Varbola Stronghold
Our world is filled with stories – not only those we read from books or see in movies, but also the tales
told by the places we visit. Some of the stories that the places have for us are hidden well, because all
the characters lived in the past and cannot talk about what happened. One such interesting tale is
hidden in the Varbola stronghold, located in Rapla county, 55 km from Tallinn, the capital of Estonia.

One of the reasons it is so well hidden is that
the Varbola stronghold doesn't look like a
stronghold at all! Strongholds are supposed
to have gates, high stone walls and soldiers to
defend them. They used to be places where
people in the old times went for shelter
during a battle. It is hard to believe that
Varbola used to be the biggest stronghold of
its kind – a circular rampart fortress – in
ancient Estonia as well as the whole Northern
Europe. Now, it is more like a lovely place for
a picnic with benches and a stage for
performances. The tale of how people in the
stronghold lived ages ago is told mostly
through information boards and a few
preserved parts of the stronghold.
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Apparently, Varbola was an important centre for
the ancient Estonians, being located on the trade
route connecting Western Europe and Scandinavia
with Central Russia and Persia. One of the main
reasons the stronghold might have been built
could be to protect the riches that the Estonians
got through trade. Built sometime in mid-11th
century, the stronghold was indeed impressive by
the standards of that time – it has been estimated
that about 250,000 cartloads of limestone (now
respectfully called ‘Estonian national stone’) were
used in constructing the walls that were 580 m
long and about 5-8 m high. And all that had to be
done without modern technology!
The territory of the stronghold held about 90
structures with furnaces for accommodation, built
with limestone floors and foundations.
The well inside the stronghold is 15 m deep.
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According to legend, the stronghold has never
been conquered. If the attackers happened to be
stronger, the people of Varbola avoided fighting
by choosing to pay tribute or surrender on very
favorable terms. The first such tribute, 400 kg of
silver, was also documented by the attackers in
1060, mentioning the name “Varbola” for the first
time.

Different medieval chronicles mention Varbola
under different names. For centuries, it was known
as Jaanilinn. Russian chronicles of the 13th century
repeatedly call it Varblase nokk (Estonian for
‘Sparrow’s Beak’). The Chronicle of Henrik of
Livonia first mentions Varbola under the name
Castrum Warbole (1212) and then as Castrum
Warbolense (1223).
Today, Varbola is no longer of commercial or military importance. Estonia keeps neither silver nor
soldiers on these lovely picnic fields. The stronghold has found a new purpose now – it hosts the annual
Varbola Wooden Sculptures festival, where artists tell their tales through wooden sculptures. As the
story of the Varbola stronghold ended, the tales of wooden sculptures begin. Or perhaps it’s the same
story, but the next chapter?
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Questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

What is the purpose of a stronghold?
How could you learn about the Varbola stronghold in the 11th century while visiting it?
Why was Varbola an important stronghold for Estonians?
What were the walls of the stronghold built of? How long and high were they?
How could people keep warm inside the stronghold?
Why was the stronghold never conquered?
How was the Varbola stronghold mentioned for the first time?
What do you think people used silver for in the 11th century? Name all uses of silver in the
Middle Ages that you know of.
9. Which bird is associated with the Varbola stronghold?
10. What is the Varbola stronghold used for nowadays?
11. Describe the purpose of Varbola in the 11th and in the 21st century.

