
  

Course in Estonia: 
a (mostly) visual account 

 

July/August 2018 

Themes 
 
• Keeping authentic 

traditions alive – food, 
costume, art and craft, 
dialect 

 
• Celebrating natural and 

cultural heritage to 
sustain communities  

• A course developed by Arch and funded 
through the Erasmus+ programme of 
the EU.   

 

• The activity was hosted by Maarika 
Naagel of Vitong Heritage Tours.   

 

• Report by M McCallum. 

Estonica: Cartographer Krista Molder used under  CC BY 4.0 



  

• Northernmost of the three 
‘Baltic states’, others are 
Latvia and Lithuania 
 

• Tallinn at similar latitude 
to Orkney 
 

• Transitional climate: 
winters and summers are 
more pronounced than UK 

 

• ‘Digital Estonia’ and great 
design – quite Nordic! 

 

• ….with a strong sense of 
tradition…. 

 

Estonia 
 

July/August 
2018 

A week among the forest 
people of Estonia, mostly on 

Saaremaa Island with short 
stays on Muhu Island and in 

the capital city, Tallinn. 

Estonica: Cartographer Krista Molder used under  CC BY 4.0 



  

Estonia Scotland 

1,319,133 

5,424,800 

29 per km2 68 per km2 

51% forested 

18% forested 

Total area 78,782 km2 

Nature 
conservation 
designations 
18% 

Total area 45,336 km2 

Nature 
conservation 
designations 
19% 

Population 

Area and 
conservation 
designations 

Population 
density 

Area forested 

Estonia and Scotland – vital statistics 
 



  

Estonia females 

Estonia males 

UK females 
 
UK males 
 

EU males 
 

EU females 
 

This chart is from the EU stats site, 
Eurostat.   
Amazing Estonians shared their 
heritage  with us and they were so 
welcoming, enterprising and 
creative!  Some are shown here. 

Photos: Facebook and 
course participants. 

Post-school educational 
attainment – Estonia, UK and EU 

Maarika Naagel, 
a national 
treasure! 



  

Examples of Deportations of Estonians 
 
In 1941, some 9,000 Estonians were exiled 
by Soviet Russia.  
 
In 1949, some 20,000 were deported. This 
was part of a Soviet push to collectivise 
agriculture and to put an end to ‘private’ 
farming. Those deported included relatives 
of people previously deported as 
nationalists or other enemies of 
communism. 
 
Seehttp://www.estonica.org/en/Deportation
_of_March_1949/ 
 

The Impact of the Soviet Era 
 

Visits in Tallinn 
 

The Museum of Occupations and Freedom 
in Tallinn. The Museum is known as 
Vabamu. See  https://www.vabamu.ee 
 

The Singing Revolution  
 

Protests and mass meetings from 1988 to 1991 heralded a movement for 
renewed independence from the USSR. 
 

Singing forbidden (by the Soviets) patriotic songs became a common feature 
of large events. There is a long tradition of song festivals in Estonia. 
 
 

Tallinn TV Tower 
 

As a coup d’état unfolded in Moscow in August 1991, workers ensured the 
radio/TV equipment in the tower remained in Estonian hands, as the 
Supreme Council had just declared Estonia fully independent once more.  

TV Tower, 1991 



  

 

The Impact of the Soviet Era 
 

Structures in the landscape 
 



  

• Connectedness to the land and to nature is important to the 
national identity 

• Complex history of occupations may contribute to this 
• People were cleared in Soviet era, and military & industrial 

practices/legacy led to some environmental degradation 
• Some military and domestic buildings from the Soviet era 

are neglected and are a challenge for communities 
 

Ø  People have returned to some areas and 
land restitution has taken place 

• Farming is not intensive especially in the west and there is 
much organic farmland 

• Population density is low 

• Rich semi-natural biological communities of wooded 
meadows (need management) 

• High biodiversity, especially in wet meadows in west – 
orchids, butterflies…. 

• Estonia lies on an important bird migration flyway 
• The forests shelter wolves, lynx, bears, beavers, elk…. 

 

Ø Estonia is a bit of a magnet for nature 
lovers: small country - big list! 

 

Nature 
Connections 

 



  
§ We visited Vilsandi National Park, 

established in 1993 but with beginnings as a 
bird reserve created in 1910. 

 

§ Estonia has five National Parks, and other 
designations such as nature reserves, Natura 
2000 and Ramsar sites (much marshland).  

 

§ Estonia’s protected areas greatly increased 
on joining the EU in 2004. 

 

§ The invertebrates, especially butterflies, are 
spectacular! 

 
This year, Estonia celebrates 
100 years of independence 

 

 

Conservation 
pre-dates the 

nation! 
 



  

Countries with Junior Ranger 
programmes based on Europarc 
arrangements 

Saaremaa 
Island, Estonia 

Junior Rangers of Vilsandi National Park, 
Saaremaa Island, Estonia 

At the visitor centre of Vilsandi National Park, we had an 
introduction to the NP and the Junior Rangers from Martin Vesberg 
(top left), and then a presentation of his work on bat maternity 
roosts from Karl Hendrik Tamkivi (middle left).  Karl has won a 
national science prize for his research, and he is still at school! 

The Junior Ranger Programme is developed by the EUROPARC 
Federation in European Protected Areas. Each year the 
International Junior Ranger Camp is hosted by one of the 
network members, allowing young people to meet their European 
peers and discover Europe’s diversity and biodiversity.   

See https://www.europarc.org/nature/young-people/junior-ranger-
programme/ 
 

Our group 
with the 
Junior 
Rangers 
and their 
supporter, 
Maris Sepp 



  

x 

Spit 
 
  c 1955 
 
  c 2014 

Kiipsaare lighthouse, 
built 1933 
equidistant from 
both sides of spit at 
that time, but now in 
the sea. 

Harilaid peninsula of Saaremaa island is the 
westernmost part of Estonia. The peninsula forms part of 
Vilsandi National Park.  Vehicle access is prohibited 
beyond the car park (26 on map) which has space for, 
perhaps, 30 cars and has a bike hire business. We walked 
the 11 km round trip shown below in green dashed line, 
and we swam at the lighthouse. A camping area is 
provided (28), with fire pit, dry toilet and tables.  
 
Infrastructure appeared to be sufficient for demand at this 
site, but if more visitors come to enjoy Saaremaa’s natural 
beauty that could well change.  

The big changes to the spit 
take place because of serious 
but infrequent storms, about 2 
to 3 times a decade. 

Life On The Edge 



  

One reason for relatively low visitor pressure in this somewhat 
remote peninsula is the access, which is by unsealed (ie gravel) 
road, regarded as unsuitable for buses. In terms similar to 
SOAC, the RMK (State Forest Management) signage refers to 
rights and responsibilities of users and to their importance in 
ensuring the environment is protected for future visitors. The 
freedoms are outlined here: http://www.loodusegakoos.ee/rules-
of-conduct/freedom-to-roam   
 
The relatively low visitor pressure observed and, perhaps, the 
high percentage of forest cover, however, are reflected in the 
provision of firewood and permission to burn fallen branches. 
Information about the camping area shown above: 
http://www.loodusegakoos.ee/where-to-go/national-
parks/vilsandi-national-park/harilaiu-campsite    
 

Facilities provided 
at Harilaiu 
camping site. 

The lagoon within the peninsula. 
Juniper is a common plant in this 
area. 

Harilaid 
Peninsula 

Camping Area 



Culture, Craft and Tradition 
 
 Celebrating and respecting 

traditions, built and intangible 
heritage – Saaremaa island 

Community and Creativity: 
Island Life on Saaremaa  

 
There are parallels with our Scottish N and W island 
fringes: committed activists and polymaths, 
repurposing buildings, textiles and song, and using 
art and craft to generate employment and inspire 
visitors.  And a Viking heritage too.  And sauna…. 
 
§ Jaanika a former mayor of her village and 

accomplished quilter shared her passion for 
community in Leedri. 

 

§ On the Sorve peninsula , SW Saaremaa, Merika 
and Egon keep sheep, produce wool products, 
and create nice things from WW2 metal debris. 
Nothing is wasted! We wove (in the shade) or 
made rings from military metal outdoors!   

 
§ We played traditional games, admired historic 

costume items such as pockets (worn on a belt) 
and cooked a meal with garden produce when 
we met Mari and members of her family.  

 

o As well as her academic background in 
botany, Mari has researched local 
traditional costume, and published a book 
(an ABC) of local dialect to help it survive.  

 

Jaanika’s Estonia 
100 quilt 

Mari’s pocket and ABC book 

Peg loom 
weaving 
and a 
lovely 
hand 
made ring 



Community and Creativity: 
Island Life on Muhu  

 

§ The  ‘uisk’ historic sailing ship, Moonland, 
took us on an evening cruise  from Kuivastu. 

§ At Koguva, a well preserved village, Kadri 
showed us round a heritage property 
undergoing renovation.  Another published 
writer and academic, Kadri’s field is 
semiotics. She  has produced an illustrated 
story book about  ‘Muhu Angels’.  

 

§ Muhu has great textile tradition, with 
bright, mixed colours and distinctive 
patterns. 

Culture, Craft and Tradition 
 
 Celebrating and respecting 

traditions, built and intangible 
heritage – Muhu island 

§ We enjoyed a horse-drawn carriage 
ride through a landscape rich in 
folklore. 



§ In Tallinn, the wonderful Riin guided us 
though history and heritage. She is an 
academic and writer, an expert in 
heritage protection and restoration.  

 

§ Riin’s PhD was on heritage in a 
transitional society 1986-2002. Singing, 
dancing and nature were focus points 
carrying national aspirations during the 
occupations. Nature conservation was 
linked with campaigns against large scale 
mining and the concomitant 
immigration from the east.  

 

o Riin’s study asserts the importance of 
cultural heritage as a positive force 
within the emerging democratic state.  

 

 

Heritage and Restoration 
 

Celebrating and respecting built 
and intangible heritage 

Tallinn, the capital city 
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Thank you for looking 


