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Introduction  

This is an account of a trip I made with my Cousin Peter in May 
and June 2007. It was a trip we had long planned and dreamed 
about, mainly when we posed the question òWhat would you do 
if you won the National Lottery?ó over a glass of whiskey many 
Christmas Day dinners long  ago during the 1990õs. 

John Gunther was the American Correspondent of the Chicago 
Daily News who visited Russia a number of times and described 
the òConcept of Siberiaó as òautomatically suggests coldness, 
loneliness, immensity and exileó. This description was very much 
in mind during our discussions, the Cold War not long being over 
and the Berlin Wall not long dismantled and sold for souvenirs. 
We grew up in this era and the threat of nuclear war with the 
Russians was ever present until the rise of Gorbachev. In some 
ways, it was a step into the dark history and suspicion of Russia. 
In other ways it was an adventure of a lifetime. 

Interestingly, Gunther mused about the Russians conquering the 
world which he thought unlikely unless there was a war. 
However, since the breakdown of Communism, Russia has 
learned a new place in the world as a energy super-power and this 
possibly makes them more dangerous than ever as we in the West 
are increasingly dependent upon the natural resources sold by the 
new oligarchies.  This economic power is evident on the railway. 

Russia is a very large place covering one eighth of the earthõs land 
area, as a cursory look at an atlas will reveal. Our trip would take 
us nearly half way around the world crossing eleven timezones. 
Cousin Pete and me had already been, on separate journeys, to 
the eastern shores of Pacific, at Vancouver in British Columbia. 
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This would mean for both of us we would only have to cross the 
Pacific to circumnavigate the globe ð not bad for two ordinary 
blokes from The Black Country!  

After fifteen years (and without a lottery win), we finally managed 
to save up the money and after six months planning, we boarded 
the train at Wolverhampton, the start of the dream.  

This is the account of that trip. 

I have also included a short essay about the history of its 
construction. This is by no means exhaustive but highlights the 
vastness of the project and the human suffering involved. There 
arenõt many English books on the subject to be had, but a look 
on that modern marvel the Internet can yield more information. 
Many sources of information probably exist in the Russian state 
archives and await translation. If this book inspires someone to 
write a detailed history of the construction of the Trans-Siberia 
then the effort in writing this one will have been worth it. 
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Chapter One 

Day Two - Poland  
It's quite hard to write about how I feel about this trip. At the 
moment we are crossing Poland in pouring rain. Hardly the best 
to keep your spirits up. My stomach feels all of a churn I don't 
know whether it's because I'm homesick, missing the girlfriend or 
anxious about this trip. I certainly felt bad in Berlin, where we left 
earlier today on the 15:16 from Berlin-Zoogarten to Moscow. I 
really did have the butterflies. However, having phoned my 
partner Karen, I did feel better, and as we settled into our cabin, a 
bit small and cramped, we were off, leaving the familiarity of 
Berlin behind us. Berlin had been our base for 24 hours and I had 
been there previously with my good mate Dave. 

This train is a curious link between east and west, and interface 
between two different cultures: the culture of capitalism in 
Germany and the West, and the legacy of Communism in the 
East. What would we find? It was a burning question in my mind. 

We had left the hotel earlier onto the Kurfurstendamn and made 
out way to the busy intersection to the Zoogarten station, a 
typical Berlin station of arched steel and glass. We made our way 
under the platforms to the far end of the platforms and ascended 
the stairway to the platform where the smart blue and red train 
stood expectantly at the platform, the attendants nearby 
welcoming you on board. I can only remember one occasion 
when there were attendants on the platform and that was on a 
special Pullman trip for the Universities when I stayed in 
Manchester some years ago. Quite an occasion as Iõve that was 
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real 1950õs opulence brought back to life. This was clinical and 
definitely 2007. 

The attendants were smartly dressed in dark blue uniforms 
waiting to guide us to our compartment. The carriages were of 
the old corridor configuration as used in Britain up to the late 
1980õs, but very clean and uncluttered. 

We found our compartment and stowed our bags. It was quite 
plush but a little cramped as it was basically a three seat sofa in 
light green crushed velvet with a small table in the corner that 
served as the wash basin. The spare bed was folded above our 
heads, and was pulled into position overnight by the attendant. 
Neat. 

I thought, as we pulled out of the station on time, of how many 
people had travelled this line before ð in the old days, diplomats 
used the service. In 1935, Britainõs Foreign Secretary, Anthony 
Eden, made the same journey to meet Stalin in Moscow. 

The train crawled to the next station, Wilhemstrasse, and loaded 
some more passengers. Quite an international station is this as 
there are also trains going westbound to Hamburg and Brussels.  

We picked up speed as we got the outskirts of Berlin ð the 
furthest East I had ever travelled. In no time at all, we were 
stopping at Frankfurt am Oder ð the last part of modern 
Germany before we entered Poland. 

And now as we were watching the Polish countryside swish past 
it was very green, but we were travelling in the summer; Eden 
described the Polish Landscape as òflat, dreary and pooró but he 
made his trip in early spring so it perhaps it was grey and misty 
when he went. How different from today! Poland looks like it has 
benefited from its membership of the EU as all of its stations 
have been refurbished and the track is nice and smooth.  It seems 
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to be throwing off the yoke of communist oppression and 
reviving once more. 

This countryside is largely flat with many trees and forests. Thatõs 
all you can see; occasionally, the scenery is punctuated by the 
occasional town or village. Is it going to be like this all the way to 
Moscow we wonder? 

Time zones are going to be a problem on this trip. I don't 
normally wear a watch as they donõt agree with my òmagnetismó 
so it's up to Pete to sort out the timetable and where we are. This 
train is running on German time but it's a couple of timezones 
until we reach Moscow. Weõll have to watch out for the zone 
shifts as there isnõt a clock on the train either to tell you what the 
local time actually is. 

The train speeds ever eastward and I think back to our start some 
36 hours earlier. Having said our farewells to the family the 
previous evening, and explaining the trip to the niece and 
nephew, I was awoken at 7:50 am by a call off my Dad wishing us 
good luck. Karen drove me to Wolverhampton Station where we 
met Cousin Pete. We wished each other a tearful farewell; our 
forthcoming holiday in Kent the thing that would keep us 
together - a dreamy archetypal English cottage with sunshine, 
wine and good food, lazy days spent wandering the countryside in 
search of some elusive nirvana - a far cry from our cramped 
cabin, our home for the next 21 hours. 
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Looking back to our trip so far, we had taken three cramped 
British trains, a plane and one bus to get us here. It had taken us 
12 hours to do the 1065 kilometres to Berlin; not bad. The only 
problem was travelling òcattleó class on the Virgin train down to 
Reading. The train was packed. Virgin doesnõt seem to have got 
the point about putting on more carriages to expand capacity. 
Quite a problem at this point in the history of our country at the 
moment. Iõm hoping that this will be sorted out in the near future 
by the action of some practical politician. We live in hope. 

We exchanged trains at Reading for the jaunt into Heathrow. 
Here, we had to endure the misery of three Youths, dressed 
òChavó style. In other words, T-Shirts, baggy jeans pulled down 
past their waist, thick gold chains around their necks, studded 
earrings and baseball caps in a checked Burberry fashion. Oh 
dear! Is the best that Blairõs Britain can produce? 

We get off the train, take the Tube to Heathrow and find our way 
to Terminal Four. Heathrow is always packed but our transition 
through departures to the Berlin plane is as smooth as we can 
expect. The flight is very smooth and comfortable. I compliment 
Cousin Pete on his choice of British Airways for the flight. I 
thought this would have cost a lot more than it did. Cousin Pete 
remarks that itõs the only way to travel. I suppose after so many 
plane journeys, he has confidence in those who have served him 
well and he has developed a tried and trusted method of 
travelling agencies. British Airways is clearly one of those. 

We landed at Berlin Tegel airport. Iõve been to Berlin myself a 
number of times but Iõve always landed at the Schonenfeld in the 
old east, so this was something new to me a bit disorientating. We 
had collected our baggage and went through customs and 
immigration checks.  
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As we entered the foyer of the airport I noticed the German 
police looking at some photographs and the proceeded to follow 
a man in an anorak. Didnõt look suspicious but they evidently 
wanted him for something. 

We took the bus into the centre and find our hotel, having got 
off at the Zoogarten, where we will catch our Moscow train, and 
walk onto the Kurfurstendamn. I do like travelling by public 
transport in Germany ð they do it so well. 

The hotel in Berlin was on the Kurfurstendamn and was 
comfortable and had the legendary German courteous efficiency. 
We did get a good look around the Kurfurstendamn and found 
an Italian restaurant I know for dinner. Afterwards, we walked 
around looking for a bar and having found one, drank some 
beers with the fans of VB Stuttgart, who had just won the 
German Cup Final at the nearby Olympic Stadium. Although the 
beer is reasonably strong, I didn't sleep that well, missing my 
girlfriend, parents and family already. 

The Kurfurstendamn is the German equivalent of Oxford Street 
in London or Fifth Avenue in New York. The shops are 
expensive and look expensive. It is pleasantly tree lined and has 
relatively few cars invading the space and generally has a spacious 
feel about it. Personally, I find it much more comfortable than 
the equivalents in England or the USA. And everybody takes 
their time over things ð itõs not as frantic as the others. 

Earlier in the morning, after breakfast, I took Cousin Pete on a 
tour of Berlin, as amazingly, heõd never visited it before. How 
very slack of him!  
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We boarded the U-Bahn and took in the Unter dem Linden for 
tea, The Reichstag where we took photographs, and down the 
Soviet war memorial - a vast place erected by the Russians after 
World War II and well worth looking at, even if the guy on top 
looks like heõs doing the òMacarenaó! I always get a sense of 
history when Iõm outside the Reichstag as Iõve looked at many old 
historical photographs with such figures as Bismarck, Hitler and 
the conquering Soviet soldiers on its steps. Berlin has always 
struck me as the crossroads of Europe for the past two hundred 
years.  

We pass another Polish station at speed and Iõm jolted back to 
reality. It's different travelling with another member of the family. 
Cousin Pete is by far the most travelled member of the family, 
having been most places by train, even Peru! He is one of a small 
band of people in the world that likes to travel everywhere by 
train and count the track mileage. To these people, its where 
youõve been by train thatõs important. To hear him wax lyrically 
about some of his adventures leaves me in amazement, 
considering he has largely done this by himself, having no spouse 
and no siblings to go with him. I'm the only one of our family to 
do this, and I feel honoured to do so, in spite of feeling incredibly 
homesick. More of Cousin Pete later in the book. 

Anyway, we are about to have our first Russian tea, as we are on a 
Russian train. Russian Tea is like normal Indian òBlackó tea as we 
are fond of in England, but doesnõt have milk added and is served 
hot in a glass that is held in a metal holder. Very posh it looks 
too!  The hot water is served from a heated urn in the corner of 
the carriage called a òsamovaró. 



15 

After this, we'll have our first sleep on the train and wake up in 
Byelorussia. Iõve never deliberately slept on a train before ð like 
the rest of train travellers, Iõve dozed off a few times between 
Birmingham and Wolverhampton ð not bad considering itõs only 
a 20 minute journey! 
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Chapter Two 

Just Outside Minsk  

I'm kind of getting used to how big this trip is - just. 

Last night we made up the beds and tried to get some sleep as 
was a slow crawl through Poland as far as Poznan and then a race 
to catch up time. This involved the attendant pulling down the 
spare bed above our heads and handing out sheets, pillows and 
duvets. 

The Train "went to bed" around 10 PM (CET) and we were 
finally awoken at 4.30 AM by the immigration check for 
Byelorussia. The guards were efficient and polite whilst we filled 
in the immigration and custom forms. They wore Army style 
camouflaged uniforms and boots laced up at the ankle. They 
looked at us carefully as we handed over our passports, but the 
magic of being British paid off and a smile from the guard and we 
were in! First time in the old Soviet Union! 

After clearing the formalities, we then had the unique experience 
of changing the bogies of the carriages from "Standard Gauge" to 
"Russian Gauge". The gauge is the width between the rails. 
Unlike the rest of Europe which uses 4 foot 8 and a half inches, 
the Russian railways are run on the standard of 5 ft. This means 
bigger trains and much more capacity. 
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We watched with interest as a team of mechanics and engineers 
faffed about changing the bogies over. This involved shunting the 
coaches into a shed; unbolting the bogies; raising the carriages 
and some screw jacks; shunting the standard bogies out; shunting 
the broad gauge bogies in place; lowering the carriages and finally 
bolting the bogies to the carriages. We were then gathered up into 
a new train formation and off we set for our first experience of 
modern Byelorussia. Memories of the old Soviet Republic were 

very much in mind especially 
with the Military hanging 
around, armed with 
Kalashnikov's of course.  

 

After all this, I was much too 
tired to take much notice of 
what went on. However, I 
finally roused myself to take a 

ham slice and a cup of tea for breakfast - bit steep at $15 I 
thought. Back to sleep whilst we counted down the kilometres to 
Minsk, the capital of Byelorussia. 

If this is a precursor to the actual Trans-Siberia, itõs going to be a 
real mental battle to cope with the trip: the confinement; the 
motion of the train; the isolation of being unable to communicate 
effectively with the other passengers. Of course, the people on 
the train have a purpose when the reach Moscow; some to see 
loved ones, others to conduct business, none of them really 
making their way to the other side of the world as we are. This is 
very much about the business of getting to Moscow and not 
much else. There arenõt very many tourists on the train, or we 
havenõt found them and people eye us suspiciously. 

 Changing the bogies on the 

border 
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Cousin Pete of course has found his purpose on this trip. Armed 
with train maps, he sits there ticking off the mileage on the map. 
This is his nirvana, his reason to be. Me; I want to get to 
Vladivostok as quickly as possible and go home.  

As I think of the enormity of the journey; its nine days on the 
train to get to Vladivostok whereas to get back we will do it in 
just 12 hours. The march of technology eh? 

Actually, the figures are something like:  

Berlin to Moscow = 1889 KMS 

Moscow to Vladivostok = 11,258 KMS 

Total = 11,147 KMS or 6,937 miles 

At this moment, thatõs an awful long way!! 

It's just got to be done though. All Iõm thinking of is my garden 
full of the family and friends. That's all that's keeping me going at 
the moment. Next stop is Minsk - letõs hope we get a good break 
and some photos. 

 Minsk  

The stop at Minsk gave us about ten minutes and we didnõt dare 
get off for fear of getting left behind! Minsk is the largest 
transport hub in Belarus and is the crossroads of the country 
sitting astride the main rail routes. Itõs the centre of the main 
industry in the area. Our stop was all too brief, allowing us a 
restricted view of the grand Stalin type station.  
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One strange incident occurred here that did nothing to assuage 
my uneasiness: A bright red and yellow train pulled in alongside 
us in the platform and through one of the windows was a man 
eating something with a small knife. I waved and pointed my 
camera at him at which point he smiled, waved back and them 
adopted a most threatening pose. As if he was saying òCome over 
here son and youõll get thisó. Before anything worse happened, 
the train moved off and resumed its journey. However, I canõt 
help feeling that we had to watch our step in these lands very 
carefully. 

Nice chap with a knife.... 
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Smolensk  

After Minsk, we stopped briefly at Smolensk, which looked as 
good as other writers had said it is. We are in Russia proper now 
and the trackside buildings are pained in two-tone green - as if 
the place isn't green enough! I suspect that Cousin Pete is having 
a hard time with the Silver Birch trees that constantly line the 
track. There seem millions of them!  

Smolensk gave us the opportunity to get off the train for the first 
time ð a stop of about 20 minutes. The station was immaculate 
with no litter anywhere and the station smartly painted in the 
ubiquitous two-tone green. On the station is a massive old steam 
locomotive painted bright apple green. Cousin Pete explains that 
they are referred to as òPlinthsó ð there not only for decoration 
but also as the strategic reserve in case something bad happens 
and their electric locomotives donõt work. Itõs very impressive 
and much bigger than our steam equivalents. 

After Smolensk, we settle down to counting down the miles to 
Moscow. A brief interlude arises when a German family travelling 
in a compartment nearby engage in a blazing row between 
mother and daughter. The daughter stormed off pursued by 
Vater. Mater broods in the compartment and the boyfriend looks 
a little bemused. Sometime later they reappear some time later 
but there is much tension in the air. 

The girl sits in the corridor crying somewhat comforted by her 
òVateró and boyfriend. You could feel the tension in the air as 
the mother quietly simmered in the compartment, waiting to have 
another go later. 
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Moscow  

We arrive on the outskirts of Moscow and to my amazement it 
seems like Berlin back in 2001 - one big building yard. There are 
tall cranes dotted everywhere on the skyline. It is also very very 
hot. Some 38° in fact.  

The train creeps through the various loops that surround 
Moscow. We watch the rows on faceless apartment blocks as we 
eventually we reach the terminus around eight oõclock in the 
evening. We grab our luggage and leave the compartment. In the 
vestibule area Cousin Pete gives the attendant $10 and a 
Wolverhampton Wanders Football Club biro - should have been 
$20 I thought for having to keep the pen! 

We descend onto the platform following those in more of a hurry 
than us and just along the platform is a guy with Cousin Pete's 
surname written on it. This is the taxi man and he leads us out of 
the station to a black Ford Focus taxi, where he deposits our 
luggage in the boot. Outside of the station is absolute chaos. 
People are running everywhere, cars don't seem to have any 
direction to go and mingle together in a most disconcerting way. 
We set off heading towards the ring road. The driving here 
reminds me of Kingston Jamaica - everybody driving anywhere 
and everywhere they like, blaring horns, raised fists and masses of 
traffic, no nice structured driving as in England. And the Ring 
Road is so so busy, even this late at night. Everywhere is a 
building site and skyscrapers are rising into the sky, the ones that 
are finished are lit up in the most garish lights. It was like a scene 
out of Blade Runner - Los Angeles 2033.  
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We reach the Hotel Cosmos, a huge and impersonal palace form 
the Soviet era. As its night, it's lit up in the Las Vagas style neon 
lights, trying to emulate Time Square in New York or Piccadilly 
in London. It's also very full with the big lobby packed with 
tourists from around the world.  

We check in and are directed to the sixth floor. Time for a hot, 
refreshing shower and a shave - what joy! The room is quite 
comfortable with clean beds and linen, and a television. We turn 
it on in the hope of finding the BBC World Service but no joy. 
Not even any football! The local station makes no sense at all - 
usually, in Western Europe, you can follow the local language, 
but this might as well be in Klingon, let alone only 2000 
kilometres away! Oh well, we'll just have to muddle through in 
typical British style.  

We descend to find a bar near the huge lobby and are charged an 
outrageous $23 for two German wheat beers. In 2007, this is 
outrageously expensive. We discuss the plans for the next day and 
decided to have another couple of beers but this time we paid in 
Euros and found the exchange rate more in our favour. Feeling 
tired but glad to be in some sort of safety we ascend the lift and 
its time for bed.  

Overall, I can't say that I'm impressed with Moscow so far. It's 
very busy, very garish, the people look at you with suspicion and 
you've no idea what they are saying. My spirits are low and I really 
felt like going home. But after a talk with Cousin Pete and a few 
encouraging messages from home via the mobile phone, I go to 
bed with a lot of reservations, waiting tomorrow with some 
trepidation. 

 

http://www.kli.org/
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Chapter Three 

Day Four - The Kremlin  

I get up in much better spirits. This is a big, vast country and the 
forthcoming distances seem foreboding and overwhelming. For 
some other reason, the prospect of stepping outside of the 
relative sanctuary of the hotel strikes fear inside me. And I don't 
know why. These people aren't any worse than the Arabs of 
Tunisia and they aren't generally trying to sell me something all of 
the time. No perhaps itõs something else, like they all look like 
they are going to mug you or something. They all look like they 
are sleeping off a hangover and their choice of dress; black 
leather jackets and black trousers seem to reinforce the image of 
the shady side of Russia. Maybe itõs the memory of the guy with 
the knife back in Minsk. 

I receive a reply from a text from my sister who tells me the 
seven year old nephew Tom is enthralled with our trip and is 
following our progress on a big map in the loft whilst playing 
with his train set. This gives me a much needed boost, as I 
remember describing our projected trip on my atlas to him only 
last Friday. We must not let him down now. Fancy being inspired 
by a seven year old! I think for a while about how my 
Grandfathers must have felt whilst they were abroad in France or 
North Africa fighting for their kith and kin. A long way away 
from their loved ones and only a second away from death at most 
times. It must have been hellishly difficult to live with. Not 
knowing whatõs happening back home whilst you are in constant 
danger. Youõve got to admit it takes a special courage to join the 
Armed Forces and more so when you are called up. 
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We find our way to the dining area and I stand back ðthe place is 
huge! Breakfast is chaotic: people everywhere absolutely packed 
not a seat to be had. All of the bacon and eggs disappear within a 
few minutes so I settle for eggs and pineapple with coffee and 
juice. We find a place on a large circular table with a couple of 
people eating their eggs and cheese. They donõt even 
acknowledge us as we sit down. 

After this ruck, we collect our bags and put them in left luggage 
for the day whilst we go and change some money, purchase 
postcards and stamps and then time to get our Trans-Siberia 
tickets. 

Collecting our tickets proves to be rather a protracted effort as 
we go to the first Intourist office on the left of reception, who 
promptly send us to the one on the right of reception which we 
can't find. Upstairs is another Intourist office where we explain as 
best we can what we want. We are dealt with by four different 
women who always leave us with the phrase òwe will be with you 
in exactly three minutes". And they were! Why three minutes I 
don't know. Maybe they've tried to emulate their German 
counterparts. After much to-ing and fro-ing we found our way to 
the office on the right of reception and there are our tickets! Oh 
Joy! Cousin Pete is mightily relieved! So am I. 

Cousin Pete reckons they were in the system however it 
eventually transpired that they were in the original office which 
was the collections office, not the train and air tickets sales office. 
Work that one out then. 
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Having accomplished that task, a test of a westerner in a Russian 
system, itõs off to have a gander at Cosmonauts Park over the 
road from the hotel. We descend the steps outside the hotel into 
another hot Moscow day. As we pass the entrance, there is a huge 
statue of French General de Gaulle! What's he doing here?! I 
can't remember the Russians liking him that much? 

Itõs quite warm as we go down the roadway to a dodgy looking 
subway to view the old Soviet architecture amid a pleasure park. 
This contained a "Wild Mouse" rollercoaster - the same one as 
used to be at Blackpool Pleasure Beach, so beloved of my sister 
when she was younger.  

Having perused the park for a while, Cousin Pete is anxious to 
get some track mileage in, not being on a train for some 12 hours 
now. He is one of a small band of people in this country known 
as "Grislers" or Track Bashers; their sole aim in life is to travel as 
much train track as possible and this they end up in some very 
obscure parts of the world. 

So part of this trip is for Cousin Pete to do some "extra" mileage 
and so we head off to the nearest metro line which is going to 
take us to its junction with "Line 9" of the underground system. 

After obtaining two tickets relatively easily, we board the train for 
central Moscow. The train is still packed and everybody looks a 
little bleary eyed. I canõt work out whether itõs because theyõve 
just got up (late?) or are still drunk from the night before as they 
have a stench of alcohol about them. And everybody wears these 
black leather jackets and looks as if they have a pistol or knife 
inside. Vary scary. Anyway, we end up in Moscowõs much 
vaunted Underground system, very ornate stations but hot and 
very crowded, even though we aren't in the rush hour peak.  
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We arrive at our destination station "Alexandrovsky Sad" and 
look out for The Kremlin, which proves a little difficult as we go 
round in circles for a while. 

I have always wanted to see The Kremlin. It's one of the places in 
history that was always on the Television News when I was a boy, 
along with Pad 39a at Cape Canaveral where the moonshots 
always took off from. Today, Vladimir Putin, the Russian 
President at the time, is expecting visitors from Portugal as there 
are Portuguese flags everywhere along with a heavy Police and 
secret service presence.  

Next to The Kremlin is a really nice and well kept park which we 
walk through as it affords us some shade from the sun. The locals 
are a mixture of school kids and young people relaxing. We walk 
around to Red Square and I'm impressed. It's just like it is on the 
Television.  

 

The Kremlin 
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Having taken some photos of Lenin's mausoleum and the 
surrounding buildings, we naturally gravitate to St. Basilõs 
cathedral - this is the one with the famous onion tops. Itõs got so 
much Russian heritage associated with it even the Soviets didn't 
pull it down. 

Inside its cool and quite dark with stalls with guides strategically 
placed in case you wanted some souvenir or two. We didn't as we 
wanted these from the prize - Vladivostok! We wandered around 
the rooms full of ornate and gilded icons and walls and I 
wondered how much this little lot cost. Priceless these days of 
course but why?  

Having had another walk around the outer walls of the Kremlin, 
and nearly found ourselves on camera, we decide that a visit 
inside the citadel is in order, for the sum of 300 roubles or about 
£ 6. Bargain really. This was a real eye opener as inside The 
Kremlin is bigger than the outside, a sort of Tardis. 

Our first sight was a rather good collection of old cannon, most 
of which bore the famous "N" of Napoleon, which I'm sure are 
booty from the Campaigns in the early nineteenth century. My 
good friend Dave Orton would well approve! Also, there is a new 
bit which looks like a West End theatre. We aren't sure what that 
is as the place is crawling with guards. Also, there many Japanese 
and Chinese tourists crammed into the photo stops made it 
difficult to linger long at each place. 

There are six churches inside, all built by different Tsars. Ivan the 
Terrible built one with a massive bell tower (!) which outside had 
a huge bell that was broken with a large chunk taken out of it. 
What the significance of this eluded us at the time as our paper 
guide was very limited. 
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I found out later that this was the Tsar Bell and is the largest Bell 
in the world weighing some 216 tons. The slab, which cracked off 
after a fire in 1737 whilst the bell was I the casting pit, has never 
been rung. 

We toured the churches in turn, welcome of the break in the 
searing sun to be in the cool. In each church though, we followed 
the same choir who always had their latest CD available for 
purchase! Perhaps they aren't so different from the Tunisians 
after all!  

The tour took us a good five hours and included a stop in a very 
nice Italian style garden. These are kept in fine and sharp shape 
although I was surprised to find this in the seat of all Russian 
authority.  

 

St Basils in Red Square 
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Having finished the tour, because the place was closing, we left 
for our one last look at Red Square and some more photos. We 
then found our way back to the Metro Track 6 back to the Hotel 
Cosmos. This was accomplished not without difficulty as Track 6 
is marked in Orange and was hidden by another service colour. 
Eventually we worked it out and managed to translate back the 
stations as we needed them. If you do go to Moscow dear reader, 
take careful note of the name of the station as it's usually in 
Cyrillic and not English type letters. We needed "Vdrikh" which 
used the same track as the "Blue line". 

General de Galle outside the 
Hotel Cosmos ð why? 

Having reached the hotel, I 
fired up the phone to 
receive some much need 
encouragement from the 
family and girlfriend back in 
the UK. We then retrieved 
our luggage, sat in reception 
and wrote our postcards 
and waited for our taxi to 
the station which would 
mean the start of our 
journey on the Trans-Siberia 
and a mere 6,000 mile or 
9,288 kilometres! 
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Chapter Five 

Boarding the Trans -Siberia Express  

Our taxi duly turned up on time. The Russians seem to be really 
good at this punctuality thing. So far, every connection has 
worked out like clockwork, and this short trip is no exception. 

Our taxi navigates the crowded ring road again and drops us to 
the two stations at Yaroslavsky Rail Terminal which are quite 
close together. Here we are met by a guide who navigates us to 
the right station and the right platform. He then describes the 
procedure we need for when the train will arrive: 

"The train is Number Two and will come into Platform 4, 3 or 2, 
which is round the corner. The track will be shown on that board 
over there" - he points to a rather antiquated board with some 
1970's electronic typeface on it. "Once again, here are the tracks 
and there is the board. You need train No 2". 

"Okay! We get it!" 

We had to wait about an hour for the train to show up and it was 
still very hot. We got ourselves some drinks and a sandwich from 
a café that rather resembled and English bakers that sells 
sandwiches and pasties and then we waited by the indicator 
board. Whilst there, waiting amongst other travellers waiting for 
their connections, we were entertained by some scaffolders who 
were dismantling some rickety looking rig, just where some 
passengers were due to board a train. Also, they seemed oblivious 
to two colleagues stranded on the flat roof. 
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Eventually, our train "Poccha" (or "Rossiya" in English) reversed 
in and we strode up the platform to find our coach and home for 
the next nine days. It will be hauled by a large electric locomotive 
and the coaches look very smart, painted blue and red as they 
were on the Berlin-Moscow leg. We were showed into our cabin, 
rather more spacious than the Berlin train, and stowed our bags. 
The cabin is again a type of crushed velvet but had gaudy curtains 
and a swag of tasselled red and white silk like material adorning 
the window. The cabin as a brownish red this time as opposed to 
light green as before ð a sign this is Russiaõs most prestigious 
train and one they are most proud of. Maybe something we have 
forgotten in Britain? 

I got out my camera and started to take some photos and then 
some martial music started playing over the tannoy and we were 
off! Only a mere 6,000 miles to go! I took a video clip of the 
departure whilst we watched Moscow retreat into the distance, 
the sun disappearing somewhere over Smolensk. After an hour, 
we found a couple of beers that we liked - American Miller of all 
things but brewed in Moscow - and we settled down to watch the 
fading light and talk over family reminiscences. And then, our 
first stop which we thought was Gorky but in actual fact is 
Vladimir! Some 210 kilometres done already!  

I descended off the train and got talking to Professor Yevgeny 
Mogilevkin of the Vladivostok Institute of Social Studies. We 
chatted about academic life and how the toilet system worked on 
the train - no chemical toilet here, just straight onto the track - so 
the toilets are locked whilst we are in or approaching a station. 
Planning your toilet trips is a must as there is no where to go for 
twenty or so minutes whilst the train is in the station. Cousin Pete 
thinks these will be chemical toilets in the near future to comply 
with International standards. 
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After returning to our cabin, I dropped off to sleep fairly easily, 
the first test of sleeping on someoneõs sofa whilst travelling at 
around 70 - 80 mph! 

Waiting for the train 



33 

Chapter Six 

Day Five - Crossing into Asia  

I awoke around 9.30 feeling much refreshed. I was alone in the 
cabin and the first order of business was to sort out the dirty 
clothes. I usually have a system whereby the clothes are placed in 
a black bin bag as they are used, thus saving much packing time 
later on in the trip. A little more difficult to achieve in the 
confinement of the railway cabin but none the less I managed to 
establish a similar system. Hopeful, this would keep the odour of 
stinking clothes down as well! 

Next, I went to get my first wash in the carriage compartment. 
This was the first time I had suffered a "sink-wash" since 
yachting in The English Channel five years previous in a very 
rough force 7 gale! And the experience wasn't much different 
apart from the absence of sea sickness. 

I found Cousin Pete enjoying breakfast so I joined him for eggs 
and coffee. The coffee had a sludge element to it, no doubt 
unfiltered and so retained a rather unrefined taste to it. Also, our 
problems with the language are persisting but we are persevering 
with our Collins phrasebook. The Russians are slowly getting 
used to us, and we to them. 

Next stop is "Krov" some 911 kilometres outwards. We get out 
and watch the engines being changed. These are very large 
locomotives - must be twice the size of ours at least. They stand a 
good twenty feet off the ground but as we are near the trackbed 
rather than a platform, they seem more imposing. 
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Krov smells like Bilston did 30 years ago when the steelworks 
were still manufacturing. These stops are pretty much the 
highlight of the day, apart from eating and washing.  

Whilst we wait at Krov, the Chinese run Moscow-Beijing express 
(the Trans-Manchuria) follows us into the station and comes to 
rest in the platform opposite us. Painted dark green, they are the 
same design of carriage as ours; where they are manufactured I 
don't know but it does seem an interested example of Russo-
Chinese co-operation. Also of interest is the perceived standoff 
between the Blue coated Russian attendants who eye warily the 
opposing Chinese attendants, dressed in a military style uniform. 
Amongst this scene of Cold War like tension, the locals are 
running around trying to sell fruit, huge soft toys and any amount 
of old tat! This scene is to be repeated a number of times down 
the line. 

We reboard the train and we're off again. By this time, only two 
days into the actual trip, Cousin Pete is getting fed up with the 
proliferation of Silver Birch Trees as the space between villages is 
filled with little else. Russian must have as much timber as Brazil - 
I'll have to ask my mate Greenpeace Gav when I return. 

And so to lunch which was a rather nice Chicken noodle soup 
with black bread, which retained its vinegary taste, and tea with 
milk! How English is that! Over lunch we discuss the trip as 
tonight we'll be crossing over into Asia, which will be a new 
continent for both me and Cousin Pete.  

After lunch, we cross the Volga and stop at Perm to restock the 
train. As Perm is near the Ural Mountains the temperature has 
dropped quite a bit. I needed my sweatshirt for the first time 
when we got onto the platform. Also, I got a dose of "train-leg" 
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as when I stepped off the train, my legs went really wobbly and I 
retained the swaying motion of the train! Not a good sign! Oddly, 
there are no locals selling on the platform here - the station has 
all small shops instead. Obviously, all of Perm's one million 
inhabitants have some form of occupation that keeps them away 
from the station or they are occupied with something more 
rewarding. I found out later that Perm was the centre of Russian 
tank production during World War II. 

We've made the acquaintance of a middle-aged German couple 
from Nurnberg who are travelling in the cabin three down. They 
are travelling to Beijing the easy way - a guided tour run on 
typical German practise, with two nights in Ulaan Baator in 
Mongolia, and four in Beijing itself. They looked at us in 
amazement when we said that we were doing the whole trip in 7 
nights! 

Asia  

Having digested a really good pork dinner, we settled down to a 
couple of Russian brewed Millers in the cabin. As the sunset 
dwindled into darkness, we flashed past the obelisk that marks 
the division between Europe and Asia. Not much to look at and 
gone in the blink of an eye. So, we are now officially in Asia - 
cause for a celebration I think!  

Iõve never been in Asia before so Iõm quite pleased that I have 
made it, having read about and poured over maps for so long. To 
actually be here is quite a thrill.  
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Yekaterinburg  

Our next stop was Yekaterinburg, the first city in the Urals. So 
far, these mountains have been nothing more than a series of low 
hills and small lakes which has been rather disappointing as we 
were expecting something more spectacular. However, we did 
pass some mountain streams and some "young" river systems 
that reminded me of the Severn Valley. 

Yekaterinburg was called òSverdlovskó in Soviet times and is 
mainly involved in the metals industries. Itõs a main radial point 
on the railway, serving all parts of the Ural region. Gunther 
described it as the òPittsburgh of the Uralsó and it certainly 
smelled that way. In the Cold War, this city was off limits to 
westerners so itõs relatively unknown in the West, apart from the 
fact that Boris Yeltsin was from around here. This place has a 
note of notoriety about it too as it was the place where the 
Bolsheviks murdered the last Tsar and his family in 1918.  

Once at Yekaterinburg, we descended once more onto the 
platform and experienced again "train-leg". It was much colder 
here, probably as we were much higher than we had been in 
Europe. . We took a quick look at the city which seemed most 
interesting but not enough time to do more than look out of the 
station. Twenty minutes later we were due to leave. 

On the platform the German duo were there and two guys from 
the Russian Army, one of them claiming to be a Captain, but 
looking rather more like a young lieutenant. We talked with them 
and having taken some group photos and discussed Blair and 
Bush, it was time to board the train again and we were off.  You 
donõt get much chance on the platforms for chatter.  
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We set up the cabin for sleep by putting our blankets out, getting 
our pillows plumped up and nodded off but were awoken a few 
times during the night by the severe rolling of the train as the 
driver evidently wanted to get a crack on! In fact the train was 
going so fast it felt as if it was going to leave the track! I canõt 
imagine what it must have been like at the tail of the train where 
the sway must have been more pronounced. 

 

Our friend Mikhail and his party 
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Chapter Seven 

Day Six - Restaurant Rituals  

I awoke early today as the sun was shining brightly. Also, we are 
expected at Tyumen at 08.06 and as you settle into the routine of 
this train journey, the stations are big markers in the daily routine 
as they break up the monotonous view of Silver Birch, dachas 
and villages and the odd freight yard. Indeed, there is so much 
Silver Birch Cousin Pete is most fed up! However, as we progress 
through Siberia, the trees are receding and are replaced by a more 
open plain. 

Tyumen was a quick stop to top up on supplies and water; every 
stop, there are railway workers who connect each carriage to hose 
pipes and fill the toilet tanks with fresh water. It's just like fuelling 
some sort of mythical beast whose thirst much be quenched at 
each opportunity. 

Off we go again and I joined Cousin Pete and the large German 
party in the restaurant for coffee and today, appropriately, large 
German Sausages. 

We gradually start to get on with the catering staff, especially as 
I've started to use the phrase book a bit more and are more 
adventurous with basic phrases such as ""spa-si-ba" (thank you). 
Also, we are trying to learn a new Russian word each day, and the 
large Russian waitress is respondingéé slowly. Anyway, the 
food is quite tasty even if it is prepared by the chef who must 
have been descended from a Tartar, his huge belly and handlebar 
moustache certainly lend credence to our theory. His demeanour 
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appears more akin to tackling Bison than the delicacies of 
chopping Parsley for our evening garnishes. Parsley is in most 
meals whatever appears on the menu, but I've not tasted it in the 
coffee. - Yet. 

 

3ÏÌɯÛÙÈÐÕɀÚɯÊÏÌÍɯÛÈÒÌÚɯÈɯÉÙÌÈÛÏÌÙɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÚÓÌà 

The waitress is a large lady with blonde hair and kindly eyes. She 
is smartly dressed in the blue uniform that adorns the train staff. 
Generally, they are quite relaxed and laid back, except when the 
Germans appear in force. These are quite a group and I always 
greet them with "guten morgen" or "guten abend" to get them 
going and force them to respond This seems to upset the strict 
tour guide who keeps a tight rein on his charges - a little too strict 
for our German middle aged schoolteachers, who appear to have 
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taken something from the British school of resistance and are 
rebelling against the rigid nature of the tours timetable, namely:  

¶ 0730 hrs - Breakfast  

¶ 200 hrs - lunch  

¶ 1900 hrs - dinner  

Ha! Ha! Perhaps the Germans don't deserve the reputation we 
English like to label them with, but then again, when they are in 
the restaurant, they do hog the resources and the Russians won't 
deal with us until they are out of the way. Also, the younger 
Germans seem to hog the toilet resources - today they managed 
an hour between them! This alarmed the Russian Stewardess so 
much, they forced the door! As it happened, it was a case of too 
much vodka and they were most unwell from a session of 
drinking overnight!  

Whilst waiting for the bathroom, we noticed some track 
maintenance going on. Large parts of the track are continuously 
welded and only the points make the train sway wildly. The track 
is extremely well maintained and should be as the railway is the 
backbone of the country. The freight traffic alone is considerable 
with the triple headed coal trains having a length of up to half a 
mile or so. And there are a lot of them.  

As we proceed to our next destination, we are now in an area 
where there are fewer trees and more swamps and habitation is 
fewer and further between. However, there is considerable 
money going into this country most of it quite well spent. And 
Russia has a lot of natural resources as we have witnessed on the 
track, endless coal, and oil and wood trains flowing west. 
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Omsk and òThe Borschó 

This was a most interesting stop mainly because the Chinese train 
which had been following us down the line pulled up opposite us 
and the  Chinese guards invited us to have a look over their train, 
which we did accompanied by the two younger Germans. The 
Chinese train was much the same except it smelt of Chop Suey 
and was painted dark green. They even had the same samovar as 
ours. The staff let us take pictures with them, which was a 
surprise considering the standoff earlier in the journey. The 
Chinese train seems more crowded and unorderly somehow. 

The Chinese 
Train 

We speak for a 
while with an 
elderly lady 
traveller 
whom, we 
ascertained, 
has come all 
the way from 
London by 
train and on 
her own! She 
was intending 

to end her journey in Hong Kong via Ulaan Bator and Beijing 
and was intending taking a few months over it. She said she was 
exhausted and lonely, especially so in Moscow where she had to 
wait some eight hours at the station for the train in all that heat! 
She seemed genuinely pleased to speak to us and I knew exactly 
how she felt.  
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We also greeted our Russian Army friends - Mikhail and his 
girlfriend; his mate who reminded me of Mutley and another girl, 
presumably Mutley's spouse. They were loaded with beer for the 
afternoon so I doubted whether we would see them later! The 
Russians so enjoy their beer and the military was no exception. 

Earlier, we had enjoined ourselves to the train staff by assisting in 
rolling up napkins whilst we enjoyed tea. The bossman of the 
restaurant had sold us a "Poccha" train badge which we proudly 
showed to the Germans and made out that we had joined the 
crew! This seemed to go down rather well with the Germans. 

At lunch, Cousin Pete submitted to the inevitable and ordered 
"the Borsch". Yuk. A mixture of beetroot and cabbage (yuk, yuk) 
with left overõs such as chicken stock thrown in as well. To top it 
all, it had some floating double cream swirling menacingly on the 
surface. It rather reminded me of something concocted for Dr. 
Who by the special effects department - akin to a primordial soup 
where Daleks come from. 

I settled for "kuritza" which is chicken. This reminded me of the 
scene from 2010 when John Lithgow is crossing to the Discovery 
spacecraft and his Russian cosmonaut companion is teaching him 
how to say the word, as Lithgow is petrified of spacewalking and 
needs to focus on something other than spacewalking.. And who 
wouldn't be - with raging Io beneath them! My kuritza was good, 
despite the fact it had been flattened in the freezer and had a 
rather two-dimensional aspect to it. 

Novosibirsk  

It's getting much colder now as the next stop, Novosibirsk, 
proved as we needed coats and hats. Here we are a third of the 
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way through this leg and about half way in our overall journey 
from Berlin to Vladivostok. Four more days on the train to go. 
We've regained the Silver Birch trees but not lost the freight 
trains who rumble back and forth incessantly.  

We arrive at Novobirisk in rather a state of confusion. You see, 
all 16 Germans went for dinner at 5:00 PM. Why? Itõs most 
unlike the Germans to be early. It transpired that we hadn't been 
keeping up with the timezone shifts. So when the Germans went 
for dinner it was really 8:00 PM and when we rocked up an hour 
later the chef was nearly all packed up! We should have been wise 
to it as it was getting dark a lot earlier. Bit of a clue there as we 
were ostensibly following the same latitude, which we worked out 
over a dinner of Pork (me) and Kuritza (Pete).  

Over dinner we had quite a chat about working in Britain over 
the past thirty years. Both of us have experienced unemployment 
at some stage in our working lives, thanks to a combination of 
Governments under Mrs Thatcher or unscrupulous bosses who 
think of the money, not the people working for them. This 
conversation is so intensive we nearly missed our next stop!  
Can't miss our highlights can we? 

On the platform we once again we ran into Yevgeny who put us 
right about the timezones and after this chat we decided that two 
clocks were required; one for Moscow time for the train and one 
for local time for the timezones - and the restaurant! Another 
thing was the fact that today we only had 21 hours in it! How 
weird is that?! 
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Overnight we shifted another timezone one of the 12 that Russia 
spans. Time for a beer and another blanket whilst we 
contemplate that. Itõs still quite cold, so cold in fact that I wake 
up in the night and Cousin Pete has to lend me a Benny hat to 
stop me from freezing my head! And there is no train heating on! 
Brrh! 

Cousin Pete takes on The Borsch! 
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Chapter Eight 

Day Seven - Krasnoyarsk - Halfway and The 

General  

After a cold night, I awoke to bright sunshine and peered out of 
the cabin window which revealed some different scenery for 
once! Almost Alpine in fact! The Silver Birch was still in 
abundance though ð still loads of it. Having sorted out ablutions, 
I join Cousin Pete for breakfast, the usual eggs, orange juice and 
coffee. I know we have this timezone shifting sorted now as he 
actually beat the Germans to the restaurant car! 

Having sat for quite a while in the restaurant, we came back to 
the cabin and had a long chat with Frau Smidt - the elderly 
teacher and got around to comparing visas. They are going on to 
Beijing via Mongolia as you will recollect and so they needed 
three visas, one each for Russia, Mongolia and China. The Visa 
are highly coloured and embossed into your passport and take up 
a whole page! You don't need many trips here to require a new 
passport and £ 74 a go, it's not cheap anymore. Whilst we are on 
about expenses, the visas cost some £60 and we needed two. One 
for Byelorussia and one for Russia proper. 

The Germans seem to have got a good deal being in a party as 
for their £ 2000, they have hotel stops in Irkutsk, Ulaan Baator 
and Beijing, plus the flights back. And accompanied by a guide! 
However, I think we have done better with our first class travel 
everywhere! Cousin Pete and Yvonne the travel agent have done 
a good job! 
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As we approach Krasnoyarsk, I notice that it must be really cold 
for the Russians too as the train heating has finally come on. 
What a country! 40° in Moscow and hovering around freezing 
half way across to the East! Krasnoyarsk is on the Yenisei River 
and historically has been an important junction for the railway. 

There are quite a few parties on board now, as we seem to have 
been joined by the French as well. We are getting along pretty 
well with the Germans and I'll be sad to see them leave the train 
at Irkutsk. 

Well Krasnoyarsk, was a good stop for a variety of reasons, not 
least because we acquired the company of a 3-star General - a real 
one - as a travelling companion, complete with wife and flowers. 
He was given quite a send off on the platform by small family 
party and presumably some colleagues. He occupied one of the 
vacant cabins in our coach and was accompanied by and aide-de-
camp. In reality, this was a drinking partner, as we found out 
later. 

His wife was suitably òbuffonedó and expensively dressed in an 
ostentatious black dress lined in gold. She wore black stiletto 
shoes and carried armfuls of flowers as well as her luggage ð of 
which there were lots.  

The General was of course bedecked in rows of medals and a 
smart green uniformed lined in red, as was his aide. Afterwards, 
they changed into something more casual, but you couldnõt 
mistake the man as you could sense his presence. He was a big 
man with a shaven head and wide shoulders and a big smile. His 
features were more eastern than pure Russian, as youõd expect if 
he was based out here in Siberia. 
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Krasnoyarsk is on the Yenisei River and has lots of industry. We 
got off onto the platform and the air was cold; cold like you get 
in high mountainous places - you could almost smell the snow. 
What wind there was bit into your face like a razor.  

The General has caused quite consternation with our attendant, 
Mariana, as she has had to make up the cabin with fresh linen for 
him and clean it out. This has added to her hassles as the German 
loads have had a skinful of vodka last night and consequently 
have another bad hangover necessitating long periods in the 
toilet, much to Mariana's disgust. She is quite expressive, even 
though we can barely converse in either Russian or English. Here 
facial expressions speak a thousand words. 

Lunch was also a chaotic affair as The General and his party 
hogged our usual table (jolly bad form old chap) for two hours so 
we had to share with a French couple in waiting for the 16 
Germans to finish up until we could be accommodated. It 
transpired that "le homme" was "un docteur" and la femme 
another retired teacher!). Our portly waitress was well run off her 
feet! We eventually sat down, having endured a great deal of 
smoke and steam from the kitchen, Cheffie also under pressure 
to produce something extra spicy with just more parsley as 
ingredients. We explained "le systeme" to the French. The system 
being: The Russian school party first, then the Germans, us and 
finally, another large party of French. I hope, dear reader, you are 
keeping up with the compliment of our fellow travellers? 

Having so many nationalities on board is stretching my limited 
linguistic skills to the absolute maximum as I have to keep 
swapping around between four languages, and not a Spaniard in 
sight! This would have been more useful to me as I could have 
brushed up on my Spanish classes I attend on a Wednesday 
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evening. Good job there were no Serbians or Croatians either as I 
had real difficulty with anything remotely Slavic ð as my friend 
Salty knows all about having shared a holiday in Croatia many 
moons ago before the Bosnian war. I am amazed at how much 
French I have been able to use though considering the last time I 
used it was in Dunkerque in 2002! 

I was struck to by the differences here between our Western 
attitudes to the environment and our Russian counterparts. I had 
some batteries to dispose of from my digital camera and whilst 
looking out of the carriage window, I swapped them out and held 
them in my hand for a while. Mariana was passing and we moved 
off to the restaurant car for some tea with her. She took the 
batteries from me and promptly threw them on the track! 
Apparently, everything is thrown on the track. I wasnõt 
impressed. I looked at Cousin Pete who shrugged his shoulders 
as if to say òthis is Russia!ó Discussing it later, we wondered with 
the industry in Russia, India and China going up, how much 
damage this is doing to the planet. You couldnõt see any evidence 
of it whilst we were on the train but from the plane home, vast 
tracts of land looked like they were being  ripped up for the sake 
of a roubles more. Also, the pollution in Moscow and the other 
towns was acrid and chocking. 
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 Halfway on Journey 

Tayshet - our next stop as that was nearest station was our 
halfway point on our journey on the Trans-Siberia. The German 
boys took our photo here amongst the freight wagons for 
posterity. This means that we've about four days to go and a mere 
4500 kilometres! 

According to Wikipedia òDuring the period from the 1930s to 
the 1950s, Tayshet was the administrative center for gulag labor 
camps Oserlag and Angarstroyó. This is rather disturbing upon 
reflection. Also, the Baikal-Amur Mainline begins, branching 
northeast . 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gulag
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Chapter Nine 

Day 8 - Irkutsk - The Big Sleep 

We had the alarm clock set for 6 am so we could say "auf 
weidersehn" to the Germans - both the 16 elders and the "Toilet 
Hoggers" which we duly did. It was raining in Irkutsk, still quite 
cold but not enough to form snow. Having said our farewells to 
the Germans, this didn't leave us much time on the platform, 
especially as The General was also getting off here. This caused 
us an odd a problem as "The General" and his entourage required 
the assistance of us Westerners. You see, The General had 
accumulated so many bouquets his wife was really struggling with 
them, and she couldn't carry her case. So in we stepped to her 
aid, much to The General's approval. His aide looked most 
relieved as he had most of the rest of the luggage! 

 

Irkutsk Station 
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Having done all this, I'm afraid it was all downhill from this point 
on for this day as I went back to sleep and woke up some five 
and half hours later at 1:15 PM, missing Lake Baikal, a feature of 
the trip and, according to Cousin Pete, the snow. However, he 
added that he didn't see too much else as the weather was so bad 
and the snow obscured the view in places. Looking out of the 
window, he was right. Condensation obscured the view outside 
the rain was driving at us, accentuated by the speed of the train of 
course. 

Our next stop was Ulan Ude, where the French couple - our 
friends in the luncheon queue you'll remember - got off. It looks 
most likely that they'll have a miserable few days as the scenery 
and weather are similar to a wet bank holiday in Wales. 

There is a lot more industry in this area, and overall, the scenery 
is a lot more interesting as the track twists and turns around the 
hills and river valleys. There is of course, plenty of wood to see, 
and the Silver Birch hasn't left us. The villages or dachas we pass 
are constructed of wooden single storey huts. It doesn't look 
squalid, but the dacha generally lack tarmacadam roads and have 
a scruffy appearance about them, you know, everything thrown 
around everywhere, no neatness anywhere. However, they all 
seem to have their own quaint rural charm and certainly don't 
lack modern equipment such as satellite dishes, of which there are 
many and they are quite large by British practise. Whether this 
extends to other "white" goods on the inside is difficult to tell. 
There aren't many piles of them around outside. 
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Having finished "brunch" (in my case) the train heating comes on 
and we settle down to the afternoon routine of writing this 
journal, bit of reading - a biography of Stalin - some tea of course 
with chocolate marshmallows such as you had a school (a Cousin 
Pete treat!) and if the Silver Birch and weather permits it, a look 
at the scenery. 

Our next stop is Chita. The scenery has changed somewhat here 
as we are now following the Ingoda River valley and the track is 
winding up the valley side. The weather is still foul, too wet to get 
off at Chita, but an interesting stop none the less as the city has a 
famous Jewish synagogue granted by the Tsar in 1836 and 
allowed to live there. Itõs also unusual in that it has a grid type 
system as used by American cities for its layout. It was a closed 
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city under the Soviet system and housed Japanese Prisoners of 
war in World War II. 

 Along this part of the railway, we've seen the technological 
dichotomy of farmers on horseback and an Air Base with lots of 
modern MiG's sheeted up against the weather along the runway. 
What a country of contrasts this Russia is! 

The valleys are wide and punctuated by copses on interminable 
Silver Birch; have you got the impression that we're a bit fed up 
with that type of tree now? The hill tops have some Fir (hurrah 
for biodiversity!) and the roads leading around them are mere 
mud tracks, the population scarce. The track though is looking 
very well maintained, with new Continuous Welded Track, new 
concrete sleepers , new pantograph posts that support the electric 
cable and occasionally, locomotive and carriage works. And there 
is always, always, always  the continuous rolling of the long 
freight trains in the opposite direction. It's quite a joke between 
us that every time we want to take an interesting photo, thereõs a 
Freight train in the way! Ha! Foiled again as we try and take 
another photo for the collection. 

 




