Ühislinn
Cultural Baggage

There are hundreds of ways to map things.  Some methods are very precise others much more tentative depending on the place and your objective.  The following is to some extent, but not only (I do not want to over simplify the process), a mapping of cultural baggage.  People talk about cultural baggage as if it's some kind of burden to be endured, dragged around from pillar to post getting in the way of things.  But for me it has always been something which enriches my experience of the present.  My own foundation of clouds and dreams and half memories of people and events that have shaped me.  Of course some of my past experiences have been negative, unpleasant, downright nasty but hopefully these things have also made their contribution towards how I see the world and helped me become critical in what I hope is a constructive way.  When I arrived in Estonia in the early nineties there was something here which found resonance in my own roots, perhaps the sense of humour or people always having time to talk and help or maybe just that great sense of optimism.  And visually, architecturally, Tallinn also stimulated a kind of intuitive, nostalgic response in me.  My memory, my self, seemed comfortable in the Estonian situation.  Of course a lot has changed since then, both the physical and psychological environment, not always for the better I am sad to say.  But my own roots are now inextricably entwined with those of Estonia.  It is that cultural mix, the strange juxtaposition of two realities reflecting each other, sometimes in conflict, forming something new, that has in some way informed this project for me.  
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One could be forgiven for thinking that the stone steps to the terrace houses in this street must be very old for they were so worn away that hundreds of pairs of boots must have trod away at them over decades if not longer.  But if one had observed the street on a Monday morning they would have seen all the housewives, young and old kneeling down in front of their steps, as if in front of some altar for a household god.  Heads down, bums up, they would scrub the steps spotless and then as if that was not enough they rubbed away at the stone step with a piece of sandstone, removing a thin layer of stone in doing so and adding a slight tinge of pale, sandy yellow colour in the process.  It wasn’t feet that wore away at the steps but in fact women’s pride.  
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The appearance of a police car or an ambulance in our street was a big event when I was a kid.  Word travelled like wildfire and brought us kids, as well as the adults, out on the street to catch a glimpse of what was happening, blood hungry.  Something to gossip about for days. That Sunday morning was no exception and by the time I arrived at the end of their terrace there was already a large group of people standing on either side of the old ambulance.

Their house was one of four still standing in the little terrace, the others had been bombed during the war and never rebuilt.  They still had a pocket handkerchief of a garden in front that was well overgrown with a nondescript bush and weeds.  The metal fence had been ripped out long ago as part of the war effort, the deception of propaganda which made the scrap metal merchants millionaires.

She came out first, alone.  In a daze she walked slowly, but with a kind of dignity, along the dirty path.  She was still wearing a pinny and slippers with her nylon stockings rolled carelessly down to her ankles.  Around her head she had thrown the traditional headscarf in an unsuccessful attempt to hide the rollers still in her unkempt hair.  And as a final act of decorum, in her haste without a mirror, she had rubbed rouge on her cheeks to hide the bruises and placed a smudge of ruby red over her top lip.  He followed seconds later, walking labouredly, supported on either side by an ambulance man.  He was a big man, a trawler-man, crew-cut hair, a cigarette paper stuck to his recently shaven and nicked chin, wearing a not so white vest and braces holding up baggy trousers. Amazingly there seemed to be very little blood surrounding the kitchen knife sticking out from the middle of his chest.  
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We heard the roaring sound in the chimney breast just as Mam was getting us breakfast.  Dad had lit the fire early before going off to work at 7, along with my eldest sister, leaving Mam to get the rest of us ready for school as usual.  The smell of soot and the sparks flying out of the chimney pot outside convinced Mam to send my other sister to run to the corner and phone the fire brigade.

Good on them, they arrived with flashing lights and sirens within about 15 minutes and with a professional ease and calm quickly scaled the roof and hosed water down inside the chimney.  But oh Mam's face when we saw the black, swampy water flood out of the fireplace all over the kitchen floor.  Tears swelled in her eyes, as if she didn't have enough to cope with!  One of the men came in and I remember thinking how thick and heavy and hot his uniform must have been.  He said "Tha´'d better get this lot off t' school missus before it gets too late."

I didn't want to go to school that day because everything had been too exciting.  So I was allowed to go back home with Mam.  When we walked into the kitchen The young fireman had cleaned up all of the floor and apart from a dark stain on the mat (which we never got out) the kitchen was spick and span again and there was even a pot of tea made, under the cosy on the table, waiting to be drunk.  Mam gave the man such a look that even now it makes me question my mother's fidelity.
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At the back of the little Victorian swimming bath, where the local school kids all learned to swim, was the entrance to the slipper baths and sauna.  This was where, usually at the weekends, some working men and women came to get rid of the ingrained smell of fish acquired from their work as filleters and trawlermen.  For they had no bathrooms at home of course just the proverbial tin bath.  It was here at the weekend that China Stan could be found. It wasn't even certain that he was indeed Chinese as his family had been around for generations and he was accepted as a real local although still teased about his slanting eyes.
Here just outside the steam room he had established his place where he plied his trade and fulfilled a need, as he used to say, by supplying the local housewives with small portions of opium. Just to steady the nerves as they were want to say, to help them through the day.  It was usually the men who bought it for their wives before they themselves returned for a stint at sea.  To ease the women's burden of managing a family of nine or ten or more alone in what were in fact slums.

Stan's trade flourished until the introduction on the national health, and freely distributed by the family doctors, of the real mothers little helper, Valium.  What a Godsend, the women all said, but of course Stan could not compete with such largesse from the government and eventually left town to look for pastures new. 
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Penny for the first one to see the lighthouse!  All us kids and the neighbours too had piled into the back of their clapped out delivery van, excited as a nest of wasps, ready for a days excursion to the seaside.  We hadn't even reached the city limits before we were screaming and fighting in the back and driving Dad nuts with the noise.  So this reward was an attempt to hush us up for a while and keep us looking out the windows.  Of course what he hadn't reckoned on was, that in our desperate need to be first to see the lighthouse we all kept imagining that we had seen it and started shouting even more and arguing.  It was totally illogical for anyone of us to have seen it of course, as we were only able to look out of the windows that were in the back door, it was a delivery van after all.

By the time we arrived and actually visited the lighthouse in Withernsea, Dad's brain was frazzled.  As we approached this tall white candle, reflecting brightly in the sunlight, I noticed a young boy by the entrance holding a balloon and a fishing net.  I said that I would like a net too just like that one.  "Like which one?" Dad said and I pointed. "But there's nothing there" he said.  "That boy's holding one" I said.  "But son there's no-one there" he replied.
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The Fair was huge with side-shows and rides, ghost trains and waltzers, fortune tellers and freaks, multifarious try your luck stalls, candyfloss and brandy-snap and toffee-apples, goodies for everyone with money in their pockets.  Of course the rides shook and spun with flashing lights and music, whirled up and down, intoxicated with adrenalin and in the process shook money out of pockets and purses and bags.  After the fair had packed up and moved on out we came with our improvised metal detectors in search of our fortune or at least some pocket money for fags and beer. 
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I remember my first train journey with my father, I was very young.  It was an old steam train and seemed huge and so exciting with the steam and smoke and soot and noise.  We were all going on holiday to a small seaside resort.  The train was pulling old carriages which had no corridor and so we stepped directly into the compartment which we had to ourselves.  Along the way I became desperate for a poo which was a problem as there were no toilets and it was a long way to the next station.  Dad solved the problem in his usual calm, unequivocal manner.  He rooted around in his case, found his old shaving mug, and gave me that as a potty to use which, unfortunately of course, he threw away out of the window afterwards.  It disturbed my Mum, doing anything different seemed to befuddle her.

The last train journey with him was without Mother.  She had already gone on ahead to organise things for us. Staying had become impossible for her, being different, people noticing us had proved too much for her.  She needed to feel normal, among friends.  And so later, when the school semester had ended, I and my brother also left with my father to join her.  My brother and I had never noticed we were in any way different really and for father being different was a good thing to be.   
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They closed the factories down and the planners split up and moved whole communities out of the area to different new housing estates on the other side of town.  They demolished all the houses to make way for new development in the area.  So for a while the area was a wasteland, just a few scars remaining of what had been people's lives and homes.  A wasteland apart from one building which was left in the centre, untouched because it was a listed building.  Murphy's Free House, the local.  Truly an architectural jewel, and the heart of the community,   so much so that on Friday and Saturday evenings, the former customers even though they had to travel miles from their new homes in  tower-blocks, change buses twice etc, still came to the Free House to drink away the week's hard work and have a laugh with their mates and former neighbours.  Not so surprising one might think but what was really interesting was to watch the wasteland on a Sunday morning just before opening time.  From all points of the compass you would see figures walking slowly, dazed, trancelike towards the pub like zombies heeding some secret call from the un-dead, in desperate need of the hair of the dog, a game of darts and the traditional Sunday general knowledge quiz.
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The baker is good at his work.  He pounds and pummels the dough and insists that this material remembers what it should be, and how to behave both through and after the oven. He imposes his will by kneading rythmically with his fists.
And the bread is heavy and tastes good, though each loaf  is different and is sometimes difficult to swallow.
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Being the good shepherd that he was he noticed from the very beginning that this was no ordinary sheep.  From the outset it behaved differently – it seemed to know what the man wanted.  Later that year when it had grown a little it began to copy and work with the Border collie and round up the flock, move it along, separate individuals when required and bring them back to the barn.  One day he found it in the workshop looking with interest at all the different tools and materials and so he allowed it to be with him while he was working, to observe.  When the old collie died there seemed to be no need for a replacement and the sheep became a permanent companion to the farmer.  There seemed no end to the surprising behaviour of what was clearly an intelligent, inquisitive animal.  As a treat one day the farmer took it to town with him to shop for provisions.  They walked together around the city, investigating the different sites, the streets the shops the people, the sounds the smells.  The following day when the shepherd arose, the sheep was not there as usual in the house waiting to follow him to work.  There was no sign of it close to the house at all.  He finally discovered it in the middle of the flock, simply chewing the grass like all the others, bleating happily.  There was no longer a spark in its eye and no longer a response to his whistle. In fact it didn’t seem to recognise him at all.
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Every month he looked forward to his regular fishing trip – all day Thursday through Friday night then back with the catch.  He was invariably lucky.  He had been a fisherman when younger and even now, retired, he enjoyed the sea, the salt the smell.  He himself constantly stank of fish and he had never been able to get rid of it - you could smell him from ten paces on a warm day.
The last Friday of every month saw the same ritual - he would cook a few of the best fish and then take them along with the barrow full of the rest of his catch to visit his friend, the sexton, at the church down the street from his place.  They were very old friends and the sexton had a great collection of pornographic VHS tapes hidden away in the vestry and could always be relied on to have a bottle or two of brandy stashed there as well.

On arriving at the church with his haul they would go to the back door of the vestry which led outside and then together would very methodically hang the fish on the hundred or so broken rusty nails that were protruding from the thick wood panels on the outside of the door.  Perch, bream, bass, plaice were impatiently, religiously impaled on the door until it was covered with fresh glistening fish, tails uppermost, mouths gasping, eyes staring.

Then the door was closed and the two men sat inside and set to their supper of grilled fish with wine and brandy and listened attentively for the cats to arrive.  Lots of cats were drawn there, how many they never new because they had never opened the door to interrupt.  They just listened to the animals fighting tooth and claw over their succulent supper until the door was perfectly clean again and peace was restored.
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No one ever made the connection.  How could they have, so few people were involved.  The first people to use that specific public toilet that day didn’t pay much attention to the tongue shaped bar of soap and clean fresh towel on the side of the wash basin.  Some of course didn’t even wash their hands!

If, just by chance, any one of the staff that had been working in the emergency room of the central hospital exactly five weeks earlier had happened to use that toilet that day, then perhaps they would have made the connection.

They would have remembered the strange young man who had appeared in casualty that night with his mouth gaping open, tongue severed clean away and blood flowing profusely.  They never found his tongue and he never told them where it was or what had happened.
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Few knew his name but he was known affectionately as Marigold for obvious reasons (because of the rubber Marigold washing-up gloves he always wore). Everyone thought he was just crazy, obsessed with traffic because the hand movements he constantly made were of course very similar to a traffic policeman’s gestures. The people at the night-shelter clearly cared for him and even bought him a fluorescent jacket for his safety as he constantly tramped the city streets throughout the day, waving his hands. I followed him sometimes and eventually realized he wasn’t directing traffic or even the people in the street. He was actually forming, shaping, making minor adjustment to space and the world. It must have been hard work because his heart simply burst one day.
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In a world of ever increasing brutality and fear; war, terrorism, riots, and the general obsession with our health and well being; e-numbers, genetic food, cholesterol, alcohol, smoking; the pollution of the planet and global warming plus the corruption of our youth through computer games and internet sites – they decided to make some small contributions to our environment to reassure people that all was well.  Temporary interventions into the public space perhaps accompanied by a whole-food sandwich and a bottle of spring water, something to bring a smile to people’s faces on a dreary day. 
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Ulle came from Germany but lived here in the countryside with a man who treated her awfully.  Heaven only knows why she stayed with him.  I think it was partly to do with the fact she felt unsure of herself in a foreign land (for she had few friends and seemingly no social life) but mostly it was because they kept horses and horses were her real passion.  She had been brought up with horses, worked with them and knew everything there was to know about them.  It was wonderful to see how she managed them and how they were drawn to her.  I remember once when her husband wanted to sell an old horse at an auction but the poor animal had the shits. We looked on in amazement as Ulle took a fresh piece of ginger and shoved it up the horses arse just before it went to the auctioneer - it did the trick.  We took her to the races one day just for fun but she said that she never gambled on such lovely creatures.  But she did give us advice, after perusing the form, on what she thought to be the best odds.  It was the only time I ever came home from the horses well in pocket.
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Rob and Alex were distant cousins and inseparable.  Rob was born with a defect of the leg, and although his father tried for years through constant massage with liniment and potions to cure him it proved fruitless.  He remained with one leg four centimetres shorter than the other and he had to wear a club shoe with a sole four centimetres thick to compensate.  He became a money lender, a loan shark with a heart and he was known to be a soft touch so he didn't last long at that.

Alex was a rogue, and a bag of fun. He tried his hand at lots of different jobs but work just didn’t seem to sit comfortably with him.

When they were young they would make guys from old clothes and straw and sit with them outside a pub begging for money from the drunks as they came out who praised them for their handiwork.  When they had enough money they would buy fireworks, return to the pub and throw the exploding fireworks at the drunkards’ feet making them dance on their way home.  Later, when they were older, they taught each other sign language and went to bars pretending to be deaf and dumb. Kind hearted locals would always buy them drinks feeling sorry for them.  At the end of the evening they would leave the bar and shout thanks to everyone as they left.

They never married or settled down but eventually found a bar which suited them ideally.  They spent all their free time in the place still conversing with each other in sign language in the hope that some kind heart would buy them a drink.
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It was his voice that drew me to him.  I noticed it as soon as I walked in.  My hometown accent is unmistakeable and very difficult to shake and it sounded good and warm and friendly coming from him.  We'd apparently lived close to each other when young, in fact just around the corner but our paths had never crossed, which is hard to believe because I thought I knew everyone on our estate, at least by reputation if nothing else.  He'd been a sub-mariner for most of his life until he retired from the navy and settled down as landlord of the pub.  It'd been his dream.  He was a very popular landlord, brewed his own special beers and over the weekends his place was jumpin'. He always seemed the typical jolly sailor but once confessed to me that he was having trouble being a landlubber.  During the week when the pub wasn't so full he had begun to feel uncomfortable - he need the crowded atmosphere, some kind of claustrophobia to feel in his element.  During the week there was too much room.  He began to go missing on those quiet weekdays and I would imagine him in another place, with a glass of rum and condensed milk in his hand, which was another habit he couldn't let go of.  I haven't seen him for many years but the last I heard he was rowing, single handed, across the Atlantic.
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He had been a flyer during the war and his plane was shot down over the south.  He was the only survivor.  Later in life, while he was throwing a party for friends after his girlfriend had just left him, he fell from the balcony of his tower block flat.  Some said it was an attempt at suicide some just a drunken act of foolery.  By all rights he should have died or at the very least been maimed. But no!  The young girl who reached him first outside told him he was not a bad man, he just did bad things sometimes.  She took care of him and encouraged him to fly again. They had children, such little angels.
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Fat aunty Bella could always be found, Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at the back of the shop where her daughter sold candles, black ribbons and artificial flowers to people visiting their loved ones, the dear departed in the cemetery across the road.  The room was small because Bella was big, just enough room for a shelf for the samovar, a small table for cards with the prerequisite candle in the centre and two chairs.  She made it quite plain from the outset she didn’t speak to the dead, had no connection to the netherworld but she wanted to help.  It was clear she was blessed with a gift, where it had come from she didn’t know but she had honed it through the years.  Before you even sat down and had time to say a word she would comment on your aches and pains, the backache or toothache, bladder problem and what not.  She could tell from the tealeaves just what kind of problem or event might be forthcoming but it was through the cards she could see more clearly and give advice or make predictions, be it a love affair, money, career, impending divorce or the birth of a baby girl.  All who came out were always comforted and somewhat amazed and invariably they had a pleasant feeling in their stomachs.  Because on Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday evenings Bella baked cakes and buns whose ingredients came from her local market but the recipes must have come from heaven.  Such exquisite tastes to melt on the tongue and cosset the soul.  She never bartered for money you gave what you could and the cakes themselves were priceless.
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It was late October, you know the time of year when it is already cold, but also quite sunny and some of the cafes still have tables outside to enjoy the sun. It was quite early one morning, so not too many people abroad yet. I was sitting outside the cafe in my overcoat enjoying the sunshine and fresh coffee when I noticed out of the corner of my eye a young girl standing on the corner, looking in my direction.  She was striking to look at and although she can’t have been older than fourteen she was dressed very tartily in a very short, skimpy mini-dress, stiletto heels, heavy make up and lots of cheap jewellery.  She had very long curly black hair and was actually really attractive, in an exotic, Gypsy like way.

She had her arms wrapped around herself and was shivering with the cold.  She looked very nervous somehow and kept looking over in my direction and I felt sure that she was about to come over and talk to me when along the street came a large Dodge van, which startled the girl and she began to run away down the street.  She was clearly frightened and I began to worry a little so I stood up and followed her down the street.  She disappeared around the corner with the van following and as I turned the corner myself, to my surprise, the girl and van had already disappeared.   A few yards away, I saw a high heeled shoe left stranded in the middle of the pavement, clearly the girls.  It was all very strange, a bit like the Cinderella story really and it left me puzzled.

Anyway I went back to my table to finish my coffee carrying the shoe with me.  It was quite a cheap shoe with a transparent, plastic, stiletto heel and as I turned it over in my hands I felt that there was something familiar about it though I couldn’t, for the life of me, think why.  So, a cognac and coffee later I was still puzzling over the incident when I realized where I had seen the small design before, which was on the front of the shoe.  It was a symbol for my home county back in England, the Yorkshire Rose.  It’s quite a specific design and I remember it because my Granddad had it tattooed on his forearm and I had always admired the fact that he had a tattoo.  I scrutinised the shoe one more time and realised on closer inspection that the shoe was actually made from skin and the tattoo was real.  I rushed home to try to find an old photo of Pops.
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He said it would help if I talked about it all, revealed myself, the bones and sinews of my problems, the raw nerves of my desperation.  And so I did.  Layer after layer of my life was laid before me, and him, until finally the hurt stopped.  But along with the pain, it seemed that I also had disappeared into some new void. 
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"Alright." she said "Lets go to the fliks. I'll pay.  I'll see you on the steps by the post office.  Six o'clock don't be late".  I arrived early and not wanting to seem too eager I hid behind a kiosk until she arrived.  She was there on the dot at six. She looked drop dead gorgeous and what legs, long legs she had.  I hadn't noticed them as she was wearing jeans when we met the first time.  I so enjoyed watching her from my secret place and even though it started to pour down with rain I allowed my eyes to breathe her in.  Delightful. A few minutes passed but I didn't want to give up my position as voyeur.  I watched her greedily for a good ten minutes and when she began to look nervous and worried waiting for me I finally went to meet her.  I planned to say sorry the bus was late but when she saw me, soaking wet, her eyes lit up and she laughed such a happy laugh that I vowed never ever to lie to her.
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When he came to, his whole world had changed. He knew that the doctors and nurses there were all impostors conspiring to keep him there for some sinister reason.  But why? This was what really frightened him; he couldn’t for the life of him come up with a simple good reason for anyone wanting to detain him in this way. It was unbelievably distressful.  He wanted to go home.  He demanded to see his family, his friends his fiancée.

When his parents and sisters arrived, his confusion, stress and fear went into orbit – how could they have done it?  How was it physically possible?  These people looked exactly like his family but he knew that these too were very clever look-a-likes but nevertheless impostors, all part of the conspiracy.  They tried to kiss and cuddle him to reassure him that everything was alright but of course he fought them off, pushed them away and tried to escape.  It seemed as if his heart and brain were bursting, such panic.  The orderlies held him down and the so called doctor emptied a syringe into his arm.  As he drifted away his thought was that he had fallen under the control of some corrupt regime but knew that he would not accept it, never, one should stand against corruption at all costs.

After he had been a prisoner there for quite some time and was managing to keep his composure to act as normal as possible while refusing to accept their lies, they allowed him into the day recreation room to be with others.  It was better there; after all they were like him too, kept against their will.  There was comfort in the anonymity of being part of a large crowd – he could at last rest a little.

One day they wired him up to a lie-detector.  What did they want to know from him?   They showed him photographs of people he knew.  He of course identified them.  But then they brought into the room their exact look-a-like impostors and so of course he began to scream at them.  Why were they forcing him to communicate with these cleverly disguised conspirators?  What did they want from him?

The next day the same process.  They wired him up to the machine and showed him a photo of his father and mother.  But next they covered his eyes.  He was trembling with fear.  Was this going to be the torture he had always expected?  The door was opened and slowly it dawned on him that finally here were real people he knew – his parents were unmistakable, their tone of voice, and their kind words even their smell.

And so as he waits on the steps of the “Palace of Happiness” registry office for his bride he has never been more certain of anything in his life that this girl is the right one for him.
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Although the rumour spread that she had bumped her old man off, actually she was devoted to him.  Now in the twilight of their years they lived contentedly together in their small flat not far from the centre.  He couldn’t get about much anymore and spent his days reading and building small models of aeroplanes and suchlike.  But their place was small and she wanted to give him some private space during the day so she decided to find an excuse to get out of his way each day.  She would sell her homemade preserves and jams on the streets near the railway station, like many other pensioners did to earn a little money.

There was always the company of the other old women there and at first the conversation was refreshing but she soon grew tired of the everyday, routine banter that always seemed the same.  So she talked less and less to the old biddies which set her aside from them and of course created an air of suspicion around her, after all it’s not natural for an old woman not to gossip.

But she did enjoy people watching, the passers by, the rhythm of the to and fro of daily lives, the uniqueness of faces and as she watched she imagined their lives with all their little dramas, loves and losses and tragedies.  Her imagination ran riot, it was much better than watching soaps on the television and she so looked forward to the evenings when she would relate these stories to her husband who would listen attentively as he puffed away on a cigarette and they would discuss the complexities of the human condition.

After a while the business of people approaching her to buy her wares, her pickled cucumbers, apple jam, preserved plums etc, began to irritate her also.  After all she didn’t really want to sell them, she would much rather keep them to give to her husband during the cold winter months when he needed the extra vitamins.  And haggling with people over a few crowns was distasteful to her and got in the way of what she really enjoyed, which was observing.  So she developed a simple strategy to keep people from buying things.  Although very occasionally a drunken Finnish tourist still tried to buy a jar or two from her, generally speaking it did the trick and kept people at a distance.  And regardless of the occasional passing snigger in her direction she was generally left alone to her pleasures.
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The artist on his own initiative put forward his proposal for a new sculptural fountain to the city planners.  The city council replied and politely thanked him for his idea explaining that unfortunately things weren’t as simple as that.  This was an open public space and as such came under some very strict rules and regulations.  These things had to be in open competition, advertised widely with a panel of experts judging the entries and anyway it was highly unlikely that it could be placed in the middle of the road.  The artwork had to fulfil very stringent criteria and so with regret they had to decline his kind offer.
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He'd always been there as long as I could remember, as long as anyone could remember.  He was everywhere in fact, at pagan sites or churches or even as a small detail in cloisters and cathedrals and in the woods and forests of course.  His seed was in the gutters and the mossy roof tops.  He was in the roots and the leaf tips and smelled of mushrooms, earth and mulch.
