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To all the strong women of the sauna and the sea
who find joy, wellness and a sense of community
from a good steam and an icy dip.









Note


While the authors have made every effort to provide accurate information at the time of publication, neither they nor the publisher assume any responsibility for errors or changes that occur after publication. Neither do they assume any responsibility for third-party websites or their content.


The ideas presented in this book are not intended as a substitute for consulting with your physician. All matters regarding your health require medical supervision. Neither the authors nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss or damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestions in this book.









‘For centuries, Finns have used hot and cold to increase well-being, promote health and build character. We have always believed that the sweat born in a sauna cleans the body from inside out. And after a hot steam, cooling down by rolling in the snow or going for an icy dip is the best way to refresh the mind and body, creating a feeling of being reborn.’


Saija Silén, Finnish cultural heritage specialist and sauna expert


[image: A black-and-white illustration of a man floating with his shoulders above the water in an outdoor pool.]









Preface




Light streams in through the window of the sauna as we sit on the wooden benches, basking in the heat and working up a good sweat before heading outdoors for a cold plunge in the lake.


For those unfamiliar with the brilliance of pairing hot and cold, this may sound extreme. Why, you might ask, would anyone want to put themselves into an extreme state of hot and cold? The answer is simple: Finnish contrast therapy – pairing a hot, steamy sauna session with an icy dip – is the cure for just about everything that ails the mind, body and soul.


We, Carita and Katja, have come together to write a book about contrast therapy because it is booming around the world, and there’s a real need for fact-based information on the authentic Finnish sauna and cold-water swimming practice, not least because there is so much misleading information on social media and elsewhere.


Carita, based in Jyväskylä, is one of Finland’s leading sauna experts and the founder of the international Sauna from Finland organisation. Part of her job is ensuring that saunas in Finland are maintaining standards of authenticity, quality and safety, so she has probably seen and tried out more saunas than most people.


Katja, who was raised in Canada, is a Helsinki-based journalist and non-fiction author who writes about the joys (and facts) of cold plunges and the Nordic lifestyle for an international audience. Her first book on the topic has been translated into 24 different languages.


I, Katja, will be our collective voice, telling Carita’s story and mine, and taking you into the heart of contrast therapy, its deep cultural roots, and its many wellness benefits, ranging from better mental health and a sense of belonging, to improved metabolism and cardiovascular fitness.


Along with expert advice, tips and practical information, we’ll also share the inspiring stories of people and places that tap into the sauna and sea (or lake) lifestyle in Finland.


We’ll make a case for why contrast therapy neatly addresses much of what ails so many of us today, whether that’s a sedentary lifestyle or the demands of day-to-day existence. Alternating hot and cold can uplift mind and spirit, boost resilience to stress and provide many additional benefits that help to promote an active way of living and a connection with nature.


It’s also part of what keeps people in Finland – regularly named the world’s happiest country – resilient, happy and healthy, no matter what life throws at them.









Introduction




While the idea of alternating hot and cold baths dates back to ancient Rome, Finns were among the earliest adopters of sauna (hot) and winter swimming or rolling in the snow (cold), and it is part of a centuries-old bathing ritual.


As contrast therapy has spread around the world, a great many consumer-driven forms of cold plunging employ artificial systems that cost money and resources, requiring equipment such as bathtubs or freezers filled with hundreds of ice cubes, cryotherapy tanks, or even pricey cooling mist shower systems. These are far removed from natural settings, such as ponds, lakes, rivers or seas. The same goes for versions of sauna that run the gamut from portable heater boxes to blankets and infrared spas.


Contrast therapy taps right into the current wellness megatrend which, according to a report by the Global Wellness Institute (a leading industry group), is a massive global business with a €5.1 trillion revenue in 2022. The non-profit institute estimates that the wellness industry is expected to grow to €7.8 trillion by 2027. That figure, as the Bloomberg News agency calculated by way of comparison, is double Germany’s GDP.1


The Finnish sauna


Some might think of saunas as a luxury, but to Finnish people they’re an essential part of daily life and fundamental to their culture. So much so that in this country of just 5.6 million people, there are more than three million saunas – the highest number per capita in the world. Almost every house, apartment building, gym, pool, hotel and office block has at least one sauna. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, ‘sauna’ is one of the few Finnish words to make it into the global lexicon.


While the history of the Finnish sauna is difficult to pin down, its primitive form dates back 10,000 years. Prehistoric saunas were extremely simple – a hole dug into the ground with a hearth in the middle and a roof constructed from the trunks of young trees – but it took literally thousands of years for them to become commonplace.


Although certain other cultures (Japan and Turkey, for example) have their own types of steam-baths, some of which have been around a long time, saunas in Finland have been central to the Finnish national identity for more than 2,000 years. Indeed, they have served a multitude of functions in the circle of life, having been the most practical place to wash during the cold months, a sterile environment in which to give birth and heal illness, and a sacred space to prepare the dead for their final rites.


These days it’s less common to meet a Finn who was born in a sauna, but the sauna is still known as the ‘poor person’s pharmacy’ because it is thought to ward off infections and bring relief from a variety of conditions and illnesses.


Over time, the sauna has developed naturally to what we have today, a place to sweat it out, unwind and socialise. It’s a safe space where everyone is accepted as they are.


The importance of the Finnish sauna was formally acknowledged in 2020 when it was placed on the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage List. This list recognises aspects of life that contribute to maintaining cultural diversity and mutual respect for other ways of life in the face of growing globalisation.


The world’s sauna capital


On a sunny day in early March, a fresh dusting of white snow coats the ground in Tampere, Finland’s third largest city. A cold snap is not uncommon during springtime in the Nordic countries, and the Finnish word for this sudden return of winter is takatalvi.


Happily, warmth is on offer just about everywhere in the form of the sauna, that quintessentially Finnish steam bath. Laidback Tampere, known as the Manchester of the North because of its industrial powerhouse past, is also the world’s sauna capital. Here, in the heart of Finnish Lakeland, there are about 55 public saunas, ranging from modern to historic, including what is reportedly one of the country’s oldest, which has been in use since 1906.


In the city centre, just down from the Tammerkoski rapids where Scottish engineer James Finlayson founded his legendary cotton factory in the 1820s, Carita and I are meeting at a modern, sweat-swim-dine-drink complex called Kuuma, which means ‘hot’ in Finnish.


Common misconceptions


Once inside the smoke sauna (more about other types of saunas later), Carita pours some water from a ladle over the hot rocks in the stove to create löyly, the soft, warm steam that rises from them.


As we settle in, we share a good laugh about the common cultural misconceptions we have both encountered about saunas, ranging from them being associated with sex to being part of a strict health regime that requires precisely timed sessions at specific temperatures for maximum results.


‘In the sauna, you learn to listen to your own body and stay for as long as you feel comfortable,’ says Carita. ‘There are no rules about how long you should stay. In a world of measured wellness methods and programmes, that’s probably one of the biggest surprises for people who weren’t born into this culture.’


Saunas often raise a lot of questions from foreigners, who may have concerns about nudity, for example. I know that when I moved to Finland many years ago, it took a while before I became accustomed to going au naturel in a women’s sauna.


In Finland, the goal is to make the sauna experience as pleasant as possible for everyone. No one is forced to do anything they don’t want to do. And it’s perfectly acceptable to enjoy a sauna wrapped in a towel if that feels more comfortable.


Carita is a sauna native, whose passion for a good steam is one of her superpowers. It is how she, like millions of Finns, cares for mind, body and soul.


‘The gentle heat of the sauna allows us to deal with life’s challenges, whether they be small or big. We can be quiet together or talk about whatever is in our thoughts as we relax our bodies and minds. The calm helps us to be content in the present moment. After a sauna, the world seems like a better, more manageable place,’ she says.


As we sit on the lower benches of the sauna, where it’s a bit cooler than higher up, I admire the sauna seat cover Carita has given me as a gift. Made of high-quality durable linen, the black and grey, tea towel-sized cloth is adorned with a pattern of birch trees, one of Finland’s national nature symbols. The birch tree represents health and strength, and in older times was thought to connect life and death.


Carita’s gift holds even greater meaning, though, for it’s a more sustainable option than the single-use disposable covers often dispensed at public saunas to protect the wooden benches, and is intended to last a lifetime.




Rules about nudity


Finns are sensitive when it comes to concerns about nudity, so it’s completely acceptable to wear a towel in the sauna if you wish. Every sauna has its own house rules, and there are no strict rules that apply everywhere. However, sauna-bathing is generally divided by gender: women and men each have their own turn in the sauna. In a mixed-gender sauna, bathers usually wear swimsuits or other sauna-appropriate clothing.





Cold-plunging


After about five or ten minutes, we head outdoors to the deck to check out the small swimming pool tucked into Lake Pyhäjärvi (Holy Lake).


Where Carita is an ambassador for a hot steam, my addiction to cold water borders on religious. After warming up in the sauna, I’m ready for an icy dip, a practice I adopted when I moved to Finland. I find it brilliant in helping to boost my mood, especially during the dark and slightly depressing winter months. If I don’t go for a cold dip every day, my mental and physical health start to stray. My love of sauna has largely been fuelled by my love of cold, and the rush of happy hormones and feelings of euphoria and calm that come from combining the two.


I descend the steps into the water, which is about 2ºC at this time of year (early March), and swim a quick loop, staying in no longer than two minutes. Carita watches from the deck because she doesn’t practise winter swimming – yet. One of our shared goals is to gradually acclimatise her to cold water to contrast with the heat of the sauna.


To that end, Carita gingerly climbs down the steps until she’s about knee-deep in the water, then shrieks with laughter from the shock of the cold.


Next time, we decide, she’ll go a bit deeper.


After warming up in the sauna, we go outside for one more cool-down session. I take a quick dip, while Carita tests the waters again, this time going in a little deeper. We then head back inside to warm up again.


‘The water didn’t feel so cold this time,’ she remarks.


Many people who want to take up winter swimming often start by gradually getting accustomed to the frigid water, rather than plunging right in. It also helps to have the right cold-positive mindset, encapsulated in the Finnish saying ‘Kylmä on kaveri’, which translates roughly as ‘Cold is your friend’.


Advice for beginners


As part of a sauna experience Carita offers to first-timers, she provides tips and information that are second nature to people who have grown up in Finland.


It’s good to be familiar with basic etiquette in order to avoid cultural faux pas, so please note the following:




❆ Finnish saunas are typically social spaces, just as pubs are in the UK.


❆ Everyone in the sauna is equal, and social status is forgotten, so sauna-goers should feel free to strike up a conversation with strangers and friends alike. Just remember that the most important rule is to be respectful of those around you.


❆ The sauna is meant to be a cleansing experience, some might even say spiritual. Washing before entering is part of that, so shower before you go in.


❆ In Finland and many other Nordic countries, it’s customary to be naked in the sauna, and men and women sauna separately, while in public mixed saunas, bathing suits are often de rigueur, and may even be required. Check what is usual before you go. Whatever the setting, many visitors feel more comfortable in a swimsuit, or wrapped in a towel, which is perfectly fine.


❆ Food and drink don’t belong in the sauna, and neither do mobile phones, making it one of the few places on Earth where you can truly go offline.


❆ It’s considered rude to stare.


❆ Allow yourself a reasonable amount of time to sauna, as it’s a place to relieve stress, not to watch the clock, or feel the pressure of having to accomplish something in a certain amount of time.





Carita also prepares first-timers on how to manage the heat. ‘As you enter the sauna, you’ll feel the hot air greet you. Your heart will start pumping and your pores will open. Find a spot to sit and relax as your body slows down, relaxes and gets accustomed to its new environment. Start with a seat on the lowest bench or near the door because the heat on the top ones can feel dizzyingly hot.


‘Breathe deeply and perhaps close your eyes. It’s time to relax and be present.’
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Types of sauna


The venerable Finnish Sauna Society recognises three main types of sauna: wood, smoke and electric. Wood-burning and smoke saunas are considered to be more authentic.


Here are some different sauna types according to location:


Backyard sauna


In recent years, it’s become popular for people to build free-standing saunas in their backyard, especially among families who don’t own cottages. They can be a wonderful addition to a cold plunge pool or swimming pool, and shared by sauna societies, friends and extended family. In Finland, backyard saunas are often wood-burning, which means it’s important to consider where in the yard the sauna is located, to have the correct permits, and to ensure that the smoke from the stove doesn’t bother any of the neighbours.


Barrel sauna


This cylinder-shaped outdoor sauna resembles a barrel lying on its side, hence its name. It’s particularly popular outside Finland.


Home sauna


Just about every house and apartment building in Finland has a sauna. Nearly every single-family house has its own sauna inside the house, and even the smallest homes often feature a compact sauna with an electric heater. Apartment buildings commonly include a shared sauna that tenants can reserve.


Ice sauna (quite rare)


A sauna cannot be built of frozen water alone. For functionality and comfort, other materials are needed. Although an ice sauna is built mostly out of big ice cubes, wooden boards are used to secure the structure’s frame, and sauna benches may also be made of wood, which is more comfortable to sit on. The temperature inside is lower than normal (around 65ºC), which makes the air soft and humid, and breathing somewhat easier than in a traditional sauna. Ice saunas are a seasonal speciality in the northern parts of Finland, particularly Lapland, as they can be built only during wintertime, when the mercury is below zero, or the ice will melt.


Mobile sauna


The steam on wheels concept has been growing in popularity in recent times, as it offers an easy way to transport a compact sauna from one place to another. A mobile sauna can be made of various materials, including wood and sturdy nylon fabric.


Smoke sauna


In a smoke sauna, there’s no chimney. Instead, the smoke from the heater fills the sauna while it warms up and is later removed through a vent. When the stones of the heater are hot enough, the fire is extinguished completely and water is thrown on the heater to drive the smoke out of the sauna. This also flushes most of the soot and particulates that have collected on the surface of the stones into the air. The sauna is then aired out, after which it is ready for bathing. The löyly in a smoke sauna has an especially soft quality. Many Finns feel that smoke saunas are the ultimate sauna-bathing experience.


Summer cottage sauna


People in Finland love to spend time at their cottages, which are generally located in nature near a lake, pond or seashore, and surrounded by nature. It’s estimated that there are over half a million cottages in Finland, and one of the most popular activities at them is sauna-bathing. The process of heating the sauna is an essential part of mökkielämä (cottage life), as is sitting on the terrace and enjoying the landscape after sauna and cold-water sessions. Many summer cottages these days are also made winter-proof.


Tent sauna


This type of portable sauna is made of high-quality tent fabric, often a mixture of nylon and polyester, which is completely waterproof. It is supported by aluminium or carbon-fibre rods, can be assembled outdoors and is made in a variety of sizes.


Urban sauna


Saunas can be found at almost every hotel and swimming pool in every Finnish city. Indoor swimming pools became common in Finland during the 1960s, with the goal of increasing swimming skills by providing broad access to swimming lessons.


How sauna works


The sauna heat is created by throwing water onto a pile of hot stones called kiuaskivet, which are heated either electrically or by burning wood in the stove.


The steam created by the water is called löyly, which means ‘spirit of life’. This is what defines the Finnish sauna and sets it apart from most other sauna cultures around the world. It creates moisture in the sauna and affects the temperature. If there’s no löyly, it’s not a Finnish sauna.


The person sitting closest to the kiuas (stove) is in charge of throwing water with the kauha (water scoop) from the kiulu (water bucket) onto the stones. In a sauna, it’s good manners to ask others before ladling water onto the rocks to create more steam and heat.


In the sauna, you can sit for a moment to adjust to the temperature of the room, which averages 65–95ºC, though some people are content with 70ºC.


How long you choose to stay in the sauna is up to you, but be sure to take enough breaks. The pattern is to heat up, cool down and repeat. People typically sit in a sauna for 5–20 minutes, then cool down by stepping outside, or taking a shower, or dipping in a natural body of water.


It’s important to hydrate by drinking plenty of water during breaks, especially if you’re a newbie, as you might not realise if you’re dehydrated.


You can go into the sauna once or as many times as you feel comfortable, but always listen to your body and don’t stay beyond your limit. This is not an endurance test. The aim is to hone your ability to listen to and respond to your body’s needs.


Beyond the cultural and social aspects, the sauna can have important benefits for physical and mental health, including detoxification, clearer skin, improved immune function and circulation, muscle relaxation and stress reduction.


After the sauna, Carita points out that taking breaks is really important.


‘And once dressed, you can continue this social affair with a cold beer or drink to hydrate, and a snack to restore the sodium you’ve sweated out. The most important thing,’ she says, ‘is to take some time to savour and enjoy the blissful post-sauna feeling.’


After our first hot and cold session together, Carita and I head out to Kuuma’s stylish restaurant and bar to enjoy a drink while basking in the late afternoon sunlight that’s streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. We both have a Vichy carbonated mineral water, one of the typical Finnish choices. To rehydrate, the general recommendation is half a litre to a litre of water for an average sauna session.2
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As we sit in happy, relaxed silence for a moment, it seems fitting that Kuuma is close to the local market square, where stall-holders have been selling their wares for more than a century. The nearby waterway provided a valuable link for trading with the outside world.


Today, water continues to be an invaluable part of the city’s (and, indeed, country’s) international calling card. Not only is Finland known as the country of lakes – there are 188,000 – but pure, clean water is a central element to Finnish contrast therapy, and part of the reason Finland has held the title of World’s Happiest Country for seven years in a row.


Some people might dismiss this accolade because happiness is difficult to quantify. But the UN’s survey of World Happiness is based on many factors relating to quality of life, including GDP per capita, social support, healthy life expectancy, freedom and generosity.


As Carita and I explore the world of contrast therapy, the power of hot and cold, our aim is to provide you with a hands-on guide to the simple and sensible Finnish way to improve well-being, backed up with science, facts and expert interviews. We firmly believe that a good steam followed by an invigorating dip is an easy form of self-care, one that helps people to cope with the challenges of modern life and stave off mental and physical exhaustion.


Contrast therapy also offers human connection at a time when many people feel isolated and disconnected. In addition, it reconnects people to nature when so much of modern life is spent in a digital world.


As we continue this book, we’ll share our insiders’ view of Finland and let you into the secrets of the Nordic lifestyle that can be practised just about anywhere in the world.
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