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Introduction

The term Fenno-Scandia was first introduced in the late nineteenth century to describe a geographical area that includes the Scandinavian Peninsula (Norway and Sweden), Finland, the Kola Peninsula (now a part of Russia), and Karelia (now divided between Finland and Russia). The Sami people originate in the northern part of this region which they know as Sapmi, an area covering around 150,000 square miles (400,000 square kilometers) that is subject to some of the harshest weather in the world.

The winters are long and brutally cold. Most of this region is blanketed with snow during the winter, and even during the brief summer, the snow cover only recedes for about four months, and snow still falls in some places even in June. The many lakes found here are frozen over for half the year. Much of this region lies within the Arctic Circle, and in the north, there is only barren Arctic Tundra.

Thousands of years ago, the first people migrated north to this region. We are not completely certain where they came from or what drove them to this inhospitable land, but they established small settlements and subsisted through fishing and hunting the large herds of reindeer in this region for food and skins. These were hardy people who developed quite separately from the rest of continental Europe, developing their own unique culture, religious beliefs, language, and relationship with the land in which they lived.

For a long period of time, these were semi-legendary people, regarded as mysterious savages by most Europeans, and their history and origins were almost completely unknown. Recent advancements in technology and archaeology, coupled with an increased fascination for this distinctive culture, have paved the way for a better understanding of where these people came from and how they developed a way of life that was (and is) uniquely attuned to the harsh climate and landscape in which they live.


Chapter One

Origins

“For a long, long time we have lived in the country of the North, where the sun did not shine.”

—P. A. Yur’eva

Toward the end of the most recent Ice Age, around 12,000 years ago, the Earth went through dramatic changes. As the ice sheets gradually melted and receded, new land was revealed. As the melting continued, sea levels rose, and some of this new land was submerged under water. In terms of the history of human beings, this dramatic climactic change occurred during the early Mesolithic Period, also known as the Middle Stone Age.

Homo sapiens, the modern human, is believed to have first emerged in Africa somewhere in the region of 300,000 years ago. By the time of the Mesolithic Period, Homo sapiens had largely replaced other archaic humans including Denisovans and Neanderthals to become the dominant biped (creature walking on two legs). At this point, human society had also begun to change with the emergence of agriculture, the use of primitive tools, and the establishment of the first permanent settlements.

When the ice began to recede, these early humans began to migrate to new areas for the first time. Some made their way to present-day North America via the Bering Land Bridge, a land link between Siberia and the west coast of Alaska. As sea levels continued to rise, this land bridge was submerged, and the people who had settled in North America were left completely separated from all other human societies. Within Europe meanwhile, this migration included large-scale movements to the north into lands that had, a short time earlier, been entirely covered in ice.

Archeology suggests that the first migration into Fenno-Scandia probably began around 10,000 years ago. Worldwide changes in climate meant that this was then a very different place to the barren Artic lands of today. Winters were much milder, and much of this region was covered in dense forests of pine, birch, and alder, where there was plentiful game (including reindeer and elk) and where the many lakes that the retreating ice had created were filled with fish. This was a landscape where food was plentiful, and it’s easy to see why this would have been an ideal place into which early humans would have migrated in order to escape the growing competition for resources that was becoming a feature of most of Central Europe.

The first settlers in this region seem to have arrived by two separate routes. DNA analysis of archeological sites in Fenno-Scandia suggests that some new arrivals came from the south, via present-day Denmark, while another quite separate group came from the northeast. Detailed DNA analysis indicates that, just like the Native American people, these incomers may have originated in Siberia. These two disparate groups seem to have met and mixed, leading to a genetically more diverse population than seen in most of the contemporary Central and Western European cultures.

What little we know about how these people lived comes mainly from archeological excavations. One, on the island of Sørøya in the Norwegian province of Finnmark, has been dated to 9200 BCE. By around 8000 BCE, these settlements had spread beyond Norway to present-day Finland and the Kola Peninsula. Within a further 500 years, settlements had spread into the north of present-day Sweden.

What has become known as the Fosna-Hensbacka culture was well-established around 8000 BCE. This seems to have been a hunter-gatherer culture, which used stone tools and built small wooden boats for fishing. They seem to have been a generally migratory people, following the herds of reindeer and elk and moving south during the winter and north during the summer, though there also appears to have been some permanent settlements at the mouths of rivers and by the seashore. However, the point at which the Sami first emerged as a distinct people is a matter of debate among historians.

One of the strongest clues comes from the discovery of petroglyphs (rock carvings) in this region. Rock carving is something that the Sami practiced widely, and the oldest examples have been dated to around 6,000 years ago. These include depictions of animals, boats, people, and anthropomorphic characters that bear both human and animal features—anthropologists have speculated that these may have been depictions of deities, including the mother earth spirit known as Mattáráhkká. The most extensive and important series of petroglyphs were discovered at Alta in northern Norway between 1966 and 1978. This collection of over 6,000 carvings is now a UNESCO World Heritage site and Norway’s only prehistoric monument.

It appears that by around 3000 BCE, a distinct and nomadic people had settled across much of Fenno-Scandia and had developed their own unique culture, art, society, and religious beliefs. It is very difficult to establish precisely when what might be considered Sami culture began, but its origins were certainly established during the early settlement of this region by incomers from Europe and Paleo-Siberia. At around that time, the climate began to change once again. Winters became colder, and snow cover lasted for longer. By approximately 2000 BCE, the climate in Fenno-Scandia became similar to what is seen in that region today. Life for those who lived in that area became harder, and a nomadic lifestyle became an essential part of survival. Permanent settlements were generally abandoned in favor of winters spent in the southern forested areas and summers further north, often in the foothills of the mountains.

Contact between the people of Central Europe and the increasingly nomadic dwellers in the far north of Fenno-Scandia seems to have decreased as the climate in this region became harsher. We know very little of these people during this time, and it would not be until after the birth of Christianity that we find the first mention of nomadic northern people in the writings of a historian of the Roman Empire.


Chapter Two

Lapland: Early Perceptions of the Sami

“I have seen very few places where the people live in so easy and happy a simplicity as in the maritime districts of Lapland.”

—Giuseppe Acerbi

Knowledge of the existence of nomadic people living in the north of Fenno-Scandia was limited for a very long time. When the first news of these mysterious people began to filter into the consciousness of other Europeans, it was suffused with misunderstanding and misapprehensions that would impact perceptions of these people for hundreds of years.

The first generally accepted mention of the people who would become known as the Sami is found in a work by the Roman orator, politician, and historian Publius Cornelius Tacitus written around 100 CE. The works produced by Tacitus examine events during the early period of the Roman Empire under Emperors Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, and Nero. He also wrote a history of one of Rome’s most implacable enemies, the people of Magna Germania (Greater Germany). This region was much larger than present-day Germany, also covering what is now Poland, the Czech Republic, and parts of Scandinavia.

It was in this work that Tacitus first mentioned the nomadic people of northern Fenno-Scandia. He called these people the Fenni, and he was less than complimentary about their way of life, “The Fenni live in astonishing barbarism and disgusting misery: no arms, no horses, no household; wild plants for their food, skins for their clothing, the ground for their beds.”

Of course, we have to view Tacitus’ obvious disdain for these people through the lens of his experience and attitude. Rome and other cities in Europe were opulent and vast, and the people who occupied them were
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