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Sara Wacklin: Her Land, Life, and Literature


Sara Wacklin (1790–1846) was known as a character in the city of her birth, a local figure who stood out due to her peculiarities and was respected for her achievements. So she might have remained, one of the many Wacklins who appear in histories of Oulu, granted a few sentences here and there by authors who set out to describe the Finnish region of Ostrobothnia in days gone by and the people who populated it. Yet her final achievement in life was to establish herself not only as a character but an authority on Ostrobothnia from the late seventeenth to the early nineteenth century. Wacklin’s authority, her right to tell stories and assert their claim to authenticity (while acknowledging potential unreliability) by labelling them as memories, did not go unchallenged. One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia nonetheless became her legacy. Revealing her talent as an author, she drew on her own life and old tales that had been recounted to her in order to create a semi-fictional three-volume novel that offers a vividly detailed account of Ostrobothnian customs and locations even as it serves as a literary delight that jumps from one genre to another. Wacklin conveys her love for her home, her amusement at its quirks and pride in its feats, and her conviction that these one hundred memories are worthy of being recorded and capable of entertaining readers even beyond those familiar with the places and eras they describe.






I. The Land


Ostrobothnia (Pohjanmaa in Finnish, Österbotten in Swedish) has been defined in various ways, sometimes extending as far north as the southern parts of Lapland and usually including the western coast of Finland, which received significant influences from Sweden on the other side of the Gulf of Bothnia. In modern usage Coastal Ostrobothnia, to the south of the setting of this novel, is usually called simply Ostrobothnia. The historical term encompassed five other regions as well. The one that Wacklin describes is today called Northern Ostrobothnia and still dominated by her hometown of Oulu (Uleåborg in Swedish, named after the castle built on an island in the delta of the River Oulujoki). A major port in the Bay of Bothnia, it offered the products of northern and eastern Finland a route to the sea and onwards to Stockholm and Europe.


Sweden had gradually extended its control over Finland during the Middle Ages and in the fourteenth century the state consisted of two halves, Sweden to the west and Finland to the east. The coastal regions were most firmly bound by culture and trade to Sweden. Elites, civil servants, and merchants spoke Swedish; many of the families that appear in this book were founded by a Finn who Swedicised his name when he found success. Finnish was the language of the majority population of the land, though in coastal regions even peasants and fishers were likely to have Swedish as their first language.


Sweden and Russia fought numerous wars over the centuries, which included two notable Russian invasions of Finland, the Great Wrath (1713–21) and the Lesser Wrath (1742–43). The Napoleonic Wars marked a decisive moment. Sweden’s defeat in the Finnish War (1808–09), to which Wacklin devotes many of her memories, led to the establishment of the autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland ruled by the Emperor of Russia. For the first time, the land was its own administrative entity. It would be transformed over the course of the nineteenth century and become a more culturally confident and industrialised country, with the first major changes emerging in Wacklin’s lifetime. The past, however, was what she knew and recorded for her readers, and it was shaped by the importance of Sweden, especially in Ostrobothnia; Russians appear as temporary visitors.


Oulu was founded in 1605 by King Charles IX at a spot suitable for trade. Water routes connected inland regions to the new port and through it to the coasts of Finland and Sweden. By the time of Wacklin’s birth, Oulu was a major regional force, strongly influenced by mercantilism. Its city plan became fairly orderly, the result of rebuilding after numerous smaller fires and efforts to increase regularity. With few stone buildings, it was known that the city was vulnerable to fire. Fire equipment was purchased, inspections were held, and residents were assigned roles to assume in the event of a fire; sensible precautions that would prove insufficient in the face of a conflagration beyond anything the city had seen before.


An important event in Oulu’s development was the granting of staple rights, which allowed it to conduct foreign trade and freed it from its former submission to Stockholm in that regard. Oulu first petitioned for the rights in 1719, initiating a struggle that lasted for decades until it culminated in victory in 1765. Merchants could now expand their reach and take greater risks, which brought greater rewards to the lucky ones. The Wacklins were only one among the many burgher families that grew wealthy and formed a network of deals and marriages that surfaces constantly throughout these memories. Staple rights speeded up the growth of Oulu’s population and it became one of the largest cities in Finland. However, with some 3,000 people, it was still a far cry from Stockholm’s 70,000. The Swedish capital was its most vital trading partner, though the partnership was very much an unequal one. The Baltic Sea offered ships passage to more distant shores.


When the Province of Oulu was established in 1775 and the city became home to the governor, its regional prominence was reaffirmed. This also brought more gentry to the city, where they joined burghers in creating an environment in which academic and cultural accomplishments were held in esteem. Most of the workers were servants. They often arrived from the countryside in search of employment in the houses of the wealthy, who might have to pay good wages in order to hold on to their servants in the face of competing offers. Sailors and workers employed by factories and shipyards could also prosper. The presence of artisans increased gradually. More polished manners led to a greater demand for the related professionals, such as someone who could create wigs in fashionable styles. The city spent money on a poor relief system, as did the church, but private charity played an important role in supporting those who were poorly paid or unemployed.


The trade that Oulu was most associated with was the sale of tar. Other important exports included pitch (a speciality of the Wacklins), wood, food (salmon in particular), and butter. Salt was the most necessary of the imports that ships brought to the city. However, various foreign delicacies increasingly found their way to Oulu, which also enjoyed its own regional dishes; Wacklin describes both in lavish detail. Trade meant that customs houses had a great deal of work to do. Products that were brought into the city for use within were taxed.


The most dramatic event of this period took place on 23 May 1822 when the Great Fire of Oulu burnt down the city. The fire that began at night in the workshop of the dyer Pape spread wildly, the flames carried onwards by the wind. The efforts to put out the fire were hindered because a dry spring had emptied wells. The small wooden buildings were so close to one another that some caught fire from the heat alone. The Great Fire was visible to ships in the Gulf of Bothnia. The ensuing investigation did not establish a definitive cause, but the consequences were clear enough. Less than one sixth of the city’s houses remained standing. Private individuals sent generous aid to Oulu. The future was nonetheless daunting. People had to rebuild their lives and their city, which was transformed. The Great Fire was recognised as marking an end to one chapter in Oulu’s history. It also acts as a conclusion to the wandering story of One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia, which pays tribute to the old Oulu and invites the reader to envision a time gone by.


A visitor to the Oulu of today still has opportunities to encounter Sara Wacklin. A street was named after her in 1908, later a park as well. A memorial relief shows Wacklin carved in stone, while a plaque marks the site of the last of the schools that she ran in the city, located next to the cathedral. Wacklin has inspired plays and awards, art that draws upon her writing and work that recognises her career. The readers of the newspaper Kaleva voted her Oulu’s most significant resident in 2005. How did Wacklin elevate herself from a woman who was a peculiar personality in her lifetime into a cultural figure who remains an honoured personage more than two hundred years after she was born?






II. The Author


The author, remarkable throughout her life for her readiness to seek out knowledge and undertake journeys in the pursuit of her goals and career, never lost her attachment to the city of her birth. She was born in Oulu on 26 May 1790 as Sara Elizabeth Wacklin, a name she would never exchange for another and preserved even in the preface to her book at a time when there was still an inclination for women to be circumspect about their authorship in order to lessen the risk of damage to their reputation. S. E. W—n offered only a flimsy nod to that custom; dissatisfied readers would know very well who was to be the target of their ire. But that lay in the future. The girl’s parents were Zacharias Michaelsson Wacklin, a city prosecutor, and Catharina Samuelsdotter Uhlander, a merchant’s daughter. She had two older brothers, Samuel Gabriel and Carl Fredrik. In her earliest years, the name that defined her was Wacklin.


In the one hundred memories that cover more than one hundred years of life in Ostrobothnia, Wacklins from one generation after another appear, often bearing the names of their forebears and creating a web of connections to other prominent families in Oulu that would later be recorded by the most prominent Wacklin of all, then simply Sara Liza to her family. Michael Wacklin (or Mikko Vakkola, to give the Finnish form of his name) was given credit for establishing the line in Oulu, where the young peasant came in 1694 from the countryside of Northern Savonia. He became postmaster in 1717, a job that he apparently did not carry out entirely to the satisfaction of the residents; there was an accusation of frequent drunkenness. No matter: he was there, one of his sons took over the job, and the Wacklins had arrived, ready to build fortunes through trade and win fame (thanks to Sara) that would outlast the money.


This first Michael’s eldest son had a son, the elegant ‘Prince Michael’, and it was his son Zacharias who became the father of our author. Among the Wacklins who appear in the book are also the hermit, another Michael, the merchant, another Zachris, and the bride kidnapper, Isak; curiously, another Isak Wacklin does not receive a mention despite his career as Finland’s first professional painter. The saddest of the memories must have been the tale of the author’s brother Samuel, who died young during the Finnish War. Yet the earliest tragedy of her life is only briefly mentioned in the memories of the two characters who serve as semi-autobiographical portraits of Sara Wacklin herself.


Despite all these Wacklins and all these connections, the death of her father when Sara was three years old left his widow and children in great poverty. They had to rely on the charity of others. Wacklin would recall that twice she had been so hungry that she did not have the strength to move, though she said that she never complained; in one of the published memories, Samuel pretends to need no more food in order to give his meagre portion to his fretful little sister. Local prominence was thus no shield against want: when misfortune struck, one had to be prepared to work hard, as one’s humbler ancestors had once done. Wacklin wrote: ‘I feel only compassion for all people, I neither love nor hate anyone, for no one has loved me and no one has taught me to love anyone. I have never felt any gratitude in my empty, joyless life, which was given to me by my parents, who left only the legacy of misery.’ This was a bleak perspective that reflected Wacklin’s enduring sense of isolation. However, she was also aware of her own strength and capability.


If Wacklin felt no gratitude, she did not receive it either, only further demands for her labour. But she did not break under such emotional and financial pressure. She took care of her mother for many years, but she also pursued her own career and education. That her life was more than the bleakness of the darker moments she put down in writing is illustrated by the playfulness and wonder that she allows to shine in One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia. Many of the characters in them are left fatherless and must face the world’s trials with grit and resourcefulness. In ‘The Ghost at the Grave’, Wacklin describes her author surrogate as


a poor, ugly, and unprotected girl, who had been deprived of her earthly support at an early age and later endured many hard trials in the school of poverty. … The poor girl was given no education other than what she had been able to acquire by herself, like a blind chicken that pecks at a grain here and there, while she worked hard to carry out her solemn duty of providing for her mother, whose sole support she was.


The characteristic she leaves unmentioned is ambition, a positive drive to improve her situation in life and pursue knowledge that was meaningful to her, which she later also sought to use for the good of her students.


Sara went to work in 1806 at the age of sixteen, as an assistant at the school for small children that she had once attended. The women who kept such schools offered their students the basics of reading and religion, as well as other lessons, and a child would leave once deemed by the parents to be sufficiently learned. Boys could continue their education at the trivial school for eight more years, but that path was closed to Sara. Her brothers had already left home; Samuel would die soon, in 1808, while Carl settled in Sweden. Despite the lack of a rigorous education, she was nonetheless a clever girl, and so what might have begun as an opportunity to earn some truly needed money eventually grew into a true teaching career.


By 1813 Wacklin was confident enough to head to Turku, the former capital on the western coast; Russia had just made southern Helsinki, which was closer to Saint Petersburg, the grand duchy’s new capital. Johan Julin, the Swedish-born apothecary whose natural science collection the fascinated Wacklin describes in such great detail, had married her mother’s half-sister. When the Julins moved from Oulu to Turku, Wacklin gained connections in the university city that helped her. There she worked as a tutor and, thanks to the Julins’ financial aid, was able to study music and French, a skill that would prove most useful to her.


While many of the nationally famous literary and military men whose biographies Wacklin includes in her memories had the advantage of tutors, or at least the lessons of their learned mothers, Wacklin had an independent method of her own. She ‘pecked’ words from a dictionary and produced Swedish translations of pieces of French text. As her vocabulary grew, so did her understanding. She became capable of translating in her head and no longer needed to produce a Swedish text to compare with the French one. Solitary yet effective, such studies added to the knowledge Wacklin could enjoy and the skills she could offer to potential employers.


Wacklin left Turku, worked as a governess in various places in southern Finland (most significantly in the home of the Governor of Häme and his wife Sofia Hjärne, the host of a literary salon), and travelled to Stockholm in 1819. This preceded her return home to found her first girls’ school. However, the Great Fire of Oulu put an end to it. Wacklin had to return to the life of a wanderer. It was not entirely objectionable to her, for she enjoyed travel greatly: it gave her opportunities to improve her education, see more of the world, and meet new people.


Wacklin made her first visit to Helsinki, but the opportunities offered by Turku seemed more promising at this point. Together with Amalia Ertman, who would become the principal of Helsinki’s first state-funded girls’ school in 1844, Wacklin founded a popular boarding school for girls in 1823, with as many as sixty students. But she again found herself in the path of misfortune: the Great Fire of Turku in 1827 remains the largest urban fire to have taken place in the Nordic countries. J. V. Snellman, an Ostrobothnian sea captain’s son who became one of the most important Finnish philosophers and statesmen of the nineteenth century, was only a young graduate when he rushed in to warn Wacklin and her students that the fire could not be contained on the other side of the river: all must flee.


Despite these losses, Wacklin would not give up. After working as a teacher in Helsinki, she founded her third school in 1830, again in Oulu. She was experienced enough by now that she could demand a high tuition fee, which meant that her students consisted of the daughters of the wealthiest residents of city and countryside; they were thus expected to have already acquired some basic knowledge. This was a smaller school than the one Wacklin had run with Ertman, with roughly half the number of students. They were divided into groups rather than classes. The lessons lasted six hours, with a long break for lunch in the middle; afternoons were free on Wednesdays and Saturdays. The subjects offered were religion, history, geography, French, and German. The school’s only teacher, Wacklin enlivened the days with precisely the kinds of tales about her own life and old Oulu that she would eventually record in her book. She also let her students engage in physical exercise and stage performances, which would strengthen the body and spirit in addition to the mind.


‘Aunt Saase’, as she was known, could be like ‘Aunt Stina’, Wacklin’s semi-autobiographical portrait of herself in One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia, and question her students very vigorously in order to ensure that they had learnt their lessons. When they worked, they were expected to take it seriously. However, in ‘The Game and the Reality’, Wacklin condemns the harsh physical discipline that had often been practised: the two admirable young teachers of this memory ‘knew how to awaken in young people the longing for studying and knowledge that many of their fellow teachers sought to beat, barbarically yet in vain, with stick and birch into the poor boys, often at the cost of both their understanding and their health.’ Wacklin had taught small children, including boys, but when she turned to teaching older girls in her own schools, she could decide what kind of teacher she wanted to be, as well as which practices she did not want to continue.


Wacklin hoped that she could give her girls the same quality of education and the same lessons that boys received. She knew from bitter experience how vulnerable women were when men who were expected to provide for them could not or would not do that. Her students should have the opportunity to both enjoy knowledge for its own sake and learn useful skills that would help them earn a living, if it should come to that due to either choice or necessity.


In addition to running her school, Wacklin continued to work as a French tutor. Her relative financial security allowed her to make a summer journey to Denmark and Germany in 1833, the year before she closed the school in Oulu. She then travelled to Sweden with her mother; Catharina would remain there with her son Carl, who had become a sheriff. Wacklin was prepared to attempt to carry out her dream: the founding of a more advanced girls’ school. Yet how could she stand out and convince parents in the capital that Miss Wacklin was the best choice to instruct Helsinki’s fine gentry girls? Her expertise in French offered a way.


In August 1835 Wacklin arrived in Paris. A year later she received a teacher’s degree from Sorbonne University, where she attended a course for women. The diploma was handed to her by the Bishop of Meaux; overwhelmed by the grand celebration that crowned her efforts, Wacklin fainted. A character in Paris just as she had been in Oulu, this time marvelled at as ‘the Laplander’ and not only as an ugly woman with peculiar manners and strong opinions, Wacklin had achieved something remarkable that went beyond mere curiosity. She had made herself a university-educated woman. Wacklin’s hunger for knowledge, her willingness to create her own opportunities, had given her the courage to do what had not been done before. Only in 1870 would the first woman, Maria Tschetschulin, receive a special dispensation to complete the matriculation examination that made men eligible to attend university in Finland.


Wacklin’s fourth school opened in Helsinki in 1836. She put an advertisement in Helsingfors Morgonblad that drew the attention of the newspaper’s readers to her past reputation and new offerings:


Having returned from my journey to Paris, I have the honour to inform the esteemed parents who wish to honour me with the responsibility for their daughters’ education that on 1 October of this year I intend to open a boarding school for full- and half-time students here in Helsinki; assisted by a young French teacher and those teachers that parents desire to educate their children, I hope to be able to answer the important call that I am entrusted with, urged on by the grateful memory of the former trust in the same vein that I enjoyed in my fatherland.


Languages were well represented, with English and Russian added to French, and her employees included Georg August Wallin, a researcher later famous for his journeys in the Middle East.


The school was popular, but after only three years, for reasons unknown, Wacklin opened a smaller school. Her career as a teacher came to an end on 3 June 1843. The state-owned girls’ school that Ertman ran began its operation in 1844. As Wacklin’s financial position was now secure, perhaps the looming competition made her consider whether she had worked long enough. It was time for a change: Sweden awaited.


In the final speech she gave to her students, Wacklin wished them happiness and asked them to remember what she had tried to teach and to hold on to their religious faith throughout life’s trials. Her own had not lacked such trials and a sense of lonely separateness, even when surrounded by people, comes through in the speech:


With a grateful heart, I now bless the goodness of Providence for the faith with which respectable parents have entrusted me with the education of their good children at all the stages of my life; I now end this responsible duty that has lasted for thirty-seven years in my beloved homeland, where I have nonetheless never had a home. Fire and the unkindness of people have forced me into the life of a wanderer—now, I head towards the strange conditions of a foreign land; I expect that my journey to my home, the grave, is no longer a long one.


Perhaps a greater curiosity than the external quirks noted by her contemporaries is that Wacklin could possess such deep, abiding sadness while also being capable of intense and humorous observation of the world around her, from the foibles of people to the beauties of nature. She had felt hunger. She had wept many times over the years when she worked her way up from the pit of poverty into which her father’s death had cast her. She had not always found it easy to shrug off ridicule. She had fought and won many battles, but she was bitterly aware of the feeling that she had fought them alone. There was a sense that she could not believe that she had been truly liked or that her efforts had been appreciated.


Wacklin had experienced a recent defeat, one too big for her to overcome through her own toil and stubbornness alone. She had planned to have a shelter built for poor women. ‘Lisu of Monius’, the tale of an abused wife that is based on a court case, would become one of the best-known memories of her book. Wacklin’s hope to help other Lisus avoid the desperate measures to which the young mother had been driven floundered when she was not able to acquire the plot on which she wanted to build the shelter. Permission was given by a commission in 1842, but somehow the matter fell through. Although the remaining sources are scarce, it seems that a point of contention was Wacklin’s intention for the shelter to house ‘fallen women’ who had broken the rules of sexual morality. This may have inspired resistance and made Wacklin herself seem somewhat suspect, even though not a shred of scandal ever touched her. Frustrated by this injustice, which denied her the chance to use her hard-earned money for the good of others, Wacklin left Finland.


Not until 1880 did the country’s first shelter for unmarried women and girls open in Helsinki, founded by Emma Åhman (later Mäkinen), also a teacher. In 1883 a children’s home began to operate alongside it. Wacklin would not have wished to be this far ahead of her time. In a wider sense, unmarried teachers like her would be crucial to the eventual success of Finland’s public school system. They were also prominent in the women’s organisations that began to champion women’s rights and social and political causes in the last decades of the nineteenth century. The charitable ladies’ associations that had been established in Wacklin’s lifetime were, as their names stated, for married women of proper birth. Thus, Wacklin had to pursue her groundbreaking causes on her own, which limited her effectiveness. However, her efforts were recognised by later generations; Finnish translations of her novel would involve women who were active in the women’s movement.


Despite her bitter memories of the trials of her life, Wacklin also received the respect and friendship of many of those who came to know her. She was a frequent guest, receiving and accepting invitations. Her hosts could expect to enjoy her wit and colourful stories. As education receded into the background of Wacklin’s life, storytelling rose to the fore. Once she had moved to Sweden, distance may have helped her appreciate the good parts of her past experiences. She called herself ‘one of the luckiest old misses that can be found in the world’, and indeed, thanks to her successful career, she was now spared the financial insecurity that blighted the lives of many women.


Wacklin’s memories often mention how this or that young girl was sent to school in Stockholm or a young man went there for a visit. They could acquire a bit of social polish and some accomplishments, learning how to behave in fine society. In Wacklin’s case, she already had an important contact in Stockholm: Gustaf Henrik Mellin, a priest who was the son of her father’s cousin. Because unmarried women would not gain full legal independence until 1864 in Finland and 1865 in Sweden, Mellin acted as Wacklin’s guardian. He appears to have exerted little to no control over her; she would have turned to her guardian when it was a legal necessity, but their relationship was cordial and respectful, suggesting that it was a formality to obtain his consent. Nonetheless, it would have acted as a reminder that the money she had earned was not fully hers. The political battle for equal legal rights was one that would be fought by the generations that came of age after Wacklin’s time. ‘Aunt Stina’, with her fiery speech about the injustices of woman’s lot, would have been pleased to see what would be achieved in the latter half of the nineteenth century.


The home Wacklin found in Stockholm was a four-storey house that she bought in 1844. She settled on the top floor. Although the stone building did not offer the view of the sea that she would have liked, it ended her days as a wanderer. Even her sense of emotional security benefited from the move. She was settled, and in Mellin she had someone willing to help her, after a lifetime of feeling that she was on her own. With teaching no longer taking up her time, Wacklin was free to find another outlet for the energy that had allowed her to accomplish so much. If she had felt in her heart that she was unacknowledged and unappreciated by others, there was a way to make herself known.


Wacklin had already written down some of the memories with which she entertained her audiences at school and in society, but it was in Sweden that she truly began to engage in literary work. The time she had spent on earning a living, expanding her knowledge, and running her schools could now be devoted to a creative activity that allowed her to remember the most noteworthy tales of the home she had left behind. Mellin encouraged his cousin as she set out to become a fellow author and helped her polish her manuscript, checking its spelling. He found her a publisher too.


The result was Hundrade minnen från Österbotten, the first two volumes published by K. R. Looström in Stockholm in 1844, the third in 1845. So that the publisher could be assured of the book’s viability, subscriptions were gathered; this was a common custom. Over 500 copies of Wacklin’s book were ordered beforehand. The list of subscribers, included in the first volume and arranged in order of the towns they lived in, serves as a record of how word had spread of the planned book and what kinds of titles its buyers wanted to be known by. Most subscribers came from the cities where Wacklin had taught, Oulu, Helsinki, and Turku, but places across the whole country were represented, from Tornio in Lapland to Vyborg in what is now Russia.


Some subscribers gave only their surname and initials, choosing relative anonymity. Men represent a wide variety of professions, from the arts to the military, from merchants to civil servants. Women are most often listed as wives, sometimes specifically as the wife of a mayor or the widow of a merchant, with the higher ranks of society represented by a baroness or a countess. Literary subscribers who are mentioned in the book itself include Frans Michael Franzén, Johan Ludvig Runeberg, J. V. Snellman, and Zachris Topelius. Fredrika Bremer, a Finnish-born Swedish author, was famous in her own right, yet the only thing mentioned is that she ordered two copies: even the woman who is known to have had a profession, a career independent of her birth or marital status, did not draw attention to it.


S. E. W—n could present these subscribers as an argument that she could attract enough attention to make her book profitable. With such interest guaranteed, the publisher printed 1,000 copies. However, the author would be obliged to pay for any unsold copies.


Happily, the book sold out in a couple of months. It was too much of a success in the eyes of some in Oulu, where it was mockingly renamed One Hundred Lies from Ostrobothnia. Although many of the memories cannot be connected to a specific incident, being so anonymous or brief that the identities of the people who may have inspired the tale are lost, others were very much traceable. The reader of this translation needs the notes in order to identify the people involved; the contemporary Ostrobothnian reader could rely on one’s own memories and the stories of neighbours and acquaintances. When such living memories were compared with written ones, discrepancies and exaggerations could become apparent. For example, ‘The Court Councillor’ was in truth only six years older than his wife; Wacklin gives her fictionalised version of the couple a much bigger age gap that reflects the general imbalance of power in the relationship. Yet those who felt that their relatives had been insulted by the author were not necessarily comforted by the thought that those outside Ostrobothnia were unlikely to be capable of the kind of detective work that could unearth the real identities of less favourably or more humorously portrayed figures.


Wacklin subjected herself to mockery too, describing the follies of ‘Aunt Stina’ with the same kind of satirical tone, not entirely unkind yet certainly aware of unflattering interpretations, that she also aimed at some other figures. On the whole, she named people openly when she wrote with respect or admiration. When humour dominated or the incidents discussed might cause offense to the figure’s relatives, she obscured identities, altered biographical details, and left locations vague. Isak Wacklin, the romantic bride kidnapper who eventually fell to dissipation, becomes Isak Wirén; the place where he lived is simply ‘a town’ here. The more openly Wacklin writes about real people and incidents, the more committed she is to facts, aware that they are to the credit of those involved. The more she changes or obscures, the greater her poetic license; such a memory is not a biography, then, but a local or regional folk tale built around pieces of knowledge that have shifted in the telling and shift further still by the power of the author’s pen.


Reviewers outside Ostrobothnia did not experience the same emotional conflicts as the people to whom some parts of the memories had been known before they came to form a book that was read in Finland and Sweden (and even in Saint Petersburg, as the list of subscribers shows). To people who might have possessed only a vague awareness of this northern region, the book could assume the form of a delightful, fascinating exploration of regional characteristics and ways of life, from the peasants with their elaborate wedding customs to the gentry who hope to arrange grand balls even in a city as remote as Oulu.


The review most important to the author herself came in a letter from Bremer, who had already found great success with her first novels. Her fiction would later contribute to the women’s movement by inspiring debates that led Sweden to create legislation that freed unmarried women from guardianship at the age of twenty-five and to found the Royal Seminary as an institution of higher learning for women who studied to become teachers. Bremer praised Wacklin’s stories for their


natural accuracy, the excellent presentation that is both humble and playful, the originality that emerges in the portrayal itself, all these things make [the memories] both amusing and refreshing to read in the best sense of the word. One must smile against one’s will, and one’s eyes grow wet against one’s will upon reading those at times ridiculous, at times deeply moving scenes. They are a valuable addition to Swedish-language literature and cannot remain without a numerous and grateful readership.


This was the kind of respectful recognition whose absence Wacklin had felt in her life. Her response was sincerely grateful:


Only once in my life have I been as overwhelmed with joyous emotions as when I read the letter of Miss B. The entire press may condemn my little effort to portray the life around me now that Miss Bremer so graciously approves of it despite its flaws; all else is irrelevant to me, for young Miss Bremer has unknowingly led an old child to consider her own fate as well. I so often recognised myself in the lonely person represented in Miss Bremer’s books, my eyes grew teary as I read your work, but at the same time, I learnt patience and faith in the Father of the defenceless—with hot tears did I bless my then-unknown benefactress…


The approval of another woman who had already established herself as an author and whose work had inspired such a strong emotional response in Wacklin served as encouragement, a vindication of her decision to publish and to continue writing; the third volume of the memories would be released the next year.


Wacklin recognised that she had begun something new in her old age and her path would thus be different from that of those who had made the leap into literary storytelling when they still had more active years left. However, she was as sharp as ever, and her second career as an author might well have led to further publications. Despite previous problems with her health, Wacklin had cause to feel hope and look forward to the future when pneumonia cut her life short at the age of fifty-five on 28 January 1846. The money she had earned would help others: Wacklin was able to leave a small sum to the University of Helsinki as a scholarship fund whose yearly interest would be offered to a poor member of the Ostrobothnian student association.


Edla Jansson, a young Finn whose prosperous father had peasant roots, lived in Wacklin’s house in the months before her death and nursed her during her final illness. Jansson had been brought there by her dream of becoming a painter. Her father had hired a tutor for her, but she wanted to go to Stockholm in order to make further progress. Jansson wrote home that ‘Aunt Sara’ urged her to have courage, for it was impossible to succeed without it. Women were excluded from art academies, so Wacklin found Jansson a new tutor, Nils Blommér, who eventually became her husband.


Jansson painted an acclaimed portrait of Wacklin in her rocking chair, holding a piece of paper, a glass coffee heater at work, a piano in the back that had been rented for Christmas. The published author (as she had become) looks at the viewer with a smile, as though she is amused by what she hears or is about to say. This portrait is a memory too, finished posthumously. It captures the woman her friends knew at a moment when she felt content with her life.


One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia is Sara Wacklin’s only literary legacy. Fortunately, it has proved to be enduringly popular, with multiple translations into Finnish. It serves as testimony to the wit and skill of its author and the charms and characteristics of this northern region of Finland. Wacklin is recognised for her achievements as a woman who built her own career, received a university degree, sought to champion social causes she believed in, and wrote a novel in a time before the women’s movement truly began to gather force in the second half of the nineteenth century.






III. The Book


Covering a period that ranges mainly from Michael Wacklin’s arrival in 1694 to the Great Fire of Oulu in 1822, One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia is a collection of tales rather than a sustained narrative. Some characters reappear long after the memory that introduced them; others are the briefest sketches. Certain sections, like the memories devoted to the Finnish War or Alexander I’s visit, almost function as novellas within the larger volume. However, the book is defined above all by its variety. With the one unifying theme provided by its locations, Oulu and the nearby Northern Ostrobothnian towns and countryside, these memories allow Wacklin to alternate genres as she portrays the culture and nature of her home region and the histories of its people. Those people may be drawn from real life, sometimes proudly connected to biographical details, sometimes veiled by fictional names that contemporary readers could see through, or reminiscent of the figures found in fairy tales, whose purpose is to represent types that cross space and time and teach the reader some kind of lesson.


Wacklin’s imagination had been vivid throughout her life, as shown by the mentions of her storytelling ability in stories about her. In her retirement, she was brave enough to present the products of her imagination and her interpretative takes on history to an audience that might well condemn her, as she admits in the preface. But her life had also included its share of physical and emotional suffering, and so she was thick-skinned enough to accept the risk and pursue the publication of her memories. The reward she received in her lifetime came from positive reviews and the compliments of those whose opinion she valued. What Finland’s literature gained from her work was a vibrant novel, a mixture of biography, folklore, social satire, romance, and travelogue.


In the 1840s, when Wacklin turned her tales into written memories, there was a sense of optimism about Finland’s culture, driven by the emergence of Swedish-language authors and the interest in Finnish-language folklore that had led to the publication of the Kalevala in 1835. Now that Finland was no longer part of Sweden and had been attached to Russia while gaining for the first time its own administrative apparatus as an autonomous grand duchy, the elites were the first to ask what this Finland was and, importantly, what it might become. Politically, the answers ultimately led towards Finnish independence in 1917. Culturally, in a quest that became inextricably linked to politics and a sense of nationhood, Finnish creativity found new avenues of expression. Literature would benefit from the industrialising country’s growing prosperity, the expansion of literacy due to the establishment of the public school system in 1866, the rise of the press, and the efforts of the Fennomans, supporters of the Finnish language, to make Finnish the legal equal of Swedish. Initially, Russian authorities were not entirely opposed to Finland’s search for its own identity apart from Sweden; after all, this had the potential to consolidate Russian gains by turning Finland from Stockholm in the west towards Saint Petersburg in the east. However, when that Finnish identity became strong, the harsh Russification measures enacted at the end of the nineteenth century sought to crush it.


These developments would remain unknown to Wacklin, who wrote at a time when the initial hopes and efforts had only begun to bear fruit. She could not predict how harsh Russian authority would become, nor, more positively, how Finland’s literature would flourish in both of its major languages. Swedish-language poetry by Finns had already produced acclaimed works; Wacklin proudly devotes memories to such notable Ostrobothnian authors as Johan Ludvig Runeberg and Frans Michael Franzén. The publication of the Kalevala had revealed the vibrant Finnish-language tradition of sung poetry that still survived in the countryside.


Finland’s first novels are generally held to be (in Swedish) Fredrika Wilhelmina Carstens’s Murgrönan (‘Ivy’, 1840), an epistolary novel about young gentry women, and (in Finnish) Aleksis Kivi’s Seven Brothers (1870), a rowdy rural tale. Wacklin could read novels from abroad, but this form of literature was not yet established in her homeland. After her, however, Swedish-speaking women such as Fredrika Runeberg (née Tengström) published growing numbers of novels. Theodolinda Hahnsson, inspired by the Fennoman cause and her belief that literature should also be written for the Finnish-speaking population, published the first novella in Finnish in 1869.


It was thus a daring move for Wacklin to pursue publication, even more so because Carstens had just been derided in reviews as a frivolous lady novelist. Although she had published anonymously, word spread and Carstens lost her local reputation. No wonder that Wacklin wrote a brief preface in which she readies herself for a harsh public reaction by awaiting it with amusement and an air of disinterest that sought to convey that attacks could not truly hurt her.


It is common that the reader first decides what the book will be like, and if it fails to fit within this preconceived notion, the book is left unread without further ado. There is no willingness to understand what the author’s intentions are and how the author conveys them. One wants to see one’s own thoughts in the book and will not be content with those of the author, who also has her own views and interpretations, her own claim to be judged according to her nature, not that of the reader.


Having often felt herself misunderstood and unappreciated in life, she declared with bravado, whether true or false, that she did not expect to be understood in writing either.


Wacklin chose to refer to her one hundred chapters as memories, which aptly draws the reader’s attention to the book’s historical and regional focus, a foundation of truth that is nonetheless admitted to be imperfect because memories grow less clear over time, more subject to the deliberate or unwitting reframing of what had once happened. Another word that would make for a fitting description of the overall work is ‘tapestry’: Wacklin shifts from the luxurious delights of the elite’s ballrooms to the privation that the poor must endure in their cabins, from the joyous communal feasts of the prosperous countryfolk to the melancholy of the individuals who must bend in order for the customs of their community to be maintained. The result is a sweeping look at Northern Ostrobothnia as it was in Wacklin’s living memory and in past she had been connected to by the tales that others told to her.


One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia is a novel, a work of literature with a single author, but it also echoes elements of folklore and the scholarly study of Finnish cultural history that had recently become so topical due to the Kalevala, the national epic comprised of the sung poetry that was collected by Elias Lönnrot on his research trips to eastern Finland and across the Russian border. Although Wacklin writes in Swedish, she often includes lines of dialogue in Finnish that are translated for the reader in a footnote; usually spoken by peasants, they also serve as an indicator of social rank. Sometimes, Finnish words are followed immediately by a Swedish translation in the text itself. The book reflects the growing interest among the Swedish-speaking elites in Finnish history and the present-day Finnish language. Vakkola had become Wacklin when the peasant boy moved from the countryside to Oulu, or Uleåborg (he would have called the city by its Swedish name in finer company), but by the end of the nineteenth century the movement was in the other direction as many people Finnicised their names instead: the adoption of Swedish culture, identity, and language would no longer be the same kind of requirement as it once was for those made a leap upwards in society. Wacklin’s book precedes this era, capturing a bilingual Oulu where the gentry and many of the workers were Swedish speakers but Finnish nonetheless made its way into daily life. This awareness of the specific regional uses of these languages contributes in its own way to the book’s realism even in its most fablelike moments.


Wacklin begins the first volume with a description of Oulu, the heart of Northern Ostrobothnia. The city, its architecture, and the natural surroundings are presented to the reader as though the curtain is pulled back and the stage, not yet populated by actors, is revealed for the audience’s inspection. It is useful for the reader to be able to visualise the setting of most of the memories. In the literature of a time when paintings and sketches were the means available to convey visual information about a place to people who had not visited it themselves, the ability to provide detailed written descriptions was a valuable skill to an author. Those who have seen little or nothing like the nature and fashions of Ostrobothnia are given the opportunity to recreate them with the help of their imagination. That is why Wacklin devotes such effort to precise descriptions at many points. It is a touch of local colour that roots these memories firmly in Ostrobothnia. The lady in her ballgown and the peasant in her wedding dress, the mayor in his uniform and the country boy in his travelling clothes, they each represent their era and estate while serving the author’s greater purpose of transporting the reader into Ostrobothnia. Wacklin seeks to share her memories with the reader, and in the process her pen sometimes becomes more of a paintbrush.


The lives of the people are shaped by their surroundings, the fields and waters that enable the growing of food and implementation of trade, but Wacklin ultimately shows even greater interest in the customs that the dwellers of Ostrobothnia have adopted and within which they manoeuvre in their pursuit of love, prosperity, or bare survival. The memories that serve as the most detailed cultural histories, ‘A Funeral in the Old Style’ and ‘A Peasant Wedding’, make the reader part of the crowd as Wacklin goes through the steps that mark the end of a life or the creation of a family. ‘The Ghost at the Grave’ continues the portrayal of the festivities at another wedding, but here Wacklin appears again as a semi-autobiographical figure, the lonely Julma, a reminder that when it comes to customs, there will always be those who observe without taking centre stage. Wacklin herself was never a bride, but she records the bride’s customary clothes and tasks, as well as the whole surrounding whirl of excitement, with a keen eye. Even the old-fashioned funeral is not without its own thrills: those who mourn are joined by those who, untouched by grief, take the opportunity to enjoy the food offered in honour of the deceased. A sense of social obligation makes the funeral a community affair and an occasion for charity. The merging of life and death is even more apparent in ‘The Corpse Ornaments’: the custom that allows young people to spend unchaperoned time together when they prepare a child’s body for burial leads to marriages and new births.


The first volume is the one in which the memories most often have a fairytale-like quality, a detachment from major historical events. In addition to establishing the settings of Oulu and Ostrobothnia, Wacklin uses the first volume as an opportunity to indulge in her most humorous storytelling, laughing constantly, and mostly good-naturedly, at human foibles. She does not spare herself: Aunt Stina is driven to make her long speech on the wrongs of woman’s lot because of the frustration caused by her failure to fix her veil. The despotic court councillor, however, is deliberately malicious: his many tricks are aimed at asserting his control over others in emotionally and sometimes even physically hurtful ways. After this memory of years of domestic pettiness, it is a relief when all’s well that ends well in ‘General Carpelan and the Sheriff’s Letter’, where the mistaken envelopes allow the general to give the sheriff the job that he needs in order to embark on a life together with his beloved, the general’s housekeeper. ‘The Double Wedding of the Very Wise Man’ introduces the pompous Vice Mayor Timbom and his imperious mayoress, characters who will reappear when Wacklin deems that it is time for a moment of levity. ‘The Customs Officer’s Kalakukko’ is a fantasy of revenge that has both the air of a fable’s moral lesson and a tinge of realism that might seem familiar to one who has had uncomfortable dealings with local bureaucracy. Wacklin shows that she can give her memories a kind of timelessness even as they remain fixed to their Northern Ostrobothnian origin. Names change, customs change, but people can be very much the same.


The second volume marks an immediate shift with the beginning of the Finnish War, which reached even Oulu in the form of the wounded brought there. Wacklin was not yet twenty at that time. Humour makes way for gravity in a way that suggests these memories were difficult to bear:


Those who say that they long for war without having personal experience of its horrors cannot have any comprehension of the suffering it brings not only to the heroic warrior but even to the most peaceful inhabitants of places that are near the theatre of war. If they were to be spared the plunder of their money and property, or even to profit from the war, they would still lose more in terms of the nobility of their soul than all this is worth, meaning that when one has grown accustomed to the sight of suffering and misery, the moral feelings of pity and humanity turn cold even in the most sensitive heart; so does the barber-surgeon, thus employed daily, mutilate his fellow men in cold blood. Gradually, the ear grows accustomed to the lamentations of the wretched, the eye to the sight of them, until at last, when peace has been restored, sensitivity regains its position.


The war marked the end of the Swedish era as Finland became a grand duchy under the rule of the Russian emperor. After the residents of Oulu say farewell to the Swedish soldiers, Wacklin again shifts to the mode of comedy in which cruel realities can be laid to the side, their place taken by the more mundane concerns of how to respond to the arrival of the Russians. Gentry who have the luxury of continuing their life of balls and trips, with the change in the courteous cavaliers’ nationality soon coming to seem superficial, can view the war as an interruption of charming routines. It was not so for all: ‘G. H. Mellin’s Parents and Childhood’ describes how Mellin’s mother suffered from the trauma of witnessing the Battle of Revolax for the rest of her life.


The volume’s greater emphasis on specific historical moments expands the book’s experimentation with genres. These memories exist alongside those that are more grounded in regional customs or fablelike lessons. The city’s burghers and gentry turn the amusements that follow the arrival of the Russian officers into a social comedy. The eleven memories devoted to Emperor Alexander I’s 1819 journey (during which he visited numerous regions across Finland) offer a quick look at various small towns in Ostrobothnia. This journey was, in essence, a royal publicity tour that Alexander carried out in order to become familiar with his new grand duchy and present himself as an ideal monarch, pious, generous, and charming.


Wacklin’s memories convey a sense of the excitement brought about by this touch of worldly grandeur, the presence of a power that could transform an individual life with a gesture or the region itself with favourable policies. For a brief moment, this small corner of Finland attracts the attention of a benevolent Russian emperor. That imperial attention could have harmful consequences, or that an emperor could be the very opposite of benevolent towards his subject peoples, is not given voice by the awed crowds that appear to stare at and cheer Alexander. The author herself would not live to see the rise of a literature in which Finns of later generations, facing a changed political situation, would set aside unquestioning cheers in order to engage in more complex debates about authority, including the right of Russia to any authority over Finland.


The third volume continues the move towards more specific history with its large number of biographical memories and the description of the Great Fire of Oulu, but it also includes two memories in which Wacklin adds even further to the book’s genres by experimenting with a touch of romance. It soon makes way for regional customs in ‘A Peasant Wedding’, but ‘A Bride Kidnapping in Ostrobothnia’ is the longest of all the memories. Thus, it comes the closest to showing what Wacklin might have done in a novel built around one tale alone.


Wacklin takes the lovers of this memory from their first meeting to several stops along their journey through the wilderness and then forward in time with the sad conclusion to the hasty escape that saves the bride from a hateful suitor but causes the groom to ruin his career due to this demonstration of his professional unreliability. Wacklin contrasts Wirén’s untroubled visions of a lovely future with the woman of his dreams with Maria’s ominous awareness that the choice she must make comes with costs, some immediately obvious to her, others looming in the uncertain future. Their romantic journey takes them from snowy forests that echo with the howling of wolves to a dangerous road by a roaring rapid; delightful diversions are offered by winter sports and a meeting with Sámi people and their reindeer. Yet although Maria can forget her worries for a while, they are never far from the surface.


The perils of the wilderness are bookended by the perils of society. Maria’s suitor is able to win over her father with his wealth even as he hides the truth about the immoralities that would mean a life of suffering for his wife, while the courteous and handsome Wirén, driven to excesses of emotion by love, reveals his own flaws of self-indulgence and lack of forethought when he threatens suicide to persuade Maria to be kidnapped. In the end, Maria avoids the first peril only to have to return home for a long life without her husband, who is led away to debtors’ prison. Wirén could thrive in society when it was defined as the social circle of people from good families. Society as the world in which people live, however, where there are bills to be paid and damage to your reputation also damages your employment prospects, demands more than sentiment. When Wacklin turns to love, she still remains aware of the things that defined her own single life: the importance of work, grit, and a realistic assessment of one’s own opportunities and disadvantages. The model for Wirén, a Wacklin whose life fell apart after the romantic kidnapping, becomes the source of a cautionary tale. Love alone is not enough.


That message is also conveyed throughout the book in the many memories that mirror Wacklin’s life after her father’s death. Even for a happy family, misfortune is never far away. If a parent dies or is incapacitated by physical or mental illness, children suddenly have to fend for themselves. An older sibling must assume an adult’s responsibilities and take care of the younger ones; perhaps a relative, even a kind stranger, will offer a home or financial support. The third volume describes several eminent Ostrobothnian men whose early years involved precisely this kind of struggle. Whether author, scholar, scientist, or soldier, they are drawn to learning and knowledge. Wacklin’s awareness of the importance of education shows in her emphasis on how these boys, before they rise to fame, view it as something that is valuable in its own right, helps one discover a suitable career, or offers a way out of poverty.


In these memories, a mother can play an important role as her children’s educator; a sister can work to support a brother whose future success might help the whole family. Formal education, however, was not available to them. Wacklin had hoped to change that through her girls’ schools. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, when women’s educational opportunities expanded, there would be many examples to show that girls too could overcome struggles through education, earn a living, even become famous for their professional accomplishments. Minna Canth, the most famous Finnish woman of that era, was the daughter of working-class parents who had studied to become a teacher before she was a successful merchant and then a celebrated, controversial playwright. This book’s one eminent Ostrobothnian woman,Wacklin herself, is constantly present even as she remains behind the curtain. No memory bears her name. Her experiences nonetheless mark all of One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia. She decides how she wants to represent her home region and the messages she seeks to convey through the stories she tells.


The most dramatic event of the author’s life was the Great Fire of Oulu. While no specific memory has been connected to her, their vivid descriptions of the fire, which seems to consume the skies even as it devours the houses and causes the residents to flee in panic or make frantic efforts to save whatever can be saved, draw on what Wacklin would have seen as a witness to a truly historic event. She lived through the fire, and what she heard from others deepened her picture of it. There is little interest in characterisation in the midst of such a disaster: the people who appear are sketches that illustrate human responses to the challenges of ruination and death. Some are so unravelled that they risk their lives in order to save their possessions, whether cherished or trifling; others manage to keep their calm and help in the fight against the fire. Yet Wacklin does thread unifying themes throughout the memories she devotes to the fire and its aftermath. The hours of terror and the losses the survivors must grieve, both material and emotional, are alleviated by the comfort offered by their community and the charity with which individuals respond to the sight or news of suffering.


The overwhelming sense of vulnerability in the face of such natural forces can never truly go away. Wacklin herself lost her first school. With the true cause of the fire never definitively established, the author chooses a rumour that an arsonist was to blame. Whatever the cause might have been, the upheaval of countless lives was all too real. However, Wacklin makes a turn that allows the book to conclude on a hopeful note. The memories of the fire are followed by a return to comedy and uplifting accounts of famous Ostrobothnians, this time with a stronger emphasis on their Finnishness.


Wacklin is a faithful historian of her home region’s customs and material environment, a less faithful yet entertaining narrator of tales about notable local figures (the ones who rose to national fame receive the most accurate memories). She, a Swedish speaker, is excited to envision a future in which authors and scholars will continue to make the cultures of Finland’s inhabitants better known and increase the esteem in which the Finnish language is held. ‘Finns in Stockholm’ is Wacklin’s comic exploration of the difficulties of making oneself understood across language barriers, even between geographical neighbours who belonged to the same state for centuries and share many cultural similarities. ‘The Snellman Family, Castrén, and Lönnrot’ is the one hundredth memory, looking with respect and optimism at the efforts to rediscover the Finnish past in the pursuit of a brighter tomorrow.


Wacklin’s memories are proudly and emphatically Ostrobothnian, but the political changes that had occurred over her lifetime helped her see Ostrobothnia more firmly as a region of Finland, now its own autonomous entity rather than simply the poorer eastern half of the state ruled from Sweden. As her memories finally reach the present day of the 1840s, when the results of the famed scholars’ newest research trips were eagerly anticipated, Wacklin is also very much a Finn.


The gift Wacklin gave to Finland’s literature before her death is a journey across time and space, from one genre to another. One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia makes full use of its author’s sharp observational skills in order to bring people and places to life before those who never knew them. Sincere and playful, admiring and irreverent, the memories allow Wacklin to make her storytelling something more than a delight to be enjoyed by her friends and students for a brief moment in time. By writing about history, she made herself part of it too and helped in its preservation across generations. Now, this English translation introduces new readers to Sara Wacklin and her remarkable memories, which continue their journey.
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ONE HUNDRED MEMORIES


FROM OSTROBOTHNIA










Preface


The authoress of these One Hundred Memories from Ostrobothnia can already foresee that they will be judged differently by different readers. It is common that the reader first decides what the book will be like, and if it fails to fit within this preconceived notion, the book is left unread without further ado. There is no willingness to understand what the author’s intentions are and how the author conveys them. One wants to see one’s own thoughts in the book and will not be content with those of the author, who also has her own views and interpretations, her own claim to be judged according to her nature, not that of the reader. I assume that this fate will also befall my One Hundred Memories. One person thinks that the authoress should have been, as was their expectation, more historical, that she should have presented more topographical and perhaps even geological information about Ostrobothnia. Another will grumble that she has not offered enough high-minded and verbose descriptions of nature and life, only these simple images, ‘memories’ in the true meaning of the word, of things she herself has witnessed as spectator and listener, sometimes as participant. Yet it is a peculiarity of hers that she does not pretend to have achieved more than she had intended. For she has amused herself by giving form to her reminiscences, and when she saw them as tales on paper, which have sometimes been romanticised, it occurred to her that perhaps many people in her beloved home region would also find it amusing enough to read them. Now that her humble work sets out to encounter the gentlemen who judge art and the general public, she has readied herself for another little amusement, and that is to see how it is received. If it is judged justly as the unpretentious work of a woman, this will please her. If the opposite happens, she may nonetheless register this experience as one of the memories of her life; but even so, she cannot believe that she would have done wrong in writing down and publishing her small images of the land of Ostrobothnia and its way of life, previously so little known to the public.


Stockholm, October 1844.


S. E. W—n.










FIRST VOLUME
 
1. Oulu Fifty Years Ago


Fifty years ago, Oulu had already grown so much that it was not merely the most significant city in Ostrobothnia, it was also the second largest city in Finland after the capital, Turku. It had a population of over three thousand, and the city encompassed an exceptionally wide area relative to this population, as is common the farther north we go. Even the trade of the city, which was mostly carried out in the products of the incredibly vast natural forests that remain in northern Finland, was considerable. Merchants owned large ships, and many of them had worked as captains to acquire their fortunes and the knowledge needed to engage in trade. Oulu was indeed a trading city, and most of its inhabitants earned their living from trade alone. Due to the wide-ranging seafaring that was practised by the city, the luxuries of foreign lands and continents made their way there, and they stood out as strange because they differed from its simple way of life, its simple, artless manners.


Twenty-two years ago, a fire had destroyed almost the entire city, so that only the memory remains of its former appearance. It has risen from its ashes, rejuvenated and beautified, but it also offers beauties related to its past that are to be found not only within the walls of houses but also in the picturesque neighbourhoods of the city.


The spot where most of these ‘one hundred memories’ take place is adorned by the rapid that, with wild loveliness, rushes from one shrub- and grass-covered islet to another, the ruins of an old castle on an island in the middle of a river that captures it in an embrace, fields, meadows, and forests, and, ultimately, the Gulf of Bothnia, which forms the archipelago before the city, where the wide outer harbour stretches between its islands and carries on gentle waves the mighty ships with their treasures.


But let us first glance at the city itself. It was built primarily on a cape between the river and the Bay of Kempele. It encompassed many hills; even some of the islands along the river were inhabited. A small stream, Juurusoja, ran through the city towards the sea. The city’s buildings were made of wood, save for two: the house of Court Councillor Nylander by the street of Iso Torikatu and the barn in the garden of the merchant Henrik Wacklin. The number of two-storey buildings barely reached a dozen, though the buildings were generally spacious. A few manors even had a garden that provided the kitchen with those vegetables that were capable of maturing during the short summer of this climate.
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