
 L
ike many other boaters who are tied up with full-
time work we could only make use of our Marlow 
72E Azura motor yacht during our summer 
holidays and occasional weekends. But on reaching 
retirement our plans became bolder and we started 
to dream of longer and more special cruises – trips 
that only a few have ever done before.

‘We’ is my wife Jutta and I. In 1997 we started 
boating in Burgundy on a chartered 37ft yacht with no licence and 
no clue, yet got the boating bug the fi rst day on board. We headed 
out of Pontailler on the Saône River, took a sharp turn to starboard 
and left every type of civilization behind. Trees with their branches 
hanging into the water, the banks overgrown with dense bushes, no 
paths, no streets – just silence. We’ve never forgotten that moment.

Since then, we’ve been boating every year on Germany’s inland 
waterways and in 2002 bought our own boat– a second-hand Trader 
475 Signature. We are quite down to earth people so to spend more 
on a boat than our house took some getting used to! 

Once the fl oodgates had opened, and because we like trawler style 
yachts, we bought a brand new Trader 535 in 2003 with plenty of 
space, comfort and power. This extended our cruising range to the 
open waters of the Baltic Sea, journeying from 
Germany to Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and 
Poland. We felt very content with our purchase 
– until we saw a Marlow. I read a magazine article 
about a 65-footer with a blue hull and an elegant 
trawler type design. Although we weren’t really 
searching for a new boat at that time I ripped the 
article out, ‘just in case’.   

MAKING THE PURCHASE
That time came sooner than expected. After 
several visits to the Marlow headquarters in 
Florida we were convinced that this yacht would 
meet all our needs and dreams. Elegance, space, 
comfort, fuel consumption, long-range capability 
and build quality were backed up by having David 
Marlow, the owner of the company, on hand to 
make us feel confi dent of our decision. 

Some technical specifi cs, such as the protected 
shafts and propellers, and the resin infused hull 
made a lot of sense to us. And we wanted 
stabilizers, a second generator and a back up 
electronics system.

While all the sales, layout and engineering 
subjects are handled by Marlow on Snead 
Island the boats are built in the Marlow-owned 
Norsemen Shipyard near Xiamen in China. 
Finally our Marlow Explorer 72E was shipped to 
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The sights are set on reaching Moscow in a Marlow, 
but even departing Rostock is anything but easy 
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In this three-part 
series Thomas Kittel 
and his wife Jutta take 
their Marlow 72E Azura 
from Rostock to Moscow
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Hamburg on a huge container ship and 
commissioned by Marlow in Kiel where we 
proudly took possession of it in April 2009. 

After fi ve years of enjoyable, but still short-
term, summer cruising on the Baltic Sea, we 
fi nally felt we were ready for something 
bigger. Since we wanted to achieve ‘something 
special’ we started to develop an idea called 
‘Capitals of the Baltic’. Of course we knew 
about Copenhagen, Stockholm and Oslo being 
located on the sea, but what about the capitals 
of Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and Russia? 

The answers to Poland (Warsaw – no), 
Lithuania (Vilnius – no), Latvia (Riga – yes) and 
Estonia (Tallinn – yes) we found very quickly. But 
regarding Russia and Moscow we knew nothing. And 
that had us intrigued.

To be honest, we had to live with the fact of having more 
questions than answers for quite some time. How to get from 
St. Petersburg to Moscow on the water turned out to be one 
of the easier ones. We found out that this connection is 
frequently offered as a passenger cruising trip so obviously 
there are accessible waterways. 

One of the harder ones was getting a valid visa. The normal 
tourist visa lasts for 30 days and allows just one entry 
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A Russian submarine 
near the Russian enclave 
of Kaliningrad

Coffee break in 
Klaipeda Harbour, 
Lithuania

The bad weather 
front approaches near 
Wladislawowo in Poland

Azura at berth in the 
Gdansk City Harbour with 
the Old Town behind

We were convinced that the 
Marlow would meet all our 
needs and dreams 
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and exit. Our trip from St. Petersburg to Moscow and back would 
take about eight weeks and might require more than one entry in 
case of technical troubles, illness or other urgent engagements at 
home. Finally an agency in Hamburg offered us business visas for six 
months and multiple entries, which we received without any 
problem – but at extra cost.       

Now we faced the biggest question of all: do the Russians allow a 
foreign pleasure boat under a German fl ag to pass through their 
waterways to Moscow at all? Here we got help from Tatjana Bykova, 
who represents various sailing organisations in St Petersburg. We 
received information that, from May 18, 2012, the Russian 
administration had issued directive No. 472 allowing pleasure boats 
and cruise ships under a foreign fl ag to enter the Russian inland 
waterways under certain conditions.

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS
While many of the conditions are self-evident and easy to fulfi l the 
most challenging was to have a Russian-speaking crew member on 
board who, by document, is also entitled to lead a ship of the specifi c 
nature and is capable of communicating with harbour, pilot and lock 
offi cials as well as with captains of other ships for crossing, passing or 
avoiding manoeuvres. This was not the news we were hoping to hear 
and it called for a glass of fi ne sherry to help get us going again.

To cut a long story short after three unsuccessful attempts we 
fi nally found a young entrepreneur named Alex from the Ukraine 
who, as an experienced boating fanatic, was willing to accompany us 
during our two months in Russia. 

With fl ights booked and preparations underway, Mr. Putin suddenly 
started to take a very close interest in the Crimean peninsula and the 
tensions between Ukraine and Russia rose to a point where Alex’s 
fl ights were cancelled without notice. We jointly decided it might not 
be the best idea to have a Ukrainian captain on board a German 
pleasure boat leading us all the way to the Kremlin. 
In the blink of an eye we were back to zero and on the verge of canning 
the whole trip when Tatjana came back with a new candidate. Boris 
was the exact opposite to Alex: at 72 years old he was a captain from St 
Petersburg, living between Germany and Russia, socialising in the 
Soviet Union and bringing a lot of experience to the party. We knew 
this was our last chance and if we said ‘no’ there would be no Russian 
adventure. All the preparatory work would have been in vain, all our 
private plans would have had to change as would the plans of friends 
and family members who were relying on us as a fl oating home for 
their summer holidays. So we fi nally said ‘yes’, signed the contract and 
got Boris started – at a rate three times higher than Alex’s!

Moored up alongside 
a ferry boat in Ruhnu 
Island Harbour, Estonia

There is always 
something unusual to tie 
up next to – here is Azura 
in Pärnu Harbour, Latvia

Other interesting sights 
on Saaremaa Island 
included the Post Mills

The pentagonal castle in 
Kuressaare on Saaremaa 
Island, Estonia

It has taken us a year and a half of 
planning but we are fi nally ready 
to start our long voyage to Moscow

AND WE’RE OFF! 
It has taken us a year and a half of planning to get to this point but 
we are fi nally ready to start our long voyage to Moscow. As we set off 
from Rostock in Eastern Germany the weather is kind but still too 
cool for late Spring. Water temperatures are around or below 10°C 
and the air, between 10°C and 15°C, leaves the boat cold. It needs 
heating during the night and sometimes during the day as well. This 
already feels very different from our normal experiences during the 
summer months. We are not really spoilt by the weather in the Baltic 
but wearing warm clothes and thermals all the time is new to us. 

Much more puzzling though is the atmosphere on the water at this 
time of the year. In the high season you see other leisure boats all the 
time in the Baltic– the majority being sailing boats. When you enter a 
harbour without prior warning you often have trouble fi nding a 
berth for a 72-footer. And on land the restaurants are full at peak 
times, so you have to wait for a free table. Now, it all looks completely 
different – we see commercial traffi c but no leisure boats. The 
harbours are empty and we enjoy the luxury of selecting a berthing 
– not to mention the restaurants, which, if open at all, are happy to 
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The Old Town of 
Tallinn, Estonia

Arriving at Russian 
immigration at Fort 

Konstantin
Azura in Vergi 

Harbour, Estonia

see any new guest. It feels a little lonely at 
fi rst but we soon get more and more 
used to it.

First we cruise along the East German 
and Polish coasts. The landscape is 
rather fl at except for some huge shifting 
sand dunes backing the 100km of white 
beaches for the ever-growing number of 
summer tourists. After a week of 
cruising with several overnight stops we 
reach the old Hanse city of Gdansk, the 
Polish pearl on the Baltic. The Old Town 
was painstakingly rebuilt after WWII 
and the picturesque city marina is 
located less than 100m away, making it 
an ideal stopover for us. 

As we continue along the shores of the 
Baltic States of Lithuania, Latvia and 
Estonia we fi nd it interesting to see and 
understand how these countries have 
evolved after the big political changes 
that took place around 1990. Lithuania 
and Latvia are culturally similar with a 
strong Russian accent, while Estonia, 
located on the southern coast of the Gulf 

of Finland, has a clear Finnish infl uence, which you can see, hear and 
taste everywhere. The coastline is changing as well, from sand to 
rocks to a multitude of islands of different sizes and character most 
with their own little harbour or anchorage for local craft.

The old capitals of Riga (Latvia) and Tallinn (Estonia) are 
marvellous destinations not only for us but also for the many cruise 
ships and ferries. Both cities became members of the UNESCO World 
Heritage programme many years ago and attract tourists from all 
over the world. We manage to fi nd good marinas very close to the 
Old Towns. The weather has completely changed and within 24 
hours we are enjoying summer weather conditions with temperatures 
up to 30°C. Instead of long thermals we now can put our shorts on 
and our caps are used to protect against the sun not the rain. 

Once we have left Admiral Basin in Tallinn there is only one more 
stop between us and St Petersburg in Russia. Our minds race ahead 
and our excitement starts to grow now that we are getting closer and 
closer to the unknown world. No matter which route you take, the 
last leg to St Petersburg is a challenge for every boater. You are 
requested to follow the commercial shipping route, which means 

The fi rst leg is done! The 
sunset over St Petersburg 
Bay on our arrival 

entering Russian waters near the Island of Gogland. It is then 120nm 
nonstop to Kronstadt on Kotlin Island, where immigration and 
customs procedures have to take place. Entering the commercial 
waterway from the side or making additional stops under way is 
prohibited. It’s then a further 20nm to St Petersburg so it’s a long day 
even with a motor yacht going steadily at an average of 10 knots. We 
have been reading about sailors who got into bad weather and ended 
up cruising for more than 30 hours nonstop on this last leg.

SUNSET IN ST PETERSBURG
The weather looks fi ne and we have picked the tiny Estonian harbour 
of Vergi as our ‘port of departure’. Despite being small, Vergi is 
authorised to carry out the immigration procedure that you have to 
undergo when leaving the European Union. The harbour merely 
consists of a waterbreaking mole and a somewhat deteriorated 
concrete pier behind, plus a wooden jetty for small sailboats. 
Fortunately the pier is free and we tie our boat to some rusty 
bollards. As soon as the engines stop we feel like we’re in paradise. 
Vergi is located in the middle of Estonia’s Lahemaa National Park, 
which is home to elks, lynx and even brown bears in its vast woods, 
as well as black storks, white tailed eagles and arctic loons. 

Tomorrow we are supposed to leave for Russia but the latest 
weather forecast makes me frown. A severe low is heading for the 
Gulf of Finland with strong winds and gusts. We put off making a 
decision to the next morning but as we get up at 5am it is crystal 
clear that we will not be leaving the harbour today. Although it still 
looks like a beautiful morning in one direction, in the other the 
northeastern storm is already pushing its dark clouds over the sky 
like a metal lid shutting over our heads. It’s bad news for us but the 
dramatic skies and unearthly light are strangely beautiful to see.

What we expect to be a one-day break turns into two, so we have 
to use up all our buffer time and fi nally get started again on a calm 
but milky morning. The Estonian Border Patrol offi cer shows up 
punctually at 6am and after getting his stamps we are off to sea. At 
8.15am, and four weeks after leaving Rostock, we enter Russian 
waters and are greeted with nothing but water and commercial 
traffi c, such as tankers, freighters, and cruise ships. No sign of 
Coastguard, border control or anything like that. Even our polite 
attempt to call St Petersburg traffi c remains unanswered. We do not 
seem to be as important as we thought.

The sun warms us and we soak up the miles until Kotlin Island, 
with its huge new fl oodgates, comes into sight. Despite our worries, 
immigration and customs at Fort Konstantine go very smoothly 
(thanks to Tatjana’s help) and are not much different to entering the 
US or China by plane – and it’s no comparison whatsoever to the old 
communist times which some of us may still remember. Once we are 
through, Boris joins us on board. We are still in a sea area so a Russian 
captain isn’t required yet, but since he has chosen the marina in St 
Petersburg and knows the area so well, we feel better with him on 
board. By the time we reach the marina it is close to 9pm and we are a 
little tired but as we dock our boat in the setting sun of St Petersburg 
we feel great. Now our real Russian adventure can begin!   
Next month: Moscow bound
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