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“DANCE through life, sing your soul to heaven.”
– Estonian proverb

PERHAPS Estonians didn’t have many good alternatives to singing. 
! ey had lived and suff ered, after all, through more than 800 years 
of foreign occupation and slavery. As serfs, their lives and service 
belonged to German feudal landowners. Language and melody were 
about the only things they controlled.
! eir forefathers had migrated to Estonia more than 5,000 years 

ago, probably arriving in small waves from the forested middle Volga 
River region of today’s Russia. ! eir language was distinct from most 
of Europe’s other languages. It was one of the Finno-Ugric language 
family shared by Finns, Hungarians, Saami, and a dozen other small 
nations scattered from the Ural Mountains to the Baltic. ! e Esto-
nians, then known as Ests, lived for thousands of years as hunter-
gatherers and eventually farmers, fi shers, and keepers of bees. ! ey 
raised no kings or potentates. ! ey fended off  incursions by Vikings 
and Russian principalities, and occasionally raided vulnerable Scan-
dinavian settlements. 

But their world changed dramatically in the 13th century, when the 
Danes attacked from the north, and German knights of the Teutonic 
and Livonian military orders, the “Knights of the Sword,” moved 
up the Baltic coast in a series of Northern Crusades determined to 
Christianize this last backwater of paganism in Europe. “! e Land 
of Mary,” Pope Innocent III called the Baltics, in order to inspire his 
forces to punish the unbelievers. 

For years the Estonian tribes put up a tenacious struggle against 
conversion by the sword; they managed to combine their forces and 
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had seen their old national fl ag in public. 
From then on, through successive nights, the people began to arrive 

with fl ags, many of which had been hidden in attics and basements 
more than 50 years ago. Big fl ags, old fl ags, little fl ags, fl ags made from 
scraps that afternoon. All fl ying for Estonian freedom. 

It was, said Ivo Linna, whose band was prominent in the marathon 
concerts, “as if the dam had broken.” 

And yet, Mart Mikk, soloist for the band Rodeo, had his moments 
of trepidation. “! ey were shoving fl ags up to us,” he said, “but we 
were nervous. We were on the stage, after all, and there must have 
been dozens of KGB operatives among such a huge crowd. It would 
have been suicide.”

But the authorities had no stomach for confronting such a huge, 
boisterous, and united group. “! e powers in the Communist party 
were afraid,” said Heinz Valk, “because these songs ignited the passions 
of the people.”

Estonian Party Chairman Karl Vaino called Moscow to send troops 
to quell the “uprising.” Moscow did nothing. ! e Western press had 
already published images of the remarkable Estonian rally, and the 
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