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			​A Timeline of Estonian History

			 

			98 A.D.		Roman historian Tacitus writes about the “aesti” tribes in his book Germania.

			1211		The crusading Livonian Brothers of the Sword conquer Estonia.

			1582		Southern Estonia is incorporated into the state of Poland-Lithuania.

			1625		Swedes take control of Tartu and Southern Estonia.

			1710		After the Great Northern War, Estonia is incorporated into the Russian Empire.

			1819		Serfdom is abolished.

			1918		Bolshevist Soviet Russian forces move against Estonia.

			1918		Estonia issues a Declaration of Independence.

			1918-1920	Estonia fights for its independence from Soviet Russia.

			1920		Russia acknowledges Estonian sovereignty in the Treaty of Tartu.

			1922		Estonia joins the League of Nations.

			1939		The Soviet Union demands the right to build military bases on Estonian territory after the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact is signed by Germany and the Soviet Union.

			1940		The Red Army occupies Estonia on June 17.

			Estonia is unlawfully incorporated into the Soviet Union on August 6.

			1941		The Soviet Union initiates a mass deportation in the Baltic states on June 14.

			Germany invades the U.S.S.R. on June 22 and occupies Estonia on December 1.

			1944		The Soviet Union crosses the Estonian border on January 30.

			The Soviets capture Tartu on August 26.

			The Soviet Union takes control of all of Estonia on September 22.

			1949		The Soviet Union conducts a second mass deportation in Estonia on March 25.

			1989		Two million Baltic citizens join hands to demand independence for the Baltic States.

			1991		The Soviet Union recognizes Estonian independence from the U.S.S.R.

			1992		Lennart Meri is elected President of Estonia.

			1994		The Russian army leaves Estonia.1

			

			
				
					1	“Timeline of Estonian History,” Wikipedia.
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			​Author’s Note

			 

			 

			 

			Despite being half-Estonian and having an Estonian first name, I have spent nearly a lifetime seeking to understand my Estonian heritage. After my mother and her family escaped from Estonia at the end of World War II, they chose to leave behind the trauma they experienced. Yet, without knowing the family stories they were reluctant to share, I felt as if part of myself was missing.

			I visited Estonia for the first time in 1985 when I was 35. Since that first trip, I returned in 2005 and again in 2018. Each time, I learned more about my family’s struggle to survive when Estonia was taken over by the Soviets in 1939, by the Germans in 1941, and then again by the Soviets in 1944 for a postwar occupation that would last for nearly fifty years. 

			This family memoir is a work of nonfiction. To the best of my abilities, I have recreated my mother’s stories about her life in Estonia, her escape from her homeland, and her experiences during World War II. I have also relied on family records, photo albums, and letters to chronicle my family’s narrative. 

			My brother, Michael, who lives in Estonia, has been a tremendous resource and helped me to access family-related files dating from the war years that were preserved by the Estonian National Archives. The endnotes provided at the back of this book identify other reference documents and historical accounts I have used as source materials. 

			Many Estonian families have stories to tell regarding how their relatives suffered during World War II. Estonia’s wartime history also includes narratives that detail how patriotic Estonians sacrificed their lives to defend their country’s independence. The courage and stubborn determination of these patriots provided a foundation that helped to keep Estonia’s dreams of independence alive for nearly five decades until the country was able to reestablish itself as a democratic nation in 1991. My family’s story is part of this remarkable history.

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			​Chapter 1

			The Ghost among Us

			 

			 

			 

			Her name was Asta and she died when she was only twenty-two years old. Her symptoms suggested she suffered from an aggressive form of cancer, but my mother always believed her older sister died from a broken heart. In 1940, during the early years of World War II, when my grandparents debated whether they should try to escape from Estonia, Asta was adamant. She would never leave without her fiancée, Bruno. Two years later, they would both be dead. 

			As World War II was coming to an end in 1944, Mom and her family managed to escape a day before the Soviets occupied Estonia for the next five decades. They left behind the life they once lived and the country they loved, but never let go of their memories of Asta, the idealistic young woman whose dreams for the future died when her fiancée was executed by the Germans.

			I was five years old when I first noticed Asta’s black and white photograph hanging in my grandmother’s front hall. It was 1955 and by that time World War II had been over for more than ten years. Puzzled to discover there could be anyone among the constellation of family photos I did not recognize, I asked my mother who she was. 

			In response, my grandmother, who was standing nearby, covered her face with both hands and started to sob while my mother whisked me away and told me not to ask so many questions. I was too young to understand what I had done or why my grandmother had become upset, but I learned that day that my family had painful secrets from the past, secrets that no one wanted to discuss. 

			It was five years later, when, at the age of ten, I first learned Asta’s name. On a summer afternoon, while my grandparents were visiting, I tried out a rope swing, hit a tree, and suffered a concussion. Worried that I might be seriously injured, my grandfather, who was a physician, sat by my bedside to watch for any changes in my condition. As he sat in my darkened bedroom, he became lost in his thoughts and, forgetting where he was, called out “Aaastaaa” in an agonizing sob. Awakened by his cry, I watched as he got up from his chair and quickly shuffled out of my bedroom. When my mother came to see how I was doing, I asked, “What does the word Asta mean?”

			“Why are you asking me this?”

			“I heard Grandpop call out that word. What does it mean?”

			Mom sighed and said, “Asta was my sister.”

			“You have a sister? How come you never told me?” 

			As she turned to leave the room, Mom said over her shoulder, “She died. Don’t ask me about this.” 

			On that lazy summer day when my grandfather sat by my bedside and called out Asta’s name, nearly twenty years had gone by since his first-born child had died. Yet while he watched over me, he must have been transported back to a time when he knew that his daughter’s health was steadily declining. He would also have been aware there was nothing he could do to keep her alive. Despite the decades of time that had passed by, the grief he experienced never seemed to have diminished.

			My grandmother also held onto the memory of her oldest daughter. Although I never heard her talk about Asta, I later discovered that she compiled a pocket photo album in which she preserved pictures from her daughter’s life. Starting with joyful scenes of Asta as a smiling infant, the album pages showed her to be a bubbly toddler who grew into an inquisitive tomboy and later a svelte teenager. Asta’s gravesite filled the last photo frame, a final statement that punctuated her short life. How often did my grandmother scan through the album, I wondered, particularly during the many years when she was unable to visit Asta’s grave? 

			Like my grandmother, my mother never voluntarily talked about Asta. If I asked a question about her sister, Mom’s answers were often abrupt and sometimes angry. Whenever she did mention her sister, the scattered stories my mother told provided only a partial picture of the person Asta once was. 

			Even though Mom told me little about Asta’s life, I discovered that my mother, like my grandmother, preserved memorabilia that she considered too precious to discard. Among the fancy jewelry she kept in a box on her dressing table, Mom saved Asta’s engagement ring, and I later found Asta’s diary, nestled among the important family records my mother saved in a drawer next to her bed. 

			When my grandmother died, my mother retrieved Asta’s black and white photograph, the one that had once been so prominently displayed in my grandmother’s apartment. From its new location in my mother’s bedroom, Asta’s smiling face greeted my mother every morning and every evening when she got in and out of bed.

			According to an old Estonian custom, women do not speak the names of those relatives who have died for three months after their deaths. After Asta died, my family chose to rarely mention her name, but it was clear that their memory of Asta was always with them, enshrined in the pictures and mementoes that they saved.

			Throughout my childhood, Asta hovered like a dark shadow in the background of our family life. I could never know when a memory of Asta might silently drift across a family gathering. I wondered if a roaring fire at Christmas reminded my mother of holidays in Estonia when all the members of her family were still alive. Did a light summer breeze prompt Mom to recall happy summer days when she sunbathed with her sister at a nearby lake? Or did the smell of a hospital antiseptic take her back to the days when she sat next to her sister’s hospital bed, hoping to see any signs of recovery?

			The painful past that was part of my family history was a blank page that I struggled to fill. Since Estonia was a far-away and out-of-reach country that my relatives did not want to discuss, I found it difficult to picture what my mother’s life was like while she was growing up. The trauma her family suffered during the war years was even harder for me to comprehend.

			Yet, the traces of my family’s history lingered in the sadness I could see in my mother’s smile as the gloomy past lurked just behind our day-to-day reality. Even though my family’s history was not discussed, I knew that the past had made an imprint on the way my mother approached her life. It also became the world view that affected how she raised me. 

			While Mom was stoic, pragmatic, and levelheaded, she learned as a young woman, how easily her world could be uprooted. Life, she discovered, could be cruel and unfair, leaving her displaced and exiled far from her homeland. Life, she also learned, could rip away the people she most loved. Her experiences taught her to anticipate the worst, since everything she had taken for granted had so easily disappeared. Moreover, her experiences from the war years left her questioning whether there was any true justice in the way crimes committed during the war were acknowledged, much less prosecuted. 

			How could the Western countries turn a blind eye, she asked, when the Soviet Union occupied much of Eastern Europe at the end of World War II? Why was it, she wanted to know, that the Allied countries prosecuted key Nazi leaders as war criminals, while the crimes committed by Joseph Stalin and other Soviet officials were overlooked? For many, Estonia, along with Latvia and Lithuania, were countries that few people in the United States could find on a map. Yet, from my mother’s perspective, every sovereign country, no matter how small, should have the right to exist without fearing that it could be invaded by a larger more aggressive neighbor. 

			I grew up knowing about the injustice of Estonia’s lost independence, but it was only when I traveled to Estonia with my mother when I was thirty-five, that the puzzle pieces from my family’s Estonian history slowly began to come together. At the time of our trip in 1985, Estonia was still part of the Soviet Union. While I was discovering my mother’s homeland for the first time, Mom was making her first trip back to Estonia after more than forty years.

			Even though the two-week trip only gave me a sketchy picture of Estonia, my family was able to recover three photo albums, two of which belonged to Asta. Through the grainy photographs, I began to get a picture of the life my mother lived before the war. The albums also allowed me to begin seeing Asta for the person she once was.

			Nearly twenty years later, I returned to Estonia in 2005 to visit my brother, Michael. After Estonia became independent in 1991, Michael moved to Tartu to work as a lawyer under contract with the U.S. Agency for International Development. Several years later, he decided to make Estonia his permanent home. With Michael as my guide, I visited Estonia with my husband and two children to try once again to connect with my Estonian heritage. During our trip, we visited Viljandi, my mother’s hometown and toured the farm in rural Estonia where my grandfather had grown up.

			Nearly three decades later, I travelled to Estonia once again in 2018 and with Michael’s help, visited the Estonian National Archives where we were able to recover wartime documents that detailed the arrest of Bruno Kulgma Kull, Asta’s fiancée. Among the over one hundred pages in Bruno’s file, we discovered that Bruno, who was a lawyer, had submitted lengthy defense materials that answered many of my questions regarding why he was arrested and how he tried to defend himself. 

			My efforts to learn about my family’s past have taken years, but over time, I have been able to piece together how my mother survived during the war and why Asta and Bruno were less fortunate. World War II disrupted the lives of hundreds of thousands of Estonians, who, like my mother and her family, would find new homes far from their Estonian homeland. They were able to avoid the fate of the many Estonians who were arrested, deported, executed, or killed during the war.

			While my grandparents and my mother adapted to living in the United States, I sensed a void in the new lives they created for themselves. Part of their identity was missing, as they quietly mourned the loss of their homeland and lamented the friends and relatives they had left behind. Even while they committed themselves to living in the present, they also clung to the memory of Asta, whose death they could never accept and whose loss they never wanted to forget. 

			They were Estonians, but the country they knew had disappeared. After Estonia was subsumed within the Soviet Union, the nation’s history became defined by the absence of what once was. This missing narrative also became part of my own life story, a part of who I was that I never fully understood while I was growing up. 

			When a photographer took Asta’s black and white picture at the beginning of 1939, the war in Estonia had not yet begun. From what my mother told me, her sister was a 20-year-old medical student who dreamed about a future that she hoped to share with her fiancée, Bruno. Only six months after she posed for her picture, the Soviet army occupied Estonia and began installing military bases in strategic locations throughout the country. A year later, the Soviets orchestrated a rigged election and began taking control over Estonia’s government, businesses, health care systems and schools. 

			To resist the Soviet take-over, Bruno, along with many other patriotic Estonians, tried to resist the Communist Party officials who were taking their orders from Moscow. They were brave, defiant, and willing to risk their lives to defend their country. They were also doomed to fail. For years, Bruno’s story remained unknown to me. The details of his short life lay buried in an unmarked grave close to the spot where he was executed. Yet he left behind a legacy of patriotism and self-sacrifice, as well as a narrative that has become mine to tell.
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			Photo of Asta Vares, 1939, Viljandi, Estonia

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			​Chapter 2

			Remembering Asta

			 

			 

			 

			While Asta was an enigma to me throughout most of my life, a patchwork of clues began emerging to fill in the blurry contours of the person Asta had been. I also came to understand why Asta was so beloved. My mother revered Asta, but as I listened to her stories, I realized that as a younger sister, Mom felt as if she was always in Asta’s shadow. 

			One afternoon, when I commented on the many three-inch high heel shoes my mother stored in her closet, she admitted, “I always wanted to be tall like Asta. When my mother tried to get me to wear Asta’s hand-me-down clothes, they never quite fit. Asta was always taller and thinner – the way I wanted to be.”

			In my mind, Asta started to take shape as a slender young woman who stood a head taller than my mother. From her pictures, I could see that she was attractive, with an intelligent, inquisitive way of looking at the world, but rather than call attention to herself, she chose to wear her hair in a short, no-nonsense bob, and preferred sensible shoes. 

			Our family’s Estonian albums show that as young children, Asta and my mother often wore identical clothes and identical smiles. Their affection for one another was obvious, as they stood side by side and laughed at their own inside jokes. 

			My mother recalled they were always together.

			“While my parents worked in Dad’s office, Asta and I spent our days with my grandmother, Tatsu. We lived in our own little world. I always followed Asta wherever she went.” 

			Even though the two sisters dressed alike and spent much of their early lives together, Mom conceded they were different from one another. While Asta was a serious student who earned perfect grades, my mother admitted that her own academic performance did not equal her sister’s stellar performance. 

			Years later, Mom still recalled my grandfather’s dismay when she brought home her report cards.

			“My poor father shook his head when he looked at my grades and would always tell me that I should try harder,” she said wistfully.

			On another occasion, Mom remembered how the family’s piano teacher often compared the two sisters. After Asta played a piano piece without any seeming effort, the teacher rapped on my mother’s knuckles and told her she needed to spend more time practicing. Surely, if Asta could master the hardest piano compositions, the teacher remained convinced that my mother should be able to match her sister’s accomplishments.

			Mom recalled that beyond being a serious student and an accomplished piano player, Asta was dedicated to becoming a physician. Even though both Asta and my mother chose to study medicine when they enrolled at the University of Tartu, Mom admitted that she only selected medicine as a major because she was even less interested in law or engineering, which were her other two options. 

			Thinking about what might have been, Mom said, “Asta would have been a wonderful doctor. Medicine was her passion and she really cared about other people. She was so much like my father, generous, kind-hearted, and always thinking about how to make the world a better place.”

			Photos from the family album confirm that Asta was a serious student, often capturing her bent over her schoolbooks. Yet, the pictures also reveal that Asta could be warmhearted and affectionate. Her life seemed to revolve around other people, as she huddled in the snow next to her classmates or hugged her young cousins during a summer vacation at the family farm. 

			She can be seen walking arm in arm with her closest girlfriends and in another photo, she posed next to my grandfather with her hand on his shoulder. When she gathered with large groups of friends, I noticed that Asta typically looked at those around her rather than staring at the photographer who was snapping the pictures. 

			My search through the family albums also revealed that Asta had an adventuresome and mischievous side to her personality. In one photo, standing in a tomboy pose, she proudly displayed a large plaster bandage on her knee. In another shot, she playfully splashed water on my mother’s back at a lakeside resort. Her life, as revealed by her albums, was filled with fun adventures as she picnicked with large groups of friends and enjoyed cross-country ski trips during the winter. 

			In the carefree years before the start of World War II, Asta saved pictures of the New Year’s Eve parties and formal balls that she enjoyed with her friends. She appeared happy, carefree, and surrounded by the many people she loved. Within the pages of her album, she included the class photos of more than forty young men and women, many of whom wrote affectionate notes. 

			“Everyone wanted to be Asta’s friend,” my mother would often say.

			Even though Mom and her sister were two years apart in age, Asta made sure that my mother was invited to be a part of the many parties and social events she planned. 

			“Asta always invited me to join her buddies, especially if they were going to do something fun,” Mom explained. “It made me feel so grown up when she asked me to be a part of her group.”

			As their daily lives became so closely intertwined, the devotion between the sisters deepened. Mom remembered, “Asta was a better person than I ever was. She was the best friend anyone could have, always listening to others without judgment and connecting with people in a way I never could. She was kind, forgiving, and compassionate and I adored her.”

			During the 1920s, while Asta and my mother were growing up, Estonia was a newly independent country that gained its freedom from the Soviet Union after a hard-fought War of Independence. Unlike my grandfather and grandmother, who came of age while Estonia was still part of Tsarist Russia, the two sisters only knew Estonia as a sovereign country whose citizens were defiantly independent, fiercely patriotic, and strongly protective of their country’s right to exist. 

			The pictures in Asta’s album freeze moments from the 1930s when most Estonians believed their lives would always be secure and predictable. While Asta dreamed of dedicating herself to caring for her patients as a physician, my mother must have imagined a future life centered around her family’s home in Viljandi where her sister would always be by her side.

			“Asta was just always there. We shared a bedroom and knew everything about each other’s lives. When I needed a friend, she was the one who listened to me. I didn’t realize how much I relied on her until she was gone,” Mom recalled.

			The close affinity between the two sisters can be seen in the idyllic photo taken in 1937, that shows Asta and my mother picking apples. As they basked in the summer sun, Mom stared directly at the camera with a confident smile, while Asta stood on the next rung of the ladder with her arm on my mother’s shoulder as she studied something that she held in her other hand. 
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			My mother with her sister, Asta, Viljandi, 1937

			 

			During one Christmas while I was visiting for the holidays, Mom became reflective as she remembered an occasion when the two sisters tried to predict their futures. Following an old Estonian superstition, Anna, the family maid, had convinced the girls to use lead- pouring to learn what the upcoming year might bring. 

			After Anna encouraged the sisters to sit around the kitchen table, she melted small pieces of lead on the stove while she gathered a bucket of snow from outside the kitchen door. Once everything was set, Asta leaned forward to gather a spoonful of lead and then threw the lead into the bucket that was filled with snow. Mom said when Anna recovered the hardened pieces of lead, they looked like misshapen lumps of metal. Yet Anna declared that Asta was going to be lucky because one of the shapes resembled an angel, a sign that over the next year she would find true love.  

			To make sure her lead fragment was better than Asta’s, my mother filled the ladle with an extra portion of lead and threw it into the cold water with a strong flick of her wrist. But instead of taking shape, the lead scattered into five separate balls. When Anna laughed and announced that the pieces of hardened lead meant my mother was destined to have five children, Mom insisted this future scenario could not possibly be true. Anna and Asta merely smiled. 

			Recalling the story decades later, my mother became pensive. Even though she refused to believe the prediction, she did indeed have five children, a fate far different from what she planned for herself. Asta’s prediction also came true. Before she died, Mom said her sister did find true love. 

			As the two girls pondered their future on that snowy December night, neither could have imagined that within a few years a war would come to Estonia and totally upend their lives. Nor could the two girls have accepted that Asta had only five more years to live. 

			Mom admitted that she could never imagine a time when her sister would not be nearby. 

			“After my sister died, I would often think––there’s something I should tell Asta or I’d wonder what Asta would think about this or that situation. I could not wrap my mind around the fact that I could no longer reach out and talk with her. I refused to accept that Asta would never again be a part of my life. Even thinking about Asta made me want to cry, so I had to put her memory aside.”

			Mom was stubborn, single-minded, and tenacious in her will to survive, particularly after she was forced to learn a new language and create a life for herself in the United States. While my mother taught me to be self-reliant, I realized that I often relied on her the way she relied on her sister. I never wanted to accept a time when this strong-willed woman was not a part of my life. 

			On the morning when my father called to tell me that Mom had been hospitalized, I fooled myself into believing that she could not be seriously ill. Even though years earlier her doctors had discovered an aneurysm at the base of her brain, aside from some occasional dizzy spells, my mother’s health condition did not interfere with her life. But, when she woke up one night with a splitting headache, my father, who was a physician, recognized that she needed immediate medical attention and called for an ambulance. 

			After the neurosurgeons determined that Mom’s aneurysm had ruptured, they assured Dad that they could insert a stent to bypass the burst artery. The subsequent surgery was successful, but Mom suffered a stroke during the operation. Over the next few months, she recovered her ability to walk and talk, but the person she once was had disappeared, along with her memories from the past.

			During my last visit with my mother, six months before she died at the age of ninety-two, we sat together at her kitchen table, sipping our coffee. Frail and confused, Mom was trying to make sense of the morning headlines, when she suddenly glanced up and looked at me with a puzzled expression. She recognized that I was someone familiar, but through the foggy depths of her memory, she could not quite place me. 

			Seeing her bewildered look, I asked, “Mom, do you
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