 Russia Trip - 2008
After our enjoyable river trip last year with Grand Circle Travel, we were looking for another 14 day trip on a river.  Grand Circle keeps sending us mail which included a postcard for $1000 off the St. Petersburg to Moscow trip while staying on the boat in both  cities.  The pre-trip extension to Helsinki, Finland and Tallinn, Estonia looked exciting.  Surprise, trips to Russia require a $200 visa that require extra planning.
Travel arrangements were through London Heathrow (again) with a non-stop flight from Los Angeles and a connecting flight to Helsinki.  Our hotel was right on the downtown square and the capital had no tall buildings.  It was built as a capital by the Russians in the early 1800s and has maintained its capital appearance with good urban planning.  It is a nice city with many islands and water on three sides.  The largest items in town were the giant cruise ships docked at the ports.  We visited the Church in the Rock, the tubular Sibelius monument, the Swedish era Suomenlinna fortress, and a well-populated beach in town via tram. Finns are mostly Lutheran with socialized medicine and a prosperous Euro-based economy.  Expensive!
The SuperSeaCat fast catamaran ride across the Baltic Sea to Tallinn took 100 minutes.  Estonia finally got its independence (again) from the Soviet Union in 1991 and is trying to become more Westernized.  Costs there are more reasonable.  The city was founded in 1010 and was a member of the Hanseatic League of trade cities.  The old walled town is largely intact with a fabulous array of buildings from the last 1000 years.  There are many tourists and tourist facilities.  There are many large parks including the Open Air Museum with old historic buildings from all over the country.  Monuments are everywhere.  The Olympic yachting competition was held offshore in 1980 as it is windy.  An interesting trip to a local dairy farm was arranged by the tour company and we learned of the trials of changing from a Soviet-style planned economy to a market-driven economy.  The bus ride to St. Petersburg stopped at the medieval fortress at Narva before crossing over the river into Russia.  The line of trucks waiting for customs to enter Russia was several kilometers long.  

St. Petersburg was built by Peter the Great as the capital of Russia starting in 1703.  It was located on a swamp and has many canals like Amsterdam.  The Russian royalty built many churches, palaces, and governmental buildings in the city.  They also built several magnificent palaces in the surrounding area such as Catherine’s Palace, and Peterhof with its water fountains along the Baltic.  The Hermitage Museum on the Neva River was huge with distinguished artworks.  The ballet performance of Swan Lake was magnificent.

Our ship, Tikhi Don, is one of many similar sized ships that operate via the waterways from St. Petersburg to Moscow but it has larger cabins and a single-seating dining room.  It was 100 meters long, 18 meters wide and 14 meters high and carried 211 passengers.  We were fortunate to get the front two corner rooms on the upper deck which had five windows instead of one window like all the other cabins.   This was a first class ship with excellent service and food.   The entertainment was provided by the resident group called Troyka of a banyan (accordion), balalaika (guitar), and singer as well as an accomplished classical pianist.    
The river trip has only been available with this size ship since the canal system was completed in 1968.  The route went through the two largest lakes in Europe: Ladoga and Onega.  We saw the oldest wooden Eastern Orthodox Cathedral at Kizhi Island along with other old buildings.  Chris won the fishing competition there and her prize was a Russian decorative plate.  Several locks then connected Onega with the Volga River, and then to Moscow via a wide Stalin-built canal.  The Volga River could also be used to continue onward to the Caspian and Black Seas.  The most interesting aspect of the trip was the explanation of modern Russian society.  The lifestyle of the people has become very much like in the United States.   The Cold War is long gone, and American tourists are viewed with friendliness and an interest in doing business.

Moscow is a thriving city with many billionaires.  The sights of St. Basil’s Cathedral in Red Square, the Kremlin Museums, and the new construction all over the city were enlightening.  We saw the weekly band and military parade at the Kremlin.  The Moscow Subway carries many people all over the city.  Parking lots are rare as the Soviets expected everyone to use public transit.   There are many cars now, leading to large traffic jams.  We attended the Moscow Circus and the National Russian Dance Show.  The tour company arranged a meeting with surviving World War II veterans at the Armed Forces Memorial.  They remembered the alliance with the United States against fascism.  August 8, 2008 is viewed as a fortunate day, as the Olympics begun in China, and many Russian couples got married.  We saw several wedding parties on various boats and fireworks above Moscow all night.   We retuned with a supply of orange T-shirts.
