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What I love most about Moscow is the sense of the unexpected. A young girl holding the reins of a horse at a downtown Metro exit doesn’t get a glance. A gigantic plaster Tyrannosaurus rex leg transported by a crane goes unnoticed. 

But the huge, plastic statue of a Holstein cow outside Moo-Moo, one of Moscow’s wildly popular restaurant chains, draws Russians posing for a picture with the larger-than-life-size bovine. 

You have to love a country where popular restaurant chains are named Moo-Moo, Fork and Spoon and Yolky-Polky. 

After coming to Russia for years, I’ve decided the real reason Vladimir Lenin died was from the stress of trying to suppress Russians’ innate jovial, entrepreneurial spirit: Today, 15 years after the fall of communism, which forbade all forms of capitalism, the country is awash in restaurants, kiosks and carts offering everything from kebabs to flaky French pastries. 

HISTORY 

It wasn’t always like this. In 1989, two years before the fall of the Soviet Union, my husband, David O’Brien, visited Moscow for the first time. His new Russian acquaintance took him to a restaurant where the waiter greeted them, saying, "You can order anything you like. We probably don’t have it, but you can order anything you want." 

The two of them have been chuckling over this comment - and conducting sociological research together - ever since. 

Lucky for all of us, Moscow’s restaurants also have improved immeasurably. 

In 2000, the first time I visited Moscow, the only choice for good, inexpensive food was McDonald’s, where the staff actually smiled, or backstreet places with a surly staff and overcooked cabbage. 

While living in Moscow from 2003-2004, it seemed saving money on eating out meant literally eating out - outside. My husband and I had a deal: If temperatures fell below 7 below zero, we would eat at McDonald’s. Any warmer, and we ate at outdoor kiosks, enjoying such offerings as hot dogs, kebabs, wraps and pastries of all sorts. Today, there are even carts offering spaghetti and Chinese food. 

During our last visit in December, we’ve spent as little as $2 per person for a meal by following that rule. So much for Moscow being one of the most expensive cities in the world. 

INSIDE GUIDE 

When I want to enjoy the finer things in life (such as eating inside), like many Russians, I head to Moo-Moo. For one meal, my husband and I had chicken and salmon, two side dishes and three desserts for less than $18. Similar meals at the Fork and Spoon cost $10, and at Café Ceno less than $17. Ceno is a traktir, an old term for an eating house or inn. All three chains offer traditional Russian fare in a buffet style with food labeled in Russian and English and the prices marked. 

Each chain has locations throughout Moscow, and all are packed with Muscovites. 

For those with a sweet tooth, pastry kiosks and ice cream carts are on every street and thoroughfare, offering an amazing array of sweets and ice cream bars for 50 cents to $1, and like the U.S. Postal Service, rain, sleet, snow or ice never interfere with their services. 

However, like in real estate, location is everything. I had an ice cream bar inside GUM, the upscale shopping center on Red Square, and paid the equivalent of $1.50 for my Nestlé chocolate-and-nut-covered snack. But sometimes the location is worth it. There is nothing like eating an ice cream at night in the falling snow while admiring the beauty of St. Basil’s Cathedral. 

SHOPPING SURPRISES 

Buying cheap treats in terms of souvenirs is easy - if you know where to go. 

For the best bargains, I start with Moscow’s many churches. In fact, throughout Russia, almost every church, no matter how tiny, has a small store inside offering more than gold crosses, icons and holy water. I’ve bought address books, note cards, pop music, scarves, candle holders, coffee mugs, plates and ceramic, wood, glass and crystal eggs, all at bargain prices, including hand-painted wooden Christmas ornaments for $3 each. 

Another odd place to shop for souvenirs is furniture stores. Several years ago, we brought home hand-painted foot stools and a small table that fit in our suitcases once we took the legs off the items. 

Detsky Mir, which means "children’s world," on Lubyanka Square is an enormous downtown store with souvenir kiosks on its third and fourth floors. The prices are clearly marked, as opposed to the outdoor market at Izmaylovo Park. 

This famous art and crafts market covers several acres with any and everything for sale, but the prices seem to be on a sliding scale, and you’ll need fortitude against the sometimes persistent vendors. 

My other favorite places for bargains are the three M’s - museums, markets and Metro stops. 

Museums in Russia often seem to offer items unrelated to the museum itself. At the English House Museum in Moscow’s Kitay Gorad area, I snapped up silk scarves printed with old Soviet patterns for $10 each. At the Tretyakov Museum, the world’s largest Russian art museum, calendars in English and Russian featured Western art and Russian art and cost less than $3. 

I’m infatuated with Russian ceramics, especially the familiar blue and white gzhel and majolica, the less-known ceramic with a white background and pink, blue and yellow painting. Both are hand-painted and offered at typical tourist outlets. But the bargains are at the indoor markets, which are like the Columbia Farmers Market, only inside. 

A great spot for majolica ceramics is near the Belorusskaya train station at 23-25 Gruzinsky St., a half-block from the Metro station of the same name. Inside this market, next to the fresh vegetables, a kiosk includes Russian crystal and ceramics, and there I snapped up five items, including a vase and a teapot, each item costing less than $4. 

For shopping along the way, try buying from the vendors that throng the Metro areas. The women selling items offer everything from pantyhose to homemade pickles. For years, I’d longed for a pair of the hand-knit angora mittens sold there. Until this year, I thought white wasn’t a good color for a big city like Moscow. But in December, I threw caution to the wind and bought a pair of the white, fuzzy mittens for less than $10. 

For a couple of days, I was thrilled. I wore my white mittens with pride, enjoying their warmth. Then I noticed they were shedding, and soon my jacket, hat and purse and even my husband’s jacket and hat were coated with the white fur. 

I became a pariah on the Metro, with Russians, who typically don’t bat an eye at anything, moving away from me to avoid the snow-like fur drifting toward them and attaching itself to their garments. 

Finally, I retired the mittens, which didn’t seem any thinner despite all the shedding. But the next time the Metro is really crowded, I just might bring them out again! 
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