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Introduction

Among the most interesting of nodal settle-
ments on the Canadian Shield occurred with
Finnish in the Thunder Bay area of Northern
Ontario early in the century. Here, Canada's
largest concentration of Finns settled on a
landscape physically much like the one they
had left. Climate, geology, hydrology, soils
and vegetation in portions of Finland and
Nor thern  Ontar io  bear  s t r i k ing  s imi la r i t ies ,
even to the poinl of strong subregional
para l le ls .2  In  migra t ing  then,  the  ear ly
Finnish settlers were not forced into the
dramatic change presented by a new physical
environment. On the contrary, their mastery
of the boreal forest gave these people certain
advantages over settlers from the more
temperate areas of Europe. The main diJter'
ence for the Finns in their new geographic
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setting was a lessening of cultural restr,ctions.
In  Canada.  w i th  l im i ted  superv is ion .  they
were relatively Iree to make their own choices
and create their own lifestyles. As with most
immigrants, this was a process of tradeoffs
s€ek ing  the  bes t  f rom the i r  cu l tu ra l  pas t .
ye t  fu l f i l l i ng  some fo rmer  d reams th rouqh
innovalion, and adapting to the features
of a new nation. While perhaps the most
adaptable of the newcomers chose the
economic advantages of the city, others
preferred to resume the rural l i festyle - to
a  la rge  ex ten t  dup l i ca t ing  a  p iece  o f  F in land
in  Canada w i th  on ly  minor  mod i f i ca t ions .
I t  i s  these ru ra l  F rnns  thd t  a re  the  pr imary
focus of this study.

To undestand the reasons for the mi-
g ra t ion ,  the  "push"  and "pu l l "  fac to rs  must
be  ana lyzed.  The la te  1800 's  to  ear ly  1900 's
were  d i f f i cu l t  t imes in  F in land,  w i th  many
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adversely affected by a series of famines. an
economy changing from an agrarian to
industrial base, a rapidly rising population,
and uns tab le  po l i t i ca l  cond i t ions .  Pu l l ing
these immjgrants were North America's
prospects of high wages, free land, polit ical

freedom and sheer adventure. According to
the national Census, Canada received three
bas ic  waves  o f  F inn ish  immigrants :  1900
to  1913 (w i th  15 ,0001o 20 ,000 immigrants ) ,
1920 to 1930 {with slightty over 20,000
add i t iona l  peop le) ,  and 1950 to  1960 (w i th



another 15,000). In the first two waves,
which are of concern to this study, most
Finns came to Canada from the rural areas
of Vaasa, Turku and Pori.3

Over one'third of all the Finns that
settled in Canada chose to reside in the
rugged uplands of Northern Ontario drawn
by wprk  on  the  ra i lway ,  mines ,  mi l l s  and
forest, as well as some of the only free land
lett to this relatively late settlement group.
The Thunder Bay area, on the north shore of
Lake Superior. attracted the largest concen-
t ra t ion  o l  bo th  u rban and ru ra l  F inns .  In
b locks  in  the  ru ra l  townsh ips ,  s t rong F inn ish
communi t ies  deve loped.  In  the  boom per iod ,
which began after 1910 and peaked around
1930, small rural hamlets such as Intola,
Kivikoski, Lappe, Toimela and Sistonen's
Corners developed as well as larger Finnish
communities 5uch as Tarmola, Pohjola,
Alppila and Ostola. Three townships in
particular, Gorham, Ware and Lybster had
populations that were 93 % (420 Finns),
85 % (394) and 92 % {427) respectively

comprised ot people of Finnish ethnicity
according to the 1921 Census of Canada.
These areas had colourful histories with a
distinctive Finnish-Canadian l ifestyle bolster-
ed with great institutional solidarity. Finnish
farms were mainly subsistence operations
agriculturally, but were aided by supplement-
al incomes from natural resource industries
and construction. Though these rural
communi t ies  and way o f  l i fe  cont inued un t i l
the second World War, deterioration began
thereafter. Soliders returning from the war
and the youlh on the farms were enticed
by the financial rewards and easier l i fe the
city oftered. The days of subsistence opera-
tions were clearly numbered.

While the present numbers of Finns in
these rural townships have remained near
the i r  1921 leve ls ,  the  urban F inn ish  popu-
lation has increased twenty-five times sance
that date. According to the 1971 Census,
the Thunder 8ay division reports about
three thousand rural Finns as opposed to
over eight thousand urban. While most of

Ear ly Frnnish home in Thunder Bay



F a r m  b u i l d i n g  i n  F i n l a n d ,  t a k e n  1 9 4 8 ^

the  or ig ina l  F inn ish  fa rmsteads  s r i l l  s tand,
few o f  the i r  f i r s t  communi t ies  a re  s t i l l  i n tac t .

The Survey

ln surveying the settlement characteristics
of the early Finns and contrasting ethnic
groups, eight rural townships were selected.
According to Census of Canada data and
land tit le records, three of the townships
were predominantly Finn. two were non-
F inn4 and th ree  mixed (F inn  and non-F inn)
blocks. Throught preliminary investigations,
it was discovered that nearly all the init ial
bu i ld ings  o f  the  sample  area  s t i l l  remain ing
were built from logs. Although a few frame
buildirEs on which dates were established
were included in the survey, the criterion of
log construction became a pre'reguisite to
site inrpection. The survey, which ultimately
consisted of 362 buildings over '190 sites,
possessed a Finnish content ot mofe than
85 7o of all buildings over at leasl 83 % of
the 5ites. Non-Finnish c!ntent was pre-
dominantly Brit ish. however Dutch, Swedish
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and French Canadian sites were also record-
ed, as well as a 7 -B y" sample wh ich were not
identif iable as ro original ethnicity. Each site
and building was photograph ica l ly recorded,
mapped. details sketched, and three page
check l ist-questionna ire fi l led out.

To provide clear indications on the
amount of cultural carry,over, Finnish sites
surveyed were cornpared to those in similar
ethnographic studies done in southwest
F in land dur ing  the  in i t ia l  se t t lement  per iod .

Folk Architecture

In looking at the settlement features that
compr ise  the  cu l tu ra l  landscape.  fo lk  a rch i -
tecture is perhaps the most visible and tell ing
o l  a l l  e lements .  In  the  case o f  the  F inns  in
rura l  Thunder  Bay ,  the  in i t ia l  t rad i t iona l  log
architecture is particularly revealing because
of  i t s  unusua l  pur i t y .  Th is  pur i t y  app l ies  in
two sense!. F irst. there is so l itt le discrepancy
between torm and function. The buildims
display an uncanny beauty because of their
pure  func t iona l i sm and harmony w i th  th€ i r



natural surroundings. Second, there was
l i t t le  mix ing  o f  F inn ish  s ty les  and techn iques

the  non-F inn ish  s ty les  and techn iques
the  non 'F  inn ish  popu la t ion  major i t y .
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Beyond this, the vernacular architecture of
these Finnish pionoers displays a familiarity
of dealing with the materials and environ-
ment in a way not seen in any other ethnic
group in the region. The desing is didinct-
ively clean and unpretentious, employing
the maximum use of local materials, The
large numbers and good condltion of these
early log structures sti l l  standing is a
testament ot this functionalism and sound-
ness.

While the dates of construction of the
buildings surveyed ranged from 1877 to
1950,7O % were  bu i l t  be tween 1910 and
1939. Construction style among the Finnish
log building stayed particularly consistent.
The non-Finn log buildings tended to be
more or less temporary structures build
from logs left in the round, hasti ly "saddle

notched" for cornerlng and displaying
distinctive wid€ strips of chinking (often

cement) between logs. In the non-Finnish
townsh ips .  few o f  the  in i t ia l  bu i ld ings  were
sti l l  standing. The original Finnish structures
were built almost entirely using a characteris-
tic, highly refined log construction style.
Beams were normally f lattened on two sides
and grooved or "saddle hewn" on the bottom.
Corner styles were predominantly "full
dovetail" or "lock notched" joints. Due to
the tight f it of the logs, chinking was usually
kept to a minimum but when necessary,
employed either sphagnum moss or rags.
Beams were normally reinforced with wooden
pegs, connectirE the tiers at regular intervals.
The beams were usually pine, spruce or
poplar with dimensions commonly at 5"
(12 .7  cm)  x  8"  (20 .3  cm)  on  hewn logs .

Ex ter io r  wa l ls  on  the  F inn ish  bu i ld ings
were nearly always left bare, althoug painted

trim was common. The craftsmanship of these
log buildings could be seen in the fact that
from a slight distance many gave the appea-
rance of being frame buildings with dressed
lumber .

Interior walls were l ikewise bare, except
in houses, which were usually papered or
boarded. Roofs were predominantly qable,
with mixed framirE styles, 1" x 6" (2.5 cm

x 15.2 cm) rough-cut lumber 5trapping and
covered with wooden shirEles. Foundations
were at t imes lacking, but generally consisted
of done and/or vertical wooden posts.
The two most distinctive architectural
buildim forms on these Finnish farmsteads
were tha sauna and the hav barn. The sauna
was found on  v i r tua l l y  everv  F inn ish  fa rm,
yet only on the Finnish homesteads, provid-
ing  a  un ique cu l tu ra l  ind ica tor .5  The i r
standard design was an 8' x 16 ' (2.4 m x
4.9 m), two room facil i ty with one external
door, and one or two small windows, Ofthe
50 saunas examined, most tended to have a
metal stove and chimney, rather than being
the traditional savusauna (smoke sauna) tVpe.
Usually the sauna was the first building on
the farmstead and served as a temporary
house. Later auxil lary uses for the steam
bath found in the survey included summer
k i tchen,  matern i ty  room,  laundry ,  g ra in
drying area and even smoke-curing unit for
fish and meat, The distinctive Finnish hay
barn was the exception to the general
construction style, invariably having round'
ed logs with wide gaps between (for drying),
and occasionally slightly canti levered walls.

The dwell ing houses varied in form some-
what, but were normally l6' (4.9 m) x 20'
(6.1 m). one to one and one half storey
bu ild ings, with gable roof. two to four rooms,
and perhaps a small porch. Other common
features included a wall-mounted brick
chimney, external access to the loft, and a
small root cellar dug under the dwell irg
floor. The main animal barn was the largest
construction on the farm, averaging 18'
(5.5 m) x 24' 17.3 m), with the lower clw
parlor built of logs and the top hay loft area
constructed of frame (dressed lumber).

The main feature of interest in the settle-
ment characteristic survey is how direcily it
paralleled the descriptions and pictures of
rural build irgs and sites in F inland (particular-
ly the southwest area) early in the century.
Early folk architectural studies by Valter
Forsb lom in  F in land in  19166 and 19317
and Albert Hdmdldinen in 19308 display
features nearlv identical to the Finnish farms
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Frnnish house in Ihunder Bay,  note pole roof

of Thunder Bay. Noted Finnish Geographer,
J .G.  Grano 's  descr ip t ions  o f  t rad i t iona l
"peasant habitation" in Suomi: A General
Handbook on the Geography of Finland9
cou ld  a lso  equa l ly  app ly  to  the  F inn ish
bu i ld ing  fo rms in  Canada.  On ly  s l igh t
diJferences in materials used seemed tg take
place in the tra nsfer.

Site and Settl€ment Patterns

While many of the spatial aspects of Finnish
settlement in Thunder Bay again paralleled
that in rural Finland, some interesting
modificarions took place. Despite the tact
thaf their North American farms averaged
to be four times larger than those they left
in Finland, the farmstead and general farm
layout remained much the same. The farm'
stead was characteristically f ive to eight
bu i ld ings  inc lud ing  the  dwe l l rng  house,  ma in
barn, storage shed5, animal sheds, sauna and
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hay barn. The traditional grain threshing or
ri ihi barns common in the old coufitry, were
not used very often in Canada because of
heavier mechanization. The farmstead build-
ings were laid out in a notably symmetrical
fashion over a two to three acre (0.8 - 1.2
hectare) area at an inlermediate elevation on
the farm. The buildings cluster wa5 usually
road{riented. often water-oriented and at
times aesthet ically based (v iew-or iented ) .
Field patterns could be charachterized as
scattered, irregularly shaped patches with
l i t t le  o f  the  to ta l  fa rm c leared .  Un l ike  the
non-Finn farms of the area, forests covered
the  major i t y  o f  the  F inn ish  ho ld ings  and
were highly uti l ized by these pioneers.

I n the Thunder Bay survey approx imaiely
three'quarters of the Finnish Farms vmpled
had less than 30 acres ('12.1 hectares)
cleared of forest. out of their 160 acre (64.8
hectares) total. A similar survey conducted
by  H.  Smeds in  F in land in  ' l910 ,  

showed
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that 68 % of their farms had less than 24.7
acres (10 hectares) cleared. Therefore
despite fitt ing into a new survey system,
farm activity, as reflected in cleared area,
rema ined the same.

According to the questionnaires, the
in i t ia l  cho ice  o f  a  fa rm un i t  by  the  F inns
in Thunde. Bay was based on the direct
economic opportunities ot the land {such as
farm agriculture and forestry) and social
t ies  ( f r iend  or  k in )  tha t  the  par t i cu la r  s i te
had to offer. However more genera I co nsid er,
ations were access to the social and economic
ins t i tu t ions  o f  the  F inn ish  communi t ies .  and
the proximaty to supplemental employment
(eg. commercial forestry operations, manes
and constrLrction projectsl- Certain elements
o{ chance and aesthetics also entered the
seleclron process.

The F  inn ish  communi t ies  in  ru ra lThunder
Bay were  fa i r l y  c lear ly  de f ined,  we l lo rgan iz -

ed. social units. which were institutionally
based and delineated by composite service
areas. Of most importance to the community
economically was the cosperative, and
socially the "meeting hall-" However schools,
post offices and churches were also involved.
The coops were somethir8 unique to the
F inn ish  communi t ies  w i th in  the  reg ion  a t
th is  t ime,  however ,  were  common in  F in land.
A lso  un l i ke  o ther  e thn ic  communi t ies  in  the
region. the meeting halls. not the churches,
tended to be the social foci for the Finnish
settlements. Many of the Finni had faced
problems with the home church upon their
emigration and were looking for alternatives
in  the  new wor ld .  Of ten  F  inn ish  communi t -
ies which were split on polit ical beliefs, built
separate halls. Some cases were found in
Thunder 8ay where both "white" and "red"
halls (the former referring to rightest polit ical
leanings, the latter leftest) were constructed
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nearly side by side, with l itt le social ex-
change. Again, this was unique to the F innish
commu nities of the area.

Conclusion

In looking at an overview of this pioneering

effort, that they chose these rugged,
"marginal" areas at all, is perhaps the most
distinctive feature of the rural Finnish
settlement. The Finns were responsible for

a substantial expansion of the ecumene of
the Thunder BaV area, as they were in other
par ts  o f  Nor th  Amer ica .  Desp i te  a  w ide

range of alternatives in the New World,
many chose to cling to the traditional l i fe-
style and to a large degree replicate their
homeland in  a  new,  bu t  fami l ia r  geograph ic
se t t ing .

The s ign i f i cance o f  the  impact  o f  F inn ish
settlement on rural Thunder Bay is note-
worthy in two respects. First, the Finns
demonstrated a mastery of the boreal land-
scape born out of centuries of dealing with
i t .  Second ly ,  the  t ransp lan ted  F inn ish
character, showing a stronq sense of wil l
and  unusua l  ab i l i t ies  o f  o rgan iza t ion ,  fo rmed
a l i fe  and image now a  d is t inc t i ve  par t  o f  the
cu l tu ra l  mosa ic  o f  Canada.

Haybarn in south$rest  Fin land,  C.  1915 (From Forsblom, V.W.,  "Sydosterbot tn iska al lmogebyggnader"
o p . c i t . ,  p . 8 1
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Typical  ear ly Finnish farmstead in Th!nder Bay,  1905 (From the Col lect ion of  the Thunder Eay Finnish-

Canadian H isror ical  Societv.  Donor l \ raki )
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Suomalaisen asutuksen vaikutuksia kanada-
laisessa kulttuurimaisemassa

Tdm; tutk imus kasi t re lee Kanddan suur inta jd var
hais inta suomalaiss i i r tokuntaa ja tutk i i  sen vaiku-
tusrd Thunder Bayn dlueen kul t tuur imaisemadn
Tur\ imuksessa larkdstel larn ladjasr i  (ansdnomdisen

arkki tehtuur in muotoja ja asumismal le ja seka teh-
de;n verta i lu ja (s i ja int i /asutus) samankal ta is i in et-
nograf is i ;n tutk imuksi in,  jotka k;s i l te levet  samaa
d' l .akdurtd S-omessd td seLratadn kL i ruLr in s i : r -
tymistd ja vaikutusta Uuteen Maai lmaan sopeutu

Se, mi t : i  suomalaiset  saivat  a ikaan Thunder
B a y n  a l u e e l l a ,  o l i  h e i d a n  p e f i n t e e l l i s e n  k u l t t u u r i .
maisemansa melkoisen suora s i i r to uuteen,  mutta
tut tuun fyysiseen ympar istodn.  Taloudel l isest i  nd
ma ihmiset  sAi ly t t ivdt  ra jo i terun maanvi l je lyskulr -
tuur iperustansa,  mi ta l  osi r ta in korvasi  ja t ;ydensl
muu alkutuotanto ja rakennusteol l isuus.  Arkki
tehtoonisest i  kul t tuur is i i r tyma ol i  melkein tby-
del l inen seka pi tkal le kehi t tyneessir  rakennustyy

l isse et t l i  er i ty is iss6 rakennustyypeissa.  Vie l ;pa
voimakkaast i  per inteel l isen saunan m€rki tys sai ly i
l6hes koskemattomana. Maat i lo jen s i jo i t tuminen,
johon val jentavast i  vaikut t i  Kanadan maanmitraus
jer jestelmi j ,  kehi t ty i  pal jo l t i  samanlaiseksi  kuin
vanhassa kot imaassa vastaavine rakennus asetel
mineen, pel to ineen ja mets ineen. Val i tut  maa-
t i l o j e n  s i j a i n t i p a i k a t  o l i v a t  s a m a n k a l t a i s i a  h u o l i
matta erbistd muunrelu ista,  jotka johtuivat  k: jy tet .
tbv iss6 olevan maa'alue€n ra io i t tuneisuudesta.  Inst i
tuut iot ,  kuten osuustoiminta ia luter i la inen k i rkko
si i r ret t i in  mycts,  vaikka k i rkko menerr i  merki tyst? jan
ja jossain m,: i r in sen korv ikkeena to iml  yhteinen
k o k o o n t u m i s " h a a l i "

Suomalaisen asutuksen merki tys Thunder aayn
. n o d s e u r u d  u e e l l e  o l i  l d h d e . l c i n e n .  F n s r k s r  5 u o m d .
la iset  osoi t t ivat  vuosisataisen kokemuksensa perus

leel la,  €t t ;  he kykenivbt  hal l i tsemaan pohjoista
maaperaa ja rnaisemaa. Toiseksl ,  he s i i rs ivat  suo-
malaisen luonteen,  johon kuuluu voimakas tahro
ja hyvet  organisoint ikyvyt  ja muodost ivar  oman elb.
mantyyl insb ja maai lmankuvansa, joka nyt  on oma
l e m a l n e n  o s a n s a  K a n a d a n  k u l t t u u r i m o s a i i k k i a .

A n  e a r l y  s e t t l e r s  f a r m  i n  n o r t h e r n  F i n l a n d  ( F r o m  B o o k ,  E . ,  " T h e  l a n d  q u e s l i o n  a n d  r e f o r m " ,  i n  F i n l a n d : T h e
country,  i ts  people and inst i tut ions Hels inki  :  Otava Pub. Co.,  1926, p.  135)
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