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PREFACE

In January 2019, my husband, Mark, received an unexpected phone call from an Estonian jazz musician. The following evening found us all sitting in front of the computer screen, anxiously waiting for the movie Green Book to start. My husband shared my positive emotions, but my father-in-law, Jüri, didn’t say a word until the end. He couldn’t believe that now, after so many years had passed, someone had any interest in things that happened in his life more than a half-century ago. To see a stage of his life reflected in the Hollywood movie was unbelievable; but what he saw, he didn’t recognize. Jüri (the prototype for Oleg in the movie) was a cellist in the Don Shirley Trio for over twenty-five years and he knew a different man. The movie’s makers never informed Jüri about the making of the movie, so it came as a big surprise to him. Did they assume that all the prototypes of the movie’s characters had already passed away? Coincidentally, the Trio’s other members – Donald and Kenneth, as well Tony Vallelonga, the driver – all died in 2013.

To Jüri, the biggest disappointment with the movie was, of course, that he was made a Russian in it. Knowing the historic background, it was a great injustice. I felt an inexplicable force that urged me to start writing down my father-in-law’s recollections in February 2019. My training in the field of biotechnology might be the reason that I like facts - he woke the little scientist in me who wanted to investigate and know more. 

The story itself was unbelievable enough but I definitely was not prepared for another astonishing discovery. Since his large-scale move back to his motherland in 2015, Jüri still had some unpacked boxes in the attic. What I found inside was jaw-dropping. The boxes were full of old historic pictures, documents, newspaper clippings, concert programs and diaries. Just think, all those pictures of his ancestors and his childhood have survived World War II, sailed from Germany all the way to America, and then finally came back to Estonia, where they were taken from. The book called Tähelend was published in Estonian, in February 2020. The paperback is on the heavy side, though containing Jüri’s life story, it focuses more on the historic documents and findings. Hence a picture is worth a thousand words… Then I began working on the English version and the snowball began to roll. After meeting the Finnish bass player Atro Mikkola, who was Donald Shirley’s apprentice, and after finding some additional letters, I had enough material for two books. After some unexpected delays on the way, finally, by the end of February 2022 books A Rediscovered Trio and Stargazing were finally ready. The first focuses on the topic of the Green Book and Donald Shirley. Stargazing concentrates on Jüri’s life and background, recounting the gloomy era in the history of a small nation of 1.3 million in Northern Europe. The complicated times during the Soviet ruling affected all Estonians in some way. 

I was born in the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic, and I was only ten years old when Estonia regained its independence in 1991. The majority of my childhood was spent outside playing with other children and, for the most part, it wasn’t so bad. We didn’t know that there could be something different, having no way to compare our lives to anything else. I have three siblings and our six-member-family lived in a three-room apartment in a five-story apartment building, which was surrounded by other buildings just like ours, so there was never a shortage of playmates. We left home in the morning and returned only when it was already getting dark outside. However, I did see what life was like for our parents, who were just simple workers in a big factory. My mother’s struggle to find us clothing and put something on the table and my father’s love for the bottle. I remember how people in (grocery) stores stood in long lines and at some point, we even received food stamps. I remember a time where I waited with my mother in line to be able to buy bananas, and how disappointed I was after trying my first one. We didn’t know that they supposed to be yellow and not green and didn’t get why somebody had to jump through hoops to get them; I still don’t like raw bananas to this day. All four of us children packed into the backseat of our old Ziguli – which our grandfather gave us after he received permission to buy a new Niva – to drive to the countryside, where our grandparents lived. We didn’t go there on holiday, but to participate in farm work. Our grandparents were growing vegetables, they also had a cow, chickens, and sheep. We helped, and in return received a supply of potatoes for the entire year. I grew up on them, but at least we didn’t starve. As depressing as my life was, my grandparents and Jüri – who belonged to the same generation – had to endure so much more.

My great-grandmother spoke to my mother about life during the war, when they hid in the nearby forest to escape the bombings. How they found later that their farmhouse was miraculously still standing, surrounded by huge craters. By the time the Germans came, (Estonia was occupied by Nazi Germany from 1941-1944) my great-grandfather was involuntarily mobilized into the German army and how, in his absence, the Germans raided their household and lined my great-grandmother along with her young children, aged eleven, eight and five, in line with their chained dogs for execution. The Germans found a letter sent by my great-grandfather, who was serving in the German army, and once it was translated, it saved their lives. This was followed by the Communist occupation, with the family escaping deportation to Siberia by being just simple and poor farmers, from whom there was nothing to take. My great-aunt was a servant for a wealthy couple, and she often recalled the story of how they all hid in a forest when they came for her masters. In 1944, my grandfather on my father’s side had fought on the Eastern Front, at the Battle of the Sinimäed Hills, against the Soviets. Later, when Estonia was already annexed by Soviet Russia, working as an accountant, he was made the scapegoat for an accounting error and was sentenced to four years in a prison camp somewhere in Siberia. When he came back, he had a stamp in his passport and was constantly surveyed. He was afraid that they would send him back and my grandparents didn’t dare to talk about it even to their children, so my father grew up knowing nothing about the crimes against his compatriots. This is my story, but every Estonian family has stories of their own.

The following story is simply one of a modest man…

Evelin Täht, author

 


SECTION 1. ESTONIA



 

HOMELAND

On 15 November 2015, Jüri Täht, a man who was a mirror image of the famous cellist Rostropovic, stepped aboard an airplane and left America, the land he had lived in for over sixty years. Though, for the first time, he knew exactly where he was heading and the people who were waiting for him there. He didn’t know if he would later regret his decision to move – it was a big change, especially considering he was already in his 80s. He was heading for Estonia, the land where he was born, although the times he lived there as a ten-year-old-boy were so many years ago and life had changed a great deal after 1941, when he left. Those were difficult times during World War II, when his family fled their home, believing that the move would be only temporary, and they would soon be able to return to their homeland. For many people of his generation, it never happened.

No matter where the path of people fleeing from Estonia in the 1940s led, their homeland was always kept in their hearts and minds. This was also the case in America, where Estonians had their own community. The traditions and language of their ancestors were preserved; there were folk dance groups, choirs, clubs, a newspaper, a Sunday school – all in Estonian, of course. The larger cities had their own Estonian House, where gatherings were held, including celebrations of Midsummer’s Day and other Estonian national holidays. Jüri performed at many events, and in the 1960s he joined a local chess club, but otherwise, he just didn’t have time for anything else. After Estonia regained its independence in 1991, too much time had passed to move back home immediately. After all, there were friends and acquaintances, families in America, and the people who had fled Estonia were already quite old. As a result, many of them never returned to their homeland. Although Jüri was not in a hurry to move back, after he visited Estonia, he followed it with almost annual visits, before permanently moving back. Better late than never, he thought.


ANCESTORS

On the 26th day of May 1930, in a little town of Tartu, in a land called Estonia, a boy named Jüri was born. On that late spring day, the daylight seemed to last forever, and outside, behind the clinic window of room thirteen, the smell of lilacs was overwhelming. It was, like today, a year of global economic meltdown but it saw the birth of some remarkable persons like Helmut Kohl, Clint Eastwood, Neil Armstrong, Sean Connery and Ray Charles.

Helping him to enter into this world was Doctor Jaan Miländer. The doctor helped to build up the Women’s Clinic and trained hundreds of specialists during his twenty academic years, he was also his father’s instructor. As was the custom, the doctor welcomed the boy into this world by blowing cigar smoke into his face - it was supposed to bring good luck and the doctor was hopeful that the boy would grow up to be a professor. The place the hero of the story was born was also the place his parents met. After his graduation at the faculty of medicine, his father Georg was a junior assistant and at the same time his mother, Adele, who was attending the School of Nurses, had her midwife training there. They got married in Evangelical Lutheran St Mary's Church on 29 June 1929, Tartu.

Jüri knows that in addition to his (mostly) mother’s Estonian bloodline, he also has some French and German blood running in his veins from his father’s side. According to Grandmother Mathilde Müller, someone among his forefathers did flee the French Revolution (1789-1799) and headed to East Prussia (present-day Kaliningrad). That is all Jüri knows about his French connections but more is known about his German (Müller and Wagner) ancestors.

The Müllers were of German descent, and they were quite wealthy. Great-Grandfather Julius owned a suitcase factory in St Petersburg, where he made suitcases for the Czar. The Müllers lived a prosperous life, and when they traveled to Finland on holiday, they reserved an entire train car for their trip. Julius Hermann Müller was born on 7 July 1847, in Kaukern, East Prussia, times when it was a kingdom of absolute monarchy. (Today, it bears the name of Zagorjekwa, and is located in the Kaliningrad Oblast of Russia). It isn’t known exactly when Julius relocated to St Petersburg, but it was there that he married Elisabeth Mathilde Wagner and on 28 October 1878, his grandmother, Mathilde, was born.

Great-Grandmother Elisabeth’s side of the family - the Wagners - were also of German descent and even originated from the same region - East Prussia but unlike the Müllers, the Wagners relocated to Estonia. Carl Wilhelm (Elisabeth’s father) was born in Estonia, in Jõhvi parish, on 12 June 1816 and he married a local maiden, Juliane Schram, on 22 June 1844, at Vaivara Church. A few days after that, the family moved to Russia, where in the Leningrad oblast of Lembolowa, on 31 October 1852, his great grandmother was born.

Beloved Grandmother Mathilde Müller’s husband – Grandfather Karl Täht (born on 12 May 1866, Kuigatsi, Sangaste parish) was an educated man from a simple Estonian family. Karl was a pharmacist. As there were few career opportunities for educated people in Estonia, he traveled with his business partner to Simbirsk, Russia. Many Estonians moved to Russia because the career opportunities were better there at the time. On their marriage certificate, Karl’s status is stated as a widower but information about his passed wife is missing.

Mathilde and Karl got married in 1898 and they had two sons. Georg Johannes Heinrich, Jüri’s father, was the eldest child (born on 14 November 1899); Voldemar Karl Armin (26.05.1902 – 15.09.1979) was the younger one. The brothers were born in the town of Simbirsk, which is located on the banks of the Volga River. Today, the town bears the name of Uljanovsk, named in honor of comrade Lenin (Vladimir Iljitš Uljanov-Lenin). It was his birthplace, where he lived the first seventeen years of his life. In the 1917 February Revolution, the imperial power of Czar Nikolai II in Russia was overthrown and in October the Bolsheviks seized power. These events led to the formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). The Täht family lived in Simbirsk until Georg had graduated in 1918 from the 2nd Simbirsk Upper Secondary School for Boys (with a silver medal), escaping the new government in charge to Estonia.

Back in Estonia, Voldemar married Anna Laurits, becoming farmers at Soo Farm, in Tartu County and they had two daughters, Maret Karin and Linda Sophie a.k.a. Sonni. According to the Guide of Estonian Doctors (1940-1960), Georg volunteered for the Estonian War of Independence, attending the Infantry regiment (1919–1920). In 1920, he started his studies at the Tartu University School of Law, but in the same year, he switched over to the faculty of medicine, which he graduated in 1926. During his studies, he was a member of the local fraternity Revelia. He worked in the Institute of Pharmacology, was an intern in the Women’s Clinic (1924–1925) and Internal Medicine Clinic (1926). Georg was a man with a great sense of humor, and he was good at playing the piano and trumpet, which helped him to get through the university to become a doctor. He loved to work with his hands, which enhanced his ability to be a superb surgeon as well as a hobby seamster.

Jüri’s mother’s side of the family were simple local Estonian farmers from Adavere, Viljandi (in an old language called Fellin) County. Their forefather couldn’t even write his name; when purchasing the farm, he signed the document with XXX. And as it was common for farmers to have big families, the great-grandfather, Jaan Okas (1833–1898) and great-grandmother, Madle Kõrts (1837–1923) had twelve children. One of them was Jüri Okas (28.01.1866 – 16.12.1932), the man after whom Jüri himself was obviously named. His grandfather married a local maiden, Elise Reinsing (30.03.1879 – 2.12.1938) in 1900, he was the owner of Pertna farm in Adavere (on the cover of this book), which he acquired after his father passed away.

His grandfather had, unlike his parents, two children - Eduard and Adele. Eduard was born on 26 January 1902. He was a clerk in the cabinet of Tarvastu parish. Unfortunately, his life was short - in 1935 he had a fatal bicycle accident. Mother Adele was born on 1 April 1905 in Holavere, Viljandi parish. She grew up on a farm in Adavere. She was an honest, good-hearted and physically strong lady. After graduation from the gymnasium in Põltsamaa, she entered the School of Nurses in Tartu. She had a distant family connection to a famous Estonian artist, Evald Okas, and was a hobby-craftsman with an artistic soul herself.


MEMORIES FROM A CAREFREE CHILDHOOD.

When Jüri was not much more than a year old, his father Georg was offered a job in a small town hospital’s gynecology department. The competition for medical positions was quite high, and many doctors had to look for work abroad. He remembers some things about his worry-free childhood but since he was only ten years old when they had to leave Estonia, his memories are somewhat fragmented. One thing is certain - he had the best music teacher a young boy could ever ask for and the best location to spend his childhood. His hometown Viljandi had a special vibe, being like one of the idyllic locations in children’s storybooks with its small wooden houses and cobblestone streets. The famous castle ruins, along with a broad view down the hilltop to the lake and the pedestrian bridge are the landmarks the town is known for.

One of the first memories of his childhood is the day he saw his little brother for the first time. The boy, named Karl after his other grandfather, was born on 3 January 1933, in Viljandi. Georg took Jüri to the hospital to show him his brother and introduced him, “Look, this is your brother”. Jüri replied, “This is not a brother, this is a baby!”

Most of his childhood was spent in Posti Street 9, in a house that is today known as the Schnurberg House. The building had been in a rather gloomy state for a long time but was renovated in 2018 and formed into a twenty-apartment building. The great entrepreneur and developer Georg Schnurberg (born in 1863), who was the owner of their Posti Street house, played a big part in the development of the town Viljandi. He also financed the building of some of the city’s landmarks, owned some small businesses and founded many factories, or was involved in their creation and management. He was a member of the management board of the Alko company (founded in 1920), where according to the Viljandi Museum webpage, as early as 1927, as many as fifty brands of liqueur and thirty varieties of wine and sparkling wine were produced. In the 1930s, Viljandi was a rapidly developing town with many successful entrepreneurs like Schnurberg and prosperous families, like the one Jüri was part of. The development of the city was hampered by the outbreak of World War II and the whole structure that had helped it to rise to such a prosperous state was completely dismantled in the following years.

Personally, Jüri did not know their landlord but he often played with his granddaughter Rita Miller. Behind the Posti str nine house was a circular backyard, where children could ride their bicycles and from there, a green field led to Rita’s house. From one side the backyard was surrounded by Tiigi Street, which was rightfully called so (tiik is a pond in Estonian). On rainy days, it was all under water and when it did get below zero it all froze - a nice skating rink for children. At first, the yard was divided by a wooden fence, but some wooden boards could be pulled aside so children were able to go skating together. Later, for the joy of the children, the fence was dismantled.

In those days when most rural people in Estonia were still traveling in horse-wagons, Jüri’s parents had a car. Adele was the first female in Tartu city who got her driver’s license -a power wagon licence as they called it then. It was not easy to get permission as you had to know how the motor was working and also answer the mechanical questions. It was a good accomplishment on her behalf when Georg did not have a license. They had a Marconi radio (named after Guglielmo Marconi, the man who is considered to be the founder of the radio). When Jüri heard it play for the first time, he looked behind it to see where the sound came from. His grandmother Elise claimed the device to be the work of Satan himself as if the devil was talking to them right from the hell. Of course, until the day when she heard church music playing from it and that changed her opinion of the modern device.
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