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Esteemed Curator, dear members of the student nation - you who belong to the oldest, the 
most beautiful, and the most spirited of them all, 

If, in 1833, students had not been divided for supervisory reasons - separating the Savo-
Karelian students from the Wiipurilainen Student Nation into their own - I too, through my 
Savo-born parents, would by my roots belong to this student nation. I nevertheless ask to 
be accepted as your celebratory speaker, for my mother was twice evacuated from Viipuri 
(Vyborg), and my father, in the final year of the Continuation War, did his utmost on the 
front line to defend the Karelian Isthmus. 

I belong to the generation whose parents experienced the horrors of war - at the front, in 
evacuation, and through the loss of loved ones. They were young - younger than you are 
now - when the war ended. Finland had lost more than ten percent of its territory, 
especially the part that lies in your roots. Ahead was a reconstruction effort that must have 
seemed almost hopeless, including the resettlement of a vast number of evacuees at a 
time when everything was scarce and when uncertainty weighed heavily on every mind - 
even uncertainty about whether independence would endure. 

What was the superpower that enabled Finland, in just a few decades, to rise from that 
situation to the very top tier of welfare states? 

Perhaps it had been practiced for generations. 

If you have not yet read Väinö Linna’s Under the North Star trilogy, I strongly recommend 
it. It is an outstanding work, and within its pages you may find an answer to that question. 

The trilogy follows one family across four or five generations, from the 1880s to the early 
1950s. In a way, that era is not so distant. My own grandfather was born in the 1890s, and 
I was already of school age when he passed away. Within the story unfold the years of 
tenant farming under Russian rule, periods of oppression and devastating famine, fierce 
class conflicts, political awakening, Finland running, composing, and painting itself onto 
the world map, the First World War, revolutions in the former mother country, our nation’s 
courageous declaration of independence, the tragic war of brother against brother, 
economic hardship, the Lapua Movement, a remarkable emergence of internal unity when 
threatened again from the east, three wars, the human suffering that touched nearly every 
family - the fallen, the missing, the wounded, prisoners of war - the resettlement of the 
country through evacuees, harsh peace terms, enormous war reparations, and finally 
reconstruction. 

My own interpretation is that the secret superpower was twofold. 
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First, the book conveys - as something passed down through generations - an immense 
perseverance and boundless faith in the future. 

Second, there was a powerful will and ability to raise the level of education of the entire 
nation. Widespread literacy had already been achieved by the late nineteenth century, 
thanks to the elementary school system. And, of course, your own student nation was 
founded as early as 1653. 

I will return to perseverance and faith in the future shortly, but first a few words more about 
the importance of education. 

Let me introduce another classic: Aleksis Kivi’s The Seven Brothers from 1870. If you have 
not read it, here is the story in brief: it tells of the orphaned brothers of Jukola who flee 
society’s rules, the parish clerk’s alphabet, and farm work into the forest of Impivaara. 
Their rebellious life gradually transforms, through hardship and setbacks, into 
responsibility. They eventually return to society, literate and with families of their own. 

Professor Martti Häikiö, who passed away last year, described the book’s central theme as 
“the desire to learn to read - or, in today’s terms, the belief that knowledge and skills, 
research and development, are the only sustainable path to the future.” It is, in other 
words, an excellent book about the importance of competence in leadership. 

When the brothers were orphaned, they chose Juhani, the oldest and strongest, as their 
leader. His leadership style is summed up in his remark: “If only you would obey without 
fighting or the whip.” As we can guess, such leadership led nowhere. Everything collapses, 
the house burns down, and the brothers flee to the forest. 

By the end of the book, the hero is no longer Juhani but the youngest brother, Eero. Why? 
Because he was the first to learn to read - and therefore the most knowledgeable. The 
story ends happily. For those of you planning a leadership career, let me quote Aleksis 
Kivi’s description of Eero’s way of leading: he did not neglect the cultivation of his land but 
guided all work with order and fiery energy; no one was allowed to idle in his yard. His 
sharp eye roamed constantly, like a hawk surveying the meadow from a dry birch branch 
in the summer sun. 

What do we learn? Good leadership, competence, and productivity deserve honor. 

Now let me return to perseverance and faith in the future. 

Throughout centuries of our history, even under foreign rule, our Finnish identity - including 
our language - has endured. Over the past twenty years, I have been particularly moved 
by numerous meetings with our war veterans. My father passed away before my 
adulthood, and I never heard his stories of war or reconstruction. Yet all members of the 
war generation whom I have met have shared one striking trait: an extraordinarily strong 
faith in the future - after the war, and even today, at nearly one hundred years of age or 
beyond. 

I have often thought that if they, eighty years ago, in their perseverance believed in the 
future, then surely we must do the same. 
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Former President Mauno Koivisto wisely said: “If we cannot be certain how things will turn 
out, let us assume that all will turn out well.” In difficult moments, that is a good thought to 
hold onto. 

Several years ago, the our Foundation conducted a broad interview study on values 
inherited from the veteran generation. The answers from veterans and from the general 
public were strikingly similar - clear evidence that shared values are passed on. 

These values were summarized into eight points, united by one overarching message: 
TOGETHER. 

• Patriotism: valuing and safeguarding independence, security, history, and cultural 
heritage 

• Self-sacrifice: placing the common good above personal interest 
• Consideration for others: meeting, supporting, and respecting others in words and 

actions 
• Sense of duty: understanding and carrying one’s responsibility as part of society 
• Preservation of peace: caring for political, economic, social, and ecological stability, 

and maintaining the will to defend the nation 
• Justice: promoting equality and human rights 
• Perseverance: persistent effort toward a goal despite adversity 
• Faith in the future: trust and determination to build a society where future 

generations can thrive 

Dear members of the nation, 

We have now lived for more than eighty years in peace in Finland. For that, we owe 
gratitude to the wartime generation, who - with great sacrifice - preserved our 
independence and built a prosperous country where it is good to live. 

I hope each of you will take time to learn about your own family’s or hometown’s history, 
so that one day you may pass that cultural heritage on to your own descendants. It is the 
only way to safeguard our history and truly value it. In my view, it is a shared responsibility. 

It is wonderful that the Wiipurilainen Student Nation has preserved its name. Viipuri 
(Vyborg) holds a great place in our history. The castle of Viipuri, built in 1293 as a lock to 
the east, together with Savonlinna Castle built in 1475, formed until the early nineteenth 
century a similar geopolitical boundary eastward as our NATO fence does today. Before its 
loss, Viipuri was our country’s second or third largest city, our most international city, and a 
significant commercial center. 

In a poignant yet sorrowful way, it has been described as “the lost perfect city” in Dr. Chloe 
Wells’ 2020 dissertation on Finnish youth perceptions and memories of Viipuri. The title, 
“Viipuri is yours/ours,” is telling. “Yours” reflects the city’s place within different states over 
its long history. “Ours” reflects the thinking of the interviewed young people - the so-called 
third generation, with no personal memory of its loss. I interpret this positively: one can feel 
a positive nostalgia toward something beyond the border, something to which one feels 
rooted, without any misplaced nationalism. 
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So cherish your Karelian heritage and the memory of Viipuri - tonight and always - with joy 
and respect. 

I was asked to speak about cultural heritage passed from generation to generation - the 
very mission of the Oak Leave Foundation. I hope I have answered that request. 

Finally, I would like to share one example of cultural heritage being passed on in another 
context - one that, considering your age, may be quite timely. I will read a short excerpt 
from a letter my father wrote to his parents in 1947. Let it be an encouraging example of 
how a 22-year-old man, who had experienced war, expressed his feelings, respect for his 
parents, and love for the woman he had chosen. 

He wrote: 

“Dear Father and Mother, 
It feels very strange to begin writing this letter - strange in many ways. First, I must admit 
that at this moment I am very happy, and also a little sad. You know well the thoughts that 
have occupied your son’s mind lately. They have been thoughts impossible to dismiss, 
even though I have tried to understand that perhaps the time for engagement has not yet 
come. But - as I have said - I have become hopelessly entangled in these thoughts; they 
have captured me, and I have now taken the decisive step that belongs to them. 

I have proposed! After long consideration, I did so. I can tell you that I went to see Mr. 
Sopanen with my knees trembling beyond measure - and when, after a long and painful 
opening conversation, I finally managed to utter the few words concerning my proposal, I 
believe my voice trembled. I had naturally prepared myself to hear a firm verdict: ‘No’ - or 
perhaps a suggestion to postpone the matter. My astonishment was therefore great when 
the High Council, without hesitation, gave its consent.” 

Thus the engagement was made - and announced by letter seventy-nine years ago. Times 
and customs have changed, and rightly so. Yet my father’s way of opening his heart has 
always commanded my deep respect. Without that proposal, I would not be standing here 
today. 

Dear guests, 

Be curious about your own family’s history and about the history of Finland. Pass on that 
knowledge and those skills to the next generation. Continue to develop your own 
competence - for very soon, you will be responsible for this society. Be perseverant and 
believe in the future. That spirit carried Jussi Koskela through solid grey stone, and it will 
carry you to success as well. 

And do all of this - together. 

 


