The 14:25 to Vladivostok

Neil McGowan goes off the rails in Siberia

They say the world is shrinking, but Russian State Railways deny this – at 9,267km from Moscow to Vladivostok, the Trans-Siberian Railway remains the longest rail journey in the world. For that entire distance you remain within just one country, and serious train-fans can even do the trip non-stop. Russian novels like “War & Peace” are that long deliberately – with eight days and nights to fill, it’s either that or a very long game of Scrabble for the determined non-stopper. Leave the statistics to the train-spotters, though, and the trip is not only a revelation – it can even be… fun?  

It’s worth thinking which route to take?  It’s not the whole Moscow-Vladivostok route that’s “Trans-Siberian”… the real Trans-Siberian Railroad stretches from the Ural Mountains to Buryatia – the area correctly called Siberia. Beyond Siberia, you have a choice of three end-points to your journey - and all three are genuinely “Trans-Siberian”. Amazingly, the world’s largest country has practically no international air-routes into its interior – only the cities at the edges are covered.  This is one of the big draws of the Trans-Sib – it takes you through places you would never pass ordinarily. An equally surprising facet of a journey covered at an altitude of 0 meters - there’s no sudden culture-jolt from Europe to Asia, continents and cultures blend together smoothly.  

As well as the “conventional” Trans-Siberian route terminating in Vladivostok, you can also take a direct routing to Beijing, on the historic Manchurian routing. Perversely, this is best in winter, when you can make a side-trip to the annual Ice Festival in Manchuria’s capital, Harbin – built-up by Russian merchants and aristos who’d fled the Revolution (only to end-up caught in the Chinese Revolution later).  As the Chinese national capital with over 12m people, Beijing is not just a multi-facetted place to visit – it’s also the optimum transport-hub both for moving further into Asia, or flying home to Europe. Vladivostok, by comparison, only manages an infrequent car-ferry to Japan or some mangy domestic flights. 

Yet few Trans-Sibbers can resist the tempting alternative routing to Beijing – via Outer Mongolia. The term “Outer” dates back to Imperial Chinese occupation, dividing Mongolia into two regions. “Inner Mongolia” was the area closer to Beijing and under full Imperial rule, whereas “Outer Mongolia” was the wilder area of steppe and desert beyond, under harsh Chinese martial law.  Outer Mongolia achieved independence from China in 1924 whilst Inner Mongolia remains a province of China.  The two are quite contrasted, and by using a little ingenuity - and some less documented train services - you can even combine both en route to Beijing?  Outer Mongolia is traditionally nomadic, and while its soviet-built capital Ulaanbaatar now has good hotels and restaurants, the “real” Mongolia is out on the steppes – a stay in nomadic yurts, called gers in Mongolian, is unmissable. Another essential Mongolian experience – the substantial Buddhist monasteries (Mongolia has been an outpost of Tibetan Buddhism for centuries) like the Gandan Monastery in Ulaanbaatar.  Buddhism hasn’t fared so well in Chinese-controlled Mongolia – but the lavishly funded Imperial-era pagodas and monasteries remain, even if the monks don’t.  Your Beijing-bound train chugs in past the Great Wall, too – an irresistible attraction.

Having chosen your routing, there’s still the question of what en-route stops to make?  Siberia isn’t a huge icy waste the whole year round, the summertime temperature is pleasantly toasting. Outdoor activities are Siberia’s strong point, and with some sunscreen and a pair of boots, a hike around Lake Baikal is a marvellous way to leave the commonplace world behind for the day. If you have longer than a day, the Altai Mountains are Siberia’s great undiscovered wonderland for riding or light rafting, accessible by road if you de-train at Novosibirsk. If your fun isn’t had wearing gore-tex, you’ll need merely your curiosity to explore Buryatia’s Asiatic heritage – mid-Siberian Buddhist temples aren’t what most people expect? Siberia is notorious as a place of exile – most notably of the last Tsar, Nicholas II and his family, held captive in the Urals at Ekaterinburg, before finally being murdered there in 1918. The site, long hushed-up by the USSR, is now marked by a cathedral to all martyrs of the Russian Revolution. Perhaps the most obvious Trans-Siberian stop, however, isn’t even on the route nowadays?  St Petersburg – the capital in the C19th when the line was built – was the original start-point, but no Siberia-bound trains leave from there now. A stop-ahead before heading to Moscow will still give you the flavour of the route, however.

Somehow the combination of steppe nomads, Buddhist monasteries, riding, rafting, royal assassinations, pagodas, and stays with Siberian villagers, liberally lubricated with some premium-brand vodka (€7 per bottle) or Russian “champagnskoye” makes the world’s longest rail journey just slip by?  Your copy of War & Peace will have to wait for your next holiday….

FACT FILE

The Russia Experience (020 8566 8846; www.trans-siberian.co.uk) operates an extensive programme of Trans-Siberian trips. One of the most popular is the 15-day Big Trans-Sib from Moscow to Beijing via Siberia and Mongolia.  Prices start from £985 based on two people travelling and includes accommodation in a second class, four berth rail compartment, transfers, a full sightseeing programme with the services of local guides and all accommodation with some meals while off the train.  The price does not include international flights or Russian and Chinese visas.

