
Nature and Culture of Estonia



‘May the joy of 
creation be our 
only moving force.’
A motto from an Estonian literary movement 
whose philosophy stressed a freedom of human 
spirit. 



I am not sure what I was expecting when I 
signed up for this trip to Estonia. Perhaps a 
cultural change and a look at a better way of 
doing things. 

What I got was much more than this. The trip 
was packed – full of experiences from gutting 
fish to making a ring out of a shell case from 
world war II.

I wish to cover what I learnt that is of relevance 
to my work and the key things I took back from 
the trip that I found inspiring. 



A bit of background about 
Estonia
Bordered by Latvia, Finland (across the Baltic 
Sea) and Russia.
It is one of the least populated countries in Europe 
with just 1.3 million people 
It was declared independent in 1918 but later was 
occupied by Russia and Germany. 
Singing has always been an important part of the 
culture. In 1987 the peaceful Singing Revolution 
against Soviet rule began, this culminated in the 
restoration of independence in 1991.



 The Soviet Union banned the Estonians from singing their song 
‘land of my fathers, land that I love.’ They sang it at a song 
festival despite being told to leave the stage and it united all the 
people against the Soviet Union. Every village has a singing 
stage with seating. This is part of their national culture.



I loved the combination of a simple way of living, close 
to nature, alongside modern technology. 

The people have learnt to be self-sufficient and incredibly 
resourceful. This is due to having very little in the past. 
They were stripped of their farms and businesses: these 
were given to the state. I read this quote below from a 
museum:
“The shops were empty –there was nowhere to get things 
from. Many products were impossible to replace, like glass 
panels. The Soviet Union had nationalised people’s land, 
houses, companies, farms. So everyone who had a chance 
stole –literally everyone. At least a little!” 
Stealing from each other was frowned upon while stealing 
from the state during the soviet-era was seen as acquiring.



Attitudes towards nature
I was very impressed by how Estonians value 
nature. I read in many places that ‘Estonians 
are forest people’ 

Estonia is very flat and half of it is covered in 
forest (compared to 13% in UK) Nearly half the 
forests are state owned. Although timber is 
economically important many of the older 
forests with oak in are protected.

Protected areas cover 18% of Estonian land. 
There are 5 national parks, 159 nature reserves, 
and many other protection areas. 





Forests have always been a place of refuge for Estonians. This is 
taken from a notice board: 

We kept our sacred sites secret so that the 
foreign occupation regimes that started in 1227 
would not destroy them. By remaining attached 
to our ancient perception of life, we preserved 
our identity and remaining whole as people. 
This is how we preserved a bright silver of the 
culture similar to that of peoples in the wooded 
parts of Europe and this has lasted for 
millennia.





Estonia has a rich fauna and flora including bear, elk, lynx, 
deer, wolves, wild boar and more.

They hardly ever have a problem with wild animals. 
However we were told of a story of two young bears that 
appeared on Saaramaa Island. No one knew how they 
got there or where their parent was. They are not usually 
seen on the island. They started being a nuisance and 
coming into the villages. Instead of killing them the 
people decided to capture them, drive them into the 
middle of the forest in the country and release them. 

I was impressed by the tolerance and respect shown for 
nature.



The woodlands here 
are a mixture of spruce, 
pine and broadleaf. 
They regenerate 
naturally and nothing is 
planted. Broadleaf and 
spruces grow together 
side by side. There are 
very few fences 
anywhere. Just an 
electric fence now and 
again to keep cows in. 
Even in the capital city 
there are trees growing 
right next to houses. 



One of the things I got from the trip 
was meeting people who inspired me.
 We met a lady who had 5 children, had written a book about her 

local culture and heritage and was working with school children on 
bringing back their customs, songs and way of dressing, but giving  
it a modern twist.

 We met another lady who had 3 children and was the local mayor. 
She had restored their village hall and windmill. She said it had 
taken a lot of work – and after they celebrated with a community 
party and a bonfire, and before the next project they will wait until 
the time feels right again.

 There is little paid work in the countryside so a lady living in a 500 
year old village set up a juniper syrup business which has recently 
been given funding from the EU. It was delicious to taste and the 
business employs other locals and is successful. 

I was impressed by the resourcefulness of the people.



The People of Estonia are
spirited, joyful, open and slightly mad!



Because Estonians have had their  rights and freedoms taken away from them during Soviet 
rule it seems that this has made them really value keeping their heritage –to respect and not 
destroy. With the help of EU funding a lot of rebuilding heritage projects are under way.



Agriculture is still small scale 
although there is some arable 
farming. Nearly all potatoes 
eaten are homemade and they 
eat a lot of potatoes! 

Some of their historic buildings 
have been renovated but this 
has usually been organised by 
the local people who live there. 
This notice is very welcoming but 
tells the visitors:

“Sure you will care for our 
property as we do!”



What they have in Estonia is very special. A beautiful landscape 
and appreciation for it. This coastline is a bird sanctuary and we 
saw Slavonian Grebes. It is full of diversity…





The built heritage of Estonia was amazing 
too…





They also have a sense of beauty that the Russian buildings 
distinctly lack. Can you guess which building is Estonian and 
which is Russian. One is a school, the other is a shop.



And styles can vary from very basic to ornate ironwork...



To quite grand…



But the people in the country have had to be resilient to survive. 
They work very hard. Here German helmets are still being found 
from the war in fields of this entrepreneurial wool making farm.





The people who live here show us the flower pot made from 
a German shell.



Nature and Culture – parallels 
between Estonia and Scotland
Bringing these thoughts back to Scotland, I see parallels of 
the painful past with the highland clearances and occupation 
by Russia. I wonder how we can encourage more of a sense 
of connection with our land and our heritage; to uncover 
elements  that we here can be proud of. 

I asked one lady how she overcame difficulties with people 
saying that she could not renovate a particular building and 
she shrugged, “I don’t let people upset me, I always make 
jokes with people who make problems.” This is how they 
managed to cope during the Soviet era.

 So I thought I’d look further at how they managed this 
difficult time as I realised we could learn a lot from this.



During the course of the week a lot of questions were 
raised. This is also taken from a notice board:

“We wanted to impress 
on everyone that 
freedom is delicate 
and it needs to be 
cared for. But then we 
stopped to think –how 
is freedom born? How 
do I become free and 
how do you? Out of 
these freedoms how 
do we create freedom 
for all?”



This is a quote that impressed me at the Museum of 
Russian Occupation. It applies to us all in everyday 
life. 

“We call on you to think about the limits of freedom. 
Which freedoms are we ready to fight for? When are we 
ready to agree on restrictions? When is it too early to act? 
When is it too late?” 

I liked this sensitive approach to looking at the way 
forward.



I liked the fact that freedom is not something that is final 
but needs to be adjusted all the time.

“Not long ago the soviet-era restrictions on thoughts, 
words and actions were lifted on Estonia. People 
began creating new lives within the capacities and 
opportunities that they had –they used their new 
freedoms to build something. It soon became clear 
that one person’s freedom could limit someone 
else’s.”
And this can be applied to many things in life including land 
management in Scotland. For example how do neighbouring 
landowners overcome opposing objectives. When does the 
pioneering spirit of freedom turn into something else?



I read about: “The frail and fragile line that separates 
freedom and the opponents of freedom.”



These suitcases are in a museum and have Russian place 
names on where people were sent to live. Seeing this brought 
home the brutality of what happened to many of the people.



Only members of the communist party could buy cars and a man named 
Uno realised he would never get a permit to buy one in his lifetime. His 
conscience would never allow him to join the communist party. So in 
1968 he built a car for himself out of found and acquired pieces. This is 
the car he built.



I think we could learn a lot from the Estonian mind set. 
Estonians are very resourceful and positive about their 
own culture and heritage.

The Estonians are not bitter about their past. They are 
spirited people and full of joy…

And despite all that difficult period they have not lost 
their national identity or closeness to nature…



We learnt about the junior ranger programme that meets up 
regularly. In they summer they go on camping trips. This 
programme has inspired young people to carry on the 
tradition of being close to their natural heritage. The young 
ranger here gave us a talk about his project. He won a 
European competition with his innovative study of bats.



Being at one with nature

Estonians’ relationship with their forests is very 
close. It was a place of refuge that protected 
them from the enemy. We see our forests as 
wild and slightly forbidding while they go into the 
woods to sit, smell , enjoy silence and relax. 
They feel comfortable in the woods. It is a 
sacred place still, a place that is safe, a place to 
feel whole again.  The peace gained from the 
natural world is part of their culture and still 
being passed down to the youth of today. 



It has been proven that being in nature and walking through 
woods can improve mental health and depression, relieve 
stress, help with relationships. Yet so many civilisations have 
destroyed the trees and forests.
 Yet we really need forests partly for air and fuel but also for 
our general wellbeing ….



I have been shown how the 
power of human spirit -working 
collectively-can overcome 
oppression. I have been shown 
that those living in a high 
technology society can also 
appreciate being close to 
nature. They still respect it and 
use it and are part of it. 
I will above all remember the 
positive attitude of the 
Estonians: 

‘May the joy of 
creation be our 
only moving force.’





This trip learning about the nature and culture of Estonia 
has been of great value and has opened my eyes to new 
possibilities.

I would like to thank our brilliant guide Maarika Naagel 
from Parimusmatkad Heritage Tours. 

This course was developed by ARCH and it was made 
possible with funding through the Erasmus + programme. 

Thank you
Romany Garnett    
Conservation Officer John Muir Trust
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