Back from
the u.s.s.r.
Returning home, the Baltic Sea gives the Med a run for its
money and the Coastguard provides a welcoming committee
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In this three-part
series Thomas Kittel
and his wife Jutta take
their Marlow 72E Azura
from Rostock to Moscow

A

fter almost two months on Russian waters we
leave St Petersburg in the early morning of
August 5, heading for the Finnish archipelago.
The weather is good and so are our spirits
– the immigration procedure in Kronstadt on
Kotin Island is even less spectacular than
when we arrived and soon we are steaming
west through the Gulf of Finland. On board,
we’ve been joined by our friends Maria and Tonio, who will
accompany us to Helsinki, taking the place of my sister Beate and
brother-in-law Dieter, who’ve kept us company from Moscow.
For the first 90nm we follow the main Russian waterway west, then
RUSSIA
we turn north to the Finnish island of Haapasaari. The importance
of this tiny island hidden in a group of even smaller islands is in
complete contrast to its size, as it is here you officially re-enter the EU
and some interest in a boat coming from Russia is inevitable. But
that’s not the immediate problem today, because we can’t even see
the harbour. Unfortunately this area is one of the few where we have
to rely solely on our electronic charts and through a miscalculation
during our planning we MOSCOW
have no paper chart coverage of a limited sea
area, and the electronic charts in this area do not contain any
harbour charts or harbour information.
Even our powerful binoculars detect nothing but rocks, adding to
the slight apprehension we have felt since leaving Russian waters. We
see no boats, be it Coastguard, police or customs. Finally a boat
appears on our AIS, heading in our direction at a speed of more than
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Clouds and big skies

and wave to us, making us feel extremely
en route to Mariehamn
welcome. Finally we dock in Hamina
harbour at a pristine wooden pier with
an electricity connection and water
supply – things that we are not used to
after two months in Russia.
The Finnish archipelago is a wonderful
world for boaters with lots of places to
dock or anchor, very good charts with
reliable water depth guarantees, and
well-marked waterways. You will find both
peaceful places and some harbour action,
and you can trust the charts even if you
do not quite understand where the exit to
the bay is.
We reach Helsinki several days later. The
harbour guide describes three large marinas and so we are not too
worried about finding a berth. As we contact them the picture
becomes less clear – one marina is not suited for our boat length, the
other one is full and the third one turns out to be a private club.
Finally we come across a pier near some pilot boats where it says,
“stops only for four hours”. The spot offers nothing but some
bollards, but is perfectly located. We decide to stay and will leave if
anyone asks us to – we end up spending four nights in the middle of
Helsinki with nobody bothering us and without spending a single
euro on harbour fees.

mounting difficulties

Azura moored up in front of
Sweden’s Gripsholm Castle

20 knots. It is hidden behind one of the islands so we only see the AIS
signal, not the boat. Before it comes into view the boat stops and
stays behind the island. Is this some final ‘exit control’ by the Russians,
even though we are already in Finnish waters? As we go round the
island cliffs the boat comes into sight and its red colour unmasks it to
be an ordinary pilot boat seeking shelter from the wind.

As our radar system had stopped working as soon as we reached the
open sea we arrange for some technicians to come on board and have
a look at it. When the same thing had happened in Lithuania we
solved the problem by simply shaking the cables but now the
pedestal seems to be really broken. We order a new unit that has to be
flown in from a warehouse in the Netherlands. The technicians bring
the unit to Hanko at the south-western tip of Finland and we meet
them there for them to replace it. After looking at the bill we are
reminded that boating remains an expensive passion and the
charming waters of Finland are no exception.
The most southwestern point of
Finland, Hanko

The Bell Tower of old
Porvoo Cathedral

Crossing the border
As we approach the rocky scenery of Haapasaari we call the
immigration office again on VHF but there is no answer. We cruise
into the archipelago and try to go around the island. Half way
round, the regional Coastguard, based in Kotka, comes through on
VHF. We are told that we have to go further round and we soon see
the immigration harbour with its sign and flag. It is very easy to
approach and as the friendly Finnish immigration officer helps
us with the ropes we quickly relax. He comes on board and inspects
the boat and our documents. As he looks at our armada of
refrigerators, still well stocked with lots of high-percentage alcoholic
drinks, we feel obliged to declare that all of this was bought in
Germany at the beginning of our cruise. He grins and says: “I am
inclined to believe you.” After some stamps on our documents we
leave Haapasaari in a good mood and head for Hamina, a little
further east along the coast.
The Finnish people are mad about boats and as we get closer to
the Finnish coast the number of pleasure boats increases rapidly. As
the fjord leading to Hamina narrows, crews from other boats greet

Azura at her first berth
back in the EU – Hamina
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Before we leave Helsinki we have another crew change: Sabine and
Carmen, sisters and my distant cousins, come on board for our
two-week cruise across to Stockholm. We also meet up with a
German-Finnish couple, Ulla and Mike, who have travelled around
Europe for six years on board their Grand Banks 36 Rumbalotte. Not
only is the weather about to change but also on the weekend we
depart the Finnish summer holidays are over. The effect is
extraordinary – all of a sudden the marinas are empty, most of the
restaurants are closed and the harbourmasters are about to
disappear. There are only a few exceptions, one of which we find in
Nauvo on our way to the Åland Islands.
We reach Nauvo at the end of a long and wonderful day of
travelling. Hidden among the Turku archipelago the small harbour
seems to offer no place for us, but over the phone the friendly
harbourmaster has promised us a sufficient berth if we only stay
a night. After docking we inspect the harbour – it turns out to be
very picturesque with pleasure boats, ferries and tourist shops, and
several restaurants are still busy and competing for guests.
One of them is built into a former boat just 20ft from our berth.
Once in a while the light wind blows the aroma of Italian cuisine
over. While we are eating we see, and hear, a group of musicians with
their instruments sound checking on board the restaurant ship. The
short fragments of well-known pop songs act like appetisers for the
rest of the evening. Later, a light thunderstorm appears and leaves
quickly and we fall asleep with music ringing in our ears.

weathered souls
The weather has become rather windy and the forecast makes for
unpleasant reading. A North Atlantic low is approaching from the
west and will hit our route in about two or three days, when we plan
to cross the open sea to Stockholm. So we rejig things and go directly
to Mariehamn, the capital of the Åland Islands. The Åland Islands
belong to Finland but enjoy an autonomous status with a substantial
degree of freedom and certain tax privileges – perhaps comparable to
the Channel Islands. The inhabitants number less than 30,000 and
have their own flag combining the design and colours of Sweden and
Finland. Despite all this, the only official language is Swedish!
Leaving Mariehamn earlier means getting to Stockholm earlier. If
you have ever been to Stockholm you will agree that this is not a bad

A makeshift but
sufficient berth in Nauvo
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colourful city
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Gustav Vasa, king of
Sweden when it gained
independence in 1523

The waterfront in
Stockholm isn’t a bad
place to spend a few days

thing. At this time of the year the Swedish capital is still swinging and
ferries and cruise ships unload their tourist cargo into the city. We
dock in the Wasahamnen Marina, a stone’s throw from the famous
Vasa Museum. The Vasa was the biggest battleship of its time and
sank during her maiden voyage in 1628 after less than 1nm. After her
discovery in 1956 and recovery in 1961 the Vasa Museum has become
a huge attraction.
After the storm the weather is better and we enjoy two weeks in
Stockholm. Some friends fly in from Germany and we explore the
area before leaving Stockholm together. A week later we reach the
Swedish island of Gotland. On the same day the famous German
sailing ship Gorch Fock arrives in Visby – the main town on Gotland
and a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 1995. The summer season
is over and Visby Harbour is now quiet. To tour the large island we
rent four battery-driven Twizys – one for each crew member. These
electromobiles from Renault are part of a huge field experiment and
what we experience on that day provides enough material for a film
on electromobility, but that’s another story.
As we enter our last week on board we head back along the east
coast of Sweden. It starts to feel a little lonely looking at all the empty
marinas, summer houses and restaurants. From Gotland we cruise to
Byxelkrok on the island of Öland which protects us from the Baltic
sea on our way down to Karlskrona via Kalmar. Both cities have
invested considerably in their harbour infrastructure making for a
very pleasant and comfortable stay.
We plan our last stop in foreign waters to be Bornholm, the large
Danish island where we have been before. As we approach it we
remember other sailors recommending the Pea Islands – a group of
tiny islands about an hour east of Bornholm which were used for
military purposes in the days when sea battles were determining the
faith of the Baltic nations. So we adjust our course and go around the
southern tip of Christiansoe where we dock a few minutes later. It
has been a rainy day with dark clouds but as we enter the old
harbour the sun breaks through the clouds. The whole island is
immediately plunged into the warm light of the setting sun – a
wonderful gift at the end of a rough day at sea. We take about 150
photos in an hour, overwhelmed by the atmosphere on this almostunknown pearl in the Baltic.
The next morning we are treated to a display from the famous
northern gannet, so special round these parts it even warrants a
mention in the guide book. In an unexplained ornithological
phenomenon this big bird has chosen to stay in the harbour next to
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One of the few ships
we see is a German
Coastguard patrol busy
handling their dinghy

Back in German waters, at
Vitte, on Hiddensee Island

one of the shorepower connectors. We then put out to sea and after
going around the northern end of Bornholm we set course straight
to Germany’s largest island, Rügen, aiming in fact for the sandy
island of Hiddensee which protects the western coast of Rügen like a
long stretched mole. There are no cars allowed on the island so you
have to either walk, bike or use one of the horse and carts. Poets,
painters and other artists have always been attracted to this quiet
island. The Dornbusch Lighthouse on top of the northern hill can be
seen from a distance of 25nm.

home sweet home…
As we approach Rügen our mobile phones begin to switch to
German network providers – a clear sign that we are getting closer to
home. One of the few ships we see is a German Coastguard patrol
busy handling its dinghy. As soon as the dinghy hits the water it

moves away from the mothership. While I am still joking with my
wife where they might possibly be going, they head our way. Within a
few seconds the four people on board the dinghy have reached our
boat. It is clear that they want to check us out and two officers come
on board in a rather shaky manoeuvre. They are very friendly, ask us
some questions, fill out a form and then they are gone. It is funny
that in Russia, where we had expected lots of controls, nothing
happened. And here in home waters just a day away from our home
harbour we are stopped by our own Coastguard.
Two days later we reach Rostock, which we left 4½ months earlier.
The trip has been a success. After 4,150nm, nine countries, 42 locks
and 72 docking places, there have been no illnesses, no catastrophies,
only one major technical issue, a once-in-a-century summer, more
than 5,000 photos, a raw script for a book and a lot of new friends.
We feel very privileged and lucky – thanks to all concerned!

Sunshine welcomes
us into the old harbour
at Christiansoe
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