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Tallinn–Haapsalu





THE WASA QUEEN begins to thread her way through the scatter of rocks and islands lying south of Helsinki. She is bound for Tallinn, the capital of recently Soviet-free Estonia, three hours across the Gulf of Finland. Islands, some wooded and rounded like porcupines, others half-submerged and rocky, loll like submarines or seals off the Finnish port, creating a feeling of frivolity. This is not serious water, more a playful ante-room to the austere Baltic further east. Hydrofoils tow their boiling wakes as they cross and recross at high speed, teasing the white, top-heavy ferry ships on their more stately passages.


Helsinki waterfront, with its formal row of eighteenth-century port buildings, their ochre regularity broken only by the copper and gold spires of Gornostayer’s Uspensky Orthodox church and the soaring white dome and turrets of the Lutheran cathedral, dwindles behind us, the funnels of tugs, the masts of fishing boats, the cluster of cranes, slipping out of sight until there is only the slightest of indentations to be descried. Soon even the gulls cease their flap and screech.


*


Tallinn had come to my notice a long time ago. After the German unconditional surrender in 1945 it was arranged that the task of redistributing the German fleet among the victorious Allies should be handed to the Royal Navy. The German ships, ordered back to their various home ports from wherever they happened to be, ended up at Wilhelmshaven, Bremen, Hamburg and Kiel, an assortment of battleships, cruisers, destroyers, minesweepers, E-boats and submarines. When the quotas were agreed the idea was that German crews would sail their own ships under surveillance to ports in America, Britain and the Soviet Union, returning as passengers to Germany.


There was an immediate setback, for the first ship, 2521, to be returned under this operation, one of a draft destined for the Soviet Union, docked at Tallinn, its crew guaranteed safe conduct home. They were never seen again.


Not surprisingly, German captains showed no enthusiasm for following them, threatening to scuttle their ships rather than take them to a Soviet port. It was arranged, therefore, that in future ships would sail under sealed orders, commanded by a British naval officer, but with their German crew intact. Their destination would be revealed only when well out at sea. Once handed over, their crews would return home in ships of the Royal Navy.


That was the theory anyway. TS19 had sailed from Bremerhaven at 0900 under the command, as far as internal matters were concerned, of Korvetten-Kapitän Schlemmer; Peter Döblin, with whom I had been at school, was First Lieutenant. As we approached the roads west of the Kiel Canal my yeoman of signals clattered on to the bridge with an envelope. I knew before I opened it what it would say. We had cleared the crew off the ship before sailing and a thorough search of all decks and cabins had been made as an insurance against sabotage.


Schlemmer had gone below to his cabin just after we passed Heligoland on our port beam. Heligoland had been a U-boat base, but it was destroyed in one terrifying night attack by Mitchell bombers. As we closed on it the rock openings that housed the U-boats were clearly visible. It had been a holiday island once, now scarcely inhabited.


I knocked on Schlemmer’s door and when he held it half-open a shape on his bunk was vaguely discernible. “You have company,” I inquired, “perhaps I might be introduced?”


He appeared unconcerned, but muttered something over his shoulder. Reluctantly, the shape disentangled itself from its protective sheeting to reveal an attractive girl in her early twenties, rather grubby, and wearing only pants. She was Polish, a dockyard worker who had prevailed upon Schlemmer, whom she knew, to let her stowaway to wherever we might be destined.


I gave Schlemmer the news and also a raised eyebrow. “I cannot answer for my crew,” he replied, “for they lost many friends on our sister ship, but of course I will comply with your orders.”


“You must answer for your crew,” I said, “because it is my responsibility to see this ship is handed over intact to the Russians and if it is not you will be for the high jump. And I too, probably.”


We had a couple of armed marines on board, but if the German crew had taken it into their heads to scuttle the ship or overpower us, there was little we could do except shoot a few of them. I’m not sure whether either marine had ever fired a gun in anger and they looked as unsuitable agents of destruction as the guns themselves. Meanwhile, I gave the order to alter course to starboard.


We had been on a dissembling, roundabout route that had taken us out into the North Sea as far as Sylt in the Friesian Islands. Sylt is almost entirely composed of sand dunes, in which both the wealthier and poorer classes, at opposite ends of the island, had been accustomed to loll naked during the golden months in happier days. Döblin had often been there with his family and had tales of mountainous women and their vast, insect-bitten arses. He and his brother used to hide in the long grasses and spy on the better-looking ones, until, one day, so absorbed in their research, they failed to notice a huge brute of a fellow who descended on them from behind and gave them a beating.


We slowed down, the change in engine revolutions causing the same adrenalin increase as it had rarely failed to do on patrol during the war. There were some noises, indicators of potential danger, that never lost their power to alarm.


Good sense, fortunately, had prevailed. Schlemmer called his ship’s company together, pointing out the cost of an injudicious insurrection, most likely a long spell inside, and emphasising the presence of British warships in the Baltic, stationed as guarantees of safety in the area of likely ports of disembarkation.


From then on, all went well. We inched through the canal, cleared Lübeck Bay, and made our way south of Bornholm into the Baltic. Two days later, near the island of Saaremaa, south-west of Tallinn, we kept a rendezvous with two destroyers, one Soviet and one British. The German crew was transferred to the British escort and a skeleton Russian crew took over TS19 with a great show of bossiness leading us into Tallinn harbour. The much relieved marines and I returned on a minesweeper in which I had served three years earlier.


*


That was then. Now, as we moved gently on a clear autumn afternoon across the Gulf, an accordion band playing and Finnish couples performing solemn waltzes and fox-trots in the saloon – I had incorrectly been led to suppose that the ships would be full of drunken Finns on their way to cheap Estonian liquor – I began to think again of “old” Schlemmer. “Old” now, of course, indeed dead, though when we first met in circumstances more uncongenial for him than for me he was far from old. I was twenty-four, and he was perhaps in his late thirties, a career sailor from a long established naval family. TS19 was his second command and not one that suggested further promotion. The way to glory in the German navy was via U-boats or capital ships, like the Tirpitz, or Hipper, whose name still sent shivers down my spine and whose officers I could still see in my mind’s eye directing fire as she closed on Onslow, preparatory to finishing us off. Although Schlemmer had fashionable naval connections – Admiral Doenitz was one – he had evidently been regarded as lacking in political zeal, a competent enough seaman, but a man of rather sophisticated tastes and frivolous habits.


After our Baltic adventure Schlemmer returned to Hamburg, was denazified in the manner of the time, and demobilised. His family had property, and a printing business, in Lower Saxony, near Celle. I was at that time editing a magazine for naval forces in Germany and because his terms were good, and I liked and trusted him, it became possible to put some small business his way. He was inordinately grateful, as most German families, of whatever background, were on the bread line.


Richard Schlemmer was, in appearance at least, a ladies’ man: good-looking in rather a caddish way, dark glossy hair en brosse, aquiline features. He never actually wore a monocle, but looked as if he might. He did, however, use a cigarette holder and but for rather doggily sincere brown eyes he could have been taken for a younger Conrad Veidt. He possessed a gold Fabergé cigarette case and he would tap it in actorish fashion when at a momentary loss.


There were many such moments for Germans in those bleak winters immediately after the war. Refugees, swathed up against the cold and pushing their worldly belongings in pathetic little handcarts, swarmed in from the east. The concept of war criminals floated over the heads of anyone engaged in political, military or administrative duties, and various underground movements, like Werewolf, continued to recruit in the illusion that Germany would soon be back on its feet, and that their secreted hoards of arms, usually in the mountains, could still come in useful.


Schlemmer was no sort of Nazi, but like most serving officers he had at least nominal allegiance to the Party. Over the period of our business dealings I learned that on his mother’s side there were Polish and Estonian connections and that since the halting of the German push east and the subsequent Russian sweep towards Berlin all news of them had ceased.


I was able from time to time to make inquiries on his behalf though progress was slow. The Polish girl who had hidden in his cabin on board TS19 emerged not long afterwards in Hamburg as a dancer and singer who found employment in one of the cabarets on the Reeperbahn. The whole St Pauli area, with its vast shipyards, was little more than rubble, but women with torches flitted about the ruins like fireflies. The German songs of the moment, “Abends in der Kaserne” and incongruously “Es ist ein Frühling ohne Ende”, could be heard drifting out of basements, and in the Atlantic Hotel and the Vierjahreseiten Ilse Werner and Lala Anderson murmured their throaty versions of “Lili Marlene” for the thousandth time.


German officers like Schlemmer were allowed no part of this. Whereas a year earlier high-spirited and glamorous U-boat and destroyer officers held court at the Atlantic Bar swigging champagne cocktails and brandy Alexanders, now they were reduced to mere observers, their defeated and hangdog expressions lightening at the merest civility.


By the time I was posted from Hamburg, and then from Germany altogether, Schlemmer had begun to prosper. He acquired an office near the Opera and sailed a boat on the Alster. He wrote inviting me to make contact and dine with him if I should visit Hamburg, and in due course, researching articles for Tribune and later the Observer, I took him up on his offer. We went to a swish club on the water’s edge and were joined by Ledig Rowohlt, whose father was then the leading publisher in Germany and whom Ledig succeeded.


Memories of war began to recede. Hamburg lost its smell of death and decay and in almost miraculous fashion earlier elegance became recognisable. Schlemmer wrote to say he was now printing for Rowohlt and that he had married an Estonian girl, the daughter of one of the families I had helped him to trace. His future seemed set fair, in a faintly irritating manner in comparison with the impoverished, badly fed and coarsely clothed English of the time.


*


Over the years we met occasionally, in London or in Germany. At a Frankfurt Book Fair he told me that he was no longer involved in his own printing business, that he had taken on a partner, a practising Nazi as he later discovered, who had got the firm into trouble by printing neo-Nazi tracts, as a consequence of which a lot of other work had been lost. He was considering a move to Estonia, where his wife’s family had property in the town of Haapsalu. By now he was in his late seventies, still sleek as an otter, slightly grey. His daughter had chosen to earn a living in Estonia, being fluent in Polish and Estonian as well as German and English, and her language skills had become valuable to the Soviet occupiers.


His move took place in 1990, shortly before the departure of the Russians. I didn’t imagine a German naval officer of the Nazi period would have been particularly welcome in a country that had suffered almost as much under the Germans as under the Russians, though before the war more than half of Estonia had been in the hands of German-Balt families. In the various struggles for Estonia that succeeded the Russian Revolution the Estonian nationalists, with secret support from the Royal Navy, had finally defeated the Bolsheviks at Narva. A force of nearly 20,000 Bolsheviks was herded back into Russian territory and, not long after, the Russian occupiers moved out of Estonia, leaving thousands of disgruntled communists behind.


The Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 left the Soviet Union free to annex Estonia and Latvia, a consequence of which was the conscription of some 60,000 Estonians into the Soviet army, their deportation, and in many cases eventual execution. With the German invasion of 1941 the Estonians were able to compare the questionable benefits of life under the Nazis with life under the Russians. Such Jewish families as there were, far fewer than in Latvia and Lithuania, were soon murdered, but in 1944 the Russians were back, the German High Command in Tallinn surrendering to the Red Army on 22 September. By now Estonia was seriously depopulated, refugees streaming west or being rounded up and sent to Soviet labour camps. To all intents and purposes Estonia became a Soviet province, much as the Tsars had always envisaged. A local Soviet-led communist party took control, Russians using the country to establish factories and industrial sites close to their own borders. A German-orientated population now became heavily Russian.


In 1992 I heard again from Schlemmer. He was in poor health but happy to have seen the last of the Russians. He had shed his German nationality as easily as a snake its skin, and was becoming coherent in the Finno-Ugric Estonian language as well as the Russian generally practised in shops and offices. He had taken up yoga and was studying Buddhism, recommending to me the works of the Estonian poet Jaan Kaplinski, some of whose lines he sent me in translation. Kaplinski’s poetry seemed to be motivated by a close scrutiny of the countryside surrounding his home in Tartu, where he taught at the university. Schlemmer, a former disciple of Ernst Jünger, had taken to going on long solitary walks and, according to his wife, had become a mystic. I was never quite sure what she meant by this because soon after I last spoke to her she died.


The next time I heard anything about Schlemmer was in a call from his daughter. There had been some difficulties with the Russians over what were alleged to be activities by Schlemmer on behalf of the German government. Through his wife Schlemmer had acquired complicated Polish-Estonian connections, which, added to his own mixed parentage, gave him conflicting loyalties in an already muddled and shifting political situation. He had suffered a heart attack and was in hospital in Tallinn. I learned inadvertently from this telephone call that the woman in Schlemmer’s cabin in TS19 all those years ago was no ordinary dockyard worker but a partly Jewish relative whose appearance had mercifully disguised her origins. She, too, had retired to Tallinn and had a daughter who was reputed to be an actress of sorts.


I had long contemplated a visit to Schlemmer in his newly acquired persona as family mystic and had a lingering curiosity about the Baltic coastline we had sailed along, Schlemmer and I side by side on the bridge, to our Russian rendezvous. In 1994, on a coastal steamer from Gdansk to Gdynia, I was reminded of those days by that particularly Baltic smell, a fusion of salt, sand dunes, pine trees and tar.


Had I known it, Schlemmer was already in final decline, a letter on my return from his daughter saying he was not expected to leave hospital. Nor did he, being buried in the Forest Cemetery at Kloostrimetsa.


I regretted not making my visit in time to see him once more, for he was a curious part of my wartime past which, for one reason or another, lingered on. He had, as a German naval officer of pre-war vintage, known good times, riding high on professional and political illusions he never really had his heart in. But his background and family network were not without ambiguities and his whole career was symptomatic of that of many professional German families whose relations, interests and connections had strayed outside the confines of the Third Reich. He survived the bad times, but there were concealed elements that gave a nervous edge to his post-war existence. During the time in the late 1940s, when I had an interest in the movements of Nazi war criminals, he was of discreet assistance to me and I was happy to be of some use to him in smoothing out family and other arrangements during a period when formidable bureaucratic obstacles were put in the way of the most harmless of requests.


*


I had expected the Gulf of Finland, where a few years earlier a ferry had capsized, to be choppy if not rough. Instead, it was like glass, the endless slivers of land, rock, lighthouse reflected clearly back on it. Now that I was belatedly making the long-intended pilgrimage, out of curiosity perhaps more than piety, though with the thought of laying a few flowers on Schlemmer’s grave, I began to realize I knew virtually nothing about the country whose thin coastline like a squeeze of toothpaste lay ahead.


Arthur Ransome, to judge from his book Recundra’s First Cruise, had played some part in negotiating the independence of Estonia, having palled up with Lenin. They became keen opponents at chess and in 1919 Ransome had a boat designed for himself in Tallinn. “Reval”, as the city was called until 1917, was built as a fortress on a rock, and, Ransome wrote, “from the rock one looks out over a wide bay, with the green wooded island of Nargon on one side of it, a long promontory on the other, and far out beyond the bay a horizon of open sea. I do not believe that a man can look out from that rock and ever be wholly happy until he has got a boat of his own. I could not.”


Not sharing Ransome’s and his wife Eugenia’s enthusiasm for sailing – she had been a secretary to Trotsky – I needed to look elsewhere for literary enlightenment. My friend Jeremy Lewis reminded me of references to Estonia in Graham Greene’s Ways of Escape, which I had looked up. They were pretty sketchy, but he had sometime in the thirties received a letter marked only Poste Restante from the Norwegian writer Nordahl Grieg, a rather glamorous figure who was shot down over Berlin in 1943. “I assure you,” Grieg had written, “that you before or later must come to Estonia, and please come now. It is a charming country, absolutely unspoilt, and the cheapest in the world. I am a very poor author, but here I can afford everything – a strange and marvellous feeling. If the weather is good, do let us hire a sailing boat and go for a week among the islands. The population there has scarcely seen a white man before, and for a few pieces of chocolate we could certainly buy what native girls we wanted to. Do come.”


It seemed an enticing offer, but Greene at the time was too poor to take it up. Nordahl Grieg was someone who had caught my imagination during patrols off Norway in 1943, Norwegian officers speaking reverently about him.


However, Greene did in due course visit Estonia “for no good reason”, as he writes, “except escape to somewhere new”. He flew in from Riga in a small plane in which there were only two passengers. Both turned out, in somewhat unlikely fashion, to be reading Henry James “in the same small Macmillan edition”.


His fellow passenger was a former armaments salesman, in earlier life an Anglican clergyman who had converted to Catholicism, now installed as British consul at Tallinn. The consul was a bachelor with time on his hands, so the two spent many happy hours together, Greene records, “when I was not vainly searching for a brothel which had been run by the same family in the same house for three hundred years”. His informant had been Baroness Budberg, former mistress of Gorky, Bruce Lockhart and H. G. Wells, whose views on such a subject were likely to be authoritative.


Towards the end of her life, when she was lonely and encamped in the Cromwell Road, not far from my office, I saw Moura Budberg on almost a weekly basis. Her entertaining, helped along by various Russian acolytes, was now much reduced, but her invitations were peremptory. Any excuses – that one was going to the theatre, the cinema, the ballet or simply working – were brushed aside as if of no account. “Just come in for a little moment”, she would wheedle in her husky voice, which remained distinctive and seductive long after all other physical charms had fled and she had become heavily square in shape.


Her directions appeared to have been inadequate, for Greene, despite dogged attempts, failed to find the house. Asking the help of a waiter in Tallinn’s leading hotel, he was told politely: “There is nothing of that kind which we cannot arrange for you here.”


Greene does not confirm accepting such an offer. He makes no reference to a single building in Tallinn, or stretch of countryside, nor to any one of the many beautiful churches. Tallinn, to him, seems to have been just background for talk with his new friend. “For a fortnight, thanks to Henry James, we were close friends. Afterwards? I never knew what happened. He must have lost his homes when the Russians moved in. It seemed hardly a danger in those days – our eyes were on Germany.” There was also a bonus, for thirty years later a parcel of Henry James first editions arrived in the post – a present from the now eighty-year-old ex-armaments-dealer, Anglican clergyman and Catholic convert, “thus crowning one of the most pleasant chance encounters of my life”.


Colin Thubron in his book Among the Russians describes an equally unlikely seeming literary encounter in Tallinn’s old market square. “I saw a man with To the Lighthouse sticking out of one pocket and made it an excuse for conversation.” Virginia Woolf to an Estonian must have been quite something.


Thubron shook the dust of Estonia from his feet even more rapidly than Greene had done, but the few pages he devotes to Tallinn evoke the feel of the city in a manner not attempted by the brothel-hunting Greene. Thubron was driving west from Leningrad and on the way into Estonia gave a lift to a hitch-hiking student of archaeology from Tartu University. In a campsite at Tallinn Thubron finds himself among a rowdy crowd of Estonians on holiday from parts of Scandinavia. “Released from the restrictive Finnish drinking laws they celebrated into the night in a long, free uproar, while the Soviet Estonians sat dourly round their primus stoves, frying lumps of fish and boiling semolina.” This was in the early 1980s. I did not have the impression in Helsinki of any significant restriction in drinking times, but the poet Herbert Lomas, who taught there for some years, confirmed the strictness of bars about allowing entry to anyone who was apparently under the influence of anything stronger than beer. “You’ve been tasting,” the manager would say, shutting the door firmly on the unfortunate. Lomas had a friend with prominent teeth whose expression tended to suggest a permanent, rather idiotic grin. As a consequence he was frequently and unjustly turned away from drinking places with the stern admonishment, “You’ve been tasting!”


Even in 1983, when Estonia was still a Soviet republic, Thubron was able to comment on the leftover feeling of war at the same time remarking on how life appeared better and freer than anywhere else in the Soviet Union. Thubron’s Woolf-reading friend elaborated on the theme of Russian immigration, of how with the development of Baltic industry – heavy engineering and chemicals – hordes of Russians arrived to fill the jobs. “They lived in great apartment blocks, dirtily, like pigs. They had money, but spent it on drink.”


The Woolf-reader turned out to be a chemist and a Methodist, non-smoking, non-drinking. It was only in Estonia, apparently, that Methodism had survived at all in the Soviet Union, and then only among the very young and the very old. The Stalin generation was conspicuous by its absence.


Later, in the Methodist headquarters near the market square, Thubron came on an ancient pastor who had been to sea as a young man when Tsar Nicholas II was still on the throne. He had worked on a Yarmouth-bound clipper and been converted to Methodism by a nurse in an Oslo hospital after his ship had caught fire. There was not much left for him these days, only God, and God had not been much in evidence for a long time now.


In 1989 I had published in London Magazine an article by Ian Thomson called “Sailing to Tallinn”. Thomson’s mother had been born in Estonia, but had escaped before the arrival of the Red Army. Anticipating his first visit to the country, Thomson wrote to Greene inquiring about his reasons for changing the original setting of what came to be called Our Man in Havana. Greene replied, “The reason why I changed the setting from Estonia to Cuba was that one could hardly sympathize with the main character if he was to be involved in the Hitler war. I already knew Cuba and the Fidelistas in the mountains … I am afraid I saw very little of Estonia apart from Tallinn and have very little memories of the place except that it had a great charm for me.”


Thomson called on the Estonian legation in South Kensington before setting out, the building run single-handedly by a Mrs Anna Taru. “The first thing I want to tell you,” she had said to him, “is that I do not hate the Russians. Many of them would give you their last piece of bread. It is the Communists we Estonians cannot abide.” From South Kensington that seemed a reasonable distinction, though not one many in Estonia today seem inclined to make, nor those Ian Thomson met in his turn. The legation has since closed.


*


I was glad to read Thomson’s piece again on the voyage over, as now – the city coming into close focus – I was able with his help to identify some of the buildings in this “oriental city of minarets and knitting-needle spires, of churches obelisk-high”. That tallest of Gothic spires, copper-covered and sharpened pencil-shape, must be St Olaf, a fourteenth-century landmark for navigators, which, as Ian suggested, probably guided Nelson on his way from the Battle of Copenhagen to attack the Russian fleet anchored in the Bay of Tallinn. “A small town resembling a large fortress” was the description of the Arab traveller Abdu Mohamed Idris arriving here in the twelfth century and certainly, the nearer we got, it seemed apt.


It is a skyline one couldn’t forget: in the afternoon the wreath of green enfolding the tilted cluster of tiled buildings, spires and towers breaking out as if from surf, and nearer the water’s edge the frieze of cranes in mid-pirouette like a frenetic corps de ballet, the bloated white shapes of the ferries, the nosing tugs. At sunset, dark starting to wash out the details, the sky floods, water light curdled with oil, the skyline jagged and feverish. It was this night skyline that Andrew Grieve’s recent film Letter from the East made indelible.


Grieve’s film, about the confusion during the Soviet take-over of Tallinn when parents were separated from their children and thousands were herded off to Siberia, their fate never known, reminded me of Schlemmer and the situation of the Estonian side of his family. In one of his letters to me, when he knew his days were numbered, he gave me a list of addresses in Tallinn where his relatives and friends had lived. “They’ll probably all be dead by the time you get here, if you ever do, but it might amuse you over an afternoon to look their hovels out.” General Mihailovitch, when he knew he had lost out to Tito’s partisans for Allied support during the 1939–45 war, admitted ruefully that he and his men “had been caught up in the gale of the world”. Estonia had suffered in this gale more than most. A century earlier, as reconstructed in Jaan Kross’s great novel set in Alexander’s Russia of the 1820s, The Tsar’s Madman, even those most in the confidence of the Tsar himself were subjected to constant scrutiny by police informers, friend set against friend. Kross himself, most renowned of living Estonian novelists, had been deported to Siberia in 1946, spending eight years in the Gulag before being allowed to return to Tallinn to write novels and poetry, and translate from the languages studied in detention.


Germans are customarily and properly identified as the authors of other people’s dispossession. As a German, Schlemmer, in his turn, had to suffer silently in witness of his own relatives’ misfortunes at Russian hands in a country with shifting identities.


*


The Russian suburbs, whose apartment blocks stretch like giant tombstones to the east of the port, reminded me that this was the nearest I had got to Murmansk since I had suffered, in the battered Onslow after an Arctic convoy, the playful but regular bombing by trainee German pilots from their nearby base in Finland. Luckily, they were inaccurate. Soviet Russia for most of one’s life has suggested gloom, corruption and threat, and the sight of these extraordinary, glacial edifices, rising with their hundreds of slit eyes out of unlandscaped ground, was not promising. But though their surgical and austere functionalism, making no concessions to any idea of the good life, caught the eye further out to sea than Tallinn itself, it was not towards them, but to a small wooded hump, its spires like hedgehog quills, that we slowly steamed. As we came alongside, one or two bleary-looking Finns did emerge from the lower saloons, but they stumbled harmlessly along the quay to the cheap, by Finnish standards, liquid delights ahead of them. It was no longer Soviet soil that we disembarked on, for which I was grateful. The last time I had done so, going ashore to the Red Cross canteen at Vianga not so far to the north, our gallant Russian allies used to amuse themselves by taking pot shots at us. Perhaps in our fur hats and coats they thought we were bears. Vianga, in the Kola inlet, is now the largest site of unstable nuclear material in the world.


The port at Tallinn is a modest affair, a widish bay, in which the ferries reverse to go in stern first, narrowing to two quays, for freight and passengers, blocked off on the land side by a terminal building resembling a railway carriage. But soon, above the narrow apron of woods that separates the modern town from old Tallinn, there were reassuring glimpses of copper and gold, vestiges of a civilization far removed from the one suggested by the featureless tenements behind us.


I wondered how Schlemmer, nearing the end of his life, had felt about finishing up in this once German, then Soviet-run city. It was not a great distance from here, after all, that he had been obliged in humiliating circumstances to hand over his ship to Russian sailors he would have thought his inferiors. They were not much to my taste either, for in 1942, despite an agreement that they would meet the convoys and escort them into Archangel, they rarely turned up, pleading rough weather, thereby giving our destroyers tedious extra days to the White Sea.


For professional sailors of good family, the intrusion of Nazism into an orderly, seagoing life must have required a crude silencing of instincts. The price they subsequently paid, if not with their lives, had in Schlemmer’s case to be paid twice, as with all German families rooted in the east. When he decided to pack up and retire to Estonia, he was not to know that the days of Soviet occupation were numbered. Many of his mother’s and wife’s relatives had disappeared into thin air and now he was re-entering, willingly, what was to him the zone of infamy. “I am returning to nowhere from somewhere,” he had written to me, “perhaps like Nabokov I shall take up the study of butterflies or like Kaplinski engage with forests. You must read him.”


A later, hurried scrawl, describing his exploration of Tallinn before he set out for his new home off Matsalu Bay, did much to reassure me that all would not be lost for him. “It is a magical city,” he wrote, “Tsarist in imagination, German Lutheran in detail. I could be at home here if I had anyone left that mattered.” I would, in due course, follow some of his descriptions to the letter. But familiarising myself with the medieval city, many of its buildings half-collapsed and almost beyond repair, I could not help but feel that for Schlemmer it must have evoked memories of Hamburg or Bremen, with pockets of occupiers still holding out and conversing in a secret language. Most people need to feel that somewhere for them is home, but for eastern Europeans, Germans, Balts or Slavs, who have been tilted first one way then another, the very notion must seem like a mirage. English villagers, whether through immigration or the influx of city workers, often now feel a minority in their places of birth, steadily becoming unrecognisable to them, but in places like Estonia, where one imposed dreaded language is succeeded by another and their own Finno-Ugric speech is at a discount, it must be a hundred times worse.


Although Russian had inevitably become the common language of the people, there were enough German speakers about should Schlemmer have felt homesick. It was noticeable even now that in certain places only Russian was acknowledged, and in others German. Not only in speech does the Russian presence hang over the city, for thousands of Russian workers, left over after the departure of their soldiers, and other Russian-speaking local communists, ensure a brooding, occasionally surfacing, sourness. It is the more disconcerting when one comes across it, for despite the inevitable conflicts of loyalty among people occupied almost permanently by foreign powers the Estonians have struggled historically, against all odds, to retain an identity of their own.


*


Tallinn, as I began to explore it, revealed itself as compact and self-contained, the Old Town or Vanalinn, compressed within a handsome sixteenth-century wall decorated by forty-eight towers. The wall, in surprisingly good repair, is breached by eight, evenly spaced gates. Encircling the wall, separating the Old Town from its modern extension, gently drifting waters of a moat, bordered by swathes of succulent green, in turn give way to tree-lined boulevards. The effect is of a series of tight, concentric circles, to the centre of which, from anywhere on the circumference, is a matter of minutes. Time and again, unsure of my bearings, I entered the nearest gate to find myself within sight of Raekoja Plats, the main square, and my hotel. I had been well advised to book in at the only hotel within the fortifications, which although it had no outlook except blank walls across a narrow street and no restaurant, was uniquely placed. The girls at reception were flirtatious, pretty, tall and fair in the manner of many younger Estonian women, though a Russian-looking bruiser lurked permanently in the background. Only Estonian money, kroons or eeks, was acceptable, the handing-over of which lent a curiously surreptitious air to transactions habitually conducted by credit card or cheque.


Raekoja Plats, a large, cobbled square, slightly tilted, is at the centre of city affairs. The drab, early fifteenth-century Town Hall, in the manner of a Gothic barn, weighs the square down at one end, despite an incongruously perched biscuit-coloured steeple that hosts a copper weathervane. For a German arriving to live here there must have been something comforting about the steep, narrow streets, the cobbled alleyways, the uniformity of the pastel-coloured buildings, all of roughly the same vintage as the Town Hall. While I was there, repainting was under way, dark greys, olive greens, navy blues, pale pinks and pistachio, masking the elegant austerity of the merchants’ houses, pharmacies and shops that line the square. There are outdoor cafés on the northern side, and from one of these Schlemmer had sent me a postcard on which he had written, “God knows what I have let myself in for, Russians everywhere, tanks, and my Estonian relatives, some of them better viewed from a distance. There are, though, some beauties about.”


I thought sometimes that the city was like a great, iced confection crumbling at the edges, frivolous on the surface, but sober and grave underneath. Whichever way you looked, there was something to catch and please the eye, a dome here, a spire there, the Gothic and the baroque adjacent, and handsome guild houses bearing coats of arms over their porticos sliding down to sea level off Raekoja Plats.


From the Upper Town, Toompea, you can look out over the wide, forested shore of the Bay of Tallinn, the docks with their cranes and shipping and, immediately below, in a horseshoe, the tiled roofs of the Lower Town. A ruff of trees gives a kind of nesting quality to the city’s alignment.


Toompea was the site of the original Estonian settlement and it was here that the top brass, ecclesiastical and feudal, settled, with the business and craft areas developing lower down. From my hotel I could reach Toompea’s castle square by way of the almost vertical Pikk Jalg (Long Leg) in a few minutes, the view at the top stunning in all directions. The spruce and elegant pink palace that houses the present parliament suffers in scale and restraint from the bulbous exoticism of Alexander Nevsky Cathedral, but juxtaposed over the foaming parks below they show off Tallinn’s brilliant duality. In 1989 the Chain of Freedom, a Baltic demonstration – a veritable human chain – against Russian occupation, which stretched over 400 miles to Vilnius in Lithuania, started out on Linda’s Hill near the square, Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians linking hands in what became known as the Singing Revolution.


Someone with one leg longer than the other would get on well in Tallinn’s Upper Town, for there is nothing not on a steep slope. One or other of the eleven bells of Alexander Nevsky seems permanently to be ringing, while outside on the square bundled-up peasant women cross themselves and await offerings. The interior walls, in a jagged olive, red and white, resemble the camouflage zig-zag that used to be painted on warships. The singing is memorable, the poorest of the poor affectingly prostrating themselves in thanks for precious little, one imagined.


There are other churches in Toompea, notably the Lutheran Dome Church, a charcoal-coloured Gothic building of the thirteenth century, but a sense of isolated magnificence prevails, the wind gusting through propped-up wood houses and scudding clouds showing through holed roofs. History has passed on, or is perhaps taking a breather, in these once heavily guarded and sacred precincts. A few gun emplacements and fortified towers, aimlessly surveying Kopli Bay to the north, are all that is left.


*


In one of his erratic postcards Schlemmer had once scrawled, “You and I saw enough cemeteries fifty years ago to last a lifetime, but there is one here you should see. It is more a forest than a graveyard, the corpses so discreetly submerged in leaves that they seem mainly there to provide mulch.”


So, one sunny autumn morning, I picked up the 34 tram outside the Central Post Office on Narva Mnt Metsakalnistu (the Forest Cemetery) lies some miles along a wide seaside road, flanked with oleanders, palms and other flowering trees of the kind you would find somewhere like Bordighera or Rapallo. It follows the curve of the wide bay, with yachts bobbing off club jetties to seaward and on the inland side the informal, country-like woods and fields of Kadriorg Park, designed in honour of Peter the Great’s wife Catherine by Niccolo Michetti in the early years of the eighteenth century.


This whole area has a gentle, civilized feel to it, its benevolence brought to an abrupt and brutal halt by the Soviet-built estate at Lasnamae. The Russians, having conceived the place, proceeded to fill it with immigrant fellow countrymen, to an extent that it became known as “Little Leningrad”. Its incongruity is all the more striking in that the surrounding area consists of neighbourhood allotments and suburban villas, neatly aligned in their wooded avenues.


The road to the Forest Cemetery turns off the marine highway, but before it does so you pass the two curiously affecting memorials, one called the Russalka Memorial, consisting of a wrecked granite ship, a bronze angel on its masthead. In 1893 the Russalka had sunk just off the bay with the loss of 170 Russian sailors. The Soviets erected on the other side of the highway an elaborate complex of obelisks, archways and headstones dedicated to the 1917 revolution and the Tallinn divisions of what they called the Great Patriotic War 1944–5. There, too, is the grave of the sailor Yvgeny Nikolov, murdered by the Nazis. The Soviets may have departed politically and spiritually, but there is no shortage of reminders of their presence. I wondered how long the Estonians would put up with them.


The tram stops outside the cemetery gates and before you lie hundreds of silver birches and pines on raised terraces as orderly as soldiers on parade. Gardeners potter about turning over the rich soil for new customers, and the graves themselves lie shadowy and discreet under branches, their headstones covered with lichen.


I knew I would never find Schlemmer’s grave for there are thousands stretching over many acres. There are German names galore, Russians, Swedes, whole avenues devoted to “Sporting Heroes”, and a hill of “Celebrities”. Poli-Ann and May Poldar, Alex Kurritsa and Maria Teichmann lie side by side and though the cemetery – one of seven in Tallinn, including a Jewish one – was opened only in 1933 there have been enough casualties of every race since then to make wounding inroads into the forest.


It is a soothing and tranquil place, the human no longer intrusive, the dead at rest. I had gone once with Schlemmer to a German naval cemetery outside Hamburg, sailors’ insignia and caps laid like flowers on the graves, and he had pointed out old ship mates, with tears in his eyes. There were no evident signs of soldiery here, but if there had been the dappled light and drifting leaves would have hidden them. Cathedrals, they talk about, but in the naves of these thin tree-trunks, like the legs of grey racehorses, there is not so much gloom as armistice, a reunion of enemies several times removed, tranquillized under a Baltic ceiling.


*


Back up Viru Street, with its flower stalls and old women selling tatty fur coats and hats, and along Rataskaevu Street, with its tiny theatre and winking Non-Stop Striptease sign opposite – the fanciful idea came to me that some descendant of the Polish stowaway might be performing there – to my hotel, where I began to read Arthur Ransome’s autobiography. About his sailing enthusiasms and about his Swallows and Amazons and other children’s books I knew, but I had no idea of the extraordinary life he had led earlier, his long drawn-out association with Russia during and after the Revolution, his time in Tallinn, not only sailing but to a large extent brokering Estonian independence.


It was in 1913 that Ransome, then twenty-nine, made his first visit to Russia, arriving at St Petersburg by steamer via Copenhagen and Stockholm. These waters were ones he was soon to be familiar with in a series of small boats. On the steamer he heard from a fellow passenger the Russian expression used for a sudden break in conversation, “A policeman is being born,” surely apter for our century than “An angel is passing.”


Ransome, already the author of a book on Oscar Wilde, was keen to gather material for a collection of stories based on Russian folklore. He wanted to learn the language and to escape from a miserable marriage. The British fleet was in St Petersburg, and Ransome, commissioned by Douglas Goldring to write a short guide to the city, had a good time. A love affair with Russia was begun, only to be interrupted by the outbreak of war. Ransome returned home by steamer, evading German destroyers off North Cape by following much the same route I was to take in the minesweeper Harrier thirty years later.


Extreme short-sight had ruled out military service for Ransome, but he was soon back in Russia, Moscow this time, with vague journalistic commissions. Hugh Walpole was installed there trying to learn Russian and they became friends.


In due course, Ransome was made the Daily News correspondent in Russia, his predecessor having collapsed on the job.


The war, in progress now for over a year, was not going well for the ill-armed Russians, and correspondents were not welcome at the Front. Nevertheless, within a few months, Ransome had worked his way down to Kiev and into Galicia, where the Russian and Austrian armies had so muddled themselves up that patrols frequently wandered by mistake into enemy trenches.


Before any of his newspaper colleagues concerned themselves, Ransome took an interest in the Soviet of Soldiers’ and Workers’ Deputies and acquired a more realistic view of the possibilities. “In the excitement of the revolution I did for a few days allow myself to think that the army would get, as it were, a second wind and, re-armed with revolutionary fervour, emulate the armies of Napoleon and carry all before it. But I very soon saw that though this might eventually happen it would not happen now, and, all through that summer of 1917 I, like every Russian I knew, was watching for any sign that the war might end before the Russian collapse that seemed to me inevitable … It was obvious that the Soviets held what power there was, and that the Duma was an impotent anachronism. The story of 1917 is the story of the demonstration of that all-important fact.”


Ransome’s faith in the peasant soldier as the hero of spontaneous revolution resulted in his sending home a telegram in which he wrote, “The few simple soldiers in Petrograd who refused to fire on their fellows struck in two days the fetters from their nation. This is far and away the greatest victory over Prussianism gained in this war. A red flag of revolution is flying over the Winter Palace.”


Although the Kerensky government was soon to fall and the Bolsheviks would assume a majority, Ransome was detached enough to report back that neither the Bolshevik nor the Kerensky government represented the majority of Russians, “because the majority of Russians do not care one way or the other. The majority would acquiesce in anything that should give them bread, peace and some sort of order.”


While the war and the power struggle continued on their various paths Ransome, as the most influential foreign correspondent, was mixing with the top officials of both sides. Visiting Trotsky at the Smolny Institute, he became attracted to his secretary, Evgenia, an attraction that over the next turbulent months developed into a love affair that lasted for the rest of his life.
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