The following emails were sent by Ambush Manager Marilyn Haugen, with able assistance from other parents traveling with the team in St. Peterburg.

Greetings from Russia (June 23)
As you know, we arrived safe and sound--an uneventful plane trip.  We do have two new winners of the Patrick/Javi no-sleep award who will be announced upon our return.  Frankfurt was a quick jaunt through the airport, and we had many more sleepy boys on the leg from there to St. Petersburg.
We arrived in St. Petersburg and thought we were back home--cold, rainy and dark.  Yuri was not amused when I suggested we might have difficulty getting a practice field!  (Old habits die hard...)  We now have increased knowledge of forms and lines--college applications will not be a problem.  Nevertheless, after proceeding one-at-a-time through the passport control, Yuri was waiting on the other side with Valentin, our kind and helpful tour organizer and general manager, along with our bus.  The adults also managed, with some help, to turn dollars into rubles, although clearly high finance is not in several of our futures.
Then, off to the spectator hotel--clean, pleasant, and all we need for our stay.  Essentially, we have our own wing, which is just great.  For future reference, you can call us from here on in, the Gang of Ten (Mary Louise, Richard, Stephen A., Dori, Ingrid F., Joni, Emily J., Valerie, Ann, and Marilyn).  The boys were whisked off to their digs, a dorm on the grounds of a sports center, complete with their own gym and soccer field.  Their dinner that night was rumored to be mashed potatoes and skinned hot dogs, but the reviews were OK.  They also spent about two hours running around like maniacs in the gym playing soccer and basketball and slept well.  The Gang of Ten was reasonably hopeless, but managed to find a cafe where we could point at food and expect to get most of what we wanted.  Now, the waitress did have to help us count our money, but we're getting better at that.
Sunday, the groups had breakfast at their respective hotels, which will be the pattern for the stay.  Again, rumor had it that the boys had spaghetti and meat sauce, but we're still confirming much of this information.  The boys will have most of their meals there as they have their own cook.  Apparently, the night went pretty well, only one upset stomach in the morning (which may have been dehydration or the thrill of it all) (let me immediately say he recovered quickly and was back on the soccer field today full of energy).  
The group spent a number of hours on a bus tour of the city with an excellent student tour guide.  We saw the St. Peter and Paul Fortress, the Church on Spilled Blood (the classic onion-domed structure) (just stunning with gold domes, colored tiles, mosaics), inside St. Isaac's Cathedral (which was actually fascinating enough to captivate the boys) (we also climbed to the top--even several of the Gang of Ten who were challenged but not defeated by the climb!), and by the Hermitage where we will go later in the week.  The city has great contrasts, which hopefully the boys are also noticing.  I might add that Jack, David, Chris and Sydney, at a minimum, have added to their wardrobe collections.  The street vendors are very happy we're here!  Watch for us at Dulles....
After the tour, the boys went back to their dorm and then to the game field for a quick practice on one of the other team's bus.  Then back to the dorm for dinner.  The Gang of Ten ended up at a British pub until nearly eleven, as it is the White Nights and very light up until then.
Today was the first game.  The boys played a team from St. Petersburg:  score 0-0.  They played a very respectable game, given jet leg and an artificial field that plays very fast and has very big bounces.  The boys and Gang of Ten had their first metro ride--very deep to go under the rivers and canals, very fast, and very crowded, but we didn't lose anyone.  The boys begged for lunch at McDonald's, so off we went.  Yuri is being very attentive to their wishes and needs, and very protective of the Gang of Ten.  Although in our defense, the Gang of Ten is becoming slightly more independent--after a Portuguese lunch, we split into three groups, each capable of handling a map, their money, and marginally some street signs.  Mary Louise and I were even able to find one Internet cafe (where they said we couldn't get a spot until tomorrow), and then another where we sit now.  
Because of the difficulty in getting access, we can't guarantee something every day, but we'll do our best.  
It is a grand experience, and we wish more of you were here with us.  We'll be back in touch when we can. 

Mary Louise and Marilyn 

More from Russia (June 24)

Greetings All! 

It's Tuesday afternoon here, warm and sunny which has been a great treat. 

When we left you yesterday, the boys were off to an amusement (kiddie) park with members of the Russian team, where they paired off on bumper cars and paddle boats.  The word is there was some communication of varying degrees, but everyone had fun.  The boys had a good dinner of chicken legs and mashed potatoes, and good night according to the chaperones.
Two soccer games today--game one against a Russian team.  Pretty tight first half, but Kurt scored a goal off a punt from Scott.  The second half again had the usual tight Ambush defense, topped off with a goal--Alvaro to David to Chris.  Final score, 2-0 Ambush.
Following the first game were the opening ceremonies--the two teams next to play (the Ambush and the Latvian team) stood in the middle of the field with their respective flags while their national anthems were played.  Then the second game began--first half was a defensive battle and ended 0-0.  The second half began the same, but then the Ambush broke it open.  The first goal was Patrick M. to Alvaro to Brian.  The second goal was David to Patrick Crowley to Brian.  And the third goal was Alvaro to Brian.  As always, the stalwart defense and midfield played two excellent games (no goals)--great play by Will, Willi, Kyle, Jack, Sydney and Michael.  Final score--3-0 Ambush.  With that, the boys move into the semifinals tomorrow.  
After the game, Yuri was interviewed on Russian TV.  We asked him what he said, and he told us to watch it tomorrow at 3:45!  Very funny...
After the games, the whole group went off to lunch at a Chuck E. Cheese kind of place, where we had a great lunch and the boys could play basketball.  
We're meeting up with the boys shortly to go tour St. Peter and Paul's Fortress.  Yuri and Bob have a "coaches meeting" tonight--can't wait to hear what that really is!
We also have two awards to give out today--most stylishly dressed and most polite--both go to Alvaro (the moms voted!).  And, the early on favorite for chick magnet, appears to be going to Kurt, but we have lots of time left....
All for now--more later. 

Marilyn 

Latest Report (June 25)

Greetings All-- 

Another beautiful, but slightly cooler day in St. Petersburg. 

The boys again had a morning game--correction from yesterday:  this game would determine whether they were in the semifinals.  And again, another scoreless first half.  Then, almost immediately into the second half the Ambush got on the board with a goal from Patrick C.   In pretty rapid succession, there was a goal from Alvaro off a kick from Will and then a goal from Sydney.  Scott made a nice save to preserve the shutout, and Sydney followed up with one last goal.  Ambush win, 4-0.  Needless to say, since the team has yet to give up a goal, the team is playing tough defense.  However, in the spirit of full disclosure, Bob told the team after the game that if they were figure skaters relying on style points, they'd be in a heap of trouble!
This afternoon the group went to the Artillery Museum, which was really fascinating.  Obviously, it was loaded with military hardware, but we had an English-speaking guide who by going through the weaponry really gave us a full accounting of Russian history--Peter the Great, the Napoleonic wars, the Crimean, the World Wars, and after.  The boys really seemed to enjoy it and we were there for close to two hours.  Then they went back to the hotel to rest and eat--tonight we're doing a late night tour of St. Petersburg where the lights go on and the bridges go up.  Tomorrow is a free morning, and then off to Peterhof in the afternoon (no games).  
The Gang of Ten had a very nice Viennese dinner last night where Dori continued her search for the perfect St. Petersburg pork chop (long story but it seems that no matter what Dori orders she gets pork, so she's just given in to it...).  As you can tell, the Gang of Ten are enjoying everything, but especially eating!
Bob and Yuri did go off to the "coaches meeting."  As Bob describes it, he now has 12 new best friends.  It really is a story that Bob has to tell in person, but suffice it to say that it involves birch branches, a sauna, and twelve bottles of vodka (although there weren't twelve at the end).
Got to go before my time runs out--probably won't report in tomorrow, but we'll be back on line soon. 

Marilyn 

Ambush in the Finals (June 27)

Greetings All-- 

It is now Friday in the Venice of the North--another cool but sunny day. 
The boys played their semifinal game today against the premier team from St. Petersburg.  Again, largely a game played in the middle, but breaking the mold, there was a first half goal for the Ambush, Brian to Patrick M. to Kurt for the score.  Scott made a nice save late in the first half.  In the second half, both teams picked up the intensity a bit, with the Ambush having several good scoring opportunities but no goals.  Then, another goal for the Ambush, David to Patrick M. to Brian.  Final score, 2-0 Ambush.  This was a much closer game than those previously.  We stayed for the first half of the next semifinal, where it appeared the Siberian team (also undefeated) would likely defeat the Russian team (same group of boys that went with ours to the amusement park).  We play around noon tomorrow in the finals.
During our travels around the area, we do keep running into the different teams and coaches that we've been playing.  It's really something to watch our boys with these other boys, shaking hands, greeting them, trying to communicate.  They're doing a very good job of being ambassadors for their country--it probably also doesn't hurt that they're playing good soccer!
One of the interesting stories from the soccer is that one of the coaches from the other team wanted to know whether Jack was a Russian because he didn't play like an American!  He is now known as "Immigrant Boy."
The team had a big sleep-in yesterday morning since there were no games and most had been up late with the White Nights bus tour.  We made another quick trek to McDonald's to keep their strength up (!) (please note that the food there is exactly the same, but much cheaper and the counter help far less surly even if they don't understand a word you're saying!).
Peterhof (Peter the Great's summer home) was incredibly beautiful--gardens, fountains everywhere, and lavish buildings.  The boys contributed significantly to Russia's GNP there--as did the parents!  Katya and Philip accompanied us, which was great.
Unfortunately, last night at the boy's dorm was the Attack of the Killer Mosquitos.  Some of the boys fared better than the others, but if one appendage happened to fall out from under the covers, it was trouble (Jack's right foot and Willi's right arm, for example).  So, several of the boys described the mosquito killing extravaganza as their male bonding experience of the trip.  
The Gang of Ten had another unique dining experience last night--suffice it to say that Joni and Dori now have a new friend--Sergio.  More on that later, I'm sure, as we hope to take the team there soon so they can eat at a real "restaurant"--one of their requests.
Sorry, but have to run.  More tomorrow. 

Marilyn 

Ambush Win!!!! (June 29)

Greetings! 

That has taken on added significance because to begin each game, the teams meet in the center of the field, with the ref, and the Russian team always turns to ours, and says, "Greetings!"  It is hard to hear that and not immediately think, "Greetings, earthlings!" which is sometimes how we feel here!
Anyway, I digress (no change there...). 

On to the game--most of you already know the result, but I'll start at the beginning.   A fairly big crowd, several of the other teams were there--our Russian friends played before us and took third place.  It was somewhat hard to tell, but it appeared that maybe the Siberians weren't anyone's favorites, so we had a few extra fans.  Other than one extremely exuberant grandfather (helped by one Jack Daniels), the crowds at these games have been very quiet, so we have been relatively subdued too.  Katya and Philip came, as well as Katya's father, stepmother, and stepbrother and Yuri's aunt.
The first half was once again largely a defensive game, played largely in the middle.  The Siberian team was very good and very fast--very defensive-minded (big surprise!).  In fact, all these teams play a lot like the Ambush!  About midway through the first half though, we got a corner kick--Willi hit a good one and Will Beckman headed it in.  The first half ended with the Ambush up 1-0.  The second half was very tightly played--we often looked out of sync but the Siberians were pressing hard the whole half.  The Ambush had some opportunities but no scores.  Sydney hit a great shot about midway through, but an even better save by the Siberian goalie.  Scott had several good saves through the second half which preserved the shutout and the win.  You really can't say enough about the team play--Willi, Michael, Kyle and Will were anchoring the back.  David, Alvaro, the Patricks, Jack and Sydney kept the middle bottled up.  And, Curt, Brian, and Chris kept the pressure on up front.  Finally, Scott allowed no goals the entire tournament.  
They were so thrilled with the win, it was hard to describe--they were jumping around like little kids.  Yuri actually looked pretty happy too!
Following the game, Valentin presided over the awards ceremony.  The team received a trophy and all the boys have medals.  Then they had the player awards--Scott received the best goalie award for the tournament and Alvaro received the best midfielder award--both well-deserved.  One of the Siberian forwards received the best forward award--but not because of our game!  Once again, the boys stood while the national anthem was played, followed by the Russian anthem.  It was actually quite moving.
Following the game, everyone had quick lunches (the boys ate ham sandwiches, all ingredients purchased by Tom and Bruce at the local market--praise them when you see them, this is not an easy task!) and off we went to a professional soccer game.
This would have to rank among one of the true cultural experiences of the trip.  We saw the St. Petersburg Zenit versus the Moscow Mustangs (I think this is right although Ann thinks I'm making the Mustangs part up!).  These fans put Redskins' fans to shame--they have flags, serious noisemakers, flares, scarves, hats, everyone dressed in blue.  And, they have cheers, and loud ones.  There was plenty of security, including firemen, German shepherds, and policewomen in skirts, heels, and helmets.  We were impressed by their rhythmic clapping and youth rally-like fervor.  The other "novelty" was all the cigarette smoking--should cure our boys for life!  Fortunately for all of us, St. Petersburg won and the Gang of Ten witnessed the continued celebration well into the evening.
Today, we went and watched our Russian "friends" team play the equivalent of their travel game.  It was an interesting setting, avoiding the stinging plants as we climbed to the bleachers.  They tied 0-0, which may not be enough to save their coach's job, but...  We then had a picnic at their home field club--somewhat like Gunston, but a lovely building, with a cafe, locker rooms, covered seats, etc.  Marta, can you get working on that for ATSC?  The kids exchanged jerseys, which are great (!), and money.  They love American money.  
Back to the dorm, where the moms have now taken over for the chaperones for the night, so the chaperones could go out for a pleasant dinner without screaming 13-year-olds.  We made them promise to come back!!
Got to run--more tomorrow. 

Marilyn

Monday Russia Update (June 30)

Hello All --

Just got off the phone with Bruce.  

Today entailed a 1 1/2 to 2 hour bus ride north to a professional soccer team training facility.  A summer camp is held there each year for youth teams.  Currently there are six teams there our boys’ ages. The Russian's fielded the best players from among all the teams to play against our boys.  Yuri told the boys on the bus that this was a game 
for honor and our country.  Final score 0-0.

Apparently our boys were tired and the bus ride did not help.  The field was in pretty bad shape and short. (How short?  Scott could not punt the ball from the 18, his throws went past half field.) But Bruce said that they played well considering all of the obstacles.  He felt that if the boys played these guys on the tournament field we would 
have dominated.  Bottom line:  everyone had a great time.

Bruce said that I wouldn't believe the pictures of the facility.  I said postcard beautiful?  After a longgggg pause, he said a throwback to the 60's.  I said, like a Motel 6? Another long pause, "the bathrooms are worse than an outhouse."  He said the boys can't believe that any kid would want to go there for the summer. Just think, the 
boys will think that a 1950/60's bathroom in an Arlington home never looked so good!  

Next was a trip to the ocean, I believe he said the Bay of Finland.  I guess a handful of people went in.  The water was apparently VERY cold.  

As I spoke with Bruce they were boarding the bus and heading back to the hotel.  Tonight the chaperons (don't know about if the group of ten were going) were taking the boys to a REAL restaurant.  I believe he meant REAL to the boys, not parents -- I'm thinking Lost Dog or Whitlow's kind of place. 

The chaperons had a great dinner out.  Bruce said that they didn't stay out very late, he sounded somewhat disappointed based on the group of ten's stories, but that it was nice.  

Tomorrow the boys are looking forward to shopping.  

Cindy

Monday in St. Petersburg (June 30)

Ambush Families-- 

It is now Monday afternoon, and you've already gotten Cindy's report on the boys’ day, which is great for us too since we haven't seen them yet today.  The Gang of Seven (the Alexanders departed on Sunday for Germany, Austria, and Italy) took a day off from soccer and went to the Russian Museum.  Some amazing works of art--since the museum is a former palace the rooms themselves are works of art.
As Cindy said, we're all meeting up tonight for dinner at the Victory Restaurant (Russian-German).  This is also the home of Sergio, Dori and Joni's favorite waiter, so who knows what stories will come out of this visit.  It also happens to be the "Trip Queen's" (Joni) birthday, so we will have a bit of a celebration, although David J., Ann and I had to search the streets for cakes.  It was apparent from the conversation in Russian as we were buying them, that not too many Russians walk into their local grocery store and buy two cakes and then carry them down the street and into the Internet cafe.  Oh, those crazy Americans!
Our care and feeding of the team last night went quite well, and the Moms actually thought we had quite a tasty dinner and managed to get a smile or two out of the lady who has been cooking for the boys.  But, please know you cannot thank or appreciate the chaperones enough -- it is clearly a lot of work and a lot of responsibility, the care and feeding of this crew.  If the boys stopped to think about it (!), they would probably figure that out, so please encourage them to do so when they return!
I don't think I told you about going to the circus on Saturday night.  It was quite entertaining--a number of us were in the second row, right outside a small ring in a fairly small auditorium.  We were remarkably close to the lynx, the bears, and the trick ponies and their riders, as well as the jugglers, the quick-change artists, the acrobats and the trapeze artists.  I think the boys were actually surprised by how engaging the whole performance was.  I honestly don't think it had much to do with the dancing girls, but I could be wrong on that....
The next two days are going to be extremely busy, as we try to pack in more soccer, more museums, more shopping, and more eating.
We'll be back in touch when we can. 

Marilyn 
Tuesday in Russia (July 1)

Hello all --

 I had a very short conversation with Bruce.  Everyone had a GREAT time last night celebrating Joni's birthday.  I'll 
let Marilyn give highlights.  I know that they were out late. Hence, the boys were very tired this morning and slept in.  

Lunch today was Pizza Hut!  One word: gorge!  He said he has never seen them eat so much!  Yuri was able to cut a deal with the canal ride operators so they were just finishing that.  (Apparently the price hike, for the 300th St. Petersburg celebration, is over.)

I believe it is tomorrow that they play their last game.  I guess "the best team in St. Petersburg" is interested in a match.  I'm guessing from Bruce's comments that the Russian's are a little surprised that we have not fallen to any of the teams that we have played.  I believe they thought we would lose yesterday -- or that at least a goal would 
be scored on us.  Way to go boys!  

Everyone is have a GREAT time, boys are doing well. 

Cindy

The Last Days (July 2)

Hello All! 

Ann and I are here at the Internet cafe, before we walk off to the boys' last game, which they'll actually play on the field at their "dorm."  We're not entirely sure who they're playing, but it is supposed to be one of the better teams around, as Cindy said.  She's also right when she says that I think most here have been surprised at the quality of play from the Americans.  
Yesterday, Tuesday, we have now officially deemed "The Day of Culture."  The boys bused (on the local bus) down and met the rest of us at the Hermitage.  That experience gives standing in line a whole new meaning.  We have really started to run into some crowds the last several days.  Anyway, after standing in a line for some time, using our elbows to keep the other tour groups back, we discovered we were supposed to have tickets to be in that line, so we formed a new line of our own while Yuri went inside to stand in line to get tickets.  Then Yuri had to stand in line to get the free tickets for the students, and then we were in.
It was clear right from the start that two hours wouldn't even give you a good start, but we did our best.  We covered the Siberian artifacts, a number of the rooms with paintings (Rubens, Van Dyk, and some even saw the Da Vinci's that were there), the armor room, and the Egyptian room complete with mummies.  The palace itself is just unbelievable, room after room that just seem to get more ornate and spectacular.  We also went up the very same staircase that the Bolshevik's used to storm the palace (that seemed appropriate somehow!).
Then it was off to Pizza Hut, which seemed to perk up the boys considerably!  Lots of eating and lots of content boys.  
Following that was a very pleasant hour-long boat ride through the canals and onto the Neva River, providing a very different perspective on the city and a really good opportunity to appreciate the architecture, even on the most run-down of buildings.  They are doing a fair amount of renovation, but there is clearly so much more to do.  We had an English-speaking guide which also helped with the continuing history lesson.
With some extra time, groups formed up for shopping.  It was clear when we regrouped two hours later that some had done far better than others.  Neil, you'll be pleased to know that I stepped in and suggested to Patrick he could do better for you than buying you a Russian spatula.  I'm not sure where I went wrong there...  Some of us will try again today!
The evening's final event was going to yet another palace for a "folk" show.  We walked up several staircases, personed by actors in 16th century period dress (we were more than slightly underdressed, as it turned out) and were ushered into a performance hall, which probably used to be a library or conservatory.  There was a narration in Russian and English, a young woman playing piano, and a beautiful woman with a lovely voice singing opera.  We then moved to the "Mirror Room" (floor to ceiling mirrors--and the ceilings are REALLY high) where this continued but with dancing.  Again, all the dancing was in period costume, moving from the 16th century through the early 20th century.  
The finale was moving into the foyer, where the actors came out and danced with the patrons.  After asking nearly everyone, only Brian and Patrick Crowley put their dancing (waltz) skills on display.  I don't know about Brian, but Patrick has clearly inherited his father's dancing genes (lessons are in order).  Val King did a fine job of representing the adults.
We then parted company with the boys for the evening. 

Just as a recap on our dinner/birthday party out on Monday night.  Katya did a wonderful job of helping to arrange our dinner for 25+ and we had a great time.  We had four tables and mixed up the adults and the boys.  Everyone relaxed and enjoyed themselves (the chaperones in particular I think!) and the boys gave their versions of their day at "camp."  Please be sure to ask them about this in particular.  The evening was capped off with cake, singing, and the birthday girl taking a shot of vodka to the cheers and amazement of all.
Well, time to go--hope to send you one more later today if possible.  If not, we all look forward to seeing you at Dulles tomorrow!
Marilyn  

The Latest in Russia (July 2)

Hello --

The shopping has begun!  I am curious, Neil, what a Russian spatula is like and how it differs from American ones.

Soccer -- Ambush lost 2-0.  The team was definitely the best that they have played.  Eight games in eleven days have taken their toll.  Bruce's assessment is that the other team had "heard" about the American team and came prepared.  Our boys are kind of "worshipped" by the other players.  

I think that it would be best for us to look at the game as a goodwill mission.  We elevated the last soccer team to new heights -- they beat the Americans!

 Cindy

