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As we stand by the banks of a stream — a small sliver of green hidden in Moscow's urban
sprawl — every member of our group is focused on the low shadowy tunnel that opens up
where the water flows under a busy highway bridge.

Our guide beckons us, and we wade out into the river, slowly, until we reach a small ledge
alongside the tunnel's concrete wall.

Steadily, the water changes from the bubbling clear flow of the stream to a deep, swirling
grey. In the gloom, we can see the watermark far above our heads, showing just how high

the water can get after a heavy rainfall. The booming echoes of the traffic rumbling above fills
the tunnel as a choking feeling of claustrophobia begins to set in.

Although the city sits just a few meters above us, we are completely cut off.

This is no ordinary tourist excursion. We are joining the world of the Diggers — urban
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explorers who travel the depths of Moscow's storm drains and utility tunnels to discover what
hides below the streets of the Russian capital.

The Digger movement exploded with the invention of the internet, but its roots run far
deeper, back to the work of archeologists such as Ignatius Stelletsky, who worked in tunnels
under Moscow's monasteries and even excavated under the Kremlin itself at the turn of the
20th century.

Our guide, Danil Davydov, is one of the city's most experienced urban cavers. He has been
exploring these tunnels since 1999.

As a teenager, Davydov was drawn to the challenge and mystery of the underground. There is
a powerful adrenaline rush in entering this hidden world, often amplified by the fight to avoid
security cameras or police detection, but this is far from the only draw. Like many Diggers,
Davydov talks passionately about the beauty of the architecture, the sheer scale

of engineering skill, the weight of hidden history that lies neglected beneath the streets. His
arm is even tattooed with Stelletsky's face. At first, Digging was only a hobby, but now
Davydov leads excursions through Moscow's tunnels full time.

The fear begins to pass as our eyes adjust and we reach the mouth of the storm drain.

The floor is solid here, and the steady flow of water only runs up to our ankles. Davydov walks
confidently, occasionally stopping to help his guests scale a small waterfall or to point out

a feature in the network of tunnels.

The water in the tunnels does not come only from the rivers; much of it is pumped into them
from the passages of the Metro system.

Davydov describes the tunnel system as tens of small, underground villages; on today's
excursion, we will visit only one.

There are roughly 180 rivers and streams in Moscow — twice as many as in St. Petersburg.
They flow in underground tunnels ranging from anywhere between 35 centimeters to 6
meters in diameter. Today they are visible only in the layout of the streets that follow the old
river banks.

Davydov's confidence is infectious, and we start to make good progress through the drains.
Of course, he tells us, urban exploring can be dangerous — no ambulance will be able to reach
us here — but some common sense and some simple rules can radically reduce the risks.

Davydov says that he is diabetic, but a little bit of simple preparation — such as carrying some
juice boxes — helps him avoid problems underground.

Once down in the tunnels, it is clear that they are not as deserted as they appear at first glance.
One mysterious scrawl of numbers and letters on the wall are a clue for one of Moscow's
popular quest games. Davydov says he has even bumped into other tour groups while working
down here.

There are rarely problems with the police he tells us, despite the technical illegality of these
tunnel trips. The urban exploration movement is, as a whole, dedicated to preserving these
sites, although their reputation is often tarnished by vandals. For a true urban explorer,



a simple photo is the real badge of honor after a day of hard work.

Davydov proudly shows off a photo of him and his friends at the foot of a thundering 27-
meter waterfall in one of the capital's storm drains. The team made the trip in the early hours
of the morning to avoid being swept away.

A photograph too, is the end goal of our tour, at a slightly smaller, four-meter-high waterfall.
As we squeeze ourselves down a smaller pipe and climb one last cascade, we see it for the first
time. It truly is, as Davydov says, an engineering marvel we never would have imagined

from the world above.

More information on underground tours of Moscow can be found at www.podzemly.ru.
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