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This book is dedicated to our son.






What is this fragrance around me?

What is this quietness?

What is this knowledge of peace in my heart?

What strange, great, new thing is this?

I can hear the flowers growing

and the talk of the trees in the wood.

I think all my old dreams are ripening,

all the hopes and the wishes I sowed.

Everything’s quiet around me,

Everything’s gentle and sweet.

Great flowers are opening up in my heart

with a fragrance of deepest peace.

—EINO LEINO, PEACE








Wide-spread they stand, the Northland’s dusky forests,

Ancient, mysterious, brooding savage dreams;

Within them dwells the Forest’s mighty God,

And wood-sprites in the gloom weave magic secrets.

—JEAN SIBELIUS, TAPIOLA
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The Enchanted Forest

I CLOSE MY EYES—AND I am in the forest.

I am walking on a soft carpet of needles and moss, in a wilderness of birch, spruce, and pine trees.

I am drenched in pure, otherworldly silence, and my lungs are caressed by the cleanest air on the planet.

It is Nordic high summer here in the remote forest of Karelia in Finland, but the trees are so tall and their vegetation is so thick that only occasional shafts of sunlight pierce the fairy landscape.

I am on the edge of the Western world—to the east are the endless forests of the desolate Russian taiga; to the north is a sliver of Norway and the Arctic Ocean.

I am traveling in a vast cathedral of nature, in the largest national forest in Europe. I am alone but not lonely, and I am perfectly safe. This is a life-altering realm of tranquility, peace, and beauty, a forest that has inspired and nourished my soul, and transformed my life.

I am traveling in the happiest, greenest, and safest nation in the world, the country with the world’s cleanest water and the best public schools, a country where parenthood is championed by law, childhood is revered, schoolchildren are required by the government to play outdoors three or four times a day, and long-distance trains contain mini playgrounds and mini libraries for children to enjoy.

Six years ago I moved here with my family for six months, to the great forest of Karelia, a romantic and mysterious region that helped inspire J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth fantasies.

In the forest I found something that changed my life.

I discovered a tribe of invincible women—and they became my soul sisters.

This is the story of how I discovered an enchanted forest in a place not far from the Arctic Circle. In Finland, I found a land of unspoiled nature, a culinary symphony of succulent wild edibles, herbs, berries, mushrooms, and fish, all harvested by hand from the pristine forest, rivers, and lakes. I found an entire nation of people who roam the woods and forage for the earth’s treasures, incorporate them into traditional dishes and beverages, and preserve them for long, dark winters.

This is the nation that is ranked as the number one top contributor to humanity per capita—where gender equality and women’s political and social rights are baked into not only the nation’s one-hundred-year-old founding constitution, but into everyday practice, offering inspiration to the world.

It is a nation with its share of social problems, including racism and domestic violence, but it is also a nation that leads the world in striving to achieve a better life for all its citizens. In 2021, Finland ranked first among the world’s 160 nations in sustainable development, according to a United Nations report, which found that Finland had achieved or nearly achieved the UN’s goals on alleviating poverty, improving health, education, water, energy, peace, the rule of law, and reducing inequality.

This is a nation that today is run by women—the thirty-four-year-old prime minister is a new mother who leads a governing coalition of five parties, all of which are all led by women.

I lived here once. I came in the summertime. As an idyllic summer and fall gave way to a subarctic winter of mind-bending darkness and cold, I faced my hopes, my fears, and my future. Over the course of six unforgettable months, I found my life transformed, and I discovered the power that lay within me—with the inspiration of my “sisters of the forest.”

Then I tried to leave.

But I kept coming back.

What would happen if you built one of the world’s most advanced societies inside a forest, and strove to make women full partners in power? You would have Finland—a place that actually exists in the world right now.

This book is the story of how I fell in love with Finland and the story of how its women, its society, and its nature have astonished and inspired me.

This is the story of glimpses my family and I had of this strange, beautiful, and faraway land when we lived there as residents and visitors from New York City in 2015, 2016, and 2017, and then returned to as residents in 2020 and 2021.

Come with me, let’s take a journey deep into one of Europe’s last great wildernesses, and join the sisterhood of the enchanted forest.
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A Promise


In the midst of winter, I finally learned that there was in me an invincible summer.

—ALBERT CAMUS



IT BEGAN WITH A PROMISE in springtime.

Several years ago, my husband, William, got the news that he had been selected as a Fulbright Scholar to study and write about the world-renowned Finnish public school system, and to lecture to university graduate students about his career specialties in the media and publishing businesses.

We were going to move from Manhattan to Finland with our seven-year-old son. I was a full-time stay-at-home parent at the time.

I knew almost nothing of Finland, except that it was somewhere in the Nordic region atop Europe, and it was supposed to have great schools. By now, I had pretty much forgotten about my husband’s applying for the Fulbright Scholar program many months ago. It seemed like a fun idea at the time, but I had a lot of other things to think about. Then, I realized that Finland was to be my new home. I plunged into online research, and borrowed books from the library.

The more I read, the more I worried.

I was going to live for six months in a far-off place, in the most sparsely populated country in the European Union.

Finland? I thought. He couldn’t have picked a country like Italy, France, or Australia—somewhere I’d actually like to go? This does not look good at all.

I’d spent most of my life in the high-energy, ultra-populated metropolises of Tokyo and New York City, where I had plenty of friends and things to do. But according to the few books and articles I could find, Finland seemed like a dark, cold, and lonely place. We would be living not in Finland’s sleek, cosmopolitan capital, Helsinki, but in Joensuu, home to the University of Eastern Finland, where William’s project was based.

A friend introduced me to Jaana, a Finnish-American medical doctor who had lived in New York for many years. She is president of the Finland Center Foundation and founder of the Kota Alliance, a nonprofit that focuses on women’s rights and gender equality, and she reputedly knew practically every Finn who lived in New York City. She was very helpful in filling me in on Finland—but she had never been to Joensuu, and didn’t know anybody who lived there.

Joensuu, I learned, is the provincial capital of a remote part of rural Finland called North Karelia, a forest-and-lake district right on the Russian border, and is the easternmost municipality in the continental European Union. The city was founded by Tsar Nicholas I in 1848 when Finland was part of Russia, and the city is as close to St. Petersburg as it is to Helsinki.

I was headed, in other words, to the absolute edge of the Western world.

According to the articles and books I read, the people of Finland were very smart, reliable, trustworthy, honest, and hardworking, but they also were reportedly shy, modest, and reserved, fond of silence, and averse to small talk and chitchat. A standard joke was, “How can you spot a Finnish extrovert?” The punch line: “In the elevator, he’s the guy who stares at someone else’s shoes instead of his own.”

Another joke was about a Finnish wife who complained to her husband, “I hear Italian and French and American husbands tell their wives how much they love them. Why don’t you ever tell me you love me?” Her husband mumbled, “Do you remember the day we were married, when I told you I loved you?” “Yes,” recalled the wife. “If I change my mind,” said the husband, “I’ll let you know.”

Then there was the story of the gruff Helsinki taxi driver who picked up a fare at a hotel during an international soccer match. During the ride, his American customer noted, “I saw the players from Northern Ireland at breakfast this morning. They looked sad. Did they lose the match?”

“No,” deadpanned the unsmiling Finnish taxi driver, without missing a beat. “They are sad because they are in Finland.”

It seemed that periods of detached, mordant sadness were a character requirement for the Finns. The famed Finnish artist Hugo Simberg, for example, created a series of paintings starring a favorite character, Death, in a variety of colorful activities. They included The Peasant and Death at the Gates of Heaven and Hell, Death and the Potato Peeler, and The Garden of Death. In his painting Playmates, the skeleton form of Death smiles down at a pair of innocent children, and in The Wounded Angel, named Finland’s national painting by popular vote in 2006, a pair of boys haul an injured girl-angel on wooden poles, their faces a portrait of sadness.

Sometimes, these gloomy character descriptions of taciturn and
    less-than-slap-happy people sounded like caricatures of Japanese—my own native tribe, whom I
    lived among until I moved to the United States for college. “The Finns take words seriously, and
    they don’t say anything unless they have something important to say,” I read. Wait a minute! I thought. “Silence is Golden!” That’s my Japanese dad’s mantra!

Pondering the prospect of moving there, I thought, Well, maybe I’d be more at home in Finland than my husband, who spent most of his life in the fast-talking, loud-talking city of New York. At least I think I know how to read nuances.

I was at a turning point in my life. I had been a full-time stay-at-home mother for nearly eight years, and an entrepreneur and corporate marketing executive for twelve years before that. As our son progressed beyond toddlerhood, I didn’t know what the next chapter of my life would be. To be honest, I was unsure of reentering the workforce, as I feared being seen as too old, too overqualified, or too “obsolete” to land a fulfilling job. Living in a mysterious, far-off land, perhaps I would have time and space to reflect on my future.

The thought of escaping New York for a while was also an appealing one. A distant voice in my head said, I just want to get away. I just want to take a nice long break from my hectic life of stressing, texting, urban noise, bad news on TV, fragmented streams of images and words on social media, and constant demands for my attention.

The place where we were headed, the district of North Karelia, about 250 miles northeast of Helsinki, was reportedly a beautiful region of pristine forests, thousands of lakes, rustic charm, sparsely populated villages, and the mystic power of nature. Most of the people spoke English, as did the great majority of Finns, especially younger ones. Maybe, I thought, Finland won’t be too bad. It could be the break I need.

But still, I worried. About cold. About darkness. New York City had plenty of both in wintertime, too. I could barely make it through New York winters, and by March I usually was, like many other New Yorkers, cranky and nearly stir-crazy from being confined indoors with little sunlight and fresh air for four months. It was March in New York, and we had just suffered a nearly-unendurable four solid months of it, but Finland seemed much worse.

I learned on the internet that the sunset in Joensuu was 3:39 P.M. by late autumn, which meant that twilight arrived not long after lunchtime! Winters in Finland were reportedly savagely cold, with temperatures regularly hovering around minus 20 degrees Fahrenheit, and the nation ranked relatively high in depression, suicide, and domestic violence, as many northern populations experience.

The more I read, the more I worried. On top of all this, most of the country looked as flat as a pancake. There seemed to be few hills or real mountains, and very little to break up the visual monotony.

I feared that by November, I’d be lonely and depressed. I imagined trying to make friends with people and being coldly rebuffed. I imagined I would be stuck in an apartment with no one to talk to, nowhere to go, and nothing to do while my husband was at work and my son was at school. I had a pathetic vision of myself sitting at a dining room table plowing through my friends’ Facebook pages, desperately trying to connect with a faraway universe that was familiar and friendly. Expecting this, I created a Facebook account so I could stay connected to the outside world.

Adding layers of strangeness to the mix was the fact Finland was a major mystery to everyone, including itself. Finland is considered a Nordic nation, along with Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Iceland, with whom it shares many social values. But despite the fact that Finland is often grouped with Sweden, Norway, and Denmark as part of Scandinavia named after people of the Scandes Mountains of northern Europe, technically Finland is not Scandinavian, since ethnically and linguistically Finland has surprisingly little in common with the others, and only a tiny portion of the Scandes foothills poke into Finland’s extreme northwest. The origins of the Finnish language are shrouded in mystery, and it is related not to northern European languages, but to possible ancient roots in Estonian, Hungarian, and Uralic sources from as far south as central Europe and as far east as the Ural Mountains of interior Russia. The Finns themselves debate exactly where the Finnish language and people came from, but so far no one had fully cracked the mystery.

In the books and articles I could find, these Finns seemed extremely quirky, occasionally to the point of downright weirdness. “Some think the Finns are crazy,” wrote Finnish resident Harald Haarmann in his book Modern Finland. “One cannot deny that altogether because, in a way, it is true, especially when looking at some rather unusual competitions with which the Finns amuse themselves.”

The Finns, I learned, hold a wide range of bizarre competitions, often in the “silly season” of summer, when daylight stretches far into nighttime. The town of Sonkajärvi, for example, hosts the annual international eukonkanto, or “wife-carrying,” competition, in which men place women over their shoulders and dash across an 833-foot racetrack through rough terrain, featuring two dry obstacles and one water obstacle. The carried woman must weigh a minimum of 108 pounds, and can be a friend or girlfriend, too. The wacky sport apparently was inspired by dark legends of forest-dwelling bandits who stole women from their homes, but the modern event is a delightful experience for both spectators and participants. According to the rules, all contestants must have insurance, and all must enjoy themselves.

Other idiosyncratic Finnish “sports matches” include swamp football, held in the town of Hyrynsalmi, the annual World Cell Phone Throwing Championships in Punkaharju, and competitions in sauna-sitting, mosquito-swatting, table-tapping, milkstool-chucking, hay-mowing, rubber-boot hurling, air guitar, and sitting on an ant nest. In one event at RautalankaFestarit (Twangy Guitar Festival) in the municipality of Lahti, the goal is to see who can endure painfully sappy folk music for the longest period of time.

In years past, when Finland was mentioned at all in global affairs, it could be the subject of abject ridicule. In the 2000s, Finnish food was publicly dismissed as awful by the leaders of no less than two fellow European nations—Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi and French president Jacques Chirac. Monty Python’s 1980 Contractual Obligation Album featured an instantly forgettable anthem titled “Finland,” which included these less-than-epic lyrics: “Finland, Finland, Finland, Finland has it all, You’re so sadly neglected, And often ignored, A poor second to Belgium, When going abroad.”

In 1993, CBS aired a downright cruel 60 Minutes segment titled called “Tango Finlandia,” in which star correspondent Morley Safer journeyed to Helsinki to mock elderly Finns dancing sadly and stiffly in community halls, in a country where he said “melancholy, sorrow and shyness abound,” and people were “grimly in touch with no one but themselves.” The report noted, “It’s no surprise that Finland has one of the lowest birthrates and one of the highest suicide rates.”

What Safer didn’t know was that at that very moment, during one of the worst recessions in national memory, Finland was in the process of building itself into global leadership in the mobile phone market through local company Nokia, which peaked in the 2000s before losing out to Apple; and in childhood education, when in 2000, to everyone’s surprise, including the Finns, the nation ranked number one in the world in international benchmark math, science, and reading scores. Today, Finland continues to score near the top of European nations, and is number one among industrialized nations for the equity and efficiency of its schools and the well-being of its students.

I did notice some intriguing attractions to Finland, at least on paper. Despite its reputation as a freezing, dark, tight-lipped, and even quirky nation, Finland was in the process of collecting a wall full of gold medals in a wide variety of international rankings. Later, these rankings would include, confusingly for such an allegedly morose people, the number one spot in the United Nations’ “World’s Happiest Nation” index for four years, running through 2021.

This country of fewer than six million people, barely a century old, which had much of its territory above the Arctic Circle, somehow was being ranked the number one nation in the world or the European Union—or a close second or third, usually to a fellow Nordic nation—for stability, personal freedom and choice, human well-being, rule of law, prosperity, trust, gender equality, upward social mobility, safety, ease of starting a business, governance, social justice, human capital, quality of life, life satisfaction, literacy, human rights, least corruption, lowest poverty, lowest maternal and child mortality, election integrity, best schools, strongest banks, best police and internal security, strongest courts, cleanest air, and cleanest food and water.

The Finnish health care system was said to be excellent. The social welfare system, including generous parental leave for both mothers and fathers, was reportedly so good that Finnish fathers are the only men worldwide who spend more time with their children than women. According to the law, all Finnish children under the formal school-starting age of seven have the right to high-quality early childhood education and care, and since 1943, free school lunches have been offered to all children.

Finland, I learned, was ranked one of the best nations to be a mother, a child, or a girl or woman, and one of the best nations for gender equality. It had the most female members of Parliament in Europe, the world’s number one ranking for educational attainment for women, and was the first nation to offer full rights for women to vote and run for office, dating back to 1906. Today, it consistently ranks at the very top of nations for women’s rights and women’s equality. Finland had a female president from 2000 to 2012, a period in which Finland also had two female prime ministers, five female speakers of Parliament, and the world’s highest share of female cabinet ministers. Finland is so supportive of gender equality that it has a campaign to build global enthusiasm for gender-neutral pronouns—there is no he or she in Finnish, only hän, which covers everyone.

I grew up in Japan, where women are often still expected to walk several steps behind their husbands, and I’d lived much of my adult life in the United States, where the headlines were soon dominated by a tidal wave of #MeToo scandals. In Finland, however, I read that great strides had been made toward gender equality, and in some rankings, Finland was leading the world in gender progress. For that reason alone I thought Finland might be a great place to expose our child to.

In three rankings that really caught my attention, Finland was named the number one nation for expatriates with families, with the best public schools for children, and the biggest national forest in Europe, accounting for around 70 percent of the country’s surface area. Technically, Sweden has more trees, but they cover a smaller percentage of the nation. The Finns “are a forest people at heart,” wrote author Deborah Swallow in her book CultureShock! Finland: A Survival Guide to Customs and Etiquette. “One of their core beliefs is about looking after the environment. Laws, dating back to 1886, promote well-managed, sustainable forestry and these are updated constantly with new and pertinent regulations. This is just one incidence of how long the Finns have been ‘green’ in their outlook.” She added, “To a large extent, their climate, nature and geography has shaped the Finnish mindset. They perceive themselves at a distance from other cultures, apart and separate—but inextricably mixed with their forests and lakes.”

Compared with the rest of the world, Finland, it seemed, was a highly advanced, family-friendly forest nation, with an inspiring record of achievement in social services and gender equality, relative to most of the rest of the world. “Of course, Finland is not Utopia,” Danny Dorling and Annika Koljonen would write in their 2020 book Finntopia, “but today it offers one of the closest approximations,” and “its people have worked to build a better world with far more rigor and determination than any other nation on the planet.”

Despite these tantalizing plusses, I told my husband that based on my reading, there seemed to be a high probability that by mid-October, when the shroud of freezing darkness slammed down on Finland, I would be miserable.

I needed the option to come back to New York in October if I really wanted to. We struck a deal.

We promised each other that if I hated Finland, I could bail out and I’d see him and our son back in New York around New Year’s, when his university assignment was over. Relief!

In the middle of summer, we boarded a flight to Finland.
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The Professor’s Welcome


The forest has been the mainstay of the life of all the Finnic peoples. The forest was governed by a life-sustaining mother who in Finnish folk incantations ultimately inherited the role of the Virgin Mary. The forest is approached with respect, but timidly: man is a guest, who does not have any self-evident rights over the forest.

—JUHA PENTIKÄINEN



WE LANDED AT THE WORLD’S loneliest airport.

An hour-long propeller-plane shuttle flight from Helsinki deposited us at Joensuu Airport, which from the air looked like much else in Finland—a clearing carved out of a thick forest of pine, spruce, and silver-white birch trees, a landscape sprinkled with lakes, pastures, and fields, little wooden houses, and the occasional two-lane road.

There were no other planes visible, and the single-room airport featured one gate, one luggage carousel, and a single waiting taxi. The midsummer air was bracingly clean and crisp, laced with a rich, hypnotic pine fragrance.

“Welcome to Finland!” exclaimed a youthful woman with reddish-brown hair who gave us a huge warm smile and a bear hug. She was Helmi Järviluoma-Mäkelä, a humanities professor at the University of Eastern Finland, and William’s faculty host and sponsor.

Helmi was the first local Finnish person I met, and she was beaming with joy and conversation, which from my reading was not what I was expecting from a Finn. There was no awkward silence. She was a highly accomplished humanities professor, a globally renowned authority and researcher on soundscapes, and a new grandmother, and she exuded humor, professorial curiosity, intellectual passion, and enthusiasm about pretty much everything.

In 2019, Helmi would be named the number one best professor in all of Finland by her peers, and it wasn’t hard to see why. She turned out to be one of the gentlest, warmest, happiest, most curious, positive, and intellectually out-there people I’d ever come across, and a vivid prelude to many Finns I would encounter, especially Finnish women—who, I soon discovered, are a very special breed of people. “Finnish women are much more outgoing and approachable than the men and often command three or four languages,” the Telegraph (UK) reported in 2006. “Their position in society and business is well-respected and superior to that of women in most other cultures.”

Residents of the district of North Karelia, I soon learned, have a reputation in Finland for being more open, outgoing, and expressive than other Finns, a legacy of its remote, rugged location; its close proximity to the often exuberant and expressive people of Russia; and of the fact that thousands of people on both sides of the border connect their heritage to the Karelian ethnic grouping, which has its own language, and its own identity as a country people who are sturdy, self-reliant, and life-loving. In other parts of Finland, I later learned, the idea of being “forest people” could mean being contemplative and quiet, lest you stir the bears in the forest into anger. But in Karelia, I soon observed that it often seemed like a license to party.

During the twenty-minute drive from the airport to our new apartment near the center of the little city, we chatted nonstop while passing bright green forests and fields, as Helmi pointed out the sights to our family. There was the teacher-training school that our young son would attend on the university campus, a complex of sleek pink-brick Nordic-modern buildings. There were the open-air market stalls of Joensuu’s tori (marketplace) in the town square, where locals sold berries, fish, vegetables, and handmade crafts. There was a coffee shop where we could have iltapäiväkahvit (afternoon coffee) with korvapuusti (a cinnamon bun).

There on the side streets of Joensuu were old Russian–style house facades mingling with Euro-modern apartment buildings. There was the beautiful modern library, with a vast collection of children’s books, where on a Friday or Saturday night we soon would witness a startling sight—scores of Joensuu residents packing the tables and chairs in standing-room-only fashion, intently and quietly hunched over paper books, newspapers, and magazines. Finland is the most literate nation in the world, with the most ardent readers, and they take their libraries very seriously.

Shafts of brilliant, midsummer sun filtered through the towering birch trees that flanked the main streets of Joensuu. As Helmi drove us around on a tour, I was amazed to see that in many areas the thick forest seemed to weave and dance gracefully all around and right into the city. The city planners had left much of the forest intact when they carved out Joensuu, giving it the fairy-tale illusion of a lumberjack town in Colorado, or an Alpine valley town, oddly punctuated with a phalanx of lumpy Soviet–style office and department store buildings that formed the town center, or keskusta.

I soon learned that in a stroke of genius, the city planners of Joensuu, as is typical in Finland, allowed the forest to dominate much of the city, and the connections between neighborhoods often consisted of gentle pathways through unspoiled treescapes, perfect for biking and walking—and cross-country skiing in the winter. If you power walked for fifteen minutes in most directions, you’d be in the forest. Bike lanes and bike paths, it seemed, were everywhere, and highly popular. Joensuu is the forest research capital of Europe, since it is the headquarters of the European Forest Institute, a multinational, nongovernmental organization nestled in a stunning wooden building on the campus of the University of Eastern Finland.

Near the lakefront we saw a neighborhood containing scores of tiny, packed-together, multicolored Nordic–style wooden houses with micro gardens and footpaths that led to a communal shower and sauna. Each was of an entirely different design. I’d never seen anything like it other than in illustrated children’s fairytales. Helmi explained they were kesämökki, or cozy little summer cottages for people who lived in the area, perfect for relaxing, having a swim or lakeside picnic or boating trip.

Joensuu is the capital of one of the last great wilderness areas of Europe and the easternmost district in the continental European Union, North Karelia, which shares a 192-mile border with Russia and is comprised largely of lakes, farms, and gentle hills, and forests lightly populated by generally shy brown bears, wolverines, and elks.

The city was founded as a logging and trading post in 1845, at the spot where the River Pielisjoki flows into Lake Pyhäselkä. While it is located in the most economically depressed district of Finland, beset with high unemployment, pockets of rural poverty, farm closures, and a struggling timber industry, Joensuu is also home to the University of Eastern Finland, which hosts one of the nation’s eight world-leading teacher-training master’s degree programs, and a student body drawn not only from Finland but from many European nations, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia.

A visitor from the United Kingdom, Times journalist Hilary Finch, described the quiet, stately street where our apartment was located: “The longest, straightest avenue, the Kirkkokatu (Church Street), displays the town’s ecclesiastical polarity, with the spire of the red-brick Lutheran church at one end saluting the green and white timbered Orthodox at the other, camouflaged among the ubiquitous silver birches.” She added, “It is a town for walking; along the Rantakatu (Shore Street), rafts of logs float downstream to the left, and the immaculately restored pastel-timbered merchants’ houses of the 19th century line up on the right. Where the estuary curves into the lake shore and the damp air of the marshy birch woods is heavy with the scent of wild lily of the valley, the Vainoniemi Villa stands like a stage-set for a Chekhov play. A little further on is a massive new open-air stadium; for Joensuu, like any sizeable Finnish town, celebrates the long light days of its short summer with festivals of music, song and street theatre.”

The mixture of Russian and Scandinavian themes was typical of Finnish history—before its independence in 1917, Finland was conquered and dominated in turn by the Swedish and Russian Empires. Finland was ruled by Sweden for some six hundred years, leaving behind a strong imprint in the national memory—today Swedish is the nation’s second official language. The Russian and Swedish experiences led, some thought, to a certain cultural reluctance by Finns to stand out and “stick one’s head up,” lest it be swatted down by the colonial oppressor—and a stoic determination to persevere through brutal trials of weather and history, a trait the Finns call sisu.

In truth, the Russian period of domination, 1809–1917, when Finland was an autonomous Grand Duchy of the Tsar, was a fairly “soft” occupation until the end, when the Russians tried to oppress and over-Russify Finland, and the Finns endured a bloody “White-Red” civil war that followed Finland’s full independence on December 6, 1917. The big border clash with the Soviet Union came in two epic conflicts that unfolded from 1939 through 1944—the Winter War and the Continuation War—and saw the desperate Finns enter a de facto alliance with Nazi Germany to escape total annihilation by the Soviets. Incredibly, the vastly outnumbered Finns, often on skis, outfought the Soviet Army to a standstill, in temperatures that plunged to mind-bending lows.

Much of the fighting raged over this shared ancestral forest land of Karelia, and over four hundred thousand Finns became refugees—not once, but twice. First, they marched west after evacuating their farms and homesteads when large parts of Finnish Karelia were conquered by the Soviets in 1940, then they marched all the way back east to resettle a huge, expanded “Greater Karelia” that was occupied by Finland and pushed the border hundreds of miles east and deep into Russia. Then, they had to evacuate back west to Finland less than three years later, when the Soviets reconquered the region, compelled the Finns to force the Nazis off their territory, and chopped off substantial slices of Finland as part of the armistice settlement. In the process, Finland lost 10 percent of its territory, 30 percent of its energy sources, 22 percent of its forests, and 20 percent of its railway lines, as well as its small Arctic Ocean coastline and much of Karelia, including what had been Finland’s second largest city, Viipuri, now called Vyborg by the Russians. In 1952, the same year that Helsinki hosted the Summer Olympics, Finland impressed the world by fully repaying its huge war reparations when the last trainload of reparation goods departed for the Soviet Union.

Even though many Finns today rarely visit remote Joensuu, or just pass through on the road to the hilly Koli National Park, the Karelian region forms a crucial part of the Finnish soul. The mystical landscapes of Koli and Karelia served as inspiration for artists, writers, and composers during the “Golden Age” of romantic, nationalistic art that blossomed in Finland in the 1890s, and often celebrated a classic piece of mid-century Finnish literature called the Kalevala.

The Kalevala (Land of Heroes), first published in 1835 and then expanded in 1849, was assembled by the Finnish doctor Elias Lönnrot, who wandered throughout Karelia and regions north and east of it, including vast areas now controlled by Russia, collecting local legends, folk tales, poems, and songs. The Kalevala became a foundational national document and Finland’s most famous literary work, considered by some to be one of the world’s great national epics of literature, along with works like the Illiad of Greece, the Nibelungenlied of Germany, and the Mahabharata of India. “We know that, at its publication, the Kalevala was seen—and is to a certain extent still seen—as a tale of an ancient Golden Age, when people were better than they are today, when people had closer ties with nature,” wrote Emil Nestor Setälä, a Finnish government official and chief author of the Finnish Declaration of Independence, “a time when harmony and a trust in spiritual powers, and above all in the power of the word, prevailed.”

The storyline of the Kalevala featured a quest for the Sampo, a mysterious magical artifact that confers wealth and good fortune to whoever holds it. The Sampo is sought after, stolen, fought over, and lost, and is described as a mill that produces money, flour, and salt. As a symbol, it resembles other mythical talismans, like the Greek Cornucopia, the Holy Grail of Arthurian legend, and the world tree or tree of life tales common to many cultures.

The Kalevala helped inspire The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings by J. R. R. Tolkien, who discovered the epic poem as a young man and was so entranced that he studied Finnish so he could read the original, even though he never got to visit Finland. Tolkien recalled that when he began savoring the strange Finnish language, “It was like discovering a wine-cellar filled with bottles of amazing wine of a kind and flavor never tasted before. It quite intoxicated me.” A number of themes in the Kalevala reappeared in Tolkien’s fantasy worlds, including the quest for a powerful magical object, collisions between light and darkness and good and evil, sex and battles between siblings, and orphan heroes setting out on quests through the wilderness.

Karelia was, in fact, the original Middle-earth.

And now it was my home.
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