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Visit to Helsinki, Finland and Tallinn, Estonia 
 
On either end of my voyage to the North Pole, I made short visits to Helsinki, Finland and Tallinn, 
Estonia.  These cities are separated by 50 miles across the Gulf of Finland.  This 50 mile trip is made 
frequently each day in 2 ½ hours by modern Finnish ferries. 
 

 
Countries on the Baltic Sea 

 

Part 1 - Helsinki, Finland (18-19 June 14) 
 
Helsinki is the capital and largest city of Finland with about 1.2 million people in the region.   This is 22% 
of Finland’s population of 5.5 million. 
 
I arrived in Helsinki on time at 1345 hours on 18 June and went downtown for a look and again on 19 
June.  Other than buildings being open, the time of day is not that important at this time of year since 
Helsinki has close to 24 hours of sunlight. 
 
Helsinki has an old pretty city center with interesting things to see including a big old train station and 
an active harbour.  There is plenty of ship traffic in the Gulf of Finland. 
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Helsinki's train station is one of the more notable buildings in town, guarded by four stone-carved 
warriors from Finnish mythology. The figures have inspired set designers for the first "Batman" movie 
and for the guardians of Gondor in "The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring." 

 

 
Warriors from Finnish mythology on central train station 

 

 
Station platform 
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Electric train sets 

 

 
Ateneum is an art museum opposite the train station 
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Inside the Helsinki City Library 
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Lutheran Cathedral 

 

 
Long hair on cathedral steps! 

 



Page 6 of 36 

 
Bank of Finland 

 

 
Street down to harbour 
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Harbour with big Finnish icebreakers in background 

 

  
Lightship now a restaurant with Uspenski Cathedral (Eastern Orthodox) in background 
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Golden onion dome on Uspenski Church (Uspenskin Katedraali) 

 

 
“Locks of Eternal Love” near cathedral 
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View of Viking Ferry terminus 

 

 
Gull in front of sailing ship 
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A Silja Line ferry in distance 

 

 
Russian imperial eagle on pylon dated 1863 when Russia ruled the area 
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Interesting fountain 

 

 
Lake near opera house 
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Swan with cygnets on lake 

 

 
Bee collecting pollen from lupin 

 

  



Page 13 of 36 

Part 2 - Tallinn, Estonia (2-3 July 14) 
 
Returning to Helsinki from Murmansk after the voyage to the North Pole, I made a 2 day trip to Tallinn, 
Estonia.  Tallinn is 50 miles away from Helsinki across the Gulf of Finland.  This water crossing is made in 
2 ½ hours in modern Finnish ferries.  The cost for a return fare was €63. 

 

 
Viking Lines ferry terminus in downtown Helsinki 

 

 
Fast ferry leaves Helsinki for Tallinn – saves about an hour off the trips in larger ferries 
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Large ferries offer cabins, casinos and entertainment 

 

 
A beautiful sunny day but it was cool on the sundeck as the wind whipped around 

 
Tallinn is the capital and largest city of Estonia with a population of 431,184 or 33% of Estonia's 
population.  Tallinn's Old Town is listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  The city was known as Reval 
from the 13th century until 1917 and again during the Nazi occupation of Estonia from 1941 to 1944. 
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Medieval center of Tallinn viewed from the ferry while docking 

 

 
My ferry disgorging its trucks in Tallinn 

 
Of course almost without exception, tourists come to Tallinn to see the medieval core of old Tallinn and 
not its past as a Soviet occupied country.  
 
The city once consisted of two feuding medieval towns separated by a wall. The upper town—on the 
hill, called Toompea—was the seat of government ruling Estonia. The lower town was an autonomous 
Hanseatic trading center filled with German, Danish, and Swedish merchants who hired Estonians to do 
their menial labor. 
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Leaving the Port of Tallinn, I walked by the Tallinn Spa and Conference Hotel and suddenly regretted 
having booked a room at the Fat Margaret’s Hostel  
 

 
Entrance to the Tallinn Spa and Conference Hotel 

 

 
Wondering why my €16 hostel is called Fat Margaret’s 

 
Overlooking the harbour near the Fat Margaret Tower is a broken black arch that serves as a memorial 
to the 852 people who drowned in 1994 when the MS Estonia passenger ferry sank during its Tallinn-
Stockholm run.  The cause was its bow visor being torn off by rough seas and subsequently 
catastrophically filling with water. 
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The MS Estonia Memorial is a popular place for youth to sit on and drink beer 

 
Fat Margaret Tower guarded the entry gate of the town (in medieval times, the sea came much closer to 
this point than it does today). The relief above the gate dates from the 16th century, during the 
Hanseatic times when Sweden took Estonia from Germany.  

 

 
Fat Margaret Tower guarded the main town gate 
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View up Pikk Street through the main town gate 

  
Pikk Street was the medieval merchants’ main drag leading from the harbor up into town.  It is lined 
with interesting buildings—many were warehouses complete with hoist beams on the gables. 

 

 
View up Pikk Street 
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Steeple tower of St. Olav’s Church (Oleviste Kirik) 
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St. Olav’s Church once had the tallest spire in Scandinavia and for €2 you can climb 234 stairs up the 
steeple tower for a great view out over old Tallinn.  In the Soviet era, the KGB placed an antenna on the 
tower to jam Finnish TV signals reaching Estonians. 
 

 
View from steeple tower of St. Olav’s Church 

 

 
Old city walls 
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The old house had beams used to hoist up goods to upper floors 
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Carving above door on building from Tallinn’s 15th-century Hanseatic Golden Age 

 

 
Carving above door on the Hall of the Black Heads Society (circa 1440) 
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Ancient Mercedes-Benz 190SL roadster (circa 1955-63) 

 

 
Clock (circa 1633) on Church of the Holy Ghost 
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Church of the Holy Ghost (Pühavaimu kirik) 
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15th-century Town Hall (Raekoda) dominates the Town Hall Square 

 

 
Dragon waterspout high up on Town Hall 
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Traditional costume including cellphone  

 

 
Laying cobblestone is backbreaking work and is no fun to walk on when done 
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An attack on the city walls  

 
Through the centuries, Estonia has been ruled by the Danes, the Swedes, the Germans and the Russians.  
The Russians ruled Estonia until the October Revolution of 1917 and the following German victories 
against the Red Army.  After an inter-World War period of independence, Estonia lost its independence 
to first the Russians, then the Germans and Russians again after 1944.  With the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the last Russian troops left the country in 1994 and Estonia became independent again. 
 

 
Alexander Nevsky Cathedral (1900) – Russian Orthodox church built to show Russian dominance 
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Service in progress 

 

 
Kohtuotsa Viewpoint - St. Olav’s Church dominates scene along with towers on city walls 

 
With the tour of old Tallinn completed, it was time to look at Tallinn’s recent past as a vassal state of the 
Soviet Union.  About 1 ½ miles east of Tallinn is the Soviet Maarjamäe War Memorial which I walked out 
to see.  The walk along the seashore offers a nice view of the Tallinn skyline across the bay.   
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View of Tallinn when walking to the memorial 

 

 
Numerous ferries in Tallinn 
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Older Estonian proudly works out in underwear! 

 
The memorial site is in rather poor condition but it indicates the importance of the Great Patriot War 
(1941-45) to the Russians.  The architecture of the memorial itself reminded me of the stadium used for 
the 1934 Nuremberg Rally and I suspect that Leni Riefenstahl could have used it in her film the “Triumph 
of the Will”. 
 
Anyway that you approach the memorial, it is an uphill walk along wide processional paths. 

 

 
It’s a long walk to the Soviet Maarjamäe War Memorial 
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Looking up one of the triumphal walkaways up to the deserted memorial, I could see in the distance 
numerous cruise ships and ferries steaming to Tallinn.  However no passengers onboard were planning 
to visit the memorial or even knew about its existence. 

 

 
Triumphal walkaway up to the memorial (white cruise ship in distance) 

 

 
Memorial’s design apparently inspired by the ancient Egyptians 
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Are these hands clapping for the Soviet triumph or are they symbolic of Germany’s surrender? 

 
Right behind the Soviet war memorial is a German WWII military cemetery.  This juxtaposition if 
purposeful is boastful and if not then it’s ironic to say the least. 

 

 
German WWII military cemetery 
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Just west of the Maarjamäe War Memorial is the Estonian History Museum.  Behind the museum 
building is a field where they store the Communist statues removed after the 1994 independence. 

 

 
Field of fallen idols behind Estonian History Museum 

 

 
Lenin views the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union that freed the Eastern Bloc 
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Leanin’ on Lenin 

 

 
Thankfully the monstrous “Papa Joe” Stalin is down for the count! 

 
  



Page 35 of 36 

Finally it was time to return by ferry back to Helsinki to catch my flight home to Canada.   
 
The Baltic ferries are very capable as they are designed to dock themselves without the aid of tugs so 
they can back up and move sideways as required.  As well they can operate in ice and heavy seas. 

 

 
Onboard ferry backing out of Port of Tallinn 

 

 
Onboard the ferry Gabriela for the sunny but windy return trip to Helsinki 
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Totally clapped out from walking about the Tallinn area – thankful for deck chair and sun 

 

 
Docking back in Helsinki at Viking Lines terminal 

 
 


