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On the afternoon of July 21, 1922, U.S. President Warren G. Harding telephoned his secretary of state Charles Evans Hughes to ask a most interesting question: 


„Don’t we recognize Lithuania and the other Baltic states?” the President bluntly enquired.


Told „no” by his chief foreign policy advisor, Harding replied „Well, why in the hell don’t we?”


The Secretary of State could not think of any adequate explanation, and so the President gave him an order „Well, go ahead and recognize them!”


The next day, at 11:00 in the morning, the United States formally recognized all three Baltic countries.


The American secretary of state took that step after the President asked that question.  The President asked that question  because the Republican leader of the U.S. Senate Henry Cabot Lodge had asked him.  And Lodge in turn had asked it  because he was running for re-election in Massachusetts and needed the support of Baltic Americans living there who had asked him why Washington had not recognized Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania up to that time. 


This little-known episode almost a century ago reflects the coming together of three things that have marked America’s relationship with Estonia and her neighbors during the pre-war years, the period of occupation, and the time since the restoration of independence in 1991:

· The tendency of the U.S. government to ignore small countries like Estonia or to derive its approach to this Baltic country on the basis of larger policy concerns;

· The inherent sense of fair play that has animated Americans and American policy makers, a desire to support democracy against dictatorship and the weak against the strong, once they are told about threats to  freedom in places like Estonia;policies toward Estonia;

· And consequently, the especially great importance Estonian Americans and Estonia’s many American friends have always played in bringing Estonia’s problems and its possibilities to the attention of the American people and the American government. 

In the years between 1922 and 1940, the Estonian government implicitly recognized the key role of Estonian Americans and their firends in relations between Tallinn and Washington by doing something few other foreign governments have ever done:  It established consulates in San Francisco and New York rather than a legation or embassy in the American capital, Washington, D.C. 

Although the San Francisco consulate was closed by the end of the 1920s, the New York consulate continued as the main Estonian diplomatic presence in the U.S. until early 1992. Why did Estonia do something so unusual?  The late and irreplaceable Ernst Jaakson, Estonia’s longtime Consul General in New York and then  first ambassador to the United States, told me that there were two reasons:  On the one hand, he said, the port cities of America were far more important for Estonia’s seafaring economy than the American political capital.  And on the other, Mr. Jaakson continued, it was important for Tallinn to have the closest possible ties with the large Estonian community in the New York metropolitan area.  

(And despite my suggestion as U.S. State Department desk officer for Estonia in 1990-91 that he consider moving to the American capital to be closer to the action as the Baltic countries pushed for independence, the then 85-year-old grand old man of Estonian diplomacy said he didn’t mind flying down to Washington as needed but that it continued to be important for him and his country.  At this distance, I see how right he was in this as in so much else.)

In the 1920s and 1930s, Estonian Americans not only developed their own community by establishing newspapers, journals, and social clubs, but they also reached out to the broader American community as well.  Any survey of American popular magazines and newspapers in those decades will find a disproportionate number of articles by Estonian Americans about a small country on the Baltic coast that might otherwise have been forgotten. 

Significantly, one of the high points of Estonia’s diplomatic activity in the United States in the 1930s came not in government-to-government contacts but rather in the work of the father of former President Lennart Meri in various international commissions organized by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. When Georg Meri came to Washington for those meetings, he always stayed at the Mayflower Hotel because of course there was no Estonian embassy in the city.  Now, when his son visits Washington, he stays there in memory of that, even though Estonia now has an impressive embassy on Massachussetts Avenue. 

The Soviet occupation of the Baltic countries in 1940 opened the second chapter of Estonian-American relations, a chapter in which Estonian Americans were destined to play a key, even decisive role in promoting their country.  

America’s immediate response to that occupation reflected a combination of three factors: basic American principles about international morality, hardheaded calculations about American national interests abroad, and the imperatives of domestic policies, including the remarkable if seldom described influence of Baltic Americans on President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

Roosevelt’s Secretary of State Sumner Welles, clearly articulated America’s principled stand on the Soviet occupation. His words, published in the Department of State Bulletin on  July 27, 1940, are worth remembering:

During these past few days, the devious processes whereunder the political independence and territorial integrity of the three Baltic Republics – Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania – were to be deliberately annihilated by one of their more powerful neighbors, have been drawing rapidly to their conclusion.  From the day when the peoples of these Republics first gained their independence and democratic form of government, the people of the United States have watched their admirable progress in self-government with deep and sympathetic interest.  The policy of this Government is universally known.  The people of the United States are opposed to predatory activities, no matter whether they are carried on by the use of force or by the threat of force.  They are likewise opposed to any form of interveention on the part of one State, however powerful, in the domestic conerns of any other sovereign state, however weak.


But the words of Welles and the policy of the United States reflected two other things as well.  On the one hand, Washington was under some pressure to act from Latin American countries who had already declared a policy of non-recognition of Soviet aggression and found it relatively easy to do so because the Soviet Union at that time was cooperating with Nazi Germany. And on the other, Baltic Americans, including Estonians, pressed the American government hard to stand up to aggression and to proclaim its commitment to the resotration of all countries whose independence had been compromised by aggression during the war.


In 1940, President Roosevelt was running for an unprecedented third term and needed all the support he could get.  Not surprisingly, he met with the representatives of the more than 600,000 members of the Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian diasporas then living in the United States and, in an action that combined both a commitment to principle and a practical desire to get their votes, reassured them that the United States would never recognize the forcible incorporation of the three Baltic countries by the Soviet Union.


After the war in Europe ended without a peace conference, the United States took the lead in promoting its policy of non-recognition of the Soviet occupation of the Baltic states, and Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian Americans took the leading in making sure that Americans knew about the crimes of the Soviet system and that the American government lived up to its commitments. 


From the 1940s to the 1980s, Estonians not only organized themselves into the Estonian American National Council but took the lead in uniting with the larger Latvian and much larger Lithuanian communities in the United States in the Joint Baltic American National Committee to press their cause.  Like their fellow Baltic Americans, the Estonians opened a public affairs office in Washington run for many years by another irreplaceable Estonian, Mari Ann Rikken, who as you know now lives in Estonia and is married to Tunne Kelam.


In addition to annual meetings, lobbying of Congress about Captive Nations week, demonstrating in front of the Soviet embassy, and taking similar political actions, Estonian Americans made sure that no one could ignore Estonia and its plight.  Writers like Priit Visilind at the popular American magazine „National Geographic” and scholars like the late Tonü Parming made contributions that paralleled those of Estonian Americans working in the military like Aleksandr Einseln and elsewhere in the U.S. government like George Kolt, whose father was an active participant in the Estonian war for independence.  


This list could be extended almost at will. And any list I could offer will inevitably be incomplete, for which I am sorry.  Indeed, over my nearly 30 years in Washington, I encountered Estonian Americans in the most unexpected places, every one of whom wanted to talk about his or her nation and about why it was important that America to support the Estonian cause.  Indeed, that continues to happen: Only last week, I found out that my wife, who still lives in Washington, has discovered that her new doctor is an Estonian and very much wanted to talk about his first homeland.  

Her comment in an email to me: If all the Estonians in America were suddenly to move back, there might not be room for all of them. And there certainly would not be the kind of built-in Estonian lobby that they provide!

As Estonians in occupied Estonia took advantage of new opportunities to press for independence in the 1980s, Estonian Americans were active in support.  They organized rallies, they made sure the U.S. government was told the truth about what was happening, and they worked hard to influence the media, the Congress, and the Administration to more actively support the recovery of Estonia’s rightful independence. 

By 1990, the number of articles in the American press about Estonia and her Baltic neighbors had skyrocked and rose even more after Gorbachev’s brutal crackdown in the Baltics in the first months of 1991.  Estonian Americans were behind many of them, and ordinary Americans were profoundly affected by their efforts.  As someone who served on the State Department’s Baltic Task Force in the first half of 1991, I can testify that there were literally thousands of telephone calls and letters sent in to the U.S. government from Estonian Americans and their friends and supporters.  

Few of these people are well-known, but in thinking about the contribution of Estonians and their friends to this country today and in honoring a small number of them, I would like to ask that we pause to remember these people as well, none of whom sought recognition for themselves but only recognition for Estonia. 

After the recovery of Estonian independence in August 1991, many Estonian Americans and even more the friends of Estonia concluded that their job was done.  The number of people taking part in EANC and JBANC meetings declined, and the amount of attention to Estonia in the American media fell as well. 

Many Estonian Americans and their friends concluded that Estonia and its diplomats in the embassy in Washington could handle the country’s own problems, an attitude that has only grown as Estonia has seen the departure of Russian troops and acquired membership in the European Union and NATO.  

BUT – and this is the real reason for our meeting today – there may be a greater role for Estonian Americans and their friends now than ever before.  There is work to be done in promoting Estonian economic growth and trade.  There is work to be done in organizing educational exchanges.  And every Estonian knows that there is always a danger that a small country will be forgotten, that it may become a victim again if it comes to be viewed by others as „a small country far away about which we know nothing.”

Consequently, in thinking about the role that Estonian Americans and their friends have played – as well as the role of Estonians elsewhere around the world – we need to recognize not only how much of a contribution these people have played in the past but at the same time how much more we need them now and in the future, a time where the issues may be less dramatic but where the consequences of neglect could again become extraordinarily dangerous

Meetings like this one can help ensure that this does not happen, that no one will forget Estonia. 

Thank you very much.    

