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Lahemaa: the paradox of the USSR’s first national park

Robert W. Smurr

[A] place belongs forever to whoever claims it the hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his own image.

-  Joan Didion

The residents of Lahemaa have evolved into Lahemaa folk, who look upon the park with the eyes of a caretaker, who preserve and protect it...[they] have developed a keen interest in looking after their home and environment.  

-  Ilmar Epner, 1986

In an empire as highly centralized as was the Soviet Union, it is a curious historical footnote that the far-flung super-state’s first national park was established during the stagnant and oppressive Brezhnev era not within the Russian Federation itself, but rather in Estonia, the smallest republic of the Union.
  Curious, too, that impetus for the park’s creation came not from the Soviet center, but from the Estonian periphery.  And most curious of all is the apparent tolerance that Moscow-center showed to nascent Estonian nationalists in their sustained drive to create Lahemaa National Park.  How many of the world’s national parks, after all, can one find in a highly contested border region that is demarcated, in part, by searchlights, barbed wire, guard towers, and a training facility for tracking infiltrators and refugees?
  

This article suggests that by memorializing and affirming their particular “ownership” of the land through the creation of a national park, Estonians signaled yet again that their tiny Baltic Republic was, in the long term, indigestible for the Soviet Union.
  Of course, the Estonian preservationists who spearheaded the campaign to found Lahemaa National Park did not express overtly nationalistic goals, nor, it seems, did Russia’s more chauvinistic ministers view their goals as such.  Nevertheless, this paper contends that Estonian park promoters did act as de facto nationalists in their quest to create the park.  Yet the mere fact that the Estonian park promoters may have desired to elevate their national culture by creating a national park is in itself neither inherently anti-Marxist nor anti-Soviet, for Marx, Engels, and their Soviet legatees all presumed that national forms and cultures would persist even after states themselves had withered away.  Indeed, Lenin himself signed a decree in 1921 that designated national parks as suitable types of protected areas for the USSR.  What did set Lahemaa apart from the Soviet Marxist vision, however, was the fact that its Estonian founders strove to have the park project a national culture that was nearly devoid of socialist content.  Whereas Moscow appeared willing to tolerate a park that was natural in form so long as it was socialist in content, Estonians ultimately succeeded in creating a park that was both natural in form and national in content.  Concerns for the Estonian nation, its folk (rahvas), its history, and its native environment superseded what had historically been more paramount Soviet concerns with promethean “modernization” projects and a hypothetical theoretical construct that envisioned the “drawing together and merging of nations” (sblizhenie i sliianie narodov).

  

It is in this context that the USSR’s first national park presents us with an intriguing paradox: Lahemaa appealed to the anti-modern nationalist sentiments of its intended (primarily, Estonian) audience, but it did so in an era, and under the observant eye, of a more “modern” and “international” promethean-minded overlord.  Yet because nationalism is in many respects both a consequence of, and a reaction to modernization, its proponents often seek ways to present the old within the new.
  For decades Moscow-center dictated its version of the new to the entire Soviet empire, whereas Estonian preservationists elevated the place of the old in one small corner of it.  Unlike Moscow officials, Estonians saw little need to sweep aside the past in a rush to exploit the land in the name of “progress” and “the scientific and technical revolution.”  Rather, they were eager to make what gains they could under Leonid Brezhnev’s regime, characterized as it was by a collective leadership that tried its best to co-opt rather than flatly suppress the USSR’s many preservationist organizations.
  The problem, of course, is that just as “internationalism” and nationalism are incompatible ideologies, so too are prometheanism and preservation.  As such, any accord between the two was bound to be both tenuous and artificial.  In the longue durée, the ideas espoused by Estonia’s preservationists proved to have greater appeal than did those emanating from Moscow. 

Given the stagnant socialism that characterized the Soviet economy in the 1960s - 70s under Leonid Brezhnev, however, skeptics might justifiably question just how relevant questions of Marxism or socialism were – in any form – when planners were debating the merits of the park.  Indeed, with continued demands for economic and industrial growth prevailing throughout the USSR, concerns about the proposed park’s natural resources could have likely figured far more prominently in Moscow and Tallinn bureaucracies than questions about Marxist theory.  The Estonian naturalist Edgar Kask, for example, notes that much resistance to the park came from those who were most interested in capitalizing on its natural resources.
  Because the proposed park territory was surrounded on all sides by extensive, and extensively destructive, oil shale and phosphorite mining activities, many Estonian preservationists felt added pressure to prevent further encroachment on the economically underdeveloped region, some of which was mineral and resource rich.   Ultimately, the creation of the park enabled Estonians to reintroduce the human element into a discourse that had been dominated in the Soviet era by more strictly utilitarian aspects of nature conservation.  And, as the chemist Mare Taagepera noted, the park also managed to “save northern Estonia from ecological catastrophe,” precariously wedged as it was between the Virumaa oil shale mines to the east and the Maardu phosphorite mining operations to the west.
  
The road to Lahemaa’s founding as a National Park was itself long and circuitous.  For even before Estonia gained independence from tsarist Russia, some preservationists, such as the Russian botanist Ivan Borodin, considered the prospect of establishing a national park in the Baltic provinces, however briefly.  Inspired by the Americans, who “have been the driving force behind the movement” to found national parks, Borodin nonetheless concluded that beyond the national parks already established in Switzerland and Sweden, European prospects (in which he included the Baltic provinces) would be slim.  In his view “regional population density “ and the lack of “colossal lands unspoiled by cultural encroachment” made the idea of any new European national parks “hard to imagine.”
  

The Russian Borodin had no problems in thinking of Estonia as fully within the European realm, for he well knew that as one of the westernmost regions of the Russian Empire, Estonia (Estland and the northern half of Livland) and its inhabitants endured nearly 700 years of governance under Baltic German landholders.  Borodin and a great number of the other members of Russia’s Academy of Sciences – most of whom were ethnically and linguistically German – focused primarily on the advantages to be gained by maintaining close ties to the European, and particularly, German scientific and intellectual elite.  Just as the German Kulturträger and reformer Johann Gottfried Herder's ideas ultimately gave birth to nationalist movements in Estonia and Latvia, and just as German choral orchestrations gave rise to world famous Baltic singing traditions, so too did German ideals of imagining landscape transfer well to an increasingly empowered and nationalistic Estonian folk in the late nineteenth century.
  

Herder’s great influence gave rise to what one might call “Estophile activity” (“estofilne tegevus”) amongst many Baltic German elite, yet because until the latter half of the nineteenth century access to education was denied, ipso jure, to the ethnic majority that would benefit most, Baltic German culture necessarily became the first to respond to wider European movements.
  It was Germans – ethnically, culturally, and linguistically defined – who introduced the modern concept of nature preservation to the Russian Empire’s Baltic gubernii (Estland, Livland, and Kurland), and eventually, to the physical territory of Russia itself.  Specialists and “outsiders” the Germans may have been, but they nevertheless brought new ways of seeing to the Estonian landscape.  Were it not for them, ideals such as Landschaftspflege, Heimatschutz, Volkskunde, and the preservation (or creation) of rustic landscapes that first flowered in Germany and Prussia would not have quickly found an enthusiastically receptive Baltic audience.  

The radical transformation in perceptions of landscape and Volk studies that arose in Germany was squarely based in nationalistic ideology.  Finding it difficult to substantiate sufficient claims to national and cultural superiority based upon works of art or architecture, conservative German intellectuals began to praise what they perceived to be their nation’s particularly close and harmonious ancestral relationship to nature, a rationalization that would later work even more effectively for the long-subordinated Estonian rahvas.  Germans thus began to praise natural design as “truly ‘Teutonic’” while simultaneously maligning formal design “as being on a lower cultural level and characteristic of so-called ‘south Alpine races.’”  In essence, German intellectuals managed so effectively to elevate the place of the natural world that their “cultural history was idealized to natural history.”
  They, their landscape, and especially their nation were perceived as entirely organic, that is, natural.  As such, supposed ancient landscapes and pre-industrial symbols came to represent the German nation and helped to “affirm its immutability.”
  

Estonians may have considered Germans as little more than privileged “outsiders” in the Russian Empire’s western borderland, yet the Germans themselves had such a long and established history in the Baltic region that they looked upon it as their homeland, their Heimat.  Indeed, so entrenched was Baltic German culture that Friedrich Robert Faehlmann and Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald, the “Germanified” Estonian compilers of Kalevipoeg (Son of Kalev), the great Estonian epic, both believed that assimilation into German culture was inevitable.  Yet because folkloric explanations for atypical features of the native landscape were among the oldest and most prominent aspects of the epic, and because Kalevipoeg became so central to an Estonian national identity, the place of the landscape was elevated in nationalist rhetoric.  Along with the increasing fame of the epic came an even greater awareness of the natural features described in it, much as it seems Kreutzwald intended.  Witness his preface to the 1857 edition of Kalevipoeg: “When the last devoted echoes of the folk fall silent, the very stones, hills, rivers and lakes of the homeland will show the traces left by the deeds of the mighty hero.”
  Thus much of the impetus for the codification of Estonian folklore and perceptions of landscape stemmed from German social and cultural institutions, yet for Estonians these processes assumed patriotic if not nationalistic lives of their own by the 1880s, and they provided the ideological foundations for a future national park.

A more sustained search for a suitable area in which to establish a national park itself was begun by Estonian scientists and enthusiasts during the early years of the interwar independent republic, a period when overt expressions of nationalism and patriotism were greatly pronounced.  Yet there was a profound irony in their quest, for they (or more correctly, their successors) only succeeded in attaining this goal in 1971 when the republic was but one small part of the enormous Soviet empire, and when overt expressions of Estonian nationalism and patriotism were harshly suppressed.  Arguably, those who promoted the park during the uncertain Soviet era might have deemed its founding more critical then than would have their more confident pre-war predecessors.  In 1971, the Estonian nation felt insecure.  It did not in 1923.  

It comes as little surprise, then, that patriotic preservationists who came to the fore in inter-war independent Estonia disregarded Borodin’s prewar skepticism.  As early as February 1923, the Estonian Nature Protection Section of the Tartu Naturalists Society requested some twenty-five square kilometers of an ancient forest in northeast Estonia’s Alutaguse region near Paasvere to be declared a national park.  Gustav Vilbaste, an indefatigable educator and Estonia’s first Inspector of Nature Protection, shared in the goal to found a park, but he was non-committal about any specific site.  “Wherever we decide upon a national park,” he wrote, “it should not be an area that is lacking in diversity.”  Nevertheless, he was convinced that “we cannot let the issue of the founding of a national park remain stillborn, because the logging of our forests continues unabated and it threatens to wreck large areas of our homeland.”  Despite the efforts of Vilbaste and the Naturalists Society, the issue was “unresolved” when proposed, and it remained so throughout the entire period of pre-Soviet independence.  Lack of adequate funding, increased industrial encroachments, and a greater interest in establishing and maintaining more strict nature preserves took precedence throughout the 1920s and 1930s.

WWII and Stalin’s forced post-war Sovietization of the recently seized Baltic States stifled interest in national parks for another generation.  Estonian scientists and researchers did revive the idea of establishing a national park in the second half of the 1960s, however, partially because the new post-Khrushchev politburo indicated greater tolerance for those who desired to elevate the more decorative aspects of national folk culture.  This period also witnessed broader, all-Soviet scientific debates concerning the best means to satisfy the post-war generation’s growing demand for more active recreational outdoor activities.  As the USSR’s increasingly urbanized population began to stream into its zapovedniki – inviolable nature reserves – in order to experience “pristine” land first-hand, the empire’s scientists took alarm.  Fearing the institutionalization of recreational geography and the negative impact that tourists might have on nature preserves, Andrei Grigor’evich Bannikov, the USSR’s “official regime spokesperson for nature protection,” began to lobby for the creation of a new series of nature parks as a means to reduce the human impact on zapovedniki.  In his view, zapovedniki should continue to remain off-limits to tourists, but alongside them should be created more accessible nature and national parks.  Other Russian scientists, such as Nikolai Fedorovich Reimers and Feliks Robertovich Shtil’mark, chose to view the Soviet tourist as a potential ally in the struggle to preserve threatened territory.  They supported the concept of the national park as a further means to protect the USSR’s natural diversity, but only when such parks were not established at the expense of, or through the conversion of, zapovedniki.

It is clear that although Russian conservationists were also discussing the merits of national parks, Estonian enthusiasts were the swiftest to turn thought into deed.  Certainly, several renowned Estonian scientists did share some of Bannikov’s concerns about the possible negative consequences of national parks.  The Estonian biologist Viktor Masing, for example, was also concerned that new national parks would detract from the greater need for natural parks and zapovedniki.  Having long been a great admirer and researcher of Estonia’s oldest landscapes, i.e., its bogs and their unique ecosystems, Masing consistently held that seeking their protection was, in the words of one admirer, “a spiritual diversion” that was thrust upon society.  He believed, as did many of his conservationist forerunners, that a nation’s cultural level is reliably indicated by its level of nature protection and conservation.  Masing therefore tirelessly sought to employ the best scientific data to attain greater protection via natural, not national parks.  Decades of intensive research enabled him to present his case for bog preservation so effectively that in 1981, ten years after Lahemaa National Park was created, thirty marshland areas were declared nature preserves in Estonia, an act that laid the foundation for mire protection in the entirety of the USSR.
  In hindsight, even though Masing’s stricter approach toward nature protection led to a greater amount of Estonian land gaining state protection than that gained by the national park promoters, the small republic itself benefited by the dual approach to nature protection.             

It should come as little surprise that the conception of Lahemaa National Park differed from that previously envisioned by Borodin or the Tartu Naturalists Society, especially when one considers that concern for nation even factored into Masing's more scientifically grounded arguments for nature parks.  Estonia's Brezhnev era preservationists now proposed that Lahemaa (the land of bays) National Park should “represent features which are especially typical of our country and national culture [my emphasis].”
  Indeed, such a goal was even explicitly stated in the park’s founding statute:

Lahemaa National Park’s primary goals and tasks consist of the following:

(1) to protect and preserve nature in the national park, especially the larger 

natural associations (forests, bog systems, and others), particularly 

noteworthy natural objects (alvars,
 stone fields, rare plants and animals, etc.), cultural landscapes together with historical and cultural monuments, 

as well as ethnographically and architecturally worthy buildings and structures;

(2) to organize and conduct scientific research of ecosystems and regions of cultural merit, by employing responsible scientific institutions for this purpose, and to establish for them the necessary base for research;

(3) to acquaint the park’s visitors with nature and noteworthy sites, with local inhabitants and the historical development of their relationship with nature, and with the actual issues of environmental protection;

(4) to help in the development of our youth by getting them acquainted with the nature of their native home (kodupaik), with the people’s revolutionary past, and with issues of cultural values and environmental protection;

(5) to preserve specials regions within the park in conditions of pristine natural conditions for the observance and research of natural processes;

(6) to help in providing vacation opportunities for visiting workers in certain anticipated places.

If one were to exclude the brief nod to Soviet authority by the mention of “the people’s revolutionary past” and “visiting workers” from the goals enumerated above, the park’s founding statute would read as if it were written by cultural nationalists as much as it was by naturalists.
  And indeed, it was.


Clearly, Lahemaa National Park served a function more to preserve Estonia's cultural heritage from massive Slavo-Soviet immigration pressures than to protect a specifically threatened natural environment.
  After all, many of the park's “noteworthy objects,” such as its glacial erratic boulders, flora, and fauna, already enjoyed protected status under the republic's 1957 nature protection law, but the surrounding built environment – that is, the larger cultural context – did not.  Official National Park status confirmed this added protection that was so desired.  And researchers indeed found traces of the human influence on Lahemaa’s natural world to have been “very remarkable,” in part because the territory had been populated “since time immemorial.”  Unlike the concerns Ivan Borodin expressed two generations earlier, the park’s Soviet-era promoters and researchers (often one and the same) perceived the human imprint as a benefit rather than detriment to the park.  As Felix Nõmmsalu, one of the park’s founding members remarked in 1981, "It is not only various aspects of nature that are researched and protected at Lahemaa National Park, but also sites and objects which bear significance from the viewpoints of history, culture, ethnography, and architecture; in short, all that demonstrates human relations with nature.”  This research, he suggested, “aids the schools and universities in the sphere of education as well."
 


Specialists conducted extensive archeological surveys in the early years of the park and thereby helped to reveal many of Lahemaa’s abundant scientific and cultural treasures.  For here researchers found Estonia’s greatest concentration of stone chest burial mounds (picturesque ritualistic sites that were discovered to be over two millennia old), several ancient fortified strongholds, and other archeological finds which dated back as far as the Neolithic Age.
  Due to the region’s long history of settlement and land tenure, specialists suggested that it was “particularly in Lahemaa” where one could find “the most diverse picture of the development of agriculture and folk culture” characteristic of Estonia.  The park also held vivid reminders of Estonia’s more recent history, for near Lahemaa’s incongruously ornate Palmse manor, one also encounters dozens of curious stone piles.  Known as “Piles of Hunger” (“Näljakangurd”), these cairns spoke of a 1695-97 famine in which starving peasants earned grain by clearing the Baltic German baron’s fields of rocks.
  Students working in the park in 1972 transformed the park’s appearance in a similar manner, but their motivation was whimsical by comparison.  They began a so-called “Pyramid of Happiness” (“Õnnekivipüramiid”) in the scenic seaside hamlet of Altja, to which every visitor was expected to contribute one stone.
 

Despite numerous other examples of humans having shaped and transformed Lahemaa’s natural world, the territory of the park still remained one of Estonia’s most pristine natural environments.  Indeed, the area has remained sparsely populated throughout the centuries, and the dispersal of its settlements has changed little since the Middle Ages.  In 1980, for example, Lahemaa’s average population density was but one-third of that for Estonia as a whole.  The park was therefore ideally suited to serve the goal of instilling a perceived harmony between humans and nature, all the more so since its four distinct “physical-geographical regions” represented “one of the most characteristic and diverse natural landscapes in Estonia.”  Estonians from any region of the country could discern something familiar, something local, in the park.
  

Lahemaa also had remarkable biological diversity, and it was this fact that first garnered the attention of the republic’s scientists.  The park’s territory included ten rivers and brooks that were important habitats for spawning salmon and trout, it was comparatively rich in bird life due to its thick forests, and brown bear and lynx – two species that had become nearly extinct in Western Europe – were commonly found here.  The territory of the proposed park therefore certainly offered a “vivid survey of the northernmost feature of Estonian nature,” but planned growth of recreational facilities and new summer cottages in the 1970s, as well as widespread forest drainage and land reclamation projects, threatened both Lahemaa’s biological and landscape diversity.  Eager to prevent further degradation of the area, scientists conducted research work in the late 1960s, and their concerted push in 1968-69 defined the future park’s boundaries.  On 1 June 1971, the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic’s (ESSR) Council of Ministers gave the final approval to found the 644 square kilometer park, the size of which amounted to almost one and one-half percent of the republic’s entire territory.
  An appropriate ratio in the United States would require, for example, that the entire state of Florida be declared a national park (see Figure 1).
Creating such an extensive park, let alone a national park, was anything but a simple process during the Brezhnev era.  Fortunately Edgar Tõnurist, the First Deputy Chairman of the Estonian SSR Council of Ministers (1961-79), was one of the primary initiators of the idea to establish Lahemaa as a national park.  Known as “a great speaker for the fatherland [isamaa]” already early in his career, this well-connected agronomist suggested that Lahemaa National Park could “be one of those good examples of our socialist way.”
  In his desire to set a “good example,”

Tõnurist simultaneously conceived of the founding of the Estonian Nature Protection Society (Eesti Looduskaitse Selts-ELS) and Lahemaa National Park while serving as the ECP's Minister of Agriculture (1953-61).  According to Juhan Telgmaa, a later ELS chairman, even though the society was dominated by its early chairman, Jaan Eilart, “without Tõnurist [chairman 1966-81] and his great spirit, his statesman-like wisdom and artfulness of negotiating in difficult times, nothing at all would have been accomplished.”
  Already early in his professional career, then, Tõnurist displayed remarkable political skills, and when he combined his talents with Eilart’s tireless publicizing, the Estonian Nature Protection Society developed into the strongest such organization in the entire USSR.  Together with the help of hundreds of volunteer preservationists who joined the ELS, Tõnurist and Eilart managed to carry out joint work between the official Estonian SSR government and industries and individuals interested in fields as diverse as agriculture, forestry, groundwater, hunting, landscaping, nature preserves, folk life, and folk culture.
  

Many who worked with Tõnurist in this era praised his drive to create the park and preserve what he held to be essential elements of Estonian culture.  They recall how he immediately began to cultivate support for the park amidst the new political opportunities unleashed by Nikita Khrushchev’s 1956 ‘Secret Speech.’  Fifteen years after the park opened, Juhan Niisuke, Estonia’s chairman of the Commission for Nature Protection and the Rational Use of Natural Resources, stated flatly that Lahemaa “play[ed] an enormous role in raising the ecological consciousness of our population.”
  Niisuke was correct to emphasize the significance that this park played in Estonians’ environmental and national strivings, but had it not been for shrewd and determined Soviet-era Estonian politicians such as Edgar Tõnurist, the park would never have been created in the first place.  As one of Tõnurist’s admirers wrote five years after Estonia restored its independence, the Deputy Chairman “redeemed the offended Estonian nation” by his successful efforts to found this park, laying as he did the first steps for “a new awakening age” for Estonians.
  And even though the chances of founding a national park on a republic level of the USSR seemed insurmountable at the time, Tõnurist’s stubborn diplomacy paid wonderful dividends in the long term.  According to Tõnurist’s wife Sonja, Karl Vaino, the secretary of the ECP's Central Committee, was firmly opposed to Edgar’s idea of the park.  As Sonja recalled years later, “They brawled over this for half a decade,” after which an exasperated Vaino finally conceded with words of disgust: “Let them have a national park.  I’m fed up with them.”
  
Gaining permission from the reluctant Vaino was one matter, but Tõnurist still needed to win the support of numerous other opponents, including Johannes Käbin, the First Secretary of the ECP himself.  In the rare instances where his diplomatic skills failed, Tõnurist was bold enough to use alternative means to achieve his goals.  When he encountered powerful “kolkhoz men” who refused to voluntarily release funds to restore dilapidated manors, for example, including that for the majestic Palmse manor – to be transformed into the headquarters of the national park – he simply appropriated the money himself from their operating budget.
  Yet even though Tõnurist was willing to seek non-traditional means to finance his projects, and even though he   possessed remarkable “artfulness” when dealing with delicate terms such as “nationalism” and its “alarmingly negative connotations,” he never was an outspoken critic of the Soviet regime.  To the contrary, according to Siim Kallas, many Estonian associates “assailed him for several strategic choices which were in our view counter to Estonian interests.  He [Tõnurist] replied that dealing with leadership in our preferred manner would be crazy.”
  More often than not, Tõnurist was able to co-opt those Estonians whose desire to protect their nation’s national environment was stronger than their opposition to his perceived conciliatory politics.  

Tõnurist’s work for the park did not stop once the park was established: he organized and led a comprehensive inventory of the park’s natural and cultural treasures in 1973 in which about one hundred specialists from the natural sciences, history, architecture and folklore joined him in this research.  Tõnurist clearly treasured Lahemaa’s folklore, history, and natural wonders, therefore he seemed to be doubly troubled by a dilemma that he felt plagued the park from its very inception.  “The main problem” facing Lahemaa, he wrote, “is whether the national park can accomplish its main functions with the increasing pressure of human activity, in a time when the urbanized population needs increasingly greater resting-places to expel the negative conditions of an artificial surrounding."  Tõnurist and his assistants addressed this issue by transforming Lahemaa into something that resembled folk art on a grand scale, into a “ceremonial landscape.”
  And like art that is housed in a museum for public enjoyment, Lahemaa National Park became an “open-air museum” in which visitors were invited to explore its folk art – and its folk nature – at their leisure.  Visitor centers, guest houses, closely regulated campsites, and newly built trails through bog and forest all ensured that even this enormous museum could direct visitors’ attention to the art that the park’s administrators chose to emphasize.
  

As detailed in the park’s founding statute, officials desired that Lahemaa should highlight both the Estonian folk and Estonian nature.  This dual emphasis had great implications for how visitors perceived the park, nay, museum.  The great art historian Kenneth Clark once noted that however intense one’s initial impression of an object might be, it is a fleeting perception unless some other reason keeps the eye focused on the object.  “Other reasons” that could come into play, he suggested, might include history, memories, hallowed events, or structure and design.  And it is in this sense that many of the sites in Lahemaa National Park might have come to mean so much more to ethnic Estonians – or to Russians steeped in Estonian culture – than they did to most of the republic’s post-war immigrants.  For the park spoke most directly to and of Estonian culture, and this remained a culture largely alien to (and ignored by) the republic’s more recent Slavo-Soviet arrivals.
  The impression that the park’s numerous large glacial erratic boulders might have instilled in the newcomers, for example, was more likely to be fleeting, since they were not raised with Estonian folklore and legends that “explained” the boulders’ incongruous appearance amidst low lying bogs or flat forests.
 

Expressing remarkably similar views to those of his contemporary Gustav Vilbaste, the great American landscape photographer Ansel Adams once penned revealing words about one of Yosemite National Park’s most recognizable and cherished features.  “In the last analysis,” noted Adams, “Half Dome is just a piece of rock.”  But, he continued, “There is some deep personal distillation of spirit and concept which moulds these earthly facts into some transcendental emotional and spiritual experience.”  Similarly, no matter how unextraordinary or even trivial individual features of Lahemaa National Park might have seemed to some visitors, the park nevertheless held a special place in Estonian imagination.  Its landscape was peppered with the country’s greatest concentration of noteworthy glacial erratic boulders, for example, and the Jaani Tooma boulder itself – "one of the wonders of Lahemaa" – became “a recognizable symbol of the park” (see Figure 2).  Because Estonian preservationists held that "the abundance of boulders remains one of the most characteristic features of our northern landscape," it was particularly here in Lahemaa that erratics were said to "radiate the warmth of a domestic hearth and carry the smell of our native land."  But for an American accustomed to the enormous granite walls of Yosemite, or a Russian familiar with massive mountain vistas in the Caucasus or Pamirs, for example, Lahemaa’s boulders are likely to be viewed as little more than quaint geological curiosities.
  


In contrast, the boulders meant a great deal to Estonians.  They reified a sense the nation had of its unique culture, particularly since the objects had now become officially displayed items in an “open-air museum.”  The appeal of nature is relative.  As Herbert Viiding states, “Naturally we don’t find such enormous natural landscape objects as in America…We do have, however, several unique and scientifically interesting geological monuments for which we were bound by honor for future generations to place under protection.”  Honor bound, Viiding succeeded in establishing a “glacial erratic open air museum” in the quaint seaside hamlet of Altja.
  

Due to the efforts of Tõnurist, Viiding, and others, glacial erratic boulders became something more than Estonians’ physical and spiritual equivalents of Half Dome, and Lahemaa became in many ways something greater than their Yosemite. Other union republics noted the park’s success and shared in its goal of cultural preservation as well.  Indeed, Lahemaa served as a model for the creation of similar parks throughout the USSR, first and most notably in Estonia’s equally nationalistically-inclined sister Baltic Republics of Latvia and Lithuania.  And just as in Lahemaa, Latvia’s preservationists also emphasized the importance of place and belonging throughout the period of Soviet occupation.  Latvian forestry officials, for example, stressed the need for forest rangers to live in the region of their work in order to cultivate close contacts with local residents.  The forestry workers themselves are currently wont to describe their ministry as having been “the most Latvian” during the Soviet era, a fact to which the concept of place figures prominently.  That is, Latvian officials strove to transform the forestry worker into a forest resident, into a saimnieks – an emotive Latvian word similar to ‘manager’ or perhaps ‘steward’ – whose “valorized status” would be lost were he to live “somewhere in town.”
  Yet even if Lahemaa were not to have been singled out for recognition and emulation by Estonia’s fellow Soviet republics, the park’s promoters would have been aware of Lahemaa’s special significance.  Edgar Tõnurist stressed the particular onus that came with innovation: “Being the first in the Soviet Union,” he noted, “we have to make efforts as pioneers to justify the necessity of particular nature conservation areas here."
  
If emulation is any measure of success, Estonians did “justify” their efforts.  For within twenty years of Lahemaa’s creation, the USSR had twenty-six new National Parks.  According to Felix Nõmmsalu, the practical experience gained at Lahemaa also assisted in the planning work for several other national parks in the Soviet Union.  Such “widespread interest in the creation of national parks,” he found, was “the outcome of the understanding that they are not only a means for passive preservation of nature, but even more, they are a means for generating and fostering a mentality sympathetic to nature preservation in general."  Nõmmsalu did not explicitly state that “nature preservation in general” included preservation of human relationships with the natural world, but this is what he and his fellow park promoters envisioned.  Indeed, Lahemaa National Park was conceived to represent what Leo Marx would have termed “the middle landscape” that was the Estonian countryside.  When viewed through the lens of agrarian myth, it became “the ideal middle world of man poised between the polarities of city and wilderness."  And it was this “ideal middle world” that the park’s founders most desired to speak of Estonian culture.
  

Similarly, when analyzing the place of Yosemite National Park in American culture, Kenneth Olwig once suggested, "National parks would seem to be as much about the nature of national identity as about physical nature."
  Jaan Eilart, one of Lahemaa's founding fathers, confirmed this in no uncertain terms in the Estonian context as well: "The park had everything to do with Estonians and their culture and nothing to do with nature."
  But the Estonian culture Eilart sought to protect was a traditional peasant culture intimately tied to the land.  Thus, despite his contention to the contrary, the park was about nature too.  It was a place where the natural and built environments served as congenial compliments to one another, and where the contrast with nearby examples of Soviet environmental degradation at the Kohtla-Järve oil-shale mines or the Kunda cement factory could not have been starker.
  Francis Younghusband’s observation that a landscape is bearable only in two cases: “When Man has not been there, and when he has succeeded in creating harmony within the landscape,” brings to mind the harmony Estonians found in their pre-Soviet landscape of Lahemaa.  There one frequently encounters “Monuments of Nature,” such as ancient bogs or glacial erratic boulders.  Often situated near humble human structures or ancient ancestral villages, the monuments harkened back to an era that contemporary Estonians embraced as representing a simpler, less promethean – indeed, less Soviet – relationship to nature.

Yet it was only through the persistent labors of committed individuals that Lahemaa National Park became a reality at all.  Indeed, because Party ideologues suspected the National Park might support or encourage Estonian national strivings (which it ultimately did), official opposition to the concept remained stiff.  The Soviet government refused to provide funds for such a potentially subversive idea, therefore it was not until Edgar Tõnurist managed to find alternative funding sources (from various republic-level ministries such as Forestry, Nature Protection, and Light Industry) that the park could move beyond the drawing board.  After funding issues were resolved to the satisfaction of Estonia’s republican-level Party officials, the final sticking point appeared to be that of the park’s designation.  That is, the ECP's First Secretary (1950-78), Johannes Käbin, repeatedly tried to convince Tõnurist to designate the park a Nature Park (looduspark) rather than a National Park (rahvuspark).  The latter refused to concede the point, and Käbin ultimately agreed to the idea of a rahvuspark, feeling secure enough under the cover of Lenin’s 1921 decree on national parks.

Lahemaa did quickly become a shaped, rendered and beloved place not merely for the park's founders, but for the entire Estonian nation.  By the mid 1980s, for example, an estimated 200,000 tourists annually visited the park, a figure that approximates one fifth of all Estonians.
  The park’s founders therefore successfully created a dual-purpose park.  On the one hand, they established Lahemaa National Park as a means to protect the region’s diverse but threatened natural world.  On the other hand, they conceived of the park as a museum in which it would be possible to preserve and display the real or perceived harmony they found in the built world of its human inhabitants – in particular, its ancestral Estonian inhabitants.

The quest for ways to express harmony between a nation and the natural world, i.e., with its national landscape, is hardly unique to Estonian history.  In many ways, modern Estonia's attempt to define or imagine the nation by its creation of a national park while still under Soviet domination closely parallels fin de siècle Swedish idealization of peasant village life in Dalecarlia.  Both countries looked to peasant village rural life to express what was unique to the nation and yet typical of it: both celebrated the built and natural environment, song and folklore of peasants.
  In so doing, however, cultural nationalists acted in a manner similar to a typical nature lover visiting Island County, Washington, as described by the historian Richard White.  There one "approached the natural world as if he sought to furnish the island much as he would his living room, including what he liked, discarding what he didn't."
  What Lahemaa's founders liked was Estonian, rural, and older; what they didn't was non-Estonian (typically Soviet), more urban, and modern. 

If one were to merely glance at a map of the park, the port town of Loksa would appear as an incongruous exclave.  But when a closer on-site survey reveals the shabby prefabricated apartment blocks and crumbling chunks of concrete in this heavily Slavicized and Sovietized town, one realizes this was far from the cultural image that the park’s founders wished to project about Estonia.
  Loksa spoke more of Moscow than it did of Tallinn.  Indeed, Moscow intended to transform Loksa even further when in 1988 it called for the establishment of a ship repair and pontoon shop in the small town.  Stiff resistance from Estonia’s Forestry and Nature Protection Ministries, as well as from the republic’s glasnost-emboldened press, challenged Moscow’s ill-conceived plans.  The journalist Juhan Aare took the lead in criticizing the latest plan for Loksa as yet another “economic/geographic exercise of the absurd,” calling as it did for steel imports from distant Ukraine and the immigration of workers from many regions of the Soviet Union.  Aare spoke directly to his perestroika-emboldened compatriots: “Let us ask – why establish such a workshop specifically here in Loksa, in the heart of Lahemaa National Park?  Is it to show the residents of Lahemaa’s rather pleasant little market towns how to create a small town with polluted nature, tattered concrete and sharp social tensions?”  This feared development was never realized, but a guidebook written a decade after Aare’s complaint bemoans the legacy of other Soviet projects that Lahemaa’s promoters could not keep at bay: “Today’s Loksa undoubtedly influences Lahemaa as if it were a virus.  The image of its overly large and industrialized center in the heart of the park was connected with the general politics of Soviet power.”  Unfortunately, the guide continues, “It will take a very long time to heal this wound.”
  

The quaint and unimposing seaside fishing settlement of Altja stands in sharp contrast to Loksa, therefore it is not surprising that this hamlet became a treasured tourist destination located entirely within the park’s boundaries.  With a history reaching back to the second half of the fifteenth century, Altja spoke of the hard lives of Estonia’s fisherfolk.  The hamlet – limited to some twelve households by the mid-nineteenth century and reaching only twenty households by the eve of WWII – was always a quiet and unpretentious settlement.  This fact did nothing to spare Altja the turmoil of the twentieth century, however.  War, collectivization of agriculture, deportation, and Siberian exile all took their toll on Altja.  Indeed, the village’s present population of twenty-seven is but one-sixth that of its prewar peak.  In 1950 Soviet authorities made the hard lot of Altja’s residents even more difficult to bear.  They sealed off the coast with barbed wire, confiscated the villagers’ boats and fishing nets, and effectively extinguished any livelihood the people once gained by fishing.  In many places, the victorious Soviet troops who were stationed in Estonia (estimated at between 100,000 – 120,000 in the late 1940s) cleared civilian populations along the republic’s coast to a depth of three to five kilometers.  Powerful klieg lights, barbed wire, and beach patrols replaced fishing boats and their crews.  Some fishermen were allowed to remain in coastal areas, but their movements were regulated to such a degree that they were required to obtain special permits to visit even neighboring villages.  In consequence, village life also stultified, and Altja fell under the gloom of Soviet paranoia.
  

Until 1971, that is.  For the creation of Lahemaa National Park revivified Altja.  Indeed, without a prior knowledge of the village’s tragic past, today’s visitor is unlikely to guess that two residents with “age old ties to the region” actually reconstructed most of “old Altja” during the early years of the park.  Among the first to participate in the park’s workers’ collective, the builders Kaarl Kuutma and Karl Vainsalu promised, “we will build Altja village just as it was in older times, so that it might be a model for Lahemaa.”  The carpenters then reconstructed a working threshing barn, a barn for livestock, a granary, a sauna, pubs, and distinctive fences to make the village feel “genuine.”  Postwar collectivization had also destroyed the scenic and traditional sheds that once dotted Altja’s coastline.  Originally erected to protect the fishermen’s nets, they too were rebuilt and adorned with old-fashioned – but no longer used – “fishing” nets in order to lend an air of authenticity to the seaside hamlet.  As Feliks Nõmmsalu noted, the living quarters surrounding the farmland also “carried the spirit of the previous century.”
  

Altja’s new life projected a powerful statement.  More was built (or re-built) here than physical structures alone.  For example, the 1972 restoration of a large village swing on a nearby hill revived the older spirit of Altja’s famed Jaaniöö (St. John’s Eve) celebrations.  In 1973, all of Altja’s residents, some guests from neighboring villages, and even some from afar, gathered at the swing to celebrate.  There, a park researcher suggested in 1977, “the bonfire, songs sung on the swing, and folk dances all give living proof that the nation cherishes its ancient traditions.”
  Lahemaa’s cultural nationalists did indeed breathe life back into the village, but they also greatly transformed it.  The Lahemaa historian Enn Tarvel may be correct to insist that “Altja is not an open-air museum, but a village, where life continues,” yet it no longer remained the village it once was.
  The new “old Altja” was transformed into an idealized Estonian village, one in seeming perfect harmony with nature.  So alluring was the revivified hamlet that the Estonian Communist Party dignitary and park founder Edgar Tõnurist chose to live there in retirement.
  The village was a world apart from the drab, heavily industrialized oil-shale town of Kohtla-Järve, located a mere seventy kilometers to the southeast.  And it had lessons the entire Estonian nation desired to teach to their Soviet masters.

Whether the founders of Lahemaa National Park considered themselves Estonian nationalists or not is largely an irrelevant question, for the fact remains that the park they created spoke more forcefully for Estonian culture and the Estonian rahvas than it did of Soviet culture and an intensively modernizing worldview.  The era in which Lahemaa was established as a national park witnessed a temporary truce between these two inherently opposed ideologies, with the latter hoping to co-opt the energies of the former.  That is, a long-standing all-Soviet ideology held that triumphant human – but distinctly promethean – endeavors would prevail in the longue durée over the organic and the old, whereas a more nationalistically tinged ideology sought to elevate and preserve the regional, the natural, and the ancestral.  Such a truce between two profoundly distinct worldviews could be nothing other than temporary, of course, and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 ensured that, at least for the foreseeable future, Estonia’s Lahemaa National Park would continue to represent the diminutive republic’s national history via its natural history, no matter how contrived or imagined either might be.  
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Figure1.  Lahemaa between the mining centers.  Note:  Atlas SSSR, 1983. 

[image: image2.png]



Figure 2.  The Jaani Tooma boulder, a “recognizable symbol” of Lahemaa National Park.  Drawing by Gregor von Helmersen, 1882.  
Note: Gregor von Helmersen, “Studien über die Wanderblöcke und die Diluvialgebilde Russlands,” Memoires de L’Academie Imperiale des Sciences de St. –Petersbourg, VII E Serie, Tome XXX, 1882, No. 5, 56.

� In 1989 Estonia comprised only 0.2 percent of the territory of the USSR and less than 0.6 percent of its population of 286 million.  The republic’s diminutive size may have helped ease Soviet concerns about tolerating experimental politics in the region, for, in theory, any reforms that might get out of hand could be more easily squelched there than, for instance, in the much larger Ukranian Republic.


� Joan Didion, The White Album (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1986), 146.  Epner was the director of Lahemaa National Park in 1986.  He is buried in the park’s serenely pastoral and wooded Ilumäe (Beautiful Hill) Cemetery.  When I visited the site late on a May evening in 2002, the only grave in the entire cemetery with a burning candle was Epner’s.  See Ilmar Epner, "15 aastat Lahemaa Rahvusparkii," Sotsialistlik Põllumajandus 18, (1986): 38.  Unfortunately, not all Lahemaa residents shared Epner’s veneration of the park and its treasures.  On 14 May 2002, e.g., Postimees (Tartu, Estonia) reported that one of the park’s landowners sold some of its timbered land from which the new owner promptly, and illegally, harvested some 6,000 trees.  The fact that this story occupied almost the entire front page of Postimees, Estonia’s largest daily, does, I suggest, speak of the general outrage about the action.  See also fn. 57.   
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