had gained was in practical insurance, understanding and even feeling of deadlines. And third was his ability to work with papers. The Club also had plenty of them: in terms of the number of insured ships, Shipowners Mutual is one of the world biggest.
Thanks to Ingosstrakh, I had a good school of bureaucracy, always knowing how and where telexes or letters should be filed. Now it’s strange even to think that there were no fax machines in 1984. They bought and installed one only in 1987. To use the only Xerox in the office, one had to get a written permit from the vice-president. And even in that case you didn’t use the expensive machine yourself: there was a lady specially hired for this purpose. This was both to save paper and prevent copying some illegal anti-communist documents (as if every office worker was suspected to be a member of some clandestine movement). 
I had 5-10 telexes every day. Now I receive 10-20 e-mails and everything’s fine, but at that time I thought it was too many. I piled them on my desk and once every three months started unwillingly a filing/unfiling week. But my ability to find a telex received some two months before 

(I’m tempted to type “email” instead of “telex” all the time, since the latter has been long forgotten!) 

in its pile in five minutes has won me a bet many times. This skill looks like boring bureaucracy, but you can’t do without it.

Dec ‘96. Christmas, London

“Oakeshott? We need your help – it’s urgent! We have a banana-laden ship on fire in Lomonosov!” I can’t help recalling the beautiful and still undiscovered by tourists St. Petersburg’s suburb with its baroque pavilions scattered in the park…

“What ship? Are we its insurers?” They give me the name. I ring up Barry Pierce who is on vacations 200 miles north from London. He can’t recall this name, either. OK, at least I vaguely remember the insured himself, the cargo owner who was going to buy loads of bananas and import them to St. Petersburg. Barry confirms that we have offered him an open cover two months before, but nothing has happened.

For the next five days I sit on my home fax machine: there were no emails yet. Appointing surveyors on behalf of the insurers (their office is empty), separate ones for the consignees, making contacts with the shipowners’ surveyors… In a word, a regular Christmas fever.

After Christmas another blow comes from the (American) insurers. “We didn’t insure this ship!” We rummage through our correspondence. Indeed, first the banana customer was going to charter one ship, then another, and finally he got lost at all. It appears that in the end he chartered out still another ship. 

Barry: “He was travelling around the world and couldn’t make his banana deal. He has two mobile phones, but he answered none of them. I wrote to him many times that by the terms of his insurance – he confirmed having received our fax – he was not only to confirm the ship’s name to us but also arrange for a survey. A ship survey, not bananas – and all we got from him was a short cargo inspection report”.

Luckily, a friend of ours was appointed adviser to the cargo owner in St. Petersburg. “Georgiy, better don’t disappoint him. His bodyguard… how shall I put it… let’s say – better don’t look at him, this would only upset you”. I didn’t visit St. Petersburg for a whole year after this, since the insurers have rejected the one million dollars claim. Barry and I were very upset. Fortunately, we had all papers safe in our file, including the one describing what the cargo owner was to do.

Of course we helped our St. Petersburg friends advising them on good London lawyers. Two years later we had to testify. “What have you been doing from October 10 to 15, 1996? Why was the fax sent two hours late? Why didn’t you argue with the insurers from the very beginning?” and so on, and so forth. But our testimony did help, and a compromise was reached. Barry, Samson and I have learnt our lesson: you should value every piece of paper in your files.

1996-2003. Accounting

Samson Akande also had some experience: before coming to work with us he was doing accounting at a Lloyds’ Syndicate. That’s why he’s the one who carries out all the accounting in our company almost on his own, with some support from our auditors. This is anything but easy. There are three computer accounting systems that we use in our work. But this is not enough for me: now I’m introducing a fourth one. 

This is even funny sometimes. It was back in 1984 that I invented my first, very simple chart in Excel: what insurance premiums we are to receive and when; when we did in fact receive it; names of our underwriters, etc. I called it Time Statistics or, in abbreviated form, Timesta. Sounds a little poetic, doesn’t it? There was much fun when we saw a respectful record made by the tax people who inspected us: “In addition to the well-known Sage system, Oakeshott applies its own specialized brokers’ accounting system, Timester”. Maybe we should start selling it one of these days…

Accounting or, to be more specific, the complications around avoiding double taxation, were among the reasons why we started working with Ukrainian insurance companies. Our co-operation was so close that at one period Ukraine was our leading country in terms of earned premiums and commissions.

1995-1999. Getting to Know Local Insurers

When Oakeshott was founded, we mostly worked as direct brokers. We found shipowners, managers or cargo owners and insured them at P&I Clubs, Lloyds’ or insurance companies.

But since 1994 I started making acquaintances with new insurers. Some of them I knew before. For example, I was deeply impressed with the first meeting of the future Rossiya Insurance Company. They declared they took over the name and fame from the large pre-revolutionary insurance company. They even cracked a joke about taking the Insurers’ old building from its current owner. You must have seen this solid building, which did not face the monument to KGB founder Felix Dzerzhinsky by mere chance. Later KGB has changed its name and the monument was destroyed, but nobody’s in a hurry to make restitution to the Rossiya Insurance Company. Probably they don’t want problems with removing the archives… 

But this was only a joke, while the Company’s intentions were most serious. This is what I stated at the Ingosstrakh general meeting in March 1990: “There appear new interesting insurers that can become serious competitors for us. We have to speed up our reconstruction”. Many liked my criticism, but others didn’t. 

Anyway, Rossiya has become our first alternative to Ingosstrakh in terms of hull insurance. Then appeared the above-mentioned Westrosso, and after that a number of insurers in the Baltic region. There were insurers in every company with whom we have reached understanding, who knew the London and, later, German and Norwegian insurance clauses by heart, and who never let us down. Many of them have left for other firms since, but we still keep in touch.

With Ukrainian companies it was different: we mostly competed with them. At that time they were small, with modest capitals and no reinsurance protection. We, on the contrary, worked directly with shipowners and managers, well-known Odessa-based companies that appeared after the loud collapse of the Black Sea Shipping Company. Small wonder: it was one of the world biggest in terms of the number of ships. New operators were mushrooming, while not many knew something about insurance business.

I didn’t go to Kyiv and didn’t trust local firms. So, primarily I worked only with Monomakh. The Shipping Company itself created this insurer before collapsing and supplied it with a considerable capital. However, later suspicions aroused that the capital was getting scattered as the company was falling apart. But at first we worked with them solely.

1996, Ukraine. Repressive Legislation: A Driving Force For Developing Insurance?

“Georgiy, what are you going to do now? Doesn’t this By-Law take the wind out of your sails?” After generous Odessa-style treating washed down with more than one shot of vodka in the comfortable atmosphere of my friends’ apartment, the question sounded more than disillusioning.

Ukraine’s Insurance Supervisory Board was strengthening its positions. This is quite logical: in the transitive period it is necessary to control money flows, reinsurance ones included. But not necessarily with such draconian measures!

A simple rule, or rather a law, was introduced. “You want to insure abroad? No problem! Just pay a 30% tax on the total premiums transferred and go ahead!”

What if the rates are coordinated with the Club? What if the broker’s commission is sometimes mere 5%? Who is going to cover the deficit? Hardly this will be a shipowner who tends to run away to the Ocean Club with its tempting low rates.

(Nobody could have known at the time that the Club was already falling into decay and would leave the world of insurance by 2000!)

So we had to think out something. You can’t insure Ukrainian companies abroad, eh? Fine, we will insure offshore managers!

However, some firms didn’t want to go to offshore out of quite comprehensible considerations: they didn’t want to lose their flag. Then we started holding talks with Odessa insurers.

“Right, the Clubs won’t even listen about reinsurance; only direct insurance. Yes, you can’t retain even the slightest share of the risk. But 100% fronting isn’t prohibited in this country! So, we have to create an insurance / reinsurance combination… Do we have any options?”

(I must say, Ukraine hasn’t found an official way out of this situation till present day. Now the Russian authorities think about pressing their shipowners into the same Procrustean bed… Does anybody learn by their neighbours’ mistakes?)

1996-2003. The Notorious Double Taxation

This is how we started working with Ukrainian insurers. Helping Ukrainian shipowners, we were gradually developing practical marine insurance skills among our colleagues. 

Another common problem became the Conventions on avoiding double taxation, a.k.a. DTAs. Recall the 30% mentioned above. Even if insurance turned into reinsurance, you still had to pay a tax, though a little lower – 15 %, in case that premium was paid to a country with which there was no DTA Agreement signed. By 1997 most Ukrainian hull insurances were reinsured in Russian companies. We worked with Ingosstrakh, the Rossiya, with Moscow-based Military Insurance Company, the latter soon becoming one of our favourites in spite of its terrifying name. 
But. there was no DTA Agreement between Ukraine and Russia. So, what were Ukrainian shipowners supposed to do? Pay the 15% surcharge - or go to Lloyds’ and reinsure their 30-year-old ships on limited conditions at rates two or three times higher? We suggested they went to a UK company – say, to us. The UK has ratified a DTA with Ukraine – which meant big savings for the local shipowners and insurers. 
1997-1999. Unforgettable Seminars

…We had to think about marketing all the time. Never believed in expensive magazines or posters – our solution was a different one. 

My seminars experience started back at Ingosstrakh, powered by joint efforts of Mr Riabinin and our colleagues from UK Mutual. Once every year or two we gathered all shipowners. Usually it was Indian summer in the still hot Odessa or end of September in  St. Petersburg, specially drying up for a week after permanent rains. For us this was a perfect school in interpreting, insurance and legislation. 

So, we made a decision: let’s share our knowledge and experience – for free! Yes, there are dozens of companies in this region taking thousands of dollars for every bit of knowledge. We don’t need it
(Our competitors are still mad at us for this! I’ve just had a conversation with one of them…)

- we are in different business. Our first seminars were held in Latvia, when we were working with the still unprivatised Riga Transport Fleet. Then, more frequently, we did it in the nice and warm Odessa in May. 

Barry prepared himself thoroughly for the first seminar. “George, do I have to take my suit with me?”  “Sure, it might come in useful there”. So, Barry didn’t take any cloths but a suit. Right after the seminar in an Irish pub in Deribasovskaya St., the main street of the Ukrainian Pireaus, Barry looked quite in place. But next day on the beach, with 25 degrees Celsius…

Simply explaining what hull insurance was, and the difference between hull and P&I was not overly inspiring. So we started inviting English, American, German and French insurers. Their main task was preparing lively case studies. Our audience was always listening holding their breath.

The seminars encouraged me for summarizing my experience. I sat at the desk in August 1996 and stretched my back only in September 2000. My book on hull insurance and P&I became first practical reference book that I now see in captain’s cabins, at universities and insurance companies… It is nice to realize that you made some contribution into developing your branch of business.

1997. First Non-Marine Inquiries
“We worked with vessels  – what if we suggest a juice factory? Or a hotel?” “At what rate can you reinsure a shopping center from fire and business interruption?”

Our development in Ukraine, as well as in Russia, clearly followed the course of changes. First transformations happened in transport – privatization and its financial aftermath. That’s why in early 1990s the demand was biggest for insuring and reinsuring ships, aircraft, containers and cargoes. Exactly what we dealt with at our dear OSS!

Sometime around mid-1990s factories owners also began to reflect on this subject. Well, I shook the dust off my CII textbooks. This was like some kind of foresight – I studied there precisely non-marine insurance. I had to recollect the old Blackbalsea insurance conditions, and we plunged into the non-marine facultative reinsurance market, later adding treaty and XL reinsurance to the list. This is where R. Kiln’s volume studied in my last year at the Institute came in handy. Finally I could use my knowledge on practice – fourteen years later.

Professionals Appeared Soon

One might ask, “Why would you need such in-depth knowledge in the underdeveloped market where insurance share in the GNP is measured in few percent?”

Even in such, so far rather small, market one has to be a professional. Otherwise nobody will trust you. It was easy to show professionalism in the early 1990s. At that time both new shipowners and new insurers couldn’t distinguish between a cargo policy and a cargo liability insurance in the P&I or CMR framework. Now everything is different.

2000-2003. Reinsurance Seminars

Let me give you an example. By 2000 it turned almost impossible to expand solely in marine insurance, at least in Ukraine. There were not too many shipowners, most of them already insured, sometimes, having listened to our seminars and read the books. So, lots of people start undercutting each other - which is not our approach.

Then in our search for new clients we switched to non-marine reinsurance, mostly facultative. And, as in marine, we decided that seminars are our own way for making publicity, though rather expensive and labour- and time-intensive.

What should be the issues for our reinsurance seminars? Maybe the difference between proportional and non-proportional reinsurance? risk and catastrophe XLs? Dozens of people were already speaking about this and making considerable money out of their seminars. We decided to take a more complicated way, starting to summarize the Western experience in the reinsurance business, primarily basing on court awards and arbitration decisions. 

In four years we touched upon such topics as jurisdiction and applicable law clauses, claims cooperation and claims control clauses, brokers’ rights and duties, aggregation problems and insurers’ insolvencies case studies. One of my favourite subjects is the Utmost Good Faith doctrine. I’ve been searching for Russian equivalents for misrepresentation or non-disclosure for already two years. Together, we are trying to find precise Russian translations for terms, warranties, conditions, and fundamental terms of contract. We have looked at dozens of precedents: SCOR, Exxon Valdez, Kuwait Airways, Pan Atlantic, Star Sea, Aegon, Scott vs Copenhagen, etc…

June ‘03. Uzbekistan. The Ancient and the Modern

But, a simple question surprised me a lot. In June 2003 my wife and I went to Tashkent to organize our first seminar there. We found ourselves in the fairytale Uzbekistan, in the very centre of the ancient Silk Way. The country is half-Socialist, unlike the neighbouring Kazakhstan, which has converted to Capitalism. One-way air ticket to Bukhara costs $25.

So, we went to Bukhara one Sunday. We made a round of ancient madrasahs and mosques, ate pilaw at the hauz, a pond next to which the folk hero Hadji Nasreddin used to make fun of the rich. We visited some bazaars – what a beauty! Silk, carpets, gouged and painted pumpkins, lacquered chessboards, scissors in the shape of a heron, fanciful Arabic characters and patterns drawn in ink. The Samanides Mausoleum alone is worth seeing! It’s a small brick cubic building from the ninth century. No paint at all, but the bricks form ten or maybe fifteen different patterns, creating an impression of luxuriant architectural-sculptural range under complete penury of colour.

Then there was a 300-km way to Samarkand. 35 degrees Celsius – but hotels and cars are equipped with air conditioners. A decent highway: two lanes in each direction, not overly smooth, but with no visible holes either. Generally speaking, the roads in our region are still more or less, though no match to the Western ones. 
Samarkand differs greatly from the modest country town of Bukhara, the former madrasah of the East. Samarkand was capital of Tamerlane’s empire, which didn’t lose its gloss after his death in 1405. The vast turquoise domes of the Shakhi-Zinda burial-vaults, the remains of the famous Ulugbek Observatory. The tomb of Daniel, prophet of three religions. They used to say that his spirit was big enough for ten people. This is why his tombstone is 18 meters long, equalling to the height of ten people.

After sightseeing we went back to Tashkent by car – another 300 km. The seminar was scheduled for the next day. Local insurance market differs from its Ukrainian, Kazakhstan or Russian counterparts. It reminds one of the Soviet times: two big companies, Uzbekistan’s answers to Ingosstrakh and Gosstrakh. But there are also around twenty smaller ones, which develop rapidly.

It’s Not Easy to Ask Questions

So, let me explain why I started telling about Tashkent. At the end of a seminar it’s the questions time. Usually there are not too many of them. People aren’t used to it. Maybe this comes from Stalin’s times, when a wrong question could easily get answered in  Siberia. Fifty years have passed, but the dread of making questions still remains.

Another reason is that a Soviet man’s nature

- and, whatever you say, there is something in common between the completely different peoples – Russians, Ukrainians, Uzbeks, and Kazakhs. Decades spent in the same country in the same circumstances caused some certain levelling in national characters. However, there are lots of national and local differences, of course - 
includes a trait very traditional for the English and Japanese – the fear of losing one’s face. “What will people think if I go outside wearing black jeans and blue sweater,” my 11-year-old daughter would ask me. The same is with seminars. Asking a wrong question, you run the risk of losing your face.

Suddenly somebody raises his arm. “You spoke about claims control clauses. What’s your opinion of the court decision on the Tai Ping case from this viewpoint?” Wow! I was going to distribute my brochure containing an article, partially devoted to this case, in five minutes. I can’t believe somebody heard about this precedent here, in a country that is only building its insurance industry.

However, it’s quite natural. The person asking the question was a lawyer from Uzbekinvest, an equivalent of Ingosstrakh. Judging by the latter, striving for knowledge, encouraging this striving and providing opportunities for travelling around the world and saturating one’s thirst for knowledge have always been characteristic for the former monopolies. In addition, Uzbekinvest’s head is a former scholar, eager for everything new and interesting. 

I’m Proud of My Colleagues

Let me say it once again: in 1988 there were only about fifteen people dealing with reinsurance in the whole Soviet Union with its 250-million population. They were the only ones to know the difference between Surplus and Excess of Loss, terms whose Russian equivalents sound treacherously alike. 

Now there are 2,000 insurance companies in Russia, 300 in Ukraine and maybe another 300 in the remaining 13 countries of the former USSR. Probably only one-tenth of them are into reinsurance. The remaining 80% either have very small premium incomes, or think they don’t need reinsurance protection. But how come they found experts for at least 400 reinsurance departments? 

The answers lay in studying abroad, in seminars and, of course, in routine work. Their level answers at least the world average. Some are still experiencing problems with their English, while others speak three or four languages. So, the language barrier will definitely be broken.

Look at Alex Timofeev, who was the best man at Katya’s and mine wedding. A close friend of mine, he came to Ingosstrakh at the age of 18, simultaneously studying at the Financial Institute. But the Master’s diploma was not enough for him. So, he got his second diploma as a lawyer. Even then he didn’t stop: at present he is finishing his MBA. He says he would like to “study something else” after that, but he didn’t decide yet between ACII, working on a Ph.D. thesis or, surprisingly, drama school – “to make a better presentation,” as he puts it. An eternal student tiring himself out over books? No way – he’s a vivacious man who doesn’t forget about work, either: recently he has become one of the youngest department heads in the Ingosstrakh’s history.
Ludmila Kudykova, who works at our London’s office, is daughter of a shipowner, a close friend of mine. She graduated from a London University, where she, in addition to international economics, has mastered four languages, among them – Spanish, completely new for her. She spent some time in Madrid for language practice. Ludmila has been working for us for three years. First she assisted Barry with marine inquiries and now she’s also dealing with non-marine and cargo ones. Moreover, she studies at the Chartered Insurance Institute – incidentally, so does Samson.

Fortunately, there are plenty of such examples in our business.

Why Do They Keep Low Profile Abroad?

Why do even representatives of those 400 companies show such a low level of activity in the international markets?

On the one hand, so far insurance didn’t get very far, with non-marine insurance just starting to gain popularity. The premium incomes in this market are far from gigantic from the global viewpoint.

On the other hand, suffice it to recall the 1998 money default. Was it just of domestic origin? Didn’t it result in serious distortions between the currencies’ domestic and foreign purchasing power? Were the local currencies – not only Russian Rouble - artificially depreciated? In the last five years the prices have reached world level, unlike the salaries. A considerable part of population is still balancing on the edge of poverty, which they didn’t before 1998. Only the process of distributing the not numerous wealthy people’s money through the non-manufacturing sector to many of the country’s regions makes it possible to maintain a certain level of common wealth. 

This is why the insurance markets remain not too large. But there is another series of reasons. The West doesn’t have much trust in these markets’ stability. Reinsurers support between 2 and 10 companies in each country – maybe, a little more in Russia. In spite of all talks about democratisation and private initiative, the support is provided to strong semi-state insurers, not to the upstarting private ones. Almost boundless reinsurance credit is being open for the daughters of rich parents, i.e. captives of natural monopolies, or former monopolies which passed through shadow privatisation, or otherwise of big banks. 

Ingosstrakh and Military Insurance Company are among not numerous professionals, not belonging to those listed above. But how many others you can name? We locals are well aware that these others are good specialists and enjoy solid, though not very big in global terms, financial support from their founders. Still, they fail to find reinsurance support.
The Two-Tiers Market

I often see announcements advertising seminars where organizers promise to teach the insurers how to act in the period of forming market relations (obviously, in a pure market manner, they also intend to make a serious profit out of their clients’ thirst for knowledge).

Meanwhile, the market has already been formed in the last five or seven years, and restructuring it is anything but an easy task. This is how it looks. On its top are fifteen or twenty Russian companies with good multi-line reinsurance protection. The treaties include incoming reinsurances and sometimes retrocession. They also cover international risks, marine and non-marine.

Incidentally, all the above refers to CIS market only. With the Baltic States it is different: most companies there are either already owned by foreigners, including Russians, or actively displaying themselves for sale. Thus, market specifics there are totally different.

July ‘03. A Vilnius Café

In Vilnius, they finally started to erect skyscrapers. Tallinn has long become a twintown of Helsinki, considering that Estonian and Finnish languages are very close. Riga, in its turn, is a typical Hansa town reminding of Hamburg.

Until recently, Vilnius was absolutely unique. In various periods of its history it belonged to Poland, Belarus, and Russia. It is a small town hiding among numerous parks and woods, spreading over the banks of a narrow river. You can hardly find such amount of church buildings belonging to various denominations in any other place: Catholic, Protestant, Uniate, Orthodox churches along with synagogues. Most people here are true and sincere believers. Where else can you see parishioners crawling on their knees around a village church on Easter, praying for forgiveness of their sins?

So, they started constructing skyscrapers, though they look strange enough against the background of the Gediminas Castle, a red turret on the hill top, built in the fourteenth century by one of Lithuania’s most powerful kings.

“What happened to your insurance business?” I ask my Lithuanian colleague broker. We are sitting at a lounge on the high riverbank, looking at the lights of the city that loves and values nightlife. Even back in the 1970s, my parents used to come here to visit museums and – night clubs, which they didn’t have in Russia then.

My colleague’s story is rather typical for the new times. While still at the university, he started wandering from one porch to another, obviously not to rob people but to sell insurance polices.  Then he started working for a big international broker and later, four years ago, created a company of his own using Scandinavian money. He invited a few former Gosstrakh experts for their experience, few people from ministries and factories for their connections and a few fast learning young guys. Now he is among the five biggest brokers in Lithuania. 
It seems that his work is far from easy. “What are, for example, your rates for insuring petrol stations? We have recently reinsured them at approximately 0.20% in Russia.” “Good for you. Here we have too many interested foreign insurers. We have long forgotten the word, percent: we count in pro mils. Our rates would be 0.08% at maximum. Also, our deductibles are lower than yours…” No comments.

Two-Tiers, CIS Style

With CIS, things are all different. There are several big companies having treaties. Well, not just several but a few dozens. There are some in Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, etc. The treaties are placed in the West.

The remaining part of the reinsurance turnover – probably 80% in terms of the number of treaties and 50% in terms of the premium volume – is circulating within the region.

Feb ‘03. How to Insure a Refinery
So far, a beginner in the market, a small insurance company, can hardly make a factory owner, unwilling to insure his property, even to agree to a free survey, let alone paying for one. Why would he pay? He’s not even sure that he needs to buy a policy. And what can an insurer do without a survey?

My wife Katya’s experience in insuring a medium-size Ukrainian oil refinery proved that one can do without it. Of course, first we suggested that a Russian or a Western surveyor carries out an inspection. We even offered to pay half of the cost – and still got a refusal. Then, Katya got into our car, which at that time didn’t even have winter tires, and went all the 500 kilometres to the refinery, across the ice-covered mountains. She shot dozens of photos and brought back dozens of pages of inventory. 

A refinery is prepared to give 1,000-items-long inventories, but is unwilling to specify which production unit an item belongs to and which distances separate those units. So, Katerina had to do this all by herself. It took a few weeks to shorten the list from 50 pages down to 4. The possible maximum loss amount became clearer. Only then did we turn to Russia for obtaining reinsurance. We received some three offers, one of which was rather good. Then we spent another three months trying to persuade the refinery owners that the offer was by all means advantageous. Finally the contract was signed. It only took 9 months!
The Regional Reinsurance Market: Cooperation and Misunderstandings
These growth and understanding difficulties are, probably, the main reason for local insurers sticking to the regional reinsurance market. It’s cheaper, faster and equally safe. So far we didn’t have any serious reinsurance disputes – just some minor ones. Local reinsurers pay much effort to avoid disputes. For instance, Russian reinsurers are working on a Reinsurance Practice Code and standard wordings of proportional and non-proportional treaties. 

And, of course, one shouldn’t forget we deal with nearly a dozen jurisdictions and legal systems. Some of the steps authorities are taking, are not always comprehensible, from an insurance services buyer’s point of view. 

For instance, what we call “Ratings War” keeps on simmering among the larger states. Kazakhstan was the first to pass a law, in 2001, requiring reinsurers to have international agencies’ ratings. Meanwhile, most part of the motor, aviation and property risks were reinsured in Russia. Who gained profit from this resolution? Definitely not the insurers nor the original insureds. Some of the risks simply became unreinsurable and, as a result, uninsurable.  Later they decided to include Russian companies having highest ratings at the domestic Expert RA agency, but now, they say, this decision is cancelled. 

Now they are planning to implement something of this kind in Ukraine. What do they expect to achieve by this except for a rise in the costs and illegal reinsurance schemes?  

Still, we believe in the future of local markets. This is why we were among the first to start placing some shares of Russian companies’ treaties in Ukraine. We are offering Kazakhstan firms to do the same. And, there is no end to reinsurances we place with Russian companies for Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Moldova, Latvia, Lithuania, Kyrgyzstan, and even the officially non-existent Pridnestrovye.
Isn’t it More Safe in the West?

I’m not quite sure. Is it safer only because of the ratings? Then what about the sad story of the top-rated Independent Insurance? We used to work with the Independent through a large Lloyd’s broker who assured us only two days before the June 16, 2001 collapse that we could still trust this company. 
There was also the case of Australia’s second big insurer HIH, which also seemed very reliable. A part of the CIS P&I risks were reinsured there. There were also Reliance and Gerling, which in turn headed the top list of motor reinsurers in our region… Inside the region, we didn’t have problems of such magnitude.
Of course, we are not against cooperation with the Western market. We are all for it. No doubt, we would be only happy if Western reinsurers were standing in line to cooperate with our reinsureds. But unfortunately this is not so. A young Russian lady working for one of the three world top reinsurers said once, standing on the balcony in our office and admiring the view on the Golden Gate, “We deal with five companies in this country and we don’t intend to increase their number”.

Apr ‘00. Kyiv

Hang on, I haven’t yet told how come we found ourselves at the Golden Gate. The Gate itself is a restored part of Kyiv, one of Eastern Europe’s most ancient cities. They used to call it the Mother of Russian Cities.

In March 2000 the Ukrainian legislation has performed just another sudden change. It was probably first among the CIS countries to implement a requirement for reinsurance brokers to work in the local market only through a permanent representation. 

This was a true déjà vu. Searching for an office, visiting employment agencies… One might ask if they have such agencies here. Well – there are dozens of them around. We found Oleg Stelmakh who had 5 years’ working experience in the insurance business, rather fluent English and elementary German. As it often happens in this part of the world, Oleg never dreamed of studying insurance. He was trained to become an aviation expert.
But it happened so that after his graduation Oleg unexpectedly found himself in an aviation department of a big Ukrainian insurance company. Then he left for another one, a former monopoly. The work was anything but boring. You can hardly find something of a kind in any other country. Some factories and farms wanted to insure their property but they didn’t have free money. So they paid with their production, and a sales office created at the insurance company sold it and recorded the earned funds as insurance premium.

Thus, Oleg’s experience was quite good. He worked by himself for a year. Now we have seven people in our Kyiv office, including Katya and myself.

Different Neighbours: Belarus and Ukraine. High-Street Broking
Only after a six-months acquaintance Katya and I found out that, among many other things we had in common, there was the South Belarusian town of Gomel. Katya was born there, as well as my beloved grandmother who brought me up. So we are compatriots in some sense.

Later Katya moved to Minsk where she studied Spanish at local University. She worked as a teacher for some time, gaining great popularity among her pupils. In the period of teachers’ total poverty she went into business. She started with what she knew best – interpreting. Incidentally she mastered Italian and later, English. Then she moved to Kyiv and started to do marketing work for Daewoo – the Koreans boldly intruded this part of the world. Five years ago she received an offer to join insurance business. Katya decided to try it for a couple months – and she’s still there. She likes it, though translations of the rules of her favourite QBE Ukrainian branch from English into Ukrainian still make her laugh. Probably some of our insurance terms sound strange for the ear of a professional linguist.

Katya didn’t only breathe new life into mine, but also brought some variety into our operations. Her vocation is direct brokerage and sometimes working as an agent. First she represented only two firms, the Ukrainian offices of QBE and AIG. She mostly worked with the British living in Kyiv – more and more of them come to stay in this city, attracted by the calm and regular mode of life where it is not too hard to find a niche for oneself so far. Eagerness and some will is all it takes. This is how we, through Katya’s ARIS Company (All Risks Insurance Service - a typical Ukrainian name, isn’t it), started direct motor, medical, householders and even loss of rent and catering liability insurances. Then there were factories and even a nice Aquapark near Odessa. Another interesting direction: Katya represents in Ukraine interests of the biggest British medical insurer, BUPA. At first all company clients were foreigners. But now more and more wealthy “new Ukrainians” come to us – a telling fact by itself. It’s so nice to know that your beloved wife is doing what she really likes!

6-12 June 2003. What’s On Kyiv, Page 2

Lots of friends of mine keep on asking me how’s life in Kyiv after the vibrant London and Moscow. Well, for me, Kyiv is a very nice experience. The city may be put in one’s pocket – a 10 minutes drive to the office, a 5  minutes one – to a gym (which, incidentally, has the same Technogym equipment as my other gym in Golders Green, London), a peasants market or a Western-type supermarket, where I buy the same Lapsang Souchong tea and cereals as in Tesco, Brent Cross. 
The letter I have come across recently – published in one of Kyiv’s favourite free weekly editions – will probably tell you more, still. 
From the Editor’s Mama

“At home in England we have piles of What’s On Kyiv magazines as testament to the exotic path my son has taken since university. This is not exactly what I have envisaged doing with his life, you understand, and I have long been curious as to what, exactly, is ‘on’ in this city. After an all-too-brief trip I can honestly say that everything is ‘on’ in Kyiv!

Such a fabulous visit has placed me in something of a dilemma, however. Shall I reveal the secret when I go home or shall I keep it to myself? Kyiv and her (?) people have such charm. Her avenues rival Paris, her art and architecture are breathtaking, the fashion chic of her people would take them to the streets of Milan or Rome without any problem, and the welcome extended to me has been so generously warm and friendly. Would an increased influx of visitors put too much strain on this lovely city or dilute that essential charm, taking the edge off the place? Would it not be so much better to Kyiv to remain a well-kept secret?

There is so much ignorance in the West about Eastern Europe, after all. As I left my job in Chester, UK for my holiday, a colleague (a well-educated erstwhile civil servant) wished me a happy holiday and added that she hoped I wouldn’t be left behind in the salt mines. As I was in a hurry to be off, I was reluctant to hang around and put her in the picture. It was probably just as well that I didn’t try, because I wouldn’t have done Ukraine any sort of justice. What I’ve found here far exceeds even my informed expectations despite the fact that I’ve been kept pretty much up-to-date over the past five years thanks to Pete. I have discovered a city full of beautiful buildings, have attended parties, spent long, relaxing evenings in conversation in welcoming, democratic bars, toured the city by day and by night, cruised the river and I realise now that a week is simply not long enough. But without the piles of photos, would they believe me back home? Surely not. 

I shall, of course, tell all. Kyiv is a place that must be experienced. If Florence can cope, and retain its charm, then so can Kyiv. It would be a tragedy, though, if when the tourists finally do come, the result is a watering down of the finer aspects of life here. My son would probably do very well out of a tourist boom here, but I know deep down he loves Kyiv just the way she is. 

Now I can see what he means! 

All the best, 

Barbara Dickinson

(What’s On Kyiv is the leading English-language weekly magazine in Kyiv, reaching 40,000 readers every week. Do write to Peter Dickinson at whatson@cpi.com.ua, if you want to check it out yourself!)
Jan ‘00. Moscow

Honestly, for me, a born and bred Moscovite, my own city has become too energetic, too full of life throbbing traffic jams as long as life – and elsewhere. 
But…“Georgiy, I have spent eighteen months in London, and that’s enough for me. All my friends are in Moscow. I’m bored here. I decided to go back to Moscow,” Alexander, son of a good friend of mine, who have been working at Oakeshott for over a year, made a startling announcement. We didn’t want to let Alexander go, so we opened a Moscow office designed specifically for him. 

Soon the omnipresent AIG also appreciated his merits, and we had to say goodbye. Now Sergei Plyashko heads our Moscow branch. A graphic evidence of the fact that insurance is not a rocket science, Sergei was trained in rocket building, but some six years ago he was attracted by insurance business. He stuck to brokerage almost at once, first spending a few years at the Kyiv Sedgwick office, then with a couple of private Russian broking companies, and the last two years, at Oakeshott, Moscow. 

Oakeshott-Moscow also combines direct and reinsurance operations. Quite often we insure cars and later reinsure the whole portfolio. The office is in the front lines of the insurance market, so my colleagues felt such historical events as introduction of obligatory motor third party liability insurance on their own back. After July 1, 2003, when the law has come into force, they didn’t have time to hung up the receiver before next call was coming. 

1480s. “Moscow Is the Third Rome, and There Will Be No Fourth!”

Let’s turn back a few pages. I was asking myself why the level of activities of even those 400 companies is so low. A historical parallel suggested itself.

Once upon a time there was the mighty Byzantine Empire. However, the inhabitants of the Empire or, rather, Constantinople, didn’t call themselves Byzantines. They were East Romans. The East Roman Empire existed over a thousand years. There are no other examples of such longevity in the AD history 
The Thirteenth Century. A Deviated Crusade 

The West didn’t like the might of the East. So, one of the Popes changed the direction of a crusade (fourth if I’m not mistaken) a bit to the North, aiming the German, French, and Venetian armies and fleets’ joint blow at the independent and powerful Byzantine Empire. The Galata Venetian tower dominating Istanbul is an eyewitness of that, probably first ever, disgraceful war between Christian empires. Capturing and ransacking Constantinople in 1204 gave start to the shattering of the East Roman Empire.

The Turks couldn’t but take advantage of this, although they had to wait another 250 years before winning the final victory. In 1454 Constantinople was defeated for the second time, vanishing from the face of the earth as a Christian state once and for all. Not many still remember that the magnificent Haya Sofia was primarily a Christian church, while its replica, the Blue Mosque, was built much later. It has more minarets than its older sister only by the architect’s mistake. 

Actually, I have nothing against Islam: both Christians and Jews prospered under Islamic rulers – if they really wanted to. Before the Islamic fundamentalism arouse (being provoked as early as in the beginning of the twentieth century, I suppose), Islam used to be one of the most tolerant religions. 

Still, the year 1454 became a milestone in the history of this part of Europe. It happened so that daughter of the last Byzantine sovereign, Sophia Paleolog, married the Russian Grand Duke Ivan III. She brought the double-headed eagle, the symbol of Byzantine might, with her. Fortunately, this was not a live specimen, but the future coat-of-arms of the Moscow Grand Duchy, which three centuries later flushed to the Kremlin towers’ steeples. 

The Fifteenth Century. The Two Romes in Russia

Ivan Vasilyevich the Third differed strikingly from his namesake Ivan Vasilyevich the Fourth, also Rurikovich, known in both Russia and the West under a well-deserved name of Ivan the Terrible. The grandson settled problems mostly by force, and the grandfather by means of diplomacy. It was not only through his marriage that his name went down to Russia’s history. It was him who, in 1480, finally stopped the Tatars’ claiming for Eastern expansion. The Byzantine Empire failed to accomplish this, while Ivan III’s Moscow proved able to complete the mission. 

He also summoned Italian architects to Moscow. Most of the Moscow Kremlin’s luxurious cathedrals – the typical Russian, somewhat ponderous Assumption Cathedral and the vivid baroque, Italianate Archangels Cathedral – were erected under him and his son. Recall that officially the Renaissance starts its history from a contest for a design of the doors of the Florence Baptistery in 1426. And in the next few decades it has reached Russia. Next time you go by car from Vienna to Verona, look around and you will see the “swallow tails” on the North Italian castles’ walls similar to those decorating the Moscow Kremlin. Myself, I grew up at a dacha near Friazino, Moscow oblast – the name coming from the early Russian word, friaz, meaning the Italians. Those Italian-Russian connections have left their trace even on the country map.

…It was not only through the arts that Rus’ has entered Europe at that time, but also due to the grandeur of the state. It was Ivan III who crowned his son. Being a wise and modest person, he didn’t want to become the first Russian tsar himself. Still, he wanted to strengthen his state. A direct line comes from the Roman Caesars through Byzantine ones to the Russian tsars.

It was at that time that a state doctrine appeared, saying Moscow is the third Rome, and there will be no fourth. The country has strengthened its image in its own eyes as well as in the opinion of Europe.

The Sixteenth Century. Where Did It Turn Europe?

After Ivan III’s death there came the insane sixteenth century. Sometimes it seems that it was precisely then, 500 years ago, that the whole Europe was born in its modern shape. The age of church dissent, independent states formation and the Empire’s might undermining. Take a look at one of the most mysterious and complicated books of our times, Q (the title alone sounds strange enough). Weren’t all events in Europe generated by the First Rome’s intrigues? That’s the question its authors ask their reader.

The sixteenth century has brought many sufferings to Rus’, too, in the person of Ivan the Terrible, who decided to conduct a large-scale preventive purge in his country, maybe frightened by the example of Germany and England. Besides, he started wars with neighbours, primarily Poland. True, foreign trade, first with England, did start under Ivan the Terrible. But in all other respects, from completely oppressing any free-thinking to the Iron Curtain of wars, he had closed the door between Rus’ and Europe for the next 150 years. How this happened and who were Ivan IV’s tutors are issues deserving exploration. 

The Twenty-First Century. Russia’s Renaissance?

I have a strange feeling that now we are experiencing something similar to that emotional and spiritual upsurge that united Russia with Europe in the late fifteenth century – in Russia, Ukraine, and other countries of this region.

For me this feeling becomes apparent in one of the businesses most isolated from international policy, international insurance.

2000-2003. Alternative Eastern Markets

It all started from the moment when first inquiries for hull and P&I cover with Russian companies started coming to our London office in 2000. Initially, from Greek and Turkish owners, most rapidly sensing changes in the markets’ conditions. Later our geography became broader. Now it includes fleets from such completely different countries as Germany, France and Belgium along with Bangladesh, the Solomon Islands, and India.

Perhaps the year 1998 was a litmus paper from the moral point of view. In spite of a serious testing by the manmade monetary crisis, the financial systems of Russia, Ukraine, and other countries of our region never collapsed. They went through it and proceeded with their development. Interestingly, unlike Russian banks, none of the Russian insurers became insolvent.

From the viewpoint of insurance as such, the excessively drastic hardening of the Western marine market in 1999-2000 and of other branches in 2001 forced the insurers to look for new partners. Russian insurers appeared to be one of the possible safe alternatives.

Financial Analysis Again, and More

Of course, we are not speaking about all Russian insurers. It was quite natural that requests started coming precisely to Oakeshott. We are the market insiders. We know what companies are worth working with. Above all, we chose those where true professionals work, possessing a sound reinsurance protection and broad practice in claims settling; those who, during the period of our cooperation, lasting between 5 and 10 years, never delayed payments for formal reasons.

Of course, the financial analysis, proving so useful in 1990s, is still applicable. We always keep in mind that market gossip fills in the tenth and last line in the list of the analytic items presented to me in 1988 by a London broker’s security committee. If experts known to us leaving a firm – one should expect problems. If we have unpaid losses, we collect them urgently. We stop placing risks there. In a word, as any broker, we follow each of our partners’ situation.

March 1996. Pobeda Square, St. Petersburg. Outside the Taxi
Oh, and I almost forgot about that cab story (perhaps, as well as the readers). It ended up in a quite ordinary way. After I refused to play cards, they simply drove me to the next tube station and said that at that point our roads parted. I wish every story had a similar happy ending! 

G. Grishin

London-Kyiv-Partenit

September – October 2003.
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