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MY STUDIES IN USSR

In October, 1966 I proceeded from Roorkee to USSR for my Ph. D.
research. I was awarded the USSR Government scholarship. The advances in
space technology in USSR was spectacular and this fascinated me to choose
USSR for further studies. In my Air India flight from Delhi to Moscow, I met
Mr. Nagarajan, whom I had previously met in the Ministry of Education
in New Delhi during our interview. It was a day journey and the flight was
an unusually smooth one. We were received by the USSR Ministry people
at Shermetov airport and taken to a graduate student hostel is down town.
The food habit had to be changed drastically. After three days of conditioning
at Moscow, we two myself and Nagarajan were put in a sleeper train for Kiev,
the capital of Ukraine Republic of USSR. The crossing of the bridge on
Dnepre river in the morning was a real romantic scene. Kiev is also known as
the city of gardens. The secretary of the Dean’s Office was at the railway
station to receive us. At Kiev Institute of Technology, we were lodged in one
of their crowded hostel. Within few days another Indian Mr. S.K. Nag, who
was teaching in Jadavpur University also joined us. We were four in a room
and it was mandatory that a soviet student was also with foreign students. This
soviet was an adult person is thirties and I wondered whether he was a stu-
dent. The daily chores in the hostel was a difficult one. There were few toilets,
but the student strength was high. The stinking atmosphere made us quite un-
pleasant. But, fortunately, within few months, we all were shifted in a newly
constructed hostel (Hall IV) with attached toilet, bathroom and hot water fa-
cilities. It was in the Viborskaya street in the campus.

Next morning after finishing the document formalities at Dean’s office,
myself and Mr. Nagarajan were escorted to the Department of Heat Treat-
ment in the Faculty of Mechanical Technology, the head of the department
was Professor Permyakov, an old person with some degree of infirmity caused
during the World War II. His specialization was phase transformation in steels
and his laboratory was well equipped specially with magnetic measurement
facilities. Mr. Nagarajan accepted to work in that department. I was still un-
decided. While in the University of Roorkee, I was in the mailing list of va-
rious publishers including Consultants Bureau/Plenum Press of New York,
from these, I knew about some books by Professor G.V. Samsonov, who wor-
ked in Kiev. I enquired about this Professor and the Dean’s office informed
me that right below the laboratory of Professor Permyakov is the department
(Powder Metallurgy and Rare Metals) of Professor Samsonov. I came to know
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that he is part-time associated with the department, but was full time asso-
ciated with the Institute of Materials Problems in the Ukrainian Academy of
Sciences as the Deputy-Director. On my request, the Dean Office fixed
an appointment with him. As my knowledge of Russian language was zero, I re-
quested another Indian student, Mr. Das a Chemical Engineer, to accompany
me. Mr. Das had joined the Institute two years back and so he was reasonably
good in Russian technical terminology. We both were sitting in the corridor,
when Professor Samsonov briskly walked and entered into his office. He had
a heavy weight, but this in no way hampered in his brisk steps. I could notice
that he was a serious person, and was pretty busy. He asked my backgound
and wanted to know in which area was I interested to research. Few days back
I had purchased from the Institute bookstall the proceedings of the «Mechani-
cal Technology Faculty», which was an yearly publication. There I saw his re-
view paper on transition metal refractory carbides, in which he had correlated
the properties with chemical bonding. During our meeting I expressed my
intention to research on refractory carbides in their homogeneity range. Pro-
fessor Samsonov readily accepted my proposal and called Dr. Shluko to give
me a desk. Few days later, I received a bundle of reprints related to refractory
carbides. Some were in English. I started devoting part time on the technical
papers, but predominantly devoting on the Russian classes. After a rigorous
training of three months, I gathered enough working knowledge of the langua-
ge. With passage of time the improvement wasmuch visible.

It is opputune here if I highlight the life-sketch of this great teacher and
scientist. Professor Samsonov was born on 15th February, 1918 during the
great Bolshevik upheaval in Russia in a town near Leningrad (now St. Peters-
burg). His whole life was spent in the communist regime of USSR. He earned
his first degree at the Nonferrous Metals Institute in Moscow and had to join
the Soviet Navy. At the end of the Second World War he was stationed in
Austria in the Soviet occupied zone. It was here he became intimately acquain-
ted with the extensive refractory metal and compound industries of Austria.
Samsonov was fluent in German language and this helped him in mingling
with Austrians at social lavel too. After cessation of war, Samsonov returned
to Moscow and decided to leave the defence services and resume higher stu-
dies. In Moscow he, researched under the guidance of Professor G.A. Merson
(Institute of Steel and Alloys), a noted powder metallurgist in USSR. After
successful completion of his Ph. D. degree, (Kanditat), Samsonov joined the
Institute of Metalkeramika (ie powder metallurgy) in the Ukrainian Academy
of Sciences in Kiev as a senior scientist. The Institute was later renamed
«Institute of Materials Problems». After few years, he defended his D. Sc. deg-
ree and was soon promoted to the Deputy Director’s post in the same Insti-
tute. He was also elected Corresponding Member of the Ukrainian Academy
of Sciences. He was invited to head the Powder Metallurgy Department at
the Kiev Institute of Technology in capacity of a professor, which he did till his
death. In the year 1968 Samsonov was awarded the Interantional Plasee Pla-
kat instituted by late Professor Paul Schwarzkopf, the founder the metallwerk
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Plansee, Austra. I attended that Seminar and also presented a paper. It is pity
Samsonov could not attend the seminar and the award was received by
Dr. Ribalchenko of Baikov Institute of Metals Research, Moscow. It is
tragedy that Professor Samsonov did not live long and died untimely at the
age of 58 in December, 1975. The international scientific community was
greatly bereaved. His faithfull wife Nadezhda Alexandrovna boldly faced all
the trials and tribulations. The last time I met her was in the year 1977 in
Kiev.

The other faculty members in the Powder Metallurgy Department of
the Kiev Institute of Technology were Dr. Shluko, Dr. Bazhenova, Dr. Krushniski
and others. Dr. Bazhenova was a mineral chemist with the profound know-
ledge of crystallography. Dr. Shluko was the Deputy Chief of the Department,
with the responsibility of day to day administration. He was a clever shrewd
person. One had to take him with a pinch of salt as he rarely fulfilled his
promises. After initial goading, I found that with pace the things were, it will
take a much longer time to complete my programme. I did not like to tell this
to Professor Samonov as a complaint, but as a suggestion for speedy disposal.
Professor Samsonov, other hearing me, rushed to the office of Shluko and
called him to his office. In those days intercom facilities were lacking. He told
him to be attentive with my requests, as I had rather limited time at my
disposal. This changed the whole attitude of Dr. Shluko and hence forth,
there were no major hiccups. I was given some students for their project gui-
dance. We worked together amicably with trust. My past teaching experience
was very useful on those occasions.

As Professor Samsonov was a big shot in the Ukrainian Academy of Sci-
ences, all the equipments of his Institute was accessible to me. The scientists,
with whom I interacted were Kosolapova, Makarenko, Kovalchenko, Nem-
chenko and others. They were very considerate with me. The Institute’s libra-
ry was a useful one as numerous specialized journals were easily available.
Practically all the equipments were of indigenous origin, except the electron
microscope. Most of the high temperature vacuum furnaces were assembled
right in the Institute’s workshop. Most of the scientists used to bring their
packed lunches. Professor Samsonov did not have his personal car, although
financially he was well off. He always used to hire taxi, which was easily ava-
ilable. The maintenance of the car and a need of a driver were more of nui-
sance to him. On the other hand, another scientist Academician Fedorden-
ko had his personal car. He was well connected to the high echleon of
the Academy and somehow both these scientists did not pull on well each other.
Professor Samsonov was of Russian origin while Fedordenko–an Ukrainian.
The international reputation of former was much bigger. One of the former
students of Professor Samsonov, Dr. V.S. Neshpor was a scientist at Lenin-
grad (now St. Petersburg). He used to visit us often. Samsonov counted him as
one of his top ex-students. No wonder when he suggested me to co-write
the monograph on refractory carbides, he also invited Dr. Neshpor as another
coauthor. Dr. Kovalchenko was another famous scientist at the Institute of
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Materials Science Problems. His specialization was theory and practice of hot
pressing. Dr. R.A. Andrievski, was another frequent visitor from Moscow. He
is one of the best friends of mine and we exchange New Year’s Greeting regu-
larly. I shall be talking about him more in another chapter.

During my stay in Kiev, I did not loose opportunity to attend National
and International Conferences mainly in Moscow, where I presented technical
papers. Professor Umanskii of the Department of Metal Physics at the Mos-
cow Institute of Steel and Alloys had organized a specialized conference on
«Refractory Compounds», in which he invited Academician Kurdjumov for
inauguration. Academician Kurdjumov, after introduction with me, was keen
to know as to why so many Indian scientists prefer to work in Europe/USA.
It was unthinkable in USSR to take citizenship of other countries.

While I was in USSR, it was the era of President Brezhnov. It was great
to see the November and May Day Parades, anywhere in USSR. The daily
life of an average Soviet citizen was pretty in order. No doubt there were long
queues in the department stores and restaurants, the Soviet citizens were quite
accustomed to those. It is not true that the then Soviet society was completely
free from evils, but these were not publicized in newspapers and we knew
those only through whispers.

A mention of the Lenin Library at Moscow is worth-while. It is one of
the biggest libraries in Russia, where we can easily fetch any literature, read
them and get them reproduced at nominal charges. In those days every thing
was in order and no one faced any difficulty in using it. The library was open
throughout 24 hours. Of course, one needs to get a special pass for the library
only after getting introduced by the parent Institute organization. It was,
therefore, mainly a reference library. My visits of the Library were fruitful for
my future book writing.

In the summer of 1968, I travelled to Austria to present our research
paper in the famous Plansee seminar. Professor Samsonov was to receive
the prestigious Plansee Plakat in the inaugural session. He could not attend
due to unknown reasons and on his behalf the award was received by Dr. Ri-
balchenko of Baikov Institute of Metals, Moscow, the famous USSR Acade-
my of Sciences Institute. The carrying of scientific manuscript outside USSR
was a real ordeal and full of bureaucracy. The procedure was so lengthy that I
preferred to take risk, so as to participatein the conference in time. The jour-
ney was though rail and I borrowed the necessary foreign exchange from one
of my past classmates Mr. P.C. Mallik, who was in Canada. The custom staff
at the border were suspicious, and greedy. Their favourite query was, whether
I had U.S. Dollars in cash or not. There was not much rush in the train and
I was pretty alone in the coupe.

I defended my Ph.D. thesis in June 1969. The external examiner was Pro-
fessor Portonoi from the Moscow Institute of Aviation Materials and the local
examiner was Dr. G.N. Makarenko from the Institute of Materials Problems.
In USSR, the theses defence used to be in public and notices were printed in
the newspaper few weeks in advance. There thesis supervisor gives his recom-
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mendations too. It was nice to hear the praise from my supervisor Professor
Samsonov in public. Soon after getting the Ph.D. degree, I got engrossed in
the book writing, which we had planed. Professor Samsonov invited me in his
summer Dacha to prepare the full outline. On one Sunday I reached there by
local train. At the entrance of his Dacha, I encountered his ferocious dog.
Professor Samsonov calmed him down and we both enjoyed the lunch. He
was alone there, or better to say he preferred to stay alone, so as to write
without any disturbance.

In December 1969 I had to say good-bye to USSR. My biggest belonging
was the collection of scientific books in Russian. My air-ticket was for the
Aerofloat flight. The meals in the flight were not tasty, but I had no al-
ternative. It was a great delight to reunite with my parents at Varanasi. On
1st January, 1970 I rejoined my duties at University of Roorkee, now as an
Associate Professor a promotion from the earlier post held ie. Reader.


