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A nation that forgets its 
past has no future 
– Winston Churchill

Kes minevikku ei mäleta,  
elab tulevikuta* 

– Juhan Liiv

*Those who do not remember the past will live without a future.

The main task of the embassy today is to build the future 
relationship between our two countries, but no diplomacy can 
be effective without knowing the history of that relationship.

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland has 
been a strong supporter of the Estonian state and of Estonian 
independence. On 26th January 2021, it will be 100 years since 
the United Kingdom recognized the de jure independence of 
the Republic of Estonia. To mark the occasion, the events of 
a century ago have been reviewed from the perspective of a 
historian, and some gaps have been filled in. The book that you, 
dear reader, hold in your hands is the result of this work.

Thoughtful and dignified Estonian men and women look out 
at us from the pictures here -- pictures taken in the beautiful 
former embassy building which we, today’s diplomats serving in 
London, walk past almost every day. Many know that the deci-
sive moment in the Estonian War of Independence came when 
a British naval squadron arrived in Tallinn on a raid. However, 
the Estonian community in the United Kingdom remembers 
with the utmost gratitude how this country opened its doors to 
Estonian refugees after the Second World War.

Our relationship today is by no means inferior to that of the past. 
The British and Estonians are allies in NATO, and British soldiers, 
through their constant presence, are helping to guard our 
airspace and to strengthen our defence and deterrence capa-
bilities. Estonia is well-known to the British as a reliable partner 
in the fields of defence, culture, education and the economy. 
Estonian identity, culture and language have been preserved 
abroad by our most precious resource, the Estonian diaspora, 
whose energy and desire to cherish their heritage is invaluable. 
The embassy is also supported by a network of dedicated 
honorary consuls.

We look forward to further cooperation between the United 
Kingdom and Estonia for at least another hundred years.

Tiina Intelmann Ambassador
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Estonian representation in 1920

1920 – The staff of the Estonian Legation in London.  
Front row, seated: Oskar Lepp, Johan Piigert.  
Seated, from the left: Eduard Virgo, Lydia Strandman, saadik Ants Piip, ?, Johan Sapas.  
Standing from the left: ?, ?, Leo Orgusaar, ?, ?, Alfred Sinisoff, ?, Jaan Kopvillem, Benita Uipus, Aleksander Mägi, 
Alice Jürvetson, Eduard Puhk, Eduard Laaman.
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First contacts

In the autumn of 1917, troops from the German Empire occu-
pied the West Estonian archipelago and Estonia was dragged 
into the First World War. In December of the same year, the 
Estonian Provincial Assembly authorized its first Foreign Dele-
gation to establish contact with the governments of the United 
Kingdom, France, Germany and the Scandinavian countries. 
The Foreign Delegation was to protest against the German 
occupation and lobby for 
support for Estonian indepen- 
dence, seeking support in the 
form of weapons, equipment 
and direct military assistance.

At the beginning of March 
1918, it was thought that the 
Republic of Estonia, which had 
been proclaimed on 24th Feb-
ruary, would be represented 
in London by Jaan Tõnisson, 
leader of the Estonian Foreign 
Delegation. However, the first 
Estonian representatives were 
Ants Piip, Kaarel Robert Pusta 
and Eduard Virgo. They immediately managed to talk to both 
the British Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour and several 
British Foreign Office officials.

On 3rd May 1918, United Kingdom granted de facto recogni-
tion to the Estonian Provincial Assembly. Based on that recog-
nition, an Estonian provisional representation was established 
in London and Ants Piip was authorized to work as its semi- 
official representative. This was a major diplomatic victory for 
the Estonians. The next goal of the Estonian representatives 
was to achieve de jure recognition, which would mean that 
Estonia could not be united with Germany or included in the 
Russian state without its consent.

Diplomatic passport of 
Ants Piip
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Military assistance and 
cooperation
In November 1918, Piip became convinced that the help of 
the Allies was necessary and he asked Britain for help. The 
British Foreign Office proposed to the War Cabinet that military 
equipment be sent to the Baltic States “if and when there are 
governments ready to receive and use it.”

The Cabinet approved the proposal, and a British naval squad-
ron led by Rear Admiral Alexander-Sinclair set sail on 24th 
November, arriving in Tallinn on 12th December 1918. The 
Soviet Russian Baltic Fleet gave up its attack on Tallinn. The 
arrival of the British naval squadron was of the utmost military 
importance, a fact confirmed by the later assessment of the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Estonian Armed Forces, General 
Johan Laidoner:

“If the British Navy had not come to our aid, it would 
probably have been on 26th December 1918, in 

other words on the day that the Russian Red Fleet 
appeared off Tallinn, that Estonia’s independent 
statehood would have ended. Because, without 

protection at sea, it would have been impossible for 
us to organize protection on the land front, as well as 

to organize ourselves internally.”

In January 1919, the Estonian Provisional Government 
requested additional weapons assistance, foreign loans and 
fuel for the navy from the United Kingdom. Discussions on 
sending military equipment ended well for Estonia: Admiral 
Sydney Fremantle confirmed that delivering equipment to 
Estonia would not be difficult. Once again, British aid arrived 
at a critical moment, as in the spring of 1919 the Red Army 
invaded Estonia’s defensive positions. The military equipment 
sent by the British played an important role in repelling them.

Throughout the summer of 1919, Rear Admiral Walter Cowan, 
1st Light Cruiser Squadron RN, and Admiral Johan Pitka, 
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Commander of the Estonian Navy, coordinated their activities, 
and as a result the situation in the Gulf of Finland was kept 
under control.

December 1918 – 
The Rear-Admiral Edwyn 

Alexander-Sinclair in Tallinn 
with the members of the 

British Navy and Estonian 
Provincial Assembly.  

I row from left:  
1. Admiral Bertram 

Thesiger, 2. Rear-Admiral 
Edwyn Alexander-Sinclair, 

3. The Chairman of 
the Estonian Provincial 
Assembly Ado Birk, 4. 

Adjudant Webster;  
II row from left  

1. Julius Seljamaa,  
2. Jaan Teemant,  

3. Karl Theodor Grau. 

Legal recognition

On 2nd February 1920, Estonia and Soviet Russia signed the 
Tartu Peace Treaty. British representatives also monitored the 
negotiations, and the United Kingdom recognized Estonia  
de jure on 26th January 1921.

The role of the United Kingdom in achieving Estonia’s 
independence was vital. The arrival of British ships prevented 
the planned landing of the Soviet fleet in Tallinn at a time when 
Estonian troops would probably not have been able to resist, 
and the weapons sent in the winter and spring of 1919 were of 
critical importance to the Estonian battlefront. The operational 
activities of the British Navy in the Gulf of Finland ensured 
Estonia’s maritime security throughout practically the entire 
War of Independence.
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It is also notable how important relationships were on a 
personal level. The support of the British Foreign Minister 
Arthur Balfour, who got on well with Estonian representative 
Ants Piip, was probably decisive in the discussions of the 
War Cabinet, as a result of which British ships were sent to 
the Baltic Sea. Admiral Fremantle, who had himself met the 
Estonians in London, also spoke at a crucial moment in favour 
of sending help. It is also notable that Cowan and Pitka got 
along well, and as a result, the British Admiral preferred to 
cooperate with Estonians instead of the White Russians.
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First Embassy – 167 Queen’s Gate

In 1919, the Republic of Estonia bought the building at 167 
Queen’s Gate to serve as its embassy, the purchase of which 
was funded by the family of the industrialist Jaak Puhk.

The seven-storey 19th-century house lacked central heating 
and a lift, but on the lowest floor there was a large and 
spacious kitchen, with an equally large servants’ dining- and 
meeting-room at the front. This room was used for weekly 
meetings of the Estonian Society in London, and the members 
of the society built a stage there with their own hands.

During 1919–1989 
Estonian Embassy 
in London was 
situated at 167 
Queen’s Gate, 
continuing to 
work even during 
the Estonian 
occupation. 
Photographed in 
1970s.  

Oskar and Aino Kallas

The first plenipotentiary ambassador to London was appointed 
in 1922. Oskar Kallas arrived at the embassy in London on 27th 
February and presented his credentials to the King exactly a 
month later.

Oskar Philipp Kallas (1868—1946) 

Estonian linguist, collector of folklore and diplomat. PhD 
1901 (University of Helsinki); chairman of the board of 
the Estonian National Museum 1909-19.

Kallas studied Estonian culture and was a private 
lecturer in comparative linguistics at St. Petersburg 
University. He worked as a teacher and headmaster in 
several Tartu grammar schools, and at the same time 
was a member of the editorial board of the newspaper 
Postimees.

From 1918 to 1920 he was ambassador to Finland, then 
to United Kingdom from 1922 until his retirement in 
June 1934.

From the point of view of introducing Estonia to the United 
Kingdom, sending Kallas was undoubtedly a good choice. 
Along with the charm of his wife Aino Kallas, who was born in 
Finland, it certainly ‘hit the spot.’ Aino Kallas did a great deal 
to promote Estonia: she was written about in the British press, 
and she made the acquaintance of many people who were 
important in the history and cultural life of the United Kingdom. 
Whilst living in London, she also worked as a writer, translating 
and publishing the most important part of her work.

The ambassadorial couple introduced Estonia to British 
society, and they contributed to the development of Estonian- 
British trade and other relations at a time when Estonia had 
yet to prove the country’s sustainability and position in Europe. 
Although direct military agreements were lacking, important 
agreements between the two states were concluded, including 
a Convention on Criminal Extradition, a Trade and Shipping 
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Agreement, and the Estonian-British Agreement on the 
Property of Dead Seamen.

Oskar Kallas’s last achievement before leaving London was the 
conclusion of a new Estonian-British trade agreement under 
which the United Kingdom became Estonia’s largest foreign 
trade partner, just ahead of Germany.

In addition to trade ties, educational ties developed in the inter-
war years. While only one student sponsored by the Ministry 
of Education studied in the United Kingdom in 1921, by the 
academic year 1938-39 there were 26 Estonian students in 
the United Kingdom.

Unknown Estonia

In the early years of the republic, Estonia was an unknown 
quantity in the United Kingdom, as it was elsewhere in the 
world. According to J. D. Gregory, at that time Head of the 
Northern Department at the Foreign Office, Estonia was 
mainly known as the ‘home of the Baltic barons.’ According to 
Gregory, genuine knowledge of the country, the peoples living 
there and their leaders was almost non-existent.

Even the name of the country caused confusion at embassy 
receptions and gatherings, as Aino Kallas remembered:

Aino Kallas (born Krohn, 1878—1956) 

Finnish-Estonian writer  from a family of Finnish intellectuals. 
After marrying Oskar Kallas and moving to Estonia in 1904, she 
also wrote prolifically about Estonian issues. Aino Kallas spent 
12 years as the ambassador’s wife in the United Kingdom. She 
was a member of the PEN Club, the After Dinner Club and the 
Lyceum Club, and an honorary member of the Forum Club, 
reading at numerous literary evenings. Kallas’ collection of 
short stories The White Ship was the first of her works to be 
published, in time for Christmas 1924. This was followed by Eros 
The Slayer (1927) and The Wolf´s Bride (1930).

3 March 1923 –  
From ‘The 
Gentlewoman’

“Estonia was a hard nut to crack for the announcers 
in our early years. It was deformed into Ethiopia or 

anything, even on one occasion ‘Escalonia’!”

For the purpose of disseminating facts and information about 
Estonia, Aino Kallas, with the help of The British Women’s 
Patriotic League and the League of Nations, organized tours 
to English and Scottish cities for several years. She gave 
presentations on nearly a hundred occasions, the subjects 
of which were “alternately about Estonian women, or about 
Estonian political periods and the struggle for independence.”

In her book Expeditions to London, Aino Kallas recalls how “the 
embassies of the new countries born from the war competed 
with each other in their ingenuity to advertise their existence”:

“We too tried our best to promote our domestic products 
on Independence Day. The table always had chocolates and 
jellied-fruit sweets from ‘Kave’ of Tallinn, ordered specially 
for the occasion, as well as Estonian cranberry juice. But one 
year I decided early on that this time we had to come up with 
something extraordinary and surprise the guests. The ladies of 
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24 February 1924 - 
Aino and Oskar Kallas 

with their daughters 
Virve and Laine at the 
Estonian Embassy in 

London on the occasion 
of the 6th Independence 

Day of Estonia. 
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the embassy had to be presented in Estonian folk costumes. I 
had ordered beautiful folk costumes from the Tallinn handicraft 
business ‘Kodukäsitöö’, which succeeded beyond expectations. 
[…] Our folk costumes attracted both admiration and attention. 
I had achieved my goal – to advertise beautiful Estonian folk 
art to an international audience.”

The government of the republic also began to promote 
the country. A few months after the signing of the Tartu 

Peace Treaty, the Estonian Tourist Association 
was founded in Tallinn. The ‘blue-black-white’ 
information materials published by the association 
were shared among other Estonian embassies 
abroad. During these years, an image of Estonia was 
developed, the cornerstones of which survive to the 
present day:

  • picturesque Tallinn with its historic Old Town
  • unique health resorts and mud spas
  • national singing festivals
  • the country’s location at the crossroads of trade 
routes between Russia and Western Europe

1933 – Leaflet for the 
10th Estonian National 
Singing Festival. This 
was the third singing 
festival during Estonian 
independence and was 
shared at the Estonian 
Embassy in London.

August Torma

August Schmidt (he became August Torma after 1940) was 
appointed ambassador following Kallas, arriving in London in 
1934 and presenting his credentials to King George V on 18th 
December. The importance of Torma in Estonian-British rela-
tions is difficult to overestimate. Torma spoke in a balanced, 
solid and cautious manner, earning the trust and respect of 
British officials. Torma benefitted from his previous experience 
in British military service in 1918-19: after his release from 
being a prisoner of war, Torma had served as an intelligence 
officer at the British North Corps Headquarters in Arkhan-
gelsk, and he maintained his contacts with the British Special 
Services. However, Torma’s most important field of work was 
trade. British trading conditions were often tough, but the 
British market was vital for Estonia.

August Johannes Torma (1895—1971) 

Torma graduated from Pärnu Boys Grammar School with a 
gold medal in 1914. His studies at the Faculty of History and 
Languages of St. Petersburg University were interrupted by 
World War I, but in 1928 he graduated cum laude from the 
Faculty of Law of the University of Tartu.

From 1916-17, Torma served in the intelligence department 
of the staff of the British Expeditionary Corps, was a prisoner 
of war in Austria 1917-18 and in Arkhangelsk in 1918-19.

From 1919-21, he was the Estonian Republic’s military 
attaché, and from 1921-23 the chargé d’affaires in Lithuania.

In 1923 he joined the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as Head of 
the Political Department. In 1924-25 he served as chargé 
d’affaires at the Embassy in Paris, and in 1926 at the 
Embassy in Moscow.

In 1927 he was appointed Assistant Foreign Minister, and 
was ambassador to Italy from 1931-34. On 1st November 
1934 he was appointed ambassador to the United Kingdom, 
while at the same time being Estonian representative to 
Switzerland and the League of Nations.

In 1922 he married Alice Tannebaum. After Torma’s 
appointment to London in 1934, the couple remained at the 
Embassy for the rest of their lives.

Submarines

Ships were an important element in Estonian maritime protec-
tion plans and national defence in general, and one of the most 
important events in Estonian-British relations in the 1930s was 
the ordering of submarines from the United Kingdom. In 1934, 
Estonia signed an agreement to purchase two submarines 
with the contract-winning British company, Vickers-Armstrong 
Ltd. The agreement was signed on 12th December 1934 by 
the Estonian Minister of Defence Paul Lill and George Sinclair, 
a representative of Vickers. 
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July 1936 – Alice and August 
Torma at the launch of 
submarines Lembit and Kalev.
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Elbe Strobel, wife of the chairman of the submarine construc-
tion supervision committee, was the sponsor of ‘Kalev’, the 
second vessel to slip into the water.

At Portsmouth in May 1937, ‘Kalev’ participated in the Naval 
Fleet Review marking the coronation of King George VI before 
both submarines were handed over to the Estonian Navy. 
The most significant stage in the renewal of the Estonian navy 
had been successfully completed in cooperation with United 
Kingdom.

A submarine construction supervision commission was sent 
from Estonia to the United Kingdom during the building of the 
vessels. The involvement of Estonian experts was necessary 
because the shipbuilding project was not typical of British 
ships. For example, ships had to be designed with a reinforced 
hull so that they could move through ice at sea.

On 7th July 1936, August Torma and his wife Alice went to 
Barrow-in-Furness to christen the ships. The sponsor of the 
first vessel to be launched was Alice, who said: 

“I name you ‘Lembit.’ May your activities be happy 
and successful. God bless all who serve in You!”

Sympathy for small countries

United Kingdom followed and supported the development 
of Estonia and the other Baltic states in the interwar period. 
Many British officials and politicians had grown up in the spirit 
of Gladstonian liberalism, so support for small countries was 
in line with British sentiment as well as the traditional policy of 
balancing power in Europe.

In January 1937, the British Admiralty prepared an intelligence 
report on the Estonian state, which expressed British sympathy 
for Estonians:

“The Estonians are descended from a race of warlike 
and predatory pirates who were, prior to the 13th 

century, the terror of the Baltic seamen [...] they 
remain a virile race, generally of powerful physique, 

inured to hardships and accustomed to work.”

Representation of the Republic of 
Estonia during the Cold War
The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 23rd August 1939, with its 
secret protocol, led to the occupation and annexation of the 
Baltic States. On 1st September 1939, German armed forces 
began to implement the protocol by attacking Poland, precipi-
tating World War II.

During the Second World War, Estonia lost its independence. 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and its embassies were liqui-
dated; however, as the British did not recognize the usurpation 
of the Republic of Estonia by the USSR, the Estonian Embassy 
in London continued to operate.

The main achievement of Ambassador August Torma’s 
activity was to keep alive the idea of the legal continuity of the 
Estonian state. At the end of the Second World War, Torma 
hoped that the issue of the Baltic States would be raised at a 
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major peace conference. These expectations were not met, but 
it could not be ruled out that the Baltic issue would be raised at 
a future conference. Thus Torma raised the Baltic issue before 
each major international conference or summit, sending letters 
to the diplomats of the countries concerned and to the United 
Nations.

Torma and refugees

Dealing with the problems of the diaspora was an important 
part of the work of the Estonian Embassy. In 1944, between 
75,000 and 80,000 people fled Estonia. All these people, 
citizens of the Republic of Estonia, were considered by the 
Soviet Union to be their citizens who they wanted to ‘get 
back.’ Torma worked hard to ensure that those people, most 
of whom were in occupied Germany after the war, were not 

repatriated by the Soviet Union against their will.

In addition to refugees, thousands of Estonians who 
fought in German uniform were detained in Allied 
prisoner of war camps in Germany. Torma worked to 
get them transferred to refugee camps and treated 
as refugees rather than combatants. The British 
Foreign Office replied officially with a refusal, but the 
Baltic prisoners of war were released from the camps 
a few months after Torma’s appeal and began to be 
treated as refugees.

The Estonian community in 
the British Isles
From 1946, the British government allowed Estonian 

refugees to relocate to the United Kingdom. In 1947, almost 
7,000 Estonians were living in the country. The Estonian 
Embassy in London was closely involved in organizing and 
helping them, providing humanitarian aid and consular 
services. In 1949, Torma witnessed the situation of refugees in 

December 1947 –
Ambassador Torma’s 
foreword in the Estonian 
newspaper in the UK,  
Eesti Hääl

Germany, and in the same year he was also in Belgium to solve 
the problems of Estonians working as miners.

The Estonian Relief Committee in London, established in 1944, 
was for many years chaired by Mrs Alice Torma. In 1946, the 
Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church in London was founded, 
with Torma as its leading member. In 1947, the Association of 
Estonians in England was started and, among other things, 
began publishing the newspaper Eesti Hääl (Estonian Voice), 
which is still published today. In 1968, under Torma’s leader-
ship, a new Estonian translation of the Bible was published.

Torma’s hobby was writing music, both solo and choral songs, 
and he was conductor of the choir of the Estonian Society of 
London.

Until his death on 12th March 1971, Torma was the first and 
only ambassador appointed by the Republic of Estonia. 
Despite the occupation of his homeland, both his diplomatic 
status and the status of the embassy building as a diplomatic 
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August and Alice Torma at the 
embassy in 1960s.
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base were retained. After Torma’s death, the British Foreign 
Office accepted Ernst Sarepera, who had previously worked 
as an adviser at the embassy, as chargé d’affaires; however, 
Sarepera died unexpectedly later the same year. After that, 
the leadership of the embassy was left to 80-year-old August 
Bergman, who had long worked there as an official. After 
Bergman’s death in November 1974, Anna Taru, who had been 
in the service of the embassy since 1948, continued to run the 
embassy.

The British Foreign Office did not give Anna Taru any diplo-
matic status, but accepted that “the embassy building and 
its administrative duties are under the organization of Mrs 
Taru.” Anna Taru kept the embassy building until 1989, when 

1966 – Embassy staff. 
Seated: Ambassador 
August Torma and Anna 
Taru; standing. diplomat 
Ernst Sarepera and official 
August Bergman. This 
photo was published in 
1966 in British media to 
illustrate an article about 
’phantom embassies.’

the house was sold to the Sultanate of Oman. Thus during 
almost the entire Soviet occupation, Estonians had a place 
in London to turn to for help or simply to visit. In April 1989, 
Eerik-Niiles Kross, who was active at that time in the Estonian 
Student Society, searched the embassy section of the London 
telephone directory for the number of the Estonian embassy. 
Anna Taru answered the phone, “Estonian Legation.” Accord-
ing to Kross, the feeling was “fantastic.“

Estonian gold

Before the Second World War, the Bank of Estonia placed a 
significant part of its gold reserves in London with the Bank of 
England. The Soviet Union requested the transfer of this gold, 
starting in the summer of 1940. The British government did 
not agree to this demand, but had the Baltic gold seized under 
wartime laws.

The threat that the gold reserves of the Republic of Estonia 
would be liquidated actively led the Estonian refugee popula-
tion to seek the means to prevent the conclusion of an agree-
ment. Torma was particularly vigorous on the issue of the gold 
as he was concerned that the embassy building could be taken 
away after the liquidation of the gold reserves.

Torma was helped by his friend and Conservative politician 
Tufton Beamish, who regularly spoke in the British Parliament 
to defend the Baltic gold, wrote articles on the issue and 
persuaded several other members of parliament to oppose 
its liquidation. A law allowing the use of the Baltic gold was 
passed in the British Parliament in 1969, with Prime Minister 
Harold Wilson promising to return gold to the Baltic states 
after their independence. It is probably safe to say that at the 
time the promise was made, no one thought the Baltic states 
would regain their independence. However, the British kept 
their word: on 27th January 1992, it was agreed that the value 
of the liquidated gold reserves be returned to the Republic of 
Estonia, which had restored its independence.
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Lennart Meri and the Estonian 
Institute
In the end of 1980s Estonia first started to re-establish formal 
diplomatic contact with the United Kingdom through the 
Estonian Institute, which was founded by Lennart Meri with the 
support of the Estonian SSR authorities. Due to the policy of 
non-recognition, it was difficult, if not impossible, for the ESSR 
authorities to communicate directly with Western countries; 
however, it was possible to do this through the Estonian 
Institute. In the first years of operation, the Estonian Institute 
played something of the role of a shadow foreign ministry 
and a training ground for future Estonian diplomats. Later, the 
Institute focused on brokering Estonian information and cul-
tural exchange, and it became an important agent of cultural 
diplomacy with the support and recognition of the state.

In the United Kingdom, Michael Branch, Professor of Finnish at 
the Institute for Slavic and Eastern European Studies (SSEES) 
at the University of London, became a valuable partner. With 
Branch’s support, Meri had the opportunity to work in the 

United Kingdom before 1989. Jüri Luik also 
received a long-term scholarship to live in 
London and to establish a representative 
office of the Estonian Institute. Branch started 
the teaching of Estonian at SSEES, and the 
Baltic Research Unit started work at the Uni-
versity of Bradford, headed by the historian 
John Hiden who had studied the role of the 
Baltic States in international politics, especially 
between the wars.

Estonian proto-diplomacy in the United King-
dom relied on the Baltic Council, which united 
the more active part of the Baltic diaspora, 
and especially on its energetic leader, Mrs. 
Nora Morley-Fletcher. The political and social 
influence of the Baltic refugees in the British 
Isles was small. Unlike most other asylum P
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4.—5. November 
1990 
Lennart Meri in 
Lancaster House in 
London. Standing at 
the back Jüri Luik and 
Arvi Jürviste.

countries, Britain did not recognize university diplomas for 
Baltic refugees, meaning Baltic refugees were allowed to do 
only the simplest work when moving to the United Kingdom: 
typically, men had to earn a living in coal mines and women 
as nurses. Social mobility was limited within the British class 
system. Morley-Fletcher also did not have a higher education, 
but this was adequately compensated by her social charm. 
She had worked for charities for many years and received an 
award from the Queen.

Visit of Foreign Minister Meri

In November 1990, Morley-Fletcher, Kevin Probert-Ehaver and 
freelance journalist Kersti Uibo, who was working in London, 
organised a visit to England by Len-
nart Meri, who had been appointed 
Foreign Minister in the still unrecog-
nised Estonian government in seven 
months earlier. Meri’s visit was a 
breakthrough for Estonia. Due to its 
policy of non-recognition, the United 
Kingdom had avoided contact with 
any representatives of the Estonian 
authorities. Now it decided to change 
that policy.

During this informal visit, Meri was 
received on 5th November by Douglas Hogg, Minister of 
State at the Foreign Office, and on 6th November by Foreign 
Secretary Douglas Hurd. The British agreed to high-level 
meetings because they wanted to develop relations with the 
new governments of the Baltic states. Meri played a big role. 
The British Embassy in Helsinki recommended talking to Meri 
for longer than a short courtesy visit would allow, describing 
Meri as an «attentive and very intelligent» man.

Lennart Meri and his staff communicated in excellent English 
without the help of an interpreter, and Meri strove to show 
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1990 – Lennart Meri in the 
Estonian House in London.



24 25

his value as an expert on the inner working of the Soviet 
Union. In a speech at Chatham House (the Royal Institute of 
International Affairs), Meri emphasized that the West must not 
repeat the mistakes made at the 1945 Yalta Conference. Small 
countries should not be sacrificed for apparent stability.

Morley-Fletcher and other activists raised money from 
Estonians abroad so that the Estonian delegation could stay 
at a hotel in central London, where the ‹blue-black-white› flag 
was flying outside. The next visit to London took place in more 
modest circumstances, with Meri staying at Morley-Fletcher’s 
home.

The British government supported the opening of an unofficial 
Estonian representation in London under the auspices of the 
Estonian Institute. In February 1991, the Estonian Information 
Centre was opened at the Estonian House at 18 Chepstow 
Villas in Notting Hill. Journalist Kersti Uibo was appointed as 
head of the centre, and was able to establish connections with 
Estonians both at home and abroad.

Restoration of diplomatic 
relations
On the evening of 20th August 1991, Estonia announced that 
its independence had been restored. A joint declaration on the 
re-establishment of formal diplomatic relations was signed on 
5th September.

The United Kingdom actively supported Estonia’s return to the 
international arena. On 5th September, the development of 
relations between the two countries was discussed by Estonian 
Deputy Foreign Minister Rein Müllerson and Minister of State 
Douglas Hogg. Müllerson lamented the fact that the opening 
of an embassy in London was hampered by a lack of money. 
Hogg replied that the Estonians were due to get £2.25 million 
from the sale of the previous embassy building in London. 
Based upon a 1990 decision, these funds had been frozen 

until a government was formed on Estonian territory that the 
United Kingdom was ready to recognize.

Second Embassy –  
16 Hyde Park Gate
On 8th February 1993, the Estonian rep-
resentation moved to 16 Hyde Park Gate. 
The house was tidied up by the occupants 
themselves, with the spouses of diplomats 
working particularly hard. A message about 
the change of address was left on the tele-
phone answering machine at the previous 
location of the embassy in the Estonian 
House.

By 18th February, everything was ready. 
For the first time, the flag of the Republic of 
Estonia was raised above the building. On 
the same day, the new ambassador Riivo 
Sinijärv arrived in London with his wife, 
and on 23rd February, pastor Dr Jaak Taul 
consecrated the embassy building. More 
than 120 Estonians attended a reception on 
the anniversary of the Republic. On 30th March, Ambassador 
Sinijärv presented his credentials to the Queen.

Some of the priorities of Ambassador Riivo Sinijärv’s work in 
1993 were membership of the Council of Europe, the departure 
of Russian troops with an aim to receiving support from the 
United Kingdom, and the develeopment of Estonian-British 
economic relations.

Estonian diplomats found many difficulties in promoting Estonia 
as an investment destination, but in the autumn the ambas-
sador was able to observe that Estonian exports to the United 
Kingdom had more than doubled in a year.
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With regard to the rapid withdrawal 
of Russian troops, the views of 
Estonia and the United Kingdom 
coincided, and British support for 
Estonia’s accession to the Council of 
Europe was strong.

In November 1993 Estonia’s acces-
sion to NATO was discussed for the 
first time with the Security Policy 
Department of the Foreign Office. 
The United Kingdom also supported 
the aspiration of the Baltic States to 
become members of the European 
Union.

In 1994, R.D. Wilkinson, Head of the East European Department 
at the Foreign Office, emphasized that the Baltic states belonged 
to the “European family.”

March 1993 – 
Riivo Sinijärv with his 
wife in front of the horse 
carriage to be taken to 
the Queen to present his 
credentials
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Front row seated, from the left: Pilleriin Meidla, Triinu Rebane, Tiina Intelmann, Ellada Hainla, Ilona Saaretalu. 
Middle row seated: Hellika Kirt, Kersti Kirs.  
Standing: Meelis Vilippus, Olev Vunder, Kadri-Liis Turton, Inga Bowden, Priit Masing.

Photo: Sirli Raitma

Estonian representation in 2020
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The Embassy today

Relations between the United Kingdom and Estonia remain 
effective and good – communication takes place at all levels 
of government. Military cooperation stays strong both within 
NATO and bilaterally. Today close defence cooperation 
continues on operations in Afghanistan and Mali, but also in 
maintaining NATO’s deterrence in Estonia with 800 British 
soldiers deployed.

At the embassy, defence and security cooperation is overseen 
by the defence attaché. In total the embassy employs a dozen 
people, including a cultural and economic adviser as well as a 
representative of the Estonian Enterprise Development Foun-
dation (Enterprise Estonia). 

The most important goals of the embassy are to provide 
consular services to Estonian citizens living and working in the 
United Kingdom, which today means not only the issuing of 
travel documents and visas. In addition to ID cards, which have 
become so common for Estonians, the embassy also issues 
e-residency cards. Approximately 3,500 Estonian e-residents 
are registered among UK citizens.

The need to provide better consular services to its citizens was 
one of the reasons for the decision to move to a new and more 
spacious embassy building.

Consulate section of 
the embassy

Third Embassy –  
44 Queen’s Gate Terrace
Since the autumn of 2015, the Estonian Embassy in London 
has been located at 44 Queen’s Gate Terrace in the London 
Borough of Kensington and Chelsea.

The house for the new embassy building was bought in 2007 
and renovations began in early summer 2014. Queen’s Gate 
Terrace was one of the streets in the new quarter built for 
the 1851 World Fair. The developer was William Jackson, and 
house represents the Victorian architectural style typical of the 
mid-19th century and is under heritage protection.

The architectural solution and interior design of the house 
have been created by Estonian architects and designers 
Doomino Arhitektid and KAOS Arhitektid. Numerous historical 
details have been preserved from the original interior design, 
including cornices, decor, fireplaces and doors. The design 
includes a new white finish, which has brightened up the 
original darker interior.

The new interior has brought something archetypically Esto-
nian in nature to central London, with its focus on Estonian 
wetlands, lakes and forests. In 2016, the building’s design 
won the annual award of the architectural endowment of the 
Cultural Endowment of Estonia.

The Great Hall of the 
embassy.  

Photo: Terje Ugandi
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Cultural relations

Cultural relations between Estonia and the United Kingdom 
have always been close and strong, and are governed by the 
Intergovernmental Agreement on Cooperation in the Fields of 
Education, Science and Culture signed in 1996.

Since 2005, a cultural representative has been working at the 
Estonian Embassy in London whose task is to contribute to the 
comprehensive development of bilateral relations, to establish 
contacts between artists and institutions, and to increase the 
visibility of Estonian culture in the United Kingdom.

Many active Estonian community organizations and associa-
tions, and local Estonian schools, also take care of the preser-
vation of the Estonian language, culture and traditions. In 2018, 
the Association of Estonians in the United Kingdom organized 
the spirited 5th European Estonian Song Festival in Leicester. 
The 2019 Song and Dance Festival in Tallinn was also attended 
by groups from the United Kingdom: the Estonian Mixed Choir 
of Great Britain conducted by Kristi Jagodin, and folk dance 
groups from London under the guidance of Marje Remmet.

Many well-known Estonian artists have previously enjoyed 
great fame in the United Kingdom, including Neeme Järvi, 
chief conductor of the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, and 
dancer Eve Mutso, principal dancer of the Scottish National 
Ballet. Ballet dancers Toomas Edur and Age Oks (known in 
the UK as Thomas Edur and Agnes Oaks) performed with the 
English National Ballet for 20 years and in 2010 were both 
awarded CBEs in the Queen’s Honours List for developing 
British-Estonian cultural relations and serving the art of dance. 

Several important Estonian-focused festivals have also taken 
place, including Walestonia in Wales and Estonian Fest in 
London, as well as events where Estonian creative people have 
been brought to the UK’s attention in a range of different fields.

Paavo Järvi, Kristjan Järvi, Olari Elts, Anu Tali and Andres 
Kaljuste regularly conduct British orchestras on local concert 
stages. The repertoire of British music ensembles includes an 
increasing number of works by Estonian composers: Arvo Pärt, 
Erkki-Sven Tüür, Veljo Tormis, Helena Tulve, Galina Grigorjeva. 
Both Neeme Järvi and the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber 
Choir have been recognized with Gramophone Awards. In 
recent years, Ain Anger, Kai Rüütel and Monika-Evelin Liiv have 
performed in productions with the Royal Opera House. Kadri 
Voorand, Mihkel Mälgand, Jaak Sooäär, Kristjan Randalu and 
many others have shone on stage at important jazz festivals, 
as have Mari Kalkun, Tuulikki Bartosik, duo Ruut and Trad.
Attack! at world music festivals . Rapper Tommy Cash also has 
an audience in the United Kingdom.

Excellent progress has been made in the field of literature. In 
2018, the Baltic States were the main guests of the London 
Book Fair, and the Estonian Literature Festival ‘EstLitFest’ took 
place in London. The list of authors published in English is con-
stantly growing: Jaan Kross, Doris Kareva, Kristiina Ehin, Rein 
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November 2018 – 
Festival Estonia Now: 

choreographer Eve 
Mutso, Artistic Director 

of the Estonian National 
Ballet Toomas Edur and 

the reperiteur Daniel 
Kirsipuu surrounded  

by dancers.
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Raud, Mihkel Mutt, Andrei 
Ivanov, Jaan Kaplinski, Piret 
Raud. Glasgow-based 
publisher Vagabond Voices 
has also published A.H. 
Tammsaare’s five-part 
series Truth and Justice.

The Temnikova-Kasela 
Gallery enjoyed a break-
through at the London 
Art Fair, and prestigious 
galleries in the United 
Kingdom have shown the 
works of Kris Lemsalu and 

Katja Novitskova. Estonian films are regularly represented at 
prestigious international film festivals such as those in Leeds, 
Edinburgh, London, Glasgow.

Both Estonian fashion and product design have also been 
visible. In the autumn of 2017, an exhibition dedicated to the 
history of plywood at the Victoria & Albert Museum included 
the products of the Luther plywood factory and its London 
subsidiary Venesta, founded in 1897, as a leader in radical 
furniture design. In recent years, Estonian design has been 
well-represented at the London Design Festival. Fashion 
designer Roberta Einer is successful in the United Kingdom, 
and her new collections are always on the catwalks at London 
Fashion Week.

For the 100th anniversary of the Republic of Estonia, more 
major events took place than ever before. Among them was 
the ‘Estonia Now’ festival in Glasgow, where the Estonian 
National Ballet made its Scottish debut. The Estonian Festival 
Orchestra, conducted by Paavo Järvi, played an unques-
tionably significant concert at the prestigious BBC Proms in 
the Royal Albert Hall, which beloved composer Arvo Pärt 
honoured with his presence.

August 2018 – 
Estonian Festival 
Orchestra at BBC 
Proms
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Economic relations

Economic cooperation between Estonia and the United 
Kingdom is of a practical nature. The interests of Estonian 
companies in the British market are focused on the services 
sector and, above all, on business and financial services. In 
addition, several fintech companies, 
such as Transferwise, Funderbeam 
and Veriff, have London offices, as 
does LHV Bank, which is based on 
Estonian capital.

Estonian manufacturing companies 
exporting to the United Kingdom 
operate mainly in the machinery, 
wood and furniture sectors, and there 
are also firms engaged in construction 
work. British companies with interests 
in Estonia are mainly focused on 
textile and food industries, as well as 
the services and energy sectors.

Estonia’s experience in the digital 
field, its e-residency program and 
the success stories of its companies 
and ‘unicorns’ have created a positive 
image for Estonia in this market 
and help to promote Estonia and its 
investment environment. Since 1996, 
it has also been supported by the British Estonian Chamber of 
Commerce (BECC), which aims to promote relations between 
the British and Estonian business communities. Enterprise 
Estonia offers the services of a resident export advisor to com-
panies in the United Kingdom.

As part of their work, Estonian honorary consuls in the United 
Kingdom – based in Aberdeen, Belfast, Cheltenham, Edin-
burgh, Jersey and Leeds -- also contribute to the development 
of economic relations.

May 2019 – An Embassy 
visit to the Scottish smoked 

salmon smokehouse John 
Ross Jr in Aberdeen
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Diaspora

The United Kingdom is home to an estimated 10,000-15,000 
Estonian citizens, of whom 3,000-5,000 live in London. It is 
difficult to know the exact number, because representatives 
of the creative industries travel frequently between London 
and Estonia. Diaspora is more active in London, Bradford and 
Leicester, where Estonian Houses are also located.

The Estonian Society of London (LES) was founded in 1921 
and is therefore the oldest Estonian organization still operating 
in England. The LES is also the world’s oldest continuously 
operating expatriate Estonian organization. The aim of the 
Association of Estonians in Great Britain (IEÜ), founded in 1947, 
is to unite Estonian organizations operating in the United King-
dom. The goal of the IEÜ is to preserve Estonian language and 
culture in the United Kingdom among the older generations 
who came here as refugees after the Second World War, as 
well as among Estonians who recently arrived here and among 
future generations.

August 2014 –  
a traditional Estonian 
national party with the 
members of the annual 
Estonian children’s camp 
at Catthorpe Manor in 
England

The newspaper Eesti Hääl, published by the community, was 
established in London in December 1947. The first editor was 
the well-known writer Gert Helbemäe, who continued in the 
role until his death in 1974. The circulation of the publication 
today is 250.

Students also play an active part. Several UK universities have 
Estonian or Baltic societies that organize regular meetings and 
events to promote Estonian or Baltic culture. The societies 
also provide advice to Estonian students who are considering 
studying at UK universities.

The Estonian community is an active one, and it has consis-
tently helped to keep the language, culture and good name of 
Estonia alive.

September 2019 – 
 Antarctica 200 

expedition celebrating the 
Day of Knowledge on 1 

September with children 
from Estonian diaspora
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ANTS PIIP
Estonian Diplomatic 
Representative in London 
1918–1920

OSKAR KALLAS
Estonian Ambassador to the 
United Kingdom and Holland  
1922–1934

AUGUST TORMA
Estonian Ambassador to the 
United Kingdom 1934–1971

Estonian ambassadors in the United Kingdom

RIIVO SINIJÄRV
Ambassador of the Republic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
1993–1995

RAUL MÄLK
Ambassador of the Republic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
1996–2001

KAJA TAEL
Ambassador of the Republic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
2001–2005

MARGUS LAIDRE
Ambassador of the Republic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
2006–2010

AINO LEPIK VON 
WIRÉN
Ambassador of the Republic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
2010–2014

LAURI BAMBUS
Ambassador of the Republic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
2014–2017

TIINA INTELMANN
Ambassador of the Repulic of 
Estonia to the United Kingdom 
2017–
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 • December 1917 
The Estonian Provincial Assembly authorizes the first 
foreign delegation.

 • 24th February 1918 
The Republic of Estonia is proclaimed.

 • March 1918 
Ants Piip, Kaarel Robert Pusta and Eduard Virgo are the first 
representatives of Estonia to travel to London.

 • 3rd May 1918 
UK gives de facto recognition to the Estonian Provincial 
Assembly. A temporary Estonian representation in London 
is established and Ants Piip is authorized to work as a semi-
official representative.

 • November 1918 
The British Cabinet decides to send military equipment to 
the Baltic States “if and when there are governments ready 
to receive and use it.”

 • December 1918 
Ants Piip’s deputy, Jaan Kopwillem, remains as the organizer 
of the activities of the London Embassy until the arrival of 
the plenipotentiary ambassador in February 1922.

 • Spring 1919 
The Republic of Estonia buys the building at 167 Queens 
Gate as its embassy.

 • January 1920 
The last British warships leave the Gulf of Finland. The 
Commander of the Estonian Navy is assured that the British 
will come to the rescue if necessary.

Selected chronology  • 2nd February 1920 
Estonia and Soviet Russia sign the Tartu Peace Treaty.

 • 26th January 1921 
UK recognizes Estonia de jure.

 • April 1921 
The first British ambassador to Estonia, Ernest Wilton, 
presents his credentials and resides in Riga.

 • March 1922 
Oskar Kallas, the first plenipotentiary ambassador in 
London, presents his credentials.

 • December 1934 
August Schmidt (August Torma) arrives in London and 
remains ambassador there until his death on 12th March 
1971.

 • December 1934 
Estonia enters into an agreement to purchase two 
submarines with the winning British company Vickers-
Armstrong Ltd. The agreement is signed by the Estonian 
Defence Minister Paul Lill and Vickers’ representative 
George Sinclair.

 • 23rd August 1939 
The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact is signed in Moscow, with a 
secret additional protocol dividing Eastern Europe between 
Germany and the USSR.

 • June - August 1940 
With the support of the Red Army, a coup d’état is carried 
out in Estonia, a puppet government is appointed, by order 
of which Estonian embassies abroad and foreign embassies 
in Estonia are closed. Estonia’s incorporation into the Soviet 
Union began. As the British did not recognize the usurpation 
of the Republic of Estonia by the USSR, the Estonian 
Embassy in London continues to operate. In the summer of 
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1940, Ambassador August Torma, Advisor Ernst Sarepera 
and Officer August Bergman remain at the Embassy and 
work there as representatives of the Republic of Estonia until 
his death in the early 1970s. After that, the management 
passes to the Consulate General of New York to Ernst 
Jaakson. From 1975, Secretary Anna Taru take care of the 
embassy building.

 • 1944 
75,000-80,000 people leave Estonia. In 1947, almost 7,000 
Estonians are already in the United Kingdom.

 • November 1947 
The Association of Estonians in England is founded, the aim 
of which is to preserve the Estonian language and culture.

 • December 1947 
The English Estonian newspaper Eesti Hääl starts publishing 
in London under its first editor, writer Gert Helbemäe. 
1989 
Due to high maintenance costs, the embassy building at 167 
Queen’s Gate is sold to the Omani Sultanate Embassy.

 • November 1990 
Lennart Meri visits London.

 • February 1991 
The British government supports the opening of an informal 
Estonian representation in London under the auspices of the 
Estonian Institute, from which the current Estonian Embassy 
in London grows.

 • 20th August 1991 
Estonia restores its independence

 • 5th September 1991 
A joint declaration on the re-establishment of formal 
diplomatic relations is signed.

 • October 1991 
The first British ambassador, Brian Law, presents his 
credentials.

 • July 1992 
UK restores visa-free border crossing regime with Estonia. 
UK is the first member state of the European Union to restore 
the validity of the agreements concluded with the Republic of 
Estonia, and also abolishes the visa requirement for Estonian 
citizens.

 • 8th February 1993 
The Estonian office moves to a new building at 16 Hyde Park 
Gate.

 • March 1993 
The first ambassador after the restoration of Estonian 
independence, Riivo Sinijärv, presents his credentials.

 • 3rd October 1994 
The Memorandum of Understanding on Defence and 
Cooperation enters into force. In 2013, the memorandum is 
replaced by a bilateral framework agreement on defence 
cooperation.

 • October 1994 
British Ambassador Charles Richard Lucien de Chassiron 
presents his credentials.

 • November 1996 
Estonian Ambassador Raul Mälk presents his credentials.

 • December 1996 
The Agreement on Cooperation in the Fields of Education, 
Science and Culture enters into force.

 • 1996 
The British-Estonian Chamber of Commerce is established 
in Tallinn.
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 • August 1997 
British Ambassador Timothy James Craddock presents his 
credentials.

 • May 1998 
The Duke of York unveils a memorial plaque at the Maritime 
Museum in Tallinn to officers and sailors of the British Royal 
Navy who fought and gave their lives in the Estonian War of 
Independence 1918-20

 • September 2000 
British Ambassador Sarah Squire presents her credentials.

 • November 2001 
Estonian Ambassador Kaja Tael presents her credentials.

 • Summer 2003 
A memorial plaque is unveiled in Tallinn’s Church of the 
Holy Spirit to all British soldiers who died between 1918 and 
1920 while supporting Estonia. A similar plaque is unveiled 
in December 2005 in Portsmouth Cathedral, UK.

 • November 2003 
British Ambassador Nigel Robert Haywood presents his 
credentials.

 • 29th March 2004 
Estonia joins NATO. Britain and Estonia become military 
allies.

 • 1st May 2004 
Estonia joins European Union

 • August 2005 
London’s Arsenal Football Club hires Mart Poom as its 
goalkeeper. 
 

 • March 2006 
Estonian Ambassador Margus Laidre presents his 
credentials.

 • 2006 
With the support of the Estonian state, the Department of 
Estonian Language and Culture opens at the University of 
Glasgow. It is also possible to study Estonian as an elective 
at the Institute of Slavic and Eastern European Studies 
(SSEES) at the University of London.

 • 19th -20th October 2006 
The British monarch visits Estonia for the first time during a 
state visit by Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip.

 • November 2007 
British Ambassador Peter Carter presents his credentials.

 • Autumn 2009 
The Estonian School in London opens.

 • October 2010 
Agnes Oaks and Thomas Edur receive the Queen’s CBE 
in recognition of their services to the arts in the UK and 
UK-Estonia cultural relations.

 • November 2010 
Estonian Ambassador Aino Lepik von Wirén presents her 
credentials.

 • May 2011 
Arvo Pärt is chosen as the Composer of the Year at the 
Classic Brit Awards.

 • February 2012 
British Ambassador Christopher Bruce Holtby presents his 
credentials.

 • May 2014 
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Prince Harry visits the Defence Forces exercise Spring 
Storm in Estonia.

 • November 2014 
Estonian Ambassador Lauri Bambus presents his 
credentials.

 • May 2015 
The first British-led rotation begins at the NATO Baltic Air 
Security Mission at Ämari Air Force Base.

 • October 2015 
The Estonian Embassy in London opens a new building at 
44 Queen’s Gate Terrace.

 • July 2016 
Defender Ragnar Klavan signs a contract with Liverpool F.C., 
becoming the first Estonian player to take to the pitch in the 
Champions League.

 • September 2016 
British Ambassador Theresa Bubbear presents her 
credentials.

 • Spring 2017 
Eight hundred British servicemen arrive in Tapa as part of 
the 1st Infantry Brigade of the Defence Forces.

 • July 2017 
Estonian Ambassador Tiina Intelmann presents her 
credentials.

 • April 2018 
Baltic literature takes centre-stage at the London Book Fair.

 • August 2018 
The Estonian Festival Orchestra, conducted by Paavo Järvi, 
performs at the BBC Proms in the Royal Albert Hall.

 • September 2018 
Neeme Järvi receives Gramophone’s Lifetime Achievement 
Award.

 • December 2019 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson visits the British contingent in 
Tapa, as well as meeting Prime Minister Jüri Ratas.

 • December 2020 
Ben Wallace, the Secretary of State for Defence of the 
United Kingdom visits Estonia.
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