Why Karelian ”
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fever”?

" Thefever.”

" It wasthefever.”

" The fever got them.”

" They went because of the fever.”

| have heard such phrases nu-
meroustimessince 1993 when | be-
gan to study North American Finns
who went to the Karelian region of
the Soviet Union in the early
1930s. "Kardian fever,” the term
applied to their immigration, it
would seem, is an apt one.

But the question arises, why a
"fever”? Here my interviewees
have been more ambiguousin their
answers:

" It wasthetime.”

" It wastherecruiters.”

" That Oscar Corgan [ prominent
recruiter to Karelia], | could
listen to him all day.”

Unfortunately, few of the survi-
vors of Karelian fever either heard
the actual recruitment speeches or
if they did were often too young to
understand them. Those whom |
have interviewed were most often
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the children of those who made the
decisiontoleavefor Karelia, taking
their families with them. Yet it
would seem that something in the
message of the recruiters who
traveled to Finnish communitiesin
the U.S. and Canada beginning in
1931 contained ideas capable of
triggering a social movement.
Thefirst clueis that the recruit-
ment to Karelia was conducted ex-
clusively in Finnish communities.
That is, the recruitment message
wasdirected specifically at those of
Finnish ethnicity. The other point
to note: the logistics of recruitment
were simple. The Finns, in contrast
to the mgjority of other immigrant
groups, remained isolated both lin-
guigtically and demographicaly
through the 1920s. They could till
be reached by the Finnish lan-
guage. In a sense, the medium was
themessage. It was Finnswho were
wanted in Karelia. Advertisements
appeared in North American Finn-
ish newspapers inviting people to
apply to join the work force there.
Such advertissments coincided
with the appearance of recruitersin
the Finn halls of North America.
Until recently speculation on a
cause for Karelian fever has cen-
tered on the Great Depression. The
economic downturn in the early
1930s, it is alleged, motivated
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Finnish-Americans to abandon an
uncertain socia system for one that
promised both security and fair-
ness. Supporting that explanation
was the high instance of member-
ship in the American Communist
Party and other |eft wing organiza-
tions among the Finns. They were
predisposed to condemn capital-
ism and to hold up the Soviet Un-
ion as an idedlistic alternative.

Such a predisposition ran deep
among many North American
Finns. The children of Finnish radi-
calslearned to read with textbooks
that extolled Lenin and con-
demned capitalism. When older,
those in Minnesota, for example,
attended Y oung Pioneer Camp at a
campsite on the Iron Range called
Mesabe Park, owned and operated
by so-called Red Finns. Small won-
der, the argument runs, such people
abandoned the U.S. and Canadafor
Kardia

But would all those factors com-
bineto createa”fever”?1 would ar-
gue that they were necessary, but
not sufficient. Far greater numbers
went to Kareliathan comprised the
hard core Reds among Finnish-
Americans. Moreover, those who
went werefar from destitute.

In fact, the real explanation for
Kardianfever liesprecisely inwhat
made recruitment so easy: namely



Siirtolaisuus-Migration 2000

the isolation and alienation of the
Finnish-Americans  themselves.
Sinclair Lewis in his novel Cass
Timberlane set in thefictional town
of Grand Republic, Minnesota, a
thinly disguised Duluth, reveds
the heart of the matter. Finnish im-
migrants faced deep and pervasive
discrimination.  Judge Timber-
lane' sfriend Dr. Drover isdescribed
as hating " Jews, Poles, Finns, and
people from the Balkans.”* Anoth-
er friend complains: ”...Finns and
Communists and Poles and Sven-
skas... hever pay their rent and use
the bannisters for fire wood.”2 The
ethnic groups derided may change,
but the Finnsjoin the Poles as ubig-
uitous targets of prejudice. A char-
acter named Eino Roskinen is Cass
Timberlane's rival for a woman
considerably younger than he. Asa
Finn, Lewis explains, Roskinen
was at the bottom of Minnesota's
Scandinavian pecking order. Thir-
ty years before the events of the
novel, as its author probably well
knew, alandmark legal casein Du-
[uth had confirmed the Finns' sta-
tus as Caucasians. For Finnsin ear-
ly twentieth century America, such
status could not be taken for grant-
ed.

Karelian fever became a fever
because the recruiters’ message en-
dowed their audiences with astatus
that American life had so far denied
them. In Karelia, the Finns were
wanted. In Karelia, they would be
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Canadian lumberjacks had their
tickets provided, but for the most
an element of prosperity was in-
cumbent on those intending to
book passage for Kardlia. In addi-
tion, those recruited were encour-
aged to contribute their savings to
the Kareian "machine fund.”
Largedonations, they weretold, fa-
cilitated the processing of docu-
ments needed to enter the Soviet
Union.®

Finns donated willingly be-
cause ethnic pride and national
identity lay at the heart of the invi-
tation to Karelia. For some, the"fe-
ver” provided an opportunity to
fulfill the socidist vision. But the
recruitment message insisted that
the Finns especially were chosen to
fulfill that vision, nolessthaninthe
land of the Kalevala, a naturd
choice for the Finnish homeland.

Migration to Karelia aso ful-
filled another need for some Finns.
Return to Finland would have been
a defeat, tantamount to admitting
failure in the new world. Kardiia
was the homeland where North
American Finns could build anew
and enjoy a status both the old
country and the new one had de-
nied them. Finnish identity mixed
withimmigrant frustration to create
the"fever” of Karelian fever in the
years of the Great Depression.

For more information please
see the web site http://
www.d.umn.edu/hist/karelia/.
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