Finlander

Description:

It is 1916. Russia and Finland are playing their age-old game of “cat and mouse”—each Finnish village has its own rules and social mores—life is harsh and uncompromising—and most of the inhabitants will hang onto their birthright until the bitter end unless their choice is taken away. This is the harsh reality of Kaarlo Heitala’s world but he, through fate, is forced to leave his beloved country and begin a new life in America during one of the bloodiest times in world history. Finlander becomes an odyssey of man’s place in life’s continuum and how one man can touch the lives of many and prove that each individual truly does have a story—a story of inescapable courage and determination.
First Chapter:

Kaarlo wrote down his thoughts, trying to remember the past. Methodically, he put down what he knew…


It was the type of place, a harsh land, where only those born to its soil could appreciate the real meaning of living. She was invaded and conquered, but her people were never touched by the whims of the rulers. They reluctantly surrendered, yet they never submitted. Their ways were the ways of the land, which protected them from outsiders. Suomi—Finland—keeps  her secrets well.


Kaarlo smiled at the last line, crumpled up the paper, and tossed it into the fire. He rested his eyes on the amber flames and silently remembered…


Risto Heitala was a contented man. He decided that March 7, 1910 was a good year for his son to come into the world. A Laplander who had slowly cut himself away from that hostile environment and moved to an area thirty miles from the city of Karvia, Risto was one of the founders of this small village, which had grown from four to thirty families. The houses were hand-hewn timber structures, made to withstand the long, cold winters. The community’s pride and joy was the sauna—Risto and the others firmly believed it kept them healthy. Risto had his cattle, reindeer, a strong woman, and five healthy children, three boys and twin girls, which, to his way of thinking, made him a very rich man. His only irritant was Mother Russia, a country that was trying to control his people.


Risto cradled Lauri in his arms while thoughtfully weighing the boy’s future. The baby would grow up to become a working member of the family. Lauri was his third son. Risto couldn’t help the proud feeling that washed over him when the baby yawned, opened its eyes, and watched his father for a moment before promptly falling back to sleep. Dyynia did well, he thought fondly, as he glanced at his wife. She was twenty-eight but looked twenty years older. Their climate was not a breeder of beauty.


Dyynia sat by the fire, enjoying the comfort that the kitchen—keittio—gave her. She, like her mother, believed that things could never be clean enough. She worked from sunup to sundown taking care of her home and family. She’d worked hard all her life and knew no other way. Wistfully, she remembered her girlish figure—before she’d married Risto. There were very few married women around who had kept nice and trim. Having one baby after another destroyed the thinness of youth. But she had no regrets. The farm provided for them, and there was always the constant trading between the neighbors. Dyynia returned her husband’s gaze and smiled, “Risto, will you ever grow weary of children?”


“Never, Mama,” he replied, gently kissing the baby’s head. “They are the future. They will prosper here.”


Frowning, Dyynia sighed. “Kaarlo will leave. He’s not happy with life here. The rebel in him wants to fight the Russians. I hear him playing with his friends, and it’s always the same game.”

“The boy is only ten,” replied Risto, dryly. He found it difficult to believe that his son would not approve of his life here. What did a child know about such things? Perhaps it would be best if he didn’t take Kaarlo with him when he visited his friends.


“He may be only ten, but a mother sees. He’s been hearing talk about America—about the adventures a few have had. His friend’s brother left for America and writes home about the money he’s made. Kaarlo is even learning English! He grows restless. He helps you out of respect and tries to be a good son, but he hates the yoke our land is under.”

“What does a child know of this?” scoffed Risto, showing his displeasure with the conversation. “The Grand Duchy doesn’t touch us here. I’ve seen no Russian soldiers! Only stories have reached my ears. No, he will settle down.”


“When Iikka’s son left, it made our Kaarlo long to go—the wanderlust is in him. Sali was sixteen when he left. Kaarlo will only wait until then,” she added, softly.


Risto wanted to comfort her, tell her it wasn’t so, but he’d seen the signs, too. He remembered the time when he’d left and made his way here—to build a better life. If Kaarlo wanted to move on, to establish a village of his own, then he could understand—but to leave his country! America! What did these young saplings know about America? Suomi is their home!


Thoughtfully Risto rocked the baby back and forth. He knew it was up to him to change his son’s thinking and smiled as a surge of hope lifted his spirits.


“We have six years,” he told his wife. “I can change him!”


“I hope so, Papa, I hope so,” Dynnia murmured, unconvincingly, feeling it was too late. The wanderlust had already taken their beloved Kaarlo.

