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Having made it to Russian waters in one piece, all that stands between the Marlow
and Moscow is 900nm, 21 vast locks and some of the largest lakes on the planet
Text and photos: Thomas Kittel

A

fter 18 months of planning and preparation,
numerous challenges and a four-week
cruise from Rostock along the Baltic Coast
in unsettled weather we are docked in St
Petersburg Marina impatiently waiting to
move further on into Russia. Our
ambitious goal is to reach Moscow and we
do not know of anyone, except the German
sailing legend Rollo Gebhard, who has undertaken this adventure
before. Our obligatory Russian pilot, Boris, applies for permission for
our night passage through the raised bridges of the Neva River,
which splits the tsar city in two. We are assigned a Russian pilot and
the time at which we are supposed to show up at the first bridge. From
here the daily convoy starts upstream – our position in the convoy
will be communicated shortly before departure. At this time of year
the sun doesn’t dip beneath the horizon and the city throws itself
into a few weeks of White Nights festivities. We
couldn’t have imagined a more spectacular start
to our Russian adventure – the silhouette of the
city is illuminated on both sides and the many
tourists on foot or on excursion steamers create a
festival atmosphere. Despite the weather gods
sending us strong headwinds and autumn-like
temperatures just in time for the passage (to such
an extent that we have to lend one of our wet
weather jackets to the pilot) our excitement
outweighs the rigours and we enjoy this unique
nocturnal spectacle. Now we are really in Russia!
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Russia where we plan to explore on land. Our visit
Most likely this is the reason why on the whole
P O LAND
starts by docking at an old crumbling concrete pier
route we find only a few signs of a rudimentary
from
Rostock
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with rusty bollards – other than that, there is no
maritime infrastructure, one or two exceptions aside.
water, no electrical power and no infrastructure. As
When we depart in the mornings it is often unclear
we dock the boat an overdressed lady shows up and explains that the
where we will find a docking place at night and most of the route is
fee for this place will be 4,000 rubles (£39). Of course this is an
new to our fixer Boris too, so we can’t expect much help from that
extortionate price justified by nothing at all but it gets even better.
end. Even more unusual is that, during our first night, we learn that
The price holds true for 12 hours only she adds, which makes it 8,000
an apparently empty berth does not necessarily stay that way for the
rubles (£78) for the whole night. We point out to the lady that we will
whole night. So after only three hours of sleep we are forced to start
begrudgingly pay the requested 4,000 rubles but not a single ruble
the engines again and, dead tired, move our ship several miles
more – otherwise we will depart immediately. After endless phone
upstream. It’s not our only experience of this nature.
calls the lady comes back and agrees. But as penance, we have to
move our boat to an even more dilapidated pier close by. After all our
supersized locks and lakes
negotiations, we get three copies of an official form with lots of
The Neva River from St Petersburg keeps flowing strongly against us
details, stamps and signatures for our money. And with a friendly
with the current reaching more than 5 knots at a bottleneck. Up to
smile the lady wishes us a nice stay in Vytegra.
where we enter Lake Ladoga near Shlisselburg civilisation surrounds
The place turns out to be a mishmash of buildings with different
us, then the scenery becomes more remote and wild. Lake Ladoga
styles and ages, cobbled together without the slightest charm. Apart
is the largest fresh water lake in Europe with a maximum depth of
from the main streets, the roads don’t have pavements. We tramp
more than 700 feet. The lake – you could almost say sea – stretches
about 135 miles to the north and is about 70 miles broad at its widest. through holes and puddles and finally find shelter from the rain in a
so-called ‘café’. The café is located in the basement of a large ugly
On our trip upriver we stay in the southern part of the lake and
building and looks as if it has been fitted out with second-hand
leave it near Sviritsa to continue upstream on the Svir River. We
furniture. But to our surprise the coffee and cake taste really good!
meander along the river, through sparsely populated areas with
More often than not, we find we shouldn’t be fooled by first
seemingly endless coniferous forests on both banks, that connects
Lake Ladoga to Lake Onega, the second largest European lake. At
Sharing a lock with a
almost 4,000 square miles it is roughly 18 times the size of Lake
large commercial ship
Geneva, Lake Balaton or Lake Constance. Among its numerous
islands is Kishi with its famous wooden churches, listed as a UNESCO
World Heritage site – we plan to visit the Kishi Islands on our return.
But now we have to get acquainted with the first of more than 20
huge locks that we have to negotiate on our way to Moscow. They
each measure up to 1,000 feet long, are 60-100 feet wide and have a
lift of between 20 and 50 feet. These locks are built for commercial
traffic so moving through them is strictly controlled, and it is here
One of the beautifully
where it becomes blindingly obvious why the officially requested
restored churches in
escort of a Russian-speaking person with a boating licence is a must.
Belozersk
The running VHF communication with the lock personnel and other
officials makes his presence indispensable. Usually we are locked
together with other commercial ships. The Russian captains eyeball
us ‘exotics’ with great interest and often give us a friendly wave. Once
in a while someone asks via VHF which country our flag represents.
After the summer temperatures at the end of May the weather in
June completely turns – cool, rainy and, at times, very windy. We
White Night celebrations
almost feel at home but would certainly prefer a little more warmth.
in St Petersburg wave
Azura on her way
In this dull atmosphere we reach Vytegra – the first small city in
APRIL2015 67

impressions. Many coffee shops and restaurants – often even shops
– offer very good quality hidden in unattractive and carelessly
decorated surroundings. It remains unclear to us whether this lack of
marketing is a question of money or attitude – or maybe both.
After passing through the Vytegra Canal and the Kovsha River we
reach the almost circular White Lake – not to be confused with the
White Lake in Eastern Siberia or the White Sea near Archangelsk.
Due to its emergence during the ice age the lake shows an
unbelievably constant depth of around 17ft; at first glance we think
our depth-sounder is broken. The weather is getting warmer again
and after some small thunderstorms the sun shines on us from a
light blue sky. The White Lake, with its chain of hills on the northern
shore, seems to be welcoming us. Our destination for today is
Belozersk on the southern shores – a small town with a great history.
In former times there were 11 churches in this small town, some of
which have survived the communist times. One of the beautifully
restored ones is located in the impressive kremlin (castle), which is
surrounded by a huge dyke.

russian hospitality
Belozersk turns out to be a lucky find and is a total contrast to
Vytegra. A well-kept silhouette – free of industrial chimneys and
apartment towers – greets us from a distance. The pontoon bridge at
the harbour entrance is opened with a smile and a place to dock is
recommended in front of a green house. The harbour is located at
the ancient Marien-Kanal System, which was the tsars first attempt
to build a Volga-Baltic Waterway. The harbour pier looks new and
well maintained, and a paved mile-long promenade, with wrought
iron fences and an Art Deco clock, looks inviting for a walk.
The green house turns out to be a small hotel and the owner, who
looks more like a worker, helps us with the ropes and gives us a
friendly welcome. Through several extension hoses we take on water
from his hotel and are allowed to use his banja (sauna). After this
warm-hearted welcome we decide to stay for another night and
Andrej promptly invites us to a fish dinner on the next evening. He
prepares the ucha (fish soup) himself as well as a huge sudak (pikeperch) from the White Lake smoked on an open-air grill. Along with
the ongoing and obligatory vodka drinking we spend one of our
most charming Russian nights of the whole trip in Belozersk.
When we make moves to cover our costs we learn another lesson
about the proverbial Russian hospitality: if nobody asks for money
it’s an invitation and you had better refrain from offering any money
as doing so might be considered an insult.

Azura passes under Palace
Bridge in St Petersburg,
overlooked by the
Kunstkamera Museum

The closer we get to Moscow the warmer and more pleasant the
weather gets. We follow the solidly meandering Volga River up to
Uglich, which, due to its numerous marvellously restored Russian
churches, represents one of the most popular stops for the large fleet
of passenger cruise ships. Since there are no berths for pleasure boats
here we make a gentlemen’s agreement with the cruise ship
dispatcher; we can use the excellent cruise ships’ pier once they have
left in the evening – they cruise mainly at night. The cost is 9,000
rubles (£90) with receipt or 5,000 rubles (£50) without. We quickly
come to an agreement without too many formalities…
Before we leave the Volga River and turn off into the Moscow
channel we moor for an overnight stop in Kimry. Clearly someone is
keen to show that even before we reach the megacity of Moscow,
Russia is capable of offering something like a yacht harbour that lives
up to our expectations – it’s a wonderfully maintained facility on the
steep banks of the Volga River with a helpful harbourmaster, office,
power, water, infrastructure, Wi-Fi, grill area, restaurant – and
guards. We show our documents and pay 2,258 rubles (£22.50).
While we have no expectations of Kimry as a town we feel like a
million dollars in this harbour.
There are just two days of cruising left between us and our
ambitious goal of Moscow. While the remaining distance is only
Azura and the Kremlin in
the heart of Moscow

Docking among the
cruise ships at Uglich

The grandiose
yacht harbour in
unassuming Kimry

The fenders take
a battering in one
too many locks

a MARLOW to moscow

Just one of the very large
cruise ships we passed en
route to Moscow

80nm we have to pass through six large locks with their unpredictable
timing so as the evening draws in we moor at a soulless pier between
two locks. Unfortunately, we hadn’t reckoned on our host. Just as we
are getting comfortable after dinner we are roused via radio. The lock
authorities have recognised that we did not arrive at the next lock as
expected and we are told in no uncertain terms that mooring
between the locks is prohibited. Although there are several miles
between the locks, the channel is broad, nobody is hampered and it’s
gone 8pm, we have to take off again and follow a slow-going push
tug. We still have four of the huge locks in front of us, it starts to get
dark and a berth at the end of the day’s cruise has not been scouted
out yet. For the first time an uneasy feeling creeps up my chest,
especially since we have no experience of cruising at night.

moscow in our sights
Very quickly darkness sets in, bringing coldness and wetness with it.
Tired and slightly frozen we leave lock number six, after an
additional six hours of cruising, at 2am. After the incandescent
brightness of the lock chamber total blackness surrounds us in a
heartbeat, and this is the moment for Boris to throw himself into the
breach with all his experience. On the map we have identified a
possible berth and the controller of the still-near lock gives his
blessings for us to moor up. Using our
searchlight for the first time we manage
to find the place and approach a pier
which, contrary to our expectations,
looks very neat – almost too good to be
true. After we have moored the boat, two
young men with beer cans in their hands
emerge from the dark bushes on the
bank. Boris calmly talks with them and
after a couple of minutes they disappear
again into the dark of the night.
The next morning – we cannot have
slept for long but the day is already
dawning – we awake to the squawking of
a loudspeaker. Assuming the noise is
nothing to do with us, we go on deck to
take a look just in case. What we see
wakes us up in a second – we are slowly
drifting down the middle of the busy
waterway in front of the bow of a fully
laden tugged barge. The tug captain has
fortunately seen us in time, stopped and
is trying to banish us from the middle of
the waterway via loudspeaker. Although
we are completely shocked, we react like
robots, start the engines and leave the
waterway as quickly as we can.

Settling in and watching
the sun set

With this adventure shaking us to our core, we
arrive, exhausted and unwashed, in Moscow
Apparently, someone has unleashed our motor yacht and let us drift
off. Nothing is damaged or stolen – the ropes are hanging, neatly
arranged over the sides as if done by professionals – but it’s a startling
beginning to the day of our 30th wedding anniversary.
With this adventure shaking us to the core, we arrive, exhausted
and unwashed, at the Royal Yacht Club in Moscow. In reality, this is
not a club as we know it but the name of a wonderfully located
marina in the heart of the Russian capital. The RYC’s main building
hosts a first-class restaurant and has a very unusual architecture. We
learn that it was built into a former stand constructed decades ago to
watch watersports events on the lake before the whole site was
exposed to decay during communist times.
Slowly our spirits revive. The RYC offers everything you can
expect from a marina, is professionally managed, and the price is
great value compared to our previous experiences. Here in the
Russian capital of big business we would have expected completely
different conditions. But then this is Russia – a land of extremes
where a lot of money for nothing and a lot of service at almost no
charge sit comfortably side by side.
While the city centre of Moscow can easily be reached by
Metro, from our berth we’re looking out on a large expanse of
water, a lot of green and some distant multistorey buildings.
This charming situation is complemented by top weather
conditions – the temperatures are above 30°C. Every time we
look around, wearing shorts and T-shirts and with a drink
in our hands, we struggle to believe that this is really Moscow
and not the Mediterranean. Our running gag is Côte de
Moscow – and there is a large element of truth in it.
But the summit of our trip still awaits us – we want to
cruise on Azura to the Kremlin and have some pictures of our
boat taken in front of the world-famous silhouette, with its
brick walls, red towers and golden church domes, as a trophy.
So we set off through five additional locks to the Moskva River
and then a further 17nm down the river. Moscow, with its
approximately ten million inhabitants, presents itself as a
boom town – construction sites are everywhere. Besides the
classic old city centre and the numerous faceless suburbs a
modern business quarter has emerged from the ground, and
the architecture somehow reminds us of new-age Shanghai.
A friend of Boris’s takes marvellous pictures of us and our
Azura in front of the sights – we probably will be here only
once in our lifetime. Despite a slight grounding on the rather
shallow Moskva River we are completely happy and head back
to the RYC very satisfied – our mission is complete.
Modern Moscow,
reminiscent of Shanghai
Next month: Returning to Rostock – via Scandinavia
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