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Finns in the United States
and New England

“Finns settled in three major re-
gions of the United States,” as-
serts one reseacher, naming “the
Northeast, the upper Midwest,
and the Pacific Northwest.” ' An-
other scholar was able to identify
in the Northeast thirty-eight Finn-
ish Churches, Mission Stations, as
well as six Preaching Stations. ?
“Northeast” here means the states
of Maine, New Hampshire, Ver-
mont, Connecticut, Rhode Island,
and Massachusetts.

An inspection of state house
records in the three northern New
England states provides a sam-
pling of scattered Finnish settle-
ments and the dates of their Incor-
porated religious societies. As ex-
ample follows in Maine: The
Finnish Congregational Church of
Harrison, organized August 9,
1920; the Finnish Congregational
Church of South Thomaston, De-
cember 24, 1921; and the Finnish
Evangelical Lutheran Church,
Suomi Synod, in Paris, April 25,
1924,
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State documents further show
two burial organizations, both in
Maine, i.e, Finnish Lutheran
Cemetery Association, Harrison,
October 14, 1913 and the Finnish
Cemetery Association, West Par-
is, June 12, 1978. The only other
groups that took pains to incorpo-
rate were: Finnish Progressive So-
ciety of Kingfield, Kingfield,
Maine, April 6, 1929; Finnish So-
cialists, Milford, New Hampshire,
September 29, 1913; a Finnish
Society in Troy, New Hampshire,
April 8, 1913; and Finnish Aid
Society, Proctor, Vermont, Octo-
ber 14, 1912.°

In all, fourteen Maine towns
housed chapters of the Finnish
Workingmen's Association, usu-
ally of socialist bent. Twelve sim-
ilar chapters arose in New Hamp-
shire, nine in Conpecticut, seven
in Vermont, and three in Rhode
Island. Massachusetts led with
thirty-eight.*

In  Massachusetts, Kivisto
mentions Finnish colonies in
Worcester, Fitchburg, Gardner,
Maynard, Cape Ann, and Lanes-
ville®> Labor historians know
about Worcester Finns because of
a lively radical minority. Fitch-
burg was most likely the largest
concentrated Finnish secttlement
in the East, if not in the entire
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United States, known for its news-
paper Raivaaja, begun as a social-
ist voice in 1905.%

The Norwood enclave

Overall, few researchers have
paid much attention to Finns in
Massachusetts, with hardly an
awareness of their presence in
Norwood. Not even the hired
town historian for the Norwood
centennial, makes any mention of
Finns in his index. ’

One cannot blame investiga-
tors, since Norwood Finns by and
large kept to themselves, with a
minimum of organized life. For
instance, Finns formed at least
twenty-two temperance societies
in Massachusetts, though it is not
clear if Norwood ever had one.
Nor did they succeed in founding
a church of their own. On a list of
twelve Finnish bands in Massa-
chusetts, the Norwood musical
unit escaped notice in the New
England history of these immi-
grants.®

When did Finns first come to
Norwood and how many of them
came? A Finnish source of 1926
gives us a clue.

Norwood, a factory city (actu-
ally a town to this day) inwhich
live about half a thousand of our
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people (Finns), the earliest from
1897: Isak Roswall from Eura;
Oskar Hagu from Kiukainen;
Matti Hannula from Pyht44; Karl
Leino from Jokioinen; Adam Leh-
to from Hankoniemi; Nestor
Ritvonen from Kiukainen; Oskar
Back, and Hjalmar Lindberg. ®

It is evident that the writer was
relying on oral testimony for the
date of 1897. In fact, one detects the
start of a minor Finnish influx into
this multiethnic town, somewhat
earlier. On October 6, 1893, a Finn-
ish immigrant and worker in the lo-
cal tannery, Thomas E. Mattson,
married Swedish-born  Augusta
Anderson, employed as a domestic.
Around this same time, one of the
earliest signs of religious ministra-
tion directed to Finns relates to a
certain Pastor Julin who made oc-
casional visits, while the Lutheran
congregation of nearby Quincy,
Massachusetts, “aided the Finnish
converts in Norwood.”

Religious activity

"Between 1890 and 1908 mis-
sionary work was done in the area
by various Congregational mis-
sionaries and pastors,” according
to Liisa A. Liedes. Beyond that
time span, she records that Nor-
wood Finns became the object of
further “evangelistic work” car-
ried on by “field workers” Wendla
Pyyny, Katri Tikkala, and Esther
Kokkinen.'? In 1916 the town di-
rectory ' first reported a Sunday
School functioning from 10 A.M.
to noon at the Finn Hall. Emil
Laakso was one of the teachers.
Despite these endeavors, re-
searcher Liisa Liedes unflatter-
ingly records that "The evange-
lists and pastors working in Nor-

wood considered it a ‘Sodom’ as
far as the Finns were concerned;
they were not receptive to the
Word of God.”'?

Finns who did adhere to their
Christian faith joined the larger
colony of Swedes in one of three
Norwood parishes: Swedish Bap-
tist Church, Swedish Congrega-
tional Church, but most of all in
the Swedish Evangelical Luthe-
ran Church that “offered its
church for a minimum fee as a
place for meetings and services.”
This last-named body later be-
came the Emmanuel Lutheran
Church. These congregations ap-
peared in the early 1900s. Curi-
ously, the news account of the
last-named congregation observ-
ing 1ts seventy-fifth anniversary,
makes no mention of Finns among
its early adherents, but only “emi-
grants from Sweden and the
Aland Islands.” 1

Societies

Evidently the first and only major
society was the Norwood Finnish
American Labor Alliance. This
association resulted from a talk
given by a certain J. Laitinen,
chairman of the Imatra Alliance.
Thus, Imatra Lodge No. 29, be-
gan on March 20, 1904 with eigh-
teen charter members out of some
twenty-five Finns in town. The
elected board consisted of: Chair-
man (President), Adam Lehto;
Secretary, a certain Huntroos; and
Treasurer, Oscar G. Bagge. As
one might expect, the first ses-
sions transpired in a rented hall of
downtown Norwood that later
housed the furniture store of Will-
iam Aho. The Taimi Sewing Cir-
cle became a related auxiliary so-
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rority. In 1905 Adam Lehto repre-
sented Norwood at a delegates as-
sembly in Fitchburg, Massachu-
setts, where local units banded to-
gether into a League of Massachu-
setts  Finnish ~ Workingmen’s
Chapters. These labor societies
were predominantly socialist, a
name inserted in the title of many
of the local units.

That same year, local Finns be-
gan a collection of pledges to con-
struct a bhall on Chapel Court,
spearheaded by socialists, plan-
ning for their "temple,” and aim-
ing to preserve ethnic identity and
its customs. Soon Finnish social
life centered around Into [fervor]
Finn Hall, constructed in 1905
and taxed on an evaluated $2,000,
now backed as many as sixty
members. Quickly, nevertheless,
an 1deological split occurred.
When some opposition to these
leftists surfaced, objectors de-
faulted on their pledges, delaying
the completion of the gathering
place. Likewise, a bank refused a
loan as soon as it discovered what
it perceived as a group of foreign
radicals seeking to borrow. The
majority had come from a rural
background, while a minority
brought an industrial experience
to this country. Because of the
strong Alliance labor-orientation,
Norwood Finns in Imatra broke
from the ranks of the Alliance in
1906, joining the Finnish Socialist
Federation, then in formation.
The new organization adopted the
name Finnish Workingmen’s As-
sociation, to which the Imatra
property was transferred. Signato-
ries on the new deed included:
John Nykvist, Otto Kulman, Kalle
Virtanen,  August  Lehtonen,
Adam Lehto. "
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Finnish band S4vel. Front row (I-r): Svante Heikkila, Onni Murtomaki, Urho Wiik, Otto Waihela (director), Paul
Waihela, Ahti Ylijoki, Oliver Sointu, Arvo Heino; second row: John Heino, Reino Kulmala, Paavo Koski, Veikko
Laakso, Michael Kaski, John Louko; third row: Erik Lindfors, John Wiik, Toivo Korhonen, Karl Sointu, Kar Koski,
fourth row; Werner Sointu, ? Heikkinen, Yrjo Rindell, Karl Kahila, ? Brander, ? Sointu.

Meanwhile, the meeting place
became essential to immigrant
life. When the spatial need of the
original participants grew, they
did manage to enlarge their quar-
ters in 1912, though not without
obstacles. A local bank refused a
loan for the hall expansion when
the 1dentity of the workers’ asso-
ciation as the borrower became
known, perceived as a band of im-
migrant radicals. Worthy of note,
unlike other Finnish enclaves that
succeeded in establishing a
church and a temperance associa-
tion, the Norwood colony did nei-
ther, centering around the one So-

cialist lodge and its Into hall. Con-
sequently, in its heyday the build-
ing accommodated daily and
weekend acitivies as varied as:
lectures, brass bands, drama
groups, athletic teams, a sewing
circle, religious instruction (in
Finnish), and naturalization class-
es. At one time the hall housed a
library of over a thousand titles.
During World War Two, Nor-
wood Red Cross headquarters
were housed here. "Even today it
[the hall] remains the center of the
progressive working people,” ob-
served a sympathetic Finnish
source in 1946. ©®
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On the matter of temperance,
one source remarked that the Nor-
wood colony “may be the only
Finntown which never had a Finn-
ish temperance society.”!S Anoth-
er source contradicts this claim by
commenting on “beautiful memo-
ries from the days when Jhanne-
liitto (temperance society) ar-
ranged gatherings.”'” Perhaps the
temperance group influenced the
Into Board of Directors not to seek
a liquor license. Thus, though, in-
toxicants were not served, to the
surprise of no one, sorme hall pa-
trons discreetly or otherwise
brought their own supplies ac-



Siirtolaisuus-Migration 3/1998

Calisthenic Team. First row (I-r): Aira Koski, rene Palonen, Lily Karki, Dorothy Heikkila, Wellamo Harju, Salme
Kuusela; second row: Anja Salmi, Anna Lindfors, Eleanora Kuusela, Irene Ikkela, Sally Maki, Kaisu Sointu,
Sylvia Niemi, Esther Kaski; third row: Niilo Huuskonen (director), Lily Kivela, Grace Anderson, Maire Koivu, Elin
Aarnio, Aili Salonen, Aino Heikkila, Aino Sulonen, Aili Kulmala.

cording to the BYOB (Bring your
own bottle) custom. The hall asso-
ciation reached a high of over 300
members, many of whom could
read and write. In fact, literacy
was widespread to the extent that
in 1922 there were only eighteen
Finns who did not subscribe to the
newspaper Eteenpdiin.'®

Leftists

Already in 1913 “divergent politi-
cal opinions emerged.” The ma-
jority backed the radical socialist
trend during World War One,
though supposedly “only a few

brawlers” continued supporting
the radical labor movement
known as the TWW (Industrial
Workers of the World). The post-
bellum, infamous Palmer raids of
the nation’s Attomey General
helped to frighten Finns into re-
signing their memberships. Origi-
nally and typical of many immi-
grant enclaves such as Poles and
Lithuanians, more than a few Nor-
wood Finns eamestly spoused
radical leftist ideals. One finds an
example of this leaning in the
Finns’ Sdvel Band participation at
the dedication of the Ileftists’
Lithuanian Hall on Thanksgiving
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Day in [915. The musical unit
formed in 1914, performed under
the direction of Arthur Autio. Out
of the nationwide fracture within
the Socialist movement in 1919,
such as occurred among various
ethnic groups, most of the Nor-
wood Finns "chose the left wing”
— 1l.e., the communists. Mean-
while, the Finnish remnant, called
Social Democrats, formed a new
chapter of the Socialist Party,
linking itself with other state
chapters, “and remained there un-
til 1936.” In 1950 seven founding
members still lived in the neigh-
borhood, along with a member-
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ship of some thirtyfive col-
leagues, “still spreading the ideas
of the Social-Democratic move-
ment in particular and democracy
in general.” Names associated
with this movement included:
Ocar G. Bagge, Treasurer, and
Committee members William
Aho, Ivar Maki, Alma Eklund,
Aino E. Aho, Emil Salonen, and
Carl Helsten."”

Io the communist camp by
1920, the Sdvel musicians per-
formed again for the Lithuanians
on May Day of that year at a cele-
bration of the Lithuanian Bolshe-
viks of Norwood. To voice a pro-
test that day against the tsar for the
massacre in St. Petersburg, Rus-
sia, some Finns joined hands with
Lithuanians, Russians, and Jews
on Red Sunday, with speeches in
the native languages of each eth-
nic group.?

Gradually, townspeople be-
came aware of the Finnish en-
clave, at least through the annual
town directory. By 1914, the
Finnish Workingmen’s Associa-
tion was meeting in the Finnish
Hall on Chapel Court in the center
of the Swedeville section of Nor-
wood. By 1916, Finns had their
own Finnish Gymnastic Club,
Finnish Women’s Club, and Finn-
ish Sunday School.?!

Influenza victims

Regardless of religious or politi-
cal differences, the Finns sympa-
thized with one another’s plight
when the frightful plague struck
the United States and the world. In
this country alone, an estimated
half million victims perished. Nor
did the influenza pandemic of late
1918 and early 1919 bypass the

Norwood Finns. Out of ninety-six
local residents felled by the usual-
ly fatal disease, there were siX na-
tives of Finland and one Amerj-
can-born child. Victims’ names
and ages were: Fannie Elo, age
29, Emma Maki, age 42; Hilda
Palo, age 29; Olga Soderstrom,
age 30, Julia Makie, age 41; Albin
Seastran, age 41; John C. Olsen,
age 6. All were buried at the High-
Jand Cemetery of the town. The
case of Emma Maki was especial-
ly poignant. Earlier abandoned by
her husband, she left seven chil-
dren, ages five to the late teens.
Fortunately, a compassionate
friend, Lempi Tuomi, “devoted
her time to care for the orphans,
and, with her generous help, all
survived this terrible period of
their lives.”?

Marriage patterns

On a happier note, one can learn
still more about Finns from an in-
spection of the town wedding
records that clearly identify the
Scandinavian and more specifi-
cally the Finnish presence in Nor-
wood. Prior to 1893 there was a
trickle of Swedes and Norwe-
gians. In the earliest years, one
notes a single mixed-ethnic mar-
riage occurring as  follows:
Swede-American, 1881, Swede-
Dane, 1891; Swede-Norwegian,
1892. The first Swedish couple
married in 1888. The year 1893
more clearly marks the start of the
Finnish enclave in Norwood when
two immigrant Finns each mar-
ried a Swede in 1893 and 1894.
The latter year the first Finnish
pair entered marriage. Affinity
and compatibility, at least of a ro-
mantic nature, between Finns and
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Swedes was quite evident in the
ensuing decades as the Marriage
Table indicates. *

Cooperatives

Similar to other immigrant colo-
nies, the Finns here too tried their
hand at a cooperative. Such a soci-
ety began in 1909 as a branch of
the Quincy (city 25 km. from Nor-
wood) Turva [security], orga-
nized five years earlier. A few
years later, the Norwood venture
joined the United Cooperative So-
ciety. The Finnish Norwood Co-
operative Store (47 Savin Ave-
nue) flourished for a time, gross-
ing as much as $200,000 in 1920.
The enterprise provided meat,
groceries, dry goods, shoes, and a
restaurant. Furthermore, the coop
maintained a milk bottling and
distribution plant in nearby Wal-
pole. The coop also furnished land
for the Finnish Athletic Club.
Eventually, the business declined
as members moved away. The
building was sold to a private par-
ty on December 30, 1953.

In addition to the cooperative
undertaking, a handful of Finns
operated pool rooms, vareity
stores, a barroom, two soft drink
shops and a pair of bottling plants,
a furniture store, and a shop sell-
ing upholstery, window shades,
and awnings. The first public sau-
na originiated in 1910, built by
August Lehtonen, followed by
two others. Nevertheless, the rav-
ages of time took their inevitable
toll.

The Finns who had held the
reins of their Into hall and the co-
operative store eventually sold
their ball in June of 1959 to the
American Legion, still present
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owners. As to later political life,
local Finns observed how the
Finnish Federation abandoned the
Socialist Party in 1937, changing
in 1940 to the Finnish American
League for Democracy at a con-
vention held in Fitchburg, Massa-
chusetts. The Norwood branch
ceased on September 19, 1967. By
the fall of 1971, there remained
only some fifty “old-time” Finns
in Norwood.

Despite the waning, identifi-
able Finnish enclave, on one occa-
sion a quaint-sounding Us Girls
ad hoc committee organized a re-
union of over twenty Finnish
Americans, former residents in
Norwood, who came together at a
private home in Plymouth, Mas-
sachusetts, for a day of nostalgia.
Aira Koski Johnson showed some
memorabilia collected for de-
cades (eventually destined for the
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