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9 Wheel Well Street
address: Rataskaevu tänav

Like other ancient towns, Tallinn’s streets were named for practical purposes. 
The following factors decided the name:

- where the street started or led to, for example, Harju and Viru Streets - towards 
Harju and Viru counties,

- who lived there or what trades were carried out there, such as Goldsmiths’, 
Tailors’ and Pharmacy Streets,

- vital or important objects situated there such as the churches on St. Nicholas, 
St. Olav’s and Holy Ghost Streets.
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Wheel Well Street got its name thanks to the well with a special winding device 
there. The first street signs were only put up in 1839, and in three languages: Russian, 
German and Estonian.

The Wheel Well is mentioned for the first time in 1375 and was one of the 
biggest wells in the center of Tallinn. Others were situated in Town Hall Square, at 
the Old Market Place and at the corner of Vene and Viru Streets. These were public 
wells, which were supplemented by a number of private ones.

While it has been called by several names, it became know as the Wheel Well 
because of a special winding device used to haul up water.

During the 19th century, people stopped using it because of the poor quality of 
the water. It then got a new name – Cat Well. According to legend, a water nymph 
who lived in the well, threatened to drown the whole town. To appease her, each year 
a sacrifice had to be made and cats were thrown down the well – hence the name. It 
seems as if the water nymph was satisfied with these offerings, for she has never 
flooded the town.
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Wells were also sunk to serve the upper part of the town - Toompea and in 1880 
there were 12. However, these were not enough to supply the Upper Town and 
professional carriers brought barrels of water to Toompea.

Fire was a constant hazard in Medieval Tallinn, so each new town resident had 
to swear a citizen’s oath to provide ‘bucket money’. This was used to support bucket 
production, fix old ones and provide other equipment for fighting fires. Eventually, in 

29



the 15th century the Town Council decreed that all wooden buildings were to be 
replaced by stone ones.

In the 15th century, a canal was built linking Ülemiste Lake, some 5 kilometers 
from here, with Tallinn. The water it brought was used as drinking water and also to 
fill the moats surrounding the town.

The first wooden water pipes were completed in 1417 and for the next 450 
years, the water ran through these oak logs. They were then replaced with cast iron 
pipes.

Imagine 12th century Tallinn. It had unpaved streets, houses with no toilets and 
animals moving freely about the streets. All sorts of filth were flung from windows to 
the detriment of passers-by.

By the second half of the 14th century, the streets were at least paved and had 
runnels in them to take away the rainwater and waste. Sewage pipes also led outside 
the town walls. These hollow logs were replaced in the 19th century with stone pipes, 
so you no longer have to hold your nose when walking Tallinn’s highways and 
byways.
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And now, have a look at No. 16, whose owners have in the past, included rich 
craftsmen, goldsmiths and successful aldermen. Each has left their mark in the way 
of renovation, rebuilding and decoration.

Local legend has it that there was a special wedding party celebrated in the 
building, when the groom was the Devil himself. One of the former owners had lost 
all his money and so was determined to take his own life. As he was just about to do 
so, the Devil appeared to him and offered him a deal. The man was promised stacks 
of money if he held a wedding party at midnight on the upper floor of the house (look 
up). The deal was made and soon after that the sound of music and dancing feet were 
reported to be heard at night. Even today, if you happen to pass this building on the 
stroke of midnight, you may be able to hear the sounds of a diabolical party.

As the Devil promised, the man became very rich. What is not known, however, 
is what happened to him after he died!
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About the Town Wall and Borders

It has been calculated that the oldest wall cited in official records, was built after 
the death of the Danish king Christoffer by order of his widow Margarethe, who 
became the feudal lady of Estonia in 1265. The wall is built from huge, almost 1 
meter square, stone rocks, laid alternately with limestone blocks. This one-kilometer 
long wall can still be seen. Originally, the wall was 5 meters high and over 1 meter 
thick. Now it is a mere 1 meter high or less and much of it you can’t see at all as it’s 
buried below ground level. If someone were to remove 5 meters of soil, the town wall 
would be revealed again in all its glory.

However, some scholars argue that this may not be Margarethe’s wall, but one 
built a hundred years later. To complicate matters further, the wall was constantly 
being added to at different spots along its length and many people assisted in its 
construction, such as citizens, guild members and vassals.
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Tallinn, itself, kept growing, eventually expanding outside the walls. Like all 
settlements, borders were important and as time went by, the need to mark borders 
increased – for good fences make good neighbors.

Borders were marked by trees and boulders in Estonia. Crosses were carved on 
them, so that the latter were also called ‘cross stones’. Crosses, the symbols of 
religion, were cut into stones by wells and also by battlefields.

The ancient Estonians believed that borders were sacred and protected by the 
gods. These beliefs were expressed by the crosses carved into landmarks. If someone 
broke the sacred border laws, they were punished. For example, minor violations 
could be cattle straying across a border or breaking branches from the marker trees. 
Those who destroyed the landmark by digging it out of the ground, forging one or 
cutting the mark out of the tree, were given the death penalty, so serious was it 
considered.

Historical sources revealed that a county border violator would ‘die a horrible 
death and suffer from the terrible tortures of death’.
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Border quarrels were settled by the ‘judgement of God’. Three rituals were used: 
trial by iron, water and by combat.

The iron test meant that to settle the conflict, the landowner, or one of his 
peasants standing in for him, had to carry a red-hot iron bar with his bare hands.

Border violators, if they took the water test, had to put their arm up to the elbow 
in boiling water. This method was used to settle land ownership quarrels. If both 
parties were burnt or left unharmed, and the results were the same, then the land was 
divided between them.

The duel or trial by combat was used by those who could not settle land 
ownership disputes. The winner, naturally, had the last word to say about the matter.

People saw these as religious trials. Both parties were washed and shaved, so 
that no one could cheat, for example, by covering their arms with something.

An ordeal by fire was also used in the first half of the 16th century.
Later on, people were made to swear on a chest filled with the bones of saints. It 

was believed that if you told a lie, a curse would fall upon your wife, children, cattle 
and even your crops.
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Tallinn town borders were constantly checked. This was done as a parade. Flags, 
singing, musical instruments, drinks and food were all part of this parade. It was a 
good opportunity for a new generation of young people to find out the location of the 
landmarks. Such young people were grabbed under their arms, lifted up and dropped 
three times on a marker stone! In this way, they would remember the location for the 
rest of their lives.

With the passage of time, particularly in times of strife, several landmarks were 
destroyed.
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