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Cultural Heritage Interpretation and Sustainable Tourism: 
Estonia Exchange Programme 2013 

 

Background To The Exchange 
 

The Cultural Heritage Interpretation and Sustainable Tourism or CHIST exchange programme 
aims to develop the skills of Scottish professionals who train or coach others in the field of 
heritage interpretation and sustainable tourism. This is done through a programme of 
exchanges with partners in Europe. CHIST provides opportunities for the exchange of skills 
and information by providing opportunities for participants to look at how interpretation 
and sustainable tourism is developed; promoted and managed in partner countries. The 
CHIST exchange programme is funded by the European Union’s Leonardo da Vinci 
programme. 
 

The 2013 Estonia CHIST exchange took place from 3rd – 10th June and was organised by ARCH 
Network a non-government organisation promoting learning and development in natural 
and cultural heritage between Scotland and other European countries who are based in 
Comrie and Heritage Tours Ltd, who are based in Kihelkonna on the Estonian Island of 
Saaremaa. Maarika Toomel the Director of Heritage Tours Ltd was our host for the week. 
Maarika is a fantastic ambassador for Estonia and an extremely kind and knowledgeable 
guide.  
 

Key Facts About Estonia 
 

 Geographically, Estonia is on the north-eastern edge of the European Union, 
bordering Russia and Latvia 

 Estonia has a population of just 1.3 million making it one of the least-populous 
member states of the European Union 

 Estonia was occupied by the Soviets for decades but sees itself as more influenced 
by Nordic tastes and traditions 

 Occupation by Germans, Swedes and Russians has influenced the architecture of 
Estonia’s cathedrals, cobbled streets, manor houses and palaces 

 The territory of Estonia covers 45,227 km2 (17,462 sq miles), and is influenced by a 
humid continental climate 

 50% of Estonia is covered by forest 
 Estonia has over 1,500 islands 
 The Estonians are a Finnic people, and the official language, Estonian, is a Finno-

Ugric language closely related to Finnish, and distantly to Hungarian 
 Estonia is a democratic parliamentary republic divided into 15 counties, with its 

capital and largest city being Tallinn 
 Tallinn is the medieval capital of Estonia and by far the biggest city, with a 

population of around 400,000 
 In 2011 Tallinn was the European Capital of Culture 
 Estonia has an advanced, high-income economy 
 Estonia has the highest gross domestic product per person among the former Soviet 

Republics 
 Estonia ranks high in the Human Development Index, and subsequently performs 

favorably in measurements of press freedom (3rd in the World in 2012), economic 
freedom, civil liberties and education 

 
 

http://www.visitestonia.com/en/things-to-see-and-do/history-culture
http://www.visitestonia.com/en/things-to-see-and-do/history-culture/manor-houses-and-castles
http://www.visitestonia.com/en/destinations/landscapes/forests
http://www.visitestonia.com/en/destinations/the-islands
http://www.visitestonia.com/en/destinations/city-guides/medieval-old-town
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My Reasons For Participating On The Estonia Exchange Programme 
 

I am the Curator of Caithness Horizons (http://www.caithnesshorizons.co.uk) a 
VisitScotland 5 Star Visitor Attraction and fully Accredited Museum in Thurso the mostly 
northerly town on the British mainland. Caithness Horizons opened to the public on the 1st 
December 2008 following the refurbishment of the Thurso Town Hall and adjacent Carnegie 
Library.  
 

Caithness Horizons permanent exhibitions tell the story of the county of Caithness from the 
geological period known as the Devonian (about 416 to 359 million years ago) to the present 
day. The Museum’s most important Collections and particular area of expertise relate to: 
 

 Self-taught botanist and geologist Robert Dick (1811 – 1866) 
 The Dounreay Nuclear Research Establishment  
 The Picts 
 The Vikings 

 

Caithness Horizons is also home to a temporary exhibition gallery, which plays hosts to an 
annual programme of changing exhibitions, a small Gift Shop and a Café. 
 

 
 
 

 

At present I am engaged in a variety of activities such as developing new interpretative 
displays for the Museum; working on joint projects with a number of other local Museums 
and developing a Pictish/Viking Festival for 2014: Year of Homecoming. My reasons for 
wanting to participate on the exchange were that I hoped it would: 
 

 Provide me with opportunities to learn from other people’s experiences of 
developing and managing Museums/heritage sites and developing capacity in the 
tourism sector 

 Give me exposure to the wider Museum; heritage and tourism community in order 
to learn about how other people manage, promote and interpret their 
heritage/tourism assets 

 Enable me to ask other Museums and heritage sites how they manage to maintain 
current visitor numbers whilst attracting new audiences 

 Provide me with opportunities to network and build new contacts 
 

Main Exhibition Hall, Caithness Horizons 

http://www.caithnesshorizons.co.uk/
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Scope Of The Estonia Exchange Programme 
 

The exchange focused on the development of: 
 

 Cultural heritage tourism in Estonia 

 Nature or eco-tourism in Estonia 
 

Focus Of This Report 
 

During the course of the exchange we visited many wonderful places and met with many 
inspiring people. However this report only mentions a few of the places that we visited, the 
people that we met and the things that I learned. It will focus on the elements of the 
exchange that are most relevant to my own job at Caithness Horizons.  
 

Cultural Heritage Tourism: The Estonian History Museum 
 

Together with private Museums and branches of state Museums, there are currently around 
240 Museums in Estonia1. 
 

The story of The Estonian History Museum (http://www.ajaloomuuseum.ee) begins in 
1802, when Tallinn’s apothecary, Johann Burchard VIII (1776 – 1838), started a Collection of 
curios. In 1822, Burchard put on the exhibition entitled “Antiquities and Rarities” at the 
House of the Brotherhood of the Blackheads. This event was the first of its kind in Tallinn. 
 

In 1842, an academic society of Baltic Germans, the Estonian Literature Society 
(Estländische Literärische Gesellschaft), was founded in Tallinn, and one of its aims was to 
establish a Museum: 
 

“…..to broaden our knowledge of this country by studying its history, art, manufacturing, 
technology and nature”.  
 

Extensive Collections were developed over the next twenty years, which formed the basis of 
The Museum of the Estonian Literature Society, founded in 1864 at the house of St. 
Canute's Guild. In 1911, the ELS purchased premises in Toompea at 6, Kohtu Street. As the 
only Museum in Tallinn, it became an important focal point in the city’s cultural life 
providing educational lectures and exhibitions. 
 

The Estonian National Museum in Tartu, founded in 1909, became the most important 
Museum in the Republic of Estonia (1918 – 1940). Major changes took place after Estonia 
was incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1940. The Museum of the Estonian Literature 
Society was nationalised and became The History Museum of the Estonian SSR. The 
Estonian SSR Museum of Natural History was established using the natural science 
Collections of the ELS. According to the Museum’s website 
(http://www.ajaloomuuseum.ee/en/museum): 
 

“Overbearing ideological pressure ruined the Museum in the following years. In addition to 
subjugating the Museum employees, artefacts that were deemed harmful were 
eliminated, which meant destroying everything that reminded people of the Republic of 
Estonia”.  

                                                
1
Muuseumiraamat (The Museum Book) published by the Estonian Museum Association (ISBN 978-

9949-21-499-0) 

http://www.ajaloomuuseum.ee/
http://www.ajaloomuuseum.ee/en/museum
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The Museum moved to its current premise in the Great Guild Hall in 1952. In 1989, the 
Museum was renamed The Estonian History Museum. Many important temporary 
exhibitions about the contemporary history of Estonia were held at the Museum in the late 
1980s and early 1990s.  
 

Between April 2009 and May 2011 the permanent exhibitions of The Estonian History 
Museum were redeveloped in a project funded by The European Regional Development 
Fund and the Estonian Ministry of Culture, with the help of Enterprise Estonia. On 28th May 
2011, The Estonian History Museum reopened the Great Guild Hall to visitors. 
 

 
 
 
 

The Permanent Exhibitions At The Estonian History Museum  
 

The permanent exhibitions at The Estonian History Museum explore the history of the 
Estonian people through a range of different themes and exhibition galleries: 
 

 The “Spirit of Survival – 11,000 Years of Estonian History” exhibition helps visitors 
to the Museum to understand the uniqueness of the people who have lived in 
Estonia and introduces the historical events that have most influenced them 

 The “Striking it Rich?!” exhibition provides an overview of the currencies that have 
been used in Estonia 

 The “Cellar” exhibition provides an overview of the history and activities of the 
Great Guild and the history of the Great Guild Hall building 

 The “Armoury” exhibition is an exhibition about the Museum’s Collection of arms 
and armour 

 The “Spirit of the Thing” is an exhibition of the exotic and rare artefacts in the 
Museum’s Collection and includes artefacts from Ancient Egypt and Japan 

 The outdoor exhibition “The Path of History” in Börsi Passage offers a crash course 
in Estonian history 

 

“Spirit Of Survival – 11,000 Years Of Estonian History” 
Exhibition 
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Ideas From The Estonian History Museum That Could Be Applied At Caithness 
Horizons 
 

On The Estonian History Museum’s website2 in relation to the “Spirit of Survival – 11,000 
Years of Estonian History” exhibition Sirje Karis, Director of Museum, explains that:  
 

“…..this innovative and experimental exhibition at the History Museum is one-of-a-kind in 
Estonia. This is where you can find a captivating overview of our history – one that will 
inspire new stories. The persistent and at times even stubborn work of the Estonian people 
has resulted in an exceptional environment with a unique culture. The Estonian spirit is 
destined for survival”. 
 

There were a couple of ideas from the “Spirit of Survival – 11,000 Years of Estonian History” 
exhibition that I thought were thought provoking and innovative examples of interpretative 
practice that could be applied at Caithness Horizons my own Museum.  
 

The first example of this was an introductory display about the evolution of the earth and 
different people’s ideas of what the earth looked like during different periods of history. The 
display used historical globes from the Museum’s Collection and specially made models. This 
display included a model of Terry Pratchett’s fictional “Discworld” – a flat disc balanced on 
the backs of four elephants which, in turn, stand on the back of a giant turtle.  
 

 
 
 
 

The next display that I thought was a clever idea that could be adopted at my own Museum 
was a display case entitled “Witnesses of the Past” that interpreted the history of Estonia 
from 9000 B.C.E. to the present day using around 50-100 of the Museum’s most iconic 
artefacts including a tin of 1960s Estonian boneless mild cured picnic ham!  
 

The interpretation panel located next to this display case set out a list of key questions such 
as “Who Are The Estonians” and “What Do The Estonians Believe” that the main “Spirit of 
Survival – 11,000 Years of Estonian History” exhibition would set out to answer. This 

                                                
2
http://www.ajaloomuuseum.ee/en/exhibitions/open-exhibitions-/538-suurgildi-hoone-avatakse-28-

mail-2011- 

“Witnesses Of The Past” Display 

Exhibition 
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interpretation panel set out the Museum’s ethos behind the design of the exhibition and 
helped to give it a structure for visitors.  
 

Each display case in the main “Spirit of Survival – 11,000 Years of Estonian History” 
exhibition then set out to answer one of these key questions through the artefacts 
contained within them. Computer touch-screen interactive terminals located at the back of 
each display case “tested” how much visitors had learnt from the artefacts on display in 
each case by asking a set of five questions about the exhibition theme covered in the display 
case. Visitors appeared to be enjoying having their knowledge of each of the exhibition 
themes and the contents of each display case “tested”. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

If the back-end of the interactive is programmed properly the Museum will be able to use 
visitor responses to the questions asked as an evaluation tool to see if the Museum’s 
objectives for the exhibition are being met. I thought that this type of interactive could if 
required be applied to my own Museum when new permanent exhibitions are planned or 
redeveloped. 
 

The Estonian Open Air Museum 
 

The Estonian Open Air Museum (http://www.evm.ee/keel/eng/) was founded on the 
former Rocca al Mare summer estate on the western border of Tallinn on 22nd May 1957. 
The Museum occupies 79 hectares and owns the largest Collection of national architecture 
in Estonia. The Museum has 72 vernacular buildings3 in its Collection most of which are 
original buildings that have been relocated to and rebuilt at the Museum.  
 

The buildings are arranged as twelve farms according to the village types of Western, 
Northern and Southern Estonia and the islands. Old public buildings stand separately or are 
assembled in groups and include a church; a tavern; a schoolhouse; a fire station and fishing 
net sheds.  
 

Interpretation Techniques Used At The Estonian Open Air Museum 
 

The Estonian Open Air Museum uses a variety of interpretation techniques including: 
 

 Audio-guides 
 Costumed interpretation within each of the buildings 

                                                
3
Estonian Open Air Museum Guidebook. 

“Spirit Of Survival – 11,000 Years Of Estonian 
History” Interactive Exhibit 
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 Cottage gardens  
 Demonstrations of traditional skills such as haymaking, folk dancing and spinning 
 Interpretation panels in Estonian and English relating not only to the vernacular 

buildings themselves but also relating to the Museum’s preventative conservation 
activities 

 Nature trails 
 Pre-bookable education programmes at Kuie School including taught school lessons 

on topics such as felt-making, farming and Christmas 
 The relocation and rebuilding or the reconstruction and furnishing of vernacular 

buildings with appropriate artefacts from the Museum’s Collection 
 Themed meals at the Kolu Inn 
 Using livestock to bring the farms to life 
 Using large scale images of photographs in the Museum’s Collection to create 

backdrops within the buildings 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

I particularly liked the interpretation panels that explained to the visitor the Museum’s 
preventative conservation activities and feel that is something that could be used within my 
own Museum particularly in relation to our Natural History Collection. 
 

Interpretation Techniques Used At The Sassi-Jaani Farm 
 

The Sassi-Jaani Farm is made up of four buildings: 
 

 Farmhouse – Built in the first decade of the 19th century at the Sassi-Jaani Farm, 
Kullamaa village in Western Estonia. The farmhouse was transferred to the Museum 
in 1959. The original building was destroyed by a fire in 1984. The farmhouse was 
reconstructed by the Museum between 1987 and 1993 

 Farm Store – Built in the late 18th century at the Sassi-Jaani Farm the farm store was 
transferred to the Museum in 1960. The original building was destroyed by a fire in 
1984. The farm store was reconstructed by the Museum between 1986 and 1989 

Interpretation Panel Relating To The Estonian Open Air 
Museum’s Preventative Conservation Beetle Damage 

Monitoring Programme In The Kalma Windmill 



 8 

 Cattle Shed – Built in the 1820s at the Althärma Farm, Jõeääre village in Western 
Estonia the cattle shed was transferred to the Museum in 1960 

 Summer-Kitchen – Built in the 1870s at the Kõrvetaga Farm, Määra village in 
Western Estonia the summer-kitchen was transferred to the Museum in 1958. It was 
the very first vernacular building to be rebuilt at the Estonian Open Air Museum   

 

In the threshing-floor of the farm store were two “picture consequences” games one 
representing a man the other representing a woman. Each game was made up of a set of six 
wooden blocks that could be rotated around one on top of another. The four sides of the six 
blocks were hand-painted with elements of traditional costume. The aim of the game was to 
dress the man and/or the woman from head to toe in the correct costume.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

Whilst this is a very “low-tech” and simple interpretative technique visitors to the Sassi-Jaani 
Farm were enjoying themselves trying to arrange the blocks in the correct order. I thought 
that this particular interpretative technique could work well at Caithness Horizons if it was 
adapted to feature the costume of Pictish and Viking men and women. 
 

In the cattle-shed of the Sassi-Jaani Farm the Museum used photographs from its Collection 
screen printed on canvas sheets to add context to the farm building where there were no 
three-dimensional artefacts in the Collection that the space could be “dressed-with”. Cut-
out photographs of farm animals and farm workers were also used to add context to the 
cattle-shed.  
 

Another innovative interpretation technique used in the cattle-shed of the Sassi-Jaani Farm 
was the use of clear acrylic artefact labels that were made in the form of particular farm 
animals such as hens; cows and horses that were suspended from the ceiling and placed in 
front of the archive photographs and printed with historical information about the 
photograph behind them.  
 

Traditional Costume “Picture 
Consequences” Game 



 9 

 
 
 
 

Kolu Inn  
 

Beer was an ancient festive and sacrificial drink among Estonians. Liquor distilling began only 
in the late 15th century. Starting from the mid-17th century it became the monopoly of 
estate-owners. Inns were located in crowded places – by the roads, near churches and at the 
crossroads. More taverns were built in the 18th century when Estonian spirits reached the 
Russian market and a new impetus was given to local liquor distilling. At that time every 
estate had at least one inn to sell its spirits. The roadside taverns often served as post 
stations where both men and the horses found shelter and refreshment4. 
 

Muuseumiraamat (The Museum Book) published by the Estonian Museum Association 
(EMA) which sets out the EMA’s ethos for Museums in Estonia states that: 
 

“Another task of Museums is to involve their cafés and shops in shaping the overall 
Museum experience. A cafe should be linked to the identity of a Museum and support it. 
Perfect examples are the Kolu Tavern, which serves farm-fresh foods at the Estonian Open 
Air Museum...5”. 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                
4Estonian Open Air Museum Guidebook. 
5
Muuseumiraamat (The Museum Book) published by the Estonian Museum Association (ISBN 978-

9949-21-499-0) 

The Kolu Inn In Its Original Location, 1968 
http://www.evm.ee/tuur/est/kolu/lisad/index_eng.html 

 

Interpretation In The Cattle-Shed Of The Sassi-Jaani Farm 
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The Kolu Inn built in the 1840s in Kolu village, Northern Estonia is a fully functioning 
Museum Café. The Café serves a range of traditional Estonian foods appropriate to region of 
Estonia that the Inn came from and the time that it was built. In this way visitors are eating 
and drinking historically accurate dishes that have a direct link to the Collection held by the 
Museum.  
 

On our visit to the Kolu Inn we enjoyed a vegetarian dish of fried potatoes, onions and egg; 
non-alcoholic ginger ale and a traditional curd based dessert. The Inn has one room that can 
seat 30 visitors; another that can seat 20 visitors and the adjacent stable can be used as a 
function space for between 100-150 visitors. The stable was being used for a display of 
traditional Estonian folk dancing on the day that we visited the Museum. 
 

Caithness Horizons Café has served “themed” food such as prehistoric food during Highland 
Archaeology Fortnight and “glow-in-the dark” jelly when the Museum opened a new 
exhibition devoted to the history of the Dounreay Nuclear Research Establishment. However 
on a day-to-day basis the Café’s activities are divorced from the Museum Collection.  
 

Whilst it would not be feasible for the Café at Caithness Horizons to offer a fully “themed” 
menu looking at how successful and full the Kolu Inn was on the day that we visited the 
Estonian Open Air Museum it might be an idea for Caithness Horizons to attempt a “daily 
themed special” based on a particular artefact in the Museum’s Collection or a theme 
represented in the Collection. This would serve as a unique selling point for Caithness 
Horizons Café and would help to distinguish it from the other Cafés in the town. 
 

Cultural Heritage & Nature Tourism: Tihuse Horse Tourism Farm  
 

The Tihuse Horse Farm (http://www.tihuse.ee/riding-farm/) is situated in the village of 
Hellamaa on the Island of Muhu. Tihuse was founded by Martin Kivisoo on the farm that 
belonged to his grandparents. Some of the buildings at the Horse Farm date from the 19th 
century. Many of the buildings on the farm have been converted into accommodation for 
guests and are offered either on a bed and breakfast or dinner, bed and breakfast basis.  
 

Tihuse is home to 350 horses, which are the main focus of the visitor experience. It is the 
biggest horse farm in Estonia. Its operational remit spans both cultural heritage and nature 
tourism. The farm is run primarily as an equestrian centre. Visitors can go horse riding or 
take a horse-drawn carriage or wagon ride through the birch, pine and juniper forest that 
surrounds the farm.  
 

Tihuse has an excellent restaurant or “Tea House”, which also serves as the restaurant for 
visitors staying on the farm. In the “Tea House” there is an exhibition of ancient culture. 
Visitors to Tihuse can visit the exhibition or follow one of the farm’s nature and ancient 
culture trails. The nature and ancient culture trails are based around sacred sites located in 
the forest that relate to local folk beliefs. 
 

The Island of Muhu has 82 sites relating to ancient culture, 11 of which are explored in the 
exhibition in the “Tea House”.  
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European Union LEADER funding has been used at Tihuse in the establishment of the “Tea 
House”; exhibition and the production of interpretation panels and leaflets in various 
languages relating to nature and ancient culture trails. Tihuse is an excellent example of 
innovative sustainable rural tourism as it uses the farm’s existing natural and cultural 
resources to create an eco-friendly and innovative tourism product. 
 

Nature Tourism: Vilsandi National Park Visitors Centre 
 

Vilsandi National Park (http://www.rmk.ee/subject-headings/for-hikers/national-
parks/vilsandi-national-park) is the oldest National Park in Estonia.  
 

The Vilsandi National Park Visitors Centre is located in a former cattle shed at Loona Manor 
(http://www.loonamanor.ee/?keel=eng) on the Island of Saaremaa. Loona Manor was 
constructed in the 16th century. The Manor House owned by the State Forest Management 
Department is leased by Maarika and run as a country house hotel. The hotel is a haven for 
bird watchers of all nationalities and Maarika’s company Heritage Tours Ltd runs a number 
of pre-bookable tours each day for visitors staying at Loona Manor. 
 

The Vilsandi National Park covers about 24,000 hectares of land and sea area. It is known as 
the “Birds’ Kingdom” as around 250 species of wild birds, out of which 114 are nesting 
species, have been recorded. The area is an important nesting, stop-over and wintering site 
for birds. Different species of Gulls, Ducks and Terns nest on the islets and coast. Rare 
species include the White-Tailed Eagle (Haliaetus albicilla) and Eurasia Eagle Owl (Bubo 
bubo). The most common large mammals are Eurasian Elk (Alces alces); Red Deer (Cervus 
elaphus); European Roe Deer (Capreolus capreolus) and Wild Boar (Sus scrofa). The Vilsandi 
National Park also boasts Estonia’s largest colonies of Grey Seal (Halichoerus grypus). 
 

The Vilsandi National Park Visitors Centre contains an exhibition relating to the geology; 
flora and fauna and the cultural history of the geographic area covered by the National Park. 
Information is presented in a variety of different languages and a variety of interpretation 
techniques are used including: 
 

 Audio-visual presentations 
 Books and magazines 
 Geological specimens 

Detail From The LEADER Funded Tihuse Horse Tourism Farm  
Ancient Culture Trail Leaflet 

http://www.rmk.ee/subject-headings/for-hikers/national-parks/vilsandi-national-park
http://www.rmk.ee/subject-headings/for-hikers/national-parks/vilsandi-national-park
http://www.loonamanor.ee/?keel=eng
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 Interactive maps 
 Hands-on exhibits 
 Taxidermy specimens 
 Wildlife sounds 

 

The content and design of the exhibition in the Vilsandi National Park Visitors Centre is very 
high quality, informative and well presented.  
 

 
 
 
 

Located upstairs in the Vilsandi National Park Visitors Centre is a multi-functional space that 
is used as a small meeting room; a research area and an education space for school parties. 
Located in this area is another example of excellent “low-tech” interpretation that could be 
adopted in relation to the Natural History Collection at Caithness Horizons.  
 

 
 
 
 

The interpretative device used by school groups to learn about the birds that live in the 
Vilsandi National Park consist of a variety of wooden blocks that are each hand-painted with 

Different Types Of Interpretation In Use At The Vilsandi National Park Visitors Centre 

“Match The Eggs To The Bird” Game 
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a depiction of a particular type of bird. Cushions painted with birds eggs contained within 
birds’ nests then have to be “matched” to the correct bird/wooden block. 
 

Nature Tourism: Vilsandi Island 
 

Vilsandi is the central island of the Vilsandi National Park consisting of two islands – “Suur” 
(big) and “Väike” (small) Vilsandi, which are connected with a narrow neck of land. Vilsandi 
Island is, from east to west about 6 kilometres long and, at places, 2 kilometres wide. 
Vilsandi is the biggest island in the National Park and the only island with human settlement. 
It is also the most westward populated island in Estonia. 
 

In 1703, a ship owned by Johann Doll a Dutchman ran aground and sank in the Baltic Sea. 
Doll managed to get ashore to a nearby island and named the island “Felsland” meaning 
rocky island. He stayed and lived on the island and, over time, Doll’s farm became known in 
Estonian as “Tolli Talu” (farm) and “Felsland” became known as Vilsandi. 
 

Due to its location alongside a maritime trade route, it became important to the Baltic 
seafaring nations that Vilsandi offer some shelter for shipwreck survivors. This was especially 
important to the Russian Tsar and the first shelter on the island was built in 1806. This was 
followed by the construction of a 37-metre high lighthouse in 1809. A lifesaving station was 
built beside the lighthouse in 1859. The earliest known family settled on Vilsandi in 1826. 
 

 
 
 
 

In 1906 Artur Toom (1884 – 1942) was appointed to manage Vilsandi’s lighthouse. He was 
instrumental in building nesting boxes and arranging protection for the birds that nested on 
the island. In 1910 he was responsible for getting the small Vaika islands near Vilsandi 
designated as a protected area for birds. Artur Toom ended his days in Siberia as a 
“nationally dangerous element” as the Soviets called independent-minded thinkers. In 
1945, after World War II, the Soviet Union designated all of the islands around Vilsandi a 
restricted area closed to the public for national security reasons. 
 

We reached Vilsandi Island by means of a motor-boat from Papisaare Harbour and were 
taken by truck to visit what was formerly the house of the Vilsandi lighthouse keeper, which 
was built in the 1870s next to Vilsandi Lighthouse. Both the lighthouse and the lighthouse 
keeper’s house have been sold by the National Park to a private individual. In 2012 the 

Vilsandi Lighthouse 
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lighthouse keeper’s house was restored and renovated as a low-energy “passive house” that 
is now known as the “Energy House” (http://vilsandi.inotexgroup.eu/en/)   
 

A condition of the sale is that the “Energy House” has to be open to visitors for five years. 
Visits to the “Energy House” need to be pre-booked in advance but the owners offer a 
guided tour of the property and a talk on the renovation and restoration of the building. 
They also have a variety of different rooms that can be hired out for talks; meetings; 
workshops; concerts and seminars.  
 

From the “Energy House” we followed a nature trail along the coast that was well-marked 
and along which were located a number of interpretation panels explaining to the visitor the 
types of flora and fauna that they might see at that point on the route. At various points 
along the route there were designated picnic areas with barbeque pits and composting 
toilets. All of the visitor facilities on the Island were well designed using local materials so 
that they blended into the landscape rather than being intrusive and to have minimal impact 
on the environment. 
 

Vilsandi Island was one of the most peaceful and beautiful places that I have ever visited. 
Maarika said that only 4,000 people were allowed to visit Vilsandi Island per annum so I feel 
extremely privileged that I have been lucky enough to be one of those people.  
 

Other Notable Activities: Old Hansa 
 

The Hanseatic League also known as the “Hansa” was a commercial and defensive 
confederation of merchant guilds and was created to protect economic interests and 
diplomatic privileges in the cities and countries and along the trade routes that the 
merchants visited. The Hanseatic League stretched from the Baltic to the North Sea. In 1285 
Tallinn became the northernmost member of the Hanseatic League. During our stay in 
Tallinn we had dinner at the “Old Hansa” restaurant 
(http://www.oldehansa.com/?id=10693)  
 

 
 
 
 

The interior of the restaurant is decorated and furnished in a historically accurate manner to 
represent the house of a Medieval Hanseatic merchant. The restaurant is lit by candle-light 
and whilst there is a flushing toilet in the bathroom hand-washing is done by drawing water 
from a cooper kettle and washing in a stone basin. Food is served from hand-made ceramic 
plates and bowls and drinks are served either in forest-glass glasses or ceramic tankards. 
Restaurant staff members are dressed-up and act as the servants of the house and all of the 
food that is served is historically accurate. 

Old Hansa Restaurant, Tallinn 

http://vilsandi.inotexgroup.eu/en/
http://www.oldehansa.com/?id=10693
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Whilst obviously designed for the tourist market the restaurant offered visitors to Tallinn a 
feel-good experience that felt genuine. There are a number of lessons that I have learnt 
from visiting “Old Hansa” that I can put into practice when Caithness Horizons runs it first 
Viking “Vetrablot” - harvest feast in 2014. 
 

Other Notable Activities: GoodKaarma Soap Farm 
 

GoodKaarma (http://goodkaarma.com/saaremaa) is a unique eco-cottage industry making 
organic soaps in Kaarma on the Island of Saaremaa. Based in the family home of proprietors 
Ea and Stephen Greenwood an English-Estonian couple the “soap farm” has been open to 
the public during the summer months (1st June – 31st August) since 2006. Ea explained that 
she and her husband who had previously run a landscape gardening business in San 
Francisco decided that they wanted to return to her native Saaremaa but knew that they 
had to come up with a business that they could both work on together from home. They 
eventually hit upon the idea of making organic soap.  
 

Ea explained that the “soap farm” receives over 5,000 visitors per year but that she and 
Stephen have also worked hard to make sure that there is a market for the soap that they 
manufacture in their home. She explained that GoodKaarma soap is currently sold 
throughout Estonia and is exported to over 10 countries including Japan. GoodKaarma can 
also be purchased via e-commerce activities from http://www.goodkaarma.net/shop/ 
 

The soap making happens in the farmhouse kitchen where over 4,000 soaps a month are 
made. The base ingredients of the soap are all organic whilst the colours come from locally 
sourced herbs; spices; fruits; Estonian sea mud etc. The aromas are from essential oils. 
 

 
 
 
 

Visitors can take refreshments in the Garden Café and visit the Gift Shop that stocks the 
organic soaps made by Ea and other high-end souvenirs. Entrance to the “soap farm” is free. 
Visitors can pay to participate in an hour and a half long cold process soap making workshop 
with Ea as we did. At the end of the workshop visitors get to take home a unique soap made 
to their own specifications by their own hands.     
 

Ea and Stephen are just two of the entrepreneurs and business people that we met during 
the course of the exchange who are using the raw materials found in Estonia to create 

Exterior Of The GoodKaarma Soap Farm  

http://goodkaarma.com/saaremaa
http://www.goodkaarma.net/shop/
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unique products that are appealing to visitors. I wondered whether this was a market that 
Caithness Horizons could tap into by commissioning a local business to create unique 
Caithness Horizons soaps linked to the botanical specimens in its Herbarium Collections for 
sale in the Museum’s Gift Shop. It might even be something that I try at home! 
 

Conclusion 
 

During the course of the exchange we learnt a lot about the landscape; people; traditions 
and tangible and intangible cultural heritage of Estonia. Everyone that we met was 
extremely welcoming and proud of their country.  
 

Like the North Highlands of Scotland where I live and work depopulation is an issue. During 
the Soviet occupation people were forcibly removed from their homes and sent to Siberia or 
they fled Estonia for new lives and never returned home. As with the North Highlands young 
people gravitate towards Tallinn for employment and to attend university and often don’t 
return home. The people living in the rural areas of Estonia are trying to resolve the problem 
of depopulation by developing opportunities in the tourism sector. The European Union 
through initiatives such as LEADER funding is assisting with the development of tourism 
based initiatives. Many of the places that we visited during the course of the exchange had 
received LEADER funding.  
 

One of Maarika’s favourite sayings during the course of the exchange was that it takes lots 
of “crazy-people to make things happen” – I am not sure about the crazy part but we met 
lots of interesting and innovative people trying to develop elements of their natural and 
cultural heritage into sustainable tourism ventures.  
 

Estonia is a stunning part of the world and it has masses of potential in terms of further 
developing culture and nature tourism. The quality of both the cultural and natural heritage 
sites that exists in Estonia is breathtaking. If the development of tourism is managed by 
people like Maarika and the other people that we met during the course of the exchange 
who have the vision and passion sustainable natural and cultural heritage tourism could 
become a carefully managed but major economic driver.  
 

Future Collaboration  
 

During the course of the exchange I saw many parallels with the North Highlands of Scotland 
and opportunities for future collaborative projects particular based around Caithness 
Horizons Natural History and Herbarium Collections and the natural heritage of Caithness 
and North Sutherland. I hope that future projects between the North Highlands and Estonia 
can be developed and allow me to return to explore more of this beautiful and fascinating 
country. 
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