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A Baltic Gazetteer



Many places mentioned in this book have had changes of name down the centuries – from German or Russian to Latvian, Estonian or Finnish. The current name is shown first, then its predecessor if there was one.


Blumbergshof Baltic German manor house in the northern Latvian village of Lobērgi, near Smiltene (Smilten), lived in by the Vegesack family until 1939. The background to the childhood chapters of Siegfried von Vegesack’s trilogy, The Baltic Tragedy (Die baltische Tragödie).


Cēsis – Wenden Latvian town north-east of Riga on the Gauja River. Wolter von Plettenberg, a German hero because of his sixteenth-century victories over the Russians, is buried there. The ruins of a crusaders’ castle are near the historic centre. At the Battle of Cēsis in 1919 Estonian and Latvian forces defeated General Rüdiger von der Goltz’s German troops.


Daugava River Düna in German and the Western Dvina in Russian. The River Daugava rises in western Russia, flows through Belarus, then into Latvia, through Daugavpils to the Gulf of Riga.


Daugavpils Dünaburg in German or Dvinsk in Polish and Russian. The largest city in Latgale, on the Daugava River. The birthplace of the artist Mark Rothko, the city had a large Jewish population until the German occupation during the Second World War.


Helsinki – Helsingfors Capital of Finland. Finland became part of the Russian empire in 1809 and Helsinki shows the influence of imperial St Petersburg. Declaring independence in 1917, Finland was invaded by the Red Army in 1939 and in 1941 joined Germany in the ‘Continuation War’ against the Soviet Union. From 1945 the country remained independent, wary of its giant eastern neighbour. Finnish television could be seen in northern Estonia during the Soviet years.


Hiiumaa – Dägo The second largest Estonian island, where the Ungern-Sternberg family had large estates. The writer Aino Kallas had a summer residence there, as did the twentieth-century Estonian novelist Jaan Kross, who in the 1970s was considered for the Nobel Prize.


Ikšķile – Üxküll Town on the Daugava River in Latvia and the site of the oldest church in the Baltics, built by the German monk Meinhard in the twelfth century. Nearby is the former German concentration camp at Salaspils.


Jelgava – Mitau Formerly the capital of Courland and until its destruction in the Second World War a city of fine town houses and churches. On its outskirts is the former ducal palace, now the Latvian Agricultural University.


Kolga – Kolk Manor house, once the northern Estonian home of the Stenbock family. It was to Kolk that the fin de siècle poet Count Eric Stenbock came to find his Baltic inheritance.


Kuldīga – Goldingen Thought to be one of the most beautiful towns in Latvia, Kuldīga is west of Riga, on the River Alekšupīte, with a waterfall, wide rapids, a ruined castle, a historic centre, a former synagogue and fine baroque carving in the church.


Kurzeme – Courland An area south-west of Riga, considered to be the most fertile part of Latvia. The Duchy of Courland existed from the sixteenth century until 1795 as a semi-autonomous part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. There are surviving palaces at Rundāle and at Jelgava. Courland was absorbed into the Russian empire in 1795, after the last partition of Poland, becoming the Kurzeme province of independent Latvia after 1918.


Latgale – Vitebsk The most eastern Latvian province, influenced by its historic link to Poland, joining imperial Russia after the first partition of Poland in 1772. The most Roman Catholic part of Latvia, with a shrine at Aglona that is still a place of pilgrimage. Its largest cities are Daugavpils and Rēzekne.


Lestene – Lesten Latvian village west of Riga. The medieval church was much damaged during the war and is being restored. Next to the church is a large cemetery with a memorial to Latvians who fought for the Germans in the Second World War.


Liepāja – Libau Latvian port and resort on the Gulf of Riga. Karosta, the huge, decrepit former imperial Russian naval complex, consists of a vast Orthodox ‘Cathedral of the Sea’ and a series of barracks, houses and forts.


Livonia The name given to what is now northern Latvia and southern Estonia, originating during the northern crusades from the Livonian people or Livs. Until the sixteenth century, Livonia referred to virtually the whole of what are now Latvia and Estonia.


Palmse – Palms Estonian manor house east of Tallinn, formerly owned by the von der Pahlen family. Now a museum that shows the life and workings of a Baltic German estate and the family’s service to the imperial government in St Petersburg.


Pärnu – Pernau Coastal resort in Estonia with a museum that has ancient archaeological remains. There is a large cemetery with tombs and graves of families such as the Schmidts that were involved in the trading of flax, timber and other commodities.


Lake Peipsi – Peipus One of Europe’s largest inland lakes, on the frontier between Estonia and Russia. In 1242, it was the scene of a winter battle when Prince Alexander Nevsky’s Russian army defeated the Teutonic Knights. There is a community of Russian Old Believers on the lake’s Estonian shore.


Põltsamaa – Oberpahlen A town in Estonia, south-west of Tallinn. The thirteenth-century castle was made into a new residence with rococo interiors in the eighteenth century by its owner Johann von Lauw. The mansion and much of the town were destroyed in an air raid in 1941. The church was restored after the war.


Narva – Narwa Town on the northern border between Estonia and Russia. The River Narva divides the Estonian bank, with its medieval castle (built originally by Danes), from the Russian town and fortress of Ivangorod.


Regen German town on the River Regen in the Bavarian forest. A medieval tower there was discovered in 1917 by the Baltic writer Siegfried von Vegesack. From 1945 until 1991 Regen was near the frontier with Soviet Europe – or what was then Czechoslovakia.


Rēzekne – Režica or Rositten The capital and second largest city in the Latvian province of Latgale. Badly damaged during the Second World War, Rēzekne has a Roman Catholic cathedral and ruins of a crusaders’ castle. Nearby is the Roman Catholic shrine of Aglona, a place of pilgrimage.


Riga – Riga The present capital of Latvia. In 1201, Bishop Albert von Buxhoeven founded the city, ordering the building of the cathedral as part of the northern crusade. During the Swedish era, consideration was given to moving Sweden’s capital to Riga from Stockholm. After King Charles XII of Sweden’s defeat by Peter the Great in 1709, Riga became part of imperial Russia. The Englishman George Armitstead was mayor from 1901 until 1912. Outside its medieval centre, Riga has one of the largest collections of art nouveau buildings in Europe.


Rundāle – Ruhenthal Eighteenth-century palace twenty-two miles south of Jelgava (Mitau), known as ‘the Latvian Versailles’ and built for the Dukes of Courland.


Saaremaa – Ösel Estonia’s largest island. The capital is Kuressaare (formerly the German Arensburg) where there is a crusaders’ castle. The island has early churches with wall paintings and a deep pit at Kaali, possibly made by a fallen meteorite. As the most westerly point of the Soviet empire, Saaremaa was a closed and militiarized zone.


Sigulda – Segewold Latvian town with views along the Gauja valley. The ruins of a crusaders’ castle are near a nineteenth-century castellated manor, once owned by the Kropotkin family.


Tallinn – Reval The capital of Estonia, situated in a spectacular position on the south coast of the Gulf of Finland, dominated by its medieval Old Town (Toompea). Danish rule and membership of the Hanseatic League began in the thirteenth century. The Danes sold northern Estonia to the Teutonic Knights in 1346. Estonia and Tallinn became part of the Russian empire after the defeat of Sweden in 1709. The city was called Reval until 1918.


Tartu – Dorpat or Jurjev in Russian Town on the River Emajõgi in eastern Estonia, famous for its ruined cathedral and university founded in 1632 by King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden. Dorpat became the leading university in the Baltics, with teaching mainly in German. From the late nineteenth century, it was subjected to Russian nationalist pressure, having its name changed to Jurjev. The town became Tartu after the First World War. The Treaty of Tartu between Estonia and the Soviet Union was signed there in 1920, recognizing Estonian independence.


Ungurmuiža – Orellen Wooden manor house near Cēsis built for the Baltic German Campenhausen family. The writer Siegfried von Vegesack’s mother was a Campenhausen. The manor has mural paintings (one includes a grenadier who resembles Peter the Great) and is now a museum.


Valmiera – Wolmar Town in northern Latvia on the Gauja River, with the ruins of a crusader fortress and a medieval church. East of Valmiera is the village of Lobērgi and Blumbergshof manor, once owned by the Vegesack family.


Ventspils – Windau Latvian port and industrial town on the Gulf of Riga. The last remaining Liv people reside in communities along the coast between Riga and Ventspils.









A Selective Baltic Chronology


1186. The German monk Meinhard made Bishop of Ikšķile (Üxküll in German) by the Archbishop of Bremen.


1195. Pope Celestine III proclaims a crusade against northern pagans.


1201. Crusaders arrive in Riga. Beginning of the conversion to Christianity and conquest of Latvia and Estonia by the Knights. 


1242. Battle on Lake Peipus. Crusader Knights defeated by Alexander Nevsky’s Russians.


1282. Riga joins the Hanseatic League.


1346. Danes sell Tallinn and their Estonian conquests to the Teutonic Order.


1520s. Reformation in Latvia and Estonia.


1600s. Years of Swedish rule, following the Polish-Lithuanian empire.


1632. Founding of Tartu (Dorpat) University by the Swedish King Gustavus Adolphus.


1700. Battle of Narva. Peter the Great’s Russians defeated by Swedish forces and the Duke of Croÿ captured.


1709. Defeat of the Swedish King Charles XII by the Russian Emperor Peter the Great at Poltava in Ukraine leads to Estonia and most of Latvia entering the Russian empire with the feudal powers of the Baltic, mostly German, landowning families confirmed.


1772. First partition of Poland brings the Latvian district of Latgale into the Russian empire.


1795. Last partition of Poland brings the Latvian Duchy of Courland into the Russian empire.


1816–19. Serfdom abolished in most of Estonia and Latvia.


1861. Abolition of serfdom in Russia and in Latgale.


1860s onwards. Latvian and Estonian ownership of land increases.


1870. Russification accelerates in the Baltic provinces, threatening the landlords’ power.


1904. Imperial Russian fleet leaves Libau (Liepāja) for the Pacific war against Japan.


1904. George Armitstead becomes Mayor of Riga. He holds office until 1912 and oversees a period of expansion.


1905. Japanese fleet defeats the Russians at Tsushima.


Uprising in the Baltic States. Burning of manor houses and violence put down by imperial Russian troops.


1910. Russian Emperor Nicholas II’s state visit to Riga.


1913. Riga’s population reaches 500,000.


1917. Russian revolution.


Riga surrenders to the Germans.


1918. Estonia and Latvia become independent for the first time. 


1920. Baltic civil war ends and peaceful years of independence begin. Land reform greatly diminishes the power and wealth of the Baltic Germans.


1923. ‘The Beer Hall Putsch’, or attempted Nazi coup, in Munich.


1924. Attempted communist coup in Estonia.


1934. Democracy is suspended by Konstantin Päts in Estonia and Kārlis Ulmanis in Latvia.


1939. The Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact gives Stalin a free hand in the Baltic states.


Resettlement of the Baltic Germans in the Warthegau district of western Poland.


1940. Latvia and Estonia cease to be independent and are conquered by the Soviet Union.


1941. The Germans invade and conquer Latvia and Estonia.


1945. Latvia and Estonia are again part of the Soviet Union.


1991. International recognition of Latvian and Estonian independence. 


1994. The last Soviet soldiers leave Latvia and Estonia.


2004. Latvia and Estonia join the EU and NATO.










1. Our Shared Riga



Early in this century, I stayed alone in a small hotel in a side street of Riga’s old town. It was winter, I seemed to be the only guest and at the reception desk an unsmiling youngish woman quickly slid a key across to me as if fearing contamination.


The Latvian capital had been freed from the Soviet Union about ten years before but was not yet a self-proclaimed ‘hipster’ destination so my small room was quiet as a sepulchre that night, the only slight disturbance to my sleep being a huge wooden cupboard which loomed darkly at the end of the bed. The next morning, I came down early to find the same person, waiting now in the breakfast room. ‘Kaffee?’ The syllables cracked sharply: two shots.


She assumed I was German, like most tourists then: some from families who’d lived here before 1939. When I asked her about herself, the answers came fast, again fired bullets. Shall we see, they seemed to say, how few words we can use in this tedious conversation? She lived outside Riga, took the bus in, the hotel was owned by a Latvian businessman: yes, she said, it’s OK here – and was obviously anxious to disengage from me as fast as possible. Perhaps she saw her probably badly paid job looking after rich, inquisitive tourists as a disappointing version of post-Soviet freedom. Then she stared straight into my face, as if taking aim: please, when was I leaving?


For centuries here, they must have wanted others to leave. I imagined her life and the good luck she’d had in missing so much; perhaps she was ten years old when the Soviets left and had heard stories about 1939 when they’d last taken Latvia’s independence. Various powers had surged into her homeland. In the thirteenth century came the crusading Knights to conquer the eastern Baltic for Christianity: then the medieval Polish-Lithuanian empire: then Sweden: then, from the early eighteenth century until the First World War, imperial Russia. One group, however, had kept control: a foreign, colonizing class that followed the conquering Knights: some Swedes, a few Russians and, increasingly the most significant, the Germans, now evoked in those two bullet-like syllables ‘Kaffee’.


Riga’s old city – its Lutheran cathedral with memorials to German bishops, its brick churches, spires, towers, merchants’ houses, bust of the philosopher Herder, offices of former guilds, the Teutonic Knights’ castle, those smart suburbs that could be in Hamburg – still feels defiantly German, on Europe’s eastern frontier. Riga has been a harbour since at least the second century bc. But it was in the thirteenth century that its life as a Western city began when a German bishop, Albert von Buxhövden, came with a crusade.


The Germans were in control for more than seven hundred years yet these lands were never a German colony; the German Empire, after all, was not founded until 1871. It was an extraordinary exercise in survival, involving such essentially German entities as the Hanseatic League and Lutheran Protestantism and endured under different empires – Polish-Lithuanian, Swedish and then, after Sweden’s defeat by Peter the Great in 1709, within Russia’s most western frontier.


Was this where Germany and Russia, the two arbiters of twentieth-century Europe, had come closest to each other? I couldn’t get this place, and what had happened to certain people here, out of my mind. It became an obsession, filling me with awe, throwing into relief the comparative freedom and lack of recent bloodletting in my own homeland at the other end of Europe.


But when was this place free? Had it been centuries ago in a pre-Christian Baltic world whose people wandered through forests or on shores open to western traders in furs and amber?


From the Middle Ages until 1914, Latvians and Estonians were subject peoples, as shown by the ‘epitaph coats of arms’ or shields – huge trophy-like wooden memorials in cathedrals, museums and churches. Commemorating the dominant German and Swedish families (usually clubbed together as ‘the Baltic Germans’), they’re exquisitely carved with emblems, heraldic symbols, scrolls, sheaves of wheat or corn, flowers, angels’ wings and military motifs of cannon barrels, banners, lances, halberds, swords, pistols and trumpets: the work mostly of German craftsmen. Faith and courage, land and battle: this nobility, although blessed by God, had to be warriors, ready to serve the Swedish king, then the Russian emperor.


Coated with lustre paint, the shields glow even in the palest northern light. Tallinn Cathedral has a fine collection, high on its walls, above any congregation: restored in the 1990s as a gift from the German government. The arms are of the families that had once owned this land, its villages, towns and cities: Pahlen, Manteuffel, Benckendorff, Fersen, Fock, Keyserling, Strandmann, Kursell, Lieven, Stackelberg, Taube, Tiesenhausen, Ungern-Sternberg, Wrangel.


[image: Start of image description, A range of fourteen memorial shields hang high on a wall of Tallinn cathedral, showing the elaborate carving., end of image description]


Memorial or ‘Epitaph’ Shields in Tallinn’s Lutheran cathedral.


The Mentzendorff House, a museum in Riga, shows the massive influence of German trade and culture. A place of wide rooms, eighteenth-century pastoral murals, painted ceilings and heavy dark furniture, this large town house was until 1939 owned by August Mentzendorff, from the family that made the famous Kümmel, an aniseed and caraway flavoured liqueur, viscous and sweet, said to cure flatulence. One room on an upper floor is laid out as a memorial to Mentzendorff’s grandson, Dietrich André Loeber.


Latvians and Estonians may at times have hated the Baltic Germans but Loeber, born in 1923, was honoured in Latvia, as photographs show. His parents were from families that had lived in the eastern Baltic for centuries: the father an academic, the mother a Mentzendorff. In 1918, unlike many Baltic Germans, threatened by nationalist hostility when Latvia began its first period of independence, the Loebers stayed, optimistic that the new democratic constitution protected minorities – Jews, Baltic Germans, Russians. This reborn country might be a fine example of tolerance after the bloodshed that had been unleashed by the Great Powers in 1914.


Dietrich Loeber’s life shows how these hopes collapsed. A brilliant student at the German gymnasium (or secondary school) in Riga, he left Latvia with his family in 1939, just before the Soviet invasion, to go to Posen (Poznań) in a Poland overrun by Hitler’s Germany. Conscripted into the German army, Loeber survived the fighting on the eastern front (finally in Latvia) to study law in the new Germany and become an international lawyer and academic in Munich, Hamburg, Kiel, Australia, Moscow (where he taught in the 1960s) and the American universities of Harvard, Stanford and Columbia.


Dietrich Loeber did research into what lay behind the recent grim history of the Baltic States: the mass departure of the Germans in 1939 (‘called home’ to the Reich by Hitler), the secret clause of the Molotov–Ribbentrop pact of 1939 which let Stalin take Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, then the post-1945 Soviet occupation. Trilingual from childhood in German, Russian and Latvian, Loeber had one of the high points of his life in September 1988, when at a gathering in Tallinn (still then within the Soviet Union), he and others released the previously secret details of the infamous 1939 pact found in the Soviet archives.


After Latvia became independent again at the start of the 1990s, Loeber advised on the country’s new legal system. Post-Soviet Riga, he and others hoped, might regain its pre-war reputation as the Baltic Paris, a bright city of culture and variety: Latvian and cosmopolitan, reflecting its German, Polish, Jewish and Russian past. In 2001 Dietrich Loeber was involved in the publication of the commemorative book 800 years – Our Shared Riga and celebrated his eightieth birthday in Riga in the flat that he and his wife made at the top of the Mentzendorff House. He died a year later. In a tribute a friend, also a Baltic German and an academic, wrote of Loeber’s hope that these new countries could ‘finally’ rebuild ‘their own culture’ and no longer be what an Estonian writer has called ‘a people without a past’.


The eastern Baltic was made and destroyed and remade over centuries while Poles, Lithuanians, Germans, Russians, Scandinavians, Estonians and Latvians built frontiers, glass walls that divided them yet gave ostensibly clear views. The landscape is strewn with evidence of conquest, violence, beauty and survival. Faith has been here, as have war and the claim to be bringing civilization to barbarism, to what Erasmus called the ‘barbarian Russians’. But what was civilization? These Baltic lives show how terrifying some versions of it could be.










2. Pearl of the East



In February 1837, a German visitor saw the British grandee Lord Londonderry at an inn near Narva, the town now on the Russian frontier in north-eastern Estonia. Londonderry was on his way back from Russia with his wife, son and tutor and had ordered that no one near him in the inn should be allowed to smoke. He didn’t speak during an evening meal after which his family went meekly to bed, the morose Englishman sitting alone in silence, watched by the German.


What was Narva to Lord Londonderry? It probably seemed a mere staging post, a place useful only for indulging his moods. Lady Londonderry describes their winter journey by sleigh through what she called ‘Russian Finland’, an area that had ‘belonged to the Swedes and was conquered by Peter the Great’, through Narva (‘a fortified town very picturesquely situated’), writing how the roads improved into a hard, icy track with scarcely a bump to the sound of bells hung on the horses’ harness to frighten bears and wolves. In Riga, her maid fell ill with pleurisy, caught in the Russian winter. Lady Londonderry engaged another one, leaving the sick woman in the ‘dismal and dirty’ city to die.


The Englishwoman noticed that costume changed in these most western parts of the Russian empire from the Russian peasant’s long robes and bright sashes and gloves to the ‘German horn, leather and jackboots’. The cottages reminded her of ‘Irish cabins’ (the Londonderrys had estates in northern Ireland) and ‘though the people are tolerably clothed there is an appearance of dirt and misery about them’. By crossing the river at Narva, as the German clothes revealed, she’d entered Western Europe.


Some hundred and ninety years on, to show that these countries are at the vital edge of the West, NATO manoeuvres are going on across the Baltic, with warplanes in the skies and some thirteen thousand men on the ground. I arrive too late for a parade of Polish and British troops in Narva, where two castles are on opposite banks of the river that divides the world: an Estonian fortress, built in the thirteenth century by Danish invaders, and across the water, the fifteenth-century Russian Ivangorod, called after the Emperor Ivan, a name synonymous with terror.


A 1914 German guidebook praises Narva; then there was no frontier, for the Baltic States were provinces of imperial Russia. It was Hitler and Stalin who destroyed this town, once a ‘baroque pearl’ of merchants’ houses, sedate streets, neat squares, the Kreenholm textile works started by a German baron and a huge Lutheran church built to keep his Estonian workers within Western Christianity.


Photographs taken in 1939 show Estonian troops lined up in the square, about to be overwhelmed yet again by invasion; then, in 1945, people stare at rubble before Narva’s new Soviet rulers start to rebuild. It could be a symbolic place, like Verdun or Waterloo or Gettysburg or Ypres: not just ‘our Narva’, as an Estonian says, for around here are centuries of dead Estonians, Germans, Russians, Jews, Finns, Swedes.


You can see old Narva in a papier-mâché model made by Fedor, a Russian who works in a room he’s been given in the restored town hall, built in the seventeenth century during the Swedish time. Before the Second World War there were sixteen churches in Narva, all shown in miniature on the model, and now only seven (more than during the Soviet times). Fedor poses to let me photograph him, his boredom clear behind a tired smile.


I’m with Jevgeni, a young Russian. Fedor and he speak fast to each other, looking at me before machine-gun bursts of laughter; in front of us are the tiny white shapes of the old city but it’s Jevgeni who shows Narva’s crossroads most clearly; his father is a Russian citizen and his mother (also Russian) has an Estonian passport, part of the influx of Russians sent to the Baltic States after 1945 by Stalin. The father scarcely speaks Estonian although he’s been in Narva since he was two weeks old.


In 1944, Narva had been defended for six months by the Germans against the Red Army’s onslaught. Its capture in July was welcomed by the Allies, reports telling how the Russians attacked through a swamp on the river’s edge, surging forward to the sounds of the Soviet anthem broadcast over the battle ground, forcing the German garrison out and hoisting the flag at dawn over Narva. They found a wrecked city, bodies in the streets or behind broken walls, a silence left by fleeing civilians. What happened in Narva, with Estonian troops fighting alongside Russians, was depicted by the Soviets as civilization restored.


Jevgeni gives me some statistics: 86 per cent of the inhabitants of Narva are now Russian: of these, 40 per cent have Estonian citizenship. To get this citizenship you must pass a language test. Some hate this, finding Estonian as hard to learn as I do. So why not go back to Russia? But life is worse there: the opportunities fewer. You see this across the border in Ivangorod as, beyond the dark castle, there’s a falling off with badly stocked shops, cafés like canteens, old women sitting behind pyramids of scarred apples that they’re trying to sell. Very few people have taken up a ‘Come Back to Russia’ programme offered by the Russian government, not tempted by flats in the grim Baltic city of Kaliningrad. This reluctance to leave doesn’t stop the Narva Russians complaining. What are they? Where do they belong? Until 1991, they were dominant in what was part of Russia, or the Soviet Union.


In a courtyard of Narva’s Estonian (or Danish) castle, Tanel Mazur, a teacher, sets up a replica of a medieval apothecary’s shop in preparation for a jousting display. Tanel speaks about the Russian threat but I don’t sense anxiety in this tall bearded man with hair tied up in a neat ponytail who dances with his pupils and takes them on coach trips to St Petersburg.


To reach Tanel, I’d walked through another courtyard where the only full-length statue of Lenin that survives in Estonia has been put out of the way, its outstretched arm now pointing to some dustbins. Lenin isn’t for the tourists. It’s thought that what they want are jousting knights and wenches serving beer: not reminders of the Soviet times. In July, there’s a bikers’ festival, roaring engines filling the town; then in August the re-enactment of the 1700 battle when the Swedes beat the Russians.


Tanel won’t let me photograph the half-set-up apothecary’s shop as it’s too much of a mess, a jumble of the herbs such as were used in the seventeenth century and unlabelled bottles of alcoholic liquids based on medieval medicines which he must sort out. He teaches in the only Estonian school in Narva as the rest are Russian. His mother too had been a teacher, a contrast with his ‘vagabond’ father, a barman during the Soviet years who’d lived off tips from drunken bureaucrats.


Tanel speaks of his mother’s Latvian father, who was the captain of a cargo ship that had been nationalized by the Soviets when they took over the Baltic States in 1940. The Germans came in 1941 and the ship’s crew voted to change to the German side, cruising between Germany and Riga as part of the Reich. In 1945, the Soviets invaded again, and this time the ship’s crew volunteered to join the British, the captain abandoning them to go first to Britain and then to the United States, leaving his wife and their daughter (Tanel’s mother). Tanel is an only child, born in the university town of Tartu, raised in Tallinn and going back to Tartu to study history. His mother had hated her husband’s easy ways. They needed safety, stolidity, not (as in her own childhood) a useless, vanishing man.


Estonian children are taught about the centuries of domination by the Baltic Germans, how this had happened after the northern crusades when the warrior monks (or Knights) forced conversion and landlords came from the west, mostly from what’s now Germany, some from Sweden. Tanel tells me that Germans dominate the nation’s memory, that while at Tartu University he’d heard about papers unpacked since their owners had left more than seventy years ago: property deeds, defunct leases, farming and administrative records of the old German power.


Russia? Tanel has many Russian friends who cherish ‘our Estonians’ and don’t feel aggressive towards them or yearn to live in a Russian colony again. It would be different, worse and more combustible, if the numbers were evenly balanced. As Jevgeni had said, these Russians don’t want to be part of Russia. You can visit St Petersburg without a visa if you are an Estonian Russian.


Tanel laughs at the thought of tanks coming over the frontier, at journalists yearning to compare the Baltic States to Crimea. Russians here are much better off than they would be in Russia. His school is close to the school in Ivangorod, Tanel knows teachers there and it’s only two hours to St Petersburg by bus where he and his pupils often go. In Narva, marriage between Estonians and Russians is getting more common; the communities are, he feels, slowly joining each other. The Mayor of Narva comes from a mixed family. The head of the city council is an Estonian.


[image: Start of image description, Ivangorod Fortress on a bank of the Narva River above a revetment, which is now covered with trees. At the curve of the river a roofed outwork to the waterline extends from a round tower., end of image description]


Ivangorod across the frontier.


Tanel stops. I could listen to this for hours but he suddenly becomes impatient and waves me away for he must get on with setting up the apothecary’s shop. No, absolutely no photographs – but sometime we must go to a concert together in London. Do I like Emerson, Lake & Palmer? They seem a long way from this Baltic frontier city and bring a stab of homesickness.


*


During my visit, it’s Victory Day in the nearby village of Vaivara – not an Estonian but a Russian holiday to remember the Great Patriotic War. Bright May weather clears the landscape, rare Estonian hills rise above the Baltic and the Russian border at Narva, only a few miles away. Across some still bare trees in the distance is a shale-oil works where prisoners from the nearby German concentration camp had worked and died.


On a slope called Grenadier Hill, a tall cross looms over three elderly visitors, a memorial to those who’d once fought against the dead that lie in the huge Russian cemetery about half a mile away. These old people might be remembering what’s been called the ‘Estonian Thermopylae’ when from July until 10 August 1944 a greatly outnumbered German force held off the Red Army. The defending troops were mostly German but also Norwegian, Danish, Belgian, Dutch, Russian, Ukrainian – and Estonian.


Carved arrows sprout like a bunch of random flowers from the centre of the cross on Grenadier Hill. Since independence in 1991, fresh commemorative stones, often vandalized by local Russians, have been added to this monument to the Dutch and Walloon and Estonian SS dead who, on Victory Day, are the defeated enemy.


Further down the valley in the Russian cemetery, Estonian police guide long lines of cars and coaches and crowds pack the narrow road to the graves: quite different to the deserted memorial on Grenadier Hill. People of all ages carry flowers and wreaths, some go to a grave, others to the long Soviet war memorial or to other parts of the cemetery, a few in tears, possibly for sons or fathers more recently killed, in Chechnya or Afghanistan. There are some very old men, often with one or two sticks or on crutches or in wheelchairs, usually in suits or dark jackets, medals cascading across their chests, berets or brimmed hats on their heads. Are they the last veterans, living holy relics?


Today brings back other memories, of the years when Vaivara and Narva were Russian. But old Vaivara, built over centuries of occupation, was destroyed. Before 1939, during Estonia’s first period of independence, the village had been quite prosperous with farming, two churches, employment from the nearby oil refinery and shale works and a manor house that had become an orphanage. Visitors came to the long Baltic beaches at Narva-Jõesuu, within reach of the summer residence of Konstantin Päts, the Estonian Elder or President. In 1944, the Germans moved the population out before the huge battle.


Since then, a new school and houses have been built below the hills and some outbuildings of the manor survive. One of these, an old smithy, has a small museum, packed with old weapons, mortars, shells, steel helmets, photographs, maps, explanatory boards in Estonian, Russian and English, radio sets, a full-length model in what looks like SS uniform of an Estonian who won the Iron Cross. Bullets are strewn inside display cases alongside propaganda leaflets and statistics of what both sides did, particularly the brutality of the Russians whose occupation lasted until the 1990s.


In 1944, Felix Steiner, the German general here, thought that he represented Western civilization. Born in the East Prussian town of Stallupönen, he’d fought in the First World War, winning the Iron Cross, then in Germany and the Baltic States in 1919 for the Freikorps, a volunteer force of German ex-soldiers who took on Russian and German communists. Resentful at the Versailles treaty, he joined the new small German army, then the Nazi Party and then the SS, taking part in 1939 in the invasion of Poland and in 1940 the defeat of France. In 1943 he was moved to the eastern front.


Training was Steiner’s speciality and he believed in making the same demands on officers and men. Under his command were troops from the German-occupied countries of Europe who’d either volunteered or been forcibly recruited. The Germans carefully graded nationalities; quite high on their list were Estonians, thought to be the most Aryan of the three Baltic States and therefore the first to be included in the German forces after Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania were occupied in 1941. In August 1942, the Estonian Legion was formed. By November there’d been enough recruits to have infantry and artillery formations. A similar Latvian body came into being at the same time.


In books written after the war Steiner claimed that these Flemings, French, Dutch, Danish, Norwegians, Latvians and Estonians were crusaders, descendants of the earlier Knights, or precursors of the anti-communist, multinational NATO. He must have known – although he scarcely mentions them – about the German atrocities in Poland in 1939 and, after June 1941, in the western part of the Soviet Union. More vital to him, however, was the liberation of Europe from Bolshevism, an international struggle he’d been part of since the end of the First World War.


Steiner later wrote about Poles, Spaniards, Saxons and others who joined Napoleon, about the ‘English poet’ Lord Byron who’d fought with the Greeks against the Turks, about adventurers and lovers of liberty who’d joined Garibaldi in Italy, about those who’d gone in the 1930s to the Spanish Civil War. These had all, he claimed, been earlier foreign ‘volunteers’, comparable to his international ‘comrades’ and ‘brothers in arms’. They were fighting for ‘not only their own people’ but also for freedom within the West.


In Narva, on the southern bank of the river, as a ‘stone witness’, was the memorial to the Swedish king Charles XII’s victory some two hundred and forty-four years ago over the ‘barbaric’ Russian Emperor Peter II. Steiner’s Danish soldiers found ancient Danish names engraved on the portals of some of the large town houses and the Dutch recognized their national style of architecture, from Holland’s golden age. Then there were the centuries of German involvement and the Hanseatic League. Wasn’t this civilization?


In July 1944, the decision was taken to abandon Narva and the German troops moved eight kilometres away to the west, on the Sinnimae or Blue Hills. News came of the attempted assassination of Hitler; to Steiner’s Estonians, ‘a European people with European culture’, the plot seemed mad because of the encouragement it gave the invading Soviets.


Two Russian armies of more than 136,000 men took the offensive against a German force of some 22,000; and it’s been said that over half the German infantry consisted of Estonians. The hills gave a natural defence, which the Germans called the Tannenberg Line, after their East Prussian victory in September 1914. In fighting described by Steiner as like ‘Verdun or the Somme’ more than 160 Soviet tanks were destroyed but, hugely outnumbered, the Germans again withdrew, the Soviet general thinking that he’d faced a much bigger force.


An Estonian won the Knight’s Cross, Steiner remembering an ‘unbroken’ spirit. Some of his men scarcely spoke German; a seventeen-year-old Flemish boy was decorated for destroying seven Soviet tanks and when describing this to some officers resorted to exclamations such as ‘Bumm’ or ‘Pang’. Exhausted, he then fell asleep, like ‘a child’, Steiner thought, ‘who did not yet know life’.


Felix Steiner went to Berlin in time for Hitler’s last stand. Found innocent of war crimes, he stayed in jail until 1948, emerging to work for SS veterans’ organizations, to write his memoirs and a novel, without marrying or apparently having a loving sexual relationship of any kind. Might Steiner have thought of himself as a twentieth-century warrior monk? The memoirs are unrepentant, complaining that ‘propaganda’ has slandered the German conduct on the eastern front. The general’s funeral in Munich in 1966 brought veterans of his international force from all over the world and his grave was heaped with wreaths.


Huge, proud crowds now swamp the Russian cemetery at Vaivara each Victory Day but, as if to show the futility of the training and General Steiner’s carefully planned defence, few people go to the cross on Grenadier Hill. Steiner’s birthplace, until 1945 the German Stallupönen, is now called Nesterov and part of the Kaliningrad region of Russia, showing the catastrophic German end in the east. The Sinnimae battles were a prelude to the Red Army’s advance further west and a cascade of terror.


Would this never end? History had shown how fast destruction might come across the border, not only in Narva. In sixteenth-century Estonia, most of the German population of Dorpat or Tartu was deported to Russia; twelve years later the Russians massacred many of Dorpat’s Germans. In 1582, the Poles expelled or killed most of the Russians in Dorpat. Sixteenth-century wars brought the Estonian population down from 300,000 to 160,000.


Plagues swept in, the little ice age brought starvation. At the start of the eighteenth century, one of his generals told the Russian Emperor Peter the Great that ‘Everything is devastated . . . Nothing stands upright except Pernau and Reval’ [now Tallinn] ‘and now and then a yard on the sea, otherwise from Reval to Riga everything with stump and stalk has been eradicated. The places are only listed on the map. The dungeons are full of German prisoners. How many Estonians and how many women were caught, I have not written down; the number was too big. The troops have distributed them among themselves . . .’


In 1945, after the second of two brutal wars within thirty years, the devastation must have seemed relentless and was followed by years of Soviet occupation. It was fear of destructive change that made crowds weep when Stalin died. The best that those caught up in it – Steiner’s or the Red Army’s ‘volunteers’ or Vaivara’s civilians – could hope for was survival. In 1997, when freedom brought a new threat, that of Russian gangsters, the novelist Sofi Oksanen has an Estonian say, ‘If they’re coming, they might as well all come – Mafia thugs, soldiers – Reds and Whites – Russians, Germans, Estonians – let them come. Alide would survive. She always had.’


[image: Start of image description, A tall cross sits atop Grenadier Hill at the site of the Battle of the Tannenberg Line., end of image description]


Cross on Grenadier Hill.










3. Museum of Power



I take a bus east from Tallinn to Palmse, not as far as Narva and the Russian border. A small, dark-haired man settles into the seat next to me, immediately gets out his mobile phone and rams listening pods into his ears. Throughout the journey, he doesn’t speak and scarcely looks at me, sometimes briefly grimacing perhaps because of a sudden loud sound from the speakers. Two barriers, I think, the machine and the noise.


We go through the suburbs where lines of cars are heading for Tallinn’s centre, a revived city since the Soviets left in 1991 with art galleries, museums (one called the Museum of Occupation), disused factories made into conference centres, new apartment and office blocks, brightly restored churches, a spotless imperial palace and a wide medieval square crammed in summer with people, echoing to music and shrieks of stag or hen parties. This is freedom. ‘There’s no class system,’ my Estonian friend Ando says. ‘It’s money that counts now. The Germans were our aristocracy.’


Palmse is about fifty miles away, with a restored manor house that shows how the country was controlled until the First World War. It was once owned by the von der Pahlen family who came from Westphalia in the thirteenth century and is now a museum to a certain way of life: near the luxury hotel of Vihula, another former manor: not far from Sagadi, former home of the von Focks. Apparently the von Focks were not as popular as the von der Pahlens. And the von der Pahlens were loved, at least on the evidence of what’s on show at Palmse.


You come down an avenue of lime trees and enter the manor to see a printed quotation from the Estonian writer, and patriot, Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald, saying that ‘as to my knowledge, no other kin of landlords could be found in our land whom the old tales would make such honour as the kin of the Baron Pahlen. Where serfs have kept such memory of their masters, it has been clear that those men have been friends of the folk, and the bond, which has tied them together with the people, was like the one between the parents and their children.’ Near this, in the wide hall, as if to give a human touch, hangs a long tweed overcoat, donated by Henning von Wistinghausen who, as German ambassador to Estonia during the 1990s, lived in the old von der Pahlen town house in Tallinn.


The von der Pahlens left Palmse in 1923, during the first period of Estonian independence. From then until 1940, the plain, quite Dutch-looking late-eighteenth-century house was used by the Estonian Defence League and as a home for several families. In Soviet Estonia, it became a children’s summer camp; then from 1975 restoration began, to make a museum of ancient power.


This revival was a Soviet scheme, like Pavlosk and the palace of Tsarskoe Selo near Leningrad, now St Petersburg. What may have been a problem for the Soviets was that a family who’d owned thousands of acres and (before the liberation of the Baltic serfs in 1816) hundreds of human beings had quite a good record. The 1690s was a time of famine in the Baltic provinces and many people came to work on Palmse’s construction, happy to have a job and free food from the landlord’s grain store, showing their gratitude by voluntarily clearing his fields of stones.


There was a devastating fire, then the Great Northern War in 1700, more bloodshed and chaos. It’s said that a von der Pahlen announced to his peasants that he had to sell the estate and they pooled their own savings to help him out, saying that they never wanted to be repaid. He then told them that he was merely testing their loyalty, was in no trouble and would stay at Palmse until he died when his son would take over. Weeping with relief, they’d wanted everything to stay the same, terrified of the unknown.


One von der Pahlen collected fossils, another made a monument to celebrate the Prussian victories of 1870 against the French, then helped to bring the railway from St Petersburg to Tallinn. But by the beginning of the twentieth century, extravagance and poor business decisions had weakened the family. You see the cost and extent of Palmse, within the manor and outside among glass houses for flowers and fruit, a distillery, a brewery, a laundry, a smithy, several large barns, a grain drier and an arched bridge over ornamental lakes, near a riding school, bathhouse, ice cellar, formal flower beds, pavilions and a rotunda. A guest house has been made in one of the outbuildings where you can stay, perhaps imagining yourself to be a fortunate von der Pahlen.


To be this, to feel safe, you’d need to have lived here before the twentieth century. The heir was killed during the first months of the First World War, fighting in the Russian army that invaded German East Prussia, leaving the estate to his twenty-six-year-old widow and their two young sons. There’s a photograph of the couple taken in 1914, during that last summer, on the verge of the apocalypse. They sit in front of a large wooden door, the Baroness von der Pahlen holding a baby, a small boy clutching her right arm yet looking away from his mother. Everyone is dressed up, she in a long white dress, eyes narrowed in the sun, the baby leaning against her breast, the other boy apparently distracted, the young father in white trousers, a dark jacket, a tie, arms crossed, a pale moustache above a set mouth, the collar starched. His eyes and those of the boy stare at the lens, the family probably uncomfortable in the heat.


The family stayed at Palmse until 1917 and the Russian revolution, then left for the supposedly safer Tallinn, experiencing the months after the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk when Estonia was briefly within the German empire. The von der Pahlens were spared Bolshevik violence and the worst of the civil war but after 1920, the land policy of the newly independent Estonia took most of the estate. In August 1919, the widow married again; by then, the family had abandoned Palmse, settling near Schwerin in northern Germany, the country they’d left in the thirteenth century. A flight further west came in 1944, from the Red Army, causing the loss of almost all that had remained of their possessions: pictures, furniture, silver, china. The pictures and furniture at Palmse today are almost all either reproductions or recent acquisitions.


The most recent family photograph on show, dating from the early 1990s, is of Irmgard Baronin von der Pahlen, silver-haired in her seventies as she gives to an Estonian official of the Tallinn City Museum a large heavy velvet-bound album embossed in silver with the Pahlen arms, a record of all the stations on the Baltic railway line that opened in 1870 from St Petersburg to the port of Paldiski (west of Tallinn). Gracious, taller than the slightly bowing Estonian bureaucrat, the baroness seems frail under the weight of the vast volume, perhaps quietly impatient to get it off her hands. A nearby framed extract from a German newspaper relates that she lives near Cologne, that she came first to Estonia in 1986 during the Soviet era and had been forbidden then to see Palmse, her husband’s birthplace. Now she might admire the immaculate restoration; how decorous Palmse is, the power and strength gone, the family depicted as a quite pleasant memory, apparently irrelevant unless you consider its imperishable effect on this country’s history. Even the stiff formal portraits in the manor house have the atmosphere of a graveyard, except for one – but perhaps this is just my twenty-first-century imagination.


Intelligence, however, should be clear in the image of Count Peter Ludwig von der Pahlen who lived from 1745 until 1826 and has given his name to the restaurant in the former bathhouse. A younger son of the Palmse line, Count Peter fought for imperial Russia in wars against Prussia, Turkey and Sweden, later holding a series of offices under Catherine the Great, one of which involved bringing the Latvian province of Courland into the Russian Empire after the last partition of Poland. Catherine’s successor, her son, the deranged Paul, made Peter von der Pahlen Governor of St Petersburg from 1789 to 1801. The ambitious nobleman didn’t object when his own son was arrested on Paul’s orders, saying, ‘Sire, you have performed an act of justice that will be salutary to the young man.’


Pahlen wanted to get close enough to destroy the mad Emperor, and he enticed Paul’s son Alexander into the plot, leaving Alexander with an enduring sense of guilt. When on 11 March 1801 conspirators entered the Emperor’s bedroom in Mikhailovsky Castle in St Petersburg, Pahlen was not among them and it was another German, General Bennigsen, who saw the empty, warm bed, then Paul’s bare feet below a nearby screen. The cornered Emperor struggled desperately and attempts in the dark room to subdue him led to his murder by strangulation with an officer’s ceremonial sash. Pahlen rushed in after the death, perhaps having held back in case the plot failed. Alexander succeeded his father, but, at the instigation of his mother, Paul’s widow (also a German), refused Count Peter Ludwig von der Pahlen high office, precipitating his retirement to a large property in what’s now Latvia that he’d obtained through profitable imperial service.


[image: Start of image description, A view across the grounds of the Palmse estate to the rear of the imposing manor house, a two-storey building in the baroque style with outbuildings., end of image description]


Palmse.


Estonians seem absent from Palmse, suppressed, kept out of sight, as they are from the nearby chapel at Ilumäe, at first glance also a shrine to the former German world. The sun is sharp in May; the woodland stretching away from the Palmse garden has wildflowers beneath the birch, pine, aspen and oak. Wood anemones, orchids, violets and cowslips brighten paths made so that the timber could be harvested and the Pahlens go for pleasant strolls.


I walk partly through the woods, then across meadows, to the chapel that the family built, a reminder that their power depended on God and Lutheranism. Here, before entering the gates of a cemetery that surrounds the building, you see at last an Estonian, not a German, sacred place, from the pre-Christian era: a grove, then an ancient lime tree that still has ribbons tied on to it by locals and visitors seeking luck. Miracles are said to have happened here; water from a nearby stream was thought to cure blindness. Offerings were made of grain or honey or slaughtered animals.


An Estonian visitor mentions that the chapel was built in 1729, just ten years before the notorious Rosen Declaration that codified the German landlords’ absolute power over their serfs in Russia’s Baltic provinces. The building was enlarged in the 1840s and is at a crossroads; a gate in a fence of iron railings interspersed with decorated stone and brick pillars leads through a graveyard to the white-painted stone building that has a squat tower. Some graves are outside the fence, beside the quiet road, small trees growing haphazardly among them which the von der Pahlens would probably have cut down. As I enter the graveyard an elderly couple look through the railings, see me and walk away. Again, there is silence.


The church’s dark, bleak interior has the same stark white walls as outside: then stained-glass memorials (copies as the originals are in the museum in nearby Rakvere), with arms dating from 1729. Some of these are dedicated to the von der Pahlens, others to those once engaged in country work such as milling, ploughing, woodwork or stonemasonry: another sign of the family’s involvement with its workers, at that time mostly serfs or slaves.


The graveyard has the dead of different eras. In an inner enclosure railed off again by iron, an obviously exclusive place, are the von der Pahlens: the most recent grave, with a jam jar of dying wildflowers on it, that of Elizabeth, Marquise des Aubris de Vatan, who was born at Palmse in 1914, changed her name on marrying, died in Munich in 2008 and was brought back here to be buried.


Gravestones bring fantasies of imagined lives. I remember seeing carved on a stone in a Bavarian churchyard the name of an Englishwoman, who’d married a German and died, also in Munich, very old, some five years after the end of the Second World War. She’d lived through the post-First World War revolution, Weimar, the inflation, the coming of Hitler, the twelve years of Nazi rule, the war in Germany, the bombing: all in a foreign and potentially hostile place. What conversations did she and her husband have in 1940, in 1944 and 1945? What had the Marquise des Aubris de Vatan experienced in Munich, or, before that, in France? How many people were at her funeral in this remote place?


Outside the elaborate outer iron fence that surrounds the graveyard is a pillar that commemorates Estonian dead, their names carved in gold on dark stone. They fell usually while fighting for others.










4. Faith on the Frontier



I take more buses from Narva to Riga, changing on the way, this time with no one silent or otherwise next to me for there are few other passengers. We pass through Pärnu, a seaside resort where the museum has an early image, from before the invasions, carved from horn, possibly worn as an attachment to a necklace. It’s one of the oldest sculpted works in the eastern Baltic, made before the huge floods of 5500 to 4500 bc. The face seems to be that of a man but was appropriated by Christianity and named ‘The Stone-Age Madonna’ at the start of the twentieth century although it’s probably an original Estonian or Latvian, one of the so-called indigenous people, seen for centuries (in the words of the Estonian History Museum in Tallinn) as ‘nothing but peasants and servants . . . social outcasts’ or ‘pitiful and pathetic, barbaric, dirty, lazy and promiscuous . . . superstitious and worshippers of idols . . . one of the most unhappy people in Europe.’


The bus enters empty country with short views blocked by the forest, some wide fields ending in what seem impregnable blocks of trees through which you might disappear while trying to escape. We cross the border without stopping, and the road signs, advertisements and announcements on the bus are in Latvian. Still those forests stretch between the small towns: refuges where people hid. Then comes the sea, at first a flash through the trees before spreading out, wide and bright. Along this, further round, west of Ventspils, is a cluster of fishing villages where about twenty people still know Liv or Livonian, one of the world’s least spoken languages. It’s said that eight of these are poets.


These countries are often called the Baltics but each has a different language and identity: largely Roman Catholic Lithuania as part of the vast medieval Polish-Lithuanian empire, which spread from west of the Vistula down through Kiev to the Black Sea. Poland was Lithuania’s dominant neighbour: not Germany or Russia. The patriotic Polish poem Pan Tadeusz by the nineteenth-century poet Adam Mickiewicz begins with the line ‘My Lithuania . . .’. Marshal Piłsudski, a founding father of twentieth-century Poland, and the Nobel Prize-winning Polish poet Czesław Miłosz were born in what is now Lithuania.
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