
Chapter 6 1 

The Geography of Arctic Food: 2 

The Northern Environment and Sámi Health in Transition, c. 3 

1750–1950 4 

RITVA KYLLI 5 

Abstract 6 

This chapter examines the geography of Arctic food by focusing on food production 7 

and food consumption in the Arctic environment of Finnish Lapland. The research 8 

reaches from the eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, focusing on the 9 

border region between Finland and Norway, especially the Sámi area of Utsjoki. Food 10 

is strongly associated with human rights such as the right to a healthy environment. 11 

During past centuries, this right has often been questionable for the indigenous 12 

peoples of the Arctic. The question of the right to food is linked to the question of the 13 

right to land – by taking over or restricting the use of the land, states have also taken 14 

over traditional food and livelihoods. However, the Sámi of the past centuries were 15 

not without opportunities. The Utsjoki Sámi were active traders, and they imported 16 

many kinds of foods into the Sámi area. The research ends in the years of the Second 17 

World War, which posed significant challenges to the Sámi peoples’ nutrition, health 18 

and environment. 19 



Introduction 1 

According to a very well-known phrase, “you are what you eat”, but there is also a 2 

less-known geographical phrase that says, “you are where you eat”. When food is 3 

considered, there has always been a strong connection between nature and society. 4 

According to Peter Atkins and Ian Bowler, food has been an essential part of the 5 

political ecology, which is related to the interfaces between the environment and 6 

society.1 Nature–society relations are also important in the geography of food, which 7 

focuses on food production and consumption at the local and global level. This field is 8 

also concerned with global food networks and connections, as well as the politics of 9 

justice, food security and dynamics in food accessibility related to these issues.2 10 

Eating and drinking have had close links both to health and the environment. 11 

Connections have also been very evident in the Arctic. Arctic mines and hydropower 12 

plants, for example, have had a strong impact on the nutrition and health of the Sámi 13 

and other Arctic indigenous peoples. Due to hydropower plants, the rise of salmon in 14 

the northern rivers has been disturbed, which has affected the diet of the inhabitants as 15 

they have had to start buying more food from grocery stores. Similarly, the 16 

establishment of mines has changed the geography of Arctic food. Due to the mines, 17 

many new inhabitants have moved to the area and new grocery stores have been 18 

established for them. Local residents also began to use the services of these grocery 19 

stores despite the fact that store selections in the Arctic regions have often been small 20 



and the products have been expensive. Store-bought foods have not usually been as 1 

healthy as foods provided by gathering and hunting.3 At the same time, traditional 2 

knowledge about fishing, hunting and foraging has deteriorated, which has been 3 

particularly problematic in situations where mining operations have suddenly stopped, 4 

and the grocery stores have gone out of business.4 5 

This chapter examines the connection between the environment and health in 6 

Finnish Lapland from the perspective of the food history from the eighteenth century 7 

to the mid-1900s. The research focuses especially on the subarctic border region 8 

between Finland and Norway and especially on the area of Utsjoki (Ohcejohka), 9 

which is situated on the northernmost border of Finland. Utsjoki was inhabited almost 10 

completely by the Sámi population. Most of the inhabitants lived along the Teno 11 

River (Deatnu), which separates Finland and Norway. The Utsjoki area will be 12 

compared to the area of Inari (Aanaar), situated south of Utsjoki. The environment 13 

and health of the northernmost Finnish border region is also examined in the wider 14 

context of the Arctic and northern indigenous peoples. Sámi history-related sources 15 

are available in official and private archives, newspapers, memoirs and travelogues. 16 

From Healthy Environments to the Geography of Colonialism 17 

According to Stephen Le, cuisines of different areas are “a result of centuries of 18 

evolution, finely tuned to our biology and surroundings”. Traditional combinations of 19 

food with balanced nutrients have supported health in the best possible way.5 During 20 



the early modern period, most of the people around the world were still involved in 1 

food production, and people consumed most of their food locally. Diets were 2 

seasonally very restricted.6 However, food has always been very transnational and it 3 

has constantly crossed borders. The traditional Sámi diet contained a lot of foods (e.g. 4 

fish and meat) from the surrounding area, but tax records from sixteenth-century 5 

Utsjoki and Inari villages show that fur buyers who came to the area sometimes paid 6 

with loaves of bread, salt and butter.7 At this stage, both food production and 7 

consumption were still tied mostly to the local products of subarctic Lapland. 8 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the reindeer-herding Sámi of 9 

Utsjoki ate a lot of meat, and the Sámi who lived along the Teno River fished salmon, 10 

hunted and kept cows. In the summertime they ate wild berries and plants from the 11 

forests and marshes, so they had some sources of vitamin C, in their nearest 12 

environment.8 They also needed to drink a lot of water because of their protein-rich 13 

diet; freshwater resources were crucial for Sámi well-being. Reindeer-herding Sámi, 14 

who followed annual migrations, preferred to erect their tent-like huts in locations 15 

where water was available nearby. As they did not spend a long time in one location, 16 

the water was not contaminated and would not cause diarrhoea. In the wintertime it 17 

was possible to melt snow to produce good quality drinking water.9 18 

According to the Finnish officials of the time, the Sámi people, who had 19 

adapted to their northern living environment and had an opportunity to use their land 20 

without restrictions, were considered to be very healthy. In 1791, the minister of 21 



Utsjoki wrote that the good health of the Utsjoki Sámi was based on a cheerful 1 

outlook on life and fresh air. According to him, Utsjoki’s location, where the 2 

mountains and hills alternated, caused a blast of wind that cleaned the air. Utsjoki 3 

inhabitants ate food that was difficult to digest, but they ate very moderately. At this 4 

point, there were 15 families practicing salmon fishing along the river Teno and 28 5 

mobile reindeer herder families. The Sámi spent a lot of time outdoors, and their 6 

continuous mobility made them feel good.10 Based on this description, health and the 7 

environment obviously had a very close connection. At the same time, while 8 

colonizing new continents, European people were also collecting knowledge of 9 

medical geography. In 1768, a Scottish doctor, James Lind, wrote that it was possible 10 

for the Europeans to manage in hot climates if the places were “located on high 11 

ground and ventilated by breezes”.11 Even though the Utsjoki Sámi had good 12 

ventilation, the cold climate could also cause some health problems. Jacob Fellman, 13 

who worked as a minister of Utsjoki in the 1820s, wrote that even if the coldness 14 

cleaned the air, hardened the body and increased the appetite, it could also cause gout 15 

and throat diseases.12 16 

The Sámi, living in Finnish Lapland, were in constant contact with the 17 

northern coast of Norway, and their diet differed from the agricultural areas of 18 

southern Finland and areas that were not open to the ocean. The Sámi of Finnish 19 

Lapland ate a lot of sea fish, such as cod, and also fish oil, which contained omega-3 20 

fatty acids. Elsewhere in Finland, cod liver oil was sometimes bought from 21 



pharmacies, but in Utsjoki it was eaten fresh and frequently – and was considered to 1 

be very healthy. Saimi Lindroth, who worked as a “health sister” in Utsjoki during the 2 

1930s was delighted to learn how wise the people in Lapland were. She noted that 3 

when the dark, sunless winter meant that the people had spent their vitamin D 4 

supplies, they took a new healthy elixir to maintain their health, which was why they 5 

could withstand the polar night.13 Some other foods that were staples in the Sámi diet 6 

got very positive reviews from visitors from outside the Sámi area. One such food 7 

was Angelica archangelica (commonly known as garden angelica, wild celery, or 8 

Norwegian angelica) which seemed to be a great antiscorbutic.14 9 

The reindeer-herding Sámi of Utsjoki spent their summers in Norway on the 10 

coast of the Arctic Ocean and wintered in the interior part of what is now known as 11 

Finnish Lapland, for example the forest zone of Inari. This was easy at the time, when 12 

there were no solid borders between the kingdoms. The situation changed in 1751, 13 

when the Strömstad Treaty (between Norway and Sweden, which Finland belonged to 14 

before 1809) defined the current Norwegian–Finnish border along the river Teno. The 15 

situation did not change too much, however, because there was an addendum to this 16 

Treaty, called the Lapp Codicil, the aim of which was the “survival of the Sámi 17 

people”.15 Thanks to this codicil, the Sámi were able to maintain their traditional way 18 

of life and also their traditional diet. They were able to continue their traditional 19 

migratory reindeer herding across the new border and, at the same time, their fishing 20 

and hunting on the coast of the Arctic Ocean. In the treaty, the kingdoms officially 21 



confirmed that the Sámi of Norway and Sweden (as well as Finland) had the right to 1 

use the waters and lands of a neighbouring country to maintain themselves and their 2 

animals because they were known to require the territories of both kingdoms for their 3 

livelihoods. The right was also valid in wartimes. The residents of Utsjoki, who 4 

remained residents of the Swedish Empire, were also guaranteed the opportunity to 5 

trade in the same way as the Sámi of Norway.16 6 

As the Strömstad Treaty proves, traditional Sámi land use and livelihoods 7 

were still being supported in the eighteenth century, but by the nineteenth century, 8 

their environment – and hence their diet and overall health – were increasingly 9 

affected by the surrounding states and their governance. The Sámi of the current 10 

Finnish Lapland could cross the border between Finland and Norway freely until the 11 

first half of the nineteenth century, but after that pressure started to grow against the 12 

codicil from governmental authorities and expanding agricultural interests. Fishing 13 

rights in the Arctic Ocean for the Sámi people living on the Finnish side of the border 14 

began to be restricted from the 1820s. Reindeer herding met with difficulties during 15 

the first half of the 1850s, when the border between Finland and Norway was closed. 16 

After that, Utsjoki reindeer herders had to search for summer pastures on the Finnish 17 

side of the border.17 18 

The Sámi area of current Finnish Lapland had been part of the Swedish 19 

Empire during the eighteenth century but, since 1809, it had belonged to the Russian 20 

Empire in the same way as the rest of Finland. According to some writers, the 21 



Norwegians were afraid that Russia would try to take over the good ports of northern 1 

Norway, which was believed to be a threat to the security of the whole of Europe. 2 

Norway became suspicious of all the inhabitants of the Russian Empire, and the rights 3 

of the Sámi people living in the Finnish area were restricted in the Norwegian region. 4 

The Sámi suffered “because of the envy and distrust of the kingdoms”.18 5 

During the latter half of the nineteenth century, many indigenous communities 6 

around the world struggled to feed themselves as land use and resource management 7 

caused problems for food production. Some northern indigenous peoples were even 8 

prevented from producing foods in traditional ways,19 while at the same time new 9 

mines, forestry working sites and urban centres were established in the Arctic. In 10 

Kirkenes, situated in Norway in the vicinity of Utsjoki and Inari, the Bjørnevatn iron 11 

mine was established in 1906.20 The Sámi who lived in Finland were not forbidden to 12 

engage in their traditional livelihoods, but as the use of land and water areas became 13 

more restricted over the years, it inevitably affected their food culture. Environmental 14 

injustice also brought food injustice.21 Finnish authorities tried to control Sámi 15 

livelihoods and living environments from the late 1800s by establishing reindeer 16 

herding cooperatives and changing the status of the northernmost forests of Lapland 17 

to protected forests.22 18 

The ecosystems of Finnish Lapland were changing during the nineteenth 19 

century. Beaver had been hunted to extinction by the mid-1800s.23 Wild reindeer also 20 

vanished around the same time.24 The decline in game was used to put pressure on 21 



indigenous people to cultivate land in the northern and Arctic regions. Many 1 

indigenous people faced a situation where power relations started to impact their food 2 

production patterns. Also in Finland, the authorities tried to convert reindeer herding 3 

and fishing Sámi into agriculturalists. The Economic Society of Finland, established 4 

in 1797, gave prizes during the nineteenth century to Sámi, who were known to be 5 

hard-working, for clearing and ditching fields. Officials also admired Finnish settlers 6 

who had managed to change the swamps of Lapland into thriving hay or grain 7 

fields.25 Such visions have been seen as the “anticipatory geography of colonialism”. 8 

Taking over the territory was justified as trying to pursue the “correct” and “civilized” 9 

use of the land.26 10 

Changes in biodiversity affected the availability of the food sources, and the 11 

loss of certain animal species might have affected the health and resilience of northern 12 

residents.27 When the ecosystems were impoverished, it was all the easier to become 13 

dependent on imported foods. By the end of the nineteenth century, more and more 14 

Sámi became settlers, as this came with many benefits came: it was easier to 15 

overcome disputes over meadows and fishing grounds if there was an official 16 

document of land ownership. Long tax exemptions were interesting also from the 17 

Sámi point of view.28 The living environment changed and, during the 1920s, many 18 

Utsjoki Sámi already had small potato patches near their subarctic homes. At the same 19 

time, they started undergoing a dietary transition and started to eat more sugar and 20 



flour.29 Infectious diseases also increased in the latter part of the nineteenth century as 1 

a non-nomadic lifestyle became more prevalent.30 2 

Transnational Food and Widening Networks 3 

Traditional Arctic foods have sometimes been seen as a threat to food safety – for 4 

example, there are health risks from eating raw fish and meat. However, traditional 5 

foods have been seen as important for the physical, spiritual and mental health of the 6 

indigenous communities. Food gained from the immediate surroundings has 7 

connected people with the land and increased their well-being in many ways.31 8 

According to H.V. Kuhnlein and H.M. Chan, traditional food systems include “all of 9 

the food species that are available to a particular culture from local natural resources 10 

and the accepted patterns for their use within that culture”. This term also includes the 11 

health consequences of these factors as well as the traditional knowledge connected to 12 

the use of natural environments.32 However, underlining the term traditional in the 13 

context of indigenous peoples gives a very stagnant image of them and their diet. 14 

According to Coll Thrush, traditional diets “assume static ecological contexts, static 15 

networks of exchange, and static palates”.33 The food supply of the Sámi, for 16 

example, had been delocalizing at a relatively early stage. Trade brought edible 17 

consumer products beyond the local environment, as the Sámi wanted to take 18 

advantage of global commodity flows. The Utsjoki Sámi were active merchants, and 19 



they eagerly used the opportunities presented by commerce to change and expand 1 

their diets. 2 

Where the Sámi are concerned, one can easily forget how big a change to their 3 

lifestyle and diet – and at the same time to their environment and health – the 4 

intensification period of reindeer pastoralism had been before the seventeenth century. 5 

In addition, the Sámi of Utsjoki had begun to raise cattle at a fairly early stage. From 6 

milk they had made butter, which could be sold in Norway and the proceeds could be 7 

used to purchase interesting consumer goods from the Norwegian marketplaces.34 In 8 

the twentieth century, the Utsjoki municipality was sometimes even described as its 9 

own republic which did not need Finland for anything. Geographer Ilmari Hustich 10 

wrote: “We should also remember that the Utsjoki Sámi are not nomads, but often 11 

affluent fishermen, the wealthiest of whom have large houses with painted buildings, 12 

well-kept lawns, and cowsheds with several cows.”35 In the 1920s, exports from 13 

Utsjoki consisted of salmon, reindeer meat and hides, beef, willow grouse and butter. 14 

Flour, coffee, and sugar were essential imported products, but a lot of frozen cod was 15 

also imported during the early spring when the Utsjoki Sámi were running out of 16 

salmon.36 17 

The steady supply of imported foods demanded special efforts in the Arctic. 18 

There could be a shortage of products, for example, during rasputitsa (the spring and 19 

autumn periods when the roads become difficult to navigate). Also, sudden price 20 

changes on the Norwegian side of the border sometimes caused concern. Residents of 21 



the Teno river valley were already accustomed to the fact that during wars and crises 1 

food could suddenly be more expensive on the Norwegian side of the border. For 2 

example, the Crimean war in the 1850s had been reflected in food prices: according to 3 

the minister of Utsjoki, merchants of Norway took benefit of the war time by insisting 4 

on higher prices for foodstuffs such as flour, sugar and coffee.37 5 

Even when the food production and transportation faced changes during the 6 

nineteenth century,38 there were still regional differences in food availability. In the 7 

early twentieth century, Utsjoki’s food production and consumption was hampered by 8 

the lack of infrastructure. In 1939, Utsjoki was characterized as a border region 9 

municipality, with only ten kilometres of roads.39 The Sámi were already accustomed 10 

to their imported foods but, because there were no roads leading to Utsjoki, food 11 

cargoes were transported  from the Norwegian coast by reindeer, horse and boat. The 12 

distances were long and the transport costs were expensive. One important trading 13 

venue was the town of Vadsø (140 km from the centre of Utsjoki) at Varanger fjord.40 14 

Through governance, it has been possible to smooth out differences between 15 

regions when trying to make food available as equally as possible.41 Additionally, the 16 

State of Finland, which became independent in 1917, tried to ensure food sufficiency 17 

in northernmost Lapland through legislation. Northern forestry working sites required 18 

a lot of food products, and Finland’s government paid special carriage fees for food 19 

transporters in the northernmost border area. In principle, food products eligible for 20 

carriage fees should have been domestic imports but, for the northernmost 21 



municipalities, the fees were also available for the transportation of goods from the 1 

Norwegian coast to satisfy local needs.42 Before the outbreak of the Second World 2 

War, many products were the same price in Utsjoki as in the southern municipalities 3 

located right next to the railroads – thanks to the financial support from the Finnish 4 

State.43 5 

In addition, on the basis of the law laid down in 1924, it was allowed to import 6 

duty-free goods for the needs of (fellow) inhabitants of the municipalities of Inari and 7 

Utsjoki. As a result, coffee and sugar were much cheaper, for example, in 8 

northernmost Lapland than in other parts of Finland.44 The situation also affected 9 

residents on the Norwegian side, as it was cheaper for them to make food purchases in 10 

the stores in Utsjoki.45 Officials drew attention to the fact that although the 11 

municipality of Utsjoki did not have that many inhabitants, there were many grocery 12 

stores with varied selections right next to the border.46 Utsjoki traders had to 13 

constantly give the authorities explanations for the sale of their products, as well as 14 

the extent to which they sold their products to the residents of neighbouring Norway. 15 

Trader U Hagelin announced once to the rural police chief of Utsjoki that he had sold 16 

coffee, sugar, tobacco, rice groats, fruit, wheat flour, margarine, lard, petrol, canned 17 

meat and more to the residents of Norway. Hagelin had three stores in Utsjoki, and at 18 

least one of them was located within reach of Karasjok residents.47 Karasjok was a 19 

Sámi municipality on the Norwegian side of the border. 20 



According to Coling Sage, eating is an ecological act: “What we eat and how 1 

we eat has more impact on the Earth than almost anything else.”48 During the 2 

nineteenth century, railroads, refrigerated steamships and industrial canning started to 3 

break down the role of the environment as a principal factor that determined the 4 

geography of food. As food imports became more and more distant, the 5 

environmental impact of food production moved further away from where the food 6 

was consumed. In the late nineteenth century, fruit companies established large 7 

banana-growing areas in Central America.49 More tropical products were also 8 

imported into the northernmost parts of Europe. The first banana ships arrived in 9 

Finland in the early years of 1900s.50 It was not possible to buy these fruits from 10 

northernmost Lapland, as the distances were long and there was only a small postal 11 

path leading to the southern parts of the country. Instead, many kinds of products 12 

were available in Norway. During the late 1930s, a public health nurse from Utsjoki 13 

unexpectedly received an orange from a Sámi girl in the middle of the winter.51 The 14 

orange had been bought from northernmost Norway. Based on the Norwegian 15 

newspaper advertisements, vitamin-rich oranges were already widely available in the 16 

stores at this point.52 17 

The northern environment produced limited amounts of plants, and the lack of 18 

vitamin-rich foods might sometimes have negatively affected the health of people 19 

living in the Arctic.53 Even though some of the residents of Utsjoki had tasted 20 

oranges, no fresh oranges could be found in Utsjoki cargo or customs listings from the 21 



1930s. Oranges did not receive any customs exemptions, even though Utsjoki traders 1 

regularly attempted to apply for permission from the Finnish Ministry of Finance to 2 

import them, tax free, to Utsjoki.54 In customs clearance reports, there are, however, 3 

mentions of other kinds of canned and dried fruit that were imported to Utsjoki: 4 

“Imported: in boats, June 16, 1937 from Karasjok: 6 cans of apricot, 6 cans of 5 

pineapple, 6 cans of peaches, 6 cans of pears. Country of origin: USA.”55 In addition 6 

to dried fruits, sources also mention fresh apples. In 1935, Sámi trader Hans Laiti 7 

would have liked to import cocoa, chocolate, and fruits for his store, but with the 8 

exception of apples, fresh fruit were not allowed to be imported free of duty.56 9 

In the border regions, the selection of foods was sometimes quite exceptional 10 

compared to the rest of the country. Tea from Ceylon, biscuits from Norway and 11 

coffee sacks from Liberia could be found in the horse carts of the Sámi traders. 12 

Industrial packaged and branded goods were commonly available in Utsjoki before 13 

the outbreak of the Second World War. Trader Jouni N. Niittyvuopio had announced 14 

in July 1936 that he had imported 20 boxes of sugar cubes, mixed fruits and raisins, 15 

and two boxes of Corned Beef to Utsjoki from Norway by boat.57 16 

The lack of transport infrastructure hampered trading in Utsjoki, but because 17 

there were not many roads, it was easier for Utsjoki Sámi to protect their own culture 18 

and livelihoods. There had been some Finnish settlers in Utsjoki during the past 19 

centuries, but not too many – largely thanks to the cold climate but also to the lack of 20 

roads. Utsjoki had remained a Sámi municipality unlike the other municipalities of 21 



Finnish Lapland. In 1925, the municipal council of Utsjoki even suggested to the 1 

Finnish Parliament that the municipality should be codified as a “Sámi area of 2 

protection” on which Finnish habitation, roads or phone network should not be 3 

established.58 The municipality of Inari served as a warning for Utsjoki residents: 4 

since the early 1900s, roads from the south had been built in Inari and with them came 5 

a lot of new Finnish residents. The Finnish population in Inari exceeded the number 6 

of Sámi by 1915.59 7 

In his newspaper writing in the late 1920s, Inari Sámi Uula Sarre told how 8 

reindeer husbandry in Inari had recently faced many problems. When the number of 9 

reindeer declined, more and more Sámi were forced to seek out a living in forestry 10 

work together with Finnish lumberjacks. This had been devastating to the Sámi 11 

culture. He noted: “In order to protect themselves in this inhospitable company from 12 

mockery, a Sámi must live, talk and dress like they do.”60 In addition, lumberjacks 13 

generally ate pork and lard, which differed from the Inari Sámi’s earlier fish-based 14 

diets.61 15 

The Sámi health was in a state of transition during the early twentieth 16 

century.62 The entry of numerous new edible products had impacted on the health of 17 

the human communities in the Arctic. Some vitamin-rich foods began to be more 18 

accessible than before, but the so-called “Western diseases” (obesity, heart disease), 19 

had also became more common.63 As a whole, the situation did not change too 20 

radically. The Sámi of Finnish Lapland still had good water resources available – and 21 



they were still able to purchase cod, cod oil and other health-promoting products on 1 

the coast of Norway. They also continued to use food products from their local living 2 

environment to their advantage, and they still knew, for example, the habitats of 3 

Angelica archangelica and other healthy plants.64 4 

Unhealthy Environments and the Second World War  5 

According to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, food security 6 

prevails when people have “access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their 7 

dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life”.65 During the 8 

Second World War, the right to a healthy environment and food security was 9 

endangered in many parts of the world, and the Arctic indigenous peoples were no 10 

exception to this. The north Sámi area was an active front of the war because of its 11 

geostrategic position and rich natural resources.66 The mine at Kirkenes, the Kiruna 12 

mine in Swedish Lapland and the well-situated harbours in northern Norway brought 13 

German troops to fight in the northernmost areas of Finland and Norway.67 Political 14 

unrest also caused sudden disruptions to food availability. 15 

The Second World War began on 1 September 1939 with the invasion of 16 

Poland by Nazi Germany. Finland’s Winter War against the Soviet Union started on 17 

30 November 1939, but the threat of a major war had begun to affect livelihoods in 18 

Finnish Lapland even before that.68 The first concrete signs of the outbreak of the the 19 

Second World War in Utsjoki were restrictions on cross-border trade. This caused 20 



difficulties for residents since they were accustomed to freely crossing the Teno River 1 

with their commodities. On 8 September 1939, Sámi merchant Isak Walle wrote about 2 

the diminished stores of local traders. Walle still had plenty of sugar, wheat flour and 3 

coffee, but stocks were already getting lower. He noted: “Due to the outbreak of war, 4 

people had an increased desire to purchase, so it was obvious that such stocks reduce 5 

very quickly.”69 6 

Finland fought the Continuation War against the Soviet Union in cooperation 7 

with Nazi Germany from June 1941 to September 1944. The Germans had a small air 8 

surveillance station in Utsjoki, and they soon became part of the Sámi’s everyday 9 

life.70 The Germans influenced the environment, health and diet of the Sámi 10 

inhabitants. The Sámi people had been accustomed to protecting their scarce forest 11 

resources, but the Germans took advantage of them without hesitation.71 Especially in 12 

Inari, the Germans had large forestry working sites.72 The Germans took the former 13 

epidemic hospital in Inari for their own use, but they also helped the local residents 14 

with their health problems.73 The Germans also influenced the region’s food supply: 15 

they left canned foods, bread, and money in the households of local Sámi. In turn, the 16 

Sámi sold the Germans warm clothes and reindeer meat.74 17 

The Sámi had gained a lot of knowledge over the centuries about soft ways to 18 

utilize their fragile subarctic environment.75 During the war, indigenous knowledge 19 

(e.g. the best time for slaughtering reindeer) was useless in situations where the 20 

reindeer had to be slaughtered in large quantities for to feed the Finnish Army and 21 



civilians. Although the Sámi living in Finnish Lapland had actively imported a wide 1 

variety of new food products into their residential areas before the Second World 2 

War, reindeer herding had remained a staple which the Sámi of Utsjoki were willing 3 

to defend from the influence of Finnish culture. Reindeer herding was a livelihood 4 

which had been perfectly adapted to the northern environment and which guaranteed 5 

food and well-being in those years when other livelihoods failed or when trade 6 

connections were broken because of the rasputitsa or in times of crises.76 As soon as 7 

the war in Finland broke out at the end of November 1939, reindeer herding 8 

encountered problems. One was the decline in the workforce, as many skilled herders 9 

left to fight.77 10 

Food shortages in Finland escalated after 1941 and were also reflected in 11 

Lapland’s reindeer herds. Reindeer herders had to participate in the war effort by 12 

slaughtering large numbers of their reindeer every year and giving away reindeer meat 13 

by the decision of the Government’s from the outset of the 1941–42 winter. During 14 

the first winter, the Province of Lapland had to produce 1,600,000 kg of reindeer meat 15 

and 36,000 reindeer hides. The situation was very challenging. Despite of the 16 

slaughter requirements, reindeer herders were not sufficiently exempt from military 17 

service (despite the fact that a large part of the donated meat was going to be used by 18 

the Finnish Army) and the slaughter did not take place according to the normal 19 

timetable between October and the end of January. The lack of manpower delayed the 20 

slaughter, which meant that more reindeer had to be slaughtered than was originally 21 



expected. By mid-January – when the slaughters should already have ended – only 1 

about 12,000 reindeer had been slaughtered, which was less than a third of the 2 

required amount. In the large and sparsely populated northern reindeer herding 3 

cooperatives, slaughtering had hardly even begun. At this stage, the reindeer had 4 

already lost several kilograms per animal in weight. As the number of donations were 5 

measured in kilograms, more reindeer had to be slaughtered than had been planned.78 6 

The provincial government stressed that during the same winter, 600 draught 7 

reindeer had also been donated to the Finnish Army. It was hoped that serious 8 

consideration would be given to the forthcoming slaughtering because, by continuing 9 

the first-year rate, there was a threat to the entire reindeer husbandry of Finnish 10 

Lapland. During the war, it was not possible to put an end to the compulsory 11 

slaughtering, but the obligation was reduced the following year. The slaughtering was 12 

delayed again, and the weights of the reindeer dropped. Also some very thin reindeer, 13 

which nobody would have wanted to buy in normal years, now had to be slaughtered. 14 

However, there were still enough reindeer to be donated for the general war time 15 

consumption – a new order to donate reindeer meat was given in the winter of 1943–16 

1944.79 17 

During the Lapland War in winter of 1944–1945 no mandatory slaughter was 18 

carried out, but the war disturbed reindeer herding in many other ways.80 Military 19 

units of the northernmost Finnish Lapland were informed, on 2 September 1944, that 20 

Finland had made efforts to achieve peace or armistice: the Soviet Union had made 21 



the negotiations conditional upon the abolition of German troops from Finland, and 1 

the Finnish Government had agreed. Two days later, it was announced that Finland 2 

had cut off its relationship with Germany and ordered all German troops to leave the 3 

country.81 As the Germans were expected to resist, it was considered necessary to 4 

remove the civilian population from Lapland.82 The Sámi people from Inari and 5 

Utsjoki, were evacuated to Central Ostrobothnia in Finland: to the municipalities of 6 

Ylivieska and Alavieska. Eino Lukkari, who lived in Utsjoki, wrote later: “In the 7 

beginning of September, we became aware that we had to be evacuated. […] The 8 

most valuable goods were packed, cows were sold to Germans, if there were any 9 

buyers, sheep were slaughtered, and meat was salted in containers. The reindeer were 10 

left without any care in the forests.”83 11 

Many other Sámi shared Lukkari’s experience. Domestic animals were either 12 

slaughtered or transported to the gathering places, goods were packed, and some were 13 

buried in the ground or hidden otherwise.84 Cattle could not be evacuated because of 14 

the long journeys.85 The Sámi of Utsjoki had to slaughter or sell all their cows which 15 

had a profound effect on the diversity of livestock in the whole of Finland. Before the 16 

evacuation, cows in Utsjoki were usually the so-called “Lapland cattle breed”,86 but 17 

after the war, as almost all the cows of Utsjoki and Inari Sámi had been slaughtered, 18 

“Lapland cows”, which were very well adapted to the northern environment, were 19 

replaced by Ayrshire and other cattle breeds of western and southern Finland.87 20 



During the Lapland War, some of the Sámi reindeer herders remained, but the 1 

majority of the population was evacuated. The evacuation had a great influence on 2 

Sámi health and nutrition, as there were sudden changes in diets and new diseases. 3 

Some Sámi were more fortunate than others: Sámi reindeer herders who lived in the 4 

northwestern parts of Finnish Lapland were evacuated to the residential areas of 5 

southern Sámi in Sweden.88 Disease did not bother evacuees in Swedish Lapland to 6 

the same extent as those located in Finnish Ostrobothnia. Apart from Sweden’s 7 

excellent health care system, the reason was due, apparently, to the more favourable 8 

climate for the Sámi.89 Sweden did not participate in the Second World War, which 9 

was also reflected in the food supply of the region: people who were evacuated to 10 

Sweden had the chance to taste fruit they had longed for. According to the evacuees, 11 

the shelves of the Swedish stores were filled with plums, raisins, figs, jam, biscuits, 12 

sweets and chocolate.90 13 

Utsjoki residents did not get to sample the Swedish delicacies, despite the fact 14 

that “everyone was hoping to get to Sweden”. This did not happen.91 The final 15 

location for the Utsjoki Sámi inhabitants’ was Alavieska in Finland’s Northern 16 

Ostrobothnia region. In Alavieska, the Utsjoki Sámi missed their reindeer meat (e.g. 17 

sautéed reindeer) and salmon meals. They were also startled by Finnish oatmeal 18 

porridge and the poor quality of the drinking water, which caused many illnesses. 19 

“Brown water” was mentioned in several sources.92 In January 1945, a writer who 20 

wrote a newspaper article using the pseudonym Sabmelash, described how Utsjoki 21 



residents had been taken from the valley of the brave mountains and crystal-clear 1 

waters to the valley of Kalajoki (Fish river in English) which, in reality, had no fish at 2 

all. According to him, the former and current habitats were pretty much the opposite 3 

of each other for climatic and natural reasons, so it was no wonder that there was 4 

increasing morbidity and frequent deaths among the Sámi evacuees.93 The district 5 

doctor of Inari and Utsjoki also wrote: 6 

 7 

The brown, dirty, bad smelling water of Kalajoki scared the people who had been 8 

accustomed to the clear waters of Lapland. They did not dare to wash themselves in 9 

it, neither their dishes nor their clothes. Even the water of the wells tasted very bad 10 

(…). Also the food – porridge, soup and groats, which were of course not well 11 

prepared, were not of a prime quality as the meat and fish had been in Lapland. (…) 12 

A very high percentage of the inhabitants of Inari and Utsjoki collapsed during the 13 

evacuation period. Many families broke up completely after the mother died, for 14 

example, of jaundice or diphtheria.94 15 

 16 

The contrast with the Sámi home environment was great. One evacuee was annoyed 17 

by the fact that back at home there would have been a cellar full of cloudberry jam 18 

and salmon, as there had been an excellent harvest year in Utsjoki.95 There had also 19 

been cases where the local inhabitants had given potatoes and milk to the domestic 20 



animals rather than to the Sámi evacuees.96 Sabmelash was also concerned about their 1 

weight loss.97 2 

The diet of the evacuation period affected the health of the evacuees in many 3 

ways and food was often blamed for increased levels of mortality.98 Of the inhabitants 4 

of Inari, 15 died during the evacuation of acute inflammation of the bowels,99 which 5 

might very well have been caused by the lack of proper food or by a sudden change in 6 

diet. Diarrhoea was a common disease among the Sámi evacuees.100 Their changed 7 

diet (combined with unhygienic conditions) had already affected the stomachs of the 8 

evacuees during the journey,101 and when they stayed for their first night in the church 9 

of Ylivieska, many fell ill under the new conditions. One person reported, “We had 10 

eaten, of course, strange food, and during the night started vomiting”.102 The district 11 

doctor reported later: “The church and the elementary school, (which) were full of 12 

migrants waiting for their final destinations, and the sick people were laying without 13 

treatment and helplessly on the floor, among them there were people who were giving 14 

birth and people who were dying. […] The lack of hygiene was unbelievable.”103 15 

The strange environment was not favourable for the traditional Sámi cooking 16 

methods. The Sámi were used to drying meat; some Sámi had also packed dried 17 

reindeer meat before leaving Lapland.104 The Utsjoki evacuee Hans Guttorm said later 18 

that they had not managed to dry the meat properly in the conditions at Alavieska: 19 

“We bought a heifer with Vuolab’s Joosep’s family. We slaughtered it, and Jooseppi 20 

was excited to put the meat to dry. He, of course, salted it properly and hung it. The 21 



days went by and we started to wonder as the meat did not seem to dry up at all but 1 

started to become slimy. Alavieska’s climate was not suitable for meat drying. It was 2 

probably too moist for that purpose.”105 The Sámi placed in Alavieska were eager to 3 

go back home as soon as possible: in Utsjoki, the conditions were expected to 4 

improve immediately. At least meat and fish would have been available right away.106 5 

The Second World War rapidly changed the geography of the Arctic food. The 6 

pace of change accelerated during the latter half of the twentieth century: imports of 7 

food from the Norwegian side of the border began to be controlled more strictly than 8 

before, as the Finnish Border Guard tightened its grip on Utsjoki.107 An increase in 9 

tourism also began to have an impact on the food available in northernmost Finland. 10 

In the summer of 1947, the Finnish Border Guard unit of Utsjoki observed several 11 

foreign fishermen trying to catch salmon all along the river. These foreigners had such 12 

good quality lures and other fishing gear that they sometimes caught bigger salmon 13 

than the locals.108 The Germans had destroyed the fishing nets when they left 14 

Lapland, and after the war there was lack of fishing lures and other kinds of fishing 15 

supplies among the local Sámi people.109 16 

Crossing the state border started to be more closely controlled and connections 17 

to Norway began to break. More and more, the Inari’s trade began to be directed 18 

towards Finland, due to improved road connections.110 Roads were also built in 19 

Utsjoki during and after the Second World War.111 New people, goods and influences 20 

came along with the new roads, but environmental and health threats also began to 21 



spread increasingly from the air. Mines and hydroelectric power plants were followed 1 

by pollution that came through the Arctic sky. The foodways of the Sámi were often 2 

colonized by spoiling their lands and at the same time their traditional food sources.112 3 

The period post the Second World War in the Sámi area was, in many ways, a period 4 

of contamination, which had huge environmental and health impacts.113 5 

Conclusion 6 

Food production, distribution and consumption are all related both to the environment 7 

and health. Food is associated with human rights such as the right to a healthy 8 

environment and increasing mortality rates and health issues have often been strongly 9 

connected with environmental changes.114 The right to healthy environments has often 10 

been questionable in the Arctic. Arctic mines, hydro power plants, and pollution have 11 

impacted on the well-being and health of indigenous peoples. There were neither 12 

mines nor power plants in Utsjoki in the centuries under examination, but border 13 

closures and wars affected the environment, health and the geography of food in the 14 

Sámi area, especially since the nineteenth century. Indigenous food production was 15 

strongly connected to land rights, and there were often political decisions behind the 16 

food crises. 17 

It is useful to study globalizing food production and consumption from a 18 

regional perspective.115 During the past centuries, the Arctic environment, health and 19 

its food systems have become increasingly under a global influence. Food imported 20 



from elsewhere has contributed to the health of northern people and has changed their 1 

interaction with their living environment. The diets of the Sámi and other Arctic 2 

indigenous peoples have contained many typical elements that have remained the 3 

same throughout the centuries (reindeer and game meat, fish, berries), but the human 4 

diet, has not always correlated directly with peoples’ place of residence in northern 5 

latitudes. Especially during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Sámi diet 6 

changed because of their own agency. The Utsjoki Sámi were very active in food 7 

distribution. 8 

During the period studied, the Sámi people of northernmost Finland could 9 

usually control their own food supply. The Utsjoki Sámi faced a totally new situation 10 

during the Lapland War, when they were evacuated to the unhealthy environments –11 

away from the Arctic environment where the means of food production were very 12 

familiar to them. After the Second World War, many indigenous Arctic people had to 13 

face environmental injustice and its reflections in food production and consumption. 14 

References 15 

Unpublished sources 16 

National Archives of Finland (NA): 17 

Eino Lukkarin arkisto 18 

Inarin ja Utsjoen aluelääkärin arkisto (ALA) 19 

Inarin siirtoväen huoltojohtajan arkisto 20 

BIB-001 

BIB-002 

BIB-003 

BIB-004 



Lapin lääninhallituksen arkisto (LHA) 1 

Lapin rajavartiosto 2. komppania 2 

Taka-Lapin Ilmasuojelupiirin Esikunnan arkisto (TIEA) 3 

Utsjoen kirkonarkisto 4 

Utsjoen nimismiespiirin arkisto (UNA) 5 

Newspapers and magazines 6 

Etelä-Suomen Sanomat 7 

Helsingin Sanomat 8 

Kaleva 9 

Kansan kuvalehti 10 

Kirjallinen Kuukauslehti 11 

Liiketaito 12 

Maa 13 

Metsähallituksen Utsjoen hoitoalueen arkisto 14 

Nordkapp 15 

Nuorten Pellervo 16 

Oulun Wiikko-Sanomia 17 

Pohjolan Sanomat 18 

Rajaseutu 19 

Rovaniemi 20 

BIB-005 

BIB-006 

BIB-007 

BIB-008 

BIB-009 

BIB-010 

BIB-011 

BIB-012 

BIB-013 

BIB-014 

BIB-015 

BIB-016 

BIB-017 

BIB-018 

BIB-019 

BIB-020 

BIB-021 

BIB-022 

BIB-023 

BIB-024 



Suomen matkailu 1 

Published sources 2 

Aikio, Niilo. 2000. Liekkejä pakoon: Saamelaiset evakossa 1944–1945. Helsinki: 3 

SKS. 4 
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