
SONJA FRANETA 
ROMANCE IN/WITH RUSSIA 
 
My romance with Russia began before I met my first girlfriend but 
coming out with her in Russia hooked my connection with queer 
people (sexual minorities) in Russia to this day. Having received a 
Master’s degree from New York University in Russian literature, I was 
married and living in England with my husband in the summer of 
1977. Struggling with my sexual identity, I decided to take a life-
changing trip to Russia, joining some British socialists of varying hues 
to travel to Moscow, Leningrad, and Talinn Estonia. 
 
I met Gina (then a San Francisco resident but traveling in Europe that 
summer) in Heathrow Airport as we flew to Moscow. We spent a lot of 
time together on the trip in the Soviet Union and even shared a room 
and talked politics with the other British radicals. I fell in love and 
came out as a lesbian in the summer of 1977 in Russia. 
 

 
Gina and Sonja, Zagorsk, July 1977 
 
I still have the original photo of Gina and me, both age 25, eyes 
glistening, smiles ear-to-ear, and showing each other off in Soviet 
Zagorsk; the Cathedral of the Assumption, burial place of Boris 
Godunov, is in the background.  
 
I couldn’t believe the words I was hearing from her on the bank of the 
river in Narva, Estonia: “Have you ever thought about being with a 



woman?” Was this woman I was feeling so attracted to actually saying 
these words? We began our relationship in Russia. 
 
I'll never forget how romantic it felt--to be among those shiny 
cathedrals that had survived in the Soviet Union, to have my dreams 
come true, to be so in love. I had been dreaming about my love for 
women but I didn’t know how to come out. How amazing that it all 
happened in Russia, which was the Soviet Union at the time, a very 
repressed country! 
 
In the Fall of 1977, I finally released myself from my marriage and 
heterosexual lifestyle and entered the world of San Francisco lesbian 
and radical life in the 70s, such an exciting and interesting milieu—the 
bars, demonstrations, poetry readings, political meetings. 
 
Although my relationship with Gina did not last long, about 2 years, I 
embarked on an odyssey I have never regretted. The women I’ve met 
as friends, in politics, and in relationship have nurtured me and 
educated me in a way it could never be done in school or in childhood. 
 
In the summer of 1992, I traveled across Russia and the great 
Siberian taiga with my friends Asya and Lena on the Trans Siberian 
Railroad and wrote a chapter for Lesbian Travels on this wonderful trip. 
 

   
Sonja, Lena, Asya in Russia, July 1991 
 



I had the privilege of wedding my activist experience and my interest 
in Russia in the 1990s. In July of 1991, I went to Russia with the first 
North American Delegation organized by IGLHRC (International Gay 
and Lesbian Human Rights Commission) for an International 
Symposium and Film Festival. That was beginning of a project of 
collecting queer stories in Russia that resulted in a book called:  
 
Pink Flamingos: 10 Siberian Interviews (2004).  
(a display in Moscow Bookstore Indigo, when the book first came out) 
 



 
 
In 1991, I also met Elena Gusyatinskaya and her partner of many 
years Sveta. I began to frequent their dacha on the outskirts of 
Moscow. 
 



 
 

 
 
 
Lena was soon to begin working on a Russian LGBT Archives, collecting 
newspaper articles, books, and other materials related to the theme of 
LGBTs in Russia. This was not only an archive and library but it 
became a kind of salon. People gathered to look at the materials and 
met one other. Elena’s archive became a place to talk openly about 
queer life and personal lives. It was a lifeline. 
 
 
Besides helping me to publish Pink Flamingos/ Розовые 
Фламинго in Russian, the first book of interviews of LGBTs in Russia, 
Elena and others in the LGBT Archives have worked with others to 
publish and communicate about queer issues. I continue many of the 
longterm friendships I have formed in Russia during the 1990s and I 
visit and write about Russia. 
 
My book of memoirs, stories, essays and poems called My Pink Road 
to Russia was published in 2015. The translation into Russian was 
just completed with the help of Ilya Davydov and Elena Gusyatinskaya 
in Moscow. Мой розовый путь в Россию is now available in 
Russian as an ebook or on demand print book on Russian online 
publisher Ridero.ru. The English versions of both books are available in 
Globus Books and on Amazon.com 
 



 
 
Collaborating with psychologist friends Sharon Horne and Heidi Levitt, 
we researched and published an article called “Leaving the Herd: The 
Lingering Threat of Difference for Same-Sex Desires in Postcommunist 
Russia” in the journal Sexuality Research & Social Policy (June 2009).  
 
I am still very involved in Russian culture and queers in Russia and the 
former republics. I teach English to non-English Speakers and I teach 
writing and composition. While I am retired, I continue to write fiction, 
memoir, poetry, and articles. And, of course, I love translating. I have 
been working on Повесть о Сонечке /The Story about Sonechka 
by Marina Tsvetaeva and other projects in Russian. 
 
 
To contact me, Sonja Franeta, write an email sfraneta@yahoo.com 
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