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Introduction

Moscow, the vibrant capital of Russia, stands as an intriguing blend of rich history,
dynamic culture, and modern innovation. As the heart of the nation, it symbolizes the
country's journey from a historical empire to a bustling metropolis with influences from
every corner of the globe. With its imposing architecture, profound cultural roots, and
a plethora of landmarks, Moscow continues to capture the imagination of tourists
worldwide.

Renowned for its historical significance, Moscow has been at the center of pivotal
events in Russia's storied past. The city's architectural marvels, such as the Kremlin
and St. Basil's Cathedral, are not only iconic but also serve as living testaments to
Russia's complex history and grand ambitions. Visitors to the city find themselves
enthralled by the juxtaposition of ancient traditions and the sleek modernity that has
risen around them.

When considering a visit to Moscow, potential tourists are often swayed by the city's
illustrious array of attractions. From the bustling Red Square to the opulent halls of the
Bolshoi Theatre, there is no shortage of experiences to dive into. Crucial to any
itinerary are the walks through lush parks, visits to world-class museums, and the
exploration of vibrant neighborhoods that illustrate Moscow's diversity.

In many ways, understanding Moscow is understanding Russia itself. The culture,
language, and social customs that tourists encounter provide valuable insights into the
lives of Muscovites. Embracing these local practices not only enhances the travel
experience but also fosters deeper connections with the city's hospitable residents.

While traveling to Moscow presents unique challenges, such as language barriers and
navigation of its extensive public transport systems, the rewards are immense. Careful
planning, paired with a spirit of adventure, can open the door to unforgettable
experiences amidst Moscow's urban wonders.

Ultimately, this guide aims to illuminate the myriad opportunities and practices that
make a visit to Moscow both enriching and memorable. With careful planning and an
open heart, tourists can look forward to an engaging journey through one of the
world's most captivating cities, gaining insights into its spirited culture and vibrant life.
Whether discovering hidden gems or marveling at world-renowned landmarks, the
diverse array of experiences that await in Moscow promises a truly unique adventure.
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CHAPTER ONE: Getting There: Airports and Visas

Embarking on a journey to Moscow is an exciting prospect, promising encounters with
legendary landmarks, vibrant culture, and profound history. However, before you can
immerse yourself in the splendors of Russia’s capital, the practicalities of getting there
must be navigated. This involves understanding visa requirements, choosing your
mode of transport - most commonly air travel - and preparing for arrival procedures.
Planning this stage carefully ensures a smoother start to your Moscow adventure,
allowing you to focus sooner on the experiences that await. The journey itself can be
part of the adventure, but it pays to be well-prepared, particularly regarding
documentation.

For the vast majority of foreign visitors, securing a Russian visa is the mandatory first
step. This isn't a process to be taken lightly or left until the last minute. Visa
regulations are strict, and requirements can vary significantly depending on your
nationality and the purpose of your visit. For tourism, you'll typically apply for a tourist
visa. It's absolutely essential to consult the official website of the Russian embassy or
consulate in your home country for the most current and specific requirements
applicable to your citizenship. Don't rely solely on third-party websites or outdated
information, as regulations can change.

The linchpin of the tourist visa application is often the "visa support" document,
sometimes referred to as an invitation letter. This isn't a personal invitation from a
friend, but rather official confirmation from a registered Russian tour operator or hotel.
Many hotels can provide this service for guests who book directly, sometimes for a
fee, or registered travel agencies can issue one as part of a tour package or as a
standalone service. This document confirms your itinerary and accommodation
arrangements. Obtain this support document before you begin filling out the online
visa application form, as you'll need information from it.

Once you have your visa support documentation, the process generally involves
completing a detailed online application form via the official Russian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs website (visa.kdmid.ru). Accuracy and completeness are paramount;
any discrepancies can lead to delays or rejection. You'll typically need to print the
completed form, sign it, and submit it along with your passport (which must usually be
valid for at least six months beyond your intended departure date from Russia and
have sufficient blank pages), recent passport-sized photographs meeting specific
criteria, the visa support document, and proof of payment for the visa fee. Some
consulates may also require proof of travel insurance.

Processing times can vary widely depending on the consulate and the time of year,
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ranging from a few days to several weeks or even longer. Expedited processing is
sometimes available for an additional fee, but it's wise not to rely on this. Always
apply well in advance of your planned travel dates - several months ahead is not
unreasonable, especially during peak seasons or if your circumstances are complex.
Be aware that geopolitical events can sometimes impact processing times and
procedures, making early application even more crucial. Check the consular website
for current processing estimates.

Upon arrival in Russia, you will go through immigration control. You will be required to
fill out a Migration Card, usually provided on the plane or available in the immigration
hall. This card comes in two identical parts. You fill out both, immigration officials
stamp them, keep one part, and return the other part to you. Guard this returned part
carefully, as you must keep it with your passport throughout your stay. It is required
for hotel registration and must be surrendered upon departure. Losing it can cause
significant hassle.

Another formality is registration. Russian law requires foreign visitors to be registered
with the local authorities within a certain period after arrival (typically seven working
days, but check current regulations). If you are staying in a hotel, hostel, or other
officially recognized accommodation, the management is legally obliged to handle
your registration for you, usually upon check-in. They will likely ask for your passport
and Migration Card to do this. If you are staying in a private apartment (e.g., Airbnb),
technically your host should register you, though this can sometimes be overlooked.
Ensure you understand how your registration will be handled, as failure to register can
theoretically lead to fines or issues upon departure, although enforcement can be
inconsistent.

Moscow is served by four main international airports, strategically located around the
city. Understanding their differences, facilities, and transport connections is key to a
smooth arrival. The airports are Sheremetyevo (SVO), Domodedovo (DME), Vnukovo
(VKO), and the slightly more distant Zhukovsky (ZIA). Your choice of airport will often
be dictated by the airline you fly with, the origin of your flight, and sometimes price,
but it's useful to know what to expect from each. All handle significant international
traffic, though their primary airline alliances and destinations can differ.

Sheremetyevo International Airport (SVO), located to the northwest of the city, is
historically the hub for Russia's national airline, Aeroflot (a member of the SkyTeam
alliance, though alliance statuses can be subject to change), and many of its partners.
It's one of the busiest airports in Russia and Eastern Europe, consisting of several
modern terminals (B, C, D, E, F - though check which are operational for international
flights at the time of travel). Terminals B and C are newer and primarily handle
Aeroflot's domestic and international flights respectively, while D, E, and F serve other
airlines. Inter-terminal trains and walkways connect them. SVO generally boasts
efficient operations and good passenger amenities, including shops, restaurants, and
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currency exchange.

Getting from Sheremetyevo (SVO) to the city center requires planning. The most
reliable and often fastest option is the Aeroexpress train. These dedicated airport
trains run frequently from a station connected to Terminals D, E, and F (accessible
from B and C via the internal transit system) directly to Belorussky Railway Station in
central Moscow. The journey takes around 50 minutes. Belorussky Station is
connected to the Metro (Belorusskaya station, lines 2 and 5), providing excellent
access to the rest of the city. Alternatively, several public bus routes and marshrutkas
(fixed-route minivans) connect SVO to nearby Metro stations (like Rechnoy Vokzal or
Planernaya), which is cheaper but much slower and less convenient with luggage.
Taxis and ride-sharing services are readily available, offering door-to-door service but
subject to Moscow's often heavy traffic.

Domodedovo Moscow Airport (DME), situated to the south of Moscow, is another major
international gateway. Unlike SVO's historical association with Aeroflot, DME has
traditionally served a wider mix of Russian and international airlines, including
members of the Oneworld and Star Alliances (again, subject to current operational
status). It operates from a single, large terminal complex that has undergone
significant expansion and modernization over the years. It's known for its relatively
spacious layout and comprehensive passenger services. Like SVO, it handles a vast
volume of passengers and offers numerous shops, dining options, and other facilities.

Transport from Domodedovo (DME) follows a similar pattern to SVO. The Aeroexpress
train is a popular choice, linking the airport directly with Paveletsky Railway Station in
the south of central Moscow. The journey typically takes around 45-50 minutes.
Paveletsky Station offers easy transfer to the Metro (Paveletskaya station, lines 2 and
5). Regular commuter trains (elektrichki) also run from the same airport station to
Paveletsky, taking slightly longer and making more stops, but costing less. Public
buses and marshrutkas connect DME to the southern end of the Metro system
(Domodedovskaya station, line 2), representing the budget option but requiring more
time and potentially a transfer. Taxis and ride-sharing apps are, of course, also
available, subject to the usual traffic considerations.

Vnukovo International Airport (VKO) lies to the southwest of Moscow. It's the oldest of
the city's main airports and serves a mix of domestic and international flights,
historically including government flights and several low-cost carriers, as well as
airlines flying to destinations in the CIS (Commonwealth of Independent States) and
Turkey. Vnukovo consists of several terminals, with Terminal A being the main modern
facility handling most flights. While generally smaller and handling less traffic than
SVO or DME, it offers standard passenger amenities. Its proximity to the southwest of
the city can make it convenient for certain destinations.

Getting to the city from Vnukovo (VKO) also offers familiar choices. An Aeroexpress
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train service connects the airport directly to Kievsky Railway Station, located west of
the city center. The journey takes approximately 35-40 minutes, making it potentially
the quickest rail link from any airport to central Moscow. Kievsky Station provides
access to three Metro lines (Kiyevskaya station, lines 3, 4, and 5). Public buses, such
as routes 611 and 911, connect Vnukovo to southwestern Metro stations like Yugo-
Zapadnaya, Troparyovo, Rumyantsevo, and Salaryevo (line 1), offering economical but
slower travel. Taxis and ride-sharing options are available here too. A recent
development is the extension of Metro Line 8A directly to Vnukovo Airport, providing a
direct, one-seat ride to the wider Metro network, which could become the preferred
method for many travelers.

Zhukovsky International Airport (ZIA) is the newest and smallest of the four, located
significantly further out, about 40 kilometers southeast of Moscow city center near the
town of Zhukovsky. It primarily serves low-cost carriers and charter flights, both
domestic and international. Its facilities are more basic compared to the other three
major airports. Due to its distance and more limited transport links, getting to and
from ZIA generally takes longer and requires more planning. It's often chosen for
significantly cheaper flights, but travelers should factor in the extra time and potential
cost of onward travel.

Transport options from Zhukovsky (ZIA) are less straightforward than from the other
airports. There is no direct Aeroexpress train. The most common route involves taking
a shuttle bus from the airport terminal to Otdykh railway station (around 15-20
minutes), and from there catching a suburban train (elektrichka) or a faster 'Sputnik’
express train to Kazansky Railway Station in central Moscow (journey time around
40-55 minutes). Kazansky Station is part of the Komsomolskaya Square transport hub
with access to Metro lines 1 and 5. Alternatively, bus route 441 runs from ZIA to the
Kotelniki Metro station (line 7), but this can be a very long journey depending on
traffic. Taxis and ride-sharing are available, but the distance means the fares will be
considerably higher than from the other airports.

When booking flights, consider not just the price but also the arrival airport's location
relative to your accommodation in Moscow and the associated transfer time and cost.
Flights arriving late at night or departing very early might limit public transport
options, potentially necessitating a more expensive taxi ride. Due to the current
geopolitical climate, direct flight routes from many Western countries may be
suspended or significantly altered. Travelers might need to book connecting flights
through third countries (e.g., Turkey, UAE, Serbia, Armenia). Research current flight
availability and routes thoroughly when planning your trip. Booking well in advance is
generally advisable for better prices and availability.

While air travel is the most common way for international tourists to reach Moscow,

arriving by train is a viable and sometimes preferred alternative, particularly for those
travelling from neighbouring countries, parts of Europe, or other Russian cities like St.
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Petersburg. Moscow is the hub of the vast Russian railway network, with nine major
railway stations (vokzaly) scattered around the city center, each serving different
directions and connecting seamlessly with the Metro system. International trains, for
instance, historically arrived from cities like Helsinki, Berlin, Paris, Prague, Warsaw,
Riga, Tallinn, and Beijing, though services are subject to change based on current
circumstances.

The main stations handling international arrivals include Belorussky Station (typically
serving Western Europe), Leningradsky Station (serving Helsinki and Tallinn, as well as
St. Petersburg), Rizhsky Station (serving Riga), and potentially Kievsky or Kursky for
other routes. Each station is an architectural landmark in its own right and offers basic
services like waiting rooms, cafes, luggage storage, and ticket offices. Booking
international train tickets usually needs to be done well in advance through the
national railway company of the origin country or specialized agencies. RZD (Russian
Railways) is the national operator within Russia.

Train travel offers a different experience compared to flying. Journeys are obviously
longer but can be scenic and more relaxed. Border crossing procedures typically
happen onboard the train. Officials from both the departing and arriving countries will
board the train at border stations to check passports and visas. You usually remain in
your compartment during this process. International trains offer various classes of
service, from shared open-plan carriages (platzkart, less common on international
routes) to four-berth compartments (kupe) and two-berth compartments (SV or Lux),
providing different levels of comfort and privacy. Overnight trains often include
bedding and sometimes basic meals or access to a dining car.

Arriving by bus is less common for long-distance international tourists heading to
Moscow, although bus services connect Moscow with many European and CIS
countries. Journeys can be very long and less comfortable than train travel. Buses
typically arrive at designated bus stations, such as the Central Bus Terminal
(Shchyolkovsky) or stations near certain Metro hubs. Driving your own car into Russia
involves significant logistical hurdles, including specific visa requirements,
international driving permits, vehicle registration documents, mandatory Russian car
insurance (OSAGO), and potentially long waits at borders. Road conditions can vary,
and navigating Moscow traffic is notoriously challenging. For most tourists, this option
is impractical.

Regardless of how you arrive - air or rail - you will need to clear immigration and
customs. Have your passport and visa ready for inspection by border officials. As
mentioned, you will receive the stamped portion of your Migration Card, which is
crucial. Following immigration, you'll proceed to baggage claim (if arriving by air) and
then to customs. Russia uses a red/green channel system. If you have nothing to
declare (e.g., currency amounts below the limit, no restricted items), you can usually
proceed through the green channel. If you are carrying large amounts of currency
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(check the specific limits, which can change, but typically anything over $10,000 USD
equivalent must be declared) or items requiring declaration, you must use the red
channel and fill out a customs declaration form. Be honest and upfront to avoid
complications.

Having successfully navigated visas, chosen your transport, and passed through
arrival formalities, the final step is getting from the airport or train station to your
accommodation. The Aeroexpress trains offer a balance of speed and cost for airport
transfers, connecting directly to key Metro hubs. The Metro itself is extensive but can
be daunting with luggage during peak hours. Public buses are the budget choice but
slower. Taxis and ride-sharing services offer door-to-door convenience. Always use
official airport taxis booked at designated kiosks or reputable ride-sharing apps (check
which ones are currently operating reliably in Moscow, such as Yandex Go). Avoid
unofficial drivers soliciting passengers in the arrivals hall, as you risk being
overcharged. Confirm the price or ensure the meter/app calculation is used before
starting the journey. Note that paying for taxis might require cash or specific payment
methods, as foreign bank cards often do not work (more on payments in Chapter 21).

Once you reach the city, a couple of immediate practicalities might arise. You'll likely
need some Russian Rubles (RUB) for initial expenses like transport or snacks. While
exchanging money at the airport is convenient, exchange rates are often less
favorable than in the city center. ATMs are widely available at airports and train
stations, but again, check if your home bank cards are currently functional in Russia. It
might be prudent to bring some cash (e.g., USD or EUR) to exchange upon arrival or
rely on alternative payment systems if you have access to them. Getting a local SIM
card for your phone can also be very useful for navigation and communication. SIM
cards are often available for purchase at the airport, though options and prices might
be better in the city (covered further in Chapter 15). Having these initial steps sorted
allows you to transition smoothly into exploring the vast and fascinating city of
Moscow.
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