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         5.5 million Finns live sandwiched between 10 million Swedes and 142 million Russians. The Finns have 77 billion trees, 187,888 lakes, 264,000 moose and one Santa Claus (who they claim is the genuine one).

         
             

         

         The area that is their homeland is almost as big as Germany, and it is expanding by about the size of Gibraltar each year due to post-glacial rebound.

      

   


   
      
         

            Nationalism & Identity

         

         Forewarned

         
            “They respect others’ privacy to such an extent they avoid looking you in the eye.”

         

         The Finns are a little different from the average Western nation. Extraordinary, some might say. Unlike most Europeans, they don’t speak an Indo-European language. In fact, they hardly communicate in their own Finno-Ugric language, preferring not to squander their words. They are a gutsy, honest, hard-working, reliable, socially responsible, down-to-earth kind of people who respect others’ privacy to such an extent they avoid looking you in the eye. They share an aversion to whingeing with the Aussies, but not their social ease with strangers. They envy the Mediterranean people their climate, but do not care for their flamboyant show of emotion. A Finn can get extremely angry or ecstatically happy without the use of any facial expressions or change in tone of voice. He will only wave his hands when drowning.

         National pride

         The Finns are convinced that there is no better country than Finland, which they call Suomen Tasavalta – Suomi for short. They extol the beauty of its thousands of lakes and thick forests; hills in the east, rivers weaving through pastoral land in the west and the tundra in the northern region of Lapland. They think that of all the places on the planet it is the safest place to live: there are no volcanoes, tsunamis, hurricanes, earthquakes or deadly spiders. The fact that the mercury can plunge below -40°C in winter and you can die of hypothermia if you don’t dress appropriately is a minor inconvenience. The possibility of being mauled by a bear in the wilderness is also, of course, barely worth mentioning.

         
            “That you can die of hypothermia if you don’t dress appropriately is a minor inconvenience.”

         

         Some Finns feel that Finland should include other bits of land, such as the part of Karelia which was lopped off the rest of Finland by the Russians after World War II (and which is the ‘Karelia’ of the Karelian question in Finnish politics.) Others prefer to let sleeping dogs – or more accurately, the Russian Bear – lie.

         The slogan ‘Swedes we are not; Russians we do not want to become; let us, then, be Finns’ was coined in the 19th century and still reflects the Finns’ pride in their national identity and separateness from their megalomaniac neighbours.

         The Finnish flag with a blue cross on a white background represents freedom, the blue being the embodiment of the sky and the lakes, and the white symbolising clouds and snow. It is proudly hauled up flagpoles all over the land* to honour numerous official flag days, election days and private celebrations. It is also clearly printed on the packaging of products made in Finland. This is so that native shoppers immediately know which tomatoes and cucumbers are homegrown – less to indicate the absence of unnecessary food miles, more to denote the superior standard of Finnish produce.

         
            “They loyally vote for their siblings at the Eurovision Song Contest, even if the Swedes do not always reciprocate.”

         

         When it’s not feasible to fly the flag, it is always possible to flaunt its colours. The Finns have a collective fascination with the colour blue. Ask any Finn what their favourite colour is and they will tell you this without a moment’s hesitation. In fact, you don’t even need to ask because the evidence is so clear. Just look around and you will notice that they all wear blue clothes. Admittedly, they also wear black and grey in winter, but that’s only an attempt to add variety to the otherwise all-pervading blueness.

         How they see others

         The Finns are part of the Nordic happy family, so much so that the largest concentration of expatriates are found in Sweden. Finns loyally vote for their siblings at the Eurovision Song Contest, even if the Swedes do not always reciprocate. As all the family members would agree, the Swedes act as if they’re superior to everyone else. However, the Finns have known for centuries that they are not really very brave. Having conquered Finland in the Middle Ages, the Swedes used Finnish peasants for cannon fodder in their military conflicts with Russia. In 1809 in the Napoleonic wars, Sweden made fatal mistakes that resulted in Finland being handed over to the Russians. Lack of military prowess made the Swedes eventually give up their dream of northern domination, and instead, adopt pusillanimous neutrality. Hence, the jokes: 

         
            
               
                  ‘What is the world’s thinnest book?’

                  ‘Swedish war heroes.’

               

               
                  ‘What does the Swedish war flag look like?’

                  ‘A white cross on a white background.’

               

            

         

         
            “Finns feel that the Swedes lack backbone because they spend more time talking than getting things done.”

         

         Basically, Finns feel that Swedes lack backbone because they are too soft, and spend more time talking, negotiating and making sure that everyone has had a chance to express their views, than getting things done. In their eyes, the majority of Swedish men are gay. The rest are shy, taciturn, reliable and willing to push a pram. This means they don’t have balls. It so happens that Finnish men are also shy, taciturn and willing to push a pram. But they are real men – men with a modern twist.

         Other Westerners that really count for the Finns are the English and Americans. The non-hooligan stratum of English society with its politeness and ‘stiff upper lip’ represents the sort of culture many Finns idealise. And since there have been no important soccer internationals in Helsinki, the Finns still retain the illusion that most of the English are ladies and gentlemen who drink five o’clock tea and live in rose-covered cottages, or mansions in Surrey.

         
            “The Finns would be very happy if the Russians were someone else’s neighbour. The Swedes, for instance, would be an ideal candidate.”

         

         Finnish youth culture is heavily Americanised. However, apart from American tourists in the capital, Finns rarely see living specimens of the genus, though the great-grandchildren of Finnish settlers from the wilds of the northern US do, on occasion, visit their roots.

         By contrast, Russians are seen only too often. The Finns detest their brutal eastern neighbour who bullied them for over a century before conceding their independence in 1917. A Finnish author once observed that the fundamental problem with Russia is its location. The Finns would be very happy if the Russians were someone else’s neighbour. The Swedes, for instance, would be an ideal candidate. Judging by the several attempts to make it happen, Moscow seems to have been of exactly the same opinion. 

         
            “The presence of the Russians on the roads has also introduced a new form of the old game of Russian roulette.”

         

         The Finns are convinced that Russia still has its eye on their country and could attack at any time, like it did during World War II, when it annexed bits of Finland. However, Moscow knows that the Finns are no pushovers. Of all the countries that Stalin wanted to take over, Finland was the only one that kicked up a fuss, did a lot of damage to the Russian troops (Molotov cocktails were developed by the Finns), and ultimately, did not lose its independence. Nowadays the Russians seem to have introduced a more cunning plan to take over the country: their nouveaux riches have started to buy the land, piece by piece, supposedly for use as holiday resorts.

         Russian lorries and imported cars abuse the Finnish roads by using Finnish ports to siphon goods from Western Europe. You can tell when a car transporter has docked. Shiny black Mercedes, all with tinted windows, form extended convoys across southern Finland as they head towards the eastern border at breakneck speed. The presence of the Russians on the roads has also introduced a new form of the old game of Russian roulette: you no longer need to possess a gun to have a one-in-six chance of being killed.

         The Finns are linguistically related to the Estonians. There is a brotherly feeling towards them, the Finns being the superior big brother in this instance. Estonia is the only foreign country where the Finns can be understood in their mother tongue. Add to this Estonia’s low prices and you can see why the country is like one great theme park for Finnish shopaholics, cosmetic surgery tourists and old age pensioners having spa holidays. Most importantly, the proximity of Estonia to Finland makes the Finns look more respectable: booze cruises to Tallinn contribute to reducing the official alcohol consumption figures, making the nation look more sober than it actually is.

         
            “Estonia is like one great theme park for Finnish shopaholics, cosmetic surgery tourists and old age pensioners having spa holidays.”

         

         How others see them

         They don’t. Well, apart from the Estonians who see a fair number of Finns staggering off the Baltic ferries – not because of seasickness but because they have already started sampling the bounty of the floating tax-free liquor stores. On land, they rapidly empty the local shops of beers and spirits, pausing only to drink the nearby pubs dry. Then they return to the ferries on their hands and knees, dragging purposely designed booze trolleys behind them. It is not difficult to see why the Finns, given their giant physique and inebriated elegance, have earned themselves the Estonian nickname ‘moose’.

         To the Swedes, the Finns are inscrutable and enigmatic.

         
            “Every Finn acts as if employed by the Finnish Tourist Board and unwearyingly keeps on putting the facts straight.”

         

         Other than this, the nation seems to be pretty much off the planet’s radar. The world media occasionally mention Finland’s welfare state, high living standards, education and motor racing successes, but these are soon erased from the international collective consciousness. The world-famous Finnish mobile phone giant Nokia was believed by most people to be Japanese, and the Finnish origin of the computer game developer who created the Angry Birds games for videos and smartphones also tends to be overlooked. People are too absorbed in sling-shooting the Birds at the Green Pigs (the Angry Birds’ main antagonists).

         Vague ideas about saunas, snow and blonde women persist. The rest of the information is often muddled up. Hence, every Finn acts as if employed by the Finnish Tourist Board and unwearyingly keeps on putting the facts straight, especially these:

         
            	The Finns are not like the Swedes. They are better than the Swedes.

         

            	Santa Claus comes from Finland. Full stop.


         

         How they see themselves

         Despite their small number, the Finns see themselves as a nation embracing a wide range of distinctly separate tribes, each having its own dialect, local culture and character traits. Linguistic differences between regions are so great that Finns regularly fail to understand each other.

         
            “Linguistic differences between regions are so great that Finns regularly fail to understand each other.”

         

         Tavastians in Central Finland are said to be quintessentially Finnish. They are salt-of-the-earth kind of people, reticent, stubborn, trustworthy, serious, pragmatic and strong. Their speech is laconic and they are slow to get their words out. They are also slow to embrace change and slow to act. In fact, slow in every sense of the word.

         Ostrobothnians in the west are the biggest show-offs. For centuries they were known for their vigour, explosive tempers and predisposition to using a puukko, a sheath-knife, to settle disagreements. If there weren’t any puukko fights and at least one death at a wedding, it wasn’t worth getting dressed up for. Thanks to the Ostrobothnians, Finnish surgeons are considered world-class in vascular reconstruction.

         Karelians in the south-east are the liveliest of the Finns. They are chatty, friendly, spontaneous and musical. Their dialect is frequently made fun of by other Finns because it makes them sound dim-witted. They like their food and have the best culinary repertoire in the country. The only loss of life at a Karelian wedding would arise from someone choking on a piece of smoked fish because they had been attempting to eat, laugh, talk and sing at the same time.

         
            “As it is impossible to get a straight answer to a question, the listener has to assume responsibility for the interpretation.”

         

         Savonians in the east have the gift of the gab. They are cheeky, witty and playful in a laid-back kind of way. They frequently use sayings, riddles, euphemisms and roundabout ways of expressing themselves. As it is impossible to get a straight answer to a question, the listener has to assume responsibility for the interpretation. And unless you’re a Savonian, it is not a winwin situation.

         Finlandssvenskar – as the Finland-Swedes call themselves – are a Swedish-speaking minority, making up 5.5% of the population. They inhabit the coastal areas and the archipelago in the south-west where they sail, compete in team handball, play folk music in village fiddle groups and dance around the maypole at Midsummer. Of all Finns, they are the most sociable and community-orienated. Marrying one is like marrying a Finnish ice hockey player: you will be sharing your life not just with your spouse but with the rest of the team.

         Then there are the residents of Lapland in the far north. They are known for their excessive appetite for reindeer meat, alcohol and sex. Considering the environment in which they live – the Arctic night lasting up to a couple of months – you can hardly blame them. What would you do after the novelty of watching the northern lights has worn off?

         
            * Though the autonomous region of Åland, a group of over 6,700 skerries and islands, hoists its own blue, yellow and red flag (and issues its own stamps).
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