
 

1

ESTONIA AND 

EQUINES

Finding my family and my horsey 

heritage

By Annabelle Till



Estonia and Equines

2

PREFACE

The musings of a 65-year-old Cockney 

born, half Estonian, west-country 

living – 46 years and no longer a 

‘grockle’ – woman.

The aim of this book is tell the story of my mother 
Astrid – who was a very strong woman – and to show what 
life was like in Estonia and the traumatic events that she went 
through to be free – something many people in this day and 
age will find quite incredible. I know when I first found out 
about this, I felt her life was something akin to a movie! I’ve 
also included some of my horsey ‘reminiscing’ in the book, 
which I hope will amuse my readers.

This book is dedicated to my wonderful Uncle Dima, 
my lovely cousin Marian; my husband, Ron, who loves 
Estonia and equines as much as I do; my father who struggled 
to bring Mum out of the wilderness; my grandfather, who I 
never knew, but gave me my love of horses; a friend who shall 
remain anonymous, who I have only just found in the past 
few years, and when needed, is always a friend indeed; and 
of course, Astrid, my mother, who is now re-united with her 
sister Maret in her homeland.



Grandfather 1927



Grandfather 1927



Grandfather in New Major’s Uniform



Grandfather, Grandmother and Mum  (aged 

3) 1927



The whole family together with a friend 

in Viljandi
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PART ONE

MY HERITAGE



MY MOTHER
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MY MOTHER

My mother Astrid was born in Estonia on 23rd April 1924 (a 
memorable date: St George’s Day, Shakespeare’s Birthday and 
Death Day to name but three other notable incidences). She 
was the oldest of three children, Maret and Allan being her 
younger sister and brother respectively. Incredibly this is all 
that I ever knew about my mother until 2007, because it upset 
her too much to speak about her past and relive the memories 
– but I have pieced together the rest in the past four years. 

My mother was born in Tartu in Estonia and lived 
in Viljandi in her early years. I know that later she lived in 
Rakvere too. She grew up with a very strict father who was 
a Major in the Estonian Cavalry. She always loved animals, 
especially cats, dogs and horses, and I know that she used to 
love riding. Astrid, her father and her two siblings, were all 
living under very strict Russian occupation and later once the 
Russians were ousted, by Nazi Germany. All I know about 
my grandmother is that she ended up living in Australia with 
Allan. Interestingly I never liked history at school, but since 
learning about my Estonian background I have taken quite an 
interest in history and have learned so much.
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THE HORROR

Because her father was in the Estonian Army, Astrid was 
therefore considered a ‘political’ and had to be very careful 
about any schoolwork that she completed. Indeed, she had 
been pulled out of school and interrogated about pieces of 
work that she had written. On July 2nd 1941 Astrid’s father 
was arrested in Rakvere and taken to a Russian concentration 
camp. My grandmother and my mother were beside 
themselves with worry, and spent a lot of time looking at mass 
graves trying to see if they could recognise my grandfather’s 
corpse, as they did not know what had happened to him. I 
cannot begin to imagine what that must have been like and 
what it did to my mother and grandmother’s mental health.

Unbeknownst to my mother and grandmother, my 
grandfather was arrested in Rakvere and taken to a Russian 
concentration camp in Siberia. I do not know if they found 
this out or not. He was sentenced to death on March 31st 
1942 for starting a rebellion in the camp. When I found this 
out, I thought good for him! I feel I must have inherited 
some of his strength, and I am proud that he was a Major of 
the Estonian Republic and so, I gather, was he. Sadly he was 
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executed on 8th May 1942, and the first photo I ever saw 
of him, which I will come to later, was his shaven head and 
his fingerprints from that awful camp. How life has changed 
everywhere and, especially now, thank God, in Estonia, 
although too late for my mother to go back and visit her 
homeland, which is something that I deeply regret.

In the early 1940s, I gather that Astrid had been 
made to dig trenches watched over by German guards with 
machine guns. Reading between the lines – from what she 
said over the years when she could bring herself to talk about 
it – I suspect that these soldiers raped her. Life became very 
unstable in Estonia and my mother was sent to stay with 
relations in Germany. Her sister, Maret, was sent to Poland to 
other relations, and her brother, Allan, to Finland. The family 
was torn apart but it was thought that this was the only way 
to keep them alive. In Poland, Maret married a Polish man 
and had a son, Igor, born in 1948. Allan, at a later date, went 
with his mother to live in Australia.

Something else I found out by accident and never said 
a word to my mother about, happened when I was newly 
married at around 23-years-old, when we went to Denbury in 
Newton Abbot, Devon, to see my parents for the weekend, as 
we did once a month. I needed my birth certificate and Mum 
told me to look through a dresser where all the certificates 
were kept. I came upon Mum and Dad’s wedding certificate 
and obviously looked at it. I was shocked to see that Mum 
was a widow!

What on earth had happened? She was so young 
when she came to this country and so young to be a widow. It 
explained a lot to me as I had seen a couple of Mum’s books, 
one with the name Astrid Till in it and one with the name 
Astrid Härm (which now I realise was her married name). 
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I was too young to wonder why the names were different at 
the time, but of course everything slotted into place in that 
moment that I saw the wedding certificate.


