Dear Friends

Before we tell you about our trip to the Baltic States of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia,
we thought it would be useful to give you some background information on the tragic
history of these three countries. They have all endured similar things, that is,
occupation by the Soviets, the Nazis and then the Soviets again until 1991 - at which
time they obtained their independence. The road to independence has been a long
hard fight by the resistance movements in these three countries. One of the significant
events which contributed to the independence movement was the human chain formed
by 2 million Lithuanians, Latvians and Estonians as they stood hand-in-hand along the
road from Tallinn in the north of Estonia to Vilnius in Lithuania in 1989 to protest Soviet
occupation. The continuous human chain spanned 430 miles through all three nations.

This was the beginning of the end for the Russians who eventually caved in. However,
the Russians have left a terrible legacy behind in terms of the ugly buildings they have

erected including hidden missile bases and nuclear power plants similar to Chernobyl.

The Russians did not withdraw their tanks and administration until 1993.

History of Occupations

Russia was sovereign over Latvian lands (and the other Baltic States) from the 18"
century until the end of WW1. From 1915 on, the war between the Russian and
German empires was fought on Latvian soil. The war caused the exodus of hundreds
of thousands of Latvians to Russia and left large areas of the country devastated. In
1917, the Russian Empire collapsed and was torn apart by Lenin’s Communist
revolution. Latvia declared its independence on 18 November 1918 and was
immediately threatened by the advancing Red Army that tried to take over as the
German army was leaving. The Latvian Army successfully fended off the Germans and
by 1920 had freed itself of the Red Army and retained its independence until June 1940
when it was again invaded by Russia. Hitler than ‘did the dirty’ on Stalin and invaded
Latvia (after promising Russia it could have Poland and the Baltic States). The Nazi
regime occupied Latvia from June 1941 until July 1944 when it was reoccupied by the
Soviet Union. Initially the Latvian people welcomed the Nazi regime, heralding them as



liberators from the Russians and many Latvians joined the German army to help fight
the Russians. Within a short period of time, however, the Latvian people were subject
to mass extermination, torture and terror by the Nazi regime. The very large Jewish
population was virtually completely butchered.

After the Soviets denounced Latvia’s independence took back the Baltic States by
force, they set about operationalising communist ideology and nationalized private
property and collectivized private farms. Basically what they did is they moved a whole
lot of people from Russia and gave them the farms etc for nothing and they forcibly
sent many of the Latvian people (or what was left of them after the war) to Siberia.
Anyone who resisted the collectivization process was imprisoned, murdered in a KGB
prison, or sent to Siberia. Many thousands of families including children were sent to
Siberia and some have still not returned. There was considerable repression of religion
and persecution of the churches and the churches were not allowed to perform any
civic responsibilities e.g., weddings, registrations of births or deaths. Despite this, the
Catholic Church in Lithuania for example, played a significant role in getting information
to the outside world via a church newsletter.

During the years of Soviet occupation, there were resistance movements in all three
countries and these were run in a somewhat chaotic manner by people who lived in the
forests (Forest Brothers). Many of these people were caught, tortured and murdered
and some also became collaborators due to the regime of terror they lived with (e.g.,
tortured dead bodies would be dumped in the town square by the KGB to remind
people what would happen if they stepped out of line). We had two tour guides on our
trip and one of them (who was about 70 years of age) had spent 7 years in the KGB
prison in Vilnius, Lithuania for ‘political’ activity (3 years in his twenties and 4 years in
his 40s).

The Effects of the Occupations

The three successive occupations have had a cumulative effect on the people and their
psyche. Moreover, the presence of so many Russian people in Latvia who do not
acknowledge what the Russians did has an undermining effect on the national psyche.
Russians make up half of the population in Latvia but much less in the other two states
(Estonia has tried to make it very difficult for Russians to gain citizenship and have tried
to stop Russian from being the dominant language). Many of Russians who live in the
Baltic States have vested interests (e.g., the got some poor Latvian or Lithuanian’s
farm or beautiful home for nothing or they are former members of the Soviet Army or
the KGB enjoying the high life). The Russians complain about the current government
because under the old soviet regime they were given free accommodation and now
they have to buy their homes. Sadly, it would appear, however, that the new
governments in these countries are not doing a very good job as there is a general
sense of dissatisfaction and we have seen many people begging outside churches.

Both the Nazi regime and Red Army destroyed many of the historical buildings in the
three Baltic States. The churches in particular were subject to mass destruction and
the Soviets prevented people from attending any form of church service right up until



the time of their final departure in the 1990s. Many of these buildings are in the
process of being restored (from the ground up) based on old photographs. Where the
restoration is complete the town squares are beautiful (especially Tallinn).

There is considerable effort now to let the rest of the world know what has gone on in
these states and in particular to let the western world know that it was Churchill,
Roosevelt etc who decided to let Stalin have Poland, the Baltic States and East
Germany at the end of WWII. They also want the West to be very aware that it did
nothing to help them despite the fact that many people fled Latvia, Lithuania and
Estonia during the Nazi and Russian occupations and went to the USA, Canada and
Australia. Australia, to its credit, acknowledged the independence of the Baltic States
in 1975 (long before the USA). Germany has acknowledged its role during the war and
continues to make reparations but Russia still denies it even ‘occupied’ these countries.
While we were in the Baltic States the Russia-Georgia incident occurred and we
observed that many Lithuanian people were very alarmed by these developments as
they know all too well how unpredictable and ruthless the Russians can be (and they
share a border with Russia).

Some Statistics

Latvia has a population of 2.4 million, it two-thirds the size of Tasmania and its capital
Riga has a population of 760,000 people. Lithuania is similarly the size of Latvia and
has a population of 3.4 million and the capital Vilnius has a population of 542,250.
Estonia is much smaller in geographical size and has a population of 1.3 million and
the capital Tallinn has a population of 412,000. All of the Baltic States are famous for
‘Baltic Gold’ or amber which is very expensive. Lithuania is famous for Jazz and all
three countries are big on folk music. They each have their own currency and
language although the Estonian language has much more in common with the Finnish
language. (Helsinki is only 90 minutes away from Tallinn by a fast ferry boat and many
Finns visit Tallinn for the weekend).

About Our 15 Day Tour

The tour was run by a German tour company and all information was provided in
German! All of our fellow travellers were German and one couple were from the former
East Germany and they were very interesting to speak to (they of course had to learn
Russian as children and their ability to speak Russian and English was particularly
useful to us at times. David could understand what was being said and | had to do a lot
of reading beforehand and managed to get by. We had a 40ish woman as our tour
guide for the first few days of the tour and a 70ish man for the second half of the tour.
Both were Lithuanian (and had come from an area that was predominantly of German
ethic origins before the Russian invasion). Historically many Germans had settled in
the Baltic States and many had good farms or very nice homes before the Russians
collectivised everything and ruined the farms (because they were so hopeless). We
enjoyed the tour and would recommend it to others. It was an eye-opening and very
educational experience.

Now on with our tour....



Sun 17/08/08 Munich to Riga (eventually!)

We headed for Munich airport at 5AM to catch an early flight to Riga in Latvia to meet
up with our 15 day tour of The Baltic States. Unfortunately our Lufthansa flight would
not start and we had to wait another 9 hours to catch a Baltic Air flight to Riga. One of
our free day in Riga was lost because of this. But our problems were not over yet
because when we arrived at our hotel they did not have a booking for us and the tour
company was not at that hotel (and nor were they expecting them for 2 weeks). They
gave us a room however as we were feeling pretty jagged by now and | had developed
a cold (again!). Within 30 minutes the hotel had located which hotel our tour group was
in and we headed off to the other side of Riga and eventually caught up with our tour
leader just as they were all heading off to bed. Phew!

Mon 18/08/08 Riga (Capital of Latvia;Founded in 12 01)

The next day we did a walk around Riga in the morning with a local guide (who became
visibly upset when we saw a very old lady sweeping up glass in front of the war
memorial). Life is hard in Latvia for many people and she said that the country had
only replaced one regime with another (but at least they have freedom of speech to say
these things now).

We have included below a couple of our pictures that we took in the town square which
has be beautifully restored except that on one side of the square there is an ugly
building that was built by the Russians which houses the Occupation Museum of
Latvia. We could think of no better building to put the graphic portrayals of the cruel
things the Nazi and Communist regimes did to the Latvian people. We spent the
afternoon in the museum which was very good.
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Riga is famous for being a city of art nouveau buildings and many of the buildings
designed by Eisenstein are being restored. There are beautiful figurines on the front of
the many buildings that were designed by this architect.




Tues 19/08/08 Jurmala & Riga
In the morning we went on an optional tour to the beach at the City of Jurmala which is
on a narrow belt of land between the Gulf of Riga and the River Lielupe. The beach has

beautiful sand and stretches for 30kms and a certain person had to go swimming in the
Baltic Sea.




Before going to the beach they took us on a drive-around the area where many wealthy
Russian Generals have summer houses. We saw one of Brezhnev’s three summer
houses. You can tell the Russian homes as they have video surveillance and big
fences. Some of the big old homes are deserted and very dilapidated — some of these
belonged to people who were sent to Siberia etc and probably never made it back or
wealthy people who fled the country and have never returned.

The characteristic homes in Latvia are made out of wood and they have very
interesting roof lines.

The afternoon was free and we went back to the city and did a walk around including
going to the top of the steeple of St Peter’'s Church to get a bird’s eye view of the city.



View across the Dome Church (above); Riga Markets (below)



The Latvian Freedom Monument

The "Three Brothers" are the best examples of residential buildings of medieval Riga.

The "oldest brother" (No.17 — the white house) was built in the 15th century and is the
oldest stone dwelling-structure in Riga.

Hoped you enjoyed seeing a bit of Riga. RegardsJ o0Jo & Lay-Up



